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INTRODUCTION

TO THE VINTAGE EDITION

In the fifteen years since Covering Islam appeared there has been an intense focus on Muslims and Islam in the American and Western media, most of it characterized by a more highly exaggerated stereotyping and belligerent hostility than what I had previously described in my book. Indeed, Islam's role in hijackings and terrorism, descriptions of the way in which overtly Muslim countries like Iran threaten "us" and our way of life, and speculations about the latest conspiracy to blow up buildings, sabotage commercial airliners, and poison water supplies seem to play increasingly on Western consciousness. A corps of "experts" on the Islamic world has grown to prominence, and during a crisis they are brought out to pontificate on formulaic ideas about Islam on news programs or talk shows. There also seems to have been a strange revival of canonical, though previously discredited, Orientalist ideas about Muslim, generally non-white, people—ideas which have achieved
a startling prominence at a time when racial or religious misrepresentations of every other cultural group are no longer circulated with such impunity. Malicious generalizations about Islam have become the last acceptable form of denigration of foreign culture in the West; what is said about the Muslim mind, or character, or religion, or culture as a whole cannot now be said in mainstream discussion about Africans, Jews, other Orientals, or Asians.

Of course there have been many provocations and troubling incidents by Muslims and such Islamic countries as Iran, Sudan, Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Libya during the past decade and a half. Consider the following abbreviated list of offenses. During 1983 in Lebanon about 240 United States Marines were killed by a bomb that was taken credit for by a Muslim group, and the United States embassy in Beirut was blown up by Muslim suicide bombers with considerable loss of life. In the 1980s numerous American hostages were taken by Shi'a groups in Lebanon and held for long periods of time. A number of plane hijackings—of which the most notorious was the TWA flight that was held in Beirut—between the 14th and 30th of June, 1985—were claimed by Muslim groups, as were several bomb atrocities in France at roughly the same time. The 1988 explosion of Pan Am flight 109 over Lockerbie, Scotland, was carried out by Islamic terrorists. Iran achieved a new prominence as the purported backer of and sympathizer with various insurgent groups in Lebanon, Jordan, Sudan, Palestine, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and elsewhere. Afghanistan, following the end of the Soviet occupation, seemed to have descended into a cauldron of feuding Islamic parties and tribes; many of the Muslim insurgents—particularly the Taliban—armed, trained, and bankrolled by the United States have now overrun the country. Some of those earlier American-trained guerrillas have turned up elsewhere—like Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, who was convicted of masterminding the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center—and now seem to be fomenting civil strife in Egypt and Saudi Arabia, important United States allies in the Middle East. Khomeini's fatwa against Salman Rushdie (February
14,1989) and the multimillion dollar reward for the writer's assassination that accompanied it seemed to epitomize Islam's viciousness, its resolute war against modernity and liberal values, as well, of course, as its capacity of reaching across the oceans into the heart of the West in order to challenge, provoke, and threaten.

After 1983, Muslims declaring their faith in Islam were everywhere in the news. In Algeria they won municipal elections and were prevented from acceding to power by a military insurrection. Algeria is still in the throes of a truly appalling civil war, in which militants battle army groups, and thousands of intellectuals, journalists, artists, and writers have been killed. Sudan is now ruled by a militant Islamic party whose head, Hassan al-Turabi, is often represented as a brilliantly malevolent individual, a Svengali and Savonarola clothed in Islamic robes. Dozens of innocent European and Israeli tourists have been murdered by Islamic assailants in Egypt, where the power of the Muslim Brotherhood and the Jama'at Islamiya— one more violent and uncompromising than the other—seems to have grown enormously over the past decade. Once supported by Israel as a way of undercutting the PLO's authority during the Palestinian intifada (which began in December 1987) on the occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip, Hamas and with it Islamic Jihad have metamorphosed into the most feared and journalistically covered examples of Islamic extremism, with many suicide bombs, exploded civilian buses, and murdered Israeli civilians comprising their list of heinous acts. No less fearsome are the guerrillas—commonly referred to in the American media as terrorists—of Hizbol-lah (the Party of God), who identify themselves and are perceived locally as resistance fighters resisting the illegal Israeli occupation of a substantial so-called security strip in South Lebanon.

