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Abstract: This is a response paper written upon reading “Imaginative Geography and its 

representations: Orientalising the Orient”, a chapter from Edward Said’s Orientalism. 

The response paper corroborates Said’s perceptions and insights pertaining to the issue 

of orientalising the Orient. The author undertakes to analyse and verify the veracity of 

the statements Said had come up with. The objective is to recast focus on Edward Said’s 

undertaking to subvert the historically entrenched notions. 
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Edward Said’s essay deals with how the depiction of the East has been going on through 

whatever representative means that has been. Said is critical of the almost-institutionalised kind 

of approach of the West in meting out a sub-human /unjust treatment. This response paper looks 

at how a discourse called Orientalism is being constructed both upon a forged notional 

phenomenon of dichotomy and the exclusionist methodology of the West. This paper uses the 

technique of mapping and its cognitive impact to understand how the Orientalist machinery 

keeps rolling, effecting the desired result of the West. Towards the end, the writer ponders over 

what can be done to overcome the injustice done. 
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A geography that studies cultural objects produced through imagination is a geography of stories, 

which gains some status as science if it proceeds positivistically, gathering facts.1. 

 Peter Jackson in Maps of Meaning has used the terms ‘map’ and ‘mapping’ in the 

metaphorical sense so as to make a connection to  an extended meaning of imagination. 

He highlights the notion of representation saying that the world is apprehended through 

signs and symbols. He questions as to how far this representation would guarantee that 

proper/proportionate/objective connections between the signs and symbols and what they 

undertake to represent. The act of mapping entails representative graphic elements and what is 

visually seen out there on the natural landscape. In this way, the mapping metaphor is extended 

to include all graphic representation of knowledge.2 

Having said that, it would not be wrong to start off with a comparable perspective 

between Geography and Imaginative Geography in that, a similarity/uniformity is observed in 

the impact the tools of both the realms cause, namely a discourse with certain governing 

principles. It is therefore appropriate to see how scholars figure out Geography and its tools in 

the first place. In the essay “Representation” Ola Soderstrom states that, 

Brian Harley deconstructs geography’s tool of representation ‘par excellence’:  cartography. 

Maps, he argues, are sites of power knowledge. In the  aftermath of the work of Harley, and also that of 

Christian Jacob in France in  France Franco Farinelli  in Italy and Denis Cosgrove in Great Britain, 

mapping  appears imbued with power,  product and source of a reductionist reason,  embedded in 

action rather than being a passive, transparent carrier of  geographical knowledge.3  
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Geography, then, finds in map an effective tool. In a time when geography too is fraught 

with propagation of a discourse that is employed by the source and agent of power, map takes on 

the task of creating images in the mind. Thus for imaginative geography, representation in 

manifold discursive structures becomes instrumental in laying out the mental landscape. All 

these discursive formations assist in projecting a specific ideology championed by those who 

wield power; Said’s essay shows how the West adopts a systematic and sustained method of 

discursive formation to create an imaginative geography of the east.  

Textual mapping becomes the crucial tool in Imaginative geography. Textual production 

is being overseen by an overarching Western mechanism of domination. This entire plethora of 

textual industry creates an imaginative geography so as to create an orient of the West’s 

daydream. The upshot of all this discursive depiction is that it creates an imaginative landscape 

in images, much the same way maps create images in the mind. Said quotes R.W.Southern to 

expose the discursive as well as the textual knowledge the western academics acquired in the 

process of prolonged and determined endeavour they were engaged in, in an effort to convince 

the east that Islam was a misguided version of Christianity:  

 “…the scholars who labored at the problem [that Islam was a misguided  version  of 

Christianity] .failed to find the solution…but they developed habits  of mind and powers of 

comprehension which, in other men and in other fields,  may yet deserve success.” 4 

Said quotes this with regard to the deployment of poetry, learned controversy and popular 

superstition. Thus employing the discrete discursive structures to work in a corporate framework, 

the Orientalists create a mental landscape of imaginative geography in order to create conditions 

for the generation of the Orient. 
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In mapping, boundaries are crucial, for, they define the subjects and objects, in binary, so 

that the clear distinction between the known and the unfamiliar can be made, setting in motion 

diametrically opposite images of the unfamiliar. Likewise, the discursive formations do the same 

through representations, carried out by a repertoire of textual work, that privilege the known 

against the unknown and unfamiliar. Thus it comes to light why the Orientalists took pains to 

demarcate rigid boundaries. It is, in a way, a textual cartography aimed at deepening and 

perpetuating the Orient-Occident dichotomy. In this way, the process of orientalising is being 

materialized .The divisive structures are furthered. Herein, power relations between the occident 

and the orient play a crucial role in which power is weighted on the side of the Occident. The 

entrenchment of the division between the orient and the occident ensures the continued existence 

of the binary. That is, this power assists in the generation of the knowledge of the Orient, the 

consequence is that, the Orient is easily handled, managed and manipulated to serve the interests 

of the occident. For Foucault, knowledge meant power.5 Thus, the Orient is pushed to secondary 

