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

Abstract
Said’s model of Orientalism has contributed immensely to the understanding of Islam in the West. His core principles are still accepted today. It has helped in the understanding of how the ‘West’ feels about Muslims and more importantly why it feels so, so much so that it may not be possible to study Islamic history in the West without discussing Said’s views[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Hauser, Stefan R. (Berlin), “Orientalism”, in: Brill’s New Pauly, Antiquity volumes edited by: Hubert Cancik and , Helmuth Schneider, English Edition by: Christine F. Salazar, Classical Tradition volumes edited by: Manfred Landfester, English Edition by: Francis G. Gentry. Consulted online on 27 April 2020 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_bnp_e1510390] 


Introduction
Edward Said (d. 2003) was proudly Arab and unapologetically ‘oriental’. Said’s 1978 book: ‘Orientalism’ swiftly achieved a ‘classical status’. It was a powerful critique of-mainly European-imperialism, which became a starting point for many critics and academics of postcolonialism[footnoteRef:2]. Over the years it has influenced scholarship across numerous disciplines[footnoteRef:3] in American and European Universities[footnoteRef:4].  [2:  Behdad, Ali. "Orientalism after "Orientalism"." L'Esprit Créateur34, no. 2 (1994): 3-11. Accessed May 29, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/26287493	]  [3:  Gandhi, Leela. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.3366/j.ctvxcrqmx]  [4:  Muravchik, Joshua. "ENOUGH SAID: The False Scholarship of Edward Said." World Affairs 175, no. 6 (2013): 9-21. Accessed May 30, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/43556159] 


However, this should not mean that it should be treated as if it were a ‘sacred monument’[footnoteRef:5]. Criticising and critiquing are both ultimately forms of flattery. More than four decades later the book still excites, angers and inspires; indications that it is still relevant today[footnoteRef:6]. [5:  Prendergast, Christopher. "Representing Other Cultures: EDWARD SAID." In The Triangle of Representation, 83-100. NEW YORK: Columbia University Press, 2000. Accessed May 27, 2020. doi:10.7312/pren12090.10.]  [6:  Muravchik, Joshua. "ENOUGH SAID: The False Scholarship of Edward Said." World Affairs 175, no. 6 (2013): 9-21. Accessed May 30, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/43556159] 


Said’s Orientalism: a brief
Said’s book formed a part of a trilogy in which he explored the imbalance in the relationship between the ‘Orient’ and European and American colonialism and imperialism[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Gandhi, Leela. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.3366/j.ctvxcrqmx] 

According to Said, till the eighteenth century, Europeans understood the ‘Orient’ to be Islam, or Turkey or the lands of the Saracens. After discovery and subsequent study of large portions of Asia, its intended meaning expanded accordingly (Said 1995, p.4)[footnoteRef:8]. However, in his earlier essay, the author has limited its reach only to mean the Near Orient, or the lands of Islam, or the Arabs[footnoteRef:9].  [8:  Said, Edward W.  Orientalism: Western Concepts of the Orient, New Delhi: Penguin Books India, 1995
]  [9:  Said, Edward W. "ORIENTALISM." The Georgia Review 31, no. 1 (1977): 162-206. Accessed May 24, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/41397448	] 

According to Said (1995:2), for Orientalists, the study of anything not in the West would fall under the scope of Orientalism. Therefore, anyone who taught, studied or wrote about these lands, whether they were priests, anthropologists, sociologists, historians or philologists was an Orientalist [footnoteRef:10], making its scope enormous with possibilities of almost infinite sub-divisions[footnoteRef:11]. [10:  Said, Edward W.  Orientalism: Western Concepts of the Orient, New Delhi: Penguin Books India, 1995
]  [11:  Said, Edward W. "ORIENTALISM." The Georgia Review 31, no. 1 (1977): 162-206. Accessed May 24, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/41397448] 


Reception of his model
Ali opines that Orientalism remains a dominant mode of representation because of its all-inclusive epistemological domain[footnoteRef:12], the reciprocal relationship between knowledge and power to dominate and rule wherever possible[footnoteRef:13].  [12:  Behdad, Ali. "Orientalism after "Orientalism"." L'Esprit Créateur34, no. 2 (1994): 3-11. Accessed May 29, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/26287493]  [13:  Gandhi, Leela. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.3366/j.ctvxcrqmx] 

Ali further states that Said’s book forced literary and cultural critics to look up from their literary texts and take note of present realities, and triggered a shift “from textuality to historicity, from the aesthetic to the political, and from individual receptions to collective responses to literary texts”[footnoteRef:14].  [14:  Behdad, Ali. "Orientalism after "Orientalism"." L'Esprit Créateur34, no. 2 (1994): 3-11. Accessed May 29, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/26287493] 

