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ABSTRACT

Freya Stark’s The Southern Gates of Arabia and Wilfred Thesiger’s Arabian Sands
are commonly read as the last proponents of the Arabist tradition of travel writing.
Based on journeys undertaken in the 1930s and 1940s in the Hadramaut and Empty
Quarter regions of Arabia, they are accounts of travels which, due to the rapid
modernisation of the Arabian Peninsula, were no longer possible even a few years
after they were written. With the Arabist genealogy in decline, The Southern Gates of
Arabia and Arabian Sands were written at a point of transition. This thesis focuses the
relationship between the representational strategies they deploy — both in written text

and 1in their accompanying photographs — and the ideological assumptions of
colonialism and imperialism in which they were grounded.

In so doing, this thesis draws on the work of Edward Said, Ali Behdad, and, to an
extent, Michel Foucault. Their work provides a context in which to question the
representational structures and the 1deological assumptions on which Stark’s and
Thesiger’s works are based. Consequently, it is possible to see the representational
strategies deployed by Stark and Thesiger, and the ways in which these strategies are

categorized by gender, as part of an Arabist tradition of travel writing. However, their

position at the end of the Arabist tradition also raises the issue of the extent to which
their work can be seen as colluding in its demise.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1. The Study of Travel Writing

The connection between travel and writing is intimate and longstanding and the
notion of the traveller’s tale is one whose roots reside in the origins of literature
itself. However, the consideration of travel writing as a legitimate area of academic
study is something that has gained acceptance relatively recently. Traditionally within
academia, travel writing was not considered a ‘literary’ form worthy of analysis and
criticism.® Consequently, the early academic work on travel writing was largely
concerned with reviewing its status and justifying it as an area of legitimate academic
study.” It was, in fact, the evolution of colonial discourse as an area of academic

research in the 1970s that facilitated the more widespread study of travel writing: the

focus of colonial discourse on issues of identity, ethnicity, diaspora, gender, sexuality,
and their associated cross-cultural power dynamics, were ones that were conceived,

chronicled and contested in travel writing.*

The last twenty years have seen travel writing gaining credibility as an accepted area
of academic enquiry. Whilst the nature of what constitutes ‘travel writing’ was, and
often is, considered problematic, 1t 1s precisely this interdisciplinary nature of the
genre that has facilitated the current widespread academic interest in travel writing.”
Particular attention has been paid, and continues to be, to the representational
modalities of travel writing. Many academics, notably, Mary Louise Pratt, David
Spurr and Steve Clark, have sought to map the characteristic features of these

modalities.® They have, for example, explored the ways in which writings from



particular periods and on particular regions have engendered similar representational
forms. Indeed, they, along with others such as Melman, Tidrick, and Tuson, have
shown how the representational forms which characterize specific periods and
geographical locations of travel writing, can be conceived of as part of distinct
genealogical traditions that exist within the genre.” Attention has been given to the
categorisation of specific genealogies in travel writing, and even, as Pratt discusses, to
the mirroring of modes of representation across genealogies. However, less
consideration has been given to travel writing that occurs at points of transition, that
is, as genealogical traditions emerge and decline.® In terms of studying texts
associated with the emergence of specific genealogical traditions, this is, to an extent,

understandable, in that the beginnings of a genealogy reveal its modes of

representation at their least evolved state. It is difficult to define a genealogy

objectively at this stage, since historic tradition is dependent upon its evolution.

However, the ending of a genealogy is a different proposition. Here, the
representational modes are at their most evolved and a heightened visibility makes

their study more accessible and viable. Yet, paradoxically, the modes of
representation at their most developed, at the end of a genealogy, are also furthest
removed from the ideological power structures which produced them.” This makes the
study of texts at the end of a genealogical tradition interesting and significant, raising
the question of whether such texts function, as Behdad suggests, as ‘a productive

element in [the] processes of restructuration and reform’ or whether they are active

participants in the decline or downfall of the ge:nealogy?10

This thesis aims to address this question by focussing on two travel texts that were

produced at a significant point of transition in what is known as the ‘ Arabist



tradition’, a body of English travel writing specifically on Arabia which emerged 1n
the mid nineteenth century and which has since been defined by critics as a
genealogical formation.'' The two texts are Freya Stark’s The Southern Gates of
Arabia and Wilfred Thesiger’s Arabian Sands which comprise accounts of journeys
undertaken in the Hadramaut and Empty Quarter.regions of Arabia during the 1930s
and 1940s respectively. They are accounts of travels which, due to rapid political
change and modernisation, were not possible to undertake even a few years after they
were written. They were produced at a point of extreme transition: the Arabist
genealogy came to an abrupt end. My intention is to analyse the transitional

relationship between the modes of representation they deploy — both in written text

and their accompanying photographs - and the ideological assumptions of colonialism

and imperialism upon which they appear to be grounded.

In examining the modes of representation in The Southern Gates of Arabia and

Arabian Sands, my thesis draws on the theoretical work of Edward Said - and. to an

extent, Michel Foucault, within this context, it is possible to question the
representational structures and the 1deological assumptions on which the texts are

based. It is possible to see the modes of representation deployed by Stark and

Thesiger, and the ways in which they are categorized by gender, as part of an Arabist
tradition of travel writing.'* As such, they are elements within a larger discursive
hierarchical structure, principally that of the relationship between the Arabist tradition
and the institution of its discursive power, colonialism. An examination of the modes
of representation of Stark and Thesiger also raises the issue of the extent to which

they might be seen to have colluded in the demise of the Arabist tradition.



2. Theoretical Approaches

Since the earliest accounts, trade, exploration, adventure and intelligence have been
part of the socio-political context in which travel writing has been producc-':d‘.13
However, as far as European travel writing in the ‘modern’ era (from the 16" Century
onwards) is concerned, this context of production has largely become annexed under
the project of colonialism and the imperialist cultures that colonialism spawned. ' As
the processes of colonization began to gather momentum, travel writing, the
repository of relaying the experience of ‘out there’ to ‘the home culture’, became a
space 1n which the history of the ‘home’ nation’s conquest and administration of its

colonies could be recorded.”” As a result, travel writing, as Hulme and Youngs note,

became the battleground on which European colonial powers competed:

Rivalry between European nation-states meant that publication of
travel accounts was often a semi-official business in which the
beginnings of imperial histories were constructed !®

As Pratt states, ‘travel and exploration writing produced “the rest of the world” for
European readerships’, chronicling imperial, and later post-imperial, histories

. ‘ . 17 : .
throughout the duration of colonial expansion.”’ Indeed, whilst this was a common
feature of European travel writing, the ideological impact of empire was particularly

apparent in English travel writing, as Dorothy Carrington observed.:

If English travel literature tells how Englishmen have looked on the

world, inevitably, it tells how they have acted in it. That is the story of
the empire. The motive that caused Englishmen to venture out of their

small cloudy island was always the same: it was their desire for wealth,

for luxury...in short - for a higher standard of civilisation... Their
object was trade, and if necessary, conquest.'®

Studies of the relationship between travel and the imperatives of colonialism and

cultural imperialism have necessarily focused on the dynamic of power. The analysis



of cross-cultural encounters between Europeans and ‘others’ has, as Clark states,
‘made the question of travel inseparable from that of power and desire: asking not
only who shall be master, but also what does the master want?’ ' However, whilst this
focus of study is now well developed, the power relations of colonialism have not
always been the subject of such wide ranging critical scrutiny.?’ Indeed, in 1976,
Edward Said expressed his concern that ‘the literary-cultural establishment as a whole
has declared the serious study of imperialism off limits.’*' Said examines the modes
of representation which European, and later, Western imperialism established and
perpetuated. He argues that this resulted in the construction of an “Orientalist” form
of knowledge, existing across a broad range of discursive forms from the sciences and
medicine to the arts and literature. In analysing this trans-discursive production of
Orientalist knowledge, he effectively broke the limits of the paradigm he had
critiqued two years earlier. °> As Robert Young notes, Orientalism effectively

redefined the boundaries of literary and cultural analysis and ‘effectively founded post

colonial studies as an academic discipline.’??

Said’s emphasis on the discursive power of Orientalist institutions, premised on
Michel Foucault’s notion of discourses being ‘practices that systematically form the
objects of which they speak’, brought with it a powerful theoretical model which
provided the basis for much of the early work in postcolonial studies.** As Young
notes, in demonstrating that the representational, as well as the institutional, processes

of colonialism be could be analysed discursively, Orientalism not only helped create
‘the academic field of postcolonialism’ but continues to enable ‘such a range of

subsequent theoretical and historical work’ in this area .’



Said’s model systematically examines the ‘discipline by which European culture was
able to manage - and even produce - the Orient’; the analysis, spanning politics,
military intelligence, science, academia, the arts and literature, draws upon a range of
Orientalist texts which were necessarily shaped in relation to the experience of the
colonies.”® As Mary Bain Campbell notes, ‘many of these late eighteenth and
nineteenth-century Orientalist texts were composed “in the field”, or as a result of
intensive foreign travel, and are what we now call travel writing.”*’ Said refers to
many writers on the Orient as diverse as Chateaubriand, Nerval, Flaubert, Doughty
and Richard Burton.”® Indeed, whilst the concept of Orientalism has had a significant
influence on postcolonial studies, it is Said’s Foucauldian reading of travel writing,
with its emphasis on discursive power, that has proved equally influential in the
academic study of travel writing. Melman has stated that, as well as being a

fundamental model of analysis in the study of colonial and postcolonial cross-cultural

exchanges, Orientalism “has become the single most influential paradigm in studies of

travel writing.’*’

Said’s emphasis on representational forms — be they from the arts, literature, politics
or science — and the ways 1n which they are located within a broader, Orientalist
discourse, has been highly effective in facilitating the categorization of the
multifarious constituents that operate within the fluid generic boundaries of travel

~writing *’ In effect, Said’s discursive model has facilitated the examination of specific

genealogies that exist within travel writing.

As academic interest in travel writing increased in the 1990s, its interdisciplinary

potential was opened up to diverse possibilities of enquiry and criticism. Nonetheless,



the principle area of enquiry has been on the study of the discursive structures of
travel writing, particularly the ways in which particular periods of travel writing can
be defined in terms of their “characteristic” rhetorical devices. For example, Mary
Louise Pratt gives a detailed account of the historical development of what she reters
to as specific “tropes” of representation in travel writing and the ways in which these
tropes are characterised by geographical location and shaped by socio-political
circumstance, examining ‘the conventions of representation that constitute European
travel writing, identifying different strands, suggesting ways of reading and focuses
for rhetorical analysis.’”' Pratt’s emphasis on location and political and cultural
circumstance, indicates an evolution of sub-categories, recognisable within the genre

as distinct bodies of work - such as European writings on the Americas in the

early1800s, typified by Alexandra von Humboldt’s Personal Narrative of Travels to
the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent which was published in 1814.%

Similarly, David Spurr’s work has focused on the discursive power relations of ‘an
entire tradition in Western literature, from colonial American captivity narratives to

the novels of Forster and Malraux, [which] has built itself around this trial of
penetration into the interior spaces of non-European peoples. 33 Spurr maps the trans-
discursivity of colonial discourse across a range of texts. As with Pratt and Said, this
necessitates the identification of specific rhetorical modalities; what Spurr refers to as

‘a range of tropes, conceptual categories, and logical operations available for the

>34

purposes of representation.””” The mapping of these modes of representation across a

range of texts is not only limited to those which can be classified as travel writing, but

also crosses generic boundaries into newspaper journalism and government

documents on colonial administration. This enables Spurr to organize a genealogical



structure ‘in which the repetitions and variations of these [representational] tropes are

5

-

seen to operate across a range of nineteenth and twentieth-century contexts.’”
Spurr’s work examines the discursive power of colonialism and, in so doing,
questions the role of the academic in theorising on the effects of this power and the
counter positions that can be adopted in relation to it. He notes that the endeavour to
write of cultural difference may bring with it the inequitable and entrenched baggage

of colonial power relations, but the process also affords the possibility of cross-

cultural dialogue:

If there is an opening, then its path leads through ambivalence, through
an area of tension between the knowledge of inequality and the

affirmation of difference...in which the play of difference could range
free from the structures of inequality.*

3. The Arabist Tradition

The methodological paradigms now recognized and deployed in the study of travel
writing are wide ranging and interdisciplinary.*” It is, however, on the discursive

structures and representational forms of travel writing that much work in this area

remains focused.’® Studies by Pratt, Spurr, Hulme, Clark and Greenblatt are
exemplars of a chronological categorization of specific genealogies. Such studies
involve the identification of the modes of representation which characterize specific
genealogies within travel writing.”” Indeed, Pratt uses this as a basis to explore the
mirroring of modes of representation across genealogies. *° These studies, in defining

particular genealogies of travel writing, allude to the shifts and transformations which

bring them into being and signal their end. The reasons for these shifts in
representational modes are varied and frequently interlinked - ranging from changing

political circumstances to fashions in literary style. The characteristics which define



particular genealogies of travel writing may be identified and categorized. However,
key questions remain: what are the conditions under which genealogies begin, end, or
even co-exist? How are authors positioned by, and within, specific genealogies in
travel writing? What happens 1f the modes of representation deployed are no longer
contemporaneous with the cultural and political circumstances of the period in which
they were developed? It seems less critical consideration has been given to the modes

of representation of travel writing that emerge at these points of transition.*’

Iravel writing’s genealogical evolution is premised on categorizing texts in terms of
their ‘historical descent’; the ways in which they might be genealogically located as
products of particular historical and cultural periods. However, a travel text’s
historical production yields only part of its genealogical membership: the
geographical location of its travels is key to this process. For example, the search for
the “transitional points’ of a genealogy is reliant on the prior identification of the
genealogies themselves and this, in turn, is premised on locating travel texts in terms

of time and place: their historical production and the geographical location of their

travels.

Travel writing’s long history has evolved numerous genealogies and consequently
affords a considerable range of transitional points — between one genealogy and
another — for potential study. For example, the 1700s and early 1800s were dominated
by maritime discovery in the Caribbean, the South Sea Islands, Australia and New

Zealand, instigating, if not mirroring, the interests of European colonial commercial

imperatives."‘3



The context in which European travel writing was produced during the 1800s was one
of rapid expansion in terms of industrial capitalism and colonial commercial interest.
These factors were undoubtedly influential in terms of location; they also shaped the
form of travel writing during this period which was characterized by what Pratt refers

to as ‘scientific travel writing’.** Alexander Von Humboldt’s and Charles Darwin’s
(later) travels in South America, David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels (1857) and

John Speke’s Journal of the Discovery of the Source of the Nile (1863), (accounts of

travels in Equatorial Africa), are seminal examples of this scientific-explorative
sentiment that characterized much of the travel writing during this period.*’ This

period also witnessed greater diversity in terms of the focus of European travel
writing. China, Japan, the Far East, as well as the Americas, were all areas well
travelled during the mid to late 1800s.*° Similarly, the period saw the exploration of
Arctic and Antarctic Polar regions.*’ It also produced a considerable amount of travel

writing on the Near and Middle East. In particular, this period saw the emergence of a

large body of literature on Arabia and it is on work within this genealogical strand

that this thesis focuses.*®

Notable early writings on Arabia include Sir John Mandeville’s Mandeville Tales, (a

fifteenth century compilation of various travellers’ tales), D’ Arvieux’s Voyage en
Palestine, (originally published in 1718) and Thorkild Hansen’s Arabia Felix: The

Danish Expedition of 1761-1767.% Though epic in their undertaking, early works

such as these differed considerably in their experience of Arabia, and were, as

Kathryn Tidrick notes, too disparate in style and form to constitute a distinct body of

writing on the Middle East.” However, Richard Burton’s Personal Narrative of a

Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Meccah (1856), along with Anne Noel King Blunt’s A
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Pilgrimage to Ned), the Cradie of the Arab Race (1879) and Charles Montagu
Doughty’s_Arabia Deserta (first published 1888) led, as Melman notes, to the
emergence of a ‘tradition, a distinct body of travel writing, and indeed a genealogy of
Arabists...”.”" It is interesting to note that from its inception the genealogy crossed
gender boundaries; Anne Blunt’s work 1s recognised for its seminal contribution to
this genealogy, as are the significant contributions of two other female travellers,
Gertrude Bell and Freya Stark. However, the Arabist tradition assigned different roles
to male and female travel writers and, significantly, different rhetorical registers.”
Moreover, from these beginnings in the 1870s, the Arabist tradition evolved a strong

reliance on visual imagery. Indeed, the Arabist tradition’s modes of representation

were practised and developed not only in written text but visually, first in the form of

hand drawn images and then latterly in photography.**

During this period Arabia took hold of the Western, and particularly British,

imagination. There was an idealisation of Arabia; travelling there would involve
encountering a people whose existence had remained unchanged for millennia,
untainted by outside cultural influences; Arabia offered the promise of escape from
the industrialisation and commercialisation of Western culture. Indeed, as Melman

notes, Arabia was:

imagined as an iconic place, the locus of a pristine and authentic Arab
way of life, a land of utopian dreams and, for some of its most

renowned explorers, an asylum from an ailing and degenerate modern
Western civilisation.™

The Arabist tradition flourished throughout the latter part of the nineteenth century

and well into the twentieth century, becoming a significant genealogical strand of

11



travel writing. However, socio-political and historical circumstances in the Arabian
Peninsula changed dramatically after the Second World War, leading to a significant
transformation in the nature of European travel in the region. The modernisation of
the region brought about the redundancy of traditional modes of living and forms of
transport. Political change meant the exclusion of Europeans from areas they had
previously had access to.”” In effect, the years following the Second World War saw
the collapse of the Arabist tradition; the way of life in Arabia changed irrevocably and
so too did the modes of representation European, and particularly English, travel
writers had developed to describe it. The ‘desertscape’, as Melman observes, once
‘the locus of idealists of the Arabist Utopia’, has now become supplanted by the

‘cityscape’ and more recent travel writing on Arabia has reflected this shift.”

