Does Edward Said’s model of ‘Orientalism’ contribute to an understanding of Islam in ‘the West’?

Said’s 1978 seminal book, Orientalism, presented new light on the topic of Orientalist writings and more particularly Western perceptions of Islam. It offered new theories as to how and why perceptions of Islam developed, and how the knowledge produced about the Middle East during the imperialist era was done so by distorting, defaming and inventing myths about the region to satisfy political, religious and even economic aims. These arguments produced fierce responses from critics at the time and as a result of this book, new discussions and debates began on whether Said's theory of Orientalism was accurate or not, and how far it contributes to understanding Islam in the West. It also contributed to new sciences of study such as post colonialism. These discussions have persisted until this current time, with books still being written in response to Said’s ideas. 
Edward Said’s model of Orientalism contributes to Western perceptions of Islam in various ways. He provides the understanding that many Western views of Islam have their roots in Christian criticisms about Islam.[footnoteRef:2] From the early critical writings of John of Damascus, similar Christian and Western views of Islam were passed down in a synchronized manner, not developing or advancing, as would be expected, according to the level of knowledge of Islam or the Muslims. Consequently up until the 19th and 20th centuries the same arguments, with slight variations and deeper negativity, were being used to describe Islam, Muhammad and the Muslims, descending from classical, Christian views.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Said, 1978, pp. 68-73]  [3:  Said, 1978, p. 68] 

It also argues that throughout the centuries Christian Western writers developed an 'image' about Islam, which criticized, disparaged and belittled the Muslim world to prove Western superiority, partly due to the various conflicts between Islam and the West.[footnoteRef:4] This negative image was further emphasized during the period of imperialism, when the previous Christian apocalyptic body of knowledge on Islam was used as the reference point and now developed further, Islam and Muslims were defined based on how Western writers already perceived the region, not on evidence or texts, despite having far more knowledge of Islam during the 19th and 20th centuries.[footnoteRef:5] The study of Orientalism flourished during the imperialist period and was established as a science to understand Islam and the Muslims. These preconceived conclusions on Islam were constantly being re-iterated using stereotypes and generalizations in various forms of literature, art and academia. These perceptions he argues, needed to persist, so as to justify and encourage, in the past, wars against the Muslims, or during imperialism, the colonization, invasion and imperial aims of the Western empires during the enlightenment period, after all if this was the perceived image of Muslims and Islam, then it must be justified, and perhaps obligatory to rule them and bring to them civilization and culture. [footnoteRef:6] [4:  Said, 1978, pp. 74-76]  [5:  Said, 1978, pp. 59-62]  [6:  Said, 1978, p. 301] 

He argues that the intent behind Orientalism , its 19th century conclusions and its negative image was to further ingrain, what was already ‘intentionally’ presented throughout the history of Western writings towards Islam, the foundational and eternal differences between the superior Western culture and civilization against the inferior Muslim culture.[footnoteRef:7] Therefore descriptions were presented of the irrational, barbaric, unjust, innately despotic and oppressive Muslim. These descriptions were generally used for Muslims en mass, forming the idea that the whole Muslim region, as well as the people, have no individual character or difference one from another and are monolithic.[footnoteRef:8] Institutions were set up and also funded and supported by governments, where as they needed to present this very different image of a culture, so different, backward and uncivilized, without any true spiritual purpose of existence, who will continue to hate and fight Christians, and oppose enlightenment and modernity, to enforce the idea that the only solution is to control, rule and educate this people and develop their lands for them.[footnoteRef:9] During imperialism, Orientalists taught that the development and progress taking place in the Middle East was down to the Western powers, again re-iterating the idea of Muslim incompetency.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Said, 1978, p. 41]  [8:  Said, 1978, p. 35]  [9:  Said, 1978, p. 301]  [10:  Said, 1978, p. 214] 