Said was primarily a literary critic, a student of literature and was not a historian[footnoteRef:15]. This has been held against him along with the other countless objections and criticism of his work, such as his sweeping generalisations[footnoteRef:16], his failure to acknowledge the neutral works that the ‘good’ Orientalists produced on Islam[footnoteRef:17] and his failure to engage with German and Russian Orientalists[footnoteRef:18].  [15:  Hallaq, Wael B. Restating Orientalism: A Critique of Modern Knowledge. New York; Chichester, West Sussex: Columbia University Press, 2018. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.7312/hall18762]  [16:  Consider his statement on page 204 of his book: “It is therefore correct that every European, in what he could say about the Orient, was consequently a racist, an imperialist, and almost totally ethnocentric.”]  [17:  Hallaq, Wael B. Restating Orientalism: A Critique of Modern Knowledge. New York; Chichester, West Sussex: Columbia University Press, 2018. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.7312/hall18762]  [18:  Adam Shatz, “'Orientalism,' Then and Now,” The New York Review of Books, May 20, 2019, https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/05/20/orientalism-then-and-now/  ] 

In spite of all the criticisms levelled against him and his works, of which the strongest is the building up of a ‘reverse stereotype’ of the racist Westerner[footnoteRef:19] and ‘Occidentalism’ or ‘reverse Orientalism’[footnoteRef:20], his views could not be brushed aside. His views on Orientalism in which he concludes that the West’s struggles with the Orient stems from its understanding of the Orient as aberrant, undeveloped, inferior and irrational, something to be feared and controlled[footnoteRef:21] are applicable to the West’s understanding of Islam as well.  [19:  Gandhi, Leela. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.3366/j.ctvxcrqmx]  [20:  Massad, Joseph. "Orientalism as Occidentalism." History of the Present 5, no. 1 (2015): 83-94. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.5406/historypresent.5.1.0083	]  [21:  Muravchik, Joshua. "ENOUGH SAID: The False Scholarship of Edward Said." World Affairs 175, no. 6 (2013): 9-21. Accessed May 30, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/43556159	] 


Edward Said’s model of Orientalism an apt model to understand Western study of Islam
Edward Said was a Palestinian Arab, but he was not Muslim. He was brought up a Christian but wrote as a secular critic[footnoteRef:22]. This is probably the reason why he could write what he wrote, without being dismissed as an enraged Muslim, fighting for his own religion.   [22:  Massad, Joseph. "Affiliating with Edward Said." In Edward Said: A Legacy of Emancipation and Representation, edited by Iskandar Adel and Rustom Hakem, 23-50. University of California Press, 2010. Accessed May 30, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1pnzpx.5	] 

Orientalism according to him was to dominate, restructure and have authority over the Orient[footnoteRef:23]. His main argument against it was that it strived to promote Western superiority over Eastern inferiority, because Orientals were 'a subject race, dominated by a race that knows them and what is good for them better than they could possibly know themselves' (Said 1995 p. 35)[footnoteRef:24]. Orientalism is a discourse by the powerful about the powerless, where knowledge translates directly to power. Remnants of Orientalism, according to Said (1995, p. 2 & 53) are still to be found in the West’s academic theorisation, theses and public policies[footnoteRef:25]. Said stated that designating Orientalism and Orientalists is still useful today, even though an Orientalist is less likely to call himself an Orientalist, but Oxford, Princeton, SOAS to name a few  still maintain programmes and departments in Oriental languages or Oriental civilisations[footnoteRef:26]. [23:  Mohamed Osman Mohamed Nawab Mohamed and Iulia Lumina, “A Theoretical Pathway to Contemporary Islam,” in Pathways to Contemporary Islam: New Trends in Critical Engagement (Amsterdam University Press, 2020), pp. 49-74]  [24:  Gandhi, Leela. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.3366/j.ctvxcrqmx	]  [25:  Said, Edward W.  Orientalism: Western Concepts of the Orient, New Delhi: Penguin Books India, 1995]  [26:  Said, Edward W. "ORIENTALISM." The Georgia Review 31, no. 1 (1977): 162-206. Accessed May 24, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/41397448] 


Are Said’s views still relevant today[footnoteRef:27]? [27:  Adam Shatz, “'Orientalism,' Then and Now,” The New York Review of Books, May 20, 2019, https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/05/20/orientalism-then-and-now/	] 

