
ABSTRACT

Submission
Acceptance
Publication

:
:
:

Keywords

Article History

Citation Style:

Exploring Orientalism and Moral Ambiguity in William Beckford’s VathekVathek

*1Abbas Jaafar Mutar

Review Article

About Article

July 09, 2025
August 14, 2025
August 23, 2025

William Beckford's Vathek (1786) is a significant piece in the Orientalist 
literary genre. It combines beautiful Eastern art with deep questions about 
morality and the mind. This study examines how Beckford employed 
Orientalist imagery to discuss universal themes such as ambition, rebellion, 
and the pursuit of forbidden knowledge, which contravened the social and 
religious conventions of 18th-century England. The thesis demonstrates 
how Beckford subverts conventional portrayals of the East through a 
meticulous analysis of characters such as Vathek, Nouronihar, Carathis, and 
Emir Fakreddin. It also demonstrates the intricate interplay between Eastern 
environments and Western philosophical issues. This study posits that Vathek 
serves as both a celebration of the allure of Eastern culture and a critique 
of unrestrained human desire, drawing on historical examples such as the 
Abbasid dynasty and incorporating contemporary research on Orientalism 
and Gothic literature. Beckford's work becomes a complex commentary on 
moral ambiguity and the effects of crossing ethical lines when he puts the 
story in the context of Faustian and Gothic storytelling. It gives us lasting 
insights into how culture, power, and morality work together.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
William Beckford's Vathek (1786) is a well-known book about 
the East. It is different from other works of the time because it 
mixes strange pictures with deep moral questions.
Lord Byron liked the book because it brought Eastern culture to 
life, had very detailed descriptions, and was very imaginative. It 
surpasses the conventions of 18th-century European adaptations 
of Oriental narratives (Garber, 1981).
Beckford's story, which is full of the East's mysteries, is about 
universal themes like uncontrolled ambition, the search for 
forbidden knowledge, and the consequences of breaking the law. 
This study examines how Vathek employs Orientalist themes to 
critique societal conventions and religious dogma. It does this 
by mixing Eastern art with Western philosophical problems to 
make a story that is always complicated.
Beckford's interest in the East grew after he read The Arabian 
Nights and went to Switzerland and Venice, where he saw 
Eastern cultures (Ballaster, 2005).
Beckford was different from other classical scholars of his time 
because he was interested in the strange and fantastical. 
This time alone helped him build a strong imagination, which 
he used to write a story that both praised the wealth of the 
East and broke the rules of literature and society at the time. 
Beckford uses the East as a setting to look at themes of rebellion 
and desire, which goes against the strict moral codes of 18th-
century England (Aravamudan, 1999). 
This analysis will examine how Beckford's characters, themes, 
and cultural context illustrate the interplay between Orientalism 
and moral ambiguity. It will also show how the book adds 
something new to the Gothic and Orientalist styles.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
The study of Orientalism and Gothic literature provides a 
substantial framework for analyzing William Beckford’s 
Vathek. Edward Said's groundbreaking book, Orientalism 
(2003), explains the idea as a Western idea that shows the East 
as strange, old-fashioned, and less important, which affects how 
Europeans see Eastern civilizations. Said's viewpoint is essential 
for analyzing how Beckford both engages with and subverts 
these preconceived notions, employing the East as a context 
to explore fundamental human flaws rather than reinforcing 
reductive portrayals. Ballaster (2005) examines the influence 
of The Arabian Nights on 18th-century European literature, 
arguing that it stimulated an interest in Eastern aesthetics 
while often perpetuating cultural stereotypes. Ballaster's study 
shows how Beckford stopped writing simple Oriental stories. 
In contrast, Vathek uses historical and cultural details to make 
the story more complicated. Aravamudan (1999) examines how 
Orientalist literature provided European authors a means to 
critique their own civilizations subtly. Aravamudan's concept 
of "tropicopolitans" illustrates how Beckford employed the 
East as a metaphorical setting to address Western moral and 
philosophical dilemmas. Botting (1996) says that Vathek is an 
important Gothic novel that breaks the rules of the genre by 
mixing Gothic elements like otherworldly encounters and moral 
decline with Orientalist settings. Majeed (1992) juxtaposes 
Vathek with Faustian narratives, emphasizing the concept of 
forbidden knowledge as a critique of Enlightenment principles. 

