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Abstract 
The present article examines the ways in which the travels and journeys in Arabia and other Muslim lands of Richard 
Francis Burton, the nineteenth-century explorer and writer have, since the influential work of EdwardW. Said on 
Orientalism, been somewhat undervalued by contemporaries. It aims to offer a re-evaluation of those works and their 
contribution to Victorian knowledge. It will also offer a challenge to Said’s account of Burton and, particularly in the 
second part, look at ways in which Burton has been viewed more generally by post-colonial theorists since 
Said’s influential work. 
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1. Introduction  
The present article examines the ways in which the travels and journeys in Arabia and other Muslim lands of Richard 
Francis Burton, the nineteenth-century explorer and writer have, since the influential work of Edward W. Said on 
Orientalism, been somewhat undervalued by contemporaries. It aims to offer a re-evaluation of those works and their 
contribution to Victorian knowledge. It will also offer a challenge to Said’s account of Burton and, particularly in the 
second part, look at ways in which Burton has been viewed more generally by post-colonial theorists since Said’s 
influential work. 
A further aim I have is to bring together the viewpoints on Burton of the biographers and postcolonial critics who 
appear to have previously worked largely in isolation from one another. It is my belief that such a union will lead to a 
mutually beneficial process of cross-fertilization that will reveal a more complicated—and also more accurate—Burton 
for detailed future consideration and discussion. Finally, it is my hope that the effect of allowing Burton to emerge in all 
his nuanced complexity will make it very clear that he is far too multi-faceted a figure to be placed permanently within 
the restrictive confines of Said's discourse on Orientalism. Therefore, my objective is to dissociate Burton from the 
Orientalist and postcolonial discourse and suggest that he can be better and more sympathetically viewed through the 
perspective of other discourses about the Victorian world such as those connected with travel writing, important 
nineteenth-century figures who were sympathetic to Islam, and the development of the scientific method. 
2. Part I 
Burton is still perhaps best remembered as the adventurer who penetrated Makkah disguised as a Muslim pilgrim, but 
his contribution to the infant scientific disciplines of his time such as ethnography, archaeology and comparative 
religion are generally under- appreciated and statements of praise about his achievements, muted. This is partly due to 
his own irascible temperament and tendency, in at least some of his works, to promote a kind of scientific racism (and 
even to flirt with such a pseudo-science as phrenology: the elucidation of character by the examination of skull shape). 
However, I would contend that the chief reason Burton is hardly given his due today is as a consequence of Edward 
Said’s branding of him as an “Orientalist”: that blanket word of condemnation that can mean so little or so much. As I 
will argue in the later part of the present essay, this underestimation has continued in the work of latter-day post-
colonial theorists right up until the present. 
In his Preface to the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of Orientalism, Said says the following about his views of 
Orientalist methods as opposed to genuine research: 

 
What I do argue also is that there is a difference between knowledge of other peoples and other times that is the 
result of understanding, compassion, careful study and analysis for their own sakes, and on the other hand 
knowledge—if that is what it is—that is part of an overall campaign of self-affirmation, belligerency, and outright 
war.i 

 

 
 

Flourishing Creativity & Literacy 
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According to Said, “Orientalism” is a kind of pseudo-academic discipline created for the purpose of subjugating the 
East to European—and latterly—American power. Said, in his Introduction (written in 2003), argues convincingly that 
the reasons for the Iraqi war were based on the need to secure the flow of oil rather than on any disinterested concern 
for liberty and democracy in the region. 
 

Even with all its terrible failings and its appalling dictator (who was partly created by U.S. policy two decades 
ago), were Iraq to have been the world’s largest exporter of bananas or oranges, surely there would have been no 
war....ii 

 
In other words, Orientalism—an activity that commences seriously from the time of Napoleon’s entry into Egypt in 

1798—has taken on new forms and expressions in the modern world, but largely remains the same aggressive 
imperialist activity that began more than 200 years ago. 

 
Twenty-five years after its publication, Orientalism once again raises the question of whether modern imperialism 
ever ended, or whether it has continued in the Orient since Napoleon’s entry into Egypt two centuries ago.iii 

 