Although much has changed since the time Said discussed it, Orientalism remains a part of the West’s political unconscious. Sometimes it is subtle, while at other times it manifests as an explicit bias[footnoteRef:28].  [28:  Adam Shatz, “'Orientalism,' Then and Now,” The New York Review of Books, May 20, 2019, https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/05/20/orientalism-then-and-now/] 

These views have made Said’s book one of the most influential works[footnoteRef:29] in the postwar era, but according to Shatz (2019) it is also one of the most misunderstood. He says that Said wanted to open a discussion about the way the West imagined the Arab-Islamic world, probably as a conduit to understand its problems[footnoteRef:30]. [29:  Hauser, Stefan R. (Berlin), “Orientalism”, in: Brill’s New Pauly, Antiquity volumes edited by: Hubert Cancik and , Helmuth Schneider, English Edition by: Christine F. Salazar, Classical Tradition volumes edited by: Manfred Landfester, English Edition by: Francis G. Gentry. Consulted online on 27 April 2020 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_bnp_e1510390]  [30:  Adam Shatz, “'Orientalism,' Then and Now,” The New York Review of Books, May 20, 2019, https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/05/20/orientalism-then-and-now/] 

Said was more interested in proving continuity of ideological traditions[footnoteRef:31]. Even today, the West’s understanding of Islam has roots in the works of the Orientalists of the Age of Enlightenment and probably in the sentiments of the Crusaders.  [31:  Adam Shatz, “'Orientalism,' Then and Now,” The New York Review of Books, May 20, 2019, https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/05/20/orientalism-then-and-now/] 

Said’s model of Orientalism, in which he abolished the notion that facts can be free of judgements and scientific research can be divorced of politics and power is an intellectual tool to understand the West’s understanding of Islam[footnoteRef:32].  [32:  Hauser, Stefan R. (Berlin), “Orientalism”, in: Brill’s New Pauly, Antiquity volumes edited by: Hubert Cancik and , Helmuth Schneider, English Edition by: Christine F. Salazar, Classical Tradition volumes edited by: Manfred Landfester, English Edition by: Francis G. Gentry. Consulted online on 27 April 2020 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_bnp_e1510390] 

Bernard Lewis (d. 2018) is an example of how Oriental mindsets in the academia are still prevalent today. Lewis was an ardent critic of Said, whose views on Islam and Muslims were sometimes diametrically opposed to Said’s views. Lewis[footnoteRef:33] maintained that Muslims were ‘irrational’ and that the World is witnessing a “a clash of civilizations”, a phrase that he coined in 1990[footnoteRef:34]. Accordingly, the roots of 21st century Muslim anger should be traced back to the 7th century[footnoteRef:35]. [33:  See Said’s response to Samuel Huntington’s article: A Clash of Civilizations. Edward W. Said, “The Clash of Ignorance,” The Nation, June 29, 2015, https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/clash-ignorance/	]  [34:  Bernard Lewis, “The Roots of Muslim Rage,” The Atlantic (Atlantic Media Company, May 20, 2018), https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1990/09/the-roots-of-muslim-rage/304643/	]  [35:  Tahrir Khalil Hamdi. "Edward Said and Recent Orientalist Critiques." Arab Studies Quarterly 35, no. 2 (2013): 130-48. Accessed May 30, 2020. doi:10.13169/arabstudquar.35.2.0130	] 

Said’s model helped understand Western psyche, when it came to Muslims, and provoked discussions about the representation of Islam and Muslims in academia, journalism and popular culture[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Hauser, Stefan R. (Berlin), “Orientalism”, in: Brill’s New Pauly, Antiquity volumes edited by: Hubert Cancik and , Helmuth Schneider, English Edition by: Christine F. Salazar, Classical Tradition volumes edited by: Manfred Landfester, English Edition by: Francis G. Gentry. Consulted online on 27 April 2020 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1574-9347_bnp_e1510390] 


Conclusion
Today with the rise of Nationalism and right-wing politics, Said’s model of Orientalism is more crucial than ever, not only to understand the West’s perception of Islam, but also to counter extremist ideologies on both sides; for perhaps American Islamophobia might just be a continuation of European Orientalism[footnoteRef:37]. [37:  Massoumi, Narzanin, Tom Mills, David Miller, and Deepa Kumar. “Islamophobia and Empire: An Intermestic Approach to the Study of Anti-Muslim Racism.” Essay. In What Is Islamophobia?: Racism, Social Movements and the State, 49–73. London: Pluto Press, 2017.
] 
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