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In the Name of God, the All-Merciful,
the Compassionate

Any open-minded person embarking on a study of Islam, especialy if using books written in
European languages, should be aware of the seemingly inherent distortions that permeate amost all
non-Muslim writings on Islam. At least since the Middle Ages, |slam has been much maligned and
severely misunderstood in the West. Inthe last years of the Twentieth Century, it does not seem that
much has changed even though most Muslims would agree that progress is being made. | feel that an
elegant summary of the West's ignorance of 1slam and the motives of Orientalism are the following
words by the Swiss journalist and author, Roger Du Pasquier:

The West, whether Christian or dechristiani sed, has never
really known Islam Ever since they watched it appear on
the world stage, Christians never ceased to insult and
slander it in order to find justification for wagi ng war on
It. It has been subjected to grotesque distortions the
traces of which still endure in the European m nd. Even
today there are nmany Westerners for whom I slam can be
reduced to three ideas: fanaticism fatalismand pol ygany.
O course, there does exist a nore cultivated public whose
| deas about Islamare |ess deforned; there are still

preci ous few who know that the word Islam signifies nothing
ot her than 'subm ssion to God'. One synptomof this
I gnorance is the fact that in the inmagination of nost
Europeans, Allah refers to the divinity of the Mislinms, not
the God of the Christians and Jews; they are all surprised
to hear, when one takes the trouble to explain things to
them that 'Allah' neans 'God', and that even Arab
Christians know him by no ot her nane.

| sl am has of course been the object of studies by
Western orientalists who, over the |ast two centuries, have
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publ | shed an extensive learned I1terature on the subject.
Nevert hel ess, however worthy their |abours may have been ,
particularly in the historical and and phil ol ogi cal fields,
t hey have contributed little to a better understandi ng of
the Muslimreligion in the Christian or post-Christian
mlieu, sinply because they have failed to arouse much
I nterest outside their specialised academc circles. One
Is forced also to concede that Oriental studies in the West
have not al ways been inspired by the purest spirit of
scholarly inpartiality, and it is hard to deny that sone
| sl am ci sts and Arabi sts have worked wth the clear
intention of belittling Islamand its adherents. This
tendency was particularly marked for obvious reasons in the
heyday of the colonial enpires, but it would be an
exaggeration to claimthat it has vani shed w thout trace.
These are sone of the reasons why Islamrenmains even
today so m sjudged by the West, where curiously enough,
Asiatic faiths such as Buddhi sm and Hi ndui sm have for nore
than a century generated far nore visible synpathy and
I nterest, even though Islamis so close to Judai sm and
Christianity, having flowed fromthe sane Abraham c
source. Despite this, however, for several years it has
seened that external conditions, particularly the grow ng
| nportance of the Arab-Islam c countries in the world's
great political and economc affairs, have served to arouse
a growng interest of Islamin the West, resulting for sone
in the discovery of new and hitherto unsuspected

hori zons. (FromUnveilinglslam, by Roger Du Pasquier, pages 5-7)

The feeling that there is a general ignorance of Islam in the West is shared by Maurice Bucaille, a
French doctor, who writes:

When one nentions Islamto the materialist atheist, he
smles wth a conplacency that is only equal to his

| gnorance of the subject. In common with the majority of
Western intellectuals, of whatever religious persuasion, he
has an i npressive collection of false notions about |slam
One nust, on this point, allow himone or two excuses.
Firstly, apart fromthe new y-adopted attitudes prevailing
anong the highest Catholic authorities, Islamhas al ways
been subject in the West to a so-called 'secul ar slander'.
Anyone in the West who has acquired a deep know edge of

| slam knows just to what extent its history, dogna and ai ns
have been distorted. One nust also take into account that
fact that docunents published in European | anguages on this
subj ect (Il eaving aside highly specialised studies) do not

