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Orientalism and the 
Exhibitionary Order

It is no longer unusual to suggest that the construction of the colonial order 
is related to the elaboration of modern forms of representation and know-
ledge. Th e relationship has been most closely examined in the critique of Ori-
entalism. Th e Western artistic and scholarly portrayal of the non-West, in 
Edward Said’s analysis, is not merely an ideological distortion convenient to 
an emergent global political order but a densely imbricated arrangement of 
imagery and expertise that organizes and produces the Orient as a political 
reality.1 Th ree features defi ne this Orientalist reality: it is understood as the 
product of unchanging racial or cultural essences; these essential characteris-
tics are in each case the polar opposite of the West (passive rather than active, 
static rather than mobile, emotional rather than rational, chaotic rather than 
ordered); and the Oriental opposite or Other is, therefore, marked by a series 
of fundamental absences (of movement, reason, order, meaning, and so on). 
In terms of these three features—essentialism, otherness, and absence—the 
colonial world can be mastered, and colonial mastery will, in turn, reinscribe 
and reinforce these defi ning features.

Orientalism, however, has always been part of something larger. Th e 
nineteenth-century image of the Orient was constructed not just in  Oriental 
studies, romantic novels, and colonial administrations, but in all the new pro-
cedures with which Europeans began to organize the representation of the 
world, from museums and world exhibitions to architecture, schooling, tour-
ism, the fashion industry, and the commodifi cation of everyday life. In 1889, to 
give an indication of the scale of these processes, 32 million people visited the 
Exposition Universelle, built that year in Paris to commemorate the cente-
nary of the Revolution and to demonstrate French commercial and imperial 
power.2 Th e consolidation of the global hegemony of the West, economically 
and politically, can be connected not just to the imagery of  Orientalism but 
to all the new machinery for rendering up and laying out the meaning of the 
world, so characteristic of the imperial age.

Th e new apparatus of representation, particularly the world exhibitions, 
gave a central place to the representation of the non-Western world, and sev-
eral studies have pointed out the importance of this construction of other-
ness to the manufacture of national identity and imperial purpose.3 But is 
there, perhaps, some more integral relationship between representation, as a 
modern technique of meaning and order, and the construction of otherness 
so important to the colonial project? One perspective from which to explore 
this question is provided by the accounts of non-Western visitors to nine-
teenth-century Europe. An Egyptian delegation to the Eighth International 
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Congress of Orientalists, for example, held in Stockholm in the summer of 
1889, traveled to Sweden via Paris and paused there to visit the Exposition 
Universelle, leaving us a detailed description of their encounter with the rep-
resentation of their own otherness. Beginning with this and other accounts 
written by visitors from the Middle East, I examine the distinctiveness of the 
modern representational order exemplifi ed by the world exhibition. What 
Arab writers found in the West, I will argue, were not just exhibitions and 
representations of the world, but the world itself being ordered up as an end-
less exhibition. Th is world-as-exhibition was a place where the artifi cial, the 
model, and the plan were employed to generate an unprecedented eff ect of 
order and certainty. It is not the artifi ciality of the exhibitionary order that 
matters, however, so much as the contrasting eff ect of an external reality that 
the artifi cial and the model create—a reality characterized, like  Orientalism’s 
Orient, by essentialism, otherness, and absence. In the second half of the 
article, I examine this connection between the world-as-exhibition and 
Orientalism, through a rereading of European travel accounts of the nine-
teenth-century Middle East. Th e features of the kind of Orient these writ-
ings construct—above all its characteristic absences—are not merely motifs 
convenient to colonial mastery, I argue, but necessary elements of the order 
of representation itself.

La rue du Caire
Th e four members of the Egyptian delegation to the Stockholm Orientalist 
conference spent several days in Paris, climbing twice the height (as they were 
told) of the Great Pyramid in Alexandre Eiff el’s new tower, and exploring the 
city and exhibition laid out beneath. Only one thing disturbed them. Th e 
Egyptian exhibit had been built by the French to represent a street in medieval 
Cairo, made of houses with overhanging upper stories and a mosque like that 
of Qaitbay. ‘It was intended,’ one of the Egyptians wrote, ‘to resemble the old 
aspect of Cairo.’ So carefully was this done, he noted, that ‘even the paint on 
the buildings was made dirty.’4 Th e exhibit had also been made carefully cha-
otic. In contrast to the geometric layout of the rest of the exhib ition, the imita-
tion street was arranged in the haphazard manner of the bazaar. Th e way was 
crowded with shops and stalls, where Frenchmen, dressed as  Orientals, sold 
perfumes, pastries, and tarbushes. To complete the eff ect of the  Orient, the 
French organizers had imported from Cairo fi fty Egyptian donkeys, together 
with their drivers and the requisite number of grooms, farriers, and saddlers. 
Th e donkeys gave rides (for the price of one franc) up and down the street, 
resulting in a clamor and confusion so lifelike, the director of the exhibition 
was obliged to issue an order restricting the donkeys to a certain number at 
each hour of the day. Th e Egyptian visitors were disgusted by all this and stayed 
away. Th eir fi nal embarrassment had been to enter the door of the mosque and 
discover that, like the rest of the street, it had been erected as what the Euro-
peans called a facade. ‘Its external form was all that there was of the mosque. 
As for the interior, it had been set up as a coff ee house, where Egyptian girls 
performed dances with young males, and dervishes whirled.’5

