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ORIENTALISM AND THE PROBLEM OF
CIVIL SOCIETY IN ISLAM

Bryan S, Turner

conscience, they arise in & particularly acute fashion in
seciology. In addition to the echnical difficulties of bias, distorton and
misfepresentation in the methedology of the social sciences, there are
the more profound questions of relativism, ethnocentrism and ideclogy
which call into question the whole basis of comparative analysis. It is
difficulr to imagine whar would count as valid sociology without the
comparative method and yer there are numerous methodological and
philosophical difficulties which ofien appear to invalidate comparative
=ciology. There is major disgreement over the jasue of whether,
Following the position adopeed by Max Weber, a 'value-free saciology’
15 either possble or desirable 1
I more recent years, social scientists have becoine increasingly
sensitive to the fact that, in addition to these techmical and philosophical
wsues, the structure of power politics is profoundly influensial in shap-
ng the content and direction of social science research. In shorr, the
existence of explaitative colonial relationships berween scicties has
been of major significance For the fheore tical developmient of anthro-
pology and sociobogy. The role of mperual politics has been especially
decisive in the constitution of Wesgern images of [slam and the amalysis
of "ariental socieries” 2
In the conventional, liberal perspective, there is the assuUmption not
only that power and knowledge are antithetical, bur that valid kol
edpe requires the sppression of power. Within the liberal histary of
ideas. the emergence of wience ot of ideology and commeon sense
belicfs is thus conjoined with the grovwth of mdividual freedom and with
the decline of arbitrary political terror, This view of the contradiction
of reasom and power has been recently challenged by the French philo-
sopher Michel Poucault, whe argues that the growth of bureancrarc
control over populations sfier the sighteenth CENUry required more
systemartic forms of knowledge in the form of criminalogy, penclogy,
prychiatry and medicine, The exercise of power in society thus presup-
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poses new forms of scientific discourse through which deviant groups
are defined and controlled. Against the liberal tradition, we are,
throagh an analysis of the Western rationalist tradition, forced i admit

that power and knowledge directly imply oee amother; that there is no
powed telabon withowt the coreelstive constiturion of 3 Aeld of knowl-
edge, mot any knowledge that dees mot presuppone and constituee at the
same dime power relations.d

The growth of scientific discowrse does not, therefore, insugurate a
period of individual freedoms, but rather forms the basis of more
extensive forms of instimationalized power through an allisnce of the
prison and penology, the asylum and psychiacry, the hospital and clini-
cal medicine, the school and pedagogy. Discourse creates difference
through classification, tabulation and comparison. The categorics of
‘criminal’, ‘insane’, and ‘deviant” are the manifestations of 5 scientific
discourse by which the normal and sane exercise power along & syste-
matic dividing of sameness and difference. The exercise of power over
subcrdinates cannot consequenty be reduced simply 1o a question af
attitudes and motives om the part of individuals, simce power is
embedded in the very language by which we deseribe and understand
the world. Valid comparisons between deviants and narmal imdividuals,
berween the sane and insane, berween the sick and healthy cannot be
achieved by simply reforming attitades and motives, since these distine-
tioms themsehves presuppese 3 discourse in which concepiaal differences
are expressions of power relations.

The analysis of knowledge/power in the work of Michel Foucauls
provides the basis for Edward Said’s massive study of Oriemaliem a5 5
discourse of difference in which the apparemly mewtral Occidens/Cir-
IEne contrast is an expression of power relationships.? Orientalism is 3
discourse which represents the exotic, eratic, strange Orient a3 2 com-
prehensible, intelligible phenomenon within 3 netwark of categories,
tables and concepts by which the Orient is simultanecusly defined and
controlled, To know is to subordinate,

The Orientalist discourse was thus a remarkably persisent frame-
work of analysis which, expressed through theology, lirerature, philsd-
ogy and sociology, not only expressed an imperial relationship byt
actually comstivuted a field of political power. Orientalism created 3
eypology of characters, organized around the contrase berween the
raticnal Westerner and the lary Orienal. The rask of Orientalisn was
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o reduce the endless complexity of the East into 2 definite order of
types, characters and comstitutions, The chrestomathy, representing the
exotic Orient in a systematic table of accessihle information, was this a
typical cultral product of Oveidental dominance,

In Said's analysis of Orientalism, the crocial ‘fact” abous the Chrieneal-
ist discourse was that we know and talk about Orientals, while
neither comprehend themselves nor talk abour ws. In this language of
difference, there wepe no equivalent discourses of Occidentalism, The
socicty from which comparisons are to be made has a privileged posses-
tion of a set of emential feanares — rationality, progress, democratic
imseitutions, economic development — in terms of which other socictics
are deficient. These features sccount for the particalar character of
Western sociery and explain the deficts of alternative social forma-
tons. As an accounting system, Ovientalisn set out to explain the
progressive features of the Occident and the social stationariness of the
Orient.d One of the formative questions of classical sociology — why
did inchestrial capitalism first emerge in the West? — i# consequently an
essential fearure of an accounting syseem which hinges upon 3 basic
Eaut/West comtrast. Within the broad sweep of this Occideneal/Oirien-
tal contrast, lslam has abways represented 3 pelitical and culnural prob-
lem for Western accounting systems,