Two travellers made significant journeys in Arabia during this period. In the mid

1930s, Freya Stark travelled throughout the Hadramaut region of Southern Arabia —

journeys which resulted in the publication of The Valleys of The Assassins (1934)

and The Southern Gates of Arabia (1936). In the late 1940s Wilfred Thesiger made

several journeys across the Empty Quarter, travelling through the previously
unexplored Western edge of the desert - an account of which, Arabian Sands, was
published in 1959. Stark and Thesiger are commonly seen as the last great adventurers
of the Arabist tradition.”’ The rapid progress of modernity and a changing political
climate brought to an end journeys of the type undertaken by Stark and Thesiger in

Arabia *® As such The Southern Gates of Arabia and_Arabian Sands occupy a rarefied

position at the end of the Arabist genealogy. > They were produced at a point of

transition as this genealogy came to an end.

12



4. The Work of Freva Stark

Born in Paris in 1893, Stark spent most of her childhood in Asolo, northern Italy. Her
childhood was marked by a number of illnesses and ailments; indeed, this was to
remain a feature of her adult life. Nonetheless, in adulthood, Stark was extremely
active: a keen walker, climber and skier. It was during a period of convalescence in
1921 that Stark decided to learn Arabic on the premise that ‘...the most interesting
things in the world were likely to happen in the neighbourhood of oil.”* Her studies
occupied her during periods of convalescence; they also, in a very practical way,

afforded her escapism from her relationship with her rather overbearing mother and a

basis upon which to travel — something she had longed to do:

I studied Arabic with the hope that at some time it might lead me out
of the endless Martha Lane into some sort of fairyland of my own. But

it was such a fragile hope, and so dear to me, that I never mentioned it
to anyone.®!

Stark travelled to the Middle East for the first time in 1927 and over the next few
years undertook a series of journeys 1n Persia, Iraq and southern Arabia.®? She

continued to travel in the Middle East as well as in Cyprus, Greece and Turkey
throughout her life, producing seventeen travel texts in all. A keen photographer and
cartographer, all of her travel texts are illustrated with maps and photographs of the
people and places she visited. Stark also published four autobiographies of different
stages of her life and, in addition, privately published eight volumes of letters and
correspondences.®’ They provide a detailed insight in the events and circumstance of

her life; they are also testimony to the importance Stark clearly attached to ensuring

her life was known in the public domain.®*
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Stark’s first two books, The Valleys of The Assassins (1934) and The Southern Gates

of Arabia (1936) received the greatest critical acclaim. Indeed, reviews in The Times

refer to The Valleys of The Assassins as possessing ‘a gift of observation, ronical,

gentle, expressed with the neatest and thriftiest economy’, whilst The Southern Gates
of Arabia describes ‘with tranquil and discerning brilliance strange places and
outlandish people.’®” Prior to setting out on the journey which was to be recorded in
The Valleys of The Assassins, Stark was instructed in cartography by the Royal
Geographical Society and consequently was able to survey a previously uncharted

area of north-west Persia.®® The Valleys of The Assassins was very well received,

particularly by the academic community; indeed, Stark was awarded the Burton

Memorial Medal from the Royal Asiatic Society for her work.®’

However, Stark remains best known for The Southern Gates of Arabia *® Acclaim for
this book led to her receiving the Royal Scottish Geographical Society award, the
Mungo Park medal, for her contribution to travel literature.®® The critical acclaim
accorded to The Southern Gates of Arabia established Stark's reputation as the leading
female travel writer of her generation and consolidated her place with the Royal

Geographical Society and its patrons.”

The Southern Gates of Arabia describes Stark’s journey through the Hadramaut
region of southern Arabia. Her journey began at the sea port of Makalla from where

she travelled inland following the incense trade routes with the intention of becoming

the first European to reach Shabwa. Unfortunately, illness prevented her from

achieving this and she called upon the RAF to airlift her to safety.71 The narrative

structure of the text mirrors the progression of Stark’s journey and is accompanied by

14



a series of black and white photographs of the people and places she encounters.
Chronologically at the end of the Arabist lineage, The Southern Gates of Arabia
affords a significant insight into the representational modes of this tradition; written
by one the few female Arabist travellers, it provides a unique insight into the ways 1n

which these modes of representation evolved and were assigned on gender grounds.”

S. The Work of Wilfred Thesiger

Published in 1959, Wilfred Thesiger’s Arabian Sands is commonly referred to as ‘the
last of the great line of Arabian explorers.’” Chronologically, it is the last text to be
associated with this genealogy and for this reason alone it is significant. Moreover as
a contemporary of Stark, Thesiger provides a good point of comparison in terms of
the gender distinctions within this genealogy. The focus of Arabian Sands is on the

two crossings of the Empty Quarter Thesiger made in the late 1940s. Accompanied by
a small group of Bedu tribesmen, Thesiger’s route involved traversing the Uruq al
Shaiba, a vast range of dunes which no other European had attempted. In so doing,

Thesiger became the third European to cross the Empty Quarter.”

Born 1n 1910, Thesiger was the eldest son of the British Minister in Addis Ababa, the

first British child to be born in what was then, Abyssinia.”” He lived in Abyssinia

prior to being schooled at Rottingdean and later, Eton. As a young child in Addis

Ababa he witnessed Ras Tafar1’s army of 112,000 men march off to battle with
Emperor Lij Yasu’s forces and their subsequent victory parade - an incredible

spectacle, to which Thesiger was able to trace the beliefs and pursuits that informed

his later hife:
[ believe that day implanted in me a life-long craving for barbaric

15



splendour, for savagery and colour and the throb of drums, and that 1t
gave me a lasting veneration for long-established custom and ritual,
from which would derive later a deep-seated resentment of Western
innovations 1n other lands, and a distaste for the drab uniformity of the
modern world.”
After graduating from Oxtord, Thesiger returned to Ethiopia and embarked on a
journey along the Awash river with the aim of finding its source. It proved to be a
particularly difficult objective, necessitating travelling through areas disputed by

warring tribal factions. In fact, it took Thesiger four attempts to reach the source of

the Awash; a mark of the tenacity which characterized much of his later travels.”’

Thesiger’s Awash journeys proved to be a very formative experience, compelling him
to seek out other un-travelled parts of the world. It led him to Arabia and his most
famous journey, the crossing of the Empty Quarter. Thesiger gave several lectures to
the Royal Geographical Society about his epic journeys across the Empty Quarter.”
However, it was seven years before he was persuaded to write a book. His interest in
further travel far outweighed a willingness to commit to the process of writing,
Pressure from Graham Watson and Mark Longman (of Longmans, Green and Co.
Ltd) finally persuaded him.” Published in 1959 Arabian Sands is written in sparingly
simple prose, mirroring its representation of the sparse beauty of the desert and the
Bedu’s way of life. The book 1s accompanied by a series of black and white
photographs, featuring the desertscape of the Empty Quarter and the Bedu with whom
Thesiger travelled. These support the text’s representation of Arabia and its people as

unchanged and authentic. The book was an immediate critical success, with The

Times describing 1t as being ‘so strong a runner, even in a class where Doughty,

Palgrave and Burton have set the pace. .. ’®
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Thesiger continued to travel for much of his life. Following his time in Arabia, he
spent much of the proceeding eight years travelling the marshes of southern Iraq and

went on to travel in the Karakorams, the Hindu Kush and in later life Kenya and

Southern Africa.®’ Whilst not as prolific as Stark, Thesiger nonetheless produced

82

seven travel texts and an autobiography, The Life of My Choice.”* However, it 1s for

Arabian Sands which Thesiger remains best known. Acknowledged as the last vision
of an Arabia unsullied by modernity and technological development, Arabian Sands 1s
an example of the Arabist tradition at its most evolved state, as Cocker notes:

If there could be said to be unifying principles in Thesiger's oeuvre

then it would be his passionate - some would say romantic - sense of

dignity and value in the lives of nomads and "primitives", and his deep

sense of loss as their ancient cultures succumb, one by one, to the
impact of a global, technological advance. With the eloquence and

perversity almost of a tragic hero he announced in his first book: "I
craved the past, resented the present and dreaded the future". *°

6. The Structure of the Thesis

W

Following this introduction, my thesis begins with a discussion of academic work on
the Arabist tradition (Chapter 2). In examining the ways in which the tradition has
been studied, the intention is to identify the main constituents of this genealogy. This
involves exploring the seemingly paradoxical relationship between the Arabist
tradition’s function as “the preserver and keeper of the pristine Arab way of life and of
the true and pure Arabia’ and the broader discursive institution of its production,

. e R4 ‘ ‘ . A . . . '
colonialism.™ In so doing, consideration is given to the assignation of representational

registers on gender grounds; I show how the gender of the Arabist author determined

his or her access to people, cultural practices and different spaces within the

architecture and landscape of Arabia.
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Having mapped the constituent elements of the Arabist tradition via the ways in
which these elements have been studied in academia, I then focus on discussion of the
methodology of the thesis (Chapter 3). I suggest the use of a discursive approach to
The Southern Gates of Arabia and Arabian Sands, premised on Edward Said’s work,
Orientalism. This facilitates an exploration of the modes of representation deployed
by Stark and Thesiger, the relationship of these modes to the Arabist tradition and the
accumulation of a body of knowledge on Arabia. In Chapter 2, I show that the Arabist
tradition has largely been studied in terms of its primary representational forms and
their broader ideological location; this has involved focusing on how Arabia and its
people have been represented textually and visually and the ways in which these
modes of representation are influenced by gender. Building on this discussion, in
Chapter 3, I identify four themes which constitute the primary modes of
representation of Stark’s and Thesiger’s work. These themes are: the motivations for
the journey, representations of landscape, representations of people and the
representation of authenticity in the face of modernity. I use these themes as a basis

on which to structure my analysis of The Southern Gates of Arabia and Arabian

Sands. This analysis encompasses both the written text of these works and their

accompanying photographs and in this sense is not so much seeking to differentiate

between text and image as much as to treat the two as equal and interdependent
producers of specific representational forms. This approach draws upon Foucault’s

conception of discursive power. Foucault argues that discourses create representations

of their objects of knowledge and, as his work indicates, discursive power operates

across texts, images and institutions. Therefore the analysis of discourses and their

power must also move between media.*’
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In Chapter 4, I discuss the background of each author. If the Arabist tradition is a
product of discourses of colonialism and imperialism, then consideration must be
given to the ideological contexts in which The Southern Gates of Arabia and Arabian

Sands were produced. Therefore, I discuss the authors’ upbringings, the social circles

in which they moved, and the circumstances that led to their travels, drawing on
relevant letters and correspondences, as well as diaries. This provides the context for
the analysis of their works in the later chapters of the thesis, allowing consideration of

the ideological implications of their travel writing.

In Chapter 5, I analyse the representational strategies deployed by Stark and Thesiger
to establish the motivations for their journeys. As Melman notes, the Arabist
genealogy is ‘excessively citationary’ in respect of authors introducing their work in
the context of their predecessors and peers.” I discuss how this is particularly
apparent in the ways in which Stark and Thesiger introduce the central journeys of
their works. Stark, for example, introduces the object of her journey - tracing the

Incense trade route — via references to Pliny and Periplus of the Sea, thus establishing

a sense of tradition and authenticity.®’ Similarly, Thesiger introduces his crossing of
the Empty Quarter in relation to the earlier crossings made by St John Philby and
Bertram Thomas. His discussion of these journeys details the difficulties they faced,
but alludes to the comparative easiness of their routes in relation to the one he himself
undertakes.® In focusing on their strategies for introducing the motivations for their

journeys I show how Stark and Thesiger seek to locate themselves in the Arabist

tradition and use this feature of the genealogy to do so.
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In Chapter 6, I focus on the ways in which the Arabian landscape is represented 1n
The Southern Gates of Arabia and Arabian Sands. As Pratt asserts, travel writing’s
strategies for ‘imaging’ landscapes have undergone several significant shifts.”
However, within the Arabist tradition the emphasis has been on envisioning a pure
and authentic Arabia. Often this has manifested itself in explorations of previously
unknown or unvisited areas.” I show how this is a feature of both The Southern Gates
of Arabia and Arabian Sands; both authors were intent on reaching areas that had not
been visited by Europeans.gl Moreover, I will suggest that as with the other

representational strategies they deploy, their representations of landscape are gender

defined.

In Chapter 7, I analyse the strategies deployed in representing the people Stark and
Thesiger encounter on their journeys. Again, the issue of engagement between author
and ‘native’ is a key constituent of travel writing.”> Moreover, the representational
forms attributed to the ‘Arab’ are fundamental to the Arabist tradition.”> As with

Chapters S and 6 this is in part, a citationary process in which the representation of the

‘Arab’ is refined and refracted across texts.”*

The modes of representation analysed in the preceding chapters are essentially
strategies of authentification. They are the means by which Stark and Thesiger not

only envision an authentic Arabia but, also, by which they consolidate their positions

within the Arabist tradition. Consideration is given in Chapter 8 to the extent to which
the realities of a changing Arabia impact on their vision of it. Again, the issue of

gender features here; 1 show how Thesiger’s work is aligned with the traditional

‘male’ Arabist, lamenting the loss of the traditional Bedu way of life in the face of
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modernity in a way that is ‘entirely in line with the Arabists’ anti-or counter-
: »935 . . . . |
modernity.””~ By contrast as a female author, this register is not so accessible for Stark

and paradoxically her work is able to move more freely between the extremes of

privileging the unchanged and authentic and showing the presence of modernity.

