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Joseph Lennon: IRISH ORIENTALISM: A LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL HISTORY. 
Syracuse, Syracuse University Press, 2004, 478 pages.

Joseph Lennon’s Irish Orientalism: A Literary and Intellectual History 
is a compelling exploration of the complex relationship between Ireland and 
the Orient. In this ground-breaking book, Lennon takes readers on a thought-
provoking journey through Irish literature and intellectual discourse, shedding 
light on how the Irish imagination engaged with and interpreted the East. With 
meticulous research and insightful analysis, Lennon presents a comprehensive 
study that challenges traditional perspectives and narratives, deepens our 
understanding of Irish cultural identity, contributes to ongoing conversations 
about the dynamics of Orientalism and postcolonialism, and offers new insights 
into Irish cultural identity. This review examines the key themes, strengths, 
and contributions of Lennon’s work, highlighting its significance in the field 
of literary and intellectual history. Scholars, students, and anyone interested in 
Irish literature and intellectual history will find this book to be a valuable and 
thought-provoking resource.

Lennon’s writing style is accessible and engaging, making his book an en-
joyable read for both academic scholars and general readers. His meticulous 
attention to detail, combined with his ability to present complex ideas in a clear 
and concise manner, ensures that readers are able to grasp the intricacies of 
Irish Orientalism without feeling overwhelmed by jargon or dense theoretical 
frameworks. Additionally, the book is well-structured, with each chapter build-
ing upon the previous ones to create a cohesive narrative that guides readers 
through the evolution of Irish engagement with the Orient. Moreover, Lennon’s 
research is commendable, as he draws from a wide range of primary and second-
ary sources, including literary texts, historical documents, and critical studies. 
This comprehensive approach not only strengthens the validity of his arguments 
but also provides readers with a rich and diverse collection of materials to ex-
plore further. Lennon’s thorough analysis of both well-known and lesser-known 
texts ensures that his study encompasses a broad spectrum of Irish Orientalist 
discourse, avoiding any oversights or omissions.

Lennon masterfully examines the multifaceted aspects of Irish Orientalism, 
exploring the intersections of literature, politics, religion, and nationalism. By 
delving into both Irish writing about the East and Irish encounters with Oriental 
cultures, he provides a comprehensive understanding of the complex dynam-
ics at play. The book explores a wide range of themes, including exoticism, 
cultural borrowing, religious encounters, political ideologies, and postcolonial 
perspectives, all of which contribute to a nuanced understanding of the Irish 
engagement with the Orient.

Lennon’s work raises important questions about the nature of cultural ex-
change and appropriation. Through his examination of Irish writers’ engage-
ment with Oriental cultures, Lennon prompts readers to consider how ideas, 
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symbols, and narratives are borrowed, reimagined, and reinterpreted across 
different cultural contexts. This exploration of cultural borrowing and exchange 
adds depth to our understanding of the dynamics of literary and intellectual 
history, emphasizing the fluidity and interconnectedness of cultural production. 
In his analysis, Lennon skillfully navigates a vast array of literary works, from 
canonical figures like Jonathan Swift and W.B. Yeats to lesser-known writers 
who contributed to the discourse of Irish Orientalism. By examining poetry, 
fiction, travel writing, and intellectual debates, he reveals the diversity of per-
spectives and motivations that shaped Irish responses to the East. This breadth 
of coverage ensures that readers gain a comprehensive understanding of the 
subject matter.

