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Orientalism 
This article will follow the writing style of the Encyclopaedia of Religion (Jones, L. (ed.) 2005, Vol. 10, 2nd edition. Detroit: Macmillan). 
Throughout the centuries, the term Orientalism has come to represent the western notion of the Middle East as the opposed ‘other’. Orientalism is a term which has been used by politicians, art historians, and more specifically, religious studies scholars, to depict an exaggerated, and often distorted view of the East and its inhabitants. The Orient, along with its religions and culture, is portrayed as uncivilised and inferior. 
Edward Said’s book Orientalism (2003) first published in 1978, produced an incredible shift in the meaning of this term. Said claims that Orientalism is a style of thought, based on an ontological division between the Orient; the Middle East, and the Occident; the West (2003, p.2). Said puts a great emphasis on the notable fact that men make their own history, and that this has therefore extended to geography, resulting in these man-made geographical sectors; Orient and Occident (2003, p. 4-5). However, Said claims that Orientalism is not only this elaboration of a basic geographical distinction, but that it also offers a starting point to understanding the Orient, its culture and inhabitants (2003, p. 12). 
For Said therefore, this has enabled the Orient to become one of the West’s more recurring images of the ‘other’ (2003, p. 1). It has become a collective notion which enables ‘us’ Westerners to see ‘those’ Middles Easterners as the inferior partner (2003, p.40). According to Said, this way of thinking has been centuries in the making, enabling the West to believe that they dominate the Middle East. Throughout the years, this superiority over the East has come to be seen as the ultimate reality (Said, 2003, p.36). As Said states: “The sense of Western power over the Orient is taken for granted as having the status of scientific truth” (2003, p.46). 
Said illustrates that Orientalism is essentially a distribution of geopolitical awareness, created to understand, or more often to control and manipulate the East, or, the ‘other’ (2003, p. 12). The Middle East is therefore portrayed through a prejudiced framework, becoming indebted to Western representations, or more often, misinterpretations. Said argues that this has led to the Middle East becoming judged, studied and even disciplined, as it has become seen as backward and uncivilised (2003, p. 22). 
Throughout the centuries therefore, Orientalism has become extremely apparent in the study of religion. During the Middle Ages, Orientalism and its style of thought were quickly adopted by Western Europeans. This had an extreme impact on their reading, understanding and interpretation of the Bible (Campo, 2009, p. 536). For example, Europeans began to claim that they descended from Noah’s favourite son; Japeth, whilst Africans and Asians descended from Noah’s least favourite sons; Shem and Ham (Campo, 2009, p. 536). They began to believe that they were not only superior in race, but also religiously superior; to God. Orientalism therefore began to have a profound effect on the Europeans interpretation of holy texts, and their religious meaning. Orientalism also began to evoke the tendency to homogenize and mystify African and Asian cultures, viewing them as opposed to Western religions concepts, such as the separation of Church and State, and rationalised belief (Vries, 2005, p. 6881).
As scholars such as Cambo argues however, the religion Islam certainly appears to have sustained the worst Orientalist interpretation (2009, p. 536). During the 19th and 20th centuries, European and American scholars began to study the East, or more specifically, the Islamic East. This led to scholarly writings being published concerning Islam, such as journals, dictionaries and translations of Arabic texts (Cambo, 2009, p. 536). However, despite their scholarly abilities, Oriental stereotypes concerning Islam became extremely evident in their work. As Cambo argues; “[they] stereotyped these cultures as static, despotic, inferior and effeminate, usually attributing these defects to Islam” (2009, p. 536-537). Cambo states that most European and American scholars were determined to clearly differentiate their religion; Christianity, and their western civilisation, from Islam and the Islamic society (2009, p. 537).
Similarly to Cambo, Said also argues this viewpoint, as he maintains that Orientalist stereotypes concerning Muslims have been revived again and again throughout history (1997, p. 42). Specifically, after world events such as the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, the 1979-80 Iranian hostage crisis, the 1990 Gulf War, and the most recent “war on terror” in the United States after the 9/11 attack (Campo, 2009, p. 537). Many of these events have been conducted on Islamic land. This has therefore created a context for the revival of old Orientalist stereotypes, and an opportunity to create new stereotypes (Campo, 2009, p. 537).  In his work Covering Islam (1997) Said examines the Orientalist lens through which Islam is regularly conveyed. He argues that Islam is consistently seen to be opposed to modernity, and therefore portrayed to the West as a dangerous religion, which threatens our way of life. Islam is consistently portrayed as barbaric, backward and the enemy of any Westerner (Said, 1997, p. 42-43). As Said argues; “the very concept of a world of Islam implies its antagonism towards ‘our’ world” (1997, p. 42).
Since the publication of Said’s Orientalism, there has been a large body of literature written and published in response. Another profound author in the study of Orientalism is Richard King (2005). Likewise to Said, King discusses the notion of the East as a contrasting image, which has been used to define the Western cultural identity. King argues that during the eighteenth and nineteenth century, the East represented a mysterious realm of spirituality, however, it also depicted a world of primitive religious practises (2005, p. 275). The West was confident that it represented a civilised and progressive way of religious life, whilst the East was trapped in an historic and unchanging Orient (King, 2005, p. 275). As King argues: “the belief that it was the duty of the West to civilise the savage and aid the Oriental” (2005, p. 275). 
However, in contrast, whilst Said’s Orientalism tends to focus almost exclusively upon the religion Islam, King focuses more closely on the notion of religion in general. King examines the Western notion that religion and religious belief is extremely privatised and kept separate from the realm of politics (2005, p. 283). He argues that when Hindu and Islamic religions in the Middle East express political views therefore, it is condemned greatly by the West as a dangerous mixture of the two separate realms of life (King, 2005, p. 283). King argues that this view on religion and politics is, yet another Oriental viewpoint created by the West (2005, p. 283).
Another profound author in the study of Orientalism is Harry Oldmeadow (2004). Oldmeadow focuses closely on the debates surrounding the term Orientalism, and how it has become highly problematic. Whilst Said confidently defines the term Orientalism and argues its clear definition, Oldmeadow argues that it is a complicated expression “carrying several meanings which do not sit together comfortable” (2004, p. 6). He argues that indeed, up until the mid-twentieth century, Orientalism remained a neutral and simple descriptive term, however, it has quickly become a volatile and unstable label (Oldmeadow, 2004, p. 7). Oldmeadow offers an interesting criticism to the well-defined structure of Orientalism that Said depicts.
It is also crucial to mention the work Occidentalism (2004) by Buruma and Margalit. This work challenges Said’s claim that “no one is likely to imagine a field symmetrical to [Orientalism]” (2003, p. 50). Buruma and Margalit describe Occidentalism as the “Orientalist view upside down” (2004, p. 10). In contrast to Said, they examine the stereotypical and disapproving view that the Middle East has towards the West. They claim that the Middle East view notions such as pop culture, scientific views and global capitalism with complete disapproval and objection. Buruma and Margalit describe Occidentalism as a hateful and dehumanizing caricature of Western modernity and lifestyle (2004, p. 6-7). 
The most prolific type of source material concerning Orientalism is indisputable journal articles and academic books. Regarding further reading, the scholar Halliday gives an excellent account of Orientalism and an analysis of its different critiques in his 1993 article: “Orientalism and Its critiques”. Mackenzie (1995) gives an excellent account of Orientalism through issues such as art and history in his book: Orientalism History, Theory, and the Arts, and Waaraq (2007) portrays an interesting counter argument and critique of Said’s work in his book: Defending the West: A Critique of Edward Said’s Orientalism. 
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