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intractible otherness of non-Western, literatures. The
contrast between the potential of orientalism to com-
bat the “myth of Westernness™ and its role in perpetuat-
ing the West’s self-image is ably brought out in two very
different studies of the discipline: Raymond Schwab’s
La Renaissance orientale (1950; not cited by Menocal),
which examines the impact of the “discovery of the
East” on European intellectual life from 1680 to 1880,
and Said’s Orientalism (1978), which portrays the for-
mation of the image of the East as Other, aided and
abetted by orientalism’s appropriation of its cultures
as material for study.

Of the two, Schwab is the more successful in placing
orientalism in its broad intellectual, and not merely
political, context; sympathetic in his approach, he is
also aware of the tension between the potential of this
“second Renaissance” for creating a new “global hu-
manism,” and the development of orientalism itself
into an increasingly specialized academic discipline
(Schwab 1984, 4,8 and see pp. 1-8). His task was thus
(as Said puts it) “to study the progress by which the
West’s image of the Oriental passes from primitive to
actual, that is, from disruptive éblouissement incrédule
to vénération condescendante™ (Said 1984, 252). Said
criticizes Schwab for his apparent lack of interest in
“the economic, social and political forces at work dur-
ing the periods he studies. . . . Never does he coherently
put forward a thesis about Orientalism as a science,
attitude, or institution for the European military, politi-
cal, and economic control of Eastern colonies” (1984,
263). It is this dimension of orientalism which Said
himself seeks to demonstrate by examining “the politi-
cal questions raised by Orientalism,” among them:

What sorts of intellectual, aesthetic, scholarly and cul-
tural energies went into the making of an imperialist
tradition like the orientalist one? How did philology,
lexicography, history, biology, political and economic
theory, novel-writing, and lyric poetry come to the
service of Orientalism’s broadly imperialist view of the
world? . . . In fine, how can we treat the cultural, his-
torical phenomenon of Orientalism as a kind of willed
human work . . . in all its historical complexity, detail,
and worth without at the same time losing sight of the
alliance between cultural work, political tendencies,
the state, and the specific realities of domination?”
(1978, 15; author’s emphases).

Said, as Menocal herself observes (pp. 21-22, n. 12),
ignores Spanish orientalism (thus further contributing
to the marginalization of Hispano-Arabic studies), pre-
ferring to concentrate on the more obvious excesses of
the English, the French and the Americans—excesses

which are more easily explainable in terms of colonial
and post-colonial political motives. For Said (and
largely for Menocal) political considerations are central
to Orientalism, defined as “a style of thought based
upon an ontological and epistemological distinction
made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the
Occident’” (1978, 2). The East is thus defined as a
mirror image of the West—an image all too familiar in
the writings of, for example, G. E. von Grunebaum,
whose approach to Islam Marshall Hodgson described
as based on a “Westernistic commitment or outlook”
which ensures that “the formative assumptions of
Islamdom . . . are derived at least in part negatively, by
way of contrast (what Islam Jacks), from certain con-
trary formative assumptions he ascribes (in the Western-
istic manner) at once to the West and to Modernity. . . .
The formative assumptions he sees in the West, on the
contrary, turn out to be central to what is most dis-
tinctly human” (Hodgson 1974, 2:362, n. 6).

But while ideology is clearly important in the forma-
tion of such an image (just as it dictates the search, by
von Grunebaum and others, for an “essential Islam”
which in all its lineaments would conform to that
image), it may be argued that it most often represents
an outlook which generates individual and collective
misreadings, rather than a program, a conspiratorial
effort to suppress the Other. To treat all instances of
what is often openly hostile incomprehension as “at
bottom” political (Said 1978, 299) fails to account for
other factors which must also be acknowledged if we
are to revise our attitudes toward historiography, liter-
ary and otherwise.

One such factor is undoubtedly academic vested in-
terest and adherence to reductive methods of literary
study, exemplified by the central position of philol-
ogy—itself (as Schwab shows) a product of oriental-
ism—among these methods. For Curtius, philology
was the key to unlocking the essential unity of Euro-
pean literature; orientalists see it as the means of un-
covering the secrets of Eastern texts. But as Walther
Bust observed, “No text was ever written to be read
and interpreted by philologists” (quoted by Jauss 1982,
19); the philological method leads away from the con-
sideration of texts as literature. Jaroslav Stetkevych
once asked if Arabists are “basically . .. not even in-
terested in literature, because we are philologists, his-
torians, or disguised social scientists: in one word
because we are ‘orientalists’?” and was led, like
Menocal, to inquire, “Why should our methods, our
critical conceptual apparatus, the very repertory of
questions we seem to be asking of literature be so far
apart from what others do about and ask of literature?”
(Stetkevych 1969, 148-49). Elsewhere he traced the






















