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Frantz Fanon was perhaps the seminal theoretician of postcolonial politics, culture, and identity; his 

two major books, Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961), have been 

widely read and have provided an important inspiration for liberation movements around the world. 

Born in Martinique, Fanon studied medicine in Paris and became a psychiatrist in Algeria during its 

wars of liberation from France. “The Fact of Blackness” is Fanon’s celebrated essay describing the 

consciousness of “black” subject in a world of “white” power. 

“Dirty nigger!” Or simply, “Look, a Negro!” 

I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things, my spirit filled with 

the desire to attain to the source of the world, and then I found that I was an object in the 

midst of other objects. 

Sealed into that crushing objecthood, I turned beseechingly to others. Their attention was a 

liberation, running over my body suddenly abraded into nonbeing, endowing me once more 

with an agility that I had thought lost, and by taking me out of the world, restoring me to it. 

But just as I reached the other side, I stumbled, and the movements, the attitudes, the glances 

of the other fixed me there, in the sense in which a chemical solution is fixed by a dye. I was 

indignant; I demanded an explanation. Nothing happened. I burst apart. Now the fragments 

have been put together again by another self. 

As long as the black man is among his own, he will have no occasion, except in minor 

internal conflicts, to experience his being through others. There is of course the moment of 

“being for others,” of which Hegel speaks, but every ontology is made unattainable in a 

colonized and civilized society. It would seem that this fact has not been given sufficient 

attention by those who have discussed the question. In the Weltanschauung of a colonized 

people there is an impurity, a flaw that outlaws any ontological explanation. Someone may 

object that this is the case with every individual, but such an objection merely conceals a basic 

problem.  

Ontology—once it is finally admitted as leaving existence by the wayside—does not permit 

us to understand the being of the black man. For not only must the black man be black; he 

must be black in relation to the white man. Some critic will take it on themselves to remind us 

that this proposition has a converse. I say that this is false. The black man has no ontological 

resistance in the eyes of the white man. Overnight the Negro has been given two frames of 

reference within which he has had to place himself. His metaphysics, or, less pretentiously, 

his customs and the sources on which they were based, were wiped out because they were in 

conflict with a civilization that he did not know and that imposed itself on him. 

The black man among his own in the twentieth century does not know at what moment his 

inferiority comes into being through the other. Of course I have talked about the black 

problem with friends, or, more rarely, with American Negroes. Together we protested, we 

asserted the equality of all men in the world. In the Antilles there was also that little gulf that 



exists among the almost-white, the mulatto, and the nigger. But I was satisfied with an 

intellectual understanding of these differences. It was not really dramatic. And then. …  

And then the occasion arose when I had to meet the white man’s eyes. An unfamiliar weight 

burdened me. The real world challenged my claims. In the white world the man of color 

encounters difficulties in the development of his bodily schema. Consciousness of the body is 

solely a negating activity. It is a third-person consciousness. The body is surrounded by an 

atmosphere of certain uncertainty. I know that if I want to smoke, I shall have to reach out my 

right arm and take the pack of cigarettes lying at the other end of the table.  

The matches, however, are in the drawer on the left, and I shall have to lean back slightly. 

And all of these movements are made not out of habit but out of implicit knowledge. A slow 

composition of my self as a body in the middle of a spatial and temporal world—such seems 

to be the schema. It does not impose itself on me; it is, rather, a definitive structuring of the 

self and of the world— definitive because it creates a real dialectic between my body and the 

world.  

For several years certain laboratories have been trying to produce a serum for 

“denegrification”; with all the earnestness in the world, laboratories have sterilized their test 

tubes, checked their scales, and embarked on researches that might make it possible for the 

miserable Negro to whiten himself and thus to throw off the burden of that corporeal 

malediction.  

Below the corporeal schema I had sketched a historico-racial schema. The elements that I 

used had been provided for me not by “residual sensations and perceptions primarily of a 

tactile, vestibular, kinesthetic, visual character,”
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 but by the other, the white man, who had 

woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, stories. I thought that what I had in hand was 

to construct a physiological self, to balance space, to localize sensations, and here I was called 

on for more.  

“Look, a Negro!” It was an external stimulus that flicked over me as I passed by. I made a 

tight smile.  

“Look, a Negro!” It was true. It amused me.  

“Look, a Negro!” The circle was a drawing a bit tighter. I made no secret of my amusement.  

“Mama, see the Negro! I’m frightened!” Frightened! Frightened! Now they were beginning to 

be afraid of me. I made up my mind to laugh myself to tears, but laughter had become 

impossible.  

I could no longer laugh, because I already knew there were legends, stories, history, and 

above all historicity, which I had learned about from Jaspers. Then, assailed at various points, 

the corporeal schema crumbled, its place taken by a racial epidermal schema. In the train it 

was no longer a question of being aware of my body in the third person but in a triple person. 

In the train I was given not one but two, three places. I had already stopped being amused. It 

was not that I was finding febrile coordinates in the world. I existed triply: I occupied space. I 

moved toward the other … and the evanescent other, hostile but not opaque, transparent, not 

there, disappeared. Nausea. …  



I was responsible at the same time for my body, for my race, for my ancestors. I subjected 

myself to an objective examination, I discovered my blackness, my ethnic characteristics; and 

I was battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism, racial 

defects, slave-ships, and above all else, above all: “Sho’ good eatin’.”  

On that day, completely dislocated, unable to be abroad with the other, the white man, who 

unmercifully imprisoned me, I took myself far off from my own presence, far indeed, and 

made myself an object. What else could be for me but an amputation, an excision, a 

hemorrhage that spattered my whole body with black blood? But I did not want this revision, 

this thematization. All I wanted was to be a man among other men. I wanted to come lithe and 

young into a world that was ours and to help to build it together.  

But I rejected all immunization of the emotions. I wanted to be a man, nothing but a man. 

Some identified me with ancestors of mine who had been enslaved or lynched: I decided to 

accept this. It was on the universal level of the intellect that I understood this inner kinship—I 

was the grandson of slaves in exactly the same way in which President Lebrun was the 

grandson of tax-paying, hard-working peasants. In the main, the panic soon vanished. 

  



 

Note:  Edward Said (1935 – 2003) was a well-known Palestinian-American literary theorist, critic, and 

activist. He was a professor of English and comparative literature at Columbia University. The 1978 

book, Orientalism, from which this reading is taken, is the cornerstone of post-colonial theory.  Said’s 

expertise is Western literature.  He will refer to a number of literary and theoretical figures who may be 

unfamiliar to you.  Although it will increase your understanding of the reading if you look them up, don’t 

worry too much about it.  

 

Edward Said 

Orientalism 

 

I. An excerpt from the “Introduction” (New York: Random House, 1978) pp.1-15. 
 

On a visit to Beirut during the terrible civil war of 1975-1976 a French journalist wrote 

regretfully of the gutted downtown area that "it had once seemed to belong to . . .  the Orient of 

Chateaubriand and  

Nerval

."

1
 He was right about the place, of course, especially so far as a European was 

concerned. The Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since antiquity a place of 

romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences. Now it was 

disappearing; in a sense it had happened, 

its time was over. Perhaps it seemed 

irrelevant that Orientals themselves had 

something at stake in the process, that even 

in the time of Chateaubriand and Nerval 

Orientals had lived there, and that now it 

was they who were suffering; the main thing 

for the European visitor was a European 

representation of the Orient and its 

contemporary fate, both of which had a 

privileged communal significance for the journalist and his French readers. 