In March 1996, a major international conference attended by numerous heads of state, including President Bill Clinton, Prime Minister Shimon Peres, President Hosni Mubarak, and Chairman Yasir Arafat, was convened in the Egyptian port city of Sharm el-Sheikh to discuss "terrorism," a recent example of which had been three suicide attacks on Israeli civilians. In his speech, broadcast the world over, Peres left no doubt in the public's minds—as did the conference itself—that it was Islam and Iran's Islamic Republic which were to blame. So inflamed against Islam has the media environment in the United States and the West generally become that when the Oklahoma City bomb attack took place in April 1995 the alarm was sounded that the Muslims had struck once again; I recall (with residual chagrin) that I must have received twenty-five phone calls that afternoon from newspapers, the major networks, and several resourceful reporters, all of them acting on the assumption that since I was from and had written about the Middle East that I must know something more than most other people. The entirely factitious connection between Arabs, Muslims, and terrorism was never more forcefully made evident to me; the sense of guilty involvement which, despite myself, I was made to feel struck me as precisely the feeling I was meant to have. The media had assaulted me, in short, and Islam—or rather my connection with Islam—was the cause.

That certainly was the case with the Bosnian Muslims who were the victims of ethnic cleansing at the hands of their Serbian compatriots. But there, as David Rieff and others have shown, very little was done on their behalf by either the European powers or the United States until well after the worst atrocities had already been committed. A massive United Nations effort at humanitarian relief in Bosnia was a novelty, given that everywhere else Muslims were seen and treated as aggressors for whom the best treatment was abusive talk, threats, sanctions, quarantine, and, on occasion, air strikes. Consider also the bloody attempt by Russia at suppressing the Chechnyan Muslims. In the case of Libya and Iraq, the former was bombed by the United States in April 1986 during the prime time evening hours and the latter was the target of a full-scale war and subsequent United States air attacks in 1993 and 1996 (most of which were broadcast on CNN). People in the West felt that the strikes were justified even though huge numbers of innocent civilians were affected. No one seemed to object to the 1992 humanitarian intervention by the United States in Muslim Somalia, which, like the Lebanese expedition a decade earlier, ended in disarray. The Iraqi, Libyan, Chechnyan, and Bosnian cases are all different; but what they do have in common in the eyes of Muslims throughout the world is that it is Western, mostly "Christian" powers and peoples who are mobilized to fight a continuing war against Islam. Thus the polarity is deepened and the chance of dialog between cultures is postponed. Many Muslims have written and said that had the Bosnian, Palestinian, and Chechnyan victims not been Muslims, and had "terrorism" not emanated from "Islam," the Western powers would have done more. After all, Israel had occupied and annexed Arab Muslim territories and was never punished. Why should only the countries and peoples of Islam have been special objects of opprobrium and disproportionate hostility? To most Americans, Islam was nothing but trouble.

So the picture is a complicated one. There has been a resurgence of emotion throughout the Islamic world, and there have been a great many incidents of terrorism, organized or not, against Western and Israeli targets. The general state of the Islamic world with its decline in productivity and well-being, including such phenomena as censorship, the relative absence of democracy, the dismaying prevalence of dictatorships, and fiercely repressive and authoritarian states some of whom practice and encourage terrorism, torture, genital mutilation seems backward and cruel; this includes such basically Islamic countries as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Iraq, Sudan, and Algeria, among others. In addition, the (to me) simplistic reductiveness of some numbers of people who have recourse to a hazy fantasy of seventh century Mecca as a panacea for numerous ills in today's Muslim world makes for an unattractive mix that it would be rank hypocrisy to deny.

My concern, though, is that the mere use of the label "Islam," either to explain or indiscriminately condemn "Islam," actually ends up becoming a form of attack, which in turn provokes more hostility between self-appointed Muslim and Western spokespersons. "Islam" defines a relatively small proportion of what actually takes place in the Islamic world, which numbers a billion people, and includes dozens of countries, societies, traditions, languages, and, of course, an infinite number of different experiences. It is simply false to try to trace all this back to something called "Islam," no matter how vociferously polemical Orientalists—mainly active in the United States, Britain, and Israel—insisted that Islam regulates Islamic societies from top to bottom, that dar al-Islam is a single, coherent entity, that church and state are really one in Islam, and so forth. My contention in this book is that most of this is unacceptable generalization of the most irresponsible sort, and could never be used for any other religious, cultural, or demographic group on earth. What we expect from the serious study of Western societies, with its complex theories, enormously variegated analyses of social structures, histories, cultural formations, and sophisticated languages of investigation, we should also expect from the study and discussion of Islamic societies in the West.

