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Concept Summary #10 – Postcolonialism 


Postcolonialism is a theory of art history that considers the imperialistic politics of pre-World War II colonial nations. These primarily Western European countries, like England, France, Spain, and Germany involved in colonizing parts of Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas, produced works of art that marginalized the indigenous people they were colonizing. Postcolonialism is a way to point out the “preconceptions and prejudices that underpin other accounts.” In this way, Postcolonialism views the hermeneutic problem in terms of geography rather than simply by historical methods (Hatt and Klonk 224). 


As well as understanding what Postcolonialism is, it is also, as Hatt and Klonk point out, important to understand what it is not. Firstly, the intent of Postcolonialism is not to achieve a scientific understanding of other cultures. This is left up to anthropologists. Instead it is an examination of the interactions between separate cultures and the impacts that are caused by these intersections. Secondly, Postcolonialism is multi-causal approach, more similar to feminism than to a systematic approach, like Hegel’s Absolute Idea (Hatt and Klonk 224). 



Edward Said (1935–2003) was a Palestinian writer who brought the concerns of Postcolonialism into view in his 1978 book Orientalism. Said describes his meaning of Orientalism as follows:

Taking the late eighteenth century as a very roughly defined starting point Orientalism can be discussed and analysed 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: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient. (Said 88)

Said goes on to explain that, much like feminist author Lynda Nead did in her 1988 book Myths of Sexuality, he utilizes French philosopher Michel Foucault’s (1926–1984) notion of discourse to examine Orientalism (Said 88).


According to Said, Orientalism is a “man-made” idea not based on reality but realized in the imagination of the West. This imaginary idea persists in Western stereotypes regardless of the lack of presence of any actual facts to support the claims. Just as the Orient is a man-made idea not based on reality, the same is also true of the Occident, however, the relationship between the two is what was leveraged to exert political power over Eastern regions by the West (Said 89).


Said’s writings focus on cultural, political, and socioeconomic conditions and do not address visual art. However, Linda Nochlin (b. 1931) draws from Said’s work in her 1983 article “The Imaginary Orient” to examine Western paintings with content that corroborates Said’s concept of Orientalism (Hatt and Klonk 227). 


Nochlin starts by analysing a painting by Jean-Léon Gérôme (1824–1904) titled Snake Charmer. The painting depicts a naked boy holding a snake and facing an audience of men in  Bedouin garb seated against a highly-detailed, mosaic, titled wall. Nochlin points out that although the image is sexually charged it is a broader, mysterious, Eastern motif that reveals the ideology of Orientalism present within the work. Ironically, Nochlin outlines that the presence of the ideology is a result of what is conspicuously missing from it (35).


The first concept that is missing from the painting is a sense of history. Gérôme left out references to historical time periods suggesting a timelessness to the “Imaginary Orient.” This absence of an evolving society is quite contrary to the realities of the time period (sometime during the 1860’s) in which the work was made. Instead significant upheaval, widely caused by Western interference, was at play in the Near East (Nochlin 36).


The next absence that Nochlin highlights is the lack of Westerners in the scenarios presented. Signs and signifiers of European presence or influence are not included in paintings like Snake Charmer in order to conjure the false-realism of an idealized and picturesque Orient. Gérôme’s images, in particular, were perceived as highly realistic, even scientific, and objective studies of the environments he chronicled. However, one should not forget that the implicit presence of the Westerner is signified by the gaze of the intended audience (Nochlin 37). 


In Nochlin’s view, the next concept missing from this type of work is art itself. Because of the near photographic realism, and obscuration of the artist’s touch, Gérôme conceals the fact that his paintings are works of art and instead expects the viewer to consider them documents of actual conditions and events. To further this “pseudo-realism” Gérôme includes explicit details such as broken tiles in the backgrounds. Such unnecessary details are essentially a mechanism for broadcasting the supposed realism of the work (Nochlin 37-38). 


Postcolonialism is clearly an important development in art history because it stresses the need for different cultural perspectives to be included in the discourse. In my view it is also important that we recognize the impact of the imperialistic exploits of colonialism by the West and apply this understanding to our analysis of work from this period. What would be the outcome be if these activities were not scrutinized by historians and brought to the attention of a wider audience? We are all familiar with the cliché that those who forget the past are doomed to repeat it. Perhaps a post-colonial philosophy, or some other hybrid of ideas, will serve as a reminder of how readily one culture will exert their dominance over another. Although, I fear that the domineering tendencies ingrained in Western culture are even more rampant today than in the past when it was more brutal, yet more transparent. 
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