Americans will not feel quite the same about the Orient, which for them is much more likely to 

be associated very differently with the Far East (China and Japan, mainly). Unlike the 

Americans, the French and the British—less so the Germans, Russians, Spanish, Portuguese, 

Italians, and Swiss—have had a long tradition of what I shall be calling Orientalism, a way of 

                                                           
 

 
*
 François-René de Chateaubriand (1768 –1848), French Romantic writer.  In 1806 Chateaubriand traveled to 

Greece, Asia Minor, Palestine, Egypt and Spain and in 1811 published his reflections as  Itinerary from Paris to 

Jerusalem. Gérard de Nerval (1808-1855), French symbolist poet and writer who published Journey to the Orient 

in 1851 after extensive travel to Cairo and Beirut. 
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coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient's special place in Western European 

experience. The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe's greatest and 

richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and 

one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other. In addition, the Orient has helped to 

define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience. Yet none of 

this Orient is merely imaginative. The Orient is an integral part of European material civilization 

and culture. Orientalism expresses and represents that part culturally and even ideologically as a 

mode of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even 

colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles. In contrast, the American understanding of the Orient 

will seem considerably less dense, although our recent Japanese, Korean, and Indochinese 

adventures ought now to be creating a more sober, more realistic "Oriental" awareness. 

Moreover, the vastly expanded American political and economic role in the Near East (the 

Middle East) makes great claims on our understanding of that Orient. 

It will be clear to the reader (and will become clearer still throughout the many pages that 

follow) that by Orientalism I mean several things, all of them, in my opinion, interdependent. 

The most readily accepted designation for Orientalism is an academic one, and indeed the label 

still serves in a number of academic institutions. Anyone who teaches, writes about, or 

researches the Orient—and this applies whether the person is an anthropologist, sociologist, 

historian, or philologist—either in its specific or its general aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he 

or she does is Orientalism. Compared with Oriental studies or area studies, it is true that the term 

Orientalism is less preferred by specialists today, both because it is too vague and general and 

because it connotes the high-handed executive attitude of nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-

century European colonialism. 

Nevertheless books are written and 

congresses held with "the Orient" 

as their main focus, with the 

Orientalist in his new or old guise 

as their main authority. The point 

is that even if it does not survive as 

it once did, Orientalism lives on 

academically through its doctrines 

and theses about the Orient and the 

Oriental. 

Related to this academic tradition, whose fortunes, transmigrations, specializations, and 

Henri Matisse, Blue Nude (Souvenir de Biskra)  1907, oil on 
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transmissions are in part the subject of this study, is a more general meaning for Orientalism. 

Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made 

between "the Orient" and (most of the time) "the Occident." Thus a very large mass of writers, 

among whom are poets, novelists, philosophers, political 

theorists, economists, and imperial administrators, have 

accepted the basic distinction between East and West as the 

starting point for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social 

descriptions, and political accounts concerning the Orient, 

its people, customs, "mind," destiny, and so on. This Orien-

talism can accommodate Aeschylus, say, and Victor Hugo, 

Dante and Karl Marx. A little later in this introduction I 

shall deal with the methodological problems one encounters 

in so broadly construed a "field" as this. 

The interchange between the academic and the more or 

less imaginative meanings of Orientalism is a constant one, and since the late eighteenth century 

there has been a considerable, quite disciplined—perhaps even regulated—traffic between the 

two. Here I come to the third meaning of Orientalism, which is something more historically and 

materially denned than either of the other two. Taking the late eighteenth century as a very 

roughly denned starting point Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate 

institution for dealing with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements about it, 

authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, 

Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the 

Orient. I have found it useful here to employ Michel Foucault's notion of a discourse, as 

described by him in The Archaeology of Knowledge and his Discipline and Punish, to identify 

Orientalism. My contention is that without examining Orientalism as a discourse one cannot 

possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to 

manage—and even produce—the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, 

scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period. Moreover, so 

authoritative a position did Orientalism have that I believe no one writing, thinking, or acting on 

the Orient could do so without taking account of the limitations on thought and action imposed 

by Orientalism. In brief, because of Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a free subject of 

thought or action. This is not to say that Orientalism unilaterally determines what can be said 

about the Orient, but that it is the whole network of interests inevitably brought to bear on (and 

therefore always involved in) any occasion when that peculiar entity "the Orient" is in question. 
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Mosque, 1914, watercolor and 

pencil on paper  



How this happens is what this book tries to demonstrate. It also tries to show that European 

culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate 

and even underground self. 

Historically and culturally there is a quantitative as well as a qualitative difference between the 

Franco-British involvement in the Orient and—until the period of American ascendancy after 

World War II – the involvement of every other European and Atlantic power. To speak of 

Orientalism therefore is to speak mainly although not exclusively, of a British and French 

cultural enterprise, a project whose dimensions take in such disparate realms as the imagination 

itself, the whole of India and the Levant, the Biblical texts and the Biblical lands, the spice trade, 

colonial armies and a long tradition of colonial administrators, a formidable scholarly corpus, 

innumerable Oriental "experts" and "hands," an Oriental professorate, a complex array of 

"Oriental" ideas (Oriental despotism, Oriental splendor, cruelty, sensuality), many Eastern sects, 

philosophies, and wisdoms domesticated for local European use—the list can be extended more 

or less indefinitely. My point is that Orientalism derives from a particular closeness experienced 

between Britain and France and the Orient, which until the early nineteenth century had really 

meant only India and the Bible lands. From the beginning of the nineteenth century until the end 

of World War II France and Britain dominated the Orient and Orientalism; since World War II 

America has dominated the Orient, and approaches it as France and Britain once did. Out of that 

closeness, whose dynamic is enormously productive even if it always demonstrates the 

comparatively greater strength of the Occident (British, French, or American), comes the large 

body of texts I call Orientalist. [...] 

II 

I have begun with the assumption that the Orient is not an inert fact of nature. It is not merely 

there, just as the Occident itself is not just there either. We must take seriously Vico's great 

observation that men make their own history, that what they can know is what they have made, 

and extend it to geography: as both geographical and cultural entities – to say nothing of 

historical entities – such locales, regions, geographical sectors as ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ are 

man-made. Therefore much as the West itself, the Orient is an idea that has a history and a 

tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in and for 

the West. The two geographical entities thus support and to an extent reflect each other. Having 

said that, one must go on to state a number of reasonable qualifications. In the first place, it 

would be wrong to conclude that the Orient was essentially an idea, or a creation with no cor-

responding reality. When Disraeli said in his novel Tancred that the East was a career, he meant 

that to be interested in the East was something bright young Westerners would find to be an all-



consuming passion; he should not be interpreted as saying that the East was only a career for 

Westerners. There were – and are – cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and their 

lives, histories, and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that could be 

said about them in the West. About that fact this study of Orientalism has very little to 

contribute, except to acknowledge it tacitly. But the phenomenon of Orientalism as I study it 

here deals principally, not with a correspondence between Orientalism and Orient, but with the 

internal consistency of Orientalism and its ideas about the Orient (the East as career) despite or 

beyond any correspondence, or lack thereof, with a "real" Orient. My point is that Disraeli's 

statement about the East refers mainly to that created consistency, that regular constellation of 

ideas as the pre-eminent thing about the Orient, and not to its mere being, as Wallace Stevens's 

phrase has it. 