Instead of scholarship, we often find only journalists making extravagant statements, which are instantly picked up and further dramatized by the media. Looming over their work is the slippery concept, to which they constantly allude, of "fundamentalism," a word that has come to be associated almost automatically with Islam, although it has a flourishing, usually elided, relationship with Christianity, Judaism, and Hinduism. The deliberately created associations between Islam and fundamentalism ensure that the average reader comes to see Islam and fundamentalism as essentially the same thing. Given the tendency to reduce Islam to a handful of rules, stereotypes, and generalizations about the faith, its founder, and all of its people, then the reinforcement of every negative fact associated with Islam—its violence, primitiveness, atavism, threatening qualities—is perpetuated. And all this without any serious effort at defining the term "fundamentalism," or giving precise meaning either to "radicalism" or "extremism," or giving those phenomena some context (for example, saying that 5 percent, or 10 percent, or 50 percent of all Muslims are fundamentalists).

Since 1991, in a massive five-volume study, by a group under its aegis, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences has been publishing its findings on "fundamentalism." My suspicion is that the project itself was started precisely with Islam in mind, although Judaism and Christianity are in fact discussed. Numerous distinguished academics were involved, with two general editors, Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby, in charge. The net result is a compendium of often interesting papers, but, according to a perspicacious review of the series by Ian Lustick, no workable definition of fundamentalism emerges; on the contrary, Lustick adds, the editors and contributors "end up somewhat desperately suggesting that 'fundamentalism' [should] not be defined."1 Thus, if specialists in the subject are unable to define it, no wonder then that a host of polemicists—spurred onward by zeal and a hostility to all things Muslim—do a good deal less well. They do succeed, however, in stirring up feelings of alarm and consternation in their readers.

Consider as a typical case in point former National Security Council member Peter Rodman, writing in the National Review of May 11,1992. "Yet now the West finds itself challenged from the outside by a militant, atavistic force driven by hatred of all Western political thought, harking back to age-old grievances against Christendom," he states as a modest first premise. Note the absence of qualifiers, and the liberal use of sweeping, impossible-to-verify generalities like "harking back to age-old grievances against Christendom," the latter a word that sounds bigger, more impressive than the unadorned, but somehow truer, Christianity. Rodman plunges on: "Much of the Islamic world is rent by social divisions, frustrated by its material inferiority to the West, bitter at Western cultural influences, and driven by its resentments (what Bernard Lewis calls the 'politics of rage'). It's virulent anti-Westernism does not look like just a tactic." Lewis's role in this type of discourse is something that I shall give separate attention to a little later. Rodman provides no evidence for the allegations about Islamic inferiority, resentments, and rage: It is sufficient for him only to make the assertions because "Islam" as it is covered and (mis)represented in Orientalist thought and media stereotypes stands charged and convicted without the need for supporting arguments or modulating qualifications of the kind Rodman would routinely make for discussion of the "Western" world or even "Christendom." We want to ask, does every one of the billion Muslims in the world feel rage and inferiority, does every citizen of Indonesia, Pakistan, or Egypt resent "Western" influences? How would one set about getting answers to such basic questions? Or is it the case that "Islam" cannot be investigated as we would any other culture or religion because, unlike all the others, it stands outside "normal" human experience, a religion that one can talk about as if it, and everything within it, resembles a psychopathological human being?

Or consider Daniel Pipes, a perfervid anti-Muslim whose main characteristic is that as an Orientalist he "knows" Islam for the appallingly dreadful thing that it is. He delivers himself of some reflections in a "think" piece published in the Fall 1995 issue of The National Interest under the modest title "There are No Moderates: Dealing with Fundamentalist Islam." Nowhere in the piece does he absolve radical Islam—which he does not bother to define, but which his title lets us assume is the same as the non-radical variety—of its real nature which, he tells us right off, is "closer in spirit to other such movements (communism, fascism) than to traditional religion." A little later, he develops the analogy further: "While fundamentalist Islam differs in its details from other Utopian ideologies, it closely resembles them in scope and ambition. Like communism and fascism, it offers a vanguard ideology; a complete program to improve man and to create a new society; complete control over that society; and cadres ready, and even eager, to spill blood." Pipes ridicules those experts who say that political Islam has run its course; no, he offers by way of counterargument, its heyday is upon us now. Violent, irrational, unappeasable, totally uncompromising, Pipes's "fundamentalist" Islam threatens the world, and especially "us," even though, according to State Department figures, terrorism originating in the Middle East is sixth in order of occurrence and frequency.