After eighteen days in Paris, the Egyptian delegation traveled on to 
Stockholm to attend the Congress of Orientalists. Together with other non-
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European delegates, the Egyptians were received with hospitality—and a 
great curiosity. As though they were still in Paris, they found themselves 
something of an exhibit. ‘Bona fi de Orientals,’ wrote a European participant 
in the Congress, ‘were stared at as in a Barnum’s all-world show: the good 
Scandinavian people seemed to think that it was a collection of Orientals, 
not of Orientalists.’6 Some of the Orientalists themselves seemed to delight 
in the role of showmen. At an earlier congress, in Berlin, we are told that 
‘the grotesque idea was started of producing natives of Oriental countries 
as illustrations of a paper: thus the Boden Professor of Sanskrit at Oxford 
produced a real live Indian Pandit, and made him go through the ritual of 
Brahmanical prayer and worship before a hilarious assembly.… Professor 
Max Müller of Oxford produced two rival Japanese priests, who exhibited 
their gifts; it had the appearance of two showmen exhibiting their monkeys.’7 
At the Stockholm Congress, the Egyptians were invited to participate as 
scholars, but when they used their own language to do so they again found 
themselves treated as exhibits. ‘I have heard nothing so unworthy of a sens-
ible man,’ complained an Oxford scholar, ‘as…the whistling howls emitted by 
an Arabic student of El-Azhar of Cairo. Such exhibitions at Congresses are 
mischievous and degrading.’8

Th e exhibition and the congress were not the only examples of this Euro-
pean mischief. As Europe consolidated its colonial power, non-European 
visitors found themselves continually being placed on exhibit or made the 
careful object of European curiosity. Th e degradation they were made to suf-
fer seemed as necessary to these spectacles as the scaff olded facades or the 
curious crowds of onlookers. Th e facades, the onlookers, and the degradation 
seemed all to belong to the organizing of an exhibit, to a particularly Euro-
pean concern with rendering the world up to be viewed. Of what, exactly, did 
this exhibitionary process consist?

An Object-World
To begin with, Middle Eastern visitors found Europeans a curious people, 
with an uncontainable eagerness to stand and stare. ‘One of the charac-
teristics of the French is to stare and get excited at everything new,’ wrote 
an Egyptian scholar who spent fi ve years in Paris in the 1820s, in the fi rst 
description of nineteenth-century Europe to be published in Arabic.9 Th e 
‘curiosity’ of the European is encountered in almost every subsequent Middle 
Eastern account. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, when one or two 
Egyptian writers adopted the realistic style of the novel and made the journey 
to Europe their fi rst topic, their stories would often evoke the peculiar experi-
ence of the West by describing an individual surrounded and stared at, like 
an object on exhibit. ‘Whenever he paused outside a shop or showroom,’ the 
protagonist in one such story found on his fi rst day in Paris, ‘a large number 
of people would surround him, both men and women, staring at his dress and 
appearance.’10

In the second place, this curious attitude that is described in Arabic 
accounts was connected with what one might call a corresponding objectness. 
Th e curiosity of the observing subject was something demanded by a diver-
sity of mechanisms for rendering things up as its object—beginning with 
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the Middle Eastern visitor himself. Th e members of an Egyptian student 
mission sent to Paris in the 1820s were confi ned to the college where they 
lived and allowed out only to visit museums and the theater—where they 
found themselves parodied in vaudeville as objects of entertainment for the 
French public.11 ‘Th ey construct the stage as the play demands,’ explained one 
of the students. ‘For example, if they want to imitate a sultan and the things 
that happen to him, they set up the stage in the form of a palace and portray 
him in person. If for instance they want to play the Shah of Persia, they dress 
someone in the clothes of the Persian monarch and then put him there and 
sit him on a throne.’12 Even Middle Eastern monarchs who came in person 
to Europe were liable to be incorporated into its theatrical machinery. When 
the Khedive of Egypt visited Paris to attend the Exposition Universelle of 
1867, he found that the Egyptian exhibit had been built to simulate medieval 
Cairo in the form of a royal palace. Th e Khedive stayed in the imitation palace 
during his visit and became a part of the exhibition, receiving visitors with 
medieval hospitality.13

Visitors to Europe found not only themselves rendered up as objects to be 
viewed. Th e Arabic account of the student mission to Paris devoted several 
pages to the Parisian phenomenon of ‘le spectacle,’ a word for which its author 
knew of no Arabic equivalent. Besides the Opéra and the Opéra-Comique, 
among the diff erent kinds of spectacle he described were ‘places in which 
they represent for the person the view of a town or a country or the like,’ 
such as ‘the Panorama, the Cosmorama, the Diorama, the Europorama and 
the Uranorama.’ In a panorama of Cairo, he explained in illustration, ‘it is as 
though you were looking from on top of the minaret of Sultan Hasan, for 
example, with al-Rumaila and the rest of the city beneath you.’14

Th e eff ect of such spectacles was to set the world up as a picture. Th ey 
ordered it up as an object on display to be investigated and experienced by 
the dominating European gaze. An Orientalist of the same period, the great 
French scholar Sylvestre de Sacy, wanted the scholarly picturing of the  Orient 
to make available to European inspection a similar kind of object-world. He 
had planned to establish a museum, which was to be
a vast depot of objects of all kinds, of drawings, of original books, maps, accounts of voy-
ages, all off ered to those who wish to give themselves to the study of [the Orient]; in 
such a way that each of these students would be able to feel himself transported as if by 
enchantment into the midst of, say, a Mongolian tribe or of the Chinese race, whichever 
he might have made the object of his studies.15