A second qualification is that ideas, cultures, and histories cannot seriously be understood or 

studied without their force, or more precisely their configurations of power, also being studied. 

To believe that the Orient was created – or, as I call it, "Orientalized" – and to believe that such 

things happen simply as a necessity of the imagination, is to be disingenuous. The relationship 

between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a 

complex hegemony, and is quite accurately indicated in the title of K. M. Panikkar's classic Asia 

and Western Dominance.
2
 The Orient was Orientalized not only because it was discovered to be 

"Oriental" in all those ways considered commonplace by an average nineteenth-century 

European, but also because it could be—that is, submitted to being—made Oriental. There is 

very little consent to be found, for example, in the fact that Flaubert's encounter with an Egyptian 

courtesan produced a widely influential model of the Oriental woman; she never spoke of 

herself, she never represented her emotions, presence, or history. He spoke for and represented 

her. He was foreign, comparatively wealthy, male, and these were historical facts of domination 

that allowed him not only to possess Kuchuk Hanem physically but to speak for her and tell his 

readers in what way she was "typically Oriental." My argument is that Flaubert's situation of 

strength in relation to Kuchuk Hanem was not an isolated instance. It fairly stands for the pattern 

of relative strength between East and West, and the discourse about the Orient that it enabled. 

This brings us to a third qualification. One ought never to assume that the structure of 

Orientalism is nothing more than a structure of lies or of myths which, were the truth about them 

to be told, would simply blow away. I myself believe that Orientalism is more particularly 

valuable as a sign of European-Atlantic power over the Orient than it is as a veridic discourse 

about the Orient (which is what, in its academic or scholarly form, it claims to be). Nevertheless, 

what we must respect and try to grasp is the sheer knitted-together strength of Orientalist 



discourse, its very close ties to the enabling socio-economic and political institutions, and its 

redoubtable durability. After all, any system of ideas that can remain unchanged as teachable 

wisdom (in academies, books, congresses, universities, foreign-service institutes) from the period 

of Ernest Renan in the late 1840s until the present in the United States must be something more 

formidable than a mere collection of lies. Orientalism, therefore, is not an airy European fantasy 

about the Orient, but a created body of theory and practice in which, for many generations, there 

has been a considerable material investment. Continued investment made Orientalism, as a 

system of knowledge about the Orient, an accepted grid for filtering through the Orient into 

Western consciousness, just as that same investment multiplied—indeed, made truly 

productive—the statements proliferating out from Orientalism into the general culture. 

Gramsci has made the useful analytic distinction between civil and political society in which 

the former is made up of voluntary (or at least rational and noncoercive) affiliations like schools, 

families, and unions, the latter of state institutions (the army, the police, the central bureaucracy) 

whose role in the polity is direct domination. Culture, of course, is to be found operating within 

civil society, where the influence of ideas, of institutions, and of other persons works not through 

domination but by what Gramsci calls consent. In any society not totalitarian, then, certain 

cultural forms predominate over others, just as certain ideas are more influential than others; the 

form of this cultural leadership is what Gramsci has identified as hegemony, an indispensable 

concept for any understanding of cultural life in the industrial West. It is hegemony, or rather the 

result of cultural hegemony at work, that gives Orientalism the durability and the strength I have 

been speaking about so far. Orientalism is never far from what Denys Hay has called the idea of 

Europe,
3
 a collective notion identifying "us" Europeans as against all "those" non-Europeans, 

and indeed it can be argued that the major component in European culture is precisely what 

made that culture hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea of European identity as a 

superior one in comparison with all the non-European peoples and cultures. There is in addition 

the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves reiterating European superiority 

over Oriental backwardness, usually overriding the possibility that a more independent, or more 

skeptical, thinker might have had different views on the matter. 

In a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on this flexible positional 

superiority, which puts the Westerner in a whole series of possible relationships with the Orient 

without ever losing him the relative upper hand. And why should it have been otherwise, 

especially during the period of extraordinary European ascendancy from the late Renaissance to 

the present? The scientist, the scholar, the missionary, the trader, or the soldier was in, or thought 

about, the Orient because he could be there, or could think about it, with very little resistance on 



the Orient's part. Under the general heading of knowledge of the Orient, and within the umbrella 

of Western hegemony over the Orient during the period from the end of the eighteenth century, 

there emerged a complex Orient suitable for study in the academy, for display in the museum, 

for reconstruction in the colonial office, for theoretical illustration in anthropological, biological, 

linguistic, racial, and historical theses about mankind and the universe, for instances of economic 

and sociological theories of development, revolution, cultural personality, national or religious 

character. Additionally, the imaginative examination of things Oriental was based more or less 

exclusively upon a sovereign Western consciousness out of whose unchallenged centrality an 

Oriental world emerged, first according to general ideas about who or what was an Oriental, then 

according to a detailed logic governed not simply by empirical reality but by a battery of desires, 

repressions, investments, and projections. If we can point to great Orientalist works of genuine 

scholarship like Silvestre de Sacy's Chrestomathie arabe or Edward William Lane's Account of 

the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, we need also to note that Renan's and 

Gobineau's racial ideas came out of the same impulse, as did a great many Victorian 

pornographic novels (see the analysis by Steven Marcus of "The Lustful Turk"
4
). 

And yet, one must repeatedly ask oneself whether what matters in Orientalism is the general 

group of ideas overriding the mass of material—about which who could deny that they were shot 

through with doctrines of European superiority, various kinds of racism, imperialism, and the 

like, dogmatic views of "the Oriental" as a kind of ideal and unchanging abstraction?—or the 

much more varied work produced by almost uncountable individual writers, whom one would 

take up as individual instances of authors dealing with the Orient. In a sense the two alternatives, 

general and particular, are really two perspectives on the same material: in both instances one 

would have to deal with pioneers in the field like William Jones, with great artists like Nerval or 

Flaubert. And why would it not be possible to employ both perspectives together, or one after the 

other? Isn't there an obvious danger of distortion (of precisely the kind that academic Orientalism 

has always been prone to if either too general or too specific a level of description is maintained 

systematically? 

My two fears are distortion and inaccuracy, or rather the kind of inaccuracy produced by too 

dogmatic a generality and too positivistic a localized focus. In trying to deal with these problems 

I have tried to deal with three main aspects of my own contemporary reality that seem to me to 

point the way out of the methodological or perspectival difficulties I have been discussing, 

difficulties that might force one, in the first instance, into writing a coarse polemic on so 

unacceptably general a level of description as not to be worth the effort, or in the second 

instance, into writing so detailed and atomistic a series of analyses as to lose all track of the 



general lines of force informing the field, giving it its special cogency. How then to recognize 

individuality and to reconcile it with its intelligent, and by no means passive or merely 

dictatorial, general and hegemonic context? 

