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| intend to uncertake a citicd analysis of postcolonial theory and Edward Said’'s Orientalism through the
examination d theoreticd challenges and case studies that prove that positive ailtural encourter that rests on
redprocity, uncerstanding and empathy is passble. Using Said’s criticd reading and interpretation o literature,
history and science & a departing point, as well as my own experience, | argue that cultural exchange has the
patential of bregking the enclosed, Western daminated spaceof the Orient and creaing a new, culturally aware,
and sensitive community that does not belong to either one of Said' s binary caegories — Orient/Occident.

Postcolonia theory and its explanation o contemporary power structures of the West vs. the East that have led
to the construction and perpetuation d Orientalism, has had an immense impad on acalemic studies. Emerging
as a aitique of the Enlightenment, which saw “ human reason and rational behavior as the main springs of
socia progress (Ped & Hartwick, p.124, the postmodern and pastcolonial theories focus on the “socially and
linguisticdly decentered and fragmented subjed, the notion d multi ple identities’ and view the Enli ghtenment
asthe universali zation d European power.

Foucault, ore of the inspirations for postcolonial thought, argued that the West, and Europe in particular, has
dominated the East through the deliberate formation and acamulation o knowledge &ou the East and hes
utili zed that knowledge to construct arelationship based onEuropean superiority. Foucault argues that modern
reason is not auniversal humanity caegory but rather a ailturally spedfic trait to the Europeans. Moreover, the
“emancipatory” idess of the Enlightment such as autonamy, freedom, and human rights have aeded a
normalizing image of modern people that was believed to be universal and desired by all. This g/stem was
devised by rational, organized statements of experts whase discourse defined the postmodern meaning of history
—“humanity moving from one form of domination to ancther.” (Ped & Hartwick, p.129

Following the tradition d Foucault’s theory about knowledge/power discourse, Edward Said studies the
relationship of the Occdent and the Orient as one “of power, of domination, [and] of varying degrees of a
complex hegemony” (Said, p.5. An esential element in producing and sustaining Western power is the
Orientalist discourse; discourse refers bath to the way language systematicdly organizes concepts, knowledge,
and experience and to the way in which it excludes alternative forms of organizations. The Orient is constructed
and exploited by Western strife for domination and informed by a deli berately creded body of knowledge that is
nat concerned with the Orient except as the sourcefor the Orientali st discourse; such knowledge Said refersto as
"detail ed ignorance” Orientali st knowledge-power discourse auld be summarized by Said’s critique of Jones's
- a British lawyer, work: “to rule andto lean, then to compare Orient with Ocddent” (Said, p. 789.

A dogmathat the Orientali st scholars have aeaed and used to their benefit is that “the Orient is ...uniform, and
incgpable of defining itself; therefore it is assumed that ...describing the Orient from a Western standpant is
inevitable and even scientificdly objedive” (Said, p.30). The desire to explain how to understand rather than
understand credes an image of the timeless Orient, an image outside history which is a concept of the “ided
other” and ore hard to chall enge.

“The Orient iswatched , sinceits amost (but never quite) off ensive behavior isaues out of areservoir of
infinite pealiarity; the European, whose sensibility always ready for new examples of ...”bizarre
jouissance”. The Orient becomes aliving tableau of queaness” (Said, p.103

The nation d the “other” and the inherent inferiority of that category is perpetuated on at least three levels
acording to Said — Orientalism as an acalemic sphere of inquiry and even if the Orient does nat survive,
Orientalism will till exist through the anstructed concepts about the Oriental; related to that is the second part
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of his argument, that is, Orientalism is a way of thought based on the ongoing separation and Hghlighted
distinctivenessbetween the East and the West. Said arguesthat the construction d such a powerful image of the
“other” has aso strengthened European culture and identity “by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of
surrogate and even undergroundself.” (Said, p.3 The Orient isaspace gainst which the West definesitself, as
distant, exotic, and dangerous on the one hand, and yet knowable and thus “conquerable” on the other.

The implicaions of Said’s Orientalism suggest that the entrenched division ketween the East and the West will

perpetuate Western daminance. The premise of discontinues ace ad dstinctivenesswill continue informing
the body of Oriental schdars and pditi cians, influence their dedsions and reseach, and degen the remoteness
of the “other”. The implications of the Orientalist discourse aede afeding of inability to ever achieve
understanding of individuals or cultures inspired by humanism. Such claims go beyond Said’s categories of
West/East; they deny human pgsitive airiosity and empathy by saying that people only seek knowledge in order
to daminate and all adivities of engagement are informed by Orientali sm, therefore ads of domination. Interms
of development, Said's arguments creae asense of helplessiess and failure of any developmental program
existing in the timeframe of the Orientalism.