As part of a more ambitious plan in England for ‘the education of the people,’ 
a proposal was made to set up ‘an ethnological institution, with very extensive 
grounds’ where ‘within the same enclosure’ were to be kept ‘specimens in pairs 
of the various races.’  Th e natives on exhibit, it was said,
should construct their own dwellings according to the architectural ideas of their several 
countries; their …mode of life should be their own. Th e forms of industry prevalent in 
their nation or tribe they should be required to practise; and their ideas, opinions, habits, 
and superstitions should be permitted to perpetuate themselves. . . . To go from one division 
of this establishment to another would be like travelling into a new country.16
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Th e world exhibitions of the second half of the century off ered the visitor 
exactly this educational encounter, with natives and their artifacts arranged 
to provide the direct experience of a colonized object-world. In planning the 
layout of the 1889 Paris Exhibition, it was decided that the visitor ‘before 
entering the temple of modern life’ should pass through an exhibit of all 
human history, ‘as a gateway to the exposition and a noble preface.’ Entitled 
‘Histoire du Travail,’ or, more fully, ‘Exposition retrospective du travail et des 
sciences anthropologiques,’ the display would demonstrate the history of 
human labor by means of ‘objects and things themselves.’ It would have ‘noth-
ing vague about it,’ it was said, ‘because it will consist of an object lesson.’17

Arabic accounts of the modern West became accounts of these curi-
ous object-worlds. By the last decade of the nineteenth century, more than 
half the descriptions of journeys to Europe published in Cairo were writ-
ten to describe visits to a world exhibition or an international congress of 
 Orientalists.18 Such accounts devote hundreds of pages to describing the 
peculiar  order and technique of these events—the curious crowds of specta-
tors, the organization of panoramas and perspectives, the arrangement of 
natives in mock colonial villages, the display of new inventions and commod-
ities, the architecture of iron and glass, the systems of classifi cation, the calcu-
lations of statistics, the lectures, the plans, and the guide books—in short, the 
entire method of organization that we think of as representation.

The World-as-Exhibition
In the third place, then, the eff ect of objectness was a matter not just of visual 
arrangement around a curious spectator, but of representation. What reduced 
the world to a system of objects was the way their careful organization enabled 
them to evoke some larger meaning, such as History or Empire or Progress. 
Th is machinery of representation was not confi ned to the exhibition and the 
congress. Almost everywhere that Middle Eastern visitors went they seemed 
to encounter the arrangement of things to stand for something larger. Th ey 
visited the new museums, and saw the cultures of the world portrayed in the 
form of objects arranged under glass, in the order of their evolution. Th ey were 
taken to the theater, a place where Europeans represented to themselves their 
history, as several Egyptian writers explained. Th ey spent afternoons in the 
public gardens, carefully organized ‘to bring together the trees and plants of 
every part of the world,’ as another Arab writer put it. And, inevitably, they 
took trips to the zoo, a product of nineteenth-century colonial penetration of 
the Orient, as Th eodor Adorno wrote, that ‘paid symbolic tribute in the form 
of animals.’19

Th e Europe one reads about in Arabic accounts was a place of spectacle 
and visual arrangement, of the organization of everything and everything 
organized to represent, to recall, like the exhibition, a larger meaning. Char-
acteristic of the way Europeans seemed to live was their preoccupation with 
what an Egyptian author described as ‘intizam almanzar,’ the organization 
of the view.20 Beyond the exhibition and the congress, beyond the museum 
and the zoo, everywhere that non-European visitors went—the streets of the 
modern city with their meaningful facades, the countryside encountered typ-
ically in the form of a model farm exhibiting new machinery and cultivation 
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methods, even the Alps once the funicular was built—they found the tech-
nique and sensation to be the same.21 Everything seemed to be set up before 
one as though it were the model or the picture of something. Everything was 
arranged before an observing subject into a system of signifi cation, declaring 
itself to be a mere object, a mere ‘signifi er of ’ something further.

Th e exhibition, therefore, could be read in such accounts as epitomizing 
the strange character of the West, a place where one was continually pressed 
into service as a spectator by a world ordered so as to represent. In exhibi-
tions, the traveler from the Middle East could describe the curious way of 
addressing the world increasingly encountered in modern Europe, a particu-
lar relationship between the individual and a world of ‘objects’ that Euro-
peans seemed to take as the experience of the real. Th is reality eff ect was 
a world increasingly rendered up to the individual according to the way in 
which, and to the extent to which, it could be made to stand before him or her 
as an exhibit. Non-Europeans encountered in Europe what one might call, 
echoing a phrase from Heidegger, the age of the world exhibition, or rather, 
the age of the world-as-exhibition.22 Th e world-as-exhibition means not an 
exhibition of the world but the world organized and grasped as though it 
were an exhibition.

The Certainty of Representation
‘England is at present the greatest Oriental Empire which the world has 
ever known,’ proclaimed the president of the 1892 Orientalist Congress at 
its opening session. His words refl ected the political certainty of the imper ial 
age. ‘She knows not only how to conquer, but how to rule.’23 Th e endless spec-
tacles of the world-as-exhibition were not just refl ections of this certainty but 
the means of its production, by their technique of rendering imperial truth 
and cultural diff erence in ‘objective’ form.