In short, fundamentalism equals Islam equals everything-we-must-now-fight-against, as we did with communism during the Cold War; in fact, Pipes says, the battle is graver, more profound and dangerous with Islam. Neither Pipes nor Rodman writes as an outsider, nor as a member of a lunatic fringe. Their work is thoroughly mainstream and is intended, with some realistic expectation, for the serious attention of policymakers. How widespread their views are can be gleaned from a US News and World Report item on July 6,1987: "Unapologetic—and unbending—fundamentalism is riding a popular groundswell through much of the Islamic world. It has plainly caught the West off balance, especially when Islamic religious fervor and political objective join to create violent results. There is still little evidence that the majority of fundamentalists pledge obeisance to Khomeini's declared revolutionary objectives. But his message seems to be spreading." A little later, October 16, 1987, in the same magazine: "The martyr complex—integral to Iran's variety of Islam, the Shiite sect—now appears among the youth of the Sunni majority." The norms of rational sense are suspended when discussions of Islam are carried on. No one bothers to ask, for instance, how verifiable is the statement that martyrdom is spreading among Sunni youth, all several hundred million of them, from Morocco to Uzbekistan, and, if it is, what sort of evidence it is likely to be in the first place.

Small surprise then that the Sunday New York Times "Week in Review" headlined its January 21,1996, issue with: "The Red Menace is Gone. But Here's Islam." Underneath was a long article by Elaine Sciolino which, though structured according to the on-the-one-hand/on-the-other-hand principle, gives an idea of what she called "one of the hottest, nastiest debates in academic circles today, mirroring the old debate on how well-organized and monolithic the Communist menace was." Aside from its inflammatory title, Sciolino's article nudges the reader toward viewing Islam ("the green menace") as a danger to Western interests, since a greater number of witnesses for that position are cited (including NATO Secretary General Claes, Newt Gingrich, Bernard Lewis, Shimon Peres, and the ubiquitous, if not fully accredited, Steven Emerson); in addition, various American-linked heads of state, like Benazir Bhutto, Hosni Mubarak, and Tansu Ciller are listed as proponents of a worldwide conspiracy-menace thesis. As against all this only Professor John Esposito of Georgetown, whose sensible and cogently argued book The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? (Oxford, 1992) patiently deflates the menace theory of Islam, is cited on the other side. Clearly then, today's climate favors—one might even say requires—Islam to be a menace, notwithstanding the notion's impossible sweep and its unprovable, purely polemical essentials.

Islam has become, therefore, a central discussion in many policymaking, as well as media, circles. Most of these discussions elide the fact that the major Islamic groupings today are United States allies and clients, or within the United States orbit—such countries as Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan, Egypt, Morocco, Jordan, and Turkey where militant Muslims emerged to some degree because the regimes are openly supported by the United States; these often isolated minority governments, alienated from most of their peoples, have been forced to accept United States tutelage and influence because of a United States, not a Muslim, agenda. The Council on Foreign Relations, a prestigious and influential policy association, has recently set up a Muslim Politics Report and study group which allows a wide range of opinions about Islam, some of them salutary and informative. Yet in such publications as Foreign Affairs, the Council's quarterly journal, the debate is often set in polarized terms such as between Judith Miller and Leon Hadar, the latter against, the former for, a positive answer to the question, "Is Islam a Threat?" (Foreign Affairs, Spring 1993). With some small degree of empathy it is not difficult to imagine that a Muslim might be made uncomfortable by the relentless insistence—even if it is put in terms of a debate—that her or his faith, culture, and people are seen as a source of threat, and that she or he has been deterministically associated with terrorism, violence, and "fundamentalism."