Unlike Hinduism or Confucianism, Islam has major religious and
historical ses with Judaism and Christianiry; categorizing lslam a3 an
‘Oriental religion”’ raises major difficulties for an Orrientalist discourse.
While the jsme of prophetic UREELEE 15 & Contentiog one, there are
strong arguments to suggest thae bilam can, alomg with Judaism and
Chrutianity, be regarded a3 a variant of the Abrahamic faich.®

Farthermore, Islam has been a major cultural force inside Eurcpe and
provided the dominant cultare of many Mediterranean societies, While
Lslam is not ambiguously Oriental, Christianity is not in any simple
fashion an Oceidental religion. Christianity as a Semitic, Abrahamic
faith by origin could be regarded as am "Ordental religion® and Islsin, as
an esential dimension of the culure of Spain, Sicily and Eastern
Burope, could be counted a3 Occidental. The prablem of defining lslam
has alvways possessed & certin urgency for the discourse of Orientalism;
thus in Christian circles it was BECEHATY to Categorize Islam as either

parasitic upon Christian culture or 2 sectarian offshoot of the Christian
faich.
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The point of Foucauli’s analysis of discourse is o suggest thar the
same rules governing the distribution of statements within a discourse
may be commen tw a wide variety of apparendy separate dusciplines.”

Thus, the Orientalist problematic is not peculiar to Christan theal-
ogy, but is o discourse which undetlines economics, politics and sociol-
ogy. If the basic issue behind Christian theology was the uniqueress of
the Christian revelation with respect wo llim, the cenral questicn
behind comparative sociology was the uniquencss of the West in rela-
tion to the alleged stagnation of the Bast. Inan earlier publication have
suggested that sociology amempted to accoant for the apparent shsence
of capitalism in Islamic societies by comeepiualizing Islam a5 a series of
gaps! Western sociology characeeristically argued that Isbamic SOCIELY
lacked thase auronamows institutions of bourgeois society which ulti-
mately broke the senscious hold of feudalism aver the Cecdens.
According w this view, Idamic society lacked independent cities, sn
autonomos bourgeots clas, ratonal buresscracy, legal relisbibiey,
personal property and thar cluster of rights which embody bourgesis
culture. Withaut these institutional and cultural elements, there was
nothing in Islamic civilization 1o challenge the dead hand of pre-
capitalist tradition. The Ovientalist view of Asatic seciety can be
encapsulated in the notion that the social structure of the Chriental
world was characterized by the absence of 5 civil mciery, that is, by the
absence of a network of instimtions mediating berween the individual
and the stase. It was this social absence which created the conditions for
Oriental Despatism in which the individual was permanently exposed
to the arbitrary rule of the despot. The absence of civil society sismul-
taneotsly explained the failure of capitalist development outside
Europe and the absence of democracy,

The Concept of Cinil Sociery

There is in Western political philosophy a ser of basc categories,
which can be traced back to Aristotde, for distinguishing berween
government in terms of mosarchy, democracy or despotism, While itis
passable 1o approach these categories namerically, that js, by the one,
few or many, one central element to the problem of government is the
relationship berween the state and the individual. Typically, for exam-
ple, the notion of ‘despotism’ involves 5 spatial metaphor of the social
system in which there is an institational gap between the private indi-
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individual and the public state. In despotism, the individual is fully
exposed to the gaze of the despotic naler because there are no interven-
ing social institations lying between the ruler and the ruled. The
ndividual is completely displayed before the passion, caprice and will
of the despot and there are, at it were, no social ETOUPS or insci Nations
behind which the ruled may hide, The distance between the despot and
the subjpect may be comsiderable, but that social space i not filled up
with a rich growth of social groupings which could encapsulate the
mdividial and within which sparate interests could develop in opposi-
tion to the anified will of the despat. By way of a preliminary defini-
tion, we may argue that despotism presuppases 1 society in which ‘civil
scicty” is either absent or underdeveloped. A 'civil society” i that
prolific network of institutions — chirch, family, tribe, guild, associa-
tion and community = which lies berween the state snd the individual
and which simultancously comneets the individaal o aathority and
proteets the individual from total political contral. The notion of ‘civil
society’ is not only fundamental w0 the definition of political life in
Ewropean societies, but also a point of contrast between Occident and
ch'iEI:ll:.