To conclude, in Chapter 9, I re-evaluate the relationship between Stark’s and
Thesiger’s position at the end of the Arabist genealogy and the broader discourses of
colonialism and imperialism. I also assess the extent to which Stark and Thesiger

might be viewed, not as the last champions of the Arabist tradition, but as actively

colluding in its demise.
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CHAPTER 2: ‘ARABIST’ PERSPECTIVES

1. Introduction

This chapter analyses the ‘Arabist’ tradition of travel writing by examining the ways
in which the genealogy has been developed and considered, particularly in relation to
the modes of representation and underlying ideological assumptions. The chapter
considers the work of critics who have sought to define the principal modes of
representation of travel writing on Arabia. It examines the claim that the modes of
representation of this form of travel writing have evolved from two primary objects of
knowledge — ‘the Arab/Bedouin’ and ‘Arabia’. The origins of these modes of
representation are examined in relation to early travellers to the Middle East and
Arabia and then through their evolution and development in Victorian ‘ Arabist’ travel
writing." In providing this context, the intention is to develop a basis from which to
assess the representational characteristics of Stark’s The Southern Gates of Arabia
and Thesiger’s Arabian Sands and to review their position at the very end of the

Arabist tradition (for more detailed discussion of this methodological schema see

Chapter 3; for its application see Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8).

The second section of this chapter (Early Travellers to Arabia) will focus on the work
of researchers who have sought to analyse the modes of representation that early
European travel accounts attributed to the peoples and places of the Middle East and
Arabia. The works considered here comprise both academic and historical literary
sources. The discussion will show that these early accounts do not explicitly define a
theoretical position, but adopt a ‘liberal humanist’ approach and in so doing, do not

critically address the underlying ideological assumptions upon which such
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representational strategies are premised. However, the section will suggest that in
terms of examining the origins and evolution of these modes of representation, these
accounts make a valuable and important contribution, particularly, to the way a
distinction emerges between ‘settled Arab’ and ‘the Bedouin’ - a distinction premised
on a view of the Bedouin as an ancient and noble people. Moreover, it will show how
this representational strategy was adopted by later travel writers and survived
throughout the Arabist genealogy. Finally, this section will examine the work of
researchers who have studied the modes of representation attributed to the landscape
In early travel writing on the Middle East and Arabia. Focusing in particular on
representations of the desert, 1t will consider claims that this mode of representation 1s
premised on an idealistic view that enduring, if not mastering, the hardships of the
desert brought the Arabist traveller into contact with an age-old purity - a pure and

simple existence that provided sanctuary from European modemity.

The third section of the chapter (The Victorian Contribution) will focus on studies of
Victorian travel writing on Arabia. This will analyse studies of English travellers to

Arabia and consider the ways in which the representations of the Arab/Bedouin and-
the landscape of Arabia evolved during this period. As with the second section, the
works reviewed here represent both academic and literary history sources, but in
contrast, some writers develop a étronger theoretical perspective. Indeed, the section
will show that their analyses of the modes of representation of Victorian travel writing
on Arabia are premised on explicit references to the political, cultural and socio-
economic contexts in which these modes of representation were produced. It will also

explore the claim of theorists that it was during this period that the modes of

representation of travel writing on the region were evolved and refined. It will show
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that the characteristics of nobility and racial purity afforded to ‘the Bedouin’, and the
devious and deplorable behaviour attributed to ‘the town Arab’, acquired mythical
status, and that the modes of representation which activated these stereotypes became
conventionalised. Consideration will also be given to claims that the qualities
attributed to the landscape of Arabia - that endurance of its extremities rewarded the
traveller with edifying purity — likewise became mythologized throughout the

Victonan era with widespread adoption of such representational conventions.

Following the examination of the principal modes of representation, in the Arabist
tradition, the fourth section (Victorian Travellers as Orientalists) will analyse studies
of the 1deological assumptions upon which these textual constructions of the
Arab/Bedouin and the landscape of Arabia were premised from the Victorian era

through to the end of the Second World War. The main theorist considered here is
Edward Said, particularly through his work, Orientalism. This section will focus on
Said’s analysis of the epistemological remit of the Arabist tradition and his claim that
Its representations of the Arab and Arabia amounted to the construction of an
Orientalist form of knowledge about the people and landscape of the peninsula. ‘ By

contrast to the critics discussed in the two previous sections, Said is explicit about his

theoretical position and its premise upon Foucauldian discourse analysis. This section

will examine the way in which Said deploys Foucault’s theory, specifically reviewing
its relevance to an analysis of the modes of representation of Arabist travel writing

and its underlying ideological assumptions.

This analysis of the claim that the Arabist tradition was an active component of the

West’s Orientalist discourse on the East is followed in Section 5 by an examination of
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works that explore the development and evolution of the genealogy. In particular, this
section will focus on studies of the “belated” — to borrow Ali Behdad’s term -
Arabian travellers, demonstrating that they are premised on a reworking of the
Saidian paradigm.® It has been suggested that travel writing produced towards the end
of the Arabist tradition reveals the genealogy’s modes of representation at their most
heightened and developed. The section will further question the views of critics
analysed earlier, asserting that, far from being homogenous, the modes of
representation that characterize the Arabist tradition in its latter stages were in fact
influenced by variations in range and register and were part of a shifting, declining
and more heterogeneous Orientalist discourse. In so doing, this section will examine
the theoretical assumptions upon which such claims have been made, particularly in
relation to reappraising the Saidian paradigm and its premise of a largely

straightforward binary distinction between East and West.

The final section (The Arabist: Belated and Gendered) will appraise the work of
critics who have analysed the gender boundaries of the latter stages of the Arabist

tradition. It will consider how the gender analysis of Arabist travel writing has been
developed by reworking Said’s conception of Orientalism. In particular, the section
will examine the assertion that the gender of the Arabist traveller significantly
influenced the range and variation of the tradition’s modes of representation. This will

Involve assessing the view that the Arabist tradition - like other genealogies in travel

writing — developed representational registers on the basis of gender difference, with
the emergence of ‘male’ and ‘female’ representational registers. The section will

show that whilst each register shares the same objects of knowledge - the ‘Arab’ and
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‘Arabia’ — access afforded to the male and female traveller is quite different and

consequently, too, are their representational registers.

2. Early Travellers to Arabia

The Middle East is one of Europe’s oldest destinations for travel, pilgrimage, trade,
and colonisation.* As Dorothy Carrington notes, Palestine was certainly known to
English travellers by the time of St Willibald, a West Saxon pilgrim, who made the
first recorded journey from England to Jerusalem between 722 and 723 AD.’
Subsequently, a steady stream of travel accounts about the Levant, Egypt, Syria and
Palestine began to emerge, particularly during the seventeenth century.® Such
accounts brought their authors into contact with nomadic tribes, for example, the
Bedouin - and, as Kathryn Tidrick observes, descriptions of these people began to
feature in English travel writing of this period.” However, the hinterlands of Arabia

held little military or colonial interest for European nations and consequently

remained largely unexplored.®

It is interesting to note that these early accounts of the Bedouin contrast sharply with
the portrayal of the noble tribesmen of pure lineage that characterize of later Arabast
accounts.” Indeed, early travellers appear to have had a very different experience with

many writing of theft, deception, physical assault or abandonment at the hands of
their Bedouin guides. One of the earliest accounts of the Bedouin by an independent
traveller appeared in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville. ° First published in the mid-
fourteenth century, the account refers to the Bedouin as ‘right foul folk and cruel and

of evil kind.”"" The text makes little distinction between male and female Bedouin,

and certainly there is little evidence of the eroticising of them that is prevalent 1n
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some of the later Arabist works.'’ There are few significant references to women in
Mandeville’s account of his travels in the Middle East; where they are mentioned,
they are dismissed 1n a similar manner to that of the male Bedouin. For example,
Mandeville comments that the women of the ‘land of Chaldea’ (Southern Iraq) were

‘right foul and evil arrayed’."’

The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, as Greenblatt notes, presents the reader with a
considerable amount of personal detail about the author’s experiences of travel: ‘We

are told where the author was born and raised, the precise date he left England to

begin his travels...[and] when he returned to write his account...’!* The

‘intensification of the personal’ in The Travels of Sir John Mandeville can be seen as
an early formulation of some of the discursive characteristics expected and generally

found in modern travel writing. " This is particularly interesting as controversy and
speculation surround the authorship and authenticity of The Travels of Sir John

Mandeville. Indeed, it is unclear precisely who the author(s) was (were) or even what

nationality they were. As Greenblatt observes, scholarly interest in the text has proved
that many of its details are based on ‘a fabrication, most often theft’ from other
sources. ° However, in addition to its more general contribution to the form of travel
accounts, The Travels of Sir John Mandeville provided the basis for many early

representations of the Bedouin. Tidrick observes that many of the European travel

accounts on the Middle East that emerged over the following century were broadly

consistent in their portrayal of the Bedouin with the representation of them in The

Travels of Sir John Mandeville. !’
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By the early seventeenth century much of the interior of the Arabian Peninsula was
still relatively unexplored. In 1609, the East India Company dispatched two ships, the
Ascension and the Good Hope, to the Arabian coast as part of an expedition led by
John Jourdain with the aim of persuading the Turkish Pasha to reduce customs costs. °
Jourdain made reference in his report to the fertile plains around Aden but he also
noted that barren desert seemed to occupy much of the Arabian interior and that there
was considerable political instability in the area, with the Turks struggling to contain
the violent Bedouin. ” Nonetheless, the strategic importance of Arabia’s ports and
sea-ways was beginning to become apparent to the dominant colonial powers of
Europe and to England, in particular.*° Consequently through the East India
Company, England established a series of trading offices along the coast at Mokha on

the Red Sea 1n 1618, Bandar ‘Abbas on the Persian coast in 1623, and Basra in

1635.*! Their principal function was to aid the smooth passage of trade to and from
growing interests on the Indian Sub-continent.?* These activities were, therefore, less
focussed on developing localised trade and more concerned with the Peninsula’s
strategic importance as one of the primary trade routes to India.>> As has been noted

above, inland Arabia was considered economically barren and as such not worthy of
formal colonisation.** In effect, early travellers were travelling to a country
constdered of little military or colonial importance, about which, little was known

beyond its coastline. Indeed, it is interesting to note the contrast between what was

known about Arabia at this point and the rapid and systematic acquisition of
knowledge about it that occurred during the following century.?® The view of Arabia
in the seventeenth century was of a place in which its people were feared as warring

and savage and 1ts landscape thought to be a featureless, barren desert.*® Travellers

were, essentially, entering terra incognita. Indeed. viewed in Saidian terms, unlike the
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Victorian Arabist travellers who were writing about a region on which there were a
series of well defined epistemologies - the Orient was ‘known’ to them politically,
academically, militarily, and scientifically - earlier travellers did not have access to a

formalised and well-established Orientalist discourse on Arabia and its people.”’

Nonetheless, a succession of travel accounts of the Middle East featuring the Bedouin
began to emerge in the early seventeenth century and Arabia and its people gradually
became more ‘known’. Some of these accounts began to portray the Bedouin tribes In
terms of their nobility and lineage.*® However, unlike the later Arabist accounts for
which such attributes constituted the probity of the Bedouin character, these tended to
take the view — exemplified by William Lithgow - that the Bedouin boasted their
tribal lineage and were ‘... for the most part thieves and robbers’, viewing conceit of
this nature as consistent with their devious and wild behaviour.?” Lithgow was a
Scotsman, borne in Lanark circa 1582, who, in 1609, set off to travel through Italy,

Greece and Constantinople to Palestine, Egypt and the Sinai Desert.”® The published

account of his travels, The Rare Adventures and Painfull Peregrinations of William

Lithgow, included two other journeys, one to North Africa via Malta, Sicily, and

Eastern Europe, the other to Ireland and Spain.*' Lithgow’s account of his party’s

arrival in a small village in northern Palestine circa 1612 typifies early observations of

the Bedouin:

In our six day’s toil traversing this country we had many troubles and
snarlings from these savages, who sometimes over-laboured us with
bastinadoes [clubs], and were still inquirous what I was and whither I
went — yea, and enough for the dragoman to save my life and liberty.3 2

Lithgow, like Mandeville, does not gender the Bedouin; in common with earlier texts

his descriptions of travelling in the Middle East contain few significant references to
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women. However, it 1s important to note that, whilst brief, his mentions of women
portray Arab sexuality as libidinous, savage and base. For example, while staying at
Nazareth, he describes how the local ‘emir’ sent six women to Lithgow’s party for
their entertainment; Lithgow writes of his own abstinence, in contrast to the behaviour

of his Armenian travelling companions:

Truly if I would rehearse the impudency of these whores and the
brutishness of the Armenians, as 1t 1s most ignominious to the actors
s0, no doubt, it would be very loathsome to the reader. These wretched
Armenians committed with these infidel harlots a two-fold kind of
voluptuous abomination, which my conscience commands me to

conceal, lest I frequent this northern world with that which their nature
never knew, nor their knowledge have heard hearing of the like.”
Whilst Lithgow’s references to women are not explicitly addressed by critics such as

Tidrick, it is clear that his representations of them are consistent with an eroticising of

Arab sexuality - a representational strategy which became a common feature of later
travel writing on Arabia and the Middle East, one that was no doubt derived from

Europe’s long history of eroticising its ‘others’ >*

Lithgow’s descriptions of the people of Arabia are of further significance in that they
are an early source of the distinction between ‘the seﬁled Arab’ and ‘the pure,
nomadic Bedouin’. This distinction is a feature of later Arabist travel writing, having,
by the Victorian era, evolved into a representational convention. It is interesting to
note that Lithgow did not attribute to the nomadic Bedouin qualities of purity and
honesty - attributes which dominated later accounts. These qualities were attributed
by him to the settled, town Arab. Indeed, in contrast to later Victorian Arabist

accounts, Lithgow used the phrase ‘civil Arabs’ to describe the settled, town Arab;
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‘civil’ indicating ‘settled’ and thereby clearly distinguished from the ‘uncivilised’ and

‘unsettled’ nomad.”’

Lithgow’s account 1s also an early source of descriptions of the desert landscape. As

Tidrick notes, early travellers to the Middle East tended to focus on two features of
the landscape - its biblical significance and the harsh extremities of its geography and
climate.”® Again, in contrast to later travellers who saw in the harsh environment
spiritual purity, Lithgow typifies many early accounts in describing — in a somewhat
bawdy and dramatic style - the physical toil of desert travel. Unlike the Victorian
Arabist, the desert 1s not a place for wonder but a dangerous, barren wasteland.
Having camped a night, Lithgow and his party travelled further into the desert in the
hope of finding:

...people and tents to relieve us with victuals and inform us of the

country, but found none, neither and water done, we were forced to

rely upon tobacco, and to drink our own waning piss for the time

aforesaid. The soil we daily traced was covered with hard and soft

sands, and them full of serpents, being interlarded with rocky heights

faced with caves and dens, the very habitation of wild beasts whose

hollow cries we heard in the night, so we too often sighted their bodies

in the day, especially jackals, bears and boars, and sometimes wild
cats, tigers and leopards. .. This vast wilderness is a part of the

Berdoan’s country, one of the four tribes of the old Libyans.’’

Some fifty years later, the Frenchman Laurent d’ Arvieux also travelled to the Levant.

He initially travelled to the East as part of a commercial expedition financed by Louis

XIV; however, he remained there for twenty-five years.>® During his time in the East,

d’Arvieux learnt Arabic, adopted Arab dress and spent a considerable amount of time

living with the Bedouin. Published posthumously, d’ Arvieux’s Voyage en Palestine

gave the reader a considered and comprehensive account of the Bedouin, being, at the

time, the only commentary on the Bedouin by a European who had actually lived
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amongst them.”” D’ Arvieux’s observations are consistent with earlier accounts in that
he witnessed and recorded the systematic practice of stealing and robbery. However,
his Voyage en Palestine demonstrates a genuine interest in, and empathy for, the
Bedouin people and their cultural practices. In acknowledging the Bedouin’s
reputation in Europe for theft and robbery, and indeed his own prior expectations,

d’ Arvieux almost excuses such practices for what he perceived as ancient, underlying
values of loyalty and equity, noting that whilst as thieves ‘“‘the Arabs could give
lessons to the Spaniards”, {they were] honest according to his lights, for he held that

armed robbery was primarily a sport and no more blameworthy than the Frankish

habit of going out shooting.’*’

In common with Lithgow, d’ Arvieux does not provide details of Bedouin women.

