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ANALYSIS 

For Michel Foucault, those in position of power dominate the production of knowledge; they 

determine epistemological position. For Edward Said, the discourse in the West on the East has 

been determined by the West’s position of power over the East. The Subaltern Studies group 

completed the work of Said and reclaimed their history. They wanted to retake history for the 

underclasses; the voices of those who had never been heard before, such as peasants, women 

workers and what Said calls the “other”, but not the elites and the Eurocentric bias of current 

colonial and imperial history. In the same respect, Said claimed that “every European, in what he 

could say about the Orient, was. . . a racist, an imperialist, and almost totally ethnocentric.” 1 

Ergo, the argument about discourse, power, and knowledge as outlined in Michel Foucault’s 

work was adopted by Edward Said in his seminal Orientalism. The Subaltern studies group 

attempts to do work that Said identifies as needed: the retrieval of history lost in hegemonic 

violence.  In this essay, I will discuss the narration of history through Michael Foucault’s lens. 

Then, I will analyze how Said was influenced by Foucault’s arguments on the relationship 

between power and knowledge and the concept of discourse. Finally, I will explore how 

Subaltern Studies group would provide a different narration of history that voices their 

perspective regarding major historical events—a perspective that has been previously ignored by 

those in power.  

                                                           
1 Martin, Kramer. "Enough Said [review of Robert Irwin, Dangerous Knowledge]." - Campus Watch. 

N.p., Mar. 2007. Web. 20 May 2013. 
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To begin with, we should take into account the observation of Giambattista Vico and Karl Marx 

that “men make their own history”. They have made and known, having a specific sort of 

knowledge, what they can ken and then extend it to culture and geographical entities. Therefore, 

the two geographical divisions of the world as “Orient” and “Occident” are man-made. The 

history and the tradition of thought, vocabulary, and imagery of the idea of the “Orient” created a 

reality and a huge presence in and for the West—or Occident. Nevertheless, the Orient is not 

essentially an idea nor a creation with no homologous reality since it has a brute fact that no one 

can deny: culture, history, great civilizations, lives, nations and customs situated merely in the 

East. If the Orient is created then one should call it “Orientalized”! The West does not create the 

constellation of ideas of the mere being of the Orient but the preeminent thing about it. The study 

of Orientalism deals with the internal consistency of the Western project of representing the 

Orient and its view of it, particularly the places and the people living in the Middle East and 

eastern Asia.  

The main features of postcolonial theory are elaborated in Said’s Orientalism, which represents 

the first phase of postcolonial theory. Said was inspired by Foucault’s position—Orientalism can 

be categorized as Foucauldian—about the relationship of knowledge to power and the “relations 

between discursive formations and non-discursive domains (political events, economic practices 

and processes)”2 (archeology). The knowledge or discourses versus power or institutions are the 

latter interconnected pairs. Knowledge gives rise to power and knowledge is produced by the 

operations of power, hence, one does not occur without the other; it is an endless cycle. 

Orientalism is a structure of myths because the veridical discourse about the Orient does not 

stand up to any real scrutiny. The Orientalist discourse has close ties with the powerful political 

and socio-economic institutions especially the military, the central bureaucracy and the police 

and universities, schools and families whose polity role is direct domination over the subalterns, 

the people, the students and the children. Those in power shape the institutions of society 

according to their values, priorities and interests. Thus, these help the formidable durability of 

the unchanged system of knowledge as well as ideas about the Orient. For example, there are 

four main dogmas. Firstly, the Orient is inferior, aberrant and underdeveloped and the West is 

superior, rational developed and human. Hence there is a completely systematic difference 

between the Orient and the Occident. Secondly, there are abstractions about the Orient especially 

in the texts. Thirdly, it is uniform, and incapable of definition itself. Finally, it is a region that 

either should be controlled or feared of. 3 

 Nevertheless, the influence of institutions and ideas can also be through of as what Gramsci 

terms consent, the requirement of the subjugated to submit to the structures imposed by the 

hegemonic. This form of cultural leadership is identified as Hegemony. In other words, “it is the 

predomination of certain cultural forms of the elite classes and it is accepted by other subordinate 

                                                           
2 Williams, Patrick, and Laura Chrisman. Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader. New 

York: Columbia UP, page 98. 1994. Print. 
3 Said, Edward W. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon, page 300-301. 1978. Print. 
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classes as “common sense”4. As a result, hegemony gave Orientalism durability. The positional 

superiority of “them”, the Europeans and “us”, the Orient, are justified under the umbrella of 

Western hegemony over the Orient.  