III 

(…) Therefore I study Orientalism as a dynamic exchange between individual authors and the 

large political concerns shaped by the three great empires – British, French, American – in 

whose intellectual and imaginative territory the writing was produced. (…)  

The kind of political questions raised by Orientalism, then, are as follows: what other sorts of 

intellectual, aesthetic, scholarly and cultural 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? What changes, modulations, refinements, even 

revolutions take place within Orientalism? What is the meaning of originality, of continuity, of 

individuality, in this context? How does Orientalism transmit or reproduce itself from one epoch 

to another? (…) 

 

[…] 

II. Chapter on “Latent and Manifest Orientalism” 

(…) The Orient that appears in Orientalism, then, is a system of representations framed by a 

whole set of forces that brought the Orient into Western learning, Western consciousness, and 

later, Western empire. If this definition seems more political than not, that is simply because I 

think Orientalism was itself a product of certain political forces and activities. Orientalism is a 

school of interpretation whose material happens to be the Orient, its civilizations, peoples and 

localities. Its objective discoveries – the work of innumerable devoted scholars who edited texts 

and translated them, codified grammars, wrote dictionaries, reconstructed dead epochs, produced 

positivistically verifiable learning – are and always have been conditioned by the fact that its 

truths, like any truths delivered by language, are embodied in language, and what is the truth of 

language, Nietzsche once said, but 

a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms – in short, a sum of human 

relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished poetically and rhetorically, 

and which after long use seem firm, canonical, and obligatory to a people: truths are illusions 

about which one has forgotten that this is what they are.
5
 

(…) My contention is that Orientalism is fundamentally a political doctrine willed over the 

Orient because the Orient was weaker than the West, which elided the Orient’s difference with 



its weakness. (…) 

   On several occasions I have alluded to the connections between Orientalism as a body of ideas, 

beliefs, clichés or learning about the East, and other schools of thought at large in the culture. 

Now one of the important developments in nineteenth-century Orientalism was the distillation of 

essential ideas about the Orient – its sensuality, its tendency to despotism, its aberrant mentality, 

its habits of inaccuracy, its backwardness – into a separate and unchallenged coherence, thus for 

a writer to use the word Oriental was a reference for the reader sufficient to identify a specific 

body of information about the Orient. This information seemed to be morally neutral and 

objectively valid; it seemed to have an epistemological status equal to that of historical 

chronology or geographical location. In its most basic form, then, Oriental material could not 

really be violated by anyone’s discoveries, nor did it seem ever to be revaluated completely. 

Instead, the work of various nineteenth-century scholars and of imaginative writers made this 

essential body of knowledge more clear, more detailed, more substantial – and more distinct 

from ‘Occidentalism’. Yet Orientalist ideas could enter into alliance with general and 

philosophical theories (such as those about the history of mankind and civilization) and diffuse 

world-hypotheses, as philosophers call them; and in many ways the professional contributors to 

Oriental knowledge were anxious to couch their formulations and ideas, their scholarly work, 

their considered contemporary observations, in language and terminology whose cultural validity 

derived from other sciences and systems of thought. 

  The distinction I am making is really between an almost unconscious (and certainly an 

untouchable) positivity, which I shall call latent Orientalism, and the various stated views about 

Oriental society, languages, literatures, history, sociology, and so forth, which I shall call 

manifest Orientalism. Whatever change occurs in knowledge of the Orient is found almost 

exclusively in manifest Orientalism; the unanimity, stability and durability of latent Orientalism 

are more or less constant. In the nineteenth-century writers I analyzed in Chapter Two, the 

differences in their ideas about the Orient can be characterized as exclusively manifest 

differences, differences in form and personal style, rarely in basic content. Every one of them 

kept intact the separateness of the Orient, its eccentricity, its backwardness, its silent 

indifference, its feminine penetrability, its supine malleability; this is why every writer on the 

Orient, from Renan to Marx (ideologically speaking), or from the most rigorous scholars (Lane 

and Sacy) to the most powerful imaginations (Flaubert and Nerval), saw the Orient as a locale 

requiring Western attention, reconstruction, even redemption. The Orient existed as a place 

isolated from the mainstream of European progress in the sciences, arts and commerce. Thus 

whatever good or bad values were imputed to the Orient appeared to be functions of some highly 



specialized Western interest in the Orient. This was the situation from about the 1870s on 

through the early part of the twentieth century – but let me give some examples that illustrate 

what I mean. 

  Theses of Oriental backwardness, degeneracy and inequality with the West most easily 

associated themselves early in the nineteenth century with ideas about the biological bases of 

racial inequality. Thus the racial classifications found in Cuvier’s Le Règne animal, Gobineau’s 

Essai sur l’inégalité des races humaines, and Robert Knox’s The Races of Mani found a willing 

partner in latent Orientalism. To these ideas was added second-order Darwinism, which seemed 

to accentuate the ‘scientific’ validity of the division of races into advanced and backward, or 

European-Aryan and Oriental-African. Thus the whole question of imperialism, as it was 

debated in the late nineteenth century by pro-imperialists and anti-imperialists alike, carried 

forward the binary typology of advanced and backward (or subject) races, cultures, cultures and 

societies. John Westlake’s Chapters on the Principles of International Law (1984) argues, for 

example, that regions of the earth designated as ‘uncivilized’ (a word carrying the freight of 

Orientalist assumptions, among others) ought to be annexed or occupied by advanced powers. 

Similarly, the ideas of such writers as Carl Peters, Leopold de Saussure and Charles Temple 

draw on the advanced/backward binarism 
6
 so centrally advocated in late-nineteenth-century 

Orientalism.  

  Along with all other peoples variously designated as backward, degenerate, uncivilized and 

retarded, the Orientals were viewed in a framework constructed out of biological determinism 

and moral-political admonishment. The Oriental was linked thus to elements in Western society 

(delinquents, the insane, women, the poor) having in common an identity best described as 

lamentably alien. Orientals were rarely seen or looked at; they were seen through, analyzed not a 

citizens, or even people, but as problems to be solved or confined or – as the colonial powers 

openly coveted their territory – taken over. The point is that the very designation of something as 

Oriental involved an already pronounced evaluative judgment, and in the case of the peoples 

inhabiting the decayed Ottoman Empire, an implicit program of action. Since the Oriental was a 

member of a subject race, he had to be subjected: it was that simple. The locus classicus for such 

judgment and action is to be found in Gustave Le Bon’s Les Lois psychologiques de l’évolution 

des peuples (1894). 

  But there were other uses for latent Orientalism. If that group of ideas allowed one to separate 

Orientals from advanced, civilizing powers, and if the ‘classical’ Orient served to justify both the 

Orientalist and his disregard of modern Orientals, latent Orientalism also encouraged a peculiarly 

(not to say invidiously) male conception of the world. I have already referred to this in passing 



during my discussion of Renan. The Oriental male was considered in isolation from the total 

community in which he lived and which many Orientalists, following Lane, have viewed with 

something resembling contempt and fear. Orientalism itself, furthermore, was an exclusively 

male province; like so many professional guilds during the modern period, it viewed itself and its 

subject matter with sexist blinders. This is especially evident in the writing of travelers and 

novelists: women are usually the creatures of male power-fantasy. They express unlimited 

sensuality, they are more or less stupid, and above all they are willing. Flaubert’s Kuchuk Hanem 

is the prototype of such caricatures, which were common enough in pornographic novels (e.g. 