Nonetheless, his interest in their cultural practices includes a description of a Bedouin

wedding. Whilst the behaviour of the men at the wedding party is described as being
rather grave, the women are portrayed as somewhat frivolous and emotional,
“ behaving as if ‘“they were mad, dancing, singing, beating tambourines and belauding

the beauty of the bride at the tops of their voices”.”* D’Arvieux’s account of the
wedding also includes discussion of the issue of fidelity, commenting that women had
considerable liberty to go where they pleased with their husbands ‘“trusting to their

prudence and good faith.””* D’ Arvieux notes that a wife who commits adultery does

not disgrace her husband but causes disgrace to her father’s house. Though not

explicit, there is a sense in d’ Arvieux’s account of the portrayal of the Bedouin as

somewhat irrational in their sexual values and libidinous and uncivilised. In this

respect d’Arvieux’s references to women and sex in the Middle East are consistent
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with an orientalist eroticisation of Arab sexuality which is a characteristic of much of

the later Arabist travel writing.*’

D’ Arvieux’s account represented an important shift in the representation of the
Bedouin in European travel writing of this period. Its generally even-handed,
empathic tone was in contrast with earlier accounts. Moreover, Voyage en Palestine
was popular and widely read in Europe and as a consequence its vision of the Bedouin
as an ancient, savage, but proud, people quickly gained acceptance. D’ Arvieux’s
contribution to Arabist travel writing was considerable: Voyage en Palestine provided
the basic representational paradigm which over the following centuries European
travel writing was to adopt and refine in its portrayal of the Bedouin.** Its influence
also spread to English travel writing on the Middle East. For example, George Sale,

writing some fifteen years after the publication of the Voyage en Palestine, made
extensive use of d’ Arvieux’s account, embellishing and refining his view of the
Bedouin as honest and just and contending that these values were the bedrock of an
ancient and unchanged society.* Again, this view was quickly accepted and was to

remain a relatively unchanged and unquestioned representational strategy in the
portrayal of the Bedouin in travel writing on the Middle East over the next two
centuries.* Indeed, as Tidrick states, the idea of an ancient people who had

transcended history was a source of great fascination. It became:

an article of faith with Orientalists and travellers alike: that Bedouin
society had not changed from time immemorial. Whatever the truth of
this assumption, and biblical evidence tends to support it, the idea of
social immobility was fascinating to Europeans whose society was in
the process of rapid change. Believers in progress deplored it and

conservativeg_}admired it, but all found it remarkable that such a society
should exist.
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Tidrick has observed that d’Arvieux’s representations of the landscape, like those of
Lithgow, are often framed in terms of their biblical significance. In this respect his

descriptions of places tend to emphasise their historical heritage, although as W.H.
Lewis notes, he is at times somewhat derisory about the places he has visited.
Nonetheless, d’ Arvieux’s account shares with that of Lithgow a sense of wonderment
at the antiquity of much of what he sees and a tendency to frame places in the context
of their biblical heritage as, for example, his description of some ruins on the Dead
Sea coast indicates:

[ noticed below me, as 1t were, traces of columns which might have

supported the cupola of a temple that had collapsed...and judged that
these sad remains might have been vestiges of the five wicked cities
consumed by fire from Heaven ¥’

There are, however, few references in Vovages en Palestine to the desert.”
Nonetheless, those that occur are broadly consistent with Lithgow’s and other
contemporary accounts in that they emphasize the harsh extremities. As W.H. Lewis
notes, ‘He disliked the hot, sandy country where rain and dew “became corrupted into
thick and putrid vapours which cause dangerous illnesses”’ — adding to the impression
that it was a fearful place for European travellers.”' Tidrick has observed that Vovages
en Palestine was received with ‘almost uncritical appreciation by European scholars’
and therefore significantly substantiated the emerging representational format of
portraying the Bedouin as a noble and honest people living in a harsh desert

environment. >

By the eighteenth century the Middle East had become a locus for European travel

writing with the establishment of representational conventions by which it was

portrayed and the emergence of a body of knowledge by which it was known.”
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However, the inaccessibility of the interior of the Arabian Peninsula meant that it
emerged relatively late as a major focus for English and European travel. > Indeed,
the interior remained unexplored until an ill-fated Danish expedition in 1761; four of
the team died of malaria; only the expedition’s cartographer, Carsten Niebuhr,

survived. He eventually returned to Copenhagen six years later in 1767 Y

Following the deaths of the other expedition members, Niebuhr went on to complete
the final leg of the journey, travelling across Persia and Iraq. Quite alone, Niebuhr no-
longer felt restrained from immersing himself in native cultural practices. Indeed, he

adopted Arab dress, changed his name to Abdullah and travelled by camel.”® The

account of his travels was published in1772.°’

Like d’ Arvieux’s before him, what is significant about Niebuhr’s account 1s that
several of the representational strategies deployed were taken up by subsequent
travellers and became standard conventions through which the people and culture of
Arabia were portrayed. Niebuhr’s account is characterized by the concise and
restrained way in which his experiences of the Middle East are recounted. He had
endured great hardship: the deaths of the other members of the expedition and his own
long periods of illness were compounded by the extremities of the environment in
which he travelled.”® Yet these desperate circumstances are recounted in a concise,
sparse style where simplicity, rather than rich dramatic prose, conveys the gravity and
epic nature of the journey. For example, Niebuhr’s meeting with His Royal Highness

the Imam of Arabia Felix - a moment of considerable grandeur and ceremony - is

recounted with great attention to detail. It is, however, the simplicity of his prose that

conveys the magnitude of the occasion:
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The audience took place in a large rectangular hall under an arched
roof. In the middle was a fountain whose jets shot fourteen feet into the
air. Behind the pool there was a raised platform, and behind this again
another dais where the Imam’s throne was situated. .. The throne itself

consisted merely of a square dais covered with silks, on which had

been placed three large cushions, one behind and one each side of the

Imam, all covered in very costly materials.>
The concise and simple prose style of Niebuhr’s account contrasts with the more
heavily dramatised style that characterized much of the earlier travel writing on the
Middle East. Indeed, Niebuhr’s style is also unlike much subsequent travel writing on
the region; certainly, it is different from the rich, almost boisterous prose of Burton,
the loquacity of Doughty, or indeed, the grandiose chivalric style of Lawrence.” It s,
however, possible to discern similarities between Niebuhr’s style and the economic
prose of Bertram Thomas’s Arabia Felix and, indeed, Thesiger’s Arabian Sands.”
Both Thomas and Thesiger used simple, concise language, rather than rich, emotive

prose, to convey the epic drama and considerable hardships of their journeys.®?

Niebuhr’s most significant contribution, in terms of defining the representational
strategies of travel writing on Arabia, however, relates to his account of the
Bedouin.® In reality, Niebuhr’s encounters with the Bedouin were relatively brief and
ad hoc; he met them on his frequent journeys into the desert when surveying its
landscape as part of his map-making work. Certainly he did not spend sustained
periods of time living amongst them as did d’ Arvieux. He makes few references to

... 64 .
gender or sexuality.” Nonetheless, there are several aspects of his portrayal of the

Bedouin in Travels in Arabia which were quickly adopted by subsequent

travellers/writers and became representational conventions of travel writing on
Arabia. Like Lithgow before him, Niebuhr makes a clear distinction between the

settled Arab and the nomadic Bedouin. During his travels, Niebuhr was poorly
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treated; frequent attempts were made to rob or trick him and on occasions he was
physically threatened.®” It is clear from his account that the settled Arab and the
Bedouin were equally culpable. Such incidents seem to provide the justification for
condemning the settled Arab; almost without exception their conduct is viewed as
devious and despicable.®® However, whilst Niebuhr was held at gunpoint by his

Bedouin guides, who demanded more money for their services, such behaviour in the

Bedouin was, by contrast, overlooked.®’

Despite the occasional threat of violence for Niebuhr, the Bedouin represented a
people whose impenetrable habitat of the desert had enabled them to preserve their
age-old customs and had kept them safe from the destructive influences of civilisation
and modernity. As Tidrick notes, Niebuhr accepted their abject poverty as a voluntary
choice; the consequence of their pursuit of liberty, freedom and purity.®® By
implication, in coming under the influence of civilisation and Lmodemity through
trade, ‘the settled town Arab’ had become corrupted. In common with d’ Arvieux,
Niebuhr saw the Bedouin as an ancient people, untainted by outside influences and
racially pure; their tents and camels bore testimony to the biblical lineage of their
ancestry.”” As Brent notes, for Niebuhr, the Bedouin exemplified the ‘noble savage’
whose rich heritage and simplicity of existence he greatly admired. By extension, the
desert, as the habitat of the Bedouin, was an indication of their ancient purity; it, too,
was unchanging and its harsh extremities were tolerated almost as rites of passage,

allowing the traveller access to the noble Bedouin.”® Niebuhr wrote that man:

even In society, where civilisation has been carried perhaps to excess,
where art extinguishes or disguises the sentiments of nature, never
forgets his original destination. He is still fond even of the very
shadow of that liberty, independence, and simplicity which he has lost
by refinement...We are no less fond of tracing these native features of
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the human mind, where they are to be discovered in the records of
remote ages, in which the natural manners of mankind appear
undisguised by affection, and not yet altered by the progress of arts and
policy...If any people in the world afford in their history an instance of
high antiquity, and of great simplicity of manners, the Arabs surely do.
Coming among them, one can hardly help fancying oneself suddenly
carried backwards to the ages which succeeded immediately after the

Flood.”
It should be acknowledged that the representational strategies of this period of travel
writing on Arabia, exemplified by Niebuhr, emerged out of an interweaving of earlier
accounts and the broader discursive relations between Europe and its ‘others’ "* The
notion of a far off, mystical, utopian land has in one incarnation or another long
gripped the European imagination.” Similarly, the ideal of the ‘noble savage’ has a
substantial history and has been projected on to many peoples — particularly the
peoples of the South Sea Islands.”* In this respect, whilst these representational
strategies quickly became conventionalised features of European travel writing on the
Middle East, their origins lie in ideas about foreign lands and their peoples that were

well established at the time.”

The characteristics of nobility, honour and biblical lineage which Niebuhr bestowed
on the Bedouin became, as Tidrick observes, standardised conventions through which
travel writing on Arabia represented the Bedouin.’® Similarly, the values Niebuhr
attributed to their habitat — the barren emptiness of the desert, inspiring purity,
simplicity and freedom - are recurring conventions which came to typify many later
accounts. Indeed, this mode of representation was particularly prevalent in Victorian
Arabist travel writing.”’ For example, Lawrence’s descriptions evoked notions of
spiritual purity, naturalism and freedom from the shackles of modernity: ‘The desert

Arab...made nakedness of mind as sensuous as nakedness of the body...his desert
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was made a spiritual ice-house, in which was preserved intact but unimproved for all

ages a vision of the unity of God’.™

Significant, too, is the observation that, like his predecessors, Niebuhr continued the
distinction between the settled Arab and the Bedouin — again premised on the contrast
between the pure, unchanging nature of desert life and the polluting influence of
modernity in the Arabian town; this also remains part of his lasting legacy.”” Indeed,
this distinction has become an established representational strategy, frequently used to
describe the hardiness of the Bedouin, the epic nature of desert travel and, by

implication, the heroic endeavours of the traveller/author.™

This section has shown that the representational strategies of early travel writing on
Arabia and the Middlé East emerged from the interplay of three discursive realms.
Firstly, the few accounts of the Middle East and its peoples in circulation prior to the
seventeenth century assigned to the region - Arabia, in particular - a mysterious,
unknown quality. Those such as Sir John Mandeville’s, with references to ‘right foul
folk’, nonetheless provided the basis for the mythologization of a savage, yet noble
people occupying barren, yet spiritually cleansing desert land. Indeed, this
representation of Arabia and its people was refined, developed, and, to an extent,
eroticised and gendered through travel accounts of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries.”' Secondly, these signifiers of the ‘noble savage’ and the wild purity of the
desert emerged out of the broader discourses on exploration, trade, travel and

colonisation.® As noted above, within these discursive relationships the ‘noble

savage’ and the utopian land are recurring semantic matrices which Europe has

variously projected onto its ‘others’.*® The third dimension to the representational
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strategies of early travel writing on the Middle East is the notion that such
conventions are contextualised by biblical references. Little may have been known of
the Arabia which was contemporary with their accounts, but writers such as Lithgow,

d’ Arvieux and Niebuhr knew of the Arabia of antiquity through the Bible and this

. . . . 84
often served to contextualize their deployment of representational strategtes.

Tidrick’s discussion of early travel accounts, along with other theorists considered
here, tends to focus on the contribution these texts make in terms of the
representational strategies of this period of travel writing on the Middle East. As such
their work is valuable in examining the origins of representational strategies and

situating their evolution within the Victorian era. However, the unproblematic

treatment of these representational strategies fails to consider or challenge the
relationship with ‘reality’, or the ideological assumptions upon which such
representations were based. Accounts such as Niebuhr’s or d’ Arvieux’s, are not
considered in terms of their factual reliability nor, more significantly, is the
relationship explored between individual authors’ experiences and the emerging
representational conventions of this form of travel writing. Tidrick does make

reference to the ways in which early travel accounts adhere to these emerging
representational conventions even when they are in contrast to their own experiences

of Middle Eastern travel. Indeed, she gives the example of Edward Clarke’s account

of the Bedouin’s noble character, complete with numerous supporting references to
d’ Arvieux, which appears alongside a description of the author’s own near death

experience in the company of his Bedouin guidf:s.85 Tidrick concludes that this view

of the Bedouin had become so well established in travel writing on the Middle East —
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and thus accepted and expected by its readers — that to deviate from it would not bring

: 86
SUCCesS as a writer.

The power of these representational strategies raises a further question about their
ideological premise. The adoption of representational strategies, even when personal
experience does not substantiate them, suggests that these strategies are products of a

‘systematic discourse of power and knowledge.”’

Clearly amongst these early
accounts a set of representational conventions was beginning to emerge; viewed 1n
Saidian terms, these representational conventions were the cornerstones of the later
Arabist discourse; they defined its constitution and limits such that ‘any writer has to
conform to this [the confines of the discourse] in order to communicate, to be

understood, to remain "in the true", and thus to be accepted.’®® In this respect the
works of Tidrick and other critics, such as Brent, whilst significant in examining the
origins of the representational strategies of early travel writing on the Middle East are
inadequate for the purpose of examining the underlying discursive power relations out
of which such representations have been produced. The works of Greenblatt and

Rennie add significantly to the examination of the representational strategies of early
travel writing. Indeed, their focus on locating representational strategies of travel
writing in the broader discursive relationships between Europe and its ‘others’ 1s
valuable in giving a sense of the context in which these representational strategies
emerged.” However, their works are broad ranging, both chronologically and
geographically, and consequently too generalised to provide a basis from which to

map the evolution of specific representational strategies in the Arabist genealogical

tradition.
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3. The Victorian Contribution

Victorian travellers to Arabia found themselves writing in a much more clearly
defined and immediate discursive context, since by the mid-nineteenth century Arabia
was a much more widely known entity. Politically, commercially, militarily and
academically the acquisition of knowledge about Arabia, and the Middle East more
generally, was, as Said amongst many others has noted, rapidly being accrued on
many complex and intersecting levels.” Indeed, as Kabbani notes ‘nineteenth-century
Britain produced a growing mass of travel literature, in a frenzied attempt to know the
world it was in the process of conquering’.”' Moreover, in contrast to Arabia’s earlier
peripheral significance to European military and political interests, by the nineteenth
century the situation had changed significantly; for the British and French, in

particular, Arabia had become considerably more important.”

