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ISL4804

Introduction to Orientalism

Understanding Orientalism and Its Critique — Study Handout

This handout covers ISL4804 Introduction to Orientalism: what Orientalism is, how Western

scholarship on Islam and the East developed, its methods and motives, the Muslim critique

(especially Edward Said's), and how contemporary scholarship is moving beyond it. The course

demands balance: acknowledge genuine scholarly contributions while analyzing biases honestly.

Exam technique: define precisely, historicize (which century? which motive?), give named

scholars and works, and always present both the Orientalist claim and the critique before

concluding.
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Unit 1: What Is Orientalism? Definitions

Lectures 1–4

Learning Objectives

•  Define Orientalism in its three senses

•  Explain the 'Orient' as a constructed concept

•  Distinguish academic, imaginative and political Orientalism

•  State the course's objectives and approach

Three Meanings (Said)

Edward Said's Orientalism (1978) — the founding text of the critique — uses the term in three

senses: 1) academic: the scholarly discipline studying the East (languages, history, religion); 2)

imaginative: the style of thought dividing the world into the Occident (rational, progressive,

superior) and the Orient (mystical, stagnant, inferior); 3) political: the institutions and discourse

through which the West dominated and managed the East (colonial administrations, missionary

societies, foreign ministries). The course studies all three — and their entanglement.

The 'Orient' as Construction

The 'Orient' is not a place on a map but a Western invention: a vast, diverse world (from

Morocco to Japan) flattened into one exotic, timeless essence. Key features of the construction:

essentialism (all 'Orientals' share a fixed nature), timelessness (the East never changes —

'they are like that'), and binary opposition (everything the West claims to be, the Orient is not).

Recognizing the construction is the first critical skill.

Why Study This?

•  Much Western writing on Islam — from medieval polemics to modern headlines — carries

Orientalist assumptions; Muslims must read it critically.

•  Orientalist scholarship also produced real tools (editions, dictionaries, catalogues) that

Muslim scholars use — critique ≠ rejection of everything.

•  Understanding Orientalism explains modern Islamophobia's intellectual roots and helps

answer it.

Test the definition: a 19th-century French painting of a 'harem' (fantasy architecture, passive

women, lurking danger). Academic? No. Imaginative? Perfectly — every binary present. Political? It

trained viewers to see the East as needing Western control. One image, all three senses.

Unit Summary

•  Orientalism = academic discipline + imaginative Occident/Orient binary + political

domination discourse (Said).

•  The 'Orient' is a constructed, essentialized, timeless opposite of the West.

•  Study it to read Western Islam-writing critically, use its tools wisely, and answer

Islamophobia.
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Exam Pointers

★  State Said's three definitions of Orientalism.

★  What are the three features of the Orientalist construction of the East?

★  Apply the three senses to a given example (painting, text, policy).
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Unit 2: Historical Development of Orientalism

Lectures 5–9

Learning Objectives

•  Trace Orientalism from medieval to modern times

•  Explain the motives: religious, commercial, colonial, academic

•  Name key phases and representative figures

•  Relate scholarship to empire

Phases

Medieval — polemical: Islam as Christian heresy/threat (John of Damascus, crusade

literature); motive: religious rivalry.

Renaissance–Enlightenment — curiosity + condescension: translations (Sale's Qur'an,

1734), travelers' tales; motive: knowledge for trade and diplomacy.

Colonial (19th c.) — institutional: chairs of Arabic, surveys of colonies, census and law

codification; motive: ruling the East (British India, French Algeria/Egypt).

Modern/academic (20th c.) — professionalized: universities, journals (e.g., SOAS 1916);

motive: scholarship — but Cold War area studies repoliticized it.

Scholarship and Empire

The link is structural, not conspiratorial: colonial states funded the chairs, expeditions and

dictionaries; scholars advised administrators (on Islamic law, tribal structures); knowledge made

rule efficient, and rule gave scholars access. Figures like Silvestre de Sacy (Paris chair, 1795),

William Jones (Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1784) and later Hamilton Gibb ('the dean of

Orientalists') worked inside this nexus — brilliant scholars whose frameworks served empire.

Motives Matrix

•  Religious: missionary refutation of Islam. Commercial: trade intelligence. Colonial:
administrative control. Academic: genuine philological curiosity. Romantic: exotic escape

from industrial Europe (travelers, painters). Most Orientalists mixed several — judge works

by their methods and claims, not just motives.

Napoleon's Egypt expedition (1798) carried 167 scholars alongside soldiers — producing the

Description de l'Égypte. Perfect emblem: the army conquers, the scholars catalogue; both serve the

same imperial project. Use this example whenever asked to illustrate the scholarship-empire link.