Pierre Louÿs’s Aphrodite) whose novelty draws on the Orient for their interest. Moreover the 

male conception of the world, in its effect upon the practicing Orientalist, tends to be static, 

frozen, fixed eternally. The very possibility of development, transformation, human movement – 

in the deepest sense of the word – is denied the Orient and the Oriental. As a known and 

ultimately an immobilized or unproductive quantity, they come to be identified with a bad sort of 

eternality: hence, when the Orient is being approved, such phrases as ‘the wisdom of the East’.  

                       

Salammbô by Alfons Mucha (1896)       “The Almeh (With Pipe),” Jean-Leon Gerome, 1873 

  (…) I mean to say that in discussions of the Orient, the Orient is all absence, whereas one feels 

the Orientalist and what he says as presence; yet we must not forget that the Orientalist’s 

presence is enabled by the Orient’s effective absence. This fact of substitution and displacement, 

as we must call it, clearly places on the Orientalist himself a certain pressure to reduce the Orient 

in his work, even after he has devoted a good deal of time to elucidating and exposing it. (…) 

  I spoke earlier of incorporation and assimilation of the Orient as these activities were practiced 

by writers as different from each other as Dante and d’Herbelot. Clearly there is a difference 

between these efforts and what, by the end of the nineteenth century, had become a truly 
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formidable European cultural, political and material enterprise. The nineteenth-century colonial 

‘scramble for Africa’ was by no means limited to Africa, of course. Neither was the penetration 

of the Orient entirely a sudden, dramatic afterthought following years of scholarly study of Asia. 

What we must reckon with is a long and slow process of appropriation by which Europe, or the 

European awareness of the Orient, transformed itself from being textual and contemplative into 

being administrative, economic and even military. The fundamental change was a spatial and 

geographical one, or rather it was a change in the quality of geographical and spatial 

apprehension so far as the Orient was concerned. The centuries-old designation of geographical 

space to the east of Europe as ‘Oriental’ was partly political, partly doctrinal and partly 

imaginative; it implied no necessary connection between actual experience of the Orient and 

knowledge of what is Oriental [...] 

 

From the conclusion: 

But in conclusion, what of some alternative to Orientalism? Is this book an argument only 

against something, and not for something positive? Here and there in the course of this book I 

have spoken about "decolonializing" new departures in the so-called area studies - the work of 

Anwar Abdel Malek, the studies published by members of  the Hull group on Middle Eastern 

studies, the innovative analyses and proposals of various scholars in Europe, the United States, 

and the Near East - but I have not attempted to do more than mention them or allude to them 

quickly. My project has been to describe a particular system of ideas, not by any means to 

displace the system with a new one. In addition, I have attempted to raise a whole set of 

questions that are relevant in discussing the problems of human experience: How does one 

represent other cultures? What is another culture? Is the notion of a distinct culture (or race, or 

religion, or civilization) a useful one, or does it always get involved either in self-congratulation 

(when one discusses one's own) or hostility and aggression (when one discusses the "other")? Do 

cultural, religious, and racial differences matter more than socio-economic categories, or 

politicohistorical ones? How do Ideas acquire authority, "normality," and even the status of  

"natural" truth? What is the role of the intellectual? Is he there to validate the culture and state of 

which he is a part? What importance must he give to an independent critical consciousness, an 

oppositional critical consciousness?  
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Homi Bhabha 

From the Introduction to The Location of Culture 

A boundary is not that at which something stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the 
boundary is that from which something begins its presencing.  

Martin Heidegger, 'Building, dwelling, thinking'  

BORDER LIVES: THE ART OF THE PRESENT 

It is the trope of our times to locate the question of culture in the realm of the beyond. 
At the century's edge, we are less exercised by annihilation - the death of the author - 
or epiphany - the birth of the 'subject'. Our existence today is marked by a tenebrous 
sense of survival, living on the borderlines of the 'present', for which there seems to 
be no proper name other than the current and controversial shiftiness of the prefix 
'post': postmodernism, postcolonialism, postfeminism....  

The 'beyond' is neither a new horizon, nor a leaving behind of the past.... Beginnings 
and endings may be the sustaining myths of the middle years; but in the fin de siècle, 
we find ourselves in the moment of transit where space and time cross to produce 
complex figures of difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, 
inclusion and exclusion. For there is a sense of disorientation, a disturbance of 
direction, in the 'beyond': an exploratory, restless movement caught so well in the 
French rendition of the words au-delà - here and there, on all sides, fort/da, hither 
and thither, back and forth.'  

The move away from the singularities of 'class' or 'gender' as primary conceptual and 
organizational categories, has resulted in an awareness of the subject positions - of 
race, gender, generation, institutional location, geopolitical locale, sexual orientation - 
that inhabit any claim to identity in the modern world. What is theoretically innovative, 
and politically crucial, is the need to think beyond narratives of originary and initial 
subjectivities and to focus on those moments or processes that are produced in the 
articulation of cultural differences. These 'in-between' spaces provide the terrain for 
elaborating strategies of selfhood - singular or communal - that initiate new signs of 
identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining 
the idea of society itself.  

It is in the emergence of the interstices - the overlap and displacement of domains of 
difference - that the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, 
community interest, or cultural value are negotiated. How are subjects formed 'in-
between', or in excess of, the sum of the I parts' of difference (usually intoned as 
race/class/gender, etc.)? How do strategies of representation or empowerment come 
to be formulated in the competing claims of communities where, despite shared 
histories of deprivation and discrimination, the exchange of values, meanings and 
priorities may not always be collaborative and dialogical, but may be profoundly 
antagonistic, conflictual and even incommensurable?  

The force of these questions is borne out by the 'language' of recent social crises 
sparked off by histories of cultural difference. Conflicts in South Central Los Angeles 
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between Koreans, Mexican-Americans and African- Americans focus on the concept 
of 'disrespect' - a term forged on the borderlines of ethnic deprivation that is, at once, 
the sign of racialized violence and the symptom of social victimage. In the aftermath 
of the The Satanic Verses affair in Great Britain, Black and Irish feminists, despite 
their different constituencies, have made common cause against the 'racialization of 
religion' as the dominant discourse through which the State represents their conflicts 
and struggles, however secular or even 'sexual' they may be.  

Terms of cultural engagement, whether antagonistic or affiliative, are produced 
performatively. The representation of difference must not be hastily read as the 
reflection of pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set in the fixed tablet of tradition. The 
social articulation of difference, from the minority perspective, is a complex, on-going 
negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in moments of 
historical transformation. The 'right' to signify from the periphery of authorized power 
and privilege does not depend on the persistence of tradition; it is resourced by the 
power of tradition to be reinscribed through the conditions of contingency and 
contradictoriness that attend upon the lives of those who are 'in the minority'. The 
recognition that tradition bestows is a partial form of identification. In restaging the 
past it introduces other, incommensurable cultural temporalities into the invention of 
tradition. This process estranges any immediate access to an originary identity or a 
'received' tradition. The borderline engagements of cultural difference may as often 
be consensual as conflictual; they may confound our definitions of tradition and 
modernity; realign the customary boundaries between the private and the public, high 
and low; and challenge normative expectations of development and progress.  