These studies collectively demonstrate that Vathek occupies a 
unique position at the intersection of Orientalism and Gothic 
traditions. However, contemporary scholarship often overlooks 
the moral intricacies in Beckford's character portrayals and the 
interplay between Eastern and Western cultural elements. This 
study addresses this gap by examining how characters such as 
Vathek, Nouronihar, Carathis, and Emir Fakreddin illustrate 
complex moral dilemmas that challenge both Orientalist 
assumptions and Western ethical paradigms. This analysis 
aims to offer innovative perspectives on Vathek’s impact on 
literary discussions regarding culture and morality, utilizing 
the seminal works of Said (2003), Ballaster (2005), Aravamudan 
(1999), Botting (1996), and Majeed (1992). 

2.1. Beckford's context and orientalism
Beckford's interest in the East wasn't just for show; it was a 
planned way to deal with deeper moral and philosophical 
issues. He was able to write a story that feels very Eastern while 
also dealing with Western issues because he learned a lot about 
Eastern languages, history, and customs through travel and 
self-study (Kennedy, 2004).
People in Europe really liked the Arabian Nights in the 18th 
century, and Vathek takes a lot from that. But Beckford's style 
is more rebellious than those who came before him. He doesn't 
use Oriental settings to make people think of the East as savage 
or decadent. 
Instead, he uses these situations to talk about common human 
flaws like pride and the need for power (Said, 2003).
Beckford's life had an impact on Vathek as well. He grew up 
on the Fonthill estate, which was wealthy and well-known. He 
went against what his family and society wanted him to do, 
especially what his mother wanted him to do because she was 
very religious (Melville, 1910).
The main character in Vathek doesn't follow Islamic rules, which 
is similar to Beckford's criticism of the moral limits of the West. 
Beckford could write about controversial subjects such as the 
pursuit of forbidden knowledge and the rejection of religious 
orthodoxy without overtly alienating his English audience by 
adorning his narrative in Oriental attire (Ziter, 2003).
This planned use of Orientalism makes Vathek a bridge between 
Eastern art and Western existential questions, which is a duality 
that shows how important it still is.

3. METHODOLOGY
This study utilizes qualitative textual analysis to examine 
Orientalism and moral ambiguity in William Beckford’s Vathek. 
The methodology entails a meticulous examination of the novel, 
concentrating on its characters, themes, and historical-cultural 
contexts to elucidate how Beckford employs Orientalist motifs 
to critique societal and moral conventions. 
The analysis focuses on four principal characters, Vathek, 
Nouronihar, Carathis, and Emir Fakreddin, chosen for their 
unique representations of the novel’s themes of ambition, 
rebellion, and moral complexity. These characters are analyzed 
through two perspectives: Orientalism, based on Edward Said’s 
(2003) framework, and Gothic literature, utilizing Fred Botting’s 
(1996) theories of supernatural and moral decay. The study also 
looks at historical contexts, like the Abbaside dynasty, to see 
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how Beckford used real Eastern elements. 
Thematic analysis centers on ambition, rebellion, and moral 
ambiguity, recognized as pivotal to Vathek’s narrative. These 
themes are evidenced through textual analysis, encompassing 
character actions, dialogue, and narrative tone, to illustrate how 
Beckford subverts Orientalist stereotypes and Western moral 
conventions. The methodology combines detailed analysis of 
the text with comparisons to Faustian and Gothic traditions, 
making sure that the novel's cultural and philosophical 
importance is fully explored. To uphold scholarly rigor, 
the analysis utilizes primary textual evidence from Vathek 
(Beckford, 1993) and secondary sources, including works by 
Said (2003), Ballaster (2005), and Aravamudan (1999), to situate 
findings within established academic discourses. This method 
makes sure that the novel's contributions to Orientalist and 
Gothic literary traditions are thoroughly examined, as well as 
the relationship between cultural and moral themes.