By the nineteenth century, European colonial interest in the Peninsula had increased
greatly. France was particularly active - most notably with the invasion of Egypt in

1798.>* Britain and, to a lesser extent Holland and Portugal, also had interests in the

Middle East but they tended to be less motivated by the drive for colonial occupation
and more concerned with maintaining the trade routes to and from their colonies of
the Far East.”* Indeed, the maintenance of military and trading dominance at sea led to
Britain evolving a series of political ‘Residencies’ and ‘Agencies’ across the
Peninsula. >* The primary function of these was to help facilitate and protect Britain’s
shipping interests rather than to become directly involved in the administration and
government of the native peoples. Nonetheless, the British ‘Residencies’ and
‘Agencies’ of the Arabian Peninsula were founded upon a network of treaties which

offered Sheikdoms protection from rivals in exchange for accepting Britain as the
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region’s dominant international power. Sheiks who flouted the terms of these treaties
by pursuing traditional rivalries with their neighbouring tribes, or those who asserted
their maritime resources, met with the full force of the British Indian Navy.” Such
activities culminated in the signing of treaties (truces) in 1853; the area becoming
‘...known as the “Trucial Coast”, a quasi-colonial label which stuck until the final
British withdrawal from the Gulf region in 1971.°’ The consolidation of Britain’s
colonial activities on the Indian sub-continent also motivated its involvement in the
Suez Canal which made civilian and military travel considerably more efficient.
However, whilst the opening of the Canal in 1869 certainly made the region more

accessible, British involvement remained largely focused on the sea routes and ports

of the Peninsula.”

Indeed, Britain did not develop specific policies on the administration of the interior
of Arabia until during the First World War when it was instrumental in establishing
modern Arabia.”” So peripheral was the interior of Arabia to British colonial and
military interests that when Laurence first landed at Jeddah in 1916, British
intelligence still lacked a reliable map of the hinterlands and were unable to

accurately assess how far the Hejaz railway was from to the coast; indeed, the only

details Laurence possessed of the layout of Medina were derived from a sketch made

by Richard Burton seventy years earlier.'®

British and European trade interests at sea ports along the coast helped considerably

to make the Peninsula accessible to travellers.'®! Whilst the establishment of treaties

between the Sheikdoms through the network of ‘Residencies’ was underscored by the

military, the presence of the British Indian Navy ensured that the Victorian traveller
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could travel in considerably more safety than earlier travellers who were in constant

'92 The combination of these factors, along with the

fear of attack and banditry.
perception of the noble Bedouin and the spiritual qualities of the desert —a legacy of
earlier travellers’ accounts — no doubt contributed to the popularity of travel in Arabia
during this period.'” The Victorian era witnessed a great increase in the development
of travel writing on this region; Arabia was seen as a land whose deserts afforded the

Westerner a utopian space, where an ancient and authentic way of life could be

encountered and, for many of the best known travellers of this period, an environment

free from the machinations of modernity and Western civilisation. '

The discussion in Section 2 of this chapter demonstrated how these representational

strategies can be traced back to early travel writing on the Middle East and Arabia.'"

Such accounts provided the foundations for writing about Arabia during the Victorian
period.'” Indeed, it is possible to find representations of the noble Bedouin and the
harsh but spiritual environs of the desert refracted across much of the English travel

writing produced during the Victorian era. 107

It is significant to note that in travel
accounts as diverse as those of Gertrude Bell and T.E. Lawrence, the motifs of the

noble Bedouin and the ancient and pure desert are the basic representational
architecture through which Arabia and its people are portrayed. For example, Bell’s
description of arriving for dinner at the tents of the Beni Shakhr tribe is rich in
romanticising the Bedouin’s ancient customs of hospitality and the timelessness of the
setting of the tents amongst the dunes. The tribe’s sheik, Sheikh Nahar, received her
with:

..the dignity of a prince, and motioned me to the place of honour on

the ragged carpet...our eyes wandered out from where we sat over the

eastward sweep of the landscape — swell and fall, fall and swell, as
though the desert breathed quietly under the gathering night.108
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Lawrence uses similar conventions. His account of riding through deep ravines on the
way to Rumm seems to revel in the harsh beauty of the landscape, exhilarated by 1ts

rich and ancient past:

The crags were capped in nests of domes, less hotly red then the body
of the hill; rather grey and shallow. They gave the finishing semblance
of Byzantine architecture to this irresistible place: this processional
way greater than the imagination. The Arab armies would have been
lost in the length and breadth of it, and within the walls a squadron of
aeroplanes could have wheeled 1n formation. Our little caravan grew
self-conscious, and fell dead quiet, afraid and ashamed to flaunt its
smallness in the presences of the stupendous hills.'”

There is a sense of idealising the simple, virtuous existence of the Bedouin 1n
Lawrence’s account. However, also present in his portrayal of the Bedouin’s base

nobulity is an implication of intellectual inferiority:

The Beduin of the desert, born and grown up in it, had embraced with
all his soul this nakedness too harsh for volunteers, for the reason, felt
but inarticulate, that there he found himself indubitably free. He lost
material ties, comforts, all superfluities and other complications to
achieve a personal liberty which haunted starvation and death. He saw
no virtue in poverty herself: he enjoyed the little vices and luxuries —
coffee, fresh water, women - which he could still preserve. In his life
he had air and winds, sun and light, open spaces and a great emptiness.
There was no human effort, no fecundity in Nature: just heaven above
and the unspotted earth beneath.' '

Thus, an admiration for the Bedouin’s primitive life is tinged with condescension, for
Whilst it recognises such a life frees the Bedouin from the evils of Western modernity,
it also implies an unquestioning and simplistic acceptance of the hardships of life. In
this sense, Lawrence’s portrayal of the Bedouin is indicative of the period’s views of

Europe’s ‘others’; in terms of racial hierarchy, the Bedouin were not. as Melman

notes, the “White Man’s burden’ but they were the subject of a paternalistic form of
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imperialism: a view that the purity of Arabia could only be preserved under British

: 11
guidance.’

This is not to suggest that this period’s travel writing on Arabia replicated these
representational forms with an exactness bordering on uniformity; on the contrary,
there was considerable representational variance in Victorian travel writing on Arabia
as the critics discussed in Section 5 demonstrate.''* This was in part due to the
ideological foundations of Victorian colonial expansion, which, as Assad notes,
mobilised travellers with a diverse range of motivations: ‘missionary zeal, the love of
adventure, the quest for romance, and scientific inquiry sent the Victorians all over
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the globe.”"'~ Allied to such worthy drives for travel were other, less ideologically

sound, motivations, such as the perception that the East provided travellers with an

exotic space in which to realise their erotic fantasies about the ‘other’, imaginatively

or in reality.''*

Clearly there is a long history of travel being driven by such
motivation. However, during the Victorian period this was directly related to the
Ideological values of the age ~the eroticisation of the ‘other’ in contravention to
Victorian attitudes to sex.'’” This is apparent in the emergence of particular ‘forms’ of

travel writing on Arabia during this period. As Kabbani observes, ‘In the European

narration of the Orient, there was a deliberate stress on those qualities that made the
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East different from the West, exiled it into an irretrievable state of “otherness

Though they shared similar representational strategies, early travel accounts of Arabia
were characterized by therr individuality of experience rather than their adherence to a

specific form. In contrast, the increasingly diverse motivations for travel emerging

during the Victorian era led, as Assad notes, to the establishment of specific forms of
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travel writing on Arabia and the Middle East. There was the drive for geographical
discovery, most famously exemplified by John Henning Speke, the archaeological
explorations of scholars such as Sir Austin Henry Layard and the theological
investigations of those like Robert Curzon.' ' Nonetheless, across these specific forms
of travel accounts the dual representational strategies by which the Bedouin 1s cast as
the ‘noble savage’ and the desert is described as a place of ancient purity remain the
predominant conventions which, as Melman amongst others observes, typify the way

in which English travel writing portrayed Arabia during this period.'®

As well as these particular forms of writing, there were, as noted above, the large
numbers of travel accounts about the interior of Arabia which focused on the
exploration of the desert and the study of its people. The most prolific period of this
production was from the 1860s to the First World War.''® And it was this body of
travel writing for which the representational motifs of the noble Bedouin and the
barren purity of the desert became the basis of a set of conventions, a genealogical
traditic;n for writing about Arabia. Of the many travel accounts on Arabia produced
during this period, there is general agreement amongst critics such as Kabbani,
Gatrell, Said, and Melman that it was Richard Burton, Wilfrid Blunt and Charles
Doughty whose works were, as Assad states, most ‘representative of the late-
Victorian attitudes towards the Arab world’.'*° It is interesting to note that the writers
acknowledged to be at the forefront of the Arabist tradition are all male, even though,
as Melman observes, the genealogy produced three major female explorers of Arabia:
Anne Blunt, Gertrude Bell and Freya Stark.'*! As Penelope Tuson notes, there were a
number of English women travelling and publishing accounts of their travels during

the nineteenth century. However, those who travelled in the Middle East generally did
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s0 as a consequence of their husbands being engaged in a colonial or military role and
were therefore somewhat marginalized. Similarly, critics such as Assad and Said,
have failed to acknowledge the contributions to travel writing that have been made by
Anne Blunt and women generally. '22 Other reviewers, for example, Paul Fussell,
have been extremely critical and deride the lack of “literariness” in female travel

writing. In relation to Freya Stark’s work, he comments that ‘admirable as the travel

has been, the dimension of the delight in language and disposition, in all literary

contrivances, 1sn’t there’. 123

For researchers such as Assad, Kabbani and Gatrell, Burton, Blunt and Doughty
typify a way of writing about Arabia which was influenced by the period’s ideological
values. They have analysed what Assad refers to as the ‘sensibilities’ of each of these
writers in the context of the broader ideological assumptions of the period.'** Neither
Assad nor Kabbani are particularly explicit about their theoretical perspectives and
tend to adopt a ‘liberal humanist’ approach in that part of their analysis 1s based on
connecting biographical detail about authors with passages from their texts in order to
make statements about the character or personality of the author.'*’ In discussing

Richard Burton’s work, Assad tends to frame his analysis of the representational

strategies of Burton’s text in the context of what it suggests about his character. For

example, his reading of a passage from Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al-
Madinah and Meccah in which Burton distinguishes between the savage ‘Badawi’ and
the civilised man alludes to a number of aspects of Burton’s character with statements
like: ‘Burton reveals himself whilst trying to be objective’; ‘the final comparison
[between the Englishman and the Bedouin] tells us something of Burton’s pride’;

‘tells us something of his temperament.’!2$
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However, Assad’s work 1s significant in that it not only examines the evolution of the
representational strategies of Burton, Blunt and Doughty in the context of those of
earlier travellers to Arabia, but also in terms of how their representational strategies
speak to, and were products of, the ideological values of the period. For example, he
examines a passage from Arabia Deserta in which Doughty discusses what he hopes
will be his lasting legacy to Arabia. Doughty did not romanticize the people nor the
deserts of Arabia to the extent that other notable travellers such as Blunt or Burton
have. His perspective was considerably more circumspect, lacking the empathetic,
paternalistic approach that typifies much of English travel writing on Arabia during
the period. Indeed, he 1s often disdainful of the Bedouin and their cultural practices,
commenting that their lives °...may hardly reach to a virtuous mediocrity; they are
constrained to be robbers’. 12’ Nonetheless, his representations of them are broadly
consistent with the motif of the ‘noble savage’ in that his condescending view of the
Bedouin people’s supposedly inferior intellect is countered by notes on their traditions
(for instance, their courteous rituals of coffee drinking and the serious ceremony with
which guests are greeted).'”* For Assad, Doughty’s representations of the Bedouin are
also indicative of the ideological assumptions on which the motif of the ‘noble
savage’ is based. In common with other travellers such as Richard Burton, Doughty

was a strong supporter of British imperial intervention in the Middle East. and. by

extension, optimistic about the positive impact that travellers such as himself would

have on the intellectually and culturally impoverished Bedouin. As Assad notes:

‘... his [Doughty’s] hope that any who come after him in Arabia will
find the “(before reproachful) Christian name respectable over large

provinces of the fanatical Peninsula”, is prompted by racial rather than
religious instincts, for in the ’seventies the Arabs of the area
considered “Christian” and “English” synonymous.
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But usually these instincts or prejudices are inextricably bound

together; the instincts merge to become a pride in the faith that

England is the greatest civilizing force in the world.”'?
Here, again, the assumptions Assad makes about the author’s sense of destiny and
importance are apparent, but so too 1s the connection made between the

representational strategies Doughty deploys and the way they can be seen, in this

case, as products of the dominant view of British imperialism at the time.

In contrast, as Assad notes, Blunt was considerably more sympathetic towards the
Bedouin and their way of life. Blunt published widely - ranging from political history
texts to poetry, and the editing of his wife’s travel diaries.'*° His works —including
collaborative work with his wife —are similar to the works of travel writers such as
Burton, Bell, Philby and Thomas in their rich romanticizing of the desert and the
Bedouin people. For example, Blunt’s description of finding a spring in the Wady
Rayyan portrays the desert as spiritual place and the Bedouin as a simple, noble
people:

At sunrise we started, after a good night’s rest for under my hejeyra

(my carpet shelter, the one with a scorpion worked on it), and on to the
spring. This lies due south of the khusm (snout) of Rayyan, at the

extreme edge of the vegetation, a number of bush palms together, with

a lovely spring welling up in a sand-bottomed basin, the water running
in a little stream for twenty yards, when it disappears. The two

Harabis, Beseys and Minshawi, attribute to it miraculous virtues. The

water only runs, they say, when travellers come to drink, and it varies
in volume with the number of their camels. When there are many

camels you have only to encourage it by calling to it “Ha, ha, ha, ha,

ha!” and it comes bubbling up so fast you can water 200 camels in the
afternoon. It is hot by night, cold by day. "

Blunt’s empathy for the Bedouin is, as Assad notes, in contrast to the representations

of Burton and Doughty, premised on a view that imperialism should be
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paternalistic.'** Indeed, Blunt expressed the view that direct, constraining action by
the British often did more harm than good and it was in this context that he wrote to
the Manchester Guardian and to the Tribune about the ‘“abominable Denshawai
affair”’, trying to arouse public opinion to oppose Cromer’s obvious intention to
impose stiff reprisals on the villagers for their attack on Englishmen. But nothing
could stop the carrying out of the executions.”'* This is not to suggest that Blunt
opposed imperialistic ambitions. On the contrary, he believed in ‘the good intentions’
of British imperialism.'** However, compared with Doughty and Burton who saw
British imperialism as an expansive force, bringing civilisation to the world, Blunt
viewed Britain’s role in Arabia as facilitating the preservation of its ancient heritage

and freedom — and, by implication, his own presence in Arabia as contributing to this

preservation, as this note in his journal attests:

If I can introduce a pure Arabian breed of horses into England and help
to see Arabia free of the Turks, I shall not have quite lived in vain.'*’

What emerges from Assad’s work 1s a picture of three rather different travellers, with

different ‘sensibilities’. Assad finds in Blunt’s writings a sensitivity and empathy for
Arabia, a paternalistic desire to preserve its ancient and simple purity. 136 By contrast,
Doughty is viewed as the high imperialist, whose interests in the origins of
Christianity and humanity which had brought him to Arabia, left little room for the
rich romanticizing which typifies much of the travel writing of this period. Instead,
for Assad, Doughty possessed of an ‘“intensity of vision... which cuts through the
ornateness and grotesqueness with which some writers have encumbered the East.’'?’
Burton is seen, in part at least, as occupying a position mid-way between those of
Blunt and Doughty. In common with Blunt, Burton’s highly romanticized accounts of

the Bedouin and the desert are seen to indicate an empathy for the land and its people.
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However, like Doughty, he is viewed as supporting a form of imperialism premised
on ‘domination by force’, with the paradox of his own love of the antiquity of Arabia
never being fully reconciled with partisan pride in the British Empire.r”8 Thus for
Assad, the writings of Burton, Blunt and Doughty represent a cross-section of
Victorian travel writing on Arabia - their representations of Arabia and its people
being premised on their different ideological perspectives on British imperialism. 157
In this respect, Assad’s examination of the works of Burton, Blunt and Doughty 1s
pertinent to this thesis in that it maps some of the primary modes of representation in
operation in their work. Moreover, in so doing, it locates these representational
strategies in terms of the broader colonial and imperial ideologies of the day, giving a
sense of hegemonic influences upon the authors and their texts. This is not, though,
pursued with the systematic finality of Said’s concept of Orientalism in which texts
are products of a self-perpetuating Orientalist discourse.'* Indeed, whilst Assad’s
focus is on establishing each author’s relationship with imperial ideology, pointing to
the reproduction of similar representational strategies across the works of Burton,
Blunt and Doughty as indicative of the convergence of imperial power on their texts,
this comes at the expense of a more detailed examination of their representational
strategies. In particular, the points of representational divergence and variation are
overlooked: whilst there was undoubtedly a reproduction or refraction of modes of

representation throughout the Arabist tradition, there was also (as discussed in section

5) a significant degree of variation - for example in terms of the gendering or

eroticising of the ‘other’, within it.'
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4: The Victorian Travellers as Orientalists

As Melman, amongst others, has noted, ‘one of the truisms of the scholarship on
travel to, and travel writing on, the Middle East is that both were indices to Western
and especially British political and military superiority.’'*? For Said, Britain’s
acquisition of knowledge of the East signifies an unequal power relationship between
Britain (and other Western colonial powers) and the Middle East.'* This amounts to a
discourse of systematic power, premised on a binary view of the world as two
hierarchically positioned halves: the West and East, in which ‘an ontological and
epistemological distinction 1s made between “the Orient” and (most of the time) “the
Occident“.“'144 The focus of Said’s Orientalism - in effect the medium of Orientalist
discourse — amounts to examining ‘not only scholarly works but also works of
literature, political tracts, journalistic texts, travel books, religious and philosophical
studies’ in terms of their unity as a ‘collective body of texts constituting a discursive
formation.. Orientalism.’'® Said conceives Orientalism as a mode of cultural
discourse whose self-perpetuating function has been, and continues to be, framing the
Orient in a position of subordination in relation to the West.!*® Said asserts that
Orientalism serves two purposes: firstly, it represents a body of knowledge about the

East and, secondly, this body of knowledge provides the basis upon which to regulate

and govern the East. Onentalism is:

... the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient - dealing with it
by making statements about it, authorising 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.'"’