For Foucault, a discourse is “a collective of statements unified by the designation of a common 

object of analysis, by particular ways of articulation knowledge about that object, and by certain 

connections, especially regularity, order, and systematicity”- all of which are central to 

Orientalism. He argues that “the longer I continue, the more it seems to me that the formation of 

discourses and the genealogy of knowledge need to be analyzed, not in terms of types of 

consciousness, modes of perception and forms of ideology, but in terms of tactics and strategy of 

power”.5 The point is that Orientalist discourse was determined by the West at a time when it 

was negotiating the operation of the Orient, i.e., colonialism. The West therefore determined the 

conversation about the orient not only at home, in the metropolis, but also in the Orient itself.  

Discourses produced subjects who contingent on the rules of the system of knowledge that 

construct them. Power is exercised to control and produce subjects through system of knowledge 

about, for instance, the “pervert” and “criminal” in the discourses of sexuality and criminality, 

respectively. Said was influenced by the Foucauldian perspective; hence, he brought together a 

diversity of Western texts from disciplines such as history, politics, literature, ethnography, 

geography, linguistics under the heading of one discourse: Orientalism. What are common in 

these texts of different disciplines are the forms of knowledge they produce about the Orient, 

their object of study and thus the involvement of the power relations. Certain practices and ideas 

were born, particularly the way in which discourses produce specific representations of the 

Orient, and continue until today to have an impact in the world.  

Orientalism is a created body of theory and practice in which there has been a considerable 

material movement”6. The Orient that appears in Orientalism then is a system of representations 

framed by a whole set of forces that brought the Orient into Western learning, Western 

consciousness, and later, Western empire7. Orientalism was a distillation of essential ideas about 

the Orient—its sensuality, its tendency to despotism, its aberrant mentality, its habits of 

inaccuracy, and its backwardness—into a separate and unchallenged coherence. Thus, for a 

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

body of information about the Orient.8 The West, therefore, in its representation produced the 

Orient as Oriental “reality” was never in order; it was always a representation that was 

maintained.  

                                                           
4 Goldberg, Michael Lewis. "Hegemony." Hegemony. N.p., 19 Sept. 2001. Web. 23 May 2013. 
5 Williams, Patrick, and Laura Chrisman. Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader. New 

York: Columbia UP, page 98. 1994. Print. 
6 Williams, Patrick, and Laura Chrisman. Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader. New 

York: Columbia UP,  pp 133. 1994. Print. 
7  Idem, pp.142 
8  Idem, pp.144 
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The configurations of power are important in order to understand the above ideas, histories and 

cultures. The relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of domination, of 

diverse stages of a complicated hegemony and of power. For example, when Flaubert met an 

Egyptian courtesan, Huchuck Hanem, he argues that she is a typically Oriental woman because 

she never spoke of herself; she never represented her history, emotions and presence. Thus, the 

white wealthy European, Flaubert, represented and spoke for her. This circumstance created a 

powerful situation of the European in relation to the Oriental woman and was then historical 

facts of domination.  