3.1. Analysis of characters
Beckford's characters in Vathek are very well written. He uses 
both real history and made-up stories to show the book's moral 
and cultural problems. Below, we look at important characters 
to show how they help the story explore moral ambiguity and 
Orientalism.
The main character, Vathek, is based on the real-life Caliph Al-
Wathiq Billah of the Abbasid dynasty. This was a time of great 
cultural and intellectual growth in Baghdad (Kennedy, 2004).
Beckford says that Vathek is a very charming and powerful 
king. People are drawn to him because of how "majestic and 
commanding" he looks, even though he can be mean and selfish 
(Beckford, 1993).
His unquenchable thirst for knowledge drives him to seek 
forbidden information, akin to the narratives of Faust in 
Western literature (Majeed, 1992).
People in Europe thought the Eastern kings were like Vathek, 
who had beautiful castles but didn't follow Islamic rules like 
not drinking wine. 
But the problems he has inside and his desire to succeed are 
more like the problems that everyone has. Beckford uses Vathek 
to talk about how having too much power can make you think 
you're better than everyone else. 
He depicts Vathek as a tyrant and a tragic character whose 
quest for the unknown leads to his death.

• Nouronihar: Nouronihar is a person who is both beautiful 
and curious. Her moral flaws are hidden by her beauty and 
curiosity (Oueijan, 1996).
People say she is a "sprightly and wanton" princess, which fits the 
stereotype of an exotic Oriental woman. But her independence 
and drive go against this stereotype (Beckford, 1993).
She left her religious cousin Gulchenrouz for Vathek, which 
shows that she wants freedom and power. This decision fits 
with the book's theme of moral decline (Ballaster, 2005).
Beckford's portrayal of Nouronihar challenges the stereotype 
of the submissive Oriental woman by depicting her as a 
dynamic character whose quest for illicit pleasures mirrors that 
of Vathek.

• Carathis: Vathek's mother, Carathis, is a strong woman 
whose decisions make the story go in a bad direction. She is 

depicted as a cunning and necromantic woman, representing 
the archetype of the formidable Oriental matriarch, a figure 
historically acknowledged for her influence in state affairs 
(Kennedy, 2004).
Beckford thinks that Vathek turned away from Islam and 
started doing magic because her Greek roots show how bad 
things are getting in the West (Beckford, 1993).
Carathis's unyielding ambition and otherworldly skills lead to 
Vathek's downfall. This is similar to Beckford's own troubled 
relationship with his mother, who was controlling (Melvill, 1910).
The book uses her character to criticize having too much power 
and how tempting it is to learn things that are not allowed.

• Eblis: The character Eblis in the book is like Satan. He is both 
sad and dangerous. Milton's portrayal of Lucifer in Paradise 
Lost (Ziter, 2003) parallels his greatness. 
Eblis is depicted as a "young man" with "noble features tarnished 
by malignant vapours." He tempts Vathek with promises of 
hidden knowledge and power (Beckford, 1993).
Beckford's Eblis is a complicated character whose appeal comes 
from his fallen nobility. This is different from how Islam sees 
Iblis as a completely evil person. This is similar to the tragic 
antihero in Western literature. The moral lesson in the book 
about giving in to bad desires is even stronger because of what 
he did to Vathek.
Emir Fakreddin is a great example of how to be pious and 
welcoming in Islam, while Vathek is not very religious. His 
name, which means "pride of the religion," shows how devoted 
he was to his beliefs and how he was a moral opposite of Vathek 
(Beckford, 1993).
Fakreddin's valley, a place where travelers can find shelter, 
shows the good things about Eastern culture, which goes 
against the bad stereotypes that are common in European 
literature (Said, 2003).
His anger at Vathek for not being a good host shows that the 
story is about the battle between moral integrity and moral 
corruption.