In conceiving of Orientalism in this way, Said is — by contrast with some of the other

critics analysed here and earlier in this chapter — explicit about his theoretical

position, stating that his perspective is:

57



broadly historical and “anthropological,” given that I believe all texts
to be worldly and circumstantial in (of course) ways that vary from
genre to genre, and from historical period to historical period.'®

Said’s perspective is derived from an interpretation of Foucault’s notion of discursive

power, as described in The Archaeology of Knowledge and in Discipline and Punish:

The Birth of the Prison System.'*’ Foucault suggested in these works that any and all
forms of knowledge can only be constructed and articulated within a discursive field:
signification of the object of knowledge is lost outside this. Thus, Foucault argues that
discourses should be seen as “practices that systematically form the objects of
knowledge of which they speak.’'*° In this respect, discourses, in subjecting an object
of knowledge to its representational codes and conventions, necessarily creates a
representation of the original object of knowledge. Thus, we are unable to speak with
an object of knowledge, merely of it. Said, drawing on this concept — with discourse
and its emphasis on the object of knowledge being represented through discursive

formations - asserts that Europe's construction of knowledge about other cultures

should be viewed 1n this context:

My contention is that without examining Orientalism as a discourse

one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic discipline
by which European culture was able to manage - and even produce -

the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, 1deologically,
scientifically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment
period..."”’

The “methodological consequences of Orientalism and its application, specifically its

application, to the travel writing under discussion in this thesis, is the focus of the

next chapter.'>? However, for Said, the acts of travelling and travel writing are

indicative of the appropriative “imperial eye” (to borrow Pratt’s term), which is

engaged in a process of colonial acquisition.'> Travel writing functions as an agency
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of Orientalist discourse - that is, it establishes and perpetuates a form of knowledge
about the East, a mode of representing the East that is consistent with and

instrumental to the discursive formation of Orientalism.'>*

It is in this context that Said analyses the writings of such travellers as Burton, Blunt
and Doughty. In common with Assad, his approach involves the examination of their
representational strategies, specifically their representations of Arabia and its peoples.
For Assad, this facilitates discussion of the relationship between the author’s character

and motivations and the broader i1deological values of the period. In contrast, for Said,

the representational strategies of writers such as Burton, Blunt and Doughty are
testimony to the way in which travel writing as a literary form serves the greater

purposes of Orientalist discourse in its appropriation and acquisition of knowledge

about Europe’s ‘others’. He argues that:

From travellers’ tales and not only from great institutions like the

various India companligs, colonies were created and ethnocentric
perspectives secured.

Said suggests that whilst Burton, Blunt and Doughty saw themselves as ‘fiercely
individualistic’, their representational strategies belie a false paradox. °° He argues
that each writer brings his “‘own personal twist to the academic style of modern

Orientalism’ — and in this respect Burton, Blunt and Doughty can be seen as the

catalysts for later writers such as Bell, Lawrence, Philby and Thomas who likewise
believed that their ‘vision of things Oriental was individual, self-created out of some
intensely personal encounter with the Orient.”*”” Certainly, Burton, Blunt and

Doughty were often questioning of the received knowledge about Arabia, be it

academic or political. For example, as Said notes, Doughty’s claim in Travels in
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Arabia Deserta that ‘The sun made me an Arab but never warped me to Orientalism’
typifies a contempt for official views. '>* However, rather than revealing the
individualism of their experiences of Arabia, the representational strategies of these
writers broadly reflected traditional Western views of the Orient.'”” Whilst not
deploying identical representational strategies, nor consolidating the same political
and ideological convictions, Said asserts that their work encompasses the spectrum of
established Western views of the Orient and is representative of their unity in

‘preserving the Orient and Islam under the control of the White Man.”'*

In Said’s view, the paradox between individual experience and imperialist design is
sustained by the immense knowledge of the East that the traveller brings to his
travels. By the mid-nineteenth century the discourse of Orientalism was so well
established, so entirely mapped, that the traveller arrived in the East with a wealth of

pre-expectation. Said argues that it was this prior epistemology that enabled Burton to

undertake his pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina - his account revealing that ‘he was

able to do this because he had sufficient knowledge of an alien society for this

purpose’ and consequently able to occupy the dual position of both rebelling against

‘authority (hence his identification with the East as a place of freedom from Victonan

moral authority) and [acting] as a potential agent of authority in the East.’'®’

For Said, English Victonan travel writing served as an agency of Orientalist discourse

through a dual process of acquiring knowledge about the East and perpetuating what
was already known about the East. He argues that the Victorian traveller already knew

the East prior to his/her arrival and was therefore able to filter out the contradictory
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elements of the reality of the land and the people. The traveller therefore accumulated

knowledge that substantiated what was already known:

The Orientalist surveys the Orient from above, with the aim of getting
hold of the whole sprawling panorama before him — culture, religion,
mind, history, society. To do this he must see every detail through the
device of a set of reductive categories (the Semites, the Muslim mind,
the Orient, and so forth). Since these categories are primarily
schematic and efficient ones. ..1t is more or less assumed that no
Oriental can know himself the way an Orientalist can. .. '°?

For Said, Victonan travel writing on Arabia and the East, more generally, was about
its status as a constituent element of Orientalist discourse; his main interest in it was
in terms of 1ts epistemologicai production of knowledge. This is a position on which
there is broad agreement by a range of theorists - both those who work specifically on
travel writing and those in other fields, such as postcolonial studies.'®® However,
researchers such as Behdad and Melman have sought to explore the specificities of
English late Victorian travel writing on Arabia in more detail.!** They share Said’s
view that travellers/writers such as Burton, Blunt and Doughty reflect this period of

travel writing’s acquisition of Orientalist knowledge. However, Melman, in particular,
suggests that the representational strategies deployed in the process of acquiring and

perpetuating Orientalist knowledge are symptomatic of a genealogical tradition which
she terms the * Arabist tradition’.'® This is a point explored by Behdad who, whilst
not explicitly using the term “Arabist tradition,” nonetheless clearly outlines the remit

and representational strategies of this period of travel writing on Arabia:

British orientalists from Sir Richard Burtonto TE. Lawrence were

driven by a positivisitic urge to find an "elsewhere" still unexplored by
previous travelers, a place where a traveler could still become a
pioneer, a heroic adventurer, and have an "authentic" experience of
otherness... The aura of "authentic" and dangerous exoticism
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associated with regions that remained "white blots" on European maps,

to use Burton's words, provided British orientalists with alternative

horizons to describe, measure, sketch, and make visible for their

European audiences. Often couched as "pilgrimages," these ideological

voyages were embedded 1n both a belated desire for otherness

mediated by earlier accounts of the Orient and in a colonialist economy

of information that enabled the very conditions of their possibility.
Like Said, Melman and Behdad view the writings of late Victorian travellers as
indicative of a shared imperialist desire to preserve the age-old purity of Arabia and
its people, that ‘individually and collectively, [they] allied themselves to the belief
that an Arab nationalism based in the peninsula would regenerate the entire Middle
East under British tutelage.”'®’ And, in common with both Assad and Said, it is the
representational strategies through which Victorian travellers portray Arabia and its
people that she identifies as a means of substantiation. Melman, as others have before
her, notes the recurrence of the romanticized motifs: the noble Bedouin and the pure
and ancient simplicity of the desert.'®® In this respect there are similarities between
her position and that of Mary Louise Pratt whose focus on the analysis of
representational strategies 1s about finding replication and recurrence across texts.
This leads Pratt to identify the emergence of the specific representational tropes that
characterize periods — though not geographical locations — of travel writing. For
example, she finds Richard Burton’s description of Lake Tanganyika indicative of
what she refers to as the ‘monarch-of-all-I-survey’ trope in which the landscapes of
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the world were ““won” for England.”™ Certainly it is possible to find traces of this

‘trope’ and its characteristic appropriation of landscape in Burton’s work Personal

Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Meccah. For example, in Burton’s

description of the sands en-route to Al-Madinah, the landscape of Arabia is conquered

by the author, and by implication, claimed for the readership, bringing order and

containment to the unknown:
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Nature scalped, flayed, discovered all her skeleton to the gazer’s eye.
The horizon was a sea of mirage; gigantic sand-columns whirled over
the plain; and on both sides of our road were huge piles of bare rock,
standing detached upon the surface of sand and clay. Here they

appeared in oval lumps, heaped up with a sem-balance of symmetry,
there a single boulder stood, with its narrow foundation based upon a
pedestal of low, dome-shapen rock.!”
For Melman, such descriptions of landscape are not so much indicative of
representational tropes which span different forms of travel writing, as they are, (in

the case of Burton’s description above), indicative of a set of representational

conventions which characterize the Arabist genealogical tradition.!”!

In contrast to Said, Melman does not find absolute unity in the representational
strategies of Arabist travellers. For her and Behdad, the unearthing of plural
representational possibilities - where Said found essentialist certainty - is a premise

for reworking the Saidian paradigm in order to reflect the heterogeneous possibilities

and deployment of Orientalist discourse.'”?

Said, whilst acknowledging the drives for individuality amongst writers such as
Burton, Blunt and Doughty, ultimately charged them with adhering to the same

representational strategies - ones afforded by an Orientalist discourse in which the

West and the East are diametnically opposed: ‘““We” are this, “they” are that.’!” For

Melman and other critics such as Behdad, the late Victorian travellers’ position as

“Arabists” 1s dependent on them sharing in a series of representational possibilities,

not a homogonous adherence to an essentialist set of representational conventions. '’

Indeed, as Behdad notes, the representational strategies of the late Victorian traveller
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reveal a simultaneous reiteration of, and distancing from, what has gone before 1n
terms of the acquisition of knowledge about the Orient:

On the one hand, these texts identify themselves differently against the

encyclopaedic tableau raisonne and truth claims of official Orientalism

by expressing an unease with classification and “objectivity.” On the

other, they find it impossible to avoid the “baggage” of orientalist

knowledge that has mediated the desire to produce an other discourse

on the Orient.'”
This leads Behdad to conclude that the representations of the late Victonan traveller
do not *...close on the exotic signified but practise an open deferment of signification,
they are elliptic discourses, uncertain about their representations and melancholic
about their inability to produce an alternative mode of writing about the desired
Other.”'’® One such manifestation of this is the late Victorian traveller’s departure
from the earlier idiom of ethnocentricity and the epistemology of Orientalist discourse
through a preoccupation with the supposedly corrupting influences of modernity and

Western civilisation.!”’ Late Arabists such as Bell, Philby, Thomas and Lawrence, as

well as Stark and Thesiger, reveal in their representations of the Bedouin this fission

with a simultaneous adherence to, and departure from, earlier modes of

representation. In one sense, the late Arabist was engaged in the project of
authenticating the Bedouin; in documenting their lives and giving them a voice in
their narratives, they aligned themselves with the representational conventions which

earlier travellers, such as Niebuhr and d’ Arvieux, had established. However, for the

late Arabist all that they sought to authentic was in itself in the process of

disappearing due to the inevitable influence and impact of Western imperialism and

. 7 ¢ . . ;
modernity.'” As Behdad states, ‘these orientalists could not help but experience a

sense of displacement in time and space, an experience that produced either a sense of

disorientation and loss or an obsessive urge to discover an “authentic” Other.’'”
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Indeed, it would seem the discovery of the “authentic” other (and its loss) are

distinctive features of the work of Arabists such as Lawrence, Philby, Bell, as well as
Stark and Thesiger, as the conclusion to Bertram Thomas’s Arabia Felix illustrates:
We were arriving. The Badawin moved forward at a sharp pace,
chanting the water chants. Our thirsty camels pricked up their ears with
eager knowingness. The last sandhill was left behind. After the next

undulation we saw in the dip of the stony plain before us Na’aija,
where we had planned a final watering, and beyond it the towers of

Doha silhouetted against the waters of the Persian Gulf. Half an hour
later we entered the walls of the fort. The Rub’ al Khali had been
crossed.'™
Further manifestations of this discursive variance that ‘simultaneously affirms and
exposes the ideological discrepancies and political predicaments of colonial

hegemony’ are present in the gender differences of the Arabist tradition and the ways

in which these impact on the representational registers of the genealogy.'®' It has been

observed that Said’s analysis of Orientalism ignores women as ‘participants in

i ial er relations and as readers of Orientali ons ' 152

imperial pow ers of Orientalist representations.” ~~ As Jane
Miller notes, women as participants and readers of imperial power become

““Orientalized” 1n Said’s terms into the perceptions and the language which express,

but also elaborate on, the uses men have for women within exploitative societies.’'®’
It is, therefore, important, as Reina Lewis states, to consider women ‘as agents in

Orientalism without losing the complexities of their relationship to domestic

discourses on both sides of the Orientalist divide.”'* Indeed, this positioning of
women 1n relation to Orientalist discourse is, according to Melman, apparent in the
ways that, within the general application of the ‘noble savage’ motif, representations

of the Bedouin are divided on the grounds of gender. Commonly, the male Arabist

writes of the Bedouin (usually, if not almost always, also male) as a co-traveller,

guide and protector, on whom he depends absolutely.'® Unsurprisingly, under such
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circumstances there is little room for explicit assertions of the “traditional” racial
hierarchies that are revealed in earlier travel narratives, such as those of Lithgow.
Representations of the travelling party or caravan are often underpinned by a sense of
a familial relationship which can take the form of both a paternal and fraternal bond,
or in some instances a homo-erotic fetish."*® Such representations of the Bedouin are
often premised on an admiration for their physicality and manliness, their strength and
prowess being a marker against which the author seeks to compete, celebrating with

the reader an ability to do so under such harsh and extreme circumstances.'®’