Th ree aspects of this kind of certainty can be illustrated from the accounts 
of the world exhibition. First there was the apparent realism of the represen-
tation. Th e model or display always seemed to stand in perfect correspond-
ence to the external world, a correspondence that was frequently noted in 
Middle Eastern accounts. As the Egyptian visitor had remarked, ‘Even the 
paint on the buildings was made dirty.’ One of the most impressive exhibits 
at the 1889 exhibition in Paris was a panorama of the city. As described by an 
Arab visitor, this consisted of a viewing platform on which one stood, encir-
cled by images of the city. Th e images were mounted and illuminated in such 
a way that the observer felt himself standing at the center of the city itself, 
which seemed to materialize around him as a single, solid object ‘not diff ering 
from reality in any way.’24

In the second place, the model, however realistic, always remained distin-
guishable from the reality it claimed to represent. Even though the paint was 
made dirty and the donkeys were brought from Cairo, the medieval Egyptian 
street at the Paris exhibition remained only a Parisian copy of the Oriental 
original. Th e certainty of representation depended on this deliberate diff er-
ence in time and displacement in space that separated the representation from 
the real thing. It also depended on the position of the visitor—the tourist in 
the imitation street or the fi gure on the viewing platform. Th e representation 
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of reality was always an exhibit set up for an observer in its midst, an observing 
European gaze surrounded by and yet excluded from the exhibition’s careful 
order. Th e more the exhibit drew in and encircled the visitor, the more the 
gaze was set apart from it, as the mind (in our Cartesian imagery) is said to be 
set apart from the material world it observes. Th e separation is suggested in a 
description of the Egyptian exhibit at the Paris Exhibition of 1867.
A museum inside a pharaonic temple represented Antiquity, a palace richly decorated in 
the Arab style represented the Middle Ages, a caravanserai of merchants and performers 
portrayed in real life the customs of today. Weapons from the Sudan, the skins of wild 
monsters, perfumes, poisons and medicinal plants transport us directly to the tropics. 
Pottery from Assiut and Aswan, fi ligree and cloth of silk and gold invite us to touch with 
our fi ngers a strange civilization. All the races subject to the Vice-Roy were personifi ed by 
individuals selected with care. We rubbed shoulders with the fellah, we made way before 
the Bedouin of the Libyan desert on their beautiful white dromedaries. Th is sumptuous 
display spoke to the mind as to the eyes; it expressed a political idea.25

Th e remarkable realism of such displays made the Orient into an object the 
visitor could almost touch. Yet to the observing eye, surrounded by the display 
but excluded from it by the status of visitor, it remained a mere representa-
tion, the picture of some further reality. Th us, two parallel pairs of distinctions 
were maintained, between the visitor and the exhibit and between the exhibit 
and what it expressed. Th e representation seemed set apart from the political 
reality it claimed to portray as the observing mind seems set apart from what 
it observes.

Th ird, the distinction between the system of exhibits or representations 
and the exterior meaning they portrayed was imitated, within the exhibition, 
by distinguishing between the exhibits themselves and the plan of the exhi-
bition. Th e visitor would encounter, set apart from the objects on display, an 
abundance of catalogs, plans, sign posts, programs, guidebooks, instructions, 
educational talks, and compilations of statistics. Th e Egyptian exhibit at the 
1867 exhibition, for example, was accompanied by a guidebook containing an 
outline of the country’s history—divided, like the exhibit to which it referred, 
into the ancient, medieval, and modern—together with a ‘notice statistique 
sur le territoire, la population, les forces productives, le commerce, l’eff ective 
militaire et naval, l’organisation fi nancière, l’instruction publique, etc. de 
l’Egypte’ compiled by the Commission Impériale in Paris.26 To provide such 
outlines, guides, tables, and plans, which were essential to the educational 
aspect of the exhibition, involved processes of representation that are no dif-
ferent from those at work in the construction of the exhibits themselves. But 
the practical distinction that was maintained between the exhibit and the 
plan, between the objects and their catalog, reinforced the eff ect of two dis-
tinct orders of being—the order of things and the order of their meaning, of 
representation and reality.

Despite the careful ways in which it was constructed, however, there was 
something paradoxical about this distinction between the simulated and the 
real, and about the certainty that depends on it. In Paris, it was not always easy 
to tell where the exhibition ended and the world itself began. Th e bound-
aries of the exhibition were clearly marked, of course, with high perimeter 
walls and monumental gates. But, as Middle Eastern visitors had continually 
discovered, there was much about the organization of the ‘real world’ out-
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side, with its museums and department stores, its street facades and Alpine 
scenes, that resembled the world exhibition. Despite the determined eff orts 
to isolate the exhibition as merely an artifi cial representation of a reality out-
side, the real world beyond the gates turned out to be more and more like an 
extension of the exhibition. Yet this extended exhibition continued to present 
itself as a series of mere representations, representing a reality beyond. We 
should think of it, therefore, not so much as an exhibition but as a kind of 
labyrinth, the labyrinth that, as Derrida says, includes in itself its own exits.27 
But then, maybe the exhibitions whose exits led only to further exhibitions 
were becoming at once so realistic and so extensive that no one ever realized 
that the real world they promised was not there.

The Labyrinth without Exits
To see the uncertainty of what seemed, at fi rst, the clear distinction between 
the simulated and the real, one can begin again inside the world exhibition, 
back at the Egyptian bazaar. Part of the shock of the Egyptians came from 
just how real the street claimed to be: not simply that the paint was made 
dirty, that the donkeys were from Cairo, and that the Egyptian pastries on 
sale were said to taste like the real thing, but that one paid for them with what 
we call ‘real money.’  Th e commercialism of the donkey rides, the bazaar stalls, 
and the dancing girls seemed no diff erent from the commercialism of the 
world outside. With so disorienting an experience as entering the facade of 
a mosque to fi nd oneself inside an Oriental cafe that served real customers 
what seemed to be real coff ee, where, exactly, lay the line between the artifi cial 
and the real, the representation and the reality?

