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LOCATING ‘ISLAM’ AND 
‘THE WEST’

Islam and the West
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Where is ‘the West’? 

Where is the ‘Middle East’? 

Reductive shorthand: 
geographical? Military? 
Political? Economic? An 
exclusive club? 

Convenient terms: 
geographic, military, political, 
economic?
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Are we talking about: Political leaders? 
Religious leaders? Lifestyle? Religion? 
All the peoples in the so-called ‘Islamic 
World’?   

Reductive terms are applied on both 
‘sides’. They form part of the 
prejudices people feel towards one 
another (on all sides): for reasons 
perhaps based on ‘religious’ or ‘racial’ 
grounds - but equally likely to be 
caused by factors based on ‘ignorance’, 
or so-called ‘scientific’ or ‘political’ 
reasoning. 
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Talking in generalisations is an easy 
mistake to make: more specific 
approaches to Islam and Islamic issues 
can help to clarify matters.  

They provide the peoples with an 
identity: reduce the chances of them 
being seen as ‘faceless’ statistics.   

Part of the approach of parties on either 
‘side’ can be to turn peoples into a single, 
homogeneous entity.  

5 Gary R. Bunt

It is very important to highlight the diversity of 
peoples, classes, religions, languages [and 
dialects] and thought within the so-called ‘Islamic 
world’.  Each have their own view of ‘the West’ - 
which they themselves may have turned into a 
single ‘type’ - without really being aware of what it 
means. 
  
So, where do we draw the lines? 
i.e. the Middle East: do we just mean the 
geographical dimension. Near East is equally 
‘acceptable’. The map is Eurocentric.  Do we 
include Iran? North Africa?   
Turkey: Europe, Near East, Asia, Middle East?
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The Craig Retro-azimuthal (aka "Mecca") projection.   
“Centred on Makkah, you can measure the great-circle azimuth to Makkah from 
any other point on the map by measuring the angle from the vertical.  Like all 
retroazimuthal projections, distortion is high near the edges, and there are 
unusual 'wrap around' effects, seen here as an overlap in the reticle at the bottom 
of the map."



POPULATION DYNAMICS
ISLAM IN THE WEST
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“There are an estimated 1.6 billion Muslims 
around the world, making Islam the world’s 
second-largest religious tradition after 
Christianity, according to the December 2012 
Global Religious Landscape report from the 
Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & 
Public Life.” Pew Report



“Although a majority of the world’s Muslims live in 
Asia and the Pacific, only about one-in-four people 
(24%) in that region are Muslims. By contrast, the 
Middle East-North Africa region has an 
overwhelmingly Muslim population (93%), but they 
represent only about 20% of the world’s Muslims. 
Muslims also make up about three-in-ten people in 
sub-Saharan Africa, 6% of those who live in Europe, 
1% of North Americans, and less than 1% of the 
population of Latin America and the Caribbean.” Pew 
Report

“The 10 countries with the largest number 
of Muslims are home to fully two-thirds 
(66%) of all Muslims. The largest share 
lives in Indonesia (13%), followed by 
India (11%), Pakistan (11%), Bangladesh 
(8%), Nigeria (5%), Egypt (5%), Iran 
(5%), Turkey (5%), Algeria (2%) and 
Morocco (2%).”  Pew Report



“Globally, Muslims are younger (median 
age of 23) than the overall global 
population (median age of 28). Among the 
five regions for which data are available, 
Muslims are youngest in sub-Saharan 
Africa (median age of 17), followed by the 
Middle East and North Africa (23), Asia 
and the Pacific (24), North America (26) 
and Europe (32). 
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“Muslims are younger than the general 
population in each of the major regions for 
which data are available: North America 
(Muslims 26 years; general population 37 
years), Europe (32 vs. 40), Asia and the 
Pacific (24 v s. 29), sub-Saharan Africa (17 
vs. 18) and the Middle East and North Africa 
(2 3 vs. 24).”

Reducing the Islamic world into a single entity is 
inappropriate. 
  
Similar issues emerge when discussing the views of 
Muslim ‘minorities’ within Europe: there are 
considerable differences in the origins and religious 
beliefs between European countries in core 
communities: 

i.e.  Germany - Turkish ancestral origin 
predominate. 
 
France - Maghreb ancestral origin predominate. 

U.K. - Indian sub-continent ancestral origin 
predominate. 

Dynamics are changing due to refugee situation

Also considerable diversity within communities, 
often based on class, culture, regional origins, 
political factors, language differences, religious 
interpretations, urban or rural origins, political 
factors.  For example: 4.13 m.> Muslims in the 
U.K. (2016)  

Division examples:  

Indian,  Pakistan, Bangladeshi (rural, urban/
linguistic/ religious/political, etc.); Yemeni 
(between old borders); Sunni-Shi’a-Sufi; place 
of birth (3rd/4th generation+, no homeland 
links); converts.
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Population
Discussed in greater detail in later lecture.
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DEFINITIONS
ISLAM IN THE WEST
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By Middle East, do we mean Arab?  
Do we mean Muslim? What about 
other religious groups: Eastern 
Christian Arabs/non-Arabs. Jews. 
Zoroastrian.  A blurring of ethnic and 
religious identities.  

What is meant by Muslim? Islam? 
Islamic/Qur’anic? 

5 pillars? 

Schools of Law? 

TERMS:  

Secular, religious, fundamentalist, 
traditional, modernist, mystical, 
legalistic, militarist, political, etc.

Some Muslims are not viewed as such by 
others [sects: i.e. Ahmadi; Sunni-Shi’a; inter/
intra-Sunni/Shi’a etc.] 
  
Discussion should incorporate views of 
Muslims outside of the Middle East: Pakistan, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Central Asian Republics; 
Azerbaijan; Afghanistan; China; India.