In the Scottish Enlightenment tradition, the emcrgence of civil
society was regarded as 2 major indication of social progress from the
state af nature to civilization. The theory of civil society was partof the
master dichotomy of nature/civilization, since it was within ciwil
scicty that the individual was eventuslly clothed in juridical rights of
property, posstssions and security. In Hegel's social philosophy, civil
society mediates between the family and the stare: it is constitueed by
the economic intercourse between individuals. The Hegeluan concepn-
alization of “civil sociery” in terms of ecomomic relationships was the
germ of muoch confusion in subscquent Marxist analysis in thar it
became difficult 1o locate civil society unambiguewsly in metaphor of
economc hase and superstructures. For Marx,

Civil Society embraces the whele material imtercomarse of indisiduals
within a definitc wage of the develapment of productive forces. It
embraces the whole commercial and indusnrial life of 3 Biven stige and,
in so far, tramcends the Stace snd mation, thesagh, an the other hand
again, o must asert isell in foreign relations ss natonsliey and
inwardly mnist orgenise jeself a3 Seape b '

Since Marx was primarily meerested in the theoretical analysis of the
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capitalist mode of production, it has subsequendy been difficult for
Marxists to desermine the precise relationship between civil socieeys
state, on the one hand, and 1o analyze such sociological concepts as
‘family”, "church’, “communiry”, or “tribe”, on the other. One salution,
of course, is to trear dhis area of social life a5 explicable i purely
economsc terms; the primary divisions within sociery are those berween
classes, which in tam are explained by the mode of production.

The difficulties of locating civil saciety in relation w the ECoMOmy
and the state are exemplified by some recent debates over Antonio
Gramisci's analyss of the concepr.”

Tn a famous passage, Gramsci commented that,

Berween the economic ieructure and the stae widk i legislation and iy
cotmcion stamdi clnl soccy. @

In Gramsci's writing, civil society is the area within which idealogical
hegemony and political comsent are enginesred, and it therefore con-
trasts with the stace, which is the site of political force and coercion.
Such a conception complicates the more conventional Marxist dichor-
omy of base/superstructare, bat there is much dissensus over exactly
where Gramsci places his theoretical emphasis® While there is much
disagreement over the extent of hegemanic consent in modern capital-
ism, it it interesting to note that Gramsei's conceprualization of 'civil
society” was important for bis view that politicsl strategies were rele-
vant in relation to the extent of corrcion and consent in sociery, M
Gramsci made a basic distinction berween the West, in which there i
widespread consensiss hased on civil society, and the East, where the
state dominares society and where coercion is more mmportant than
consensus. Speaking specifically of Russia, Gramsci argued that

the state wan cverything, civil sciety was primsardial and gelitimous; im
the West, there was s proper relation bevween state and envil saciery, and
wiien the state trembled 2 sturdy seruceuee of civil sociery was at onee
revealed. The seate was only an outer dinch, hehind whick there ssood a
powerial system af fortresses and earthworks ., 8

Where civil socery is relatively underdeveloped in relationship 1o the
state, political coercion of individuals is the basis of class rule rather
than ideclogical consent which characrerizes the bourgeois matitations
of Western capitalism.

Oricncalism and the Problem of Civil Society in Iilam 2

Liberal political theory, while clearly fundamentally different i
outlook and conclusions, has often approached the East/West, coer-
chom/congent contrasts in somewhar similar terms, especially in terms
of the nation of constitutional checks and balances. In The Spirir of rhe
Laws written in 1748, Montesquicn distinguished berween repuablics,
motarchies and despotisms in terms of their guiding principles which
were respectively virmee, honor and fear® The main differences
between monarchy and despatism were thar (1) while monarchy is
hased on the inequality of social strara, in despotism there isan equality
of slavery where the mass of the popularion is subject 1o the ruler's
arbivrary will; (2) in monarchy, the ruber follows customs and laws,
whereas a despot dominates according 1w his own inclinstion (3} in
despotism there are no intermediary social institutions linking the
individual to the ssate. In an carlier work, Considerations on the Causes of
th Caratmess of the Romens and Their Diechine, Maontesguieu had heen
particularly concemned with the problems of centralization in the
Roman empire and with the transformarion of repablics intis monar-
chies!"” Montesquien, who was profoundly mfluenced by Locke and
British constirutional history, came to see the divisions of powers and
comstivitional checks on contralized authority as the principal guaran-
vee of political righes. His Pessian Leripes™ permitted him b wrire &
eritical review of French society through che eyes of Oriental
abservers: it has subsequently not been clear whether Montesquien’s
definitbon of and objections 1o the despotiam of the East were, in fact,
directed againse the French poliny, cipectally against che absolie
miea pehy, ™

Emile Durkheim, whose Latin dissersation on Montesguicu and
Roussean was published in 1892, came to see the problem of modemn
peitical hife mot in the effects of the division of lahor an COmERn
sentiments but in the absence of regulating instimtions between the
individual and the stare. The decline of the church, the weakmess of the
family, the loss of communal ties and the mpj:;d:-wlnpmnnrnrn_‘cupu-
timal and professional associations had dissolved thise important
social relations which shiclded the individual from the staie. Unlike
Herbert Spencer, however, Durkhicim did not believe thar the exten-
sion of state funcrions in contemporary society necessarily realeed in
peditical absolutism. Durkheim, in “Two laws of penal evolition',
defined absolutism in the following terms:
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what makes the centeal power more o les absalie is the mare o lew
radical absence of any comntervailing forees, regalarly organized with a
view toward moderating it We can, therefore, forsee that what gives
birth to s power of thai st i the more or less complete concentration of
all secinty s conerelling Ranctions in one and the same hamd =