More recent work in the field of travel literature as genre and ideology--one of the areas that has been the focus of 
increased scholarly and critical attention since the first publication of Orientalism--can be said to be sympathetic to 
Said’s essential arguments. For example, Mary Louise Pratt in her important book, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and 
Transculturation, emphasizes how encounters in what she calls “the contact zone” between imperialists and colonial 
peoples have taken place on an unequal footing between exploiters and the exploited. The book’s “predominant theme” 
is: “how travel books by Europeans about non-European parts of the world went (and go) about creating the domestic 
subject of Euro-imperialism; how they have engaged metropolitan reading publics with (or to) expansionist enterprises 
whose material benefits accrued mainly to the very few.”iv 
As is the case with Said’s Orientalism, there is much to be said for this argument (colonialism was clearly never 
conducted for the benefit of the colonized). However, also like Said, Pratt’s argument sometimes suffers from its 
polemical exclusivity. A critic might make the point that such writings have reduced travel to imperialism and travel 
writing to imperialist propaganda. It might be further pointed out that this view of travel writing has rather lost sight of 
the global context of travel and travel writing, which has by no means been an exclusively European activity. Ibn 
Battuta, for example, the fourteenth-century Moroccan traveler, visited India, China and Tanzania. Furthermore, he left 
a record of his extensive travels in the Rihla, or “Journey” which he dictated to a scholar whom he had met in Grenada 
called Ibn Juzayy. Although possibly fictional in parts, the Rihla still gives a compelling and unique account of the 
fourteenth-century world.v 
In her book Ulysses’ Sail: An Ethnographic Odyssey of Power, Knowledge, and Geographical Distance, anthropologist 
Mary W. Helms, while recognizing the frequently important connection between travel writing and imperialism, 
situates travel writing in a wider global and thematic perspective.vi According to Helms, travel to foreign lands is 
undertaken for a multiplicity of reasons (including political, social, economic, and cultural) and these interests can be 
said to fuel the human desire to travel in search of communication and exchange. However, travel does not reduce 
simply to imperialism, nor travel accounts to imperialist propaganda. On this view, it might be said that Pratt-- and 
Said, too--have offered an insightful but Eurocentric view of European travelers. 
Robert J. C. Young in his first book, White Mythologiesvii also emphasizes the ways in which Europe has replicated 
itself in the rest of the world. History, contends Young (and particularly Marxist history), has always seen Europe as 
being at the center of things with the rest of the world portrayed as dormant and quiescent. However, Young is also 
critical of Said’s emphasis on the importance of the intellectual in changing the world and his mistake (according to 
Young) in seeing the battle of oppositional ideas within traditional concepts of “high culture”.viii 

Ever since the time of its first publication in 1978, Said’s concept of Orientalism as a pseudo-academic discipline has 
had severe critics. For example, Bernard Lewis comes in for scathing criticism in Orientalism as a prime- example of 
the kind of self-serving academic with a hidden imperialist agenda who has corrupted all reasonable academic treatment 
of Oriental themes.ix Lewis makes some interesting would-be rebuttals to Said--that are often not without merit--in his 
1982 article, “The Question of Orientalism,” which appeared in the New York Review of Books. Perhaps most 
importantly he emphasizes how, historically speaking, Orientalism is merely a descriptive term for an area of 
intellectual research, being no more than a branch of historical and ethnographical knowledge (not unlike “Hellenism” 
or “Hebraism”). 

 
What then is Orientalism? In the past, Orientalism was used mainly in two senses. One is a school of painting -- 
that of a group of artists, mostly from Western Europe, who visited  the  Middle  East  and  North Africa  and  
depicted  what  they  saw  or  imagined sometimes in a rather romantic and extravagant manner. The second and 
more common meaning, unconnected with the first, has been a branch of scholarship.x 
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Lewis here argues that Orientalism was originally no more than a useful term for the description and analysis of Eastern 
languages and culture--though it is perhaps a little disturbing that he sees no connection between Orientalism as a style 
of painting and as a specific type of scholarship. No doubt his opponents would discern a clear relationship between the 
earlier florid and exaggerated painting style and the later academic discipline. After all, both might be considered Euro-
centric, a way of seeing the East through Western eyes in an essentially unreal way. Nevertheless, Lewis goes on to 
accurately point out that Orientalists at this time were essentially philologists. 
 

Basically these early scholars were philologists concerned with the recovery, study, publication, and 
interpretation of texts...The term Orientalist was not at that time as vague and imprecise as it appears now.xi 

 
Lewis contends that Said ignores the long and very real contribution that the Orientalists have made to knowledge, such 
as the decipherment of the Egyptian hieroglyphics in the aftermath of Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798.xii He also 
points out that interest in the Middle East had existed in Europe since at least Renaissance times—a period long before 
the onset of European colonialism.xiii 

Orientalism then, according to Lewis, is a critical discipline with a long history of honest research: 
 
The most important question -- least mentioned by the current wave of critics -- is that of the scholarly merits, 
indeed the scholarly validity, of Orientalist findings. Prudently, Mr. Said has hardly touched on this question, 
and has indeed given very little attention to the scholarly writings of the scholars whose putative attitudes, 
motives, and purposes form the theme of his book.xiv 

 
Martin Kramer (who had his PhD thesis supervised by Lewis) is another scholar who is skeptical of Said’s 
achievements. Much of his book, Ivory Towers on Sand,xv is an attack on Said’s Orientalism. He begins by stating 
that Said himself came from a well-to-do backgroundxvi and was considered simply as a member of the academic elite 
until the late nineteen-seventies and his opportune discovery of a new radical identity--just at a time when 
journalists were desperately seeking out articulate views on the Palestinian question. Thus, his suggestion is that Said 
was something of an ambitious charlatan even from the beginning: 