Exhibitions were coming to resemble the commercial machinery of the 
rest of the city. Th is machinery, in turn, was rapidly changing in places such as 
London and Paris, to imitate the architecture and technique of the exhibition. 
Small, individually owned shops, often based on local crafts, were giving way 
to the larger apparatus of shopping arcades and department stores. According 
to the Illustrated Guide to Paris (a book supplying, like an exhibition program, 
the plan and meaning of the place), each of these new establishments formed 
‘a city, indeed a world in miniature.’28 Th e Egyptian accounts of Europe con-
tain several descriptions of these commercial worlds-in-miniature, where the 
real world, as at the exhibition, was something organized by the represen-
tation of its commodities. Th e department stores were described as ‘large 
and well organized,’ with their merchandise ‘arranged in perfect order, set in 
rows on shelves with everything symmetrical and precisely positioned.’ Non-
European visitors would remark especially on the panes of glass, inside the 
stores and along the gas-lit arcades. ‘Th e merchandise is all arranged behind 
sheets of clear glass, in the most remarkable order. . . . Its dazzling appear-
ance draws thousands of onlookers.’29 Th e glass panels inserted themselves 
between the visitors and the goods on display, setting up the former as mere 
onlookers and endowing the goods with the distance that is the source, one 
might say, of their objectness. Just as exhibitions had become commercial-
ized, the machinery of commerce was becoming a further means of engineer-
ing the real, indistinguishable from that of the exhibition.
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Something of the experience of the strangely ordered world of modern 
commerce and consumers is indicated in the fi rst fi ctional account of Europe 
to be published in Arabic. Appearing in 1882, it tells the story of two Egyp-
tians who travel to France and England in the company of an English Orien-
talist. On their fi rst day in Paris, the two Egyptians wander accidentally into 
the vast, gas-lit premises of a wholesale supplier. Inside the building they fi nd 
long corridors, each leading into another. Th ey walk from one corridor to the 
next, and after a while begin to search for the way out. Turning a corner they 
see what looks like an exit, with people approaching from the other side. But 
it turns out to be a mirror, which covers the entire width and height of the 
wall, and the people approaching are merely their own refl ections. Th ey turn 
down another passage and then another, but each one ends only in a mirror. As 
they make their way through the corridors of the building, they pass groups 
of people at work. ‘Th e people were busy setting out merchandise, sorting it 
and putting it into boxes and cases. Th ey stared at the two of them in silence as 
they passed, standing quite still, not leaving their places or interrupting their 
work.’ After wandering silently for some time through the building, the two 
Egyptians realize they have lost their way completely and begin going from 
room to room looking for an exit. ‘But no one interfered with them,’ we are 
told, ‘or came up to them to ask if they were lost.’ Eventually they are rescued 
by the manager of the store, who proceeds to explain to them how it is organ-
ized, pointing out that, in the objects being sorted and packed, the produce 
of every country in the world is represented.30 Th e West, it appears, is a place 
organized as a system of commodities, values, meanings, and representations, 
forming signs that refl ect one another in a labyrinth without exits.

The Effect of the Real
Th e conventional critique of this world of representation and commodifi ca-
tion stresses its artifi ciality. We imagine ourselves caught up in a hall of mir-
rors from which we cannot fi nd a way out. We cannot fi nd the door that leads 
back to the real world outside; we have lost touch with reality. Th is kind of 
critique remains complicitous with the world-as-exhibition, which is built to 
persuade us that such a simple door exists. Th e exhibition does not cut us off  
from reality. It persuades us that the world is divided neatly into two realms, 
the exhibition and the real world, thereby creating the eff ect of a reality from 
which we now feel cut off . It is not the artifi ciality of the world-as-exhibition 
that should concern us, but the contrasting eff ect of a lost reality to which 
such supposed artifi ciality gives rise. Th is reality, which we take to be some-
thing obvious and natural, is in fact something novel and unusual. It appears 
as a place completely external to the exhibition: that is, a pristine realm exist-
ing prior to all representation, which means prior to all intervention by the 
self, to all construction, mixing, or intermediation, to all the forms of imita-
tion, displacement, and diff erence that give rise to meaning.

Th is external reality, it can be noted, bears a peculiar relationship to the 
Orientalist portrayal of the Orient. Like the Orient, it appears that it simply 
‘is.’ It is a place of mere being, where essences are untouched by history, by 
intervention, by diff erence. Such an essentialized world lacks, by defi nition, 
what the exhibition supplies—the dimension of meaning. It lacks the plan or 
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program that supplies reality with its historical and cultural order. Th e tech-
niques of the world exhibition build into an exterior world this supposed lack, 
this original meaninglessness and disorder, just as colonialism introduces it to 
the Orient. Th e Orient, it could be said, is the pure form of the novel kind of 
external reality to which the world-as-exhibition gives rise.

Before further examining this connection between the features of Orien-
talism and the kind of external reality produced by the world-as-exhibition, it 
is worth recalling that world exhibitions and the new large-scale commercial 
life of European cities were aspects of a political and economic transform-
ation that was not limited to Europe itself. Th e new department stores were 
the fi rst establishments to keep large quantities of merchandise in stock, in 
the form of standardized textiles and clothing. Th e stockpiling, together with 
the introduction of advertising (the word was coined at the time of the great 
exhibitions, Walter Benjamin reminds us) and the new European industry 
of ‘fashion’ (on which several Middle Eastern writers commented) were 
all connected with the boom in textile production.31 Th e textile boom was an 
aspect of other changes, such as new ways of harvesting and treating cotton, new 
machinery for the manufacture of textiles, the resulting increase in profi ts, and 
the reinvestment of profi t abroad in further cotton production. At the other end 
from the exhibition and the department store, these wider changes extended to 
include places such as the southern United States, India, and the Nile valley.