While Durkhemm docs not specifically employ the ceem, in the light of
his reference wo the importance of ‘countervailing forces’, it is noe
illegitimare or inappropriste to suggest that Durkheim’s srgument is
that the weakness of civil sociery Iying between the individual and the
state is & conditon for political absolurism,

This French wadition in the political woiology of absolutism from
Montesquien 1o Durkheim cannot be properly undersood withoa
some consideration of the debate which aros in France over the nargre
of enlightencd government, What we now refer to as “enlightened
despotism” or "enlightened absolutism first arose as an intellectaal and
political issue in France in the 1760's partly as the resullt of the doctrines
of the Physiocrats.® The e rms favored by the Physiocrars were "espo-
teme echiire’ and "Despotiome legal,’ so, for example, T. G, Raymal
provided 1 definition of good government as 'Te pewvenivment i plis
Tievrseor sewaie cotar d ‘un despes feite ol evlaiee” in his history of trade with the
West and East Indies. In their economic doctrines. the Physioeraes
adhered 1o birsez-fain policies w free the economy and the individoal
from the unnarural fetters which constrained efficiency and ecommic
output. However, society was not free from sach areificial constraines
and it was necessary for raical changes 10 be broaghe shout by Thespa-
tisme eclaire.” The Physiocrars toak for granted that such a despatism
woukd be in the hands of an hereditary monarchy which would ration-
ally sweep aside the arsificial clumer of the past o restore the nanral
arder of individual freedom. The despa had the duty to force people wo
be free by a rational policy of education and social reform.

The debare abour che virtaes of forms of government was geerated
mist oaly by absalusism in the lare cighteenth century bat also by the rise
of colomialism in the ninereenth. Colonial administransrs were Foroed o
decide upom schemes of imperial contral for the new dependencics.
Raynmal’s use of the notion of legal despotism is imceresting in the context
of a discussion of colonses. Utilitarian discussions of political orgamiza-
tion in Britain were similarly set in the context of criticisms of Fratish
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government by an bereditary ariswocracy and in terms of colonjal
administration in India. The weilitarians were concerned both with the
problem of the working cliss and parkiamentarian government in Rri-
tain and with the government of Indian natives. 2 Ths, James Mill s The
History of Heinish badia was particularly concerned with the squestion of
mative desposism and government reform. He obseryed thar,

Ansmg the Hindus, accoading to the Asiatic model, the BOVE TN v
mumarchical and, witk che i exceptiom of religian and i ministers,
absolmte. Mo e of amy systems of rule. different From the will f 3 single
Fersen. appears o have entered the minds of them., or their legislamsrs

For Mill, there was 2 social hiatus between the traditional, all-
emshraceng life of the Indian village and the cuter, public world of
kingdoms. The constant break-up of the Larter contrasted with the
soctal isolation and sagnation of the former, The principal pelitical
solugion b this static despotism vas 2 dose of ‘Despotisme eclaire,” that
|, strong cenitral government, benevolent laws, modernized administra-
tion amd a redistribution of lnd rights. In many respects, John Stmare
Mill fllowed his Farher's line of argument both sboue pelitical reform
in Broin and colonial governinent. [5, Mill's basic fear was focused on
the effects of majority rule in popular democracies on the life and
conscicnce of the educated and sensitive individual, This fear had been
greatly comfirmed by the more pessimastic aspects of Alexis de Tow que-
ville's analysis of American political instinarions in Diemocwacy in America,
which Mill read m 1835 » According 1 de Tacquerille, majoriry rule
an the basis of universal franchise could resyly i g sterile conmensys
which was imimicable 1o imbividuality and individuyal rights. The anly
check o the despotism of the majority would be the existenee of strong
voluntary associations (that is, civil sociery) protecring the indavidigl
fram majosity conerol and protecting diversity of inme rests and culrure,
Withour safeguards, demsocracy would produce in Britain the sme
seerility which tradition had brought about in Asia, namcly social
stagiation, Mill's fears were consequently: .

mot ol grear libxrty, hist pon realy u,i:uni:.umi nidd of amarchy, bug of
wrviliny, mot of ux rapid change, hut of Chinese statonarines ®
In the case of colonial rule, bowever, the choice was between two types
of despotism, mative of imperial. Native despostism was alwaysarhitrary
and incffecnml, while the enlightened despotism of ‘more civilized
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people’ over their domindons was firm, regular and effective in promot-
ing social reform and political advancement.

John Stuare Mill (1806-1873) and Karl Marx (1818-1883) were con-
emporaries. In formulating their views on Asiatic sociery, they were
influenced by similar contemporary events and by a similar range of
documentary evidence, It is not entirely surprising, therefore, to find
that they also shared some common auemptions sbout Asatic society,
despite very different evaluations and expectations of British rule in
India, While Marx’s concept of the Asiatic mode of production was
primarily formulated in werms of economie structures and processes {or
the absence of them), the Asiatic mode is alse a version of the conven-
tional political notion of ‘Oriental despotism.’ In Marx's joarnalisiic
writing, Oriental soclety was characterized by ceascless political
changes in ruling dynasties and by total economic immobility. Dynastic
circulation brought abous no structural change because the awnership
of the land remained in the hands of the overlard. Like Jamses Mill, Marx
alio emphasized the sationary mamere of village life, based on self-
sfficiency. Mo civil saciety existed between the individual and the
despor, berween the village and the state, because autenomous cities and
social classes were absent from the social system.