 
In the years that followed, Said evolved into a public intellectual, meeting the growing American demand for a 
Palestinian perspective…Said was combative in argumentation and concise in formulation, and he entered their 
Rolodexes immediately.xvii 

 
According to Kramer, Said took only those examples from history and literature that were in tune with his own view 
point, in the process ignoring far more relevant examples that would have contributed towards disproving his theories 
(particularly the importance of Germany—a country without 'oriental' colonies—in developing European knowledge 
about 'the Orient'). Kramer states that over the last twenty years Said’s views have been discredited by scholars from 
many different disciplines. However, they have all agreed on the one essential point: that Said selectively chose his 
examples in order to suit his case. The inclusion of contrary arguments would have toppled Said's thesis, since it 
demonstrated that the Western understanding and representation of the East—especially the Arabs and Islam—had 
grown ever more ambivalent, nuanced, and diverse.xviii 

Kramer also argues that Said’s Orientalism appeared at a particularly sensitive time in American history, when lots of 
academics from abroad were seeking university positions. Orientalism, and the later development of post-colonial 
criticism, gave them a significant boost in their search. Suddenly, they were the experts, like Said himself, on the new 
inter- disciplinary theory of post-colonialism.xix Furthermore, according to Kramer, there was the mostly unexpressed 
belief that only the exploited could accurately depict the actual process of exploitation--even given the fact that most of 
these new intellectuals, like Said himself, had come from well-to-do backgrounds. Kramer also assigns Said’s influence 
to the coincidence of Orientalism with a particular moment in the history of the left in the academy: 

 
Orientalism also arrived at a crucial moment in the evolution of third worldism in American academe. By 1978, 
the enthusiasm for third world revolutions had ebbed among American intellectuals...But an entire generation of 
leftist scholars nurtured on radical commitments had already made their way through doctoral programs, and 
desperately needed a manifesto to carry them over the next hurdle.xx 

 
Kramer is often more concerned with the politics of the academy than with Said’s analysis of Orientalism. On the other 
hand, if he is correct in his analysis, a significant link emerges between the success of Said’s book and the academic 
politics of the time. 
In 2006, historian and novelist Robert Irwin published his critique of Said’s thesis, Dangerous Knowledge: Orientalism 
and its Discontents.xxi Asked about the necessity for such a book, Irwin repeated Lewis’s earlier argument about the 
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need to protect the intellectual heritage of the Orientalists themselves. However, he also makes one comment of a 
personal kind that does, one feels, instinctively act as a genuine criticism of Said and his supporters. 

 
I also got irritated with people who thought that my researches in the Mamluk Sultanate in late medieval Egypt 
and Syria necessarily had some sort of sinister agenda. Even my wife seemed to favor this notion.xxii 

 
As a historian, Irwin criticizes Said harshly for ignoring German Orientalism and Russian designs on the southern 
Caucasus region. Furthermore, he berates Said for a general lack of historical knowledge concerning the roots of 
Orientalism: 
 

To point out the obvious, Said was not a historian. He had no idea then how very few universities there were in 
17th, 18th and 19th centuries Europe — and most of these were in Germany...If there were as many as half a 
dozen academic Arabists in Britain in the early 19th century I would be astonished.xxiii 

 
Of course, the more severe critics of Said’s work have long since been in a vocal minority. The central tenets of 
Orientalism have, by this time, been mostly accepted--and often with enthusiasm--in the majority of Western 
universities. However, this does not mean that Said’s ideas have received universal praise, even by his advocates. Many 
scholars, such as Maya Jassanoff, are able to see the discrepancies in Said’s text (the bias, the ignoring of Germany and 
Russia, the careful arrangement of detail with the object of reaching a pre-ordained conclusion), but are yet able to 
praise him for his far-seeing intellectual vision. 
In a review of Irwin’s book, For Lust of Knowing: the Orientalists and their Enemies, she criticizes Irwin’s piece-meal 
objections to Said’s work and insists that, to be taken seriously, such criticism needs to confront Said on the ideological 
battlefield itself: 

 
Given that Said’s work hinges on the argument that imperial power drives Orientalism (and vice versa), a book 
challenging him ought to address these issues head on.xxiv 

 
When Maya Jassanoff refers to Irwin needing to confront Said on the “ideological battlefield”, she is no doubt referring 
to the structuring of Said’s argument in the form of a Foucauldian discourse and the latter’s idea that the knowledge 
contained in every discourse is designed to give power to someone, or, some group of people. Foucault had insisted 
upon the relativity of ethics and morality and had come to the conclusion that “discourses” were only consistent within 
their own logical parameters: it was meaningless to criticize a discourse or its view of morality and ethics from a 
position outside the discourse itself. In other words, the world was filled with mutually exclusive discourses and each of 
them could only be called “moral” in so far as the ethics and principles valued within them were accepted by the 
adherents of each. Criticism, from outside the parameters of the discourse, were viewed as, literally, meaningless. More 
sinister, was Foucault’s belief that every discourse of knowledge was created in order to confer power on a particular 
group of people.xxv In this view, Foucault was not far away from the ultimate position of Ludwig Wittgenstein who had 
also stressed the relativity of logic in linguistic terms: the world didn’t consist of a single logic but many logics each of 
which operated according to its own rules.xxvi 
Said, following Foucault’s ideas on discourse, at one point in Orientalism makes clear how problematic it is for a 
discourse—in this case the discourse of “Orientalism”—to treat of “truth” in any fundamental way: 

