
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 
OF THE 

MIDDLE EAST

Imperialism, Geo-Politics and Orientalism



IMPERIALISM, GEO-POLITICS & ORIENTALISM

Appearance and reality

What any study needs :

• concepts (abstractions)
• facts (empirical)
• history (change over time)
• theories (explanations to be questioned)



Some initial concepts

imperialism - the active elaboration and imposition of powers 
beyond the polis or civis

geo-politics - the organisation and application of power over 
space (and time); the study thereof.

orientalism - the imaginative and systematic rendering of the 
unfamiliar in familiar terms; especially referring to 
the ‘east’ and invariably negative
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Where is the Middle East ? The middle of what ? East of what ? How 
long is a piece of string ? And which way does it point ? 

“Middle East” – first used in 1902 by US naval strategist and military 
historian Alfred Mahan

Maps, maps and more maps

IMPERIAL ISM , GEO-POL IT ICS  &  ORIENTAL ISM

Geo-politics 



“I shall be calling Orientalism a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based 
on the Orient's special place in European Western experience. The Orient is not only 
adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe's greatest and richest and oldest 
colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one 
of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other. In addition, the Orient has 
helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, personality, 
experience. Yet none of this Orient is merely imaginative. The Orient is an integral 
part of European material civilization and culture. Orientalism expresses and 
represents that part culturally and even ideologically as a mode of discourse with 
supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even colonial 
bureaucracies and colonial styles.”

Edward Said Orientalism.1979. p.1
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Orientalism I



“Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and 
epistemological distinction made between "the Orient" and (most of the time) 
"the Occident." Thus a very large mass of writers, among whom are poets, 
novelists, philosophers. political theorists, economists, and imperial 
administrators, have accepted the basic distinction between East and West as 
the starting point for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social, descriptions, and 
political accounts concerning the Orient, its people, customs, "mind," destiny, 
and so on.”

Edward Said Orientalism.1979 pp.2-3
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Orientalism II



“Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for 
dealing with the Orient-dealing with it by making statements about it. 
authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in 
short. Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having 
authority over the Orient.” 

Edward Said Orientalism.1979. p.3
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Orientalism III



“The European is a close reasoner; his statements of facts are devoid of 
ambiguity; he is a natural logician, albeit he may not have studied logic; he loves 
symmetry in all things; he is by nature sceptical and requires proof before he 
can accept the truth of any proposition; his trained intelligence works like a 
piece of mechanism. The mind of the Oriental, on the other hand, like his 
picturesque streets, is eminently wanting in symmetry. His reasoning is of the 
most slipshod description. Although the ancient Arabs acquired in somewhat 
high degree the science of dialectics, their descendants are singularly deficient in 
the logical faculty . . . The Egyptian is also eminently unsceptical.”

Evelyn Baring, (Lord Cromer) in Modern Egypt 1908
quoted in Lockman p.98
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Orientalism IV



Ottoman Debt

Capitulations

Minorities

Millet

Vilayet
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French atlas map c.1700
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Territorial 
expansion of 
the Ottoman 
empire from 
1359-1856.
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Core of the 
Ottoman empire 
in 1801
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Map of Sykes-Picot 
proposed division 
(1916)
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IMPERIALISM, GEO-POLITICS & ORIENTALISM
Quiz

1. Yasser Arafat :  Jew, Christian or Muslim ?

2. Name two Islamic states ?

3. Name the oldest established state in which the head of state is also the head of the 
religion ?

4. Which state has the largest Muslim population ?

5. Which was the world’s largest Muslim empire  ?

6. What percentage of the world’s Jewish population live in Israel ?

7. Name the Gospels.

8. What are the pillars of Islam ?