While Weber acknowledged 2 debs o0 Marx's analysis of Indian
village lifie in his The Refipion of Indis ™ Weber's various elaborations of
pelitical forms — patriarchalism, patrimonialism — concentrate more
on the problem of military organization than on the economic hases of
politscal life. In face, it is possible to see Weber's wciology as the
analysis of the interconnections berween the ownership of the means of
production and the ownership of the means of wiolence. He thus estab-
lished an abstract continsum beeween a situation where independent
knights own their own weapons and provide military services fora lord,
and another context in which the means of violence are centralized
under the control of a patrimonial bord, Empirically, Weber recognized
that these "pure types” rarely occurred in such simplified forms, har the
contrast was important in Weber's analysis of the tensions between
centralizing and de-centralizing processes in political empires.

In fendalism, where knights have hereditary rights to lands and
provide their own weapons, there are strong political pressures towards
localism and the emergence of autonomous perry-kingdoms. The cra-
cial political struggles in feudalism are thus witkin the dominant class,
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not between bords and s=rifs, because the crucial question s the preserva-
tiom of the feudal king's political control over other landlords who seek
extensive feudal imemunities from their lord. In patrimonialism, one
method of controlling aristocratic cavalries based on Feisdal o pre-
bendal righes 1o land is to recruit slave or mercenary armies. Such
armiies have little or no arachment to civil wciety — they are rypically
foreigners, bachelors or eunuchs and detribalized. Hence. slave ATFINES
have no local mterests in civil society and are, Formally at least, toeally
dependent on the patrimonial lord. As Weher poitits out, patrimoenial-
wm can only survive il the patrimonial lord enjoys a stable fiscal
liquidicy or access to ather resoarces by which m pay off his armies.
Patrimonial empires suffer from two perennial crises (1) revols by
slave armies and (2) instabiliey of political succession. While Weber
does mot use the feudal/ prebendal distinetion asa BECessan Y criterion for
distinguishing the West from the East. he does regard patrimonial
instability — or “sultanism’ — a5 2 major problem of Oriental society,
expecially of Turkey.

The debate aboust Oriental empires in Evropean scial thought found
its classic expression in the twenticth century in Karl Winfogels
T nivwtal [esporisn. ® Characte ristically subrtitled *a comparative soady of
tokal power,” Wittfopel presented an eusentially echnological account
af Oriental emprres. The climatic aridity of Orientsl FERIONS Ehve rise
tiv the need for extensive hydraulic systems which, in rurn, could be
atganized only on the basis of centralized political poweer. The difficul-
ties of hydraulic management could be solved oaly on e basis of
hureancratization, general davery and centralized authority. The
hﬁldr.-l ulic state was foreed 1o obliterate all i-'l-'ll.l'll‘ll.'r\'lijiﬂg soetal Eroups
within sucieey which could threaten i ol power. These ‘nongovern-
mental forces’ mcluded kin groups, independent religions argamiza-
tons, auntenomeons milicary groups and owners of alternative firms of
properry.® Oriental despatiom thus represented the trimiph of the stane
over socicty and Winfogel saw the absence of "civil socicty” im hydran-
lic ermpires as 3 necessary basis For ol power. In Europe, absoluzism
was always Faced by countervailing forces in civil ey

the absence of formal comstitutions] checks does mae necessarily imply
the shsemce of sovicial forces whose imeress and mtemtioms the govern-
M1 1t weapror Im mvat cownories of poo-feadal Furape the absolaris
regimes wede festricied mot s much by alficial constimtiom ax by ihe
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actmal srengity of the landed mobilivg, the Chureh and the towns. In
absolatist Europe all these neagevernmental forces were palineally
argasized and articulated. They thus differed profoundly from che
representatives of landed property, religion ar urban professions in
bydraulic sociery.®
To summarize, the political problem of Oriental society is the absence
of 4 eivil saciety which will counterbalance the power of the state aver
the isolated individisal.