Since the latter part of the eighteenth century, the Nile valley had been 
undergoing a transformation associated principally with the European tex-
tile industry.32 From a country that formed one of the hubs in the commerce 
of the Ottoman world and beyond and that produced and exported its own 
food and its own textiles, Egypt was turning into a country whose economy 
was dominated by the production of a single commodity, raw cotton, for the 
global textile industry of Europe.33 Th e changes associated with this growth 
and concentration in exports included an enormous growth in imports, prin-
cipally of textile products and food, the extension throughout the country of 
a network of roads, telegraphs, police stations, railways, ports, and perman-
ent irrigation canals, a new relationship to the land (which became a pri-
vately owned commodity concentrated in the hands of a small, powerful, and 
increasingly wealthy social class), the infl ux of Europeans (seeking to make 
fortunes, transform agricultural production or make the country a model of 
colonial order), the building and rebuilding of towns and cities as centers of 
the new European-dominated commercial life, and the migration to these 
urban centers of tens of thousands of the increasingly impoverished rural 
poor. In the nineteenth century, no other place in the world was transformed 
on a greater scale to serve the production of a single commodity.

Elsewhere I have examined in detail how the modern means of coloniz-
ing a country that this transformation required—new military methods, the 
reordering of agricultural production, systems of organized schooling, the 
rebuilding of cities, new forms of communication, the transformation of 
writing, and so on—all represented the techniques of ordering up an object-
world to create the novel eff ect of a world divided in two: on the one hand a 
material dimension of things themselves, and on the other a seemingly sepa-
rate dimension of their order or meaning.34 Th us it can be shown, I think, 
that the strange, binary order of the world-as-exhibition was already being 
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extended through a variety of techniques to places like the Middle East. If, as 
I have been suggesting, this binary division was, in fact, uncertain and it was 
hard to tell on close inspection where the exhibition ended and reality began, 
then this uncertainty extended well beyond the supposed limits of the West. 
Yet at the same time as these paradoxical but enormously powerful methods 
of the exhibition were spreading across the southern and eastern shores of the 
Mediterranean, the world exhibitions began to portray, outside the world-
 as-exhibition and lacking by defi nition the meaning and order that exhib-
itions supply, an essentialized and exotic Orient.

Th ere are three features of this binary world that I have tried to outline in 
the preceding pages. First, there is its remarkable claim to certainty or truth: 
the apparent certainty with which everything seems ordered and represented, 
calculated and rendered unambiguous—ultimately, what seems its politi-
cal decidedness. Second, there is the paradoxical nature of this decidedness: 
the certainty exists as the seemingly determined correspondence between 
mere representations and reality; yet the real world, like the world outside 
the exhib ition, despite everything the exhibition promises, turns out to con-
sist only of further representations of this ‘reality.’ Th ird, there is its colonial 
nature: the age of the exhibition was necessarily the colonial age, the age of 
world economy and global power in which we live, since what was to be made 
available as exhibit was reality, the world itself.

To draw out the colonial nature of these methods of order and truth and 
thus their relationship to Orientalism, I am now going to move on to the 
Middle East. Th e Orient, as I have suggested, was the great ‘external reality’ of 
modern Europe—the most common object of its exhibitions, the great signi-
fi ed. By the 1860s, Th omas Cook, who had launched the modern tourist indus-
try by organizing excursion trains (with the Midland Railway Company) to 
visit the fi rst of the great exhibitions, at the Crystal Palace in 1851, was off ering 
excursions to visit not exhibits of the East, but the ‘East itself.’ If Europe was 
becoming the world-as-exhibition, what happened to Europeans who went 
abroad—to visit places whose images invariably they had already encountered 
in books, spectacles, and exhibitions? How did they experience the so-called 
real world such images had depicted, when the reality was a place whose life 
was not lived, or at least not yet, as if the world were an exhibition?

The East Itself
‘So here we are in Egypt,’ wrote Gustave Flaubert, in a letter from Cairo in 
January, 1850.
What can I say about it all? What can I write you? As yet I am scarcely over the initial 
bedazzlement … each detail reaches out to grip you; it pinches you; and the more you 
concentrate on it the less you grasp the whole. Th en gradually all this becomes harmoni-
ous and the pieces fall into place of themselves, in accordance with the laws of perspective. 
But the fi rst days, by God, it is such a bewildering chaos of colours…35

Flaubert experiences Cairo as a visual turmoil. What can he write about the 
place? Th at it is a chaos of color and detail that refuses to compose itself as a 
picture. Th e disorienting experience of a Cairo street, in other words, with its 
arguments in unknown languages, strangers who brush past in strange clothes, 
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unusual colors, and unfamiliar sounds and smells, is expressed as an absence of 
pictorial order. Th ere is no distance, this means, between oneself and the view, 
and the eyes are reduced to organs of touch: ‘Each detail reaches out to grip 
you.’ Without a separation of the self from a picture, moreover, what becomes 
impossible is to grasp ‘the whole.’ Th e experience of the world as a picture 
set up before a subject is linked to the unusual conception of the world as an 
enframed totality, something that forms a structure or system. Subsequently, 
coming to terms with this disorientation and recovering one’s self-possession 
is expressed again in pictorial terms. Th e world arranges itself into a picture and 
achieves a visual order, ‘in accordance with the laws of perspective.’

