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


Edward Said’s model of ‘Orientalism’[footnoteRef:1] does contribute to an understanding of Islam in the West; however, this briefing note develops the argument that this understanding is limited and partial. Limited by a research methodology[footnoteRef:2] that does not readily permit an extension of the model, in terms of its empirical and temporal scope, beyond its original focus on nineteenth and twentieth century western imperialism in Egypt and Palestine; partial in that notwithstanding the significant and enduring impact on post-colonial studies, Said’s model fails to sustain an analogy between race and religious belief and practice.   [1:  Edward W. Said 2003 [1978] Orientalism London: Penguin Modern Classics]  [2:  Bryan S. Turner 2012 Re-reading Said: Late Thoughts, Middle East Bulletin, 20 April 2012 [www.mei.edu accessed on-line 30 December 2021]] 


The briefing note proceeds in three steps. Step one sets out how it is not obvious that contributing to studying Islam in the West was ever Said’s intention; his Orientalist model[footnoteRef:3] says relatively little about Islam and often elides Arab and Muslim identity to extend a theory of race from the study of anti-racism and anti-Semitism to Western conceptions of the Oriental. His subsequent writings[footnoteRef:4] [footnoteRef:5] reveal an ambivalence about Islam and the growing Islamisation of polities around the world. In the second step, it is argued that the contribution of Said’s Orientalism is most readily observed in terms of the concept of Islamophobia. However, this impact is mediated through post-colonial studies which although inspired by Said has too many offshoots and unruly branches to draw a straight line from Said’s model of Orientalism and its problematic assumption that adherence to the faith is an analogue of race. Step three of the note argues that what is missing in Said’s model is any account of growing Muslim consciousness, new Muslim identities and increasing Muslim agency in the West.  [3:  Said, Orientalism]  [4:  Edward W. Said 1997 [1981] Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine How We See the Rest of the World London: Vintage Books, p.x1, pp.3-36.]  [5:  Amritjit Singh and Bruce G. Johnson (eds) 2004 Interviews with Edward W. Said, Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, pp. xi-xvii] 


Said’s Orientalism is, at its core, about racism and extending understanding of discrimination beyond racism against black peoples and anti-Semitism to a broader front of divisions between the West and the Orient. Said’s project is one of interpreting the interpreters: observing how western scholarship observed the Arabs in nineteenth century art and languages and the effect of these works on subsequent power relations between the West and the Arab world. The history of the concept of Orientalism reaches well before Said’s Orientalism; in his seminal text, he revises and stetches the concept to cover much than either painting or textual scholarship and employs it as a generic template for ‘the’ Western approach to talking about all things Oriental[footnoteRef:6] . [6:  Said, Orientialism, p.73] 


It is not straightforwardly obvious how insights into the constructed nature of Oriental racial identity contribute to the study of Islam as a religious doctrine or the experiences of Muslims in Western societies. Said’s Orientalism functions as instrument for dominating, governing, and controlling the Orient and was a key strategy of British and French imperialism in Palestine and Egypt from the turn of the nineteenth century onwards. For Said, Orientalism is a racist, imperialist, and ethnocentric style of thought[footnoteRef:7] . Post-Said, this is how the Orientalist term is exclusively deployed; it is an alternative label to calling someone or something racist. Islam is covered by this extraordinarily broad assertion, but the latent assumption seems to that observing the Islamic faith is analogous directly to racial identity: the relationship of Islam to Muslims is precisely the same relationship as Arabic heritage (genetic and cultural) is to an Arab. Said’s contribution to understanding Islam in these terms is important, but limited and partial: anything that is anti-Muslim is racist[footnoteRef:8] .  [7:  Ibid, p.204]  [8:  Said, Covering Islam, p.xi] 


The risk that Said’s model runs is that by co-opting Islam for emancipatory struggles connected with race is to ‘level down’ the variety of encounters between Islam and ‘the West’. As many critics of Said have noted, the empirical focus is Arab and particularly focussed on central Islamic lands of Egypt and Palestine[footnoteRef:9] . The effect is to squeeze out voices of Islam from beyond the Arab world. For example, the work of Syed Hussein Alatas[footnoteRef:10] is renowned in the Malay world. His seminal work was written in 1977 (in English) before Said’s Orientalism and anticipates much of its critique. Although Said acknowledges a scholarly debt to Alatas work on colonial capitalism, he does not introduce any variety into understanding Islam and its long and varied history with regard to different political economies of the West beyond a particular period of colonialism in Egypt and Palestine.   [9:  Dabiel Martin Variscow 2017 Reading Orientalism: Said and the Unsaid, 2nd edition, Seattle: University Washington Press, chapter I.]  [10:  Syed Hussein Alatas 2010 [1977] The Myth of the Lazy Native: A Study of the Image of the Malays, Filipinos and Javanese from the 16th to the 20th Century and Its Function in the Ideology of Colonial Capitalism. Routledge.] 