In contrast with the self-aggrandisement that typifies much of male Arabists’ work,

the female Arabist is rather marginalized. Indeed, as Melman notes, celebratory

citations of the achievements of fellow (male) travellers were, in general, seldom
extended to the travails of their female counterparts.'®® The prevalent view was that
female travellers merely ‘played’ at the serious art of travel and, if they were

mentioned at all it was as a target for jest or insult.'® In a ‘colonial context, English

women were only allowed to figure as symbols of home and purity; women as active

f& 190

participants can barely be conceived o Such attitudes diminished the ability of

female travellers to compete equally in terms of exploration and discovery. There
were, however, several notable exceptions, such as Gertrude Bell, whom most male
travellers of the period seem to regard (justifiably) as a serious traveller.”’ A similar

point is expressed by Behdad notes in relation to collaborative works of Wilfrid and

Anne Blunt, when he states that:

In the gendered field of orientalist power relations where women were
either excluded or made to become men’s traveling appendages, a

women'’s representation of the exotic Other had to be authorized by a
male orientalist.'”*
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Occasionally, the female “Arabist’ did have space and, consequently, representational
strategies, which the male traveller could not (or chose not) to access. This is a point
made Penelope Tuson who notes that writers such as Gertrude Bell and Freya Stark
represented themselves as independent travellers, ‘taking on the masculine world of

empire and expanding the boundaries of traditional female participation.’ 193

The female Arabist had access to the family, the family home, as well as the harem,
and could reveal to her readership aspects of Arabian life which were impenetrable to
male counterparts; she was thus able to differently ‘semanticize cultural and
geographical border crossings.’'”* In most of the accounts of male desert voyages,
such as those by Doughty, Philby, Thomas and Thesiger, Arab women and their
domains play little, if any, significant part in the narrative. However, by contrast,
writers such as Blunt, Bell and Stark are able to write on a broader range of subjects
(including domestic issues), as well as being able to write about these in a different
register.l” By way of example, Melman notes that Anne Blunt’s account of her and
her husband’s journey through the Nedj is framed not by (the male) representational
strategies of conquering the landscape or revelling in the purifying effects of its
hardships, but rather by the domestication of it.">® This mode of representation is not,
however, unique to Anne Blunt’s writing or indeed to female writers of the Arabist
tradition. Rather, as critics such as Lawrence and Pratt note, the representational
strategy of domesticating the landscape is common to many female travel accounts of
the nineteenth century, forming an antithesis to the masculine representational
strategy of what Pratt refers to as the ‘Monarch-of-all-I-Survey’.!®’ The landscape is
brought to order, endowing it with proportion and harmony, bringing meaning to it

beyond that afforded by the more typically male representational strategy of
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portraying the endurance of its barren expanses as spiritually edifying.!’® As Melman
notes, the representational strategy of bringing order to the landscape through
domestication — in contrast to the ‘masculine’ strategy of demonstrating order through
conquest - is very much apparent in the work of Anne Blunt:

At half past three o’clock we saw a red streak on the horizon before us,

which rose as we approached it, stretching out east and west in an

unbroken line...[O]n coming nearer we found it broken into billows,

and but for i1ts colour not unlike the storming sea from shore to shore,

for it rose up as the sea seems to rise, when the waters were high,

above the level of the land. Somebody called out “the Nefud” [sic] and
though for a while we were incredulous were soon convinced. What

surprised us was its colour, that of rhubarb and magnesia, nothing at all
like the sand we had hitherto seen, and nothing at all like what we had
expected.

From the work of Behdad and Melman it is possible to draw two significant points.
Firstly, that the representational strategies of the late Arabist travellers are not

premised on essentialist certainty but actually reveal a degree of representational

variance. Secondly, by implication, this is suggestive of an Orientalist discourse that

can accommodate variance, rather than one that, as Said suggests, is premised on the

(relatively straightforward) binary power relations of East and West. Both of these

arguments are significant in the context of this thesis. Melman’s and Behdad’s view
of the Arabist tradition as one characterized by heterogeneous refraction of a series of
representational strategies across a distinct body of texts, emerging in the 1870s and
declining by the Second World War, provides the basis for my consideration of the
representational strategies reflected in Stark’s and Thesiger’s work. Their work

reflects the representational remit of the Arabist tradition and in so doing provides a

basis from which to test the representational strategies of Stark’s and Thesiger’s

writing at the very end of the genealogy. The premise of this work — a reworking of
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the Saidian paradigm —is given further consideration in the next chapter which
examines the critique of this paradigm in relation to the methodological framework of

this thesis.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

1. Introduction

The focus of Chapter 2 was a review of the range of studies that have been undertaken
of the Arabist tradition of travel writing. This involved analysing the origins of
characteristic representational strategies, their status as indices of Orientalist
discursive power, and the heterogeneity which some researchers argue exists within
these modes of representation. In engaging with this body of theory, Chapter 2
inevitably touched on its methodological underpirihings, highlighting the closeness
that often exists between theory and method in such an area of study.’ This is
particularly evident in relation to Edward Said’s work, Orientalism. Said expounds his
theory of the discursive formation of Orientalism which is based on the application of
a methodological position derived from Foucault’s theory of discursive power.’ This

is applied to a wide range of ‘texts,” enabling Said to argue that their representational
structures reveal ‘a similar intent, and a similar effect’ and on this basis they are

conceived of as indices of Orientalist discourse.”>

Chapter 2 also sought to analyse the works of critics such as Melman and Behdad

who have argued that Orientalist discourse 1s not founded on what Said describes as
the ‘internal consistency’ of its modes of representation.* Rather, these modes of
representation are charactensed by a degree of variation, a heterogeneity, emerging
out of what Melman identifies, in the context of the Arabist tradition, as ‘dialogical
writing’.” That is, discursive power is produced out of an ad hoc ‘exchange’ between

texts, institutions and ‘material events and circumstances’.® As such, Said’s

conception of Orientalism 15 not entirely consistent with the heterogeneous modes of
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representation which characterize the Arabist tradition, or indeed, with the actualities
of modes of representation operating in other areas of Orientalist discourse.” Melman,
Young and Behdad have shown that ‘different modes of orientalist representations
neither constitute a “discursive consistency” nor form equal parts of a monolithic
system of “internal reproductions,” for they often contradict one another.’® Indeed, as
they have shown, together with other critics such as Clifford, Said’s largely
essentialist view of Orientalist discourse i1s premised on a ‘too determining and
unequivocal a notion of discourse’ creating a methodological position that 1s ‘too

. e .+ 39
restrictive and homogenizing .

Following a review of theoretical perspectives in Chapter 2, the current Chapter (3)
aims to clarify and establish a methodological base for this thesis. The chapter

comprises several different sections. Section 2 will address the methodological

underpinnings of Said’s theory of Orientalism, by examining the ways in which they
are developed and considering the points of departure from Michel Foucault’s

conceptions of discourse analysis. This will necessarily involve an examination of

critiques of the Saidian paradigm 1n relation to travel writing and, more generally, the

views of critics working within the field of Postcolonial Studies.

Section 3 will then discuss the methodological position of this thesis, arguing that the
Saidian paradigm should not be dismissed, but that it needs to be reworked in light of
the heterogeneity of the modes of representation of the Arabist tradition, in general,
and in respect of the modes of representation which characterize the work of Stark
and Thesiger, more specifically. This will necessitate a return to certain aspects of

Foucault’s conception of discourse analysis as a basis from which to ‘rework’ or
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‘modify’ the Saidian paradigm — a position advocated by both Robert Young and Al
Behdad. This will lead to a methodological position that takes account of the
heterogeneous modes of representation in operation in Arabist travel writing, and that
facilitates the analysis of a range of representational registers deployed across both

text and image in Stark’s The Southern Gates of Arabia and Thesiger’s Arabian

Sands.

The section concludes by considering the application of this methodological position
as a means of facilitating the analysis of the main themes of this thesis in Stark’s and
Thesiger’s works, that 1s: the motivations for the journey, representations of

landscape, representations of people and thé representation of authenticity in the face

of modernity.

2. Critiques of the Saidian Paradigm

The methodological position Said adopts in his analysis of Orientalism has attracted
considerable attention from researchers studying travel writing as well as those

working in the field of Postcolonial Studies.'® Their studies reveal a number of
methodological shortcomings in Said’s work, but, more positively, these have been

used as a starting point from which to develop new areas of work. As indicated in the
introduction to this thesis, this 1s certainly reflected in the area of travel writing, but is
most strongly evident in the field of Postcolonial Studies where the Saidian paradigm .
‘effectively founded Postcolonial studies as an academic discipline, invested in the

political commitment and the locational identification of its practitioners.”"’
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The intention here, in examining criticism of Said’s methodological approach, is to
provide a context for the methodological position of this thesis. As such, this section
does not seek to provide an overview of criticism of the Saidian paradigm; the
intention is to select specific areas of criticism which are relevant to the
methodological position of the thesis. '* Rather than regarding Said’s approach as
something to be dismissed and replaced, this thesis views his methodological

approach positively, as a crtical point of reference from which to develop and evolve

a more relevant methodology.

Criticism of Said’s methodology can be divided schematically into two perspectives.
First, there 1s the attempt to fuse the ‘anti-humanism of discourse theory and Marxism
with a reconstituted humanism which derives from an older tradition of western

scholarship’.'” Second, there is the aspect of Inconsistency in Said’s representation of

Orientalism itself, which emerges from the way in which he seeks to apply aspects of
Foucault’s conception of discourse.'* Whilst it is principally the latter aspect that is

pertinent to the methodological practice of this thesis, it is important to (briefly)
examine the first aspect which is where the concern over the representational

characteristics of Orientalism emerges.

Concern with the reconciliation of discourse analysis with a humanist perspective
comprises two principal points of objection. Firstly, as critics such as Young have
pointed out, Orientalism is represented as ‘constituting some kind of integral
totality’.'> As Bart-Gilbert notes this position has been articulated by Said in terms of

claiming that ‘westerners are ontologically incapable of representing the East in true
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or sympathetic ways’. ' However, Said’s contention that Orientalism is all pervasive

in Western culture raises questions about his own criticality. As Young puts it:

Said’s constant questioning of the role of the intellectual assumes -
against the evidence and argument of his book - [an] ability to operate
in a separate space independent from contemporary ideology, even
without the customary benefit of the scientific knowledge of Marxism.
But without it how is 1t possible, indeed 1s it possible, to achieve a
critical distance?"’

Said seeks to address the apparent contradiction between the totalising nature of his
theory of Orientalism and his ability as a critic to stand outside its ‘gravitational pull’
and achieve greater objectivity by ‘virtue of a traditional humanist (and New Left)’
perspective.'” From such a perspective, Said calls upon his own experience of having

grown up in two British colonies (Palestine and Egypt) as well as having lived 1n the
United States. In his view, such experience enables him to maintain a ‘critical

consciousness, as well as employing those instruments of historical, humanistic, and

cultural research of which my education has made me the fortunate beneficiary.’"

However, as Young notes, the recourse to a traditional humanist perspective, in order

to assert his own theoretical position over the anti-humanist method of Foucauldian

discourse analysis, is a tension in Said’s work that he fails to fully address:

That anti-humanist Orientalism was the product of a humanist culture
suggests a complexity that Said seems unwilling to address. If
humanism 1s a conflictual concept, as Fanon argues, to what extent will
Said’s humanism itself remain marked by anti-humanism? Certainly it
is possible to point to the way in which his own text repeats these
contradictions which it leaves unresolved, once again highlighting the
more general problem of his own relation to the theory that he utilizes.
At times, as in those moments when he characterizes the reality of the
East according to the terms of the universalist claims of European high

culture, his analysis of Orientalism comes to seem remarkably close to
an Orientalist work itself *°

81



Said’s combination of humanist and anti-humanist perspectives raises questions about
the way in which he embraces Foucauldian discourse analysis, as well as the points at
which he seems to depart from it. Indeed, as discussed in Chapter 2, Said argues that
the collective notion of the Orient is based on a ‘positional superiority’, a duality
based on ‘identifying “us” Europeans as against all “those” non-Europeans’.*' This, as
discussed in Chapter 2, has manifested itself in a form of cultural domination in which
the Orient is held subordinate before the West through the latter’s production and
perpetuation of a broad ranging epistemology on the Orient:

Under the general heading of knowledge of the Orient, and within the

umbrella of Western hegemony over the Orient. . .there emerged a

complex Orient suitable for study in the academy, for display in the

museum, for reconstruction in the colonial office, for theoretical

illustration 1n anthropological, brological, linguistic, racial, and

historical theses about mankind and the universe, for instances of

economic and sociological theories of development, revolution,

cultural personality, national or religious character.?

This view of the construction and acquisition of knowledge about the Orient and its

function as the basis for exercising colonial and imperial power over it, is very similar

to the view of discursive power that Foucault articulates in his works, The

Archaeology of Knowledge and Discipline and Punish.?’ Foucault’s argument is that

discourse is premised on the production of knowledge on the object about which it
speaks occurring through representations of that object of knowledge. Discourse, in
subjecting an object of knowledge to its representational codes and conventions,
necessarily creates a representation of the original object of knowledge: we are unable
to speak with an object of knowledge, merely ofit.** Interestingly, this position

contrasts with that developed by Foucault’s contemporary, Roland Barthes who in

works such as Mythologies, Image. Music, Text, and Camera Lucida, conceived

representation in terms of the semiotic production of meaning 2* Foucault’s work
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shows concern for the broader circuits of power that exist in and around
representations.”® Indeed, Foucault has argued that ‘For centuries, we have waited in
vain for the decision of the word’.*” He conceived of representation in terms of its

situation in a ‘productive network which runs through the whole social body’ # In

this respect, he has asserted that:

One’s starting point of reference should not be to the great model of

language (langue) and signs, but to that of war and battle. The history
which bears and determines us has the form of a war rather than that of

a language: relations of power not relations of meaning. ..’

Indeed, it is through this focus on the power relations of discourse that Foucault
argued that it is the representation of ‘knowledge’ that affects the production of
‘truth’, and, furthermore, that 1t is through this alliance that the exercise of power is

produced. Thus, for Foucault, “truth’ and ‘knowledge’ exist only in terms of the

discursive formation that sustains them:

Truth is a thing of this world; it is produced only by virtue of multiple
forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power. Each

society has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth; that is, the

types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true and
false statements. ..