Other postcolonial/pastmodern theorists have cnsidered the implicaions of Said's claims and have used them to
demnstruct the acalemic and developmental Orientalist bias and homfully, crede amore ailturally aware
scholarship. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson have focused on hav the mncept of discontinuows Pace
(fragmented nation-state and cultural maps) have influenced anthropdogicd research and writing, perpetuating
the separation between Western and Eastern cultures. They look at cultura critique — “generating critica
questions from one society to probe another” (Gupta) - as one of the widely used acalemic writing technique
failing to acoourt for the postcolonial interconnedednessof the world and dscourse perpetuation. According to
them, a “dialogic relationship” with an “other” culture that produces a aiticd viewpoint on “our own culture”
asumes an arealy existing world o distinct cultures and an unpoblematic distinction between “our own
society” and an “other” society. Also, “once excluded from the privileged damain of “our own society”, the
other is aubtly nativized — dacel in a separate frame of analysis and “ spatially” incarcerated” (Gupta).

Arthuro Escobar looks at deconstructing the discourse of development which he saw as colonizing and informed
by Western hegemonic aspiration for progress Escobar saw modern development plans of industriali zation and
urbanization, aaquiring of modern cultural values and reforming “traditional” institutions yet as another essential
part of Orientalism and the perpetuation d underdevelopment. He describes three main strategies deployed by
developmental discourse: “field of the intervention d power” that is the pradice of defining problems as
“abnamaliti es” and treding them with spedfic intervention (Peda and Hartwick, p.147; “thefield of the control
of knowledge” through the professonalization d development based onscientific and expert knowledge (Ped
and Hartwick, p.147; andthe strategy of “institutionali zation” of development, creaing alegitimate “network of
sites that bound gopleto certain behaviors and rationaliti es” (Ped and Hartwick, p.147%.

Orientalism certainly presents in-depth arguments that have red impad on powver structures, culture and cultural
constructions as well as development. Although by definition it is described as a discourse that inhibits the
ability of cultural understanding and is <lf-perpetuating, there have been many successul attempts by
international and nongovernmental organizations to bre&k that model of domination and “targeted” knowledge
and to creae oppatunities for people to med in ways that forester genuine aultural understanding. | want to
focus on cultural exchange programs based on common interest of the exchanged individuals/groups and a
framework ensuring a positive interadion to be away of getting to know the Other. Cultural exchange
programmes promote human empowerment, reconcili ation and kre&ks the pattern of institutionalized Orientali st
discourse. They aso inspire humanitarian adivism which is closely related to the dforts of reshaping
development pdli cies and moving toward PAR and locd knowledge, advocated by both Said and Escobar.

Orientalism has been challenged ona number of levels. From a historicd perspedive, Orientalism is trouling
because of its “dubous epistemologicd relationship to matters of cause and effed” (Rotter, p.1208. In
postmodernist/postcolonial theory, truth is substituted by self-serving representations of rediti es constructed by
the dominant power. Historians, however, are devoted to dscovering reasons for why certain events occurred
such as the American Revolution. In that sense, the Orientalist discourse agument becomes insufficient by
trying to downplay adual events sSmply because they have happened in the Orientalist framework. Although,
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historians ascribe diff erent weight to different reasons, most of whom take into consideration Said’ s warning of
Western hias, still the causes for revolutions are knowable and they canna be ignored as mere representations or
apower structure and an element of a discourse.

Related to this criticism, is another one - based onthe “nature” of the Orient. In Orientalism, the Orient is a
creaed entity by the West and a projedion d Western values, feas and desires; an entity without identity. In
one symposium, Said even asked rhetoricdly “why Westerners suppcse that the ‘ Orient’ wants to be wantsto be
understood corredly? And why do [we] assume that [our] interest in the ‘Orient’” was redprocaied?” (Rotter,
1210. Such idesas, deny any interest on the part of the “Orient” of a depiction, ke it favorable or challenging to
the predominant discourse. By abandoring historic, schdarly and persona inquiry and reconciling with the
“ulti mate unknowability” of the other, Said pushes both the West and the East into nihili sm (Rotter, 1210.

The sweeping generdlization d Orientalism credes the problem of ambiguity and deaeases the sense of trust.
According to Braginski, “the Orientalist discourse would have been solved more convincingly by Said had he
demonstrated its specifically colonial nature (Braginski)”. Questions aich as: was the Orientalist discourse that
different from the discourse in the wlonia period abou the “dark ages’ of medieval Europe, abou the
uncolonized states i.e. Russa, between two European courtries or in the East abou the West undermine the
redity that Said argues constitutes the clonial and pastcolonial power relationships.