The second part of this note observes that Said’s orientalism is impactful in post-colonial studies. Leading scholars of Islamophobia[footnoteRef:11][footnoteRef:12] acknowledge Orientalist styles of thought as a factor in contemporary phenomenon of Islamophobia and cite Said’s Orientalism as informing understanding of some mechanisms of islamophobia even if the context in which they operate is significantly different from that in Said’s model. Islamophobia does not buttress high imperial power like Said’s Orientalism but rather serves as a useful term to analyse how in post-imperial times, groups who feel cultural and economic insecurity often revert to tropes from previous eras of orientalism. As such, it does contribute to understanding Islam in the West by encouraging reflexivity about take-for-granted assumptions, attention to bias and provides a justification for confronting racism. [11:  Todd H Green 2015 The Fear of Islam: An Introduction to Islamophobia, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, chapter 2]  [12:  Chris Allen 2010 Islamophobia, London: Routledge, pp.25-37.] 



It is perhaps in the nature of all successful critiques that the boundary with polemical is blurred and often overstepped to hit their target. This has been a regular criticism of Said’s work in the more than forty years since its initial publication[footnoteRef:13]. It employs a research design that seeks to generalise from important but not typical cases of western attitudes to Islam. Further, big encounters between Islam and the West are missed such as Medieval Islam and the European part of the Ottoman empire[footnoteRef:14] or the influence of Islam in British India or on Dutch colonialism in the Malay world.  [13:  Turner, Re-Reading Said]  [14:  Ernest Gellner 1993 The Mightier Pen: The Double Standards of Inside-Out Colonialism, Times Literary Supplement, 19 February 1993, pp.3-4.] 


The analogy between race and religious belief and practice is difficult to sustain. Conjectures about the nature of Islam are not the same things as conjectures about the physical or cultural traits of populations, but rather claims about the interpretation of scriptures. Islam is a religion with a foundational text, the Qur’an, along with centuries of rich and varied scholarly interpretations transmitted through the many hadith traditions and legal application in multiple jurisdictions across time and space. There are many Schools of Islamic thought, always in dispute about the correct interpretation of these texts, but there exists a core with authority in the beliefs and practices of individual Muslims as well as established methodologies for arriving at requirements and recommendations for action from this core. 

The third step of this note sees growing Muslim consciousness in the West as vitally absent from the Saidian account of Orientalism. Islam in the West is often framed in terms of a clash of civilizations, where flashpoints between Muslim politics and secular liberalism are manifest in cases such as Rushdie affair, Charlie Hebdo attacks, bans on burqa and so on. In the UK, however, there is consistent and repeated survey evidence of growing religiosity among younger Muslims as compared to their parents[footnoteRef:15]. This growth is an uneven pattern but shows how Muslim organisations get involved indirectly and directly in politics[footnoteRef:16] . Associated with growing Muslim consciousness in the West is the elementary demographics of a growing Muslim population in Europe in both absolute and proportional rems. For example, the UK now has a Muslim population of well over 3 million[footnoteRef:17] and recent range projections, as opposed to actual forecasts, put the mid-range of the proportion of population at Muslim as approaching 20% in several major European countries by 2050[footnoteRef:18]  [15:  Kim Knott 2018 Muslims and Islam in the UK, Lancaster: Centre for Research and Evidence on Security Threats ]  [16:  Tariq Modood, Nasar Meer, and Jan M. Dobbernack, J. M. 2015. Misrecognition and Political Agency: The Case of Muslim Organisations in a General Election British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 17(2), pp.189-206.]  [17:  Office for National Statistics 2021 Estimates of the population for the UK, England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, 25 June 2021 [accessed www.ons.gov.uk on 6 January 2022]]  [18:  Pew Research Center Europe’s Growing Muslim Population 29 November 2017.] 


Said’s Orientalism is a critique of its time: it does not engage with growing Muslim populations in the West nor their increasingly confident assertion of Islam as part of the public sphere. The critique of western arts and humanities in a specific period of European colonisation of the Arab world in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries does not generalise to Islam or the experience of Muslims in the contemporary West. It fails to provide an account of growing Islamisation in the West fails to anticipate how Muslim agency[footnoteRef:19], often driven by the new technologies of digital politics, is developing new forms of Islam through new mosques, cultural associations, and a myriad of relationships with different Islamic networks that transcend the borders of nation states. Said’s Orientalism is exclusively negative and therefore does not contribute analytically or critically to understanding this phenomenon fragmentation of forms of Islam in the West. It has provided some succour to attempts to apprehend Islamophobia [footnoteRef:20] be drawing attention to relationships between power and ‘othering’ processes; even here, though, Said’s contribution remains limited and partial.  [19:  The Economist, Third-generation Muslims in the West are devising a new Islam for themselves: How Islam is adapting to life in the West, 16 February 2019]  [20:  Allen Islamophobia] 
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