Foucault’s emphasis on the circuitous and diachronic exchange of discursive power
relations is, as critics such as Young and Porter have acknowledged, shared by Said in
his examination of the discursive power relations of Orientalism.>' Indeed, it is

apparent in Said’s work that he examines Orientalism from this methodological

perspective when, for example, he states that:

it is above all, a discourse that 1s by no means in direct, corresponding
relationship with political power in the raw, but rather is produced and
exists in an uneven exchange with various kinds of power, shaped to a
degree by the exchange with political power (as with a colonial or
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imperial establishment), power 1ntellectual (as with reigning sciences

like comparative linguistics or anatomy, or any of the modern policy

sciences), power cultural (as with orthodoxies and canons of taste,

texts, values), power moral (as with ideas about what “we” do and

what “they” cannot do or understand as “we” do).>*
However, despite such statements of intent, Said’s application of this methodological
position is somewhat problematic. First, he deviates from Foucault’s view of
discourse in a significant way. Said makes some distinctions between different forms
of Orientalism - for example, he distinguishes between academic and personal
discursive practices.’> However, the body of his work continually reiterates the
underlying principle of his argument which is that ‘every European, in what he could
say about the Orient, was a racist, an imperialist, and almost totally ethnocentric.”**
Indeed, throughout the text, Orientalism is consistently described in this way - that is,
as having, the ‘self-containing, self-reinforcing character of a closed system’ or a
‘cumulative and corporate identity’.>> The impression is, as Porter notes, of an
unchanging discourse on the Orient whose ‘unity [is] derived from a common and
continuing experience of fascination with and threat from the East, of its irreducible

otherness.””® However, in this respect, as theorists such as Young and Porter have

pointed out, Said deviates from Foucault’s conception of discourse. Said contends that
Orientalist discourse is largely essentialist in bharacter, whereas Foucault conceives of

‘not a continuous discourse over time but epistemological breaks between different

v 37

periods.”" Thus, to practise Foucauldian discourse analysis is, as Dreyfus and

Rabinow note, °...to understand the practices of our culture. .. this form of life [that)

has no essence, no fixity, no hidden underlying unity. But it nonetheless has its own
specific coherence.”® It could be argued that Said’s analysis of Orientalism 1s

consistent with this position in so far as he demonstrates that it produces its own

‘truths’ and that it has its own specific coherence. Researchers have nonetheless
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questioned the longevity of Orientalism’s unity and coherence: can, as Said suggests,
Orientalist discourse have remained essentially unchanged for over two hundred and
fifty years?3 > Certainly, on this point, the theory of Orientalist discourse seems to
deviate from the methodology 1t claims to practise. This has led critics to question
whether a methodology that denies its object ‘underlying unity’ can be effected upon

a conception of Orientalism which claims that on the one hand it is ‘just a

representation’, whilst also claiming that, ‘““Orientalism™ provided the necessary

knowledge for actual colonial conquest.”*

The extent of Said’s activation of Foucauldian discourse analysis unearths the tension
in his methodological schema 1n that it must contend with the view thaf Orientalism is
a representation (and therefore at one remove from reality) and, simultaneously, his
claim that Orientalism effects colonial and imperial power over the ‘real’ Orient.
Based on this view of discursive power, Said argues that Orientalist discourse
functions in two ways. First, a ‘complex set of representations was fabricated which
for the West effectively became “the Orient” and determined its understanding of

it’.*! Second, Orientalism is a ‘cultural and political fact’ and as such serves the
"broad superstructural pressures’ that control and administer the Orient through the

exertion of colonial and imperial power.*

At the root, then, of Said’s analysis of Western ethnocentrism is the

issue of his application of a methodological position derived from
Foucault’s conception of discourse, **

However, Said’s application of this methodological position has not escaped criticism

Indeed, one of the central points of contention has been Said’s argument that

Orientalist texts create ‘not only knowledge, but also the very reality they appear to
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describe’.** Several critics, including Young, Clifford and Dennis Porter have taken
issue with this position.* For example, Young asks if, ‘Orientalism merely consists of
a representation that has nothing to do with the ‘real Orient’, how can this knowledge
be the basis for colonial conquest and administration? * In short, how can
representation govern the reality?*’ This concern with the relationship between the
Orient in reality and its Orientalist representation focuses on the theoretical problem
of knowledge being produced through representation, and therefore, facilitating the
actuality of administrative control over the “real” Orient. As Young notes of Said’s
argument, ‘at a certain moment Orientalism as a representation did have to encounter
the “actual” conditions of what was there’ and consequently the representation of the
Orient proved effective on a ‘material level as a form of power and control’.** This
leads Young, amongst others, to question the methodological premise of Said’s

argument:

How then can Said argue that the “Orient” is just a representation, if he
also wants to claim that “Orientalism” provided the necessary
knowledge for actual colonial conquest??

Certainly, as Young and Porter have argued, Said is somewhat inconsistent in the

ways in which he formulates the relationship between representations of the Orient
and the actualities of colonial and political control.™® However, while the relationship
between the power of representation and the brute force of political and colonial
power may not in reality be a directly causal one, it is important not to overlook the
influence of Foucault on Said’s work. Foucault, it should be remembered, is explicit
about the problems of claiming scientific validity and truth in his own work.”! For

Foucault, all forms of knowledge are produced by discursive practices.*? Furthermore,
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he argues that the representational practices that produce discourse do affect political

power — each being at once the product and the consequence of the other:

There 1s no power relation without the correlative constitution of a

field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and
constitute at the same time, power relations.>>

In taking this position as the basis for a methodological analysis of Orientalism, it is
possible to see that whilst Onientalist representations certainly do not provide an exact
template for the actualities of Orientalist control, the production of Orientalist
discourse can be seen to have an implicit bearing upon the imperial administration
and control of the Orient.”* Invoking Foucault, Said argues that the study of
Orientalism 1s based on the view that, as Foucault has suggested, discourses exist not

only as ‘groups of signs (signifying elements referring to contents or representations)

but also as practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’.>

Indeed, it is this dynamic of, what Said refers to as ‘an uneven exchange,’ that

characterises the relationship between Orientalist representations and the practice of

political and imperial power in the Orient.”

Thus, in this respect, Young’s question about the relationship between representation
and political power perhaps overlooks the ways in which Said’s discussion of
Orientalism as a form of discursive power remains faithful to Foucault’s original
Intentions. Indeed, 1n his later work, Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction.
Young acknowledges that Said’s view of Orientalism as a corporate institution with
its own discourse shares Foucault’s ‘emphasis on power, discipline and domination

s 57

which is evident in his text, Discipline and Punish
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3. The Methodological Position of the Thesis

The intention here is not to dismiss Said’s paradigm on the basis of the criticism of

other theorists, but to use such perspectives as a basis for situating the methodological
position of this thesis. Indeed, there is much in Said’s work that is relevant and
valuable to the aims of this thesis. Firstly, his view of travel writing as an index of
Orientalist discourse provides a basis from which to explore the relationship between
the representational strategies of Stark’s and Thesiger’s work and the discursive
context that produced them. In particular, Said’s approach, as Sara Mills has
described it, of tracing ‘the similarities 1n rhetorical and informational structure’
across a wide range of texts, 1s influenced by the synthesis of two aspects of analysis.
On the one hand, there 1s the question of the modes of representation of individual
texts, and on the other, there 1s the question of charting relationships between texts
and categories or genres of texts.™ Said defines this dual method of analysis as:

..what can be called strategic location, which is a way of describing

the author's position in a text with regard to the Oriental material he
writes about, and strategic formation, which is a way of analysing the
relationships between texts and the way in which groups of texts, types
of texts, even textual genres, acquire mass, density, and referential

power among themselves and thereafter culture at large.>
Said’s two-dimensional approach provides part of the methodological approach taken
in this thesis in so far as the analysis of The Southern Gates of Arabia and Arabian
Sands necessarily moves between consideration of the modes of representation at play
In specific moments in the text to discussion of the ways in which these modes of
representation are located at the end of a genealogical tradition, a tradition
characterized by the changing nature of its institution of discursive power,

colonialism.®® This approach reflects Said’s concern to examine the modes of

representation deployed in specific works, in respect of both text and image for ‘the

88



type of structure he [the author] builds, the kinds of images, themes, motifs that
circulate in his text — all of which add up to deliberate ways of addressing the
reader’.®’ Similarly, Said’s consideration of the ways in which ‘each work on the
Orient affiliates itself to other works’ and therefore ‘constitutes an analyzable
formation’ reveals a similarity with the genealogical relationship between the works

of Stark and Thesiger and the Arabist tradition.%?

However, as noted earlier in this chapter, Said’s application of this method of analysis
is problematic in so far as 1t 1s exercised in the interest of unearthing representational
unity in which ‘the Orient 1s constructed in a representation that is then transmitted

from text to text, with the result that Orientalist writing always reproduces its own

unchanging stereotype of an unchanging Orient’.*’ As a consequence, the discourse

[Orientalism] this methodology serves to analyse is seen as a largely unchanging
entity.”* However, as discussed in Chapter 2, the representational strategies of the

Arabist tradition are characterized by heterogeneity rather than homogeneity; the

genealogy is characterized by representational variation and range.®” Thus, in this
respect, the methodology of this thesis inevitably departs from Said in that his
conception of the discourse 1s not in keeping with the nature of the discursive

structures under analysis here.

As section 2 indicated, much work has been undertaken by theorists to modify the

Saidian paradigm, arguing for Orientalism’s ‘discursive heterogeneity’ rather than the
‘discursive consistency’ Said sought to find.®® Researchers have approached this

problem in several different ways. Young, for example, has argued that to return to

Foucault, specifically to the model of discourse outlined in The Archaeology of
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Knowledge, ‘could be said to answer many of the fundamental objections’ made of

the Saidian paradigm and its applications’.®’ If the aim were to analyse the discursive

structures of Orientalism across different centres of colonial experience, across
different historical periods, as well as across a vast range of different forms of
knowledge — academic, political and scientific — then certainly the approach
advocated by Young would yield a productive and consistent methodological
approach. Clearly, such an approach would reduce some of the inconsistencies in
formulating the relationship between forms of ‘real’ Orientalism and the
representational characteristics of Orientalist discourse that beset Said’s original
work. However, some of the methodological problems that Young’s approach would
overcome are not at i1ssue in studies such as the one undertaken in this thesis, which
seeks to analyse texts of a specific genealogical tradition in relation to the ways in
which they are contextualised by specific discursive moments. Consequently, in
studies of this nature, researchers have sought to rework the Saidian paradigm rather

than dismiss it in favour of faithfully replicating Foucault’s own conception of

discourse analysis. One such approach is that adopted by Ali Behdad in his work,

Belated Travelers, which he describes as ‘a belated postcolonial study of the
micropolitics of Europe’s desire for the Other and its productive function in the

discourse of colonial power’.°® Behdad essentially reworks the Saidian paradigm.®

Whilst Behdad agrees with ‘Said’s compelling argument that European discourses of

the Other are exercises of power that contribute to the colonial exploitation of the

Orient’, methodologically, Behdad departs from Said’s approach on the grounds that

‘insistence on the coherence and monolithic character of Orientalism seems

paradoxically inconsistent with the logic of Orientalism/colonialism.’”® To Behdad,
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Said’s view of Orientalist discourse is unnecessarily restrictive and, thus, does not

accurately characterise its formation:

In formalizing Orientalism’s discursive regularities and the dominant

system of its ideological constellation, Said’s text cannot account for
the complexities of its micropractices, that is, the specific but crucial

points of its dispersed network of representations that include strateglc
irregularities, historical discontinuities, and discursive heterogenelty

Behdad argues for a ‘genealogical understanding’ that treats ‘discourses and events as
discontinuous practices and attempts to grasp the productive effectivity of colonialist
power and knowledge by addressing the micropolitics of Europe’s relations to 1ts
Others.”’* This involves viewing discourse as the uneven exchange of power that Said
acknowledges it to be. However, the critic who practises this methodological
approach is able to examine the variation and disjuncture within a discursive
formation genealogically - from a perspective that takes account of the

epistemological influence that the emergence, modification or demise of discursive

practices has on a tradition such as the Arabist one. Indeed, in this respect, Behdad’s
approach in practice 1s similar to the position advocated by Young in that it
emphasises the genealogical perspective of discourse which Foucault advocates in

The Archaeology of Knovw.fledge..-’3

Thus, this thests will draw on this method of analysis in that this genealogical
perspective lends itself effectively to the study of Stark’s and Thesiger’s work, the

diversity of their modes of representation and their position at the end of the Arabist

tradition. Indeed, this method of analysis locates their works, to use Behdad’s term, as

a ‘micropractice’, a crucial point in the ‘dispersed network of representations that
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include strategic irregularities, historical discontinuities, and discursive heterogeneity’

: . . 74
of Orientalist discourse.

Behdad’s work provides a further point of reference for the methodological approach
of this thesis through his analysis of the relationship between text and image. Using
the example of the photographs used to illustrate Kipling’ s short stories (Life’s
Handicap, The Day’s Work, The Man Who Would Be King, and Plain Tales from the
Hills), he explores the ways 1n which meaning is created in and between the two
media. For Behdad, the photographs which accompany the Kipling texts ‘identify a
cultural interest [by] allowing me to construct an imaginary world of images that
corresponds to the historically “real” world of the empire represented’ in Kipling’s
text.”” He contextualises his examination of these photographs by evoking a
“semiotic” style of analysis similar to that which Roland Barthes has used for the
analysis of photographs and other cultural artefacts in works such as Camera Lucida;

Mythologies; The Rhetoric of the Image; and Image Music, Text. Behdad’s analysis
of the photographs clearly draws on the “semiotic™ approach in terms of its focus on

the presence of “signifiers” and its postulation of the “signification” that they seem to

76 . . s . N
provoke.” For example, 1n discussing of a photograph accompanying The Day's
Work, Behdad comments: “The bare feet of the natives, their retracted gazes, and their
submissive gestures — in contrast with the master, who is shod and looks straight at
the camera, expressing his self-confidence — are all signs of otherness that construct
the identity of the colonizer.’”’ Furthermore, Behdad makes use of Barthes’s terms
from Camera Lucida “punctum” and “studium” as a means of delineating the

underlying cultural meaning of the images from his more personalised response

(punctum) to them.”®
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Behdad’s work demonstrates that a productive methodological alliance can be
~achieved through the introduction of Barthesian semiotics to a reworking of the
Saidian paradigm,; in this respect the methodological approach followed here 1s
similar to that adopted by Behdad.” However, in analysing the photographic and
intertextual references of Stark’s Southern Gates of Arabia and Thesiger’s Arabian
Sands, my intention is to use an approach more analogous to the methodological
approach deployed by Barthes in his discussion of the meaning of systems of
photographs in Image, Music, Text. An examination of the ways in which the themes
under analysis are played out in the texts and photographs of Stark’s and Thesiger’s
work involves an exploration of different layers of meaning.*” In this context, this
refers to the decoding of photographic “meaning” and demarcation of the different
layers of signification which a photograph can provoke — singularly, through its

interplay with the accompanying text and through relations between the two texts and

the more generalised representational strategies of the Arabist tradition. In this
- respect, the methodological approach used by Barthes is significant in that it

demarcates different layers of ‘meaning’ or signification - layers of meaning which he

» 8l

describes as ‘“connotative” and “denotative

Barthes’s demarcation of different layers of meaning, using the terms denotation and
connotation, provides a useful distinction for the analysis of Stark’s and Thesiger’s

photographs. Consideration is given to the denotative level of their photography, in

keeping with the structural relation Barthes posits between this and connotative
signification. This occurs within the context of an examination of the meanings

produced through the photographs’ intertextual relations: that is, the connotative
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meaning produced through the images’ relations with the texts they accompany and

their relation to the broader representational strategies of the Arabist tradition.

In summary, the methodological position of this thesis is derived from the influences

of three significant sources. First, Said’s terms ‘strategic location’ and ‘strategic
formation’ are a means of delineating between the analysis of the representational
features of a specific text and the way in which these representational features locate
that text in a discursive formation. This perspective provides the basis of the analysis
of Stark’s Southern Gates of Arabia and Thesiger’s Arabian Sands in so far as it
facilitates the analysis of specific textual moments as well as consideration of their
location within the Arabist tradition and its discursive institution, colonialism. The
second influence relates to the practice of this methodology in relation to Behdad’s

reworking of Said’s conception of Orientalist discourse. As noted above, the approach

Behdad takes — like Foucault — 1s to view discourse in terms of its ‘principle of
discontinuity’, thereby enabling the examination of the ‘different modes of Orientalist
representations’ and indeed, the vanance within specific modes.*® Third, there is the
influence of Barthesian semiotics on the analysis of specific representational moments
in both the texts and images of The Southern Gates of Arabia and Arabian Sands. The
analysis reflects Barthes’s distinction between denotation and connotation in order to
delineate between the different layers of signiﬁcation - that 1s, the immediate,
denotative level and the more connotative level which arises out of the interplay with

other representations in both text and image.

The analysis of Stark’s The Southern Gates of Arabia and Thesiger’s Arabian Sands,

focuses on four principal themes. These are the motivations for the journey,
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representations of landscape, representations of people and the representation of
authenticity in the face of modernity. These themes in themselves have emerged from
the review of previous studies of the Arabist tradition: as such, they repfesent the
principal modes of representation of the Arabist tradition and so serve as a means for
examining how these modes of representation are played out in Stark’s and Thesiger’s

works.
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