I wanted to make shapes or set up situations that are kind of open.... My work 
has a lot to do with a kind of fluidity, a movement back and forth, not making a 
claim to any specific or essential way of being.'  

 
Thus writes Renée Green, the African-American artist. She reflects on the need to 
understand cultural difference as the production of minority identities that 'split' - are 
estranged unto themselves - in the act of being articulated into a collective body:  
 

Multiculturalism doesn't reflect the complexity of the situation as I face it daily... 
It requires a person to step outside of him/ herself to actually see what he/she 
is doing. I don't want to condemn well-meaning people and say (like those T-
shirts you can buy on the street) 'It's a black thing, you wouldn't understand.' 
To me that's essentialising blackness.  

 
Political empowerment, and the enlargement of the multiculturalist cause, come from 
posing questions of solidarity and community from the interstitial perspective. Social 
differences are not simply given to experience through an already authenticated 
cultural tradition; they are the signs of the emergence of community envisaged as a 
project - at once a vision and a construction - that takes you 'beyond' yourself in order 
to return, in a spirit of revision and reconstruction, to the political conditions of the 
present:  
 

Even then, it's still a struggle for power between various groups within ethnic 
groups about what's being said and who's saying what, who's representing 
who? What is a community anyway? What is a black community? What is a 



Latino community? I have trouble with thinking of all these things as monolithic 
fixed categories.  

If Renée Green's questions open up an interrogatory, interstitial space between the 
act of representation - who? what? where? - and the presence of community itself, 
then consider her own creative intervention within this in- between moment. Green's 
'architectural' site-specific work, Sites of Genealogy (Out of Site, The Institute of 
Contemporary Art, Long Island City, New York), displays and displaces the binary 
logic through which identities of difference are often constructed - Black/White, 
Self/Other. Green makes a metaphor of the museum building itself, rather than 
simply using the gallery space:  

I used architecture literally as a reference, using the attic, the boiler room, and 
the stairwell to make associations between certain binary divisions such as 
higher and lower and heaven and hell. The stairwell became a liminal space, a 
pathway between theupper and lower areas, each of which was annotated 
with plaques referring to blackness and whiteness.'  

 
The stairwell as liminal space, in-between the designations of identity, becomes the 
process of symbolic interaction, the connective tissue that constructs the difference 
between upper and lower, black and white. The hither and thither of the stairwell, the 
temporal movement and passage that it allows, prevents identities at either end of it 
from settling into primordial polarities. This interstitial passage between fixed 
identifications opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference 
without an assumed or imposed hierarchy: 
  

I always went back and forth between racial designations and designations 
from physics or other symbolic designations. All these things blur in some way 
... To develop a genealogy of the way colours and noncolours function is 
interesting to me.'  

'Beyond' signifies spatial distance, marks progress, promises the future; but our 
intimations of exceeding the barrier or boundary - the very act of going beyond - are 
unknowable, unrepresentable, without a return to the 'present' which, in the process 
of repetition, becomes disjunct and displaced. The imaginary of spatial distance - to 
live somehow beyond the border of our times - throws into relief the temporal, social 
differences that interrupt our collusive sense of cultural contemporaneity. The present 
can no longer be simply envisaged as a break or a bonding with the past and the 
future, no longer a synchronic presence: our proximate self-presence, our public 
image, comes to be revealed for its discontinuities, its inequalities, its minorities. 
Unlike the dead hand of history that tells the beads of sequential time like a rosary, 
seeking to establish serial, causal connections, we are now confronted with what 
Walter Benjamin describes as the blasting of a monadic moment from the 
homogenous course of history, 'establishing a conception of the present as the "time 
of the now"'.  

If the jargon of our times - postmodernity, postcoloniality, postfeminism - has any 
meaning at all, it does not lie in the popular use of the 'post' to indicate sequentiality - 
after-feminism; or polarity - anti-modernism. These terms that insistently gesture to 
the beyond, only embody its restless and revisionary energy if they transform the 



present into an expanded and ex-centric site of experience and empowerment. For 
instance if the interest in postmodernism is limited to a celebration of the 
fragmentation of the 'grand narratives' of postenlightenment rationalism then, for all 
its intellectual excitement, it remains a profoundly parochial enterprise.  

[...] 

From The Location of Culture, © 1994, Routledge.  

From "Of mimicry and man: The ambivalence of colonial discourse," 
in The Location of Culture, pp.121-131. 

Mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might be called an itself 
that is behind. The effect of mimicry is camouflage.... It is not a question of 
harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled background, of becoming 
mottled - exactly like the technique of camouflage practised in human warfare.  

Jacques Lacan, "The line and light', Of the Gaze.  

It is out of season to question at this time of day, the original policy of a conferring on 
every colony of the British Empire a mimic representation of the British Constitution. 
But if the creature so endowed has sometimes forgotten its real significance and 
under the fancied importance of speakers and maces, and all the paraphernalia and 
ceremonies of the imperial legislature, has dared to defy the mother country, she has 
to thank herself for the folly of conferring such privileges on a condition of society that 
has no earthly claim to so exalted a position. A fundamental principle appears to 
have been forgotten or overlooked in our system of colonial policy - that of colonial 
dependence. To give to a colony the forms of independence is a mockery; she would 
not be a colony for a single hour if she could maintain an independent station.  

Sir Edward Cust, 'Reflections on West African affairs ... addressed to the Colonial 
Office', Hatchard, London 1839  

The discourse of post-Enlightenment English colonialism often speaks in a tongue 
that is forked, not false. If colonialism takes power in the name of history, it 
repeatedly exercises its authority through the figures Of farce. For the epic intention 
of the civilizing mission, 'human and not wholly human' in the famous words of Lord 
Rosebery, 'writ by the finger of the Divine' often produces a text rich in the traditions 
of trompe-l'oeil, irony, mimicry and repetition. In this comic turn from the high ideals 
of the colonial imagination to its low mimetic literary effects Mimicry emerges as one 
of the most elusive and effective strategies of colonial power and knowledge.  

Within that conflictual economy of colonial discourse which Edward Said describes as 
the tension between the synchronic panoptical vision of domination - the demand for 
identity, stasis - and the counterpressure of the diachrony of history - change, 
difference - mimicry represents an ironic compromise. If I may adapt Samuel Weber's 
formulation of the marginalizing vision of castration, then colonial mimicry is the 
desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost 
the same, but not quite. Which is to say, that the discourse of mimicry is constructed 
around an ambivalence; in order to be effective, mimicry must continually produce its 

http://prelectur.stanford.edu/lecturers/bhabha/biblio.html


slippage, its excess, its difference. The authority of that mode of colonial discourse 
that I have called mimicry is therefore stricken by an indeterminacy: mimicry emerges 
as the representation of a difference that is itself a process of disavowal. Mimicry is, 
thus the sign of a double articulation; a complex strategy of reform, regulation and 
discipline, which 'appropriates' the Other as it visualizes power. Mimicry is also the 
sign of the inappropriate, however, a difference or recalcitrance which coheres the 
dominant strategic function of colonial power, intensifies surveillance, and poses an 
immanent threat to both 'normalized' knowledges and disciplinary powers.  