make the work of a person wlling to |learn any easier. (From
TheBible, the Qur'an and Science, by Maurice Bucaille, page 118)
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The phenomenon which is generally known as Orientalismis but one aspect of Western
misrepresentations of Islam. Today, most Muslims in the West would probably agree that the
majority of distortions about |slam come from the media, whether in newspapers, magazines or on
television. Interms of the number of people who are reached by such information, the mass media
certainly has more of awidespread impact on the West's view of |slam than do the academic
publications of "Orientalists’, "Arabists' or "Islamicists'. In recent years, the academic field of what
used to be called Orientalism has been renamed "Area Studies' or "Regional Studies’. These
politically correct terms have taken the place of the word "Orientalism" in scholarly circles since the
latter word is now tainted with a negative imperialist connotation, in alarge measure due to the
Orientalists themselves. However, even though the works of scholars who pursue these fields do not
reach the public at large, they do often fall into the hands of students and those who are personally
interested in learning more about Islam. As such, any student of Islam especially those in the West
need to be aware of the historical phenomenon of Orientalism, both as an academic pursuit and as a
means of cultural exploitation. When used by Muslims, the word "Orientalist" generally refersto any
Western scholar who studies Islam regardless of his or her motives and thus, inevitably, distortsit. As
we shall see, however, the phenomenon of Orientalism is much more than an academic pursuit.
Edward Said, arenowned Arab Christian scholar and author of severa books exposing shortcomings
of the Orientalist approach, defines " Orientalism" as follows:

by Orientalism| nean several things, all of them in
ny opinion, interdependent. The nost readily accepted
designation of for Oientalismis an academ c one, and
| ndeed, and indeed the |abel still serves in a nunber of
academ c institutions. Anyone who teaches, wites about,
or researches the Orient and this applies whether the
person i s an ant hropol ogi st, sociologist, historian, or
philogist either in its specific or its general aspects, is
an Oientalist, and what he or she does is Oientalism (From

Orientalism, by Edward W. Said, page 2)

To speak of Orientalismtherefore is to speak nmainly,

al t hough not exclusively, of a British and French cul tural
enterprise, a project whose dinensions take in such

di sparate realns as the imagination itself, the whol e of

I ndia and the Levant, the Biblical texts and the Biblical

| ands, the spice trade, colonial armes and a | ong
tradition of colonial adm nistrators, a form dable
scholarly corpus, innunerable Oriental "experts" and
"hands”, an Oriental professorate, a conplex array of
"Oiental" ideas (Oiental despotism Oiental splendor,
cruelty, sensuality), many Eastern sects, phil osophies, and
wi sdons donesticated for | ocal European use the list can be

extended nore or |less indefinitely. (FromOQOrientalism, by Edward W.
Said, page 4)

Asisthe case with many things, being aware of the problem is half the battle. Once a sincere seeker

of the Truth isaware of the long standing misunderstanding and hostility between Islam and the West
and learns not to trust everything which they see in print authentic knowledge and information can be
gained much more quickly. Certainly, not all Western writings on Islam have the same degree of bias
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they run the range from willful distortion to simple ignorance and there are even afew that could be
classified as sincere efforts by non-Muslimsto portray Islam in a positive light. However, even most
of these works are plagued by seemingly unintentional errors, however minor, due to the author's lack
of Islamic knowledge. In the spirit of fairness, it should be said that even some contemporary books
on Islam by Muslim authors suffer from these same shortcomings, usually due to alack of knowledge,
heretical ideas and or depending on non-Muslim sources.

This having been said, it should come as no surprise that learning about Islam in the West especialy
when relying on works in European languages has never been an easy task. Just a couple of decades
ago, an English speaking person who was interested in Islam, and wishing to limit their reading to
works by Muslim authors, might have been limited to reading atranslation of the Qur'an, afew
translated hadeeth books and a few dozen pamphlet-sized essays. However, in the past several years
the widespread availability of Islamic books written by believing and committed Muslims and the
advent of the Internet have made obtaining authentic information on almost any aspect of 1slam much
easier. Today, hardly aweek goes by that a new English trandation of aclassic Islamic work is not
announced. Keeping thisin mind, | would encourage the reader to consult books written by Muslim
authors when trying to learn about Islam. There are awide range of 1slamic book distributors that can

be contacted through the Internet.