The binary oppasition d the West vs. the East assumes the eistence of regionalized cultures and rests on
imperialist and colonialist ideas of purity. Orientalism tried to define the “other” in a spedfic historicd period
(the modern era); however, this could na be fully applied to today’s global community. Such ndions are
constantly undermined by the mohilit y of post-modern society i.e. migration, migrant labor, refugees, andfail sto
acourn for cultural differences within locdity. A consequence of that mohility isthe adoption d “alternative”
cultural loyalties and the aedaion d a mass culture and a transnational pubdic sphere where solidarity and
identity is independent of space ad personal contad and scripts of domination; therefore, canna be considered
either Oriental or Occidental.

In relation to the danger or generalization, Orientalism denies any element of credivity that was generated by
indwstrial capitalism. Acoording to Orientalist logic “anyone whois consciously ading in defiance of the idess,
ingtitutions and pradices of his time, considering them to be evil, has to be regarded as their champion, and
adducing the modish word “discourse” does not change anything at al” (Braginski). Claiming that the West
depends on the Orient for its own definition is the flipside of his argument against Orientalist scholars who
produce the Orient through their studies and descriptions. According to those dallengers of paostcolonial
thought, Said could be seen as a aedor of an alternative form of colonialism — Occdentali sm (despite that Said
deniesit).

Acknowledging the gred contribution o Said’s work and sophisticated critique of literature, history and science
informed by Western damination, while ansidering the weaknesses of his arguments, | want to use Orientalism
as atemplate for understanding stereotyping and present ways to challengeit. At the end d hisbodk, Said talks
about criticd thinking and consumption being important to ou understanding of the world. After lining
arguments abou the dosed and irreversible nature of the Orient, he leaves a doa open for genuine knowledge
by saying that it is esential and pessble only by a bregthrough of the Orientalist discourse. Said writes:
“Orientalism failed to identify with human experience [and] failed also to see [the “Orient”] as a human
experience” (Said, p.328. Cultural exchange fosters an encounter that is based onredprocd interest and first-
hand experience that certainly challenges the systemized and controlled knowledge of the Other. Cultural
exchange programs raise avareness but also dfer an experience beyond Orientalism; experience that Said
himself, believesispossble and desired.

“The worldwide hegemony of Orientalism and all it stands for can nowv be challenged, if we can benefit
from the general twenty-century rise to pditicd and Hstoricd awareness of so many of the eath’'s
peoples’ (Said, p.328§.



Cultural exchange programs based oncommon interest (such as music and writi ng workshops, spedes reseach
etc.) undermine the Orientalist “teadable wisdom” by challenging the very process of enculturation in the
discourse. Personal experience of the Other at a young age, informed by a program creded around enabling
positive interadion raise avarenessand cultural sensitivity. Such encourters promote informal, “non-regulated”
intercultural education that enable the participants to identify with the loca pee group, reduces nations of
distance, distinctiveness and “civili zational superiority.” The context of the exchange is premised on“being
there” and immersing oneself into an interesting adivity with interesting partners, rather than a goa of
documenting for the sake of domination. It isavital tod for development and peacebuilding becaiseit credesa
sense of human and cultural seaurity within a given group as well as promotes respedful attitudes between the
interading groups.

Cultural exchange and youth cultural exchanges in particular, are safeguards against two of Said's categories
resporsible for the Oreintalist “durability” — “detailed ignorance” and projedion o Western desires on the
Orient, namely — the exoticising of the Orient. Being in a different courtry or interading with diff erent people,
foster better understanding of the particulars, therefore dall enges the generali zations on which Orientalism is
based. On the other hand, such interadions creae asense of familiarity and human conrededness which
challenges the eotic distant “other.” Only through undermining the very basis or the Orientalist discourse —
expert knowledge and scientific dassficaior/generalization, criticd consciousnessand transnational soli darity
could rise.

Overcoming Orientalism requires experiences based first and foremost, on expresson. Sharing and leaning is
esential to creding aredprocd relationship that will enable mutual understanding. | believe that the atsare an
excdlent media for promoting cultural and interpersonal partnership becaise the exchange of information is
motivated by appredation d the Other as well as expresson d oneself. Many non-governmental organizations,
have reaognized the merits of the ats as a undeniable universal interest of all people and therefore aunting
power; programs include nonprofessona artistic group exchanges sich as chair tours, experimental theaer
festivals etc. On the topic of artistic educaion and expresson, Martha Nusdaum defends arts shod
curriculum:

“The ats ... make avita contribution to citizenship. If people dont cultivate their imaginations when
they are quite youry, they are likely to be obtuse dtizens and empty people when they are older... |
think that educaion in the ats $houd take aparticular form: children reed to lean to think well abou
lives they are in particular danger of not understanding, lives of groups that their own society has either
ignored or subardinated”. (Brosnan)

Anather asped, in which cultural exchange hall enges as well as gives an alternative to Oreintalism, is adivism.
Genuine interadion and learning from ead ather during the exchange, inspires humanitarian adivism based on
understanding, identification with the other and empathy. Such interest in being pro-adive and getting involved
in social advocacy or on-site work promotes paositi ve devel opment, the kind that Escobar describesin hiswork.