The effect of mimicry on the authority of colonial discourse is profound and 
disturbing. For in 'normalizing' the colonial state or subject, the dream of post-
Enlightenment civility alienates its own language of liberty and produces another 
knowledge of its norms. The ambivalence which thus informs this strategy is 
discernible, for example, in Locke's Second Treatise which splits to reveal the 
limitations of liberty in his double use of the word 'slave': first simply, descriptively as 
the locus of a legitimate form of ownership, then as the trope for an intolerable, 
illegitimate exercise of power. What is articulated in that distance between the two 
uses is the absolute, imagined difference between the 'Colonial' State of Carolina and 
the Original State of Nature.  

It is from this area between mimicry and mockery, where the reforming, civilizing 
mission is threatened by the displacing gaze of its disciplinary double, that my 
instances of colonial imitation come. What they all share is a discursive process by 
which the excess or slippage produced by the ambivalence of mimicry (almost the 
same, but not quite) does not merely 'rupture' the discourse, but becomes 
transformed into an uncertainty which fixes the colonial subject as a 'partial' 
presence. By 'partial' I mean both 'incomplete' and 'virtual'. It is as if the very 
emergence of the 'colonial' is dependent for its representation upon some strategic 
limitation or prohibition within the authoritative discourse itself. The success of 
colonial appropriation depends on a proliferation of inappropriate objects that ensure 
its strategic failure, so that mimicry is at once resemblance and menace.  

A classic text of such partiality is Charles Grant's 'Observations on the state of 
society among the Asiatic subjects of Great Britain' (1792) which was only 
superseded by James Mills's History of India as the most influential early nineteenth-
century account of Indian manners and morals. Grant's dream of an evangelical 
system of mission education conducted uncompromisingly in the English language, 
was partly a belief in political reform along Christian lines and partly an awareness 
that the expansion of company rule in India required a system of subject formation - a 
reform of manners, as Grant put it - that would provide the colonial with 'a sense of 
personal identity as we know it'. Caught between the desire for religious reform and 
the fear that the Indians might become turbulent for liberty, Grant paradoxically 
implies that it is the 'partial' diffusion of Christianity, and the 'partial' influence of moral 
improvements which will construct a particularly appropriate form of colonial 
subjectivity. What is suggested is a process of reform through which Christian 
doctrines might collude with divisive caste practices to prevent dangerous political 
alliances. Inadvertently, Grant produces a knowledge of Christianity as a form of 
social control which conflicts with the enunciatory assumptions that authorize his 
discourse. In suggesting, finally, that 'partial reform' will produce an empty form of 
'the imitation [my emphasis] of English manners which will induce them [the colonial 



subjects] to remain under our protection'. Grant mocks his moral project and violates 
the Evidence of Christianity - a central missionary tenet - which forbade any tolerance 
of heathen faiths.  

The absurd extravagance of Macaulay's 'Minute' (1835) - deeply influenced by 
Charles Grant's 'Observations' - makes a mockery of Oriental learning until faced 
with the challenge of conceiving of a 'reformed' colonial subject Then, the great 
tradition of European humanism seems capable only of ironizing itself. At the 
intersection of European learning and colonial power, Macaulay can conceive of 
nothing other fim 'a class of interpreters between us and the millions whom we 
govern - a class of persons Indian in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in 
opinions, in morals and in intellect" - in other words a mimic man raised 'through our 
English School', as a missionary educationist wrote in 1819, 'to form a corps of 
translators and be employed in different departments of Labour'." The line of descent 
of the mimic man can be traced through the works of Kipling, Forster, Orwell, 
Naipaul, and to his emergence, most recently, in Benedict Anderson's excellent work 
on nationalism, as the anomalous Bipin Chandra Pal. He is the effect of a flawed 
colonial mimesis, in which to be Anglicized is emphatically not to be English.  

The figure of mimicry is locatable within what Anderson describes as 'the inner 
compatibility of empire and nation'. It problematizes the Signs of racial and cultural 
priority, so that the 'national' is no longer naturalizable. What emerges between 
mimesis and mimicry is a writing, a mode of representation, that marginalizes the 
monumentality of history, quite simply mocks its power to be a model, that power 
which supposedly makes it imitable. Mimicry repeats rather than re-presents and in 
that diminishing perspective emerges Decoud's displaced European vision of Sulaco 
in Conrad's Nostromo as:  

the endlessness of civil strife where folly seemed even harder to bear than its 
ignominy ... the lawlessness of a populace of an colours and races, barbarism, 
irremediable tyranny ... America is ungovernable."  
Or Ralph Singh's apostasy in Naipaul's The Mimic Men:  
We pretended to be real, to be learning, to be preparing ourselves for life, we mimic 
men of the New World, one unknown comer of it, with all its reminders of the 
corruption that came so quickly to the new.  
Both Decoud and Singh, and in their different ways Grant and Macaulay, are the 
parodists of history. Despite their intentions and invocations they inscribe the colonial 
text erratically, eccentrically across a body politic that refuses to be representative, in 
a narrative that refuses to be representational. The desire to emerge as 'authentic' 
through mimicry - through a process of writing and repetition - is the final irony of 
partial representation.  

What I have called mimicry is not the familiar exercise of dependent colonial relations 
through narcissistic identification so that, as Fanon has observed, 13 the black man 
stops being an actional person for only the white man can represent his self-esteem. 
Mimicry conceals no presence or identity behind its mask: it is not what Usaire 
describes as 'colonization-thingification' behind which there stands the essence of the 
présence Africaine. The menace of mimicry is its double vision which in disclosing 
the ambivalence of colonial discourse also disrupts its authority. And it is a double 
vision that is a result of what I've described as the partial representation/ recognition 



of the colonial object. Grant's colonial as partial imitator, Macaulay's translator, 
Naipaul's colonial politician as play- actor, Decoud as the scene setter of the opéra 
bouffe of the New World, these are the appropriate objects of a colonialist chain of 
command, authorized versions of otherness. But they are also, as I have shown, the 
figures of a doubling, the part-objects of a metonymy of colonial desire which 
alienates the modality and normality of those dominant discourses in which they 
emerge as 'inappropriate' colonial subjects. A desire that, through the repetition of 
partial presence, which is the basis of mimicry, articulates those disturbances of 
cultural, racial and historical difference that menace the narcissistic demand of 
colonial authority. It is a desire that reverses 'in part' the colonial appropriation by 
now producing a partial vision of the colonizer's presence; a gaze of otherness, that 
shares the acuity of the genealogical gaze which, as Foucault describes it, liberates 
marginal elements and shatters the unity of man's being through which he extends 
his sovereignty.  

I want to turn to this process by which the look of surveillance returns as the 
displacing gaze of the disciplined, where the observer becomes the observed and 
'partial' representation rearticulates; the whole notion of identity and alienates it from 
essence. But not before observing that even an exemplary history like Eric Stokes's 
The English Utilitarians and India acknowledges the anomalous gaze of otherness 
but finally disavows it in a contradictory utterance:  

Certainly India played no central part in fashioning the distinctive qualities of English 
civilisation. In many ways it acted as a disturbing force, a magnetic power placed at 
the periphery tending to distort the natural development of Britain's character. (My 
emphasis)  
What is the nature of the hidden threat of the partial gaze? How does mimicry 
emerge as the subject of the scopic drive and the object of colonial surveillance? 
How is desire disciplined, authority displaced?  