Moving on to amore detailed look at the West's distorted view of 1slam, in general, and Orientalism
in particular . . . Edward Said, the Arab Christian author of the monumenta work Orientalism,
accurately referred to Orientalism a " cultural enterprise”. Thisis certainly no distortion, since the
academic study of the Oriental East by the Occidental West was often motivated and often
co-operated hand-in-hand with the imperialistic aims of the European colonial powers. Without a
doubt, the foundations of Orientalism are in the maxim "Know thy enemy”. When the Christian
Nations of Europe began their long campaign to colonize and conquer the rest of the world for their
own benefit, they brought their academic and missionary resources to bear in order to help them with
their task. Orientalists and missionaries whose ranks often overlapped were more often than not the
servants of an imperialist government who was using their services as a way to subdue or weaken an
enemy, however subtly.

Wth regard to Islamand the Islamc territories, for
exanple, Britain felt that it had legitimate interests, as
a Christian power, to safeguard. A conplex apparatus for
tending these interests devel oped. Such early organi zati ons
as the Society for Pronoting Christian Know edge (1698) and
the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign
Parts (1701) were succeeded and | ater abetted by the
Bapti st M ssionary Society (1792), the Church M ssionary
Society (1799), the British and Foreign Bi ble Society
(1804), the London Society for Pronoting Christianity Anobng
the Jews (1808). These m ssions "openly" joined the

expansi on of Europe. (FromOrientalism, by Edward W. Said, page 100)

Anyone who has studied the subject knows that Christian missionaries were willing participantsin
European imperialism, regardless of the pure motives or naiveté of some of the individual
missionaries. Actually, quite afew Orientalist scholars were Christian missionaries. One exampleis
that of Sir William Muir, who was an active missionary and author of several books on Islam. Today,
these books are viewed as very biased studies, even though they continue to be used as references for
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those wishing to attack Islam to thisvery day. That Christians were the source of some of the worst
lies and distortions about Islam should come as no surprise, since Islam was its main "competitor" on
the stage of World Religions. Far from honouring the commandment not to bear fal se witness against
one's neighbour, Christians distortions and outright lies about |slam were widespread, as the following
Shows:

The history of Orientalismis hardly one of unbi ased

exam nation of the sources of |slamespecially when under
the influence of the bigotry of Christianity. Fromthe
fanatical distortions of John of Damascus to the apol ogetic
of later witers against Islam that told their audi ences
that the Miuslins worshipped three idols! Peter the

Vener abl e (1084-1156) "transl ated” the Qur'an which was
used t hroughout the M ddl e Ages and i ncl uded nine

addi tional chapters. Sale's infanmously distorted
translation followed that trend, and his, along with the
| i kes of Rodwell, Miuir and a nultitude of others attacked
t he character and personality of Muhammmed. Oten they
enpl oyed invented stories, or narration's which the Mislins
t hensel ves considered fabricated or weak, or else they
distorted the facts by claimng Miuslins held a position
which they did not, or using the habits practised out of

| gnorance anong the Muslins as the accurate portrayal of
|slam As Norman Daniel tell us in his work Islamand the

West: "The use of false evidence to attack |Islamwas all
but universal . . . " (p. 267). (FromAn Authoritative Exposition -
Part 1, by cAbdur-Rahim Green)

Thereisagreat deal of proof that one could use to demonstrate that when it came to attacking Islam,
even the Roman Catholic Church would readily embrace almost any untruth. Here's an example:

