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

[bookmark: _GoBack]Orientalism has surfaced as a prominent theory concerning the comprehension of the Middle Eastern ‘other’ in the western world (Poole, 2002, p. 28). Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) marked the beginning of a significant period concerning the interpretation of the East, or more specifically, the Islamic east, from a western viewpoint (Poole, 2002, p. 28). Said defines Orientalism as a “style of thought….in which Western culture and societies are essentially and inherently superior to eastern ones” (1978, p. 2). Said’s discourse therefore consists of an Orient which is irrational, backwards, unchanging, and incapable of describing itself (Poole, 2002, p. 29). This essay will analyse the value of Said’s ‘Orientalism’, concerning its contribution to the understanding of ‘Islam’ in the west, whilst also examining the critiques it has generated.
Firstly, it could certainly be argued that Said’s theory is accurate, in that Orientalism is an instrumental system of ideas which has allowed European culture to manage the Orient and Islam politically, militarily, and ideologically (Said, 1978, p. 2). Said argues that the west has maintained the ‘authority of a nation’, ensuring success in maintaining hegemony (1978, p. 307). An excellent example to support this is seen as early as post 1945 with European colonial expansion, followed by neo-colonialism. Other crucial events to mention would be the 1970’s oil crisis, and certainly the Iranian Revolution in 1979. These events portray how the west has attempted to manage and control the east, whilst also successfully painting Islam as the inferior partner to Christianity (Poole, 2002, p. 33). As Poole argues; the value of Orientalism lies in its ability to accurately describe the complex historical circumstances by which the west has provided the underlying foundation concerning the Orient, and therefore Islam (2002, p. 31). 
It could be suggested that another accurate aspect of Said’s theory is the notion of identity. It could evidently be argued that the west has constituted the Orient, and therefore Muslims, as its defining ‘other’. As Poole argues; this pattern concerning the representation of the Islamic ‘other’ is certainly prevalent in western contexts (2002, p. 31). An excellent example of this would be Islam’s portrayal as the ‘other’ in western media. This is especially evident after terrorist attacks, such as September eleven, where the western media tends to create a bi-polar frame of the ‘good Western self’, versus the ‘evil Islamic East’ (Karim, 2006, p. 126). As Said argues; Islam is consistently put within a framework as the ultimate contrast to the west, and this is consistently highlighted in the media.

It could be argued that Said’s discourse concerning cultural generalisations also contribute to an understanding of Islam in the west. Said claims that Islam is consistently seen as ‘irrational’ and ‘backward’. The prominence of these cultural generalisations is evident in a recent Pew Statistics Survey (2017). European, Russian and U.S citizens were asked what characteristics and traits they associate with Muslims. 58% stated that they believe Muslims to be ‘fanatical’, 50% said ‘violent’ and only 22% believed Muslims to be respectful of women (Pew Research Centre, 2017). This certainly reflects Said’s theory therefore; that the West view Muslims as barbaric and a source of western antagonism. As Poole argues: Said’s traits concerning Islam have become seen as accurate characteristics, and the average ‘Muslim mentality’ (2002, p.29).

However, there are numerous scholars who critique Said’s theory. One such scholar is Sardar, who discusses the issues with Said’s discourse in his book Orientalism (1999). Sardar argues that Orientalism exists because western humanity desire it to, and so, Orientalism, along with the western view on Islam, is ultimately an artificial construction (1999, p. 75). Sardar offers an extremely interesting argument, stating that everyone approaches the topic of Islam with pre-conceived ideas, biased viewpoints, and ‘baggage’ (1999, p. 75). He argues that this convinces people that this knowledge about Islam is fact therefore, when in actuality, Orientalism is merely a myth constructed by humans.

Similarly, the scholar Oldmeadow (2004) argues that Orientalism is problematic, as it severely lacks in the area of comparative religion and history. However, in contrast to Sardar, he maintains that Said’s Orientalist perspective on Islam is prominent in the West (2004, p. 11). Oldmeadow argues that individuals who reject Said’s theory, draw almost exclusively from western sources, and are extremely materialistic in their assumptions and attitudes (2004, p. 11). He offers an extremely significant argument, maintaining that critics of Orientalism and their assault on the western fabrication of Islam, is itself a product of the western heritage in which they are criticising (Sardar, 1999, p. 75). Ironically, individuals criticising Said in this form, are only proving the accuracy of his theory. 

In complete contrast to Oldmeadow, the scholar Varisco argues that Said’s theory should be completely dismissed, as he only essentialised texts that fit his framework (2007, p. xi). Likewise to Sardar, Varisco argues that Said’s ‘Orient’ is completely imaginary, along with its opposing ‘occident’ (2007, p. xii). Varisco stresses that Said wrote as a Palestinian ‘victim’, and that his work is therefore a forceful polemic on the West, rather than an accurate framework of how the West truly understands Islam (2007, p. xi). In contrast to both Sardar and Oldmeadow however, Varisco does admit that at the time of publication, Said’s work offered a valuable debate for scholars studying Islam, but it is now time to reject Said’s victim report.

There are other sources of great importance that cannot be covered in depth here but must be referred to. The scholar Ahmad in his 1992 work Orientalism and After, argues that we must carry on our own critical pursuits concerning Said’s discourse. Kramer in his 2001 book Ivory Towers on Sand, offers a compelling discussion which discredits everything Said ever said, blaming him for crippling Middle Eastern Studies, and Sayyid in his 1999 work A Fundamental Fear, argues that if Islam is constituted by the Orient alone, then what will happen to Islam when the Orient dissolves?

To conclude therefore, this theory has certainly opened a significant debate, and the discourse has become a continuing actuality (Poole, 2002, p. 32). It could be argued that Said’s theory has been prominent throughout history, concerning European authority over the Middle East and Islam, and the influential view of the ‘Islamic other’ as the inferior religion. However, its critiques also hold wealth, in that we each have a pre-conceived notion of Islam, which has created the Orientalist perspective towards Muslims, becoming a polemic towards Islam in the West. Overall, it could be argued that all these elements contribute towards a consistent discursive formation concerning Orientalism (Poole, 2002, p. 32).
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