Said quotes Marx’s famous comment about peasantry in order to describe the West’s relationship 

to the East: “they cannot represent themselves; they must be represented.” Some Europeans 

Orientalists suggest that they must act, write and speak for and about the Oriental people because 

they are incapable of representing themselves. The question is how does one judge the accuracy, 

the interpretations or the truth of a representation? In fact the representation of the reality can 

never be precisely down-to-earth, Said emphasizes:  “in any instance of at least written language, 

there is no such thing as a delivered presence, but a re-presence, or a representation. The value, 

efficacy, strength, apparent veracity of a written statement about the Orient therefore relies very 

little, and cannot instrumentally depend, on the Orient as such. On the contrary, the written 

statement is a presence to the reader by virtue of its having excluded, displaced, and made 

supererogatory any such real thing as “the Orient”.9 Hence, representations are constructed 

images; images that they have been elaborated, managed and reproduced though they did not 

occur necessarily true in this real world. They need to be interrogated for their ideological 

content. So, representations are neither objective nor real. The textual representation’s 

substitution of its reality for that of the orient provides the legitimation for the British 

substitution of themselves for indigenous rulers, representing the colonized people by speaking 

and acting on their behalf. 10 The “deformations” of representations is beneficial to the self-

interested production of Orientalism. However, they are problematic when moving to the self-

representation of the colonized peoples. Some of these issues raised enormous amount of critical 

attention within social sciences such as the Europeans representations of non-Europeans, the 

“others.”  The Westerns, the Europeans, produce professional canons to represent truths about 

the other, the Orientals. It is epistemological ambiguities and assumptions taken from a specific 

“periphery” of an ethnographic observer, a European. This is the control of discourses (through 

knowledge). With the development of culture empathy, there is an exploration of the 

epistemological constitution of both colonial societies and non-Europeans as objects of 

knowledge in the social sciences of the Western disciplines.  

                                                           
9 Said, Edward W. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon,  pp.21. 1978. Print. 

10 Williams, Patrick, and Laura Chrisman. Colonial Discourse and Post-colonial Theory: A Reader. 

New York: Columbia UP, pp 105.1994. Print. 
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Said had a certain point of view of the subordinate within colonial society, for instance, he said 

“the one human history uniting humanity either culminated in or was observed from the vantage 

point of Europe”. So, this creates a new direction of the attention to the textual production as 

well as excursive of colonial meanings in addition to the consolidation of colonial hegemony. 

The sequel of Orientalism  resisted a counter-hegemonic chorus of Antonio Gramsci.  Said 

amplified a unique grasping of imperialism and colonialism as the culture as well as 

epistemological attitude of domination. He believes that “neither imperialism nor colonialism is 

a simple act of accumulation and acquisition. Both are supported and perhaps even impelled by 

impressive ideological formations which include notions that certain territories and people 

require and beseech domination, as well as forms of knowledge affiliated with that domination.” 
11 

The foreword of Edward Said’s had brought the Subaltern Studies to worldwide attention in 

1979-80, especially in the postcolonial era.  In the same respect of Said, the Subaltern Studies 

group among them a galaxy of eminent intellectuals and scholars, such as Ranjit Guha who is the 

editor founding of subaltern studies, David Hardiman, Partha Chatterjee, Shahid Amin, David 

Arnold, Gyanendra Pandey, Gyan Prakash and so  on,  argue that heretofore the history of India 

had been written from a colonist and the bourgeois nationalist’s elitism perspectives.  However, 

other actors, the subalterns, were at the core of a large part of Indian history. Therefore, the need 

for a new historiography is essential to retrieve the presence of a subaltern subject and 

deconstruct the discourse of the “other” (in this case those in powerful position in society) that 

constitutes the subalterns and identify them as precarious. The term “subaltern” is elaborated in 

the collection of “Selections from the Prison Notebooks” of Antonio Gramsci to refer to 

subordinates in military hierarchies. It is an allusion to refer to the classes in society who are 

subject to the hegemony of the bourgeoisie and the ruling classes and are excluded from any 

powerful role in a regime. 12 They are the non-hegemonic classes whom their history was absent. 