I, myself, have experienced a professonal and personal transformation after taking part in a ailtural exchange
program bringing together people from the rest of the Balkan courtries and the “West” (USA and Britain). The
Balkan Y outh Reconcili ation Seminars Series (BY RSS was a projed | participated right after the Kosovo crisis
in 1999. The program was based oncultural exchange a a way of brining “warring” sides of arecent conflict
and their alies together and unting them through the ats. Discovering ead aher’s commonalities was a
challenging task, espedally in atime of identity crises informed by a superiority-inferiority discourse; however,
oncel conreded with people whom | was prejudiced against withou even meding them, | becane determined
to challenge my “detail ed ignorance” by adively undermining the blind ndions of the “other” in my own beli ef
system as well as my community. This cultural exchange reshape my life and vision to an extent that | dedded
to study abroad and start working toward the peacebuil ding cause for the NGO that organized the Seminars.
Many of the other participants, did the same — either joined a non-governmental organization (NGO) deding
with contflict resolution through exchange or even started their own onine journals and arganizations focused on
socia justice and civil society. The adivism was redprocd in this case, if | may use Said’s oppdasitional

4



caegories once gyain — East and West; after the program, the American and British participants becane more
involved in awarenessraising in their own communiti es, too.

NGOs and aher civil society organizations both national and international have used cultural exchange and
sharing of information to creae transnational social movements that chall enge the fragmented redity of the
Orientalist East vs. West and their power structure. Humanitarian conference on women, radsm, AIDS, corflict
resolution, cevelopment, debt relief etc. have aeaed international networks among people with similar interest
and reals and have nurtured the spur of grassoats organizations. According to Escobar, such trends play a
“criticd role” in the strugge for democratic societies in Latin America Social movements, have often *
succealed in trandating their agendas into pubic pdices and in expanding the boundxries of ingtitutional
palitics’ and “have strugged to resignify the very meanings ...of citizenship, pditica representation and
participation ...and democragy itself”— therefore enading aform of “cultural pdlitics’ (Lind).

Following paostcolonia tradition o deconstructing and questioning, | would like to discussthe agument that
cultural exchange might be a caise for aradicd cultural relativism and therefore inhibits, rather than enabling
the process of creding transnational adivist groups and pdaitive development. | believe that cultural
isolationism which is an outcome of radicd relativist studies could be mnsidered as dangerous and deterministic
like aultural imperialism because both of them deny human inclination toward appredation, compasson and
inclusion, as oppased to exclusion. There ae two arguments in suppat of cultural exchange being a means to
conreding people withou violating or asgmilating their cultural identity and against the assumption that pure
cultural relativism could undermine those daims.

When we talk abou cultural relativism, it is worth naing that such a cncept in its purity has become much
harder to sustain in the eaof high mohility and information sharing. How would ore take a ailturally relativistic
approach to analyze “dternative aultures’ such as the feminist culture, or the gay and lesbian culture?
Xenophola has been viewed as a allture in and d itself, as well. In arder to get to know the Other, it is
important to first reaognize the multipli city of the Other. Cultural exchange enables such understanding through
promoting interadion and norimpased knowledge sharing and gathering.

Locd knowledge is the foundation for any succesful development program, since development shoud be a
processthat caers to the needs of the locd society. Cultural exchange promotes devel opment strategies based on
consensus through fostering a constructive dialogue with those who tenefit/not benefit from it and the people
who propcse the program. In such interadion and immersing in the redity of the locd, the development
objedives are tail ored more acarately to the locd needs both by the participating locd people & well as by the
designers of the programs themselves.

In conclusion, | see altural exchange & a vita tod for the aedion d avibrant and engaged transnational and
Post-Oriental community which is ocialy adive in terms and the Other. Both Said and Escobar, embrace ad
cdl for an adion and leaning that goes beyond the Orientalist discourse and alienation. | believe that cultural
exchange enables criticd consciousness and pditive inqury and engagement, thus promotes devel opment
resporsive to locd neels rather than guide maps of universal progressand Western damination.
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