At a certain period in history, hostility to Islam in
what ever shape or form even com ng from decl ared enem es
of the church, was received with the nost heartfelt
approbation by high dignitaries of the Catholic Church.
Thus Pope Benedict XIV, who is reputed to have been the
greatest Pontiff of the Ei ghteenth century, unhesitatingly
sent his blessing to Voltaire. This was in thanks for the

dedi cation to himof the tragedy Mohanmed or Fanaticism
(Mahonet ou |l e Fanatisne) 1741, a coarse satire that any

cl ever scribbler of bad faith could have witten on any
subject. In spite of a bad start, the play gained
sufficient prestige to be included in the repertoire of the

Conedi e- Francai se. " (From TheBible, the Qur'an and Science, by Maurice
Bucaille, page 118)

The dedicated enemy of the church, referred to above, was the French philosopher Voltaire. For an
example of what he thought of at least one Christian doctrine, read his Anti-Trinitarians tract. Also,

the above passage introduces a point that one should be well aware of: The distortions and lies about
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|slam throughout the ages in Europe were not been limited to a small number of scholars and clergy.
Far from it, they were part of the popular culture:

The European inmagi nati on was nouri shed extensively from
this repertoire [of Oriental images]: between the Mddle
Ages and the eighteenth century such major authors as
Ariosto, MIton, Marlowe, Tasso, Shakespeare, Cervantes,

and the authors of the Chanson de Rol and and the Poema del

Cddrewon the Oient's riches for their productions, in
ways that sharpened that outlines of inmagery, ideas, and
figures populating it. In addition, a great deal of what
was considered | earned Orientalist scholarship in Europe
pressed ideol ogical myths into service, even as know edge
seened genuinely to be advancing." (FromOrientalism, by Edward

Said, page 63)

The invariable tendency to neglect what the Qur'an neant,

or what Muslins thought it nmeant, or what Mislins thought

or did in any given circunstances, necessarily inplies that
Qur'anic and other Islamc doctrine was presented in a form
t hat woul d convince Christians; and nore and nore
extravagant fornms woul d stand a chance of acceptance as the
di stance of the witers and public fromthe |Islam c border

I ncreased. It was with very great reluctance that what
Muslinms said Muslins believed was accepted as what they did
believe. There was a Christian picture in which the
details (even under the pressure of facts) were abandoned
as little as possible, and in which the general outline was
never abandoned. There were shades of difference, but only
with a common framework. All the corrections that were
made in the interests of an increasing accuracy were only a
def ence of hat what had newly realised to be vulnerable, a
shoring up of a weakened structure. Christian opinion was
an erection which could not be denolished, even to be

rebui | t. (Fromlslam and the West: The Making of an Image, by Norman Daniel,
page 33)

Edward Said, in his classic work Orientalism, referring to the above passage by Norman Daniel,
says.

This rigorous Christian picture of Islamwas intensified in
| nnuner abl e ways, including during the Mddle Ages and
early Renai ssance a |large variety of poetry, |earned
controversy, and popul ar superstition. By this tine the
Near Orient had been all but incorporated in the conmon

wor | d-pi cture of Latin Christianity as in the Chanson de
Rol and the worship of Saracens is portrayed as enbracing

Mahonmet and Apollo. By the mddle of the fifteenth
century, as R W Southern has brilliantly shown, it becane
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apparent to serious kuropean thinkers "that sonethi ng woul d
have to be done about Islam"™ which had turned the
situation around sonewhat by itself arriving mlitarily in

East ern Europe. (From Orientalism, by Edward W. Said, page 61)

Most conspicuous to us is the inability of any of these
systens of though [European Christian] to provide a fully
sati sfying explanation of the phenonenon they had set out

to explain [Islan] still less to influence the course of
practical events in a decisive way. At a practical |evel,
events never turned out either so well or so ill as the

nost intelligent observers predicted: and it is perhaps
worth noticing that they never turned out better than when
t he best judges confidently expected a happy ending. Was
there any progress [in Christian know edge of Islam? |
must express ny conviction that there was. Even if the
sol utions of the problemrenmained obstinately hidden from
sight, the statenent of the problem becane nore conpl ex,

nore rational, and nore related to experience. (FromWestern
Views of IsSlam in the Middle Ages, by R. W. Southern, pages 91-92)