A steady stream of such characterizations is inflated still more by contributions from pro-Israeli journals and books, in the hope that more Americans and Europeans will see Israel as a victim of Islamic violence. One Israeli government after another has resorted to the propagation of this self-image in the course of the information wars that have gone on since 1948 around the whole question of the Middle East. Although I have discussed this elsewhere, it is important to insist that such claims about Islam and, most of the time, the Arabs, are designed to obscure what it is that Israel and the United States, as "Islam's" main opponents, have been doing. Between them, the two countries have bombed and invaded several Islamic countries (Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Libya, Somalia, Iraq), they have (in Israel's case) occupied Arab-Islamic territory in four countries, and in the United States' case are seen in the United Nations as openly supporting the military occupation of these territories; to the overwhelming majority of Muslims and Arabs, Israel is therefore an arrogant regional nuclear power, contemptuous of its neighbors, heedless in the number and frequency of its bombings, killings (which far exceed the number of Israelis killed by Muslims), dispossessions, and dislocations, especially so far as the Palestinians are concerned. Defying international law and dozens of United Nations Resolutions, Israel has annexed East Jerusalem and the Golan Heights, has occupied South Lebanon since 1982, has had a policy of treating (and characterizing) Palestinians as subhuman—in effect a race apart—and has wielded its power over United States Middle Eastern policy whereby the interests of four million Israelis totally overshadow the interests of two hundred million Arab Muslims. It is all this, and not Bernard Lewis's quaint formulation that Muslims are enraged at Western "modernity," that has created an understandable sense of Arab-Islamic grievance against powers who, like Israel and the United States, proclaim that they are liberal democracies but act against lesser peoples according to quite contradictory norms of self-interest and cruelty. When the United States led a coalition of countries against Iraq in 1991, it spoke about the need to reverse aggression and occupation. Had Iraq not been a Muslim country that militarily occupied another such country in an area of huge oil reserves that are considered to be the United States' preserve, the invasion would not have taken place, just as Israel's invasion and occupation of the West Bank and Golan Heights, its annexation of East Jerusalem, and the implantation of settlements were not seen by the United States as requiring its intervention.

I am not saying that Muslims have not attacked and injured Israelis and Westerners in the name of Islam. But I am saying that much of what one reads and sees in the media about Islam represents the aggression as coming from Islam because that is what "Islam" is. Local and concrete circumstances are thus obliterated. In other words, covering Islam is a one-sided activity that obscures what "we" do, and highlights instead what Muslims and Arabs by their very flawed nature are.

In what follows I am not going to be citing marginal, patently crazy, or inconsequential writers on the Middle East and Islam, but rather instances of otherwise well-known and mainstream journalism such as The New Republic and The Atlantic, the former owned by Martin Peretz, the latter by Morton Zuckerman, both of them great supporters of Israel, and therefore biased against Islam. Peretz is a special case. No one in the American media has held forth for so long (at least two decades) in accents of such racial hatred and contempt against a given culture and people as he has about Islam and the Arabs. Part of his venom is certainly derived from his relentless drive to defend Israel at all costs, but there is a great deal in what he has said over the years that goes well beyond rational defense, and his columns of unadulterated, irrational, and vulgar defamation are truly unsurpassed anywhere.

In his mind, Islam and the Arabs are one and can be attacked interchangeably. Here he is on May 7,1984, describing a play he has seen:

... a visiting German businessman, an American Jewess come as an immigrant, and an Arab Palestinian find themselves taking refuge in a bomb shelter in Jerusalem under Arab siege. If there is something a bit startling about the emerging empathy between the play's German and its Jew, even less have the universalist prejudices of our culture prepared us for its Arab—a crazed Arab, to be sure, but crazed in the distinctive ways of his culture. He is intoxicated by language, cannot discern between fantasy and reality, abhors compromise, always blames others for his predicament, and in the end lances the painful boil of his frustrations in a pointless, though momentarily gratifying, act of bloodlust. This is a political play and what makes it compelling is its pessimism, which is to say its truthfulness. We have seen this play's Arab in Tripoli and in Damascus, and in recent weeks hijacking a bus to Gaza and shooting up a street of innocents in Jerusalem. On the Rep. stage he is a fictional character, of course, but in the real world it is not he but his "moderate" brother who is a figment of the imagination.

This writing appears week after week in his magazine, which, to clarify, is a famous, once liberal, journal of opinion read by a large number of influential people in Washington and New York. Having assured us (June 24,1991) that Israel was "the political expression of a people already formed, like Poland, Japan, or England," and that its political identity was secure (unlike India's or the Palestinians'), he then advances the thesis on September 6, 1993, that "to the Arabs, the Jews will always be usurpers and interlopers. Xenophobia in our time is not the disposition of the Arabs alone. But in an age when the state conflates politics with identity, Arab Islam, suffering from feelings of inferiority about Israel and the West, is especially xenophobic, thinking of its world and its world alone."