Although the notion of the absence of eivil society in Oriental
Despotism was formulated by reference 1o Asia asa whole, it has played
a particularly prominent rolbe in the analysis of Tdamic societies; it is an
exsential fearre of the Orientalist discourse. Purthermore, the theme of
the missing civil society cut acros politeal and intellecnual divisions in
the Wese, providing a comman framework for Marsists and sociolo-
gists. Marx and Engels in their articles for the New York Daily Tribure
observed that the ahsence of private properry in lind and the centraliza-
tion of sate power prechaded the emergence of a strong bourgeois class,
The dominance of the bureancracy and the inseabifity of urban society
meant that

the fiest basic condition of bewrgeais acquisition is lacking, the secusity

of the person andl the property of the trader,®
A similar position was adopted by Max Weber in The Sociology of Religion
where he suggested that the effect of Islamic expansion had been o

convert lslam into a “national Arabic warrior religion:” the resulr was
that the dominant ethos of lslam

in inherensly consempnuous of Bourgenis-commeretal utilitariasian and

omsiders it as sordid greediness and as the Bfe farer specifically hostile 1o

itM

In Western sociological accounts of Islamic societies, it has been
argued that, because of the absence of a ‘spirit of capitalism’ in the
middle class, trade in most Tsdamic societies was dominased historically
by minoritics (Greeks, Jews, Armenisns and Slavs.) Recent sociological
studies of Islam have continued this tradition by saggesting that the
absence of the entreprencisal spirit and achievement mativation is
linked to the underdeveloped nature of the middle class in ldam,®

The absence of a civil socicty in Islam and the weakness of boargenis
cultare in relatsion w0 the state spparatus have been associsted, in the
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Orientalise problenatic, not only with the hackwardness of economic
development, bur also with political despotism. There is 3 common
viewpoint among political scientises thar there i no esabished tradi-
tiowr of legitinate opposition to arbitrary govertments in lslam becanse
the notions of palitcal rights and social contract had no instistional
support in an independent middle class® However, the Orientalise
theme of the abstuce of a civil society extends well beyond the area of
ecomomics and politics. The scientific and artistic culvare of Bslam b
treated as the monopoly of the imperial court which, within the ciity
camp,’ patronized the emergency of 3 rational culture in Opposition to
the relsgion of the masses. The union of science and industry which was
characteristic of the English Protestant middle clisses in the nincteenth
century was noticeably absent in ilamic culture, This, Ernest Renan, in
a forthright commentary on lslam and science, sugpested that, “the
Mussulman has the most profound disdain for instrsetion, for schence,
for everything that comstitutes the Furopean spirip, "™

For Renan, science could only floarish in lskam i association with
heresy. Whale Benan's highly prejudicial attimdes are rarely articulated
in an overt fashion in contemporary Otiental scholarship, the same
arguments concerning elitine patronage of ars and sciences i the
absence of 3 middle class are comstantly repeated. This perspective is
mormally conjoined with the notion thar science in Islam was mereby
parastic on Greek culture and that Islam was smply 3 vehicle transmit-
ting Greek philosophy to the Rensisance in Europe ® The deficiences
of Isdlamic society, palitics, econamics and culeure are, i Crrientalizm,
bocated im the problem of an absent civil society,

Alermitives to Cnemsadim

In the pericd following the second World War, Chientalism has
shown many symptoms of internal crisis and collapse % bar the alterna-
tves 10 Orientalism have been difficult 10 secure, since Orientalism
retains substamtial inbellecnsl and imgtitutional sipports. Crienralism i
a ﬁ.‘|l-'|'-i]idlll'ng and clased discourse which is haghly resiseant 1o inters
nal and external criticism, Various atbempts ap feconstruction have
been presented in, for example, Remies of Middle Fast Studies and by the
Midtle Fast Researck and Infermarion Progect (MERIP). Ome problem in the
transformeation of existing paradigms is thar Marxist altermarives have
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themsebves found it difficult to break with the Orientalist perspactive
which was present in the analyses of Marx and Engels®

Although there have been major changes in Marxist conoeprualiza-
tion of such basic notions as "the mode of production,” much of the
theoretical apparatus of contemporary Marxism is irrelevant in dhe
analysis of Islamic societies. Those Marxists who have adopted the
epistemalogical position of writers like Loais Althusser are, in any case,
committed 1o the view that empirical studies of the Orient will nor be
sufficient o didodge the Orientalise peripective without a radscal shift
in epistemology and theoretical frameworks. An entirely mew para-
digm is required, but in the present theoretical climare there is litle
suggest the presence of radical alternatives. While Edward Said has
presented a major critique of the Oriental discourse, the concepmal
basis on which thar critigue is founded, namely the work of Michel
Foucaalt, does not lend fuself unambiguously to the task of reformulat-
ing perspectives. A pesimistic reading of Foocault would siggest that
the alternative to an Oriental discourse would simply be anather dis-
course which would incorporate yet another expression of power. In
Foucault’s analysis there is no discourse-free alternative since exten-
sioms of knowledge comcide with a field of power. We are this
constrained o

the patient canstruction of disoourses abour discourses, and ra the task of
hearing what kas slresdy been wid ®

At one lewel, therefore, Sasd is forced o offer the hope that "sparitual
decachment and generosity™® which will be sufficient o generate a
new vision of the Middle East which has jertisoned the idealagical
premises of Orentalism.