Regardless of the flawed, biased and even devious approach of many Orientalists, they too can have
their moments of candour, as Roger Du Pasquier points out:

I n general one nust unhappily concur with an Orientali st

| i ke Montgonery Watt when he wites that 'of all the great
men of the world, no-one has had as nmany detractors as
Muhanmmad.' Having engaged in a |lengthy study of the life
and work of the Prophet, the British Arabist add that "it
I's hard to understand why this has been the case', finding
the only plausible explanation in the fact that for
centuries Christianity treated Islamas its worst eneny.
And al t hough Europeans today | ook at Islamand its founder
I n a sonewhat nore objective light, 'many ancient
prejudices still remain.' (FromUnveilinglsam, by Roger Du Pasquier,
page 47 - quoting from W M Waitt's Muhammad at M edina, Oxford University Press)

In conclusion, | would like to turn to a description of Orientalism by an American convert to IsSlam
who is now awell known Muslim scholar. What he has this to say about the objectives and methods
of Orientalism, especially how it isflawed from an Islamic perspective, is quite enlightening:

(t)he book accurately reports the nanes and dates of
the events it discusses, though its explanations of Mislim
figures, their notives, and their place within the Islamc
wor | d are observed through the | ooking glass of unbelief
(kufr), giving a reverse-inmage of many of the realities it
reflects, and perhaps calling for a word here on the
literature that has been ternmed Oientalism or in the
contenporary idiom "area studies".
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It 1S a viewpolnt requiring that scholarly description
of sonething like "African Islant be first an forenost

objective. The prem ses of this objectivity conform

cl osely, upon reflection, to the lived and felt experience
of a post-religious, Western intellectual tradition in
understanding religion; nanely, that conparing human
cultural systens and societies in their historical
succession and nmultiplicity | eads the open-m nded observer
to noral relativism since no noral value can be discovered
which on its own nerits is transculturally valid. Here,
human civilizations, with their cultural forns, religions,
hopes, ains, beliefs, prophets, sacred scriptures, and
deities, are essentially plants that grow out of the earth,
springing fromtheir various seeds and soils, thriving for
a tine, and then withering away. The scholar's concern is
only to record these el enents and propose a pl ausible

rel ati on between them

Such a point of departure, de rigueur for serious
academc work . . . is of course non-Islamc and
anti-lslamc. As a fundanental inconprehension of |slam
It naturally distorts what it seeks to explain, yet wwth an

observabl e disparity in the degree of distortion in any

gi ven description that seens to correspond roughly to how
cl ose the object of explanation is to the core of Islam

In dealing with central issues |like Allah, the Prophet
(Al'l ah bl ess himand give himpeace), the Koran, or hadith,
It is at its worst; while the further it proceeds to the
peri phery, such as historical details of trade concessions,
treaties nanes of rulers, weights of coins, etc., the |less

distorted it becones. |In either case, it is plainly
superior for Muslins to rely on fellow Miuslins when Islamc
sources are available on a subject . . . if only to avoid

the subtle and not-so-subtle distortions of non-Islamc
wor ks about Islam One cannot help but feel that nothing
bad woul d happen to us if we were to abandon the trend of
many contenporary Muslimwiters of faithfully annotating
our works with quotes fromthe founding fathers of
Oientalism if only because to sleep with the dogs is

generally to rise wwth the fl eas. (FromTheRelianceof the Traveller,
Edited and Trandated by Noah Ha Mim Keller, page 1042)

RECOMMENDED LINKS
Under standing Islamistsin the Middle East and North Africa - by Randal K. James

This article, from the Institute for National Strategic Studies, isjust one of many examples which
prove that the West's motives for studying Islam are in the maxim "Know thy enemy".
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