If we turn to a Freudian figure to address these issues of colonial textuality, that form 
of difference that is mimicry - almost the same but not quite - will become clear. 
Writing of the partial nature of fantasy, caught inappropriately, between the 
unconscious and the preconscious, making problematic, like mimicry, the very notion 
of 'origins', Freud has this to say:  

Their mixed and split origin is what decides their fate. We may compare them with 
individuals of mixed race who taken all round resemble white men but who betray 
their coloured descent by some striking feature or other and on that account are 
excluded from society and enjoy none of the privileges.  
Almost the same but not white: the visibility of mimicry is always produced at the site 
of interdiction. It is a form of colonial discourse that is uttered inter dicta: a discourse 
at the crossroads of what is known and Permissible and that which though known 
must be kept concealed; a discourse uttered between the lines and as such both 
against the rules and within them. The question of the representation of difference is 
therefore always also a problem of authority. The 'desire' of mimicry, which is Freud's 
'striking feature' that reveals so little but makes such a big difference, is not merely 
that impossibility of the Other which repeatedly resists signification. The desire of 
colonial mimicry - an interdictory desire - may not have an object, but it has strategic 
objectives which I shall call the metonymy of presence.  



Those inappropriate signifiers of colonial discourse - the difference between being 
English and being Anglicized; the identity between stereotypes which, through 
repetition, also become different; the discriminatory identities constructed across 
traditional cultural norms and classifications, the Simian Black, the Lying Asiatic - all 
these are metonymies of presence. They are strategies of desire in discourse that 
make the anomalous representation of the colonized something other than a process 
of 'the return of the repressed', what Fanon unsatisfactorily characterized as 
collective catharsis. These instances of metonymy are the non-repressive 
productions of contradictory and multiple belief. They cross the boundaries of the 
culture of enunciation through a strategic confusion of the metaphoric and metonymic 
axes of the cultural production of meaning.  

In mimicry, the representation of identity and meaning is rearticulated along the axis 
of metonymy. As Lacan reminds us, mimicry is like camouflage, not a harmonization 
of repression of difference, but a form of resemblance, that differs from or defends 
presence by displaying it in part, metonymically. Its threat, I would add, comes from 
the prodigious and strategic production of conflictual, fantastic, discriminatory 'identity 
effects' in the play of a power that is elusive because it hides no essence, no 'itself'. 
And that form of resemblance is the most terrifying thing to behold, as Edward Long 
testifies in his History of Jamaica (1774). At the end of a tortured, negrophobic 
passage, that shifts anxiously between piety, prevarication and perversion, the text 
finally confronts its fear; nothing other than the repetition of its resemblance 'in part: 
'[Negroes] are represented by all authors as the vilest of human kind, to which they 
have little more pretension of resemblance than what arises from their exterior forms' 
(my emphasis).  

From such a colonial encounter between the white presence and its black 
semblance, there emerges the question of the ambivalence of mimicry as a 
problematic of colonial subjection. For if Sade's scandalous theatricalization of 
language repeatedly reminds us that discourse can claim 'no priority', then the work 
of Edward Said will not let us forget that the 'ethnocentric and erratic will to power 
from which texts can spring'20 is itself a theatre of war. Mimicry, as the metonymy of 
presence is, indeed, such an erratic, eccentric strategy of authority in colonial 
discourse. Mimicry does not merely destroy narcissistic authority through the 
repetitious slippage of difference and desire. It is the process of the fixation of the 
colonial as a form of cross-classificatory, discriminatory knowledge within an 
interdictory discourse, and therefore necessarily raises the question of the 
authorization of colonial representations, a question of authority that goes beyond the 
subject's lack of priority (castration) to a historical crisis in the conceptuality of 
colonial man as an object of regulatory power, as the subject of racial, cultural, 
national representation.  

'This culture ... fixed in its colonial status', Fanon suggests, '[is] both present and 
mummified, it testified against its members. It defines them in fact without appeal. 
The ambivalence of mimicry - almost but not quite - suggests that the fetishized 
colonial culture is potentially and strategically an insurgent counter-appeal. What I 
have called its 'identity-effects' are always crucially split. Under cover of camouflage, 
mimicry, like the fetish, is a part- object that radically revalues the normative 
knowledges of the priority of race, writing, history. For the fetish mimes the forms of 
authority at the point at which it deauthorizes them. Similarly, mimicry rearticulates 



presence in terms of its 'otherness', that which it disavows. There is a crucial 
difference between this colonial articulation of man and his doubles and that which 
Foucault describes as 'thinking the unthought' which, for nineteenth-century Europe, 
is the ending of man's alienation by reconciling him with his essence. The colonial 
discourse that articulates an interdictory otherness is precisely the 'other scene' of 
this nineteenth-century European desire for an authentic historical consciousness.  

The 'unthought' across which colonial man is articulated is that process of 
classificatory confusion that I have described as the metonymy of the substitutive 
chain of ethical and cultural discourse. This results in the splitting of colonial 
discourse so that two attitudes towards external reality persist; one takes reality into 
consideration while the other disavows it and replaces it by a product of desire that 
repeats, rearticulates 'reality' as mimicry.  

So Edward Long can say with authority, quoting variously Hume, Eastwick and 
Bishop Warburton in his support, that: 'Ludicrous as the opinion may seem I do not 
think that an orangutang husband would be any dishonour to a Hottentot female.'  

Such contradictory articulations of reality and desire - seen in racist stereotypes, 
statements, jokes, myths - are not caught in the doubtful circle of the return of the 
repressed. They are the effects of a disavowal that denies the differences of the other 
but produces in its stead forms of authority and multiple belief that alienate the 
assumptions of 'civil' discourse. If, for a while, the ruse of desire is calculable for the 
uses Of discipline soon the repetition of guilt, justification, pseudo-scientific theories, 
superstition, spurious authorities, and classifications can be seen as the desperate 
effort to 'normalize' formally the disturbance of a discourse of splitting that violates 
the rational, enlightened claims of its enunciatory modality. The ambivalence of 
colonial authority repeatedly turns from mimicry - a difference that is almost nothing 
but not quite - to menace - a difference that is almost total but not quite. And in that 
other scene of colonial power, where history turns to farce and presence to 'a part' 
can be seen the twin figures of narcissism and paranoia that repeat furiously, 
uncontrollably.  

In the ambivalent world of the 'not quite/not white', on the margins of metropolitan 
desire, the founding objects of the Western world become the erratic, eccentric, 
accidental objets: trouv6s of the colonial discourse - the part-objects of presence. It is 
then that the body and the book lose their part-objects of presence. It is then that the 
body and the book lose their representational authority. Black skin splits under the 
racist gaze, displaced into signs of bestiality, genitalia, grotesquerie, which reveal the 
phobic myth of the undifferentiated whole white body. And the holiest of books - the 
Bible - bearing both the standard of the cross and the standard of empire finds itself 
strangely dismembered. In May 1817 a missionary wrote from Bengal:  

Still everyone would gladly receive a Bible. And why? - that he may lay it up as a 
curiosity for a few pice; or use it for waste paper. Such it is well known has been the 
common fate of these copies of the Bible.... Some have been bartered in the 
markets, others have been thrown in snuff shops and used as wrapping paper.  
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