Unit Summary

•  Phases: medieval polemic → Enlightenment curiosity → colonial institutionalization →
modern academia.

•  Empire funded scholarship; scholarship served empire (chairs, surveys, advisers).

•  Motives mixed: religious, commercial, colonial, academic, romantic — analyze works by

method, not motive alone.
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Exam Pointers

★  Outline the four phases with one figure/work each.

★  Explain the scholarship-empire nexus with the Egypt expedition example.

★  Why is motive alone an insufficient basis for judging scholarship?
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Unit 3: Orientalist Writings on Islam: Themes

Lectures 10–14

Learning Objectives

•  Identify recurring Orientalist themes about Islam

•  Examine claims about the Qur'an's origins

•  Examine claims about the Prophet ■

•  Examine claims about Shariah and Islamic history

The Standard Repertoire

•  Derivativeness: Islam as a 'borrowing' from Judaism/Christianity (the 'sources' industry —

Geiger, Tisdall, and modern revisionists).

•  Violence: Islam 'spread by the sword' — ignoring the historical record of conversions and

the Qur'an's 'no compulsion' (2:256).

•  Stagnation: Islamic civilization declined after the 'golden age' and cannot modernize (the

'closing of the Muslim mind' thesis).

•  Despotism/irrationality: 'Oriental despotism', fatalism, anti-science religion.

•  Women: the veil-and-harem obsession — Islam uniquely oppressive (while ignoring

Western women's history).

On the Qur'an and the Prophet ■

Claims: the Qur'an is Muhammad's ■ composition (or compiled from sources); the Prophet ■

was epileptic/self-deluded/impostor (medieval), or a sincere-but-mistaken reformer (modern

'respectful' version). Muslim response: the literary inimitability (see ISL3666), the historical

integrity of transmission, the character evidence (Al-Amin, the persecuted uncompromising

monotheist — impostors don't choose suffering), and the content test (accurate, transformative,

consistent).

On Shariah and History

Claims: Shariah is rigid/primitive; Islamic history is a cycle of despotism; the 'golden age' science

was just preserved Greek thought. Responses: fiqh's adaptability (ijtihad, maqasid, five

madhhabs' diversity); the original contributions (algebra, algorithms, optics, hospitals,

universities); and political history's variety (consultative, legal-constitutional elements alongside

autocracy — no single 'Oriental' essence).

Critical reading drill: take any claim ('Islam spread by the sword') → ask: what evidence is cited?

what is omitted (Indonesia — the largest Muslim country, never conquered; Spain's convivencia)?

what binary does it serve (violent East vs peaceful West — while the West's own conquests go

unmentioned)? Three questions dismantle most polemics.

Unit Summary

•  Recurring themes: derivativeness, sword, stagnation, despotism, women-as-victims.
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•  Answer with: inimitability + transmission integrity (Qur'an), character + content (Prophet ■),

adaptability + originality (Shariah/science).

•  Critical drill: evidence cited? evidence omitted? binary served?

Exam Pointers

★  List five Orientalist themes about Islam with the Muslim response to each.

★  Refute the 'spread by the sword' claim (3 points).

★  Apply the three-question drill to the 'derivative religion' claim.
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Unit 4: Methods of Orientalist Scholarship

Lectures 15–18

Learning Objectives

•  Describe philology and its achievements

•  Explain historical-critical method and its assumptions

•  Identify selection bias and decontextualization

•  Evaluate translations as interpretation

Philology: The Great Achievement

Philology (historical linguistics, text editing) is Orientalism's genuine glory: critical editions of

classical texts, the Encyclopaedia of Islam, Arabic dictionaries (Lane — still unmatched),

manuscript catalogues. Muslim scholars rely on these tools daily. Critique here is narrow:

philology sometimes treated texts as specimens, ignoring living tradition — but its technical

achievements stand.

Historical-Critical Method

Borrowed from Biblical criticism: dissect texts into 'sources', date layers, find 'contradictions' as

proof of human authorship. Applied to the Qur'an by Nöldeke, Schwally, and recently the

revisionists (Wansbrough, Crone). Assumption to examine: methods built for the Bible's textual

history were imposed on the Qur'an's utterly different transmission (mass memorization + early

codex). Conclusions often preceded evidence — skepticism as method, not result.

Biases in Practice

•  Selection bias: studying Islam through its margins (heretics, odd fatwas) and presenting

them as the center.

•  Decontextualization: quoting verses on warfare without asbab, sirah context, or the full

legal framework.

•  Anachronism: judging 7th-century Arabia by 21st-century norms without noting the

direction of reform.

•  Translation as spin: 'jihad' always rendered 'holy war'; 'qital' and 'jihad' conflated; loaded

choices shaping readers' conclusions before argument begins.

Translation audit exercise: compare three translations of 2:190 ('fight in the way of Allah those who

fight you, but do not transgress'). Note how 'transgress' vs 'exceed limits' vs footnotes change the

reader's takeaway. Translators are interpreters — read them as such.

Unit Summary

•  Philology's tools (editions, dictionaries, encyclopedias) are genuine, lasting contributions.

•  Historical-criticism imported Biblical assumptions onto a differently-transmitted text.

•  Watch for: selection bias, decontextualization, anachronism, loaded translation.
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Exam Pointers

★  What are Orientalist philology's lasting contributions? (3)

★  Why is applying Biblical criticism to the Qur'an methodologically suspect?

★  Show how translation choices can spin meaning (example).
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Unit 5: Edward Said and the Critique

Lectures 19–23

Learning Objectives

•  Summarize Said's argument in Orientalism (1978)

•  Explain discourse, power/knowledge (Foucault's influence)

•  Present the major criticisms OF Said

•  Assess Said's impact on Islamic studies

Said's Argument

Drawing on Foucault (knowledge serves power) and Gramsci (cultural hegemony): Orientalism

is a discourse — a system of statements, institutions and practices — through which the West

produced the 'Orient' as its inferior other and thereby justified domination. It is not a conspiracy

of individuals but a structure: even sympathetic scholars worked inside categories (stagnant

East, dynamic West) that made colonialism seem natural. Case studies: Flaubert, Renan, Lane,

Massignon, and modern area studies.

Power/Knowledge in Action

•  The census, the survey, the grammar: each 'knowing' act also classified and controlled
(knowing tribes to tax them, codifying 'customary law' to rule by it).

•  The discourse is self-confirming: it teaches Easterners to see themselves through

Western eyes (the 'Orientalized Oriental').

•  It persists after formal empire: development experts, news coverage, 'expert' commentary

recycle the same binaries.

Criticisms of Said — and Replies

•  'He ignores German/Russian Orientalism (no empires there)' — reply: discourse analysis

targets the Franco-British core that ruled the Muslim world; others need their own studies.

•  'He caricatures scholars, ignoring their achievements' — reply: Said explicitly exempted

technical philology; the target is the framework, not every footnote.

•  'The East Orientalizes too' (Occidentalism) — reply: true but asymmetrical; the power to

define globally was Western.

•  'He essentializes the West as much as the East' — the strongest critique; later scholars

refined it.

Using Said well: don't wield him as a slogan ('that's Orientalist!'). Do: identify the binary, trace its

function (what power does this description serve?), check what's omitted, and acknowledge genuine

scholarship within the criticized work. Nuanced Saidianism beats slogan Saidianism — in exams

and in life.
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Unit Summary

•  Said: Orientalism is a power-serving discourse producing the Orient as the West's inferior

other (Foucault + Gramsci).

•  Knowledge acts: census, codification, expertise as instruments of rule; discourse outlives

empire.

•  Know the four criticisms of Said and the replies — exams test both sides.

Exam Pointers

★  Summarize Said's thesis in 8–10 lines.

★  Explain 'discourse' and 'power/knowledge' with one example each.

★  State two criticisms of Said and how defenders reply.
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Unit 6: Muslim Responses to Orientalism

Lectures 24–27

Learning Objectives

•  Survey early Muslim responses (Rida, Iqbal)

•  Present contemporary critics: Tibawi, Al-Attas, Sardar

•  Explain the Islamization of knowledge project

•  Evaluate response strategies

Early Responses

Rashid Rida — answered missionary polemics systematically in Al-Manar, defending the

Qur'an and the Prophet ■ with classical tools.

Muhammad Iqbal — diagnosed the East's intellectual decline but rejected both blind

Westernization and blind traditionalism: 'reconstruction' of religious thought.

Abdul Latif Tibawi — English-language demolition of missionary and Orientalist

historiography (English-Speaking Orientalists).

Contemporary Critics

Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas — the 'de-Westernization' of knowledge; the secular

Western framework itself is the problem.

Ziauddin Sardar — postmodern critique: Orientalism as 'the Other' industry; Muslims must

produce their own futures, not react to Western images.

Ismail al-Faruqi / IIIT — Islamization of knowledge: recast disciplines within an Islamic

worldview (tawhid as the unifying principle).

Strategies Evaluated

•  Polemical defense: refuting specific claims — necessary but reactive.

•  Methodological critique: exposing biased methods (Said's line) — powerful, academic.

•  Alternative scholarship: producing better history, better tafsir, better sociology from

within — the long game; institutions (universities, journals) matter more than rebuttals.

•  The consensus: answer polemics briefly, but invest mainly in first-rate Muslim
scholarship that makes Orientalist frameworks obsolete.

Iqbal's middle path as exam answer: neither apologetic imitation ('Islam is just like the West') nor

rejectionist retreat — but confident reconstruction: master modern disciplines, ground them in

tawhid, and speak from strength. Quote: 'The ultimate aim of the ego is not to see something, but to

be something.'

Unit Summary

•  Rida (polemical defense), Iqbal (reconstruction), Tibawi (historiography critique).

•  Al-Attas (de-Westernization), Sardar (postmodern), Al-Faruqi (Islamization of knowledge).
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•  Best strategy: brief rebuttals + heavy investment in first-rate Muslim scholarship.

Exam Pointers

★  Compare Iqbal's and Al-Attas's responses to Western knowledge.

★  What is the Islamization of knowledge project?

★  Evaluate the three response strategies.
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Unit 7: Orientalism Today: Media, Islamophobia, and Beyond

Lectures 28–31

Learning Objectives

•  Trace Orientalist tropes in contemporary media

•  Explain Islamophobia as Orientalism's popular form

•  Describe post-Orientalist scholarship

•  Outline a Muslim research agenda

From Scholarship to Headlines

The old binaries now wear news clothes: the oppressed Muslim woman (veil fixation), the violent

Muslim man (terrorism framing of 1.8 billion people), the 'ancient hatreds' explainer (politics

reduced to theology), the 'reform Islam' demand (as if 1400 years produced no internal reform).

Islamophobia = these tropes + discrimination in jobs, surveillance, hate crimes. The

Runnymede definition: dread/hostility toward Islam and Muslims resulting in exclusion —

distinguish it from legitimate critique of ideas, which Muslims themselves practice.

Post-Orientalist Scholarship

•  Subaltern studies: colonized peoples as agents, not backdrops.

•  Connected histories: East–West as one interacting system (no pure 'essences').

•  Muslim scholars in Western academia: now shaping the field from inside (with debates

about co-optation).

•  Digital humanities: manuscript digitization letting global scholars bypass old gatekeepers.

A Research Agenda

Write the histories Orientalism didn't: economic history from Muslim archives, science as a living

tradition, fiqh as legal dynamism, women's agency in Islamic societies, Muslim political thought

beyond 'despotism'. Method rules: primary sources first (not what Orientalists said about

them), emic categories (understand actors in their own terms before judging), comparative

honesty (apply the same critical standards to all civilizations — including the West).

Final media-literacy drill: take any news story on Muslims → 1) identify the trope, 2) find what's

omitted (context, Muslim voices, comparable Western cases), 3) reframe fairly in three sentences.

This drill is both exam preparation and civic self-defense — the course's parting gift.

Unit Summary

•  Old tropes persist as news frames; Islamophobia = tropes + discrimination (Runnymede).

•  Post-Orientalism: subaltern agency, connected histories, Muslim scholars inside academia,

digital access.

•  Agenda: primary sources, emic categories, comparative honesty — write the missing

histories.
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Exam Pointers

★  Identify Orientalist tropes in a given media excerpt.

★  Distinguish Islamophobia from legitimate critique.

★  Outline a post-Orientalist research project with method rules.
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Key Terms Glossary

All key terms from this handout in one place — use for quick revision.
Medieval — polemical: Islam as Christian heresy/threat (John of Damascus, crusade

literature); motive: religious rivalry.

Renaissance–Enlightenment — curiosity + condescension: translations (Sale's Qur'an,

1734), travelers' tales; motive: knowledge for trade and diplomacy.

Colonial (19th c.) — institutional: chairs of Arabic, surveys of colonies, census and law

codification; motive: ruling the East (British India, French Algeria/Egypt).

Modern/academic (20th c.) — professionalized: universities, journals (e.g., SOAS 1916);

motive: scholarship — but Cold War area studies repoliticized it.

Rashid Rida — answered missionary polemics systematically in Al-Manar, defending the

Qur'an and the Prophet ■ with classical tools.

Muhammad Iqbal — diagnosed the East's intellectual decline but rejected both blind

Westernization and blind traditionalism: 'reconstruction' of religious thought.

Abdul Latif Tibawi — English-language demolition of missionary and Orientalist

historiography (English-Speaking Orientalists).

Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas — the 'de-Westernization' of knowledge; the secular

Western framework itself is the problem.

Ziauddin Sardar — postmodern critique: Orientalism as 'the Other' industry; Muslims must

produce their own futures, not react to Western images.

Ismail al-Faruqi / IIIT — Islamization of knowledge: recast disciplines within an Islamic

worldview (tawhid as the unifying principle).
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