Flaubert’s experience suggests a paradoxical answer to my question con-
cerning what happened to Europeans who ‘left’ the exhibition. Although they 
thought of themselves as moving from the pictures or exhibits to the real thing, 
they went on trying—like Flaubert—to grasp the real thing as a picture. How 
could they do otherwise, since they took reality itself to be picturelike? Th e real 
is that which is grasped in terms of a distinction between a picture and what it 
represents, so nothing else would have been, quite literally, thinkable.

Among European writers who traveled to the Middle East in the mid-
dle and latter part of the nineteenth century, one very frequently fi nds the 
experience of its strangeness expressed in terms of the problem of forming a 
picture. It was as though to make sense of it meant to stand back and make 
a drawing or take a photograph of it; which for many of them actually it did. 
‘Every year that passes,’ an Egyptian wrote, ‘you see thousands of Europe-
ans traveling all over the world, and everything they come across they make 
a picture of.’36 Flaubert traveled in Egypt on a photographic mission with 
Maxime du Camp, the results of which were expected to be ‘quite special 
in character’ it was remarked at the Institut de France, ‘thanks to the aid of 
this modern traveling companion, effi  cient, rapid, and always scrupulously 
exact.’37 Th e chemically etched correspondence between photographic image 
and reality would provide a new, almost mechanical kind of certainty.

Like the photographer, the writer wanted to reproduce a picture of things 
‘exactly as they are,’ of ‘the East itself in its vital actual reality.’38 Flaubert was 
preceded in Egypt by Edward Lane, whose innovative Account of the Man-
ners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians, published in 1835, was a product 
of the same search for a pictorial certainty of representation. Th e book’s ‘sin-
gular power of description and minute accuracy’ made it, in the words of his 
nephew, Orientalist Stanley Poole, ‘the most perfect picture of a people’s life 
that has ever been written.’39 ‘Very few men,’ added his grandnephew, the 
Orientalist Stanley Lane-Poole, ‘have possessed in equal degree the power of 
minutely describing a scene or a monument, so that the pencil might almost 
restore it without a fault after the lapse of years. … Th e objects stand before 
you as you read, and this not by the use of imaginative language, but by the 
plain simple description.’40

Lane, in fact, did not begin as a writer but as a professional artist and 
engraver, and had fi rst traveled to Egypt in 1825 with a new apparatus called 
the camera lucida, a drawing device with a prism that projected an exact 
image of the object on to paper. He had planned to publish the drawings he 
made and the accompanying descriptions in an eight-volume work entitled 
‘An Exhaustive Description of Egypt,’ but had been unable to fi nd a pub-
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lisher whose printing techniques could reproduce the minute and mechan-
ical accuracy of the illustrations. Subsequently he published the part dealing 
with contemporary Egypt, rewritten as the famous ethnographic description 
of the modern Egyptians.41

Th e problem for the photographer or writer visiting the Middle East, 
however, was not just to make an accurate picture of the East but to set up the 
East as a picture. One can copy or represent only what appears already to exist 
representationally—as a picture. Th e problem, in other words, was to create a 
distance between oneself and the world and thus constitute it as something 
picturelike—as an object on exhibit. Th is required what was now called a 
‘point of view,’ a position set apart and outside. While in Cairo, Edward Lane 
lived near one of the city’s gates, outside which there was a large hill with a 
tower and military telegraph on top. Th is elevated position commanded ‘a 
most magnifi cent view of the city and suburbs and the citadel,’ Lane wrote. 
‘Soon after my arrival I made a very elaborate drawing of the scene, with the 
camera lucida. From no other spot can so good a view of the metropolis … 
be obtained.’42

Th ese spots were diffi  cult to fi nd in a world where, unlike the West, such 
‘objectivity’ was not yet built in. Besides the military observation tower used 
by Lane, visitors to the Middle East would appropriate whatever buildings 
and monuments were available in order to obtain the necessary viewpoint. 
Th e Great Pyramid at Giza had now become a viewing platform. Teams of 
Bedouin were organized to heave and push the writer or tourist—guidebook 
in hand—to the top, where two more Bedouin would carry the European on 
their shoulders to all four corners, to observe the view. At the end of the cen-
tury, an Egyptian novel satirized the westernizing pretensions among mem-
bers of the Egyptian upper middle class, by having one such character spend 
a day climbing the pyramids at Giza to see the view.43 Th e minaret presented 
itself similarly to even the most respectable European as a viewing tower, 
from which to sneak a panoptic gaze over a Muslim town. ‘The mobbing 
I got at Shoomlo,’ complained Jeremy Bentham on his visit to the Middle 
East, ‘only for taking a peep at the town from a thing they call a minaret … has 
canceled any claims they might have had upon me for the dinner they gave 
me at the divan, had it been better than it was.’44

Bentham can remind us of one more similarity between writer and cam-
era, and of what it meant, therefore, to grasp the world as though it were a pic-
ture or exhibition. Th e point of view was not just a place set apart, outside the 
world or above it. Ideally, it was a position from where, like the author ities in 
Bentham’s panopticon, one could see and yet not be seen. Th e pho- tographer, 
invisible beneath his black cloth as he eyed the world through his camera’s 
gaze, in this respect typifi ed the kind of presence desired by the European 
in the Middle East, whether as tourist, writer, or, indeed, colonial power.45 
Th e ordinary European tourist, dressed (according to the advice in Murray’s 
Handbook for Travellers in Lower and Upper Egypt, already in its seventh edi-
tion by 1888) in either ‘a common felt helmet or wide-awake, with a turban of 
white muslin wound around it’ or alternatively a pith helmet, together with a 
blue or green veil and ‘coloured-glass spectacles with gauze sides,’ possessed 
the same invisible gaze.46 Th e ability to see without being seen confi rmed 
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one’s separation from the world, and constituted at the same time a position 
of power.