There may, however, e xist one lime of development which would be
compatible with 51id's employment of Foucaults perspective on dis-
course and which would presens a rowre out of Otrientalism, By s very
nature, famgmg,: is ﬂfglrﬂ!::l around the basic di.n:hnmq'ny af sameness
and difference; the principal feature of the Orientalist discourse has
been to emphasize difference in order to account for the “uniqueness of
the Wen.” In the case of Islam and Christianity, howewver, there is a
strong warrant to focus on those features which unite rather than divide
them, or at beast o examine those ambiguous areas of culrural overlap
between them. Historically, both religions emerged, however antago-

Orientalism and the Problem of Civil Sociery in Ilam k)

nistically, our of a common Semitic- Abrabamic religions stock. They
have been involved in mutual processes of diffusion, exchange and
calonizadon.

In this sense, as | have already suggessed, it is permissible to refer o
slam as am Occidental religion in Spain, Malta, Yugaslavia and the
Balkans and to Christianity a3 an Oriental religion of North Africa, the
Fertile Crescent and Asia. This cbvious point has the merit of exposing
the fundamental ambiguity of the notion of "the Ovient” within the
Orrientalist discourse. In addition to these monal contacesin history and
geography, lslam and Christianity have, for historically contingent
reasons, come to thare comman frameworks in science, philosophy and
culture. Despite these aress of mutual contact, the general drift of
Orientalism has been to articulate difference, division and s=paration.
Ome important illustrarion of these discursive separations can be found
in conventions| histories of Western philosophy.

Islam and Christlanity are both grounded in prophetic revelation and
were not initially concerned with the philosophical articulation of
arthodox theology. Both religions were confronted by the existence of
a highly developed wyitem of secular logic and rhetoric which was the
begacy of Greek cultare. Aristotelisnism became the philosophical
framework into which the theologies of lilam and Christianity were
poured. Eventually the formulation of Christian beliefs came to depend
heavily on the work of blamic scholars, especially Averroes (Ibn
Rushd), Avicenma (lba Sina), Al-Kinda and Ar-Razi, Here, comequendy,
is an area of munm] development in which medieval Christianity was
parastic on the philosophical developments which had been achieved in
Eslam. However, the Orienralist response o this sinsation has been o
claim that Islam simply mediated Hellenism, which subsequently found
its "true home” in the universities of medieval Europe. Thiss, we find
writers like Bertrand Russell in his History of Westem Philosophy follow-
ing the tradition of Renan and O'Leary in simply denying that hslam
made any significant contribution to European philosophy # The attrac-
tion of conmecting Western philosophy with Hellenism is obvioas; it
provides the link berween Western cultare and the democratic tradi-
tons of Greek socieey. Greek rhetoric grew out of public debate in the
political sphere where sysematic forms of argument were at 3 pre-
mium. On this bass, it 15 possible 1o contrast the closed world of
Oriental Despotism with the open world of Greek democracy and
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rhetorical speech. One difficuley with this equarion of Helbenism and
political democracy is thar it remains largely silent with respect 1o the
slave cconomy of classical Greece. The majority of the Greek popula-
tion was excluded from the world of logic and rhetoric by vire of
their slave staus.

The philosophical and scientific legacy of Greek civilization passed o
Europe through the prism of Islamic Spain, but here again Orientalism
treats the impact of [slam on Spanish sociery as merely regression or, ar
best, repetiction, In Wittfogel's view, the particular combination of

ation pressure and climatic conditions created the context within
which Muslim colondalists in Spain created the despotic polity of
hydraalic socsery. Under kslam, Spain

became a genuimely hydraslic sociery, ruled despotically by appointed
officials and eaxed by agroma rial rI'ElhDdl-DFHqﬂ.ilililﬂ l'|'|1-|.'fl-'h|:lr
izh army. which soom Feen 4 eribal to a2 'mercenary’ body, wad
defmisely the tool of the state 54 were its counserparts in the Umnayyad
amd Abbasid caliphaessn

Prior 1o Lilamic influence, Spain had, sccording o Wittfogel, been a
de-centralized feudsl society, but, with the introduction of the hydrag-
lic ecconomy, was rapidly transformed into a centralized, despotic state.
In other words, within an Occidental setting, Ilam still carried the
exsential fearures of an Oriental despotic culture. Similarly with the
reomquaisid, Spain reverted to a feudal rather than desporic polity. The
reestablishmeni Drﬂnlhiﬂ:ll'f “tramsformed a Brcat I]]rd[julir civiliza-
tion into & late feudal sociery. " Contemporary scholarship on Islamic
Spain presents a very different picture, emphasizing the continuity of
agricultural and irrigation techniques between Chiristianity and Islam,
A complex and regulated irrigation system requires considerable eco-

‘womic investment over a long perind. While the Spanish irrigation

system was comsiderably improved under Muslim management, this
was on the basis of 3 system which was already in operation from
classical times. It is the comtinuity of technology and polity in Spain
rather than the difference berween Islamic and Christian management
which i the impormane issse

The conservation of civil society and economy in Spain under lslam
and Christianity thus pimpoints the Orientalist fascination with differ-
ence, a difference comstituted by discourse rather than by history.

i i re———

Orientalism and the Problem of Civil Socicty in Tslam »
Conclusion: The Individbaa and Civdl Sociery