One of the key strengths of Lennon’s work lies in his ability to uncover and 
analyze the often overlooked connections between Irish literature and Oriental-
ism. He illuminates how the Irish engaged with the Orient in a manner distinct 
from their British counterparts, forging a unique path that reflects Ireland’s 
historical, religious, and 
political context. Lennon’s 
research fills a significant 
gap in the scholarship on 
Orientalism, showcasing 
the distinctive contributions 
made by Irish authors and 
intellectuals to this discourse. 
Lennon’s examination of the 
intersections between Irish 
nationalism and Orientalism 
is particularly enlightening. 
He skillfully demonstrates 
how Orientalist tropes and 
ideas were incorporated into 
the construction of Irish 
national identity, challeng-
ing the assumption that Irish 
cultural identity was solely 
based on opposition to British 
imperialism. By highlight-
ing the ways in which Irish 
nationalists drew inspiration 
from Oriental cultures and 
narratives, Lennon prompts 
readers to rethink traditional 
notions of Irish identity for-
mation.
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Another noteworthy contribution of Lennon’s work is his incorporation of 
postcolonial perspectives. He deftly analyzes the power dynamics inherent 
in Irish encounters with the East, interrogating the relationship between the 
colonized and the colonizer. By exploring the ways in which Irish writers and 
intellectuals negotiated their own position within the global hierarchy of power, 
Lennon offers a valuable contribution to postcolonial literary studies.

Further  strength of Lennon’s work is his attention to the nuances and com-
plexities within Irish Orientalism. Rather than presenting a monolithic view, he 
highlights the variations and contradictions that exist within Irish literary and 
intellectual responses to the Orient. By doing so, Lennon avoids oversimplifica-
tion and acknowledges the diverse range of perspectives and motivations that 
shaped Irish engagement with the East. This nuanced approach challenges the 
notion of a singular Irish identity or a uniform Orientalist discourse, and instead 
reveals the intricacies and tensions inherent in the subject matter.

Another commendable aspect of Lennon’s research is his incorporation of 
marginalized voices and perspectives. He not only explores the works of well-
known Irish writers but also delves into the writings of lesser-known figures 
who contributed to the discourse of Irish Orientalism. This inclusion of voices 
that have been historically marginalized provides a more comprehensive and 
inclusive understanding of the topic, enriching the overall narrative.

Additionally, Lennon’s analysis of the religious dimension of Irish Orien-
talism is particularly enlightening. He examines the encounters between Irish 
Catholicism and Eastern religions, shedding light on the ways in which Irish 
writers and intellectuals navigated the complexities of religious identity and 
spirituality in the context of Orientalist discourse. By exploring the interplay 
between religion, culture, and literature, Lennon offers a fresh perspective on 
the Irish engagement with the Orient, further deepening our understanding of 
the complexities of Irish cultural history.

While Lennon’s work is undoubtedly a valuable contribution to the field, one 
potential limitation is his interpretation of Thomas Moore’s Lalla Rookh (1817) 
as an Arabic romance, “discussing the similarity in Irish and Arab temperaments 
and natures,” (p. 156) which is surprisingly untrue. Lalla Rookh is a Persian 
romance with Persian characterisation and setting, and is set in the context of a 
romanticized portrayal of Persia (present-day Iran).

Lennon’s Irish Orientalism: A Literary and Intellectual History is a signifi-
cant addition to the field of literary and intellectual history, offering a compre-
hensive exploration of the intricate relationship between Ireland and the Orient. 
It is thought-provoking work that sheds light on an often overlooked aspect of 
Irish cultural history. Through his meticulous research, insightful analysis, and 
engaging writing style, Lennon challenges traditional perspectives and offers 
new insights into the complexities of Irish engagement with the Orient. By 
examining the intersections of literature, politics, religion, and nationalism, he 
uncovers the multifaceted motivations and implications of Irish Orientalism. 



ACTA HISTRIAE • 31 • 2023 • 2

362

OCENE/RECENSIONI/REVIEWS, 355–362

This book serves as a valuable resource for scholars and students interested in 
Irish studies, literary and intellectual history, postcolonial studies, and Oriental-
ism. Lennon’s work not only deepens our understanding of Irish cultural iden-
tity but also contributes to broader discussions on the complexities of cultural 
encounters and the power dynamics inherent in the construction of national 
narratives. This book is an invaluable resource for scholars, researchers, and 
readers interested in Irish studies, literary and intellectual history, postcolonial 
studies, and cultural exchange. By illuminating the multifaceted nature of Irish 
Orientalism, Lennon invites us to critically examine the dynamics of cultural 
encounters and the construction of identity in a global context.

Li Gengming
Dezhou University

Hamid Farahmandian (corresponding author)
School of Foreign Languages, Chengdu University






