[ Downloaded from clrj.modares.ac.ir on 2025-01-13 ]

Comparative Literature Research
Quarterly Vol. 11, No. 2,
Fall 2023
pp. 93-116
Original Article

Stereotyping and the Politics of Oriental Representation:
A Study of Thomas Preston’s Cambises and John
Denham’s The Sophy

Tohid Avarideh! & Masoud Farahmandfar?*

1. MA Candidate in English Language and Literature, Allameh Tabataba’i University,
Tehran, Iran

2. Associate Professor of English Language and Literature, Allameh Tabataba’i
University, Tehran, Iran.

Received date 11/12/2023 Accepted date: 17/02/2024

Abstract

The purpose of this article is to critically examine two plays, namely
Cambises (1569) by Thomas Preston and The Sophy (1641) by John
Denham, through the lens of Edward Said’s theoretical framework.
These works, although relatively unfamiliar in our country, offer
valuable insights into the dominant political and cultural discourse of
Renaissance England, during which the nation's expansionist policies
were beginning to form. In line with the prevailing tendencies among
writers of their era, Preston and Denham, whether deliberately or
undeliberately, practiced stereotyping and Othering, because their
knowledge of the East was neither objective nor direct; it was merely a
reproduction of the stereotypical images in previous texts. Through
misrepresenting the East and its people, their works became a part of the
broader political and cultural discourse of their country, reflecting a thirst
for superiority. It is crucial to recognize that such cultural
misrepresentations played a significant role in shaping public sentiments,
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laying the groundwork for expansionism and colonialism. Through a
contrapuntal reading of these dramatic works, we can uncover the
intricate relationship between cultural artifacts and the underlying power
dynamics at play, which provides us with a nuanced understanding of
their impact.

Keywords: Orientalism; representation; stereotyping; contrapuntal
reading; Edward Said; Thomas Preston; John Denham.

1. Literature review

These two plays—Cambises (1569) by Thomas Preston and The Sophy
(1641) by John Denham—are almost unknown in Iran and have not been
the subject of critical studies, but there are very useful pieces of research
in Persian on the concept of Orientalism and its ensuing mechanism of
stereotyping, among which we can refer to the article "The Image of Iran
in the Historical Novel Samarkand by Amin Maalouf* by Nazari
Monazam and his colleagues. Of course, there are articles and books in
English that offer critical readings of these two works, for example W.
A. Armstrong attributes Preston's choice of a tyrannical ruler from the
East to a tendency in that era in adopting the teachings of the Church of
England, which gives his play a moral and political tone (Armstrong,
2008, p. 299). Works depicting a tyrannical ruler as their main subjects
were abundant in this period, as they were considered indirect means of
persuading the ruling king to perform his duties in an ideal manner
(Armstrong, 161, p. 161). In the same vein, Bhatti et al. investigate
oriental themes in John Denham's play (Bahati et al., 2019, p. 87) and
argue that Denham has an Orientalist view that reinforces negative
stereotypes about Islam, Iran, and Safavid Iran and perpetuates Western
ideas about the East.

Research objectives and questions

The West created the Orient "textually” in order to maintain their
dominance over the East. When we examine Thomas Preston's western
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sources, we find that they all share the same classic sources. Despite
some minor deviations from different authors, all these historical (or
rather "pseudo-historical™) works have similarities. The authors of these
works, without checking the accuracy of the information in the works of
their predecessors, continued their way. A common denominator
between the representations produced of Cambises (corresponding to
Herodotus' depiction of him) was the image of a despotic, one-
dimensional, and tyrannical kingdom. Herodotus considers Cambises
mad and attributes his crimes to his madness. Thomas Preston, with a
slight variation, attributes Cambodia's crimes to his drunkenness and
lasciviousness. In line with the prevailing tendencies among writers of
their era, Preston and Denham, whether deliberately or undeliberately,
practiced stereotyping and Othering, because their knowledge of the East
was neither objective nor direct; it was merely a reproduction of the
stereotypical images in previous texts.

Main discussion

Through misrepresenting the East and its people, Western writers shaped
part of the broader political and cultural discourse of their country,
reflecting a thirst for superiority. It is crucial to recognize that such
cultural misrepresentations played a significant role in shaping public
sentiments, laying the groundwork for expansionism and colonialism.

Construction of identity requires the creation of oppositions and
contrasts, along with marginalization of the suppressed, whose reality
always depends on the interpretation and reinterpretation of their
difference from the Western Self (Said, 1979, p. 332). In other words, the
imperialist discourse (instead of trying to understand the complexities of
different cultures) in its attempt to know its own identity, reduces the
others into stereotypes.

Through a contrapuntal reading of these dramatic works, we can
uncover the intricate relationship between cultural artifacts and the
underlying power dynamics at play, which provides us with a nuanced
understanding of their impact.

Conclusion
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The projection of evil on the people of the Middle East was one of the
aspects of the application of Europe's fanatical ideology during the
Crusades; the confrontation between the Christian Europe and the
Islamic East was accompanied by suspicion and hostility from the very
beginning. Since the Crusades, the West has never been able to
completely free itself from these dualisms and confrontational and biased
views. The Renaissance is now associated with the beginning of the
Western expansionism; the old desire to prove one's superiority over the
Eastern others turned into a dogmatic determination for dominance,
which showed itself later on in European imperialism in the 18", 19" and
first half of the 20" centuries.

After examining these two plays (Cambises by Thomas Preston and
The Sophy by John Denham), it can be argued that the Eurocentric views
of some classical writers of Greece and Rome were later continued by
some English writers during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. The
authors of the two aforementioned plays had never set foot in the East,
and their knowledge of the East was neither objective nor direct; it was
based on textual constructs (e.g. travelogues) that were aligned with
larger imperial motives. A constant element in many of these travelogues
to the East is exoticism or making the Orient seem outlandish, so that the
duality of the West (intellectual and advanced) and East (unintellectual
and backward) can be maintained and promoted. These writers,
knowingly or unknowingly, used literature and art to pave the way for
the expansion of emerging British imperialism.
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