The concepr of “civil sociery” forms the basis of Western political
ecomwany from the Scottish Enligheenment to the prison nosehooks of
Gramsci; while the concept hasbeen Frequently discussed in comtempor-
ary social science, the fact thar it has also been a major part of the
Urientalist contrast of East and West has been seriously neglected. In
simple terms, the concept has been nsed as the basis of the notion thar the
Qrient ix, so to speak, all state and 1o society. The notion of *civil
wwiety” camiot be divorced from an equally potent theme in Western
philosophy, mamely the centrality of aneonomeous individisals within the
metwork af social instittions. Western political philosophy has hinged
o the importance of civil sociery in preserving the Freedom of the
clsvidual from arbitrary control by dhe state. The doctrines of individa-
alism have been regarded as constitutive, if mot of Western culmre a5
such, then at least of contemporary industrial cultare. Tt is difficult to
coneeive of the nexus of Western concepts of comscience, liberry,
freedom or property withous some basic principle of individuslism and
therefore individualism appears 1w lie at the foundations of Western
sacicty. The additional importance of individualisn is that it serves 0
distinguish Occidental from Oriental culture, since the batter is treated
as devoid of individual righes and of mdividuality. Individualism is the
golden thread which weaves together the economic instistions of
property, the religious instimrion of confession of conscience and the
mwral notion of personal autonomy; it serves to sparate ‘us’ from
“them." In Orientalism, the absence of civil saciery in Islam entuled the
absence of the autonomous individual exercising conscience and reject-
g arbitrary interventions by the state.

Underlying this liberal theory of the individual was, however, 5
profound anxiery about the problem of soeial arder in the Wes The
individual comscience represented a threat 1o politscal sabiliey, despive
attemipts w0 argue that the moral comscience would always confarm
with the legitimate polirical authority. In parvicular, bowrgeods individ-
Wiliam — in the theories of Locke and Mill — was challempesd by the
mwy, chee prkiss and the working class which was exchuded From citizen-
ship by a franchise based on property. The debate shout Coriemtal
Despotism ook place in the context of uncertamey about Enlightened
Despatism and monarchy in Europe, The Oricntalist discourse af the
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sbaence of civil society in Islam was thus a reflection of basic political
anxieties about the state of political freedom in the West. In chis sense,
the problem of Orientalism was not the Orient but the Oceident. These
problems and anxieties were consequently transformed onto the Orient
which became, not a representation of the Ease, but a caricature of the
West. Oriental Despotism was simply Western monarchy wrir large.
The crises and contradictions of contemporary Orientalism are, there-
fore, to be seen as part of o continuing crisis of Western capitalism
ramsferred 1o a global context. The end of Orientalism requires a
radical reformulation of perspectives and paradigms, bat this reconsting-
tion of knowledge can only take place in the context of major shifts in
political relations between Orient and Occident; the transtormation of
discourse also requires a tramsformation of power.
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“ISLAM" AND ORIENTALISM
Gordon E. Prostt

lim scholars, are committed o interpreting the nature and role of

Isdam, we can see an impressive divergence on such questions as the
sources of lslamic fith and belief, the influence of Hellensc culture, the
importance of Sufism, the relationship berween religion and culture,
and the viabilicy of bilam m the modern age. Bt from a Muoslim
perspoctive a more striking pair of conclusions emerges: thar the Orien-
talists address each other rather than the Muslim community;! and thar
what they say of bilam i offensive and repugnant, In fact, debates
among the Orientalists rest upon a taas which are quite unaccep-
table to Muslims themselves, Tslam is viewed by the Western Oriental-
dsts as, vanously: a 'in':rfu] EMEMYY; an exoic and deviant W!h af
the Mear East; 3 semi-incet, introverted mass; a failed civilization in
need of restoration snd revision; a mission field: and 3 fanatical, even
aticidal, reaction against the trends of modemn time. Some Ovienitalists
are content o speculate on the fare of lilam on the bass of their
identification of the driving forces within it; others, some comservative,
others liberal, urge reform and revision in accordance with their notion
of what the essential Islam may be said tobe. Mone seems to feel that it
will simply go awsy or, less dmply, be destroyed. But it constitutes a
pml:km which rtql:u'ml l=:|:|:l'|=|:llin|:|n|:.-=|'|:l|.-|:i=||.'!.I hﬂmmuu:ﬂ-m—
olitical comcerns regarding the Third World, oil and petrodollars.
Whether the ssamprions and motivations of the Orentalist are theo-
logical, political, social, or ecomemic, what he says is more or bess
distasteful w the Muslim, and suggestive of condescension and
denigration.

I wish to focus on one highly significant aspect of the Orientalist
tradition which | believe explains its artivades and the intense reststance
v it by the people about whem the Orientalist writes. This aspacy is thae
of thinking about Islam as an historical movement and cultural develop-
et awly, pacher chan as & dynamic effort o do what the very name of
the tradition demands, o submit o God. The Orienmlist and the
Muslim share one assumption, at least — thar the history of Muslims isa
I'll.'rl.wg,' of change, success, fatlure, ignorance, insighe, courtage, amd

In reviewing the writings of those Orientalises who, a3 non-Mus-
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