Orientalism gives us the understanding that Western views and perceptions that remained for many centuries were based on Christian apocalyptic views established in periods of animosity between Islam and the West, such as during the initial expansion of Islam and periods of the crusades. During the development of imperialism, the need remained to create an image of the orient which presented it as inferior to the Western world spiritually, in modernity, morality and is an eternal ‘other’ which justified the policies of control and subjugation against them, this resulted in images of barbarianism, mystery, lack of morality, illiteracy and laziness, images which will remain throughout Western literature and presentations about Islam. It shows the way in which colonialism shapes the views of colonizers and shaped the way we today, view other cultures.
There are issues however, in which many writers have outlined limitations of Said’s arguments and theories on Western views of the region. One of the main issues raised is the generalization Said makes about Orientalists, painting the whole entire ‘discipline’ with the same brush, as if there was absolutely no resistance to these perceptions of Islam, while there were Orientalists who challenged the common representations of Islam.[footnoteRef:11] He has been accused of intentionally leaving out known examples that don’t present his theory of Orientalism, claiming that European writers, as a whole, intentionally misrepresented Islam, and due to this image they created, simply could not portray Islam or the orient in a 'true' or unprejudiced way, and thus he is accused of writing in the style of that which he is criticizing, producing an 'Occidental' style writing.[footnoteRef:12] One method used, was by narrowing his research down to French and British Orientalists, leaving out influential figures from Germany such as; Franz Bopp (1791–1867), Heinrich L. Fleischer (1801–1888), Nöldeke (1836-1930) and Goitein (1900-1985), from Italy; Michel Amari (1806–1889) and Leone Caetani (1869–1935) and Dutch Orientalists like Hurgronje (1857-1936), as well as others from Hungary, Russia and Scandanavia.[footnoteRef:13] This is despite the many Orientalist institutions established at this time in these countries.[footnoteRef:14] Furthermore even within British and French Orientalism he has been accused of picking and choosing who to quote and further, which of their works to quote, depending on its support of his theory of Orientalist prejudice.[footnoteRef:15] [11:  Varisco, 2011]  [12:  Ahmad, 1992]  [13:  Bogdanor, 2014, p. 158 Burke]  [14:  Burke, p. 7]  [15:  Varisco, 2011] 

He has also been accused of falsely attributing Orientalism’s beginning to Napoleon's invasion of Egypt, stripping the study of the many works written and studies carried out on Islam and the Middle East prior to this time which would offer a more insightful understanding of Islam in the West.[footnoteRef:16] This limits the contribution of Said's theory as not being a comprehensive, complete representation of Western views, as too many Orientalist Western writers and periods are missing from the discussion, however one can say it contributes to an aspect or school of thought in Orientalism and certain Western understandings of Islam.  [16:  Ahmad, 1992, p.4] 

He has also been denounced for using historical inaccuracies throughout the book, misquotes, misrepresentations and inventing links and connections between different periods of history, by subjective selection, which support his argument of these perceptions on Islam.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Ahmad, 1992, p.4] 

Said limits his study in Orientalism to Western perceptions and the creation of an image of an orient, which doesn’t enter the study of the nature of the orient itself, how the situation was there, the accuracy of these writings, the relationship between the West and Islam, the resistance to Western imperialism, the reaction of Islam, and the Muslim, Middle Eastern views towards the West and Christianity.[footnoteRef:18] Furthermore he leaves out issues related to crimes committed by Muslims which may have contributed to certain writings.[footnoteRef:19] Critics argue that one cannot understand the Western perceptions of Islam without understanding and explaining these other areas of study. [18:  Varisco, 2011]  [19:  Ahmad, 1992] 

Overall, Said's model of Orientalism has contributed a huge deal to an understanding of Islam in the West. It has presented theories of how ideas were formed by Orientalists based on the writings of the body of knowledge of Islam written by previous Orientalists and not by referring to actual evidence or texts, this necessarily results in a distorted and false image of Islam. He also explains how overall the perceptions of Islam, during his main period of focus, the 19th and 20th centuries, or prior, were negative, and there was no significant attempt to challenge this perception even though knowledge was available which contradicted these perceptions. The stereotypes and generalizations formed were very influential and were reiterated by other Orientalist writers and spread through means of art, literature and academia. It also presents how power and imperialism impacted Academia and the colonizers in understanding the 'other' and those under their control, and how perceptions remained due to the need to present an image of Muslims and Islam which serves as a justification for the domination of the region. Due to the strong nature of the accusations and in-depth, detailed arguments and theories of Orientalism, which hadn't prior been argued to the same extent, it lead to new ideas and further developed theories leading to deeper understandings of the subject. It has also started new discourse and critical analysis of representations of other cultures and the nature of representations. Furthermore it has lead to important questions on the perceptions of Islam in the West today and how this is linked to the imperial period of Orientalism. 
However as was highlighted according to many, there are limitations to Said’s theories, such as the lack of information presenting opposing views, the historical bias of the selection process to fit with conclusions and forming of unconnected links to back his claim of the existence of an organized science. Furthermore, Said has been criticized for attributing the beginning of Orientalism with the invasion of Napoleon, neglecting a vast body of knowledge prior to that. Orientalism explains and contributes to, in particular the negative, more widespread views of Western writings about Islam during the 19th and 20th centuries, the reasons for the constancy of these views and has given a platform for discussions on the studies of Islam and other cultures today. 
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