 

Islam has been fundamentally misrepresented in the West--the real issue is whether indeed there can be a true 
representation of anything, or whether any and all representations, because they are representations, are 
embedded first in the language and then in the culture, institutions, and political ambience of the representer. If 
the latter alternative is the correct one (as I believe it is), then we must be prepared to accept the fact that a 
representation is eo ipso implicated, intertwined, embedded, interwoven with a great many other things besides 
the “truth” which is itself a representation.xxvii 

 

Of course this idea of Said’s, intended as it is to undermine the West’s view of Islam, also, obliquely, acts as a criticism 
of his own discourse against “Orientalism”. 
The post-colonial critic Robert J. C. Young has also emphasized the importance of Foucault to Said and to post-colonial 
theory in general. In his essay, “Foucault On Race and Colonialism”, Young stresses the importance of Foucault’s idea 
that every discourse represents a form of violence and a way of knowing that has more to do with the needs of a 
dominant ideology than any unbiased concern with some independent notion of truth. 

 
According to Foucault, discourse always involves a form of violence in the way it imposes its linguistic order on 
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the world...Following Foucault, Said argued that Orientalism was less a body of objective scholarly knowledge, 
than a discursive construction, whose conceptual structure determined the way in which the West understood the 
East.xxviii 

 
It is easy to see then that for many of Said’s supporters, in Orientalism, he had created a Foucauldian discourse that was 
water tight in its own terms. It applied a particular logic to the phenomenon of colonialism and the exploited peoples of 
the world and came up with answers that were suitable to both liberal academics and to the oppressed. Said, following 
Foucault, had created a discourse that related knowledge to power—and particularly Orientalist knowledge to the 
control of colonial lands and peoples. If anyone disagreed, let them realize the impotence of their criticisms for as long 
as their objections originated from a position outside the parameters of the discourse itself: such criticisms belonged to 
another discourse that had nothing to do with Said’s. Of course, the greatest potential weakness of Said’s use of the 
Foucauldian discourse also lies within this relativity. If Foucault is correct, then other discourses can be created with 
opposite conclusions to Said’s—and within their own terms they too will be equally unassailable to outside criticism. 
Where everything is relative, no single point of view can be final. However, the higher the number of people that 
subscribe to a particular discourse, the more chance there is that this view will be accepted by most people as the 
common one. 
It might usefully be added at this point, that although most Eastern and “Oriental” scholars embraced Said’s vision 
enthusiastically, his ideas have not always been accepted with enthusiasm by Arab and Muslim intellectuals. Aijaz 
Ahmed, Albert Hourani and Irfan Habib have all expressed their reservations about Said’s work.xxix 
Of particular interest in the context of Said’s Orientalist interpretation of Richard Francis Burton’s life and work is Irfan 
Habib who has criticized Said for ignoring normal academic boundaries between subjects and regarding all academics 
who deal with the “Orient”, whatever their discipline, as “Orientalists”: 

 
But such basic work is only incidental to Said’s definition of Orientalism, which has its scope enlarged to take in 
the discourse of anyone who teaches about, or researches the Orient...Soon enough Said forgets the professional 
boundaries of teacher and researcher. Journalists, novelists and politicians appear with quiet ease on his pages as 
“Orientalists” wherever they have a statement to make that Said wishes to attribute to “Orientalism”.xxx 

 

Habib goes on to suggest that Said has constructed a monster which insists that all negative views of the Orient and 
Islam that come from the West are examples of the hated “Orientalism” and so tainted and to be ignored: 
 

Despite Said’s denials that it was not his intention to protect chauvinistic or conservative beliefs in Asia, 
especially in relation to Islam, one can see that any critical or historical view of any aspect of Islam by any 
western scholar is yet taken by him as reflective of a sense of western superiority and so a kind of ‘Orientalist’, 
colonial discourse.xxxi 

 
Habib gives the word “Mohammedan” as an example of this paranoia. He points out that in Persia innumerable Muslim 
scholars have, for centuries, spoken of the “Muhammedan faith” and “Muhammedan law” (“Din-i-Muhammadi” and 
“Shariat-i Muhammadi”). However, in the modern world (thanks to Orientalism): 
 

[T]he word ‘Mohammedan’ is quickly disappearing from books, and even from titles of works by authors, long 
dead: thus Goldziher’s Mohammedanische Studien and H A R Gibb’s Mohammedanism now reappear in print 
respectively as Muslim Studies (English translation) and Islam in editions by established academic publishers. An 
innocent designation becomes disreputable the moment it is found to be tainted through association with that 
pernicious weed, “Orientalism”.xxxii 

 
Echoing other critics such as Lewis and Irwin, Habib makes the point that the discovery of knowledge is, in itself, 
without ideology. He insists that much of the scholarship dismissed by Said as “Orientalist” has made real contributions 
to our view of the past. 

 
When, on page 203, Said concedes that the work of ‘innumerable’ Orientalists has consisted in editing and 
translating texts, codifying grammars, establishing lexical meanings, and reconstructing ‘dead epochs’, he fails to 
recognize that this very work, irrespective of the conservative or liberal views of the individual scholars 
concerned, results in continuously altering our fundamental notions of the past as well as the present.xxxiii 
 

Habib goes on to speak of I Goldziher who was an anti-Zionist Jew, who received his post-graduate university 
education at Al-Azhar University in Cairo and professed to have an equal respect for all three revealed, monotheistic 
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religions hailing from the Middle East: 

 
For the part of Orientalism Said closes his eyes to...such extremely influential figures as I Goldziher (a 
Hungarian, incidentally, not a German—contra Said, p. 18) who would hardly fit Said’s perception of an 
‘Orientalist’. Classical master of hadis-criticism, Goldziher was an anti-Zionist Jew, who received his ‘post-
graduate’ education at al-Azhar and professed the same critical respect for Islam as for Judaism and Christianity. 
Where would such a man be placed in Said’s scheme? xxxiv 

 

According to Habib, Said has ignored Goldziher because he did not fit into his easy category of Orientalist/Imperialist. 
Of course, one reason Said was able to do this was because Goldziher is hardly well known. Richard Francis Burton, on 
the other hand, was a giant of the period. Said could not ignore him; so, instead, he sought to denigrate both him and his 
achievement (impersonally enough, it should be stated). It will be the essential aim of the next part of this discussion to 
illustrate the various ways in which Said misinterpreted the evidence available to construct a Richard Burton that fitted 
easily into his theories on “Orientalism”, but did not reflect the truth about the real man. 
3. Part II 
We can say that—like almost any author of note—Burton has been regarded in different ways by biographers and 
interested scholars, since his death towards the end of the nineteenth century. Largely, these interpretations have been 
positive and generous to a man who took many risks with his own life and made many interesting and useful 
discoveries during the course of a comparatively long life by nineteenth-century standards. However, since the 
publishing of Said’s theories, his reputation has, inevitably, become rather tarnished in academic circles. For example, 
in her book Imperial Eyes Mary Louise Pratt describes Burton as an example of the “monarch-of-all-I-survey” explorer 
and gives a long quotation from the latter’s description of his first discovery of Lake Tanganyika.xxxv Similarly David 
Spurr, in his book The Rhetoric of Empire, refers to Pratt’s earlier comments on Burton and the way in which “the 
landscape is...described so as to subordinate it to the power of the speaker.”xxxvi Here, Spurr is in concordance with both 
Pratt and Said in the view that Burton’s “imperial eyes” in some way “subordinate” the exotic world he perceives to his 
own control and to the control of his imperialist masters. 
In Orientalism, Said says a fair deal about Richard Burton and, in spite of a sense of Burton’s superiority over most 
Orientalists of the time, he still finishes by placing him squarely in the imperialistic/Orientalist camp, labeling him as 
being perhaps all the more dangerous for his apparent individualism and sympathy for the Orient.xxxvii This has done a 
disservice to the reputation of Burton who should be considered on his own terms and for his own writings and 
discoveries, rather than as an addendum to Said’s theories on Orientalism and imperialism. In particular, Said has little 
or nothing to say about Burton’s contribution to our modern view of religion, which is mostly seen in the West from a 
relativist position which lies outside the categories of faith themselves. Dane Kennedy, in his recent book, The Highly 
Civilized Man makes this contribution clear. 

 
Yet even as Burton positioned himself as an exponent of ‘scientific’ racism, he also marshaled this understanding 
of racial difference as innate and immutable to challenge European universalist claims that its own civilization 
was unsurpassed and supplied a model for others to emulate. Because those claims were so closely bound up with 
Christianity, he deployed his knowledge of other systems of belief...to demonstrate that each was embedded 
within its own particular historical and cultural context, precluding the possibility that any single system of 
religion enjoyed a monopoly on truth.xxxviii 

 
Kennedy also develops this point in a highly specific way relating to Burton’s inability to wholly accept the doctrines of 
any religion as “true”: 

 
Burton exhibited an intellectual curiosity in religions of all sorts, but this curiosity never carried over into the 
unquestioning commitment of the devout believer... Ironically, what motivated this catholicity of interest was his 
deep skepticism about any religion’s claim to absolute truth.xxxix 

 
In addition to his contribution to the development of this relativist view of religion, Burton made many contributions to 
geography, anthropology, ethnography and the study of comparative religions—his impartiality in such matters was 
most clearly instanced by his own belief in the superiority of Islam over Christianity at a time when most scholars and 
ordinary people in the West viewed Islam as an essentially blasphemous religion appropriate only for barbarians. To this 
extent, Burton would seem to appear as the antithesis of the traditional Orientalist, collecting data about foreign cultures 
with the intention of proving his own society’s views to be superior. Kennedy is enlightening on the ways in which 
Burton’s methods and conclusions could be turned against the imperialists themselves in order to deny the absolute 
truth of any one religion: 
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Difference became for Burton the basis for critical enquiry, capable of being turned in any direction, not least 
against Britain itself…Once he understood that difference itself was a neutral epistemological device, a polarity 
that contained no inherent meaning, he began to wield it in ways that challenged the universalist claims of British 
society.xl 

 
From this point of view, then, it would be reductionistic to view Burton as a mere advanced servant of imperialism who 
happened to have a particularly good understanding of the Orientalist canon and, consequently, was in a better position 
than most to utilize it in the service of his Western masters. Such a view of Burton does not do justice to the genuine 
originality and impartiality of much of his thought, and Said’s caricature of Burton’s ideas and motives, as explained in 
Orientalism, begins to be revealed as mere polemic. On the contrary, as Kennedy suggests, many of Burton’s 
conclusions about religion and power subtly undermined the absolutist claims of Western societies to be “right” in their 
dealings with colonial peoples. 
Burton, of course, lived at a pivotal time for the development of new scientific methods and disciplines. The Origin of 
Species was published in 1859 xli and Burton was quick to declare himself a believer in evolution.xlii Furthermore, in 
1871, Edward Burnett Tylor made the study of anthropology scientific with his ground-breaking work Primitive 
Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom, which 
immediately became the standard treatise on anthropology.xliii Of particular importance in challenging the monotheistic 
faith of Victorian society was Tylor’s insistence that religion was a universal activity within the family of man that was 
characterized by a belief in “spiritual beings”. xliv  Moreover, Tylor pursued his anthropological research from an 
evolutionist perspective, lending his powerful support to Darwin’s controversial theories. xlv  These scientific, 
philosophical and social contexts in which Burton worked are also of significance in evaluating his very real 
achievements.  
4. Part III 
I will conclude with a brief look at the ways in which Burton has been viewed by scholars, academics and ordinary 
people from his own time right down to (and even beyond) the influential portrayal of Burton as “Orientalist” par 
excellence by Said towards the end of the twentieth century. 
The first biography of Burton was written by his wife, Isabel, in 1893.xlvi This provides a picture of Burton as seen by 
an adoring wife and is diminished by a wish to always show the writer in a favourable light. The manuscript ran to 1300 
pages and two volumes, and Isabel refused to allow any outside influence. The book is often unwieldy and 
unchronological, but is inclusive of lots of information about Burton that only a wife could know about. She is also 
surprisingly fair-minded about Burton’s religious outlook, seeming to be well aware of her husband’s catholicity of 
tastes and fondness for Islam and Sufism. 
 

I am by no means going to tell you that his Catholicity was a life-long, fixed and steady thing, like mine. It was 
not. He had long and wild fits of Eastern Mysticism, but not the Agnosticism that I have seen in England since 
my widowhood. It was the mysticism of the East—Sufism. Periodically he had Catholic fits, and practiced it, 
hiding it sometimes even from me, though I knew it.xlvii 
 

Isabel goes on to suggest how even Burton’s intimate friends would not have agreed on his faith: 
 

Most of his intimate friends are dead but there are still a few left . . . who might possibly write sections of his life. 
. . . One would describe him as a Deist, one as an Agnostic, and one as an Atheist and Freethinker, but I can only 
describe the Richard that I knew, not the Richard they knew. I, his wife, who lived with him day and night for 
thirty years, believed him to be half-Sufi, half Catholic.xlviii 

 
Isabel’s biography of her husband was published on 11 July 1893. Most of the reviews were positive, agreeing with the 
opinion of the Edinburgh Review that “this is a very extraordinary book, by a very extraordinary woman about a very 
extraordinary man.”xlix Fawn M. Brodie, in her biography of Burton, The Devil Drives, is more ambivalent in her 
assessment of Isabel’s great “source” book: 

 
Although she professed to admire Richard as ‘a spade-truth man,’ she held rigorously to the rule she had set for 
herself at marriage, ‘Hide his faults from everyone’.l 

 
Only a few months after Isabel’s death, Burton’s niece, Georgiana Stisted, came out with a second biography that aimed 
at rectifying what she believed to be Isabel’s distortions and lies. In particular, she wished to distance her uncle from the 
Catholic Church and to upbraid the wife for her destruction of substantial parts of Burton’s writing after his death. As 
Kennedy comments: 

 



IJALEL 6(4):255-271, 2017                                                                                                                                                                262 
The distinguishing intent of this biography was to wrench the memory of Georgiana’s uncle from the clutches of 
his widow, a woman she described as suffering from a “fatal want of tact and judgment”, and, by extension, from 
the Catholic Church, which she regarded as a haven of “human folly and superstition”.li 