Peretz's extraordinary defamations are spun out so as to completely obscure the historical reality, that indeed it was the case that mostly-European Jews came to Palestine, a country already inhabited and settled by another people, destroyed their society, dispossessed them, and drove two-thirds of them out; in addition, Israel has been in military occupation of Palestinian (as well as Lebanese and Syrian) territory for several decades, has unilaterally annexed East Jerusalem, an act unrecognized by any country on earth, and has arrogated to itself the right to wage "pre-emptive" war against several Arab countries. Unable to deal with these facts except as right by virtue of Israel's superiority, Peretz displaces on to the Muslims and Arabs a theory of gratuitous violence and cultural inferiority. In the August 13, 1996, issue of his journal, Peretz first justifies Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's brazen politics of force, then adds that, after all, Israel has to deal with Arab countries in which there is no "cultural disposition for scientific and industrial takeoff. Alas, these are societies which cannot make a brick let alone a microchip." Peretz pursues this idea (which of course resembles his views about African-Americans, that they are historically doomed to inferiority) to the following conclusion: "This widening gap will produce deep, perhaps intractable resentment against Israel. And while it may not lead to war in the traditional sense, it may well produce more of what Israel has experienced over the last years: terror and ongoing riot."

Peretz's habit of using vast, irrational generalizations to attack Islam and the Arabs for their sins against his favorite country, Israel, has its more benign counterpart in books, articles, television stories, and films that are either descriptive or entertaining. A writer of numerous articles on the Middle East for the New Yorker, Milton Viorst collected most of them in Sandcastles: The Arabs in Search of the Modern World (Knopf, 1994). A keen observer, Viorst is nevertheless hobbled by a whole arsenal of unexamined presuppositions about Islam that he delivers without any self-consciousness or skepticism. In hardly any of the reviews of this book was there criticism expressed of these dubious prepositions. One of the exceptions, Muhammad Ali Khalidi, writing in the Journal of Palestine Studies (Winter 1996), collected some of them together with devastating effect. He quotes Viorst as follows: "the traditional Islamic city shows little concern for exterior aesthetics; even now, Arabs seem not to notice their streets and cover them with litter. Some observers explain this indifference to public space as an outgrowth of Islamic culture's fixation on privacy, on conducting social life only inside the home." There is more. "Islam," says Viorst, ". . . succeeded where Christianity failed in shackling man's power of reasoning.... Arabs have often noted an intrinsic disposition to conservatism, if not to fatalism, within their culture. They are uncomfortable with intellectual challenge." Khalidi quite rightly reminds Viorst that Muslims, after all, adapted Greek philosophy for later European use, were pioneers in logic and astronomy, established medicine as a science, and invented algebra.

Viorst is undeterred by (or perhaps does not know about) any of this. He speaks assuredly about a "basic antagonism to creative thinking that has come increasingly to characterize Islam," and claims that "Muslims, both Arabs and Turks, readily acknowledge that, judged by a range of intellectual criteria, their civilization does not measure up to that of the West" because "intellectual rigor, the West's real gift to the modern world, has barely touched Arab civilization."

What I find depressingly symptomatic about these statements is that they seem to derive—rather defensively and even xenophobically—from self-appointed spokesmen like Viorst, Peretz, and others too numerous to mention, who attack Islam precisely for sentiments of free-floating hostility like these. Much in current representations of Islam is designed to show the religion's inferiority with reference to the West, which Islam is supposed to be hellbent on opposing, competing with, resenting, and being enraged at. Moreover, important journals of opinion such as the New Yorker, the New York Review of Books, and Atlantic Monthly never carry essays (or even literary works) in translation by Muslim and Arab authors but rely instead on experts such as Viorst to interpret political and cultural actualities shaped not by the facts but by unexamined presuppositions such as the above. Very rarely do critiques of these practices stray into the mainstream to challenge their hegemony.

One of the few recent critical assessments of the damage caused by clichés about Islam in the media, policy journals, and academia is by Zachary Karabell (World Policy Journal, Summer 1995), who starts from the premise that there has been undue attention paid to "fundamentalist" Islam since the end of the Cold War. The public media, he says quite rightly, has been filled with negative images of Islam. "Ask American college students, in the elