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The Politics of Power and Knowledge



Discussing Bernard Lewis’
“The Roots of Muslim Rage”

Let’s Start with a recap on Orientalism



Definition of “Orientalism” 
as a system of thought, institutions & practice

Orientalism refers to a style of thought based on 
an epistemological distinction between “East and 
West,” with implications of western superiority.



Discourses are sustained by different 
dimensions of society: 

• Academia
• Government/Policymaking
• Media (old media, new media)
• Popular Culture 
•Business/Commerce world



Dominant Assumptions in 
the Literature on the “Orient”

These assumptions are drawn directly from the 
most prominent European scholars (much less, 
American scholars) on the Middle East or Near 
East in the 18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries.

[refer to Lockman’s Contending Visions, chapters 2 & 3, when he 
discusses Renan and Sacy, or the entirety of Said’s Orientalism]



Dominant & Recurring 
Assumptions About the “Orient” 

• Epistemological distinction between east and west

• Exoticizing the “orient”

• The existence of an eternal and monolithic essence 
that characterizes the “Orient” and “Orientals”

• The “Orient” is either to be feared or controlled



TWO KEY QUESTIONS 

Where Did The Assumptions Come From?

How Were They Reproduced?



Orientalist Methodologies

• Theologocentrism

• Philologism

• Middle East Exceptionalism (Neo-Orientalism)



Problematics of Orientalism

• The Relationship Between Power and Knowledge

• Construction of a monolithic “Oriental” identity

• Binary Oppositions

• Self-Referential Authority

• “Objectivity” in Scholarship (the “Neutral” Author)

• When a Discourse Overrides Its Object of Study



Back to Bernard Lewis

“The Roots of Muslim Rage” as an orientalist text 
par exce!ence. It is far more important for its 
assumptions than its claims; for its methodology, 
than for its substance.



Core Thesis

The “Muslim World” is antagonistic to the west 
because:

• Historically, it has provided the only true challenge to the Islamic Empire

• Today, Western capitalism and democracy provide an ideological alternative 
which challenges the foundation of the faith

• The economic and military superiority of the West is unpalatable to 
Muslims, due to the former grandeur of their Empire and their self 
righteousness



Ultimately . . .

It is the very essence of Islam which is at the core 
of today’s violence:

“There is something in the religious culture of Islam 
which . . . can give way to an explosive mixture of rage 
and hatred.” (p. 25)



(at least) 5 Primary Assumptions
• Europe is Christendom--the West is the Christian West (America is part of it) 

and is a unified entity.

• It is implicit within the text that Lewis represents the West: 
“It is our misfortune that part, though by no means a! or even most, of the Muslim 
world is now going through such a period, and that much, though again not a!, of 
that hatred is directed against us.” (p. 18)

• Them Vs. Us. Lewis pits the West and the East against each other with little to 
no room for overlap. These are two separate entities. Also, religious and political 
culture are conflated and unified:

“To this end we must strive to achieve a better appreciation of other religious and 
political cultures through the study of their history, their literature and their 
achievements. At the same time, we may hope that they wi! try to achieve a better 
understanding of ours.” (p. 26)

• Adoption and application of the assumptions of Modernization Theory 
regarding binary oppositions: modernity/secularism Vs. tradition/pre-modern 
religion/religiosity. 

“. . . this phrase must be very strange to the modern outsider.” [referring to “enemies of 
God”] (p. 18)



(at least) 5 Primary Assumptions
• Islam is:

a. Intolerant: 
“The true faith . . . must be protected "om insult and abuse; other faiths have no right to any such 
protection.” (p. 23)

b. Generally oppressive (abundant references emerge) and particularly oppressive to women:
“The treatment of women in the Western world, and more genera!y in Christendom, has always been 
unequal . . . but even at its worst it was rather better than the rule of polygamy and concubinage.” (p. 
22)

c. Violent: 
“Only by depriving religious institutions of coercive power, it seemed, could Christendom restrain the 
murderous intolerance and persecution . . . Muslims experiences no such need and evolved no such 
doctrine” (p. 24)

d. Irrational: 
“This is no less than a clash of civilizations--the perhaps irrational but surely historic 
reaction of an ancient rival.” (p. 26)

e. Fundamentalism is an Islamic Tradition: 
“The  movement nowadays ca!ed fundamentalism is not the only Islamic tradition.” (p. 26)