 
Leaving aside Stisted’s view of the marriage, the issue of Burton’s religious position is obviously important. 
Other biographies appeared on a fairly regular basis in the years that followed. Most of these concentrated on the figure 
of Burton as a brave adventurer in Arabian lands, possessing titles such as, Burton: Arabian Nights Adventurer (1931), 
The Arabian Night (1936), and Death Rides a Camel (1936).lii The first of these, by Thomas Wright and published in 
1906, created a storm by its contention that most of Burton’s translation of the Nights was stolen from John Payne. 
Robert Irwin in his The Arabian Nights: A Companion is skeptical about this.liii

 
Certainly the accusation infuriated the 

remaining members of Burton’s family (mostly cousins). The fact that Burton had been collecting manuscripts from the 
Nights’ stories and translating them for twenty five years before he ever met Payne (and while journeying all over the 
world), would seem to disprove Wright’s theory. Moreover, Wright did not speak Arabic and was hardly in a position to 
expertly judge. 
Subsequent biographies of Burton were more in the accepted mold of unstinting praise for an English hero. Dane 
Kennedy writes: 

 
The adventurous man of action would become the most popular and enduring of the many representations of 
Burton. It sustained a steady stream of biographies, supplying vicarious thrills for those who sought imaginative 
release from the monotonous confines of modern urban society.liv 

 
And Kennedy is surely right when he suggests that Burton the adventurer has served as the model for many individuals 
who wanted to experience the same adventures and deprivations as their hero. 

 
Harry St. John Philby sought to model himself after Burton . . . Wilfred Thesiger allowed himself to imagine he 
was back in Burton’s days. . . . More recently, the Canadian financier and philanthropist Christopher Ondaatje 
and the English novelist and travel writer Bruce Chatwin have drawn inspiration from Burton in their efforts to 
conjoin authorship and adventure.lv 

 
Kennedy makes the point that amongst the hagiography, many essential elements of Burton’s character were 
overlooked: his love of Islam, his anti-semitism, his racism and his ecumenical interest in religions of all sorts.lvi  
Since the war and changes in the laws concerning public decency,lvii

 
much attention has been given to Burton’s sexual 

writings, and his Kama Sutra and Arabian Nights remain popular translations to this day, despite the somewhat archaic 
language. After the war, Burton was given much credit for his journeys in Africa to find the source of the Nile. The 
BBC production “The Search for the Nile” (1971) sparked renewed interest in Burton’s role in this regard (as well as 
narrating a compelling personal drama in terms of Burton’s rivalry with Speke). 
More recently have come the biographies of Fawn M. Brodie, The Devil Drives (1967), Edward Rice, Captain Sir 
Richard Francis Burton (1990), and Mary S. Lovell, A Rage to Live (1998).lviii  The first of these, Fawn M. Brodie’s 
biography, devotes a lot of attention to psycho-analyzing Burton. Although it can now appear a little dated in its 
determination to get to the bottom of Burton’s sexual character, many of the insights seem just (especially those that 
speak of Burton’s relationship with his wife, Isabel). Edward Rice’s is a most thorough and detailed biography, 
sometimes marred by his tendency to view Burton from the point of view of a twentieth-century hashish-taking 
adventurer. One of its major flaws is that many of Rice’s conjectures about Burton’s sexual appetite and amorous 
adventures are put forward as if they were facts. On the other hand, Rice is very good on the early Burton as an officer 
in Sind, and he puts forward convincing (if far from conclusive) evidence that as a young man Burton, very likely, 
viewed himself as a Sufi Muslim. However, this insight is also marred by Rice’s tendency to make conjecture seem like 
fact. 
Perhaps the most satisfying recent biography of Burton has been Mary Lovell’s A Rage to Live.lix This is a vast and 
most meticulously researched biography that re-establishes Isabel as an essential ingredient to any true intellectual 
understanding of Burton’s life. Kennedy enthusiastically calls this “The most impressively researched and reliable life 
of Burton”.lx Lovell’s work is based on primary materials not available to earlier biographers. In spite of this advantage 
her biography, although exhaustive, remains undogmatic. 
Most of these latter biographies were written by American scholars and it is informative to note how the more 
interesting research on Burton, at least for the present, is coming from over the Atlantic. Perhaps Burton’s 
understanding for Arab lands is of particular relevance today when much of America’s foreign policy has its most 
important terms of reference in the Middle East. 
The last significant work on Burton, though not a biography as such, is also written by an American. Dane Kennedy’s 
The Highly Civilized Man was published in 2005. Kennedy is a historian at George Washington University and uses 
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Burton as an important and seminal figure of the nineteenth century to better understand this period of British 
imperialism and the emergence of a scientific view of reality. He is particularly interested in Burton as an intellectual 
relativist who did much to help develop the modern day scientific attitude to phenomena. Unlike many previous writers 
on Burton, Kennedy does not turn away from confronting Burton’s racism and anti-semitism, seeing them as 
manifestations of some wrong-headed relativist thinking (primarily the need to categorize and judge).lxi 