– inferior state, not grounded on equal footing with the West. Since the generation of knowledge 

is done only by the Occident, (the Orient has no say over it) it goes without saying that this 

knowledge generation is done unilaterally (without the participation of the Orient) on the 

strength, the Occident has over the orient. The knowledge thus generated, may not have anything 

to do with the veracity/truthfulness of the reality that is out there in the east, but the process of 

this knowledge production is being done, ruling out the integrity of the orient, in line with the 

imperialistic assumptions and intentions the west has, with regard to the orient. Bill Ashcroft and 

Pal Ahluwalia say that even the great writers like Flaubert, Nerval and Scott faced  the 

constraints of having to abide by the normative, overarching but imperialistic agenda.6 Moreover 

literary figures like William Shakespeare and Daniel Defoe are charged to be executing the 

process of mapping out the relations between Europe and its ‘Others’. That is, they were engaged 
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in laying out a reading alterity which inevitably impacted a fixity ‘naturalising the difference 

within its own cognitive codes.’7 

All this was done by creating a gamut of discursive structures which laid out the 

boundaries within which the textual production worked, so to speak, the process of orientalising 

the orient was done. The representation down the ages assisted the entrenchment of the binary. 

Edward Said, by a simple logic, proves that the source of this urge for an unjust representation to 

be arbitrary. Benedict Anderson explains the origins of the conjured-up notion of nationalist 

sentiment to be of arbitrary connections, and thus he traces the coming into being of imagined 

communities   called nationalism, resultant from cultural artifacts of a particular kind8. Similarly, 

this representation of the East has sprung entirely out of sheer prejudice, consequently the 

geography produced in the mind is imaginative, and thus the creation of an imaginative, 

mediated identity called the Orient is being produced by the west. Lockman identifies the critical 

contention over the representation pointed out by Said: 

‘It was fundamentally about partaking of a representation of the orient that  assumed that it 

was ontologically,…radically different from (and usually inferior  to) “our” own Western world, 

a stance that could be adopted even by  those who were  unprejudiced...’9 

 Over time, these represented fictionalities assumed a real-like appearance. 

“As a discourse, Orientalism is ascribed the authority of the academics,  institutions 

andgovernments and such authority raises the discourse to a level of  importance and prestige 

that guarantees its identification with ‘truth’.”10 

So, the impression impacted, on the one hand, implies that destiny of the East can be 

charted out by the west. On the other hand, the representations used to create the image are far 

removed from reality, says Said. He introduces terms like ‘latent Orientalism’11 and ‘manifest 
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Orientalism’12 to show the prevalent difference between conscious positivity and stated views 

about Oriental society respectively. He deciphers the trend to be a manifestation of Orientalist 

agenda: “The point is that in each case the Oriental is contained and represented by dominating 

frameworks”13. So the resultant image is detrimental, and threatening to the integrity of the 

Orient. Moreover self-definition of the West is made feasible by creating an Other in the Orient; 

When Said charges that there happens a deliberate attempt to assign the Other – the Orient- with 

negative terms, he sees it as an attempt at self-definition, on the part of the west, taking a toll on 

the orient by creating a stereotypical image of the orient. Orientalism, for Said, is a form of 

knowledge that circumscribes and delimits, constructing the east as an OTHER in relation to the 

West. “Orientalism is thus a form of Manichaeanism, which posits an absolute difference 

between the familiar (Europe, the West, ‘us’) and the strange (the Orient, the East, ‘them’) 14 

When Said is saying that the “our” space and “their” space is after all an arbitrary 

assignment, it is self-evident that he tries to dissolve the geographical territories that demarcate 

the Occident- Orient difference, which would ultimately symbolize the dissolution of the set of 

principles contained in Orientalism. Edward Said maps the complex relations of power in a long 

tradition of philological and scholarly writing about the East in an attempt to ‘unlearn” “the 

inherent dominative mode” of imperialism.15 

 Calling the hidden principles that govern the entire body of thought regarding the control 

over the orient (orientalising) as a discourse, Said identifies it as Orientalism. It is a form of 

executive knowledge that can be used to gain information on native peoples in order to better 

control them.16 Orientalism makes use of a nomenclature: the orient, to identify the whole 

unknown entity; Near Orient, Far Orient, familiar Orient and novel Orient - the severally divided 

parts for the facile/ easy management of the unknown. The sketching of the Orient is done so 
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whimsically that one hardly feels that justice is done to the reality, charges Said. The process of 

naming is, thus, is oriented towards the west in the sense that the west is being made the 

reference point - to be precise, the centre of the world, and the east, dismantled into parts, is 

given a location relative to (the presumably and prescriptively central) West in the imagination. 