3.2. Exploration of themes
Vathek is a thorough look at themes that go beyond its Eastern 
roots and connect with ideas from both the Gothic and the 
Enlightenment. The main idea of Vathek's journey to the halls 
of Eblis is his desire for forbidden knowledge. This is similar to 
Faust's deal with Mephistopheles (Majeed, 1992).
Beckford uses this topic to criticize the Enlightenment's reliance 
on reason and study. He says that being too curious could be 
bad for your morals. 
The Gothic elements in the book, such as its ghostly settings 
and supernatural events, add to the theme by creating a sense of 
dread that shows how bad Vathek's actions were (Botting, 1996).
Rebellion, both personal and social, is another important theme. 
Beckford's noncompliance with his mother's strict religious 
edicts and the societal conventions of 18th-century England 
mirrors Vathek's repudiation of Islamic tenets (Melville, 1910).
Beckford might be subtly criticizing Western values by setting 
his book in the East. He used the East as a metaphorical stage 
to talk about taboo topics like hedonism and blasphemy 
(Aravamudan, 1999). The book also talks about Orientalism 
as a cultural problem. It does this by showing that the East is 
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not just a savage place by using characters like Fakreddin, who 
stand for piety and hospitality (Said, 2003).
Beckford makes the reader feel uneasy by putting comedy and 
horror next to each other ( Beckford, 1993).
says that Vathek's angry outbursts are often funny, and that 
Carathis's evil is both dangerous and funny. 
The book doesn't make moral judgments that are easy to 
understand. Instead, it asks readers to think about how 
complicated human desire is and what it means for people.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The textual analysis of Vathek shows that Beckford used 
Orientalist imagery not just to make the story more interesting, 
but also to look at moral ambiguity and question social norms.
The character analysis reveals that Vathek, Nouronihar, 
Carathis, and Emir Fakreddin are all grappling with complex 
moral dilemmas that contradict both Western and Orientalist 
conceptions of morality.
Vathek's relentless pursuit of forbidden knowledge, driven 
by ambition, mirrors Faustian narratives and contests the 
Enlightenment's veneration of unbridled curiosity (Majed, 
1992).
His tyrannical behavior, which is often funny, shows that the 
book doesn't make clear moral judgments.
This fits with Botting's (1996) idea that Gothic fiction is a place 
to look at moral decline. Nouronihar's choice to prioritize 
power over piety contradicts the stereotype of the submissive 
Oriental woman. It instead shows her as a dynamic person 
whose moral flaws show what all people want, not just what 
people from her culture want (Oueijan, 1996). Carathis, with 
her manipulative and occult-driven desires, serves as a conduit 
between Eastern and Western corruption, her Greek heritage 
symbolizing the infiltration of Western vices into an Oriental 
milieu (Kennedy, 2004). Emir Fakreddin's piety and hospitality 
stand in stark contrast to Said's (2003) portrayal of the East as 
barbaric, providing a positive depiction that contests Orientalist 
narratives. These findings suggest that Beckford employed his 
characters to blur cultural boundaries, thereby constructing 
a narrative that critiques both Eastern and Western moral 
frameworks. The thematic analysis supports these findings. 
The theme of ambition, which sends Vathek to the halls of 
Eblis, is similar to Faustian pacts and shows how sad it can 
be to cross moral lines. The Oriental setting helps Beckford 
talk about taboo subjects without being too direct, which helps 
him go against both personal (Vathek's rejection of Islamic 
rules) and social (Beckford's criticism of 18th-century England) 
norms (Aravamudan, 1999). The novel's moral ambiguity, 
achieved through a blend of comedy and horror, necessitates 
an examination of fundamental moral dichotomies, thereby 
underscoring its relevance to both Gothic and Orientalist 
traditions. These findings underscore Vathek's groundbreaking 
contribution to literature, as it transcends the limitations of 
18th-century Oriental narratives by presenting a nuanced 

interplay of cultural and moral themes. The book is still very 
important as a criticism of human nature that links Eastern 
aesthetics with Western philosophical questions.

5. CONCLUSION 
Vathek is a great mix of fantasy from the East and a look at 
morals. It looks at universal themes like ambition, rebellion, 
and moral decay by using the East's exotic appeal. 
Beckford's imaginative use of Oriental settings and characters 
challenges the norms of his era, presenting a nuanced portrayal 
of the East that he employs to critique Western societal 
conventions (Ballaster, 2005).
Beckford's characters Vathek, Nouronihar, and Carathis 
illustrate the allure of forbidden knowledge and the tragedy of 
unbridled desire. 
This is in line with both Gothic and Faustian traditions (Ziter, 
2003). 
The novel will always be important because it can bring people 
from different cultures together and give a criticism of human 
nature that goes beyond its 18th-century setting.
Beckford's work is still an important part of the study of 
Orientalism and moral ambiguity in literature because it 
combines real history with made-up stories.
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