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Introduction

The intellectual confrontation between East and West, particularly since the
Renaissance, has consistently occupied a prominent place in the discourse of various
thinkers and schools of thought. Each scholar or intellectual tradition has analyzed
this dynamic—whether characterized by conflict or interaction—based on distinct
intellectual, historical, and philosophical foundations. The encounter between East
and West, especially concerning mutual interpretations of cultural traits and
foundational ideas, has been marked by debates and conflicting views, sometimes
leading to either praise or rejection of the "other." Orientalism emerged as a theory
making specific claims about this East-West encounter, dominating discussions for
decades. Edward Said, as its most influential proponent, viewed Orientalism and
Orientalists as justifications and facilitators of Western dominance over the East.
While Said's perspective will be elaborated, the primary focus here is a critical re-
evaluation of his claims: Are his views historically grounded? Do they offer a
historically informed perspective on the East-West encounter? Do they foster
intellectual dialogue and accurate understanding? Crucially, to what extent do his
views align with the historical reality of Eastern nations, and to what degree is his
interpretation dominated by generalization and oversimplification?

Methodology

This research employs a critical re-reading of Edward Said's theory of Orientalism
alongside a historical analysis of Qajar-era Iran, using thematic analysis as its
primary method. Thematic analysis, a qualitative research method, focuses on
analyzing and interpreting the meanings embedded within data, documents, and
findings. The term "theme" originates from the Greek thema, signifying a
proposition or subject from which important concepts and data are derived.
Conceptually developed in the 1970s, thematic analysis emphasizes understanding,
analysis, and interpretation as fundamental components in examining and re-reading
texts and data. Braun and Clarke further refined this method, particularly in
psychology, though it has also gained significant traction in other qualitative
humanities fields such as sociology, political science, and history. In this method,
themes are paramount, serving as key elements for decomposition and analysis. A
theme embodies meaning and concept, representing the fullest interpretation of a
phenomenon or event. Consequently, identifying themes is the most crucial step in
textual analysis. This involves discerning concepts, patterns, and perspectives from
information and documents; the researcher's success in this task reflects their
analytical skill. Thematic analysis relies on the ability to differentiate, connect, and
reconstruct documents and data, aiding a systematic and coherent understanding of
events or subjects while preventing reductionism.

Findings

The re-examination of Western accounts of Qajar Iran reveals significant
contradictions to many claims of Said's Orientalism. Contrary to the notion of a
universally denigrated East, these texts often express admiration for Iran's historical
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past as an ancient land. Iranian character and culture were not merely disparaged;
alongside some critiques, pleasant descriptions of Iranian temperament and culture
were also presented. More importantly, while criticizing prevailing political
despotism, these accounts offered insightful and forward-looking interpretations
regarding the potential for political revival in Iran and Iranians' resistance against
tyranny. Western narratives of Iran were not solely aimed at facilitating Western
dominance or demeaning Iranian national culture. A re-interpretation of these
writings, focusing on three main themes—"Iranian Character, Culture, and History,"
"Condemnation of Despotism and Arbitrariness," and "Revival of Iranian
Politics"—Ileads to a different understanding. For instance, Sir John Malcolm's The
History of Persia (1815) draws on Persian historical and literary sources, praising
figures like Khosrow Anushirvan for his just rule, thus demonstrating nuanced
historical engagement. Eugéne Flandin, a French traveler, admired Iran's historical
heritage and artistic ingenuity, despite noting the country's decline under Qajar rule
due to "corrupt and incompetent government".

Conclusion

This research concludes that Edward Said's theory of Orientalism, while influential,
suffers from significant overgeneralizations and an ahistorical approach, particularly
when applied to the specific historical context of Qajar Iran. The detailed analysis of
Western accounts from this period—including those by Sir John Malcolm, Eugene
Flandin, Arthur de Gobineau, Samuel Greene Benjamin, and George Curzon—
reveals a more complex and nuanced portrayal of Iran than Said's theory suggests.
These narratives often expressed admiration for Iran's ancient history, rich culture,
and the character of its people, challenging the notion of a uniformly condescending
or power-driven Western gaze. While some Orientalist tendencies may have existed,
the prevailing narratives were not solely aimed at facilitating Western dominance or
denigrating Iranian identity. The findings underscore the importance of historical
specificity and caution against the uncritical application of broad theories to diverse
historical realities. By re-interpreting these primary sources, this study demonstrates
that intellectual and political encounters between Iran and the West during the Qajar
era were multifaceted, involving mutual observation, critique, and even admiration,
rather than a simplistic binary of oppressor and oppressed. This nuanced
understanding is crucial for moving beyond reductionist interpretations and fostering
a deeper appreciation of the intricate historical dynamics between East and West.
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