This Eurocentric attitude is typical of the Orientalism, as it has undertaken the task of 

orientalising the Orient, deliberately employing a mechanism to command subservience and 

degradation. 

Imaginative geography provides a sense of legitimacy by means of a vocabulary and 

when fixity of meaning is accorded to the vocabulary that becomes the way the concept is 

known. When this generation and association of meaning are being carried out, the vocabulary 

serves interests of the powerful. The fundamental question here is that ‘who has the power to 

produce authorized representations of the world and who/what are the legitimate objects 

/subjects of scientific representation?’17. Though Ola Soderstrom makes this point with regard to 

mapping in geography, it is appropriate to textual discourses, given the nature and service of the 

ideological character of mapping.  

The act of naming is, thus, a sign of power over the object that is being named. By 

naming knowledge of the object is gathered. 18 When naming carries with it certain attributes 

which are alien and foreign, it is inevitable that the names entail, potentially carry with them the 

power to create the Orient. The terms like the Orient, the Oriental, Orientalism all refer to an 

enclosed space beyond the familiar space, and its inhabitants. The process of apprehending the 

East and orientalising it begins with naming and, is followed by knowing in detail which again is 

a mark of power according to Foucault. It is therefore patently noticeable that the discourse of 
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Orientalism is established on the power/knowledge connection which helps to construct and later 

to make inroads into the Oriental via simply knowing it. 

The vocabulary deployed is in fact a representative discourse just as mapping does 

representation in geography. So when Ola Soderstrom quotes William Bunge to be critical of the 

mainstream human geography’s representation in which it leaves out certain spaces in the 

process, the possibility of disproportionate/unjust representation by means of a discourse cannot 

be ruled out. Ola Soderstrom’s account follows: 

‘During the 1970s so-called ‘radical geography’ proposes alternative  representations  of the 

city. William Bunge, for instance, unveils and maps urban  realities not represented  by 

mainstream human geography: spaces of death or spaces dominated by the machines.  David 

Harvey spectacularly points to the existence of alternative theories and  representations of social 

justice in the city. Both insist on the ideological character of  geographical representations.19’ 

Demanding an acceptable representation, Said accuses the Europe for having embarked 

on a course of mediated narration that has been going on along with a mediated description ever 

since the conquerors and travelers have made an attempt to portray the east; the east is strangely 

addressed as ‘they’ in a bid to identify the so-called construct of inferior difference, the Orient is 

presumed to have been carrying with it. It is appropriate at this point to quote Lockman to have a 

sort of idea of the representation done: 

‘A discourse, a particular way of seeing was not a misrepresentation, a false or         distorted 

perception of reality, because no truth, no accurate representation of what  really exists 

was possible in the Enlightenment sense of objective knowledge of  reality.  There were 

only alternative representations, different discourses, each of  which had its  own (usually 

implicit, unacknowledged  and unexamined) premises,  its own claims  to truth, its own 
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rules and conventions and each of which in effect  created the very  object it 

purported to be studying.” 20 

All these aspects assume paramount importance since representation is at the core of 

scientific practice, and is often seen as summarizing the whole process of knowledge 

production21,for, sensation, perception, imagination are inextricably woven together such that 

there is a continuum and interrelation between the actual and imaginary(virtual) worlds.22 

The imaginative geography is diagnosed to have sprung from the Occident- Orient 

dichotomy and it is this difference-seeking proclivity that resulted in a system of power called 

Orientalism. Edward Said wants leveling of the differences, as Raymond Williams aptly 

suggests, so that the binary disappears, resulting in power devolution.23 He wants to put a reverse 

gear on the whole process of orientalisation. Unlearning whatever that had been impinged down 

the ages requires dispelling the preoccupying illusions and an enlightened outlook. Stereotyping 

springs around comparisons. Comparisons issue out of differences. Differences as we have seen 

are fabricated phenomena. Thus what Said sees ye to eye with Raymond Williams in liquidating 

the binary could be a workable solution to dissolve the differences, setting in motion the process 

of de-orientalising. 
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