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THE IMPACT OF ANGLO-AMERICAN ORIENTALIST
TRADITION ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF AREA STUDIES
AND ITS RELEVANCE FOR MUSLIM SCHOLARS

ABSTRACT:
This paper examines the contribution of Orientalism to the emergence of

Area Studies as a distinct academic field. It argues that the historical
development of Area Studies in the West is intricately linked to the
strategic and political interests of colonial powers, primarily Britain and
the United States, in the Middle East and broader regions. The paper
traces the intellectual origins of Area Studies, beginning with the
Orientalist tradition that sought to understand and categorize the East
through the lens of Western superiority. Over time, this knowledge
production was shaped by geopolitical and strategic concerns, particularly
in the context of the Cold War, where the U.S. and Britain sought to
secure economic and political dominance in the Middle East and other
regions. The study delves into the institutionalization of Area Studies, with
particular focus on the development of research centers, think tanks, and
academic departments dedicated to the study of specific regions. Key
milestones include the establishment of major academic programs at
institutions like Harvard and Oxford, and the foundation of organizations
such as the Middle East Studies Association (MESA) in the U.S. These
institutions not only promoted a multidisciplinary approach to the study of
the Middle East but also reinforced the alignment between academic

research and the strategic needs of Western powers. Ultimately, the paper
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highlights the reciprocal relationship between knowledge and power,
where political agendas shaped academic inquiry and vice versa. The rise
of Area Studies can be seen as a product of this dynamic, serving both the
interests of colonial powers and the development of a new academic
paradigm that intertwined social sciences with political strategy.

KEYWORDS: Orientalism, Area Studies, Middle East, Geopolitics, Colonialism,
Knowledge and Power
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Area studies as a field committed to intensive language study, in-
depth field research, close attention to local histories and
perspectives, and multidisciplinary collaboration that often bridges
the social sciences and humanities. This comprehensive approach
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aims to generate nuanced insights into social formations, political
dynamics, and cultural constructions within specific regions.2
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2 David L. Szanton. The Politics of Knowledge: Area Studies and the Disciplines.
(London: Routledge, 2006), p. 45
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“The center has in mind to serve the interests of king

and country by working to make trade with the lands of
the East flourish and to expand the borders of the
Church and spread Christianity among those who still
remain in the darkness of ignorance®*”.
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» Mohammed Fathallah al-Ziyadi, The Spread of Islam and the Position of Some
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30 Ibid.

31 Abdel Muta’al Mohammed al-Jabri, Orientalism, the Intellectual Face of Colonialism:
A Study of the History, Aims, and Methods of Orientalism Hidden in the Intellectual
Attack on Islam (Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 1995), p. 126.
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35 John Westlake, Chapters on the Principles of International Law (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1894

36 Lord Cromer (Evelyn Baring), Modern Egypt (London: Macmillan, 1908)

37 Zachary Lockman, Contending Visions of the Middle East: The History and Politics of
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38 Ahmed Smilovich, The Philosophy of Orientalism and Its Effect on Modern Arab
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46 The term "Crisis of Orientalism"” refers to a period of critical reevaluation and
challenge to the field of Orientalism, particularly the way Western scholars and
intellectuals studied, represented, and constructed knowledge about the East
(especially the Middle East, Asia, and North Africa). The term became widely
discussed after the publication of Edward Said's book Orientalism (1978), which
argued that the study of the Orient by Western scholars had been influenced by
colonialism, imperialism, and political agendas, rather than an objective or unbiased
pursuit of knowledge. The "crisis" in this context means the unveiling of the
ideological and political underpinnings that shaped much of Orientalist scholarship.
Said argued that Orientalism was not just a field of academic study, but a powerful
discourse that helped justify and sustain Western domination over the East. This
"crisis" arose when scholars began questioning the assumptions and biases inherent
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legitimacy and ethical implications of Western representations of Eastern cultures,
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See for details: Bhabha, Homi K. "The Crisis of Orientalism.” In The Location of Culture, London:
Routledge, 1994. pp. 57-66
47 Janosh Danitski, “Orientalism Between East and West,” translated by Adnan

Mubarak, Al-Istishraq, no. 1 (January 1987), p. 51.
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