In other words, the subaltern such as peasants women, workers or people of inferior rank because 

of race, class, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation do not  have access to hegemonic power in 

society and do not  have a position from which to speak and be heard.  Even when they rebel, 

they are subject to the activity of ruling classes. Thus, they don’t have the means to control their 

own representation or social and cultural institutions that are dominated by the colonialists and 

elites. So, the ruling groups exercised hegemonic direction and coercive domination over 

subordinate classes whose “narrative is missing from the official story of India”, Edward Said 

said. The “Voices from the edge”, “writing at the margin” and “fragmentary” 13have been at the 

centre of debate regarding the production of academic histories. The validity of the perspective, 

representation and evidence of the marginalized people in society are important to have a 

complete historical writing. Hence, it is crucial to write ‘history from below’ in order to have a 

                                                           
11 Said, Edward W. Culture and Imperialism. New York: Knopf, page 8. 1993. Print. 
12 Gopal, Abhishek. "Concept of Subaltern and Subaltern Studies." N.p., n.d. Web. 4 May 2013. 
13 Chaturvedi, Vinayak. Mapping Subaltern Studies and the Postcolonial. ““ voices from the edge: the 

struggles to write subaltern histories, “ P.281 London: Verso, 2000. Print.  
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“total history”. As a result, this question became problematic in the status of the historical 

narrative.  

A part of the Subaltern Project is to restore “suppressed” histories of women, non-Europeans 

particularly the subordinate of colonial South Asia such as the untouchable, slaves, partition 

sufferers (women were raped and killed in the partition of India) and the diseased. They were 

seen as a problem in society.  

Since the time of British colonial rule, questions have been raised regarding the role of medical 

discourse, power and the body. David Arnold’s “Touching the Body: Perspectives on the Indian 

Plague, 1896-1900” has demonstrated in his work on the epidemic disease in 19th century India 

that the Indian colonial body has historically been a site of conquest and colonization. This 

shows the importance of the corporeality of the colonizer project. In addition, it provides the 

discourse about the body as sites for contestations of power in Indian narratives. 14  Also, Arnold 

provides a model for how the language of subaltern’s resistance was the circulation and the 

spread of the myths and rumors as a species of popular discourse.  The “weapons of the weak” 

used by the word of the mouth against the colonial rule was important source material for the 

historiography of resistance yet unconventional.  “Plague and epidemic diseases rumors of 

poisoning, cutting up the body, seizing and searching, inoculation, collapse or weakness of 

British rule and general catastrophe were often written down and printed in the press, in official 

reports, in memoirs. The body of the colonized was a site of conflict among the indigenous 

political and the colonial power. 15 

The themes of the rumors were diverse. The colonized people claim that the British doctors and 

the hospital staffs poisoned the Indians. Additionally the colonial rule poisoned the water-works 

supply in order to kill the people. Regarding the cutting of the body in the hospital, the natives 

are aware that “they are taken to hospital and killed in order that the doctors cut them up”16. 

Another cluster of rumors concerned seizing and searching, the powers said to have been 

entrusted to soldiers, doctors, sanitary officials and police. Furthermore, the nature, the purpose 

and the effects of an anti-plague inoculation were put into question because the rumors included 

that “the needle was a yard long, you died immediately after the operation; you survived the 

operation six months and then collapse; men lost their virility and women became sterile…”17 

Consequently, the Europeans are suspected of being inoculators and gave rise to a riot at the 

village of Chakalashi. The rumors that the British Empire had fallen and the weakness of British 

power in India were spreading in southern and northern India.  The final theme of rumors is a 

                                                           
14 Young, Rebecca Jordon. "Kalindi Vora | S&F Online | Critical Conceptions: Technology, Justice, and 

the Global Reproductive Market." Kalindi Vora | S&F Online | Critical Conceptions: Technology, 

Justice, and the Global Reproductive Market. N.p., 2001. Web. 23 May 2013. 
15 Guha, Ranajit, and Gayatri Chakravorty. Spivak. Selected Subaltern Studies. New York: Oxford UP, pp 

392-413 1988. Print  
16 Idem pp. 406 
17 Idem pp.409 
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general catastrophe in which concerned a flood of calamities and disasters and the plague and 

famine were only the forerunners.  

Throughout the colonial period, the only evidence that we often have of the subaltern voice is the 

colonial rumors. Well, such rumors were frequently dismissed with the official narrative. This 

seemingly acknowledges the existence of another voice. This may be an important indicator 

albeit an insufficient one of subaltern’s voice.  
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