Orientalism and the representation of Islam

In 1978, Edward Saïd published his book ‘Orientalism’[footnoteRef:1], and for almost the first time academics and the media were forced to analyse contemporary Western representations of Islam and the Middle East. Although two other studies on the same subject were published in 1978 and 1979[footnoteRef:2], it is Saïd who is predominantly associated with writing about the term ‘Orientalism’, and with explanations of the effect that this viewpoint has had, both in academia and in portrayals in art and film. Many of his definitions of Orientalist characteristics still affect the Western representation of Islam 40 years on. [1:  Saïd, E. ‘Orientalism’ Pantheon Books, Michigan, 1978]  [2:  Macfie, A. ‘Orientalism’, Pearson Education, London, 2002:71] 


Four themes or representations that were used by Oriental scholars, emerge from Saïd’s major work: the Muslim as frustrated and aggressive; the binary vision of West versus East; the ‘Orient’ as a homogenous area, and fourthly, Islam as an impractical and irrational religion. These themes are also echoed in El Fadl’s[footnoteRef:3] itemisation of Orientalist positions.  [3:  El Fadl, K. ‘Reasoning with God’, Roman and Littlefield, Maryland 2014: 189- 90] 


The representation of Muslims as aggressors stems from the Seventh and Eighth Centuries when Islam spread to Turkey, Sicily, Spain and Southern France. Medieval scholars equated Mohammed in Islam, with Jesus in Christianity, and saw Mohammed as an aggressive fighter but a frustrated prophet in comparison to the miracles and prophesies of Jesus. The fact that Islam had taken over the biblical area of Palestine was a cultural, historical and religious affront to European Christianity. Saïd explains: ‘doubtless Islam was a real provocation in many ways’[footnoteRef:4].The medieval vision of what was called ‘Mohammedism’, coloured the way Europeans studied what little was known of the religion, whilst the biblical references in Genesis 21:13[footnoteRef:5] were taken to show that Islam was the nation created for the frustrated son of Hagar.  The Eurocentrism exposed in Saïd’s descriptions of the representation of Islam was initiated in this period of Islamic control in Southern Europe. While Muslims were expelled from Europe in the 15th Century, the fear of Islam as an aggressor was later endorsed by the power of the Ottoman Empire, situated just beyond the borders. The history of this period can be seen as the foundation of the myths about Islam[footnoteRef:6]. [4:  Saïd, ibid: 74]  [5:  ‘The Bible’, NRSV, OUP, 1989: 17]  [6:  Macfie, ibid: 44] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The second period which strengthened the ‘redoubtable durability’[footnoteRef:7] of myths about Muslims and Islam was that of Colonialism, and the binary discourse of West versus East. Saïd has called the colonial divide between West and East ‘imaginative geography’[footnoteRef:8]; Britain’s rule of India provided colonialists with a geographical knowledge of South East Asia, and the ability to import their own government; India was thus no longer part of the unknown ’East’. However, apart from Egypt, the Arab lands were still an unknown and unchanging ‘Other’. Comparisons with, for example, the Orientalists’ knowledge of Chinese civilisations, completed the negative picture. Grunebaum wrote as late as 1964, that ‘it is essential to realise that the Muslim civilisation is a cultural entity that does not share our primary aspirations’[footnoteRef:9]; thus the idea of them/us was added to the West/East dichotomy. Colonisation legitimised the view of the Middle East as inferior, as an unchanging East was interpreted to mean underdeveloped, not part of the rational, secular West of Modernity. Elgamri[footnoteRef:10] has called the Middle East: ’Europe’s most striking image of the Other’. [7:  Saïd, ibid: 6]  [8:  Saïd, ibid: 49]  [9:  Grunebaum, G., ‘Modern Islam’ Vintage Books, New York, 1964: 55]  [10:  Elgamri, E., Islam in the British Broadsheets’, Ithaca press, Reading, 2010: 15] 


What Saïd most regrets about Orientalism is its ‘hardening of doctrine…into truth’[footnoteRef:11], and the fact that these truths included viewing the Middle East as one homogenous area.  In an interview published in 2012, he explains that the East is 250 – 300 million people[footnoteRef:12] and questions whether the history, language and culture of, for example, Indonesia and Saudi Arabia, can be described with the same characteristics, without huge Eurocentric distortion and inaccuracy. What remains, he writes[footnoteRef:13]: ‘is that seemingly inviolable overall identity of The East’. This has important consequences for the representation of Islam, and particularly for Muslims: Orientalists scholars looked on the inhabitants of the East as one unchanging unit, all with the same characteristics and beliefs. This means, for example, that if one sector of Eastern Pakistan is a Taliban stronghold, then all Islamic countries have Taliban affiliation; in fact the peoples from the Eastern Mediterranean to South East Asia have different ethnic, linguistic, cultural and religious backgrounds. [11:  Saïd, ibid: 254]  [12:  www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVC8EYd_Z_g: 23’: 48’’]  [13:  Saïd, ibid: 257] 


The fourth representation of Islam mentioned above is of the religion as impractical and irrational. This stems partly from the binary vision of West/East as Modern/Premodern: that European Orientalists were proud of having entered the period of Modernity characterised by reason, progress, and secularism, and the East was portrayed as Modernity’s antithesis[footnoteRef:14]. El Fadl[footnoteRef:15] quotes Winston Churchill as writing: ‘the influence of the religion [Islam], paralyses the social development of those who follow it’. The characteristics of irrationality and orthopraxy rather than theological thought are so much part of the picture painted of the East, that Ernst[footnoteRef:16] has drawn attention to European Orientalists writing positively of Sufism, convinced ’that it [Sufism] must have come from somewhere else besides Islam’.  [14:  Zebiri, K. ’British Muslim Converts’, One World Press, Oxford, 2008: 9]  [15:  El Fadl, K, ibid: 125]  [16:  Ernst, C. ‘Piety and Devotion’ in Kenney, J and E. Moosa (eds.) “Islam in the Modern
    World’, Routledge, Oxford, 2014: 112] 


Western Orientalists refute the reason and thought behind Islamic law, maintaining that Shari’ah did not evolve after the Nineteenth Century, and ‘the closing of the doors’ of ijtihad[footnoteRef:17]. The Muslim is represented as non-theoretical – an emotional rather than theological thinker. Some Orientalist writing also pointed to the language of the Middle East as evidence for Muslims’ intellectual inferiority[footnoteRef:18]: that Indo-European languages based on Sanskrit are more advanced than Semitic languages  such as Arabic.  [17:  El Fadl, K., ibid: liii]  [18:  Elgamri, ibid: 30] 


During the twenty years after the publication of Saïd’s major work, although some academics, notably Bernard Lewis, argued strongly with his conclusions, and Saïd himself said the situation had actually got worse[footnoteRef:19], many academic departments revised their curricula to include specialist knowledge, and their staff to include lecturers who lived Islam. However, since the attack in New York in 2001 and the bomb in London in 2005, the media, in the form of daily newspapers, has begun to take up the stereotypes and hidden assumptions furthered by last century’s Orientalists, and the representation of Islam has not escaped from its negative portrayal. [19:  Rushdie; S. ‘Imaginary Homelands’, Granta Books, London, 1991: 172] 
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