The most important late-twentieth-century view of Burton I have left until last, though some aspects of it were touched 
upon earlier. This is the view of Burton espoused by Said in Orientalism. Unlike the other scholars we have looked at, 
Said doesn’t concern himself too much with Burton’s life and achievements in any direct way. Rather, as I suggested 
earlier, he fits Burton into a supporting role within his own theory of “Orientalism”. As Said’s book has proved far more 
influential than any of the biographies (or other books) we have looked at so far,lxii

 
it might reasonably be asserted that 

it is his view of Burton that has come to dominate--and in my view, unfairly--present day discussions about Burton and 
his work’s significance. We earlier looked at Said’s ideas in brief, but now it is necessary to examine his views on 
Orientalism and Burton’s place within it in more detail and depth. 
Said’s book on Orientalism was first published in 1978, but since then it has been reprinted many times. It has, 
furthermore, become very much a seminal text for those post-colonial critics such as Homi K. Bhabha and Robert 
Young whose concern has been to look at the ways in which the world and its ideologies have become fragmented in 
the post-imperialist period.lxiii 

The basic premise of Orientalism (which, simply put, is the profound bias of Western knowledge about the Orient) is 
accepted as ‘true’ from the beginning and all the details arranged in such a way as to support the broad argument. As a 
result, thanks to Said, Burton is most usually viewed as a brilliant Orientalist scholar whose peculiar but undeniably 
effective methods and actions were put at the service of his imperialist masters (as we have earlier seen in the views of 
Pratt and Spurr). I feel that this is an over-simplified view of a highly ambiguous figure: Burton was undoubtedly his 
own man and by no means an imperialist puppet. Said begins by noting the positive aspects of Burton: 

 
As a traveling adventurer Burton conceived of himself as sharing the life of the people in whose lands he lived. 
Far more successfully than T.E. Lawrence, he was able to become an Oriental; he not only spoke the language 
flawlessly, he was able to penetrate to the heart of Islam and, disguised as an Indian Muslim doctor, accomplish 
the pilgrimage to Mecca. Yet Burton’s most extraordinary characteristic is, I believe, that he was preternaturally 
knowledgeable about the degree to which human life in society was governed by rules and codes...So what we 
read in his prose is the history of a consciousness negotiating its way through an alien culture by virtue of having 
successfully absorbed its systems of information and behavior.lxiv 

 
Having described Burton’s Pilgrimage as “the history of a consciousness negotiating its way through an alien culture”, 
Said then argues that Burton’s absorption of the systems of information (and) behavior of this culture “elevates Burton’s 
consciousness to a position of supremacy over the Orient”.lxv 
Said’s description of Burton’s ‘preternatural knowledge’ and his absorption of the culture’s ‘systems of information’ are 
made to sound like the categorizing Orientalist method itself. However, it could just as easily be interpreted (and in my 
view, also more accurately) as an early attempt by a relativist to help define a scientific method of enquiry. I would go 
so far as to say that while there is indisputable truth in Said’s view of Orientalism (and Burton’s role within both it and 
the process of British colonization) as something that grew up and was perpetuated in the context of Western dominance 
over the East, it might also be seen (on a grander scale) as part of the crystallization of ‘systems of knowledge’ into a 
new and relativistic scientific method of enquiry (which was gathering pace in the late nineteenth century and 
beginning to threaten long-held religious views—and not without generating much controversy).lxvi 
Burton, in my opinion, is better judged from this latter perspective rather than from the somewhat narrow “Orientalist” 
view which results in him being categorized as a mere soldier of fortune, living off his wits, in the service of his 
imperialist masters. Undoubtedly, Said’s position on Burton (as well as that of many of his subsequent followers) is 
unconvincing in several ways. Burton, for example, was by no means the chameleon Said suggests, effortlessly fitting 
in during his journeys around the world due to his understanding of society’s “codes” and “rules”. His dismissal from 
the Damascus consulship for hot-headedness, and his extreme discomfort as a student at Oxford due to his continental 
manners, clearly demonstrate this. More importantly, and as we have seen, Said ignores Burton’s very real 
contributions to Victorian knowledge and to the development of the scientific method. However, such an interpretation 
does enable Said to—wrongly, in my opinion—position Burton clearly within and as a part of the great Orientalist 
conspiracy. 
5. Conclusion 
To summarize, I would contend that the Burton Said created in his book Orientalism was a pantomime monster, totally 
lacking the subtlety and complexity of the real man. In consequence of this and of the subsequent demonization of 
Burton by post-colonialist critics who followed Said’s lead on the matter, Burton, although still much admired by 
ordinary readers and biographers, has unfairly become something of a pariah in serious academic circles. It is my 
modest hope that this article might make at least a small contribution to the redressing of the balance. 
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