Th e writer, too, wished to see without being seen. Th e representation of the 
Orient, in its attempt to be detached and objective, would seek to eliminate 
from the picture the presence of the European observer. Indeed, to represent 
something as Oriental, as Edward Said has argued, one sought to excise the 
European presence altogether.47 ‘Many thanks for the local details you sent 
me,’ wrote Th éophile Gautier to Gérard de Nerval in Cairo, who was supply-
ing him with fi rsthand material for his Oriental scenarios at the Paris Opéra. 
‘But how the devil was I to have included among the walk-ons of the Opéra 
these Englishmen dressed in raincoats, with their quilted cotton hats and 
their green veils to protect themselves against ophthalmia?’ Represen tation 
was not to represent the voyeur, the seeing eye that made representation pos-
sible.48 To establish the objectness of the Orient, as a picture-reality contain-
ing no sign of the increasingly pervasive European presence, required that the 
presence itself, ideally, become invisible.

Participant Observation
Yet this was where the paradox began. At the same time as the European 
wished to elide himself in order to constitute the world as something not-
himself, something other and objectlike, he also wanted to experience it as 
though it were the real thing. Like visitors to an exhibition or scholars in Sacy’s 
Orientalist museum, travelers wanted to feel themselves ‘transported…into 
the very midst’ of their Oriental object-world, and to ‘touch with their fi ngers 
a strange civilization.’ In his journal, Edward Lane wrote of wanting ‘to throw 
myself entirely among strangers,…to adopt their language, their customs, 
and their dress.’49 Th is kind of immersion was to make pos sible the profusion 
of ethnographic detail in writers such as Lane, and produce in their work the 
eff ect of a direct and immediate experience of the Orient. In Lane, and even 
more so in writers such as Flaubert and Nerval, the desire for this immediacy 
of the real became a desire for direct and physical contact with the exotic, the 
bizarre, and the erotic.

Th ere was a contradiction, therefore, between the need to separate oneself 
from the world and render it up as an object of representation, and the desire 
to lose oneself within this object-world and experience it directly; a contradic-
tion that world exhibitions, with their profusion of exotic detail and yet their 
clear distinction between visitor and exhibit, were built to accommodate and 
overcome. In fact, ‘experience,’ in this sense, depends upon the structure of the 
exhibition. Th e problem in a place such as Cairo, which had not been built to 
provide the experience of an exhibition, was to fulfi ll such a double desire. On 
his fi rst day in Cairo, Gérard de Nerval met a French ‘painter’ equipped with 
a daguerreotype, who ‘suggested that I come with him to choose a point of 
view.’ Agreeing to accompany him, Nerval decided ‘to have myself taken to 
the most labyrinthine point of the city, abandon the painter to his tasks, and 
then wander off  haphazardly, without interpreter or companion.’ But within 
the labyrinth of the city, where Nerval hoped to immerse himself in the exotic 
and fi nally experience ‘without interpreter’ the real Orient, they were unable 
to fi nd any point from which to take the picture. Th ey followed one crowded, 
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twisting street after another, looking without success for a suitable viewpoint, 
until eventually the profusion of noises and people subsided and the streets 
became ‘more silent, more dusty, more deserted, the mosques fallen in decay 
and here and there a building in collapse.’ In the end they found themselves 
outside the city, ‘somewhere in the suburbs, on the other side of the canal 
from the main sections of the town.’ Here at last, amid the silence and the 
ruins, the photographer was able to set up his device and portray the Oriental 
city.50 […]

In claiming that the ‘East itself ’ is not a place, I am not saying simply that 
Western representations created a distorted image of the real Orient; nor am 
I saying that the ‘real Orient’ does not exist, and that there are no realities but 
only images and representations. Either statement would take for granted the 
strange way the West had come to live, as though the world were divided in 
this way into two: into a realm of ‘mere’ representations opposed to an essen-
tialized realm of ‘the real’; into exhibitions opposed to an external reality; into 
an order of models, descriptions, texts, and meanings opposed to an order of 
originals, of things in themselves.51 What we already suspected in the streets 
of Paris, concerning this division, is confi rmed by the journey to the Orient: 
what seems excluded from the exhibition as the real or the outside turns out 
to be only that which can be represented, that which occurs in exhibitionlike 
form—in other words, a further extension of that labyrinth that we call an 
exhibition. What matters about this labyrinth is not that we never reach the 
real, never fi nd the promised exit, but that such a notion of the real, such a 
system of truth, continues to convince us.

Th e case of Orientalism shows us, moreover, how this supposed distinc-
tion between a realm of representation and an external reality corresponds to 
another apparent division of the world, into the West and the non-West. In 
the binary terms of the world-as-exhibition, reality is the eff ect of an exter-
nal realm of pure existence, untouched by the self and by the processes that 
construct meaning and order. Th e Orient is a similar eff ect. It appears as an 
essentialized realm originally outside and untouched by the West, lacking the 
meaning and order that only colonialism can bring. Orientalism, it follows, is 
not just a nineteenth-century instance of some general historical problem of 
how one culture portrays another, nor just an aspect of colonial domination, 
but part of a method of order and truth essential to the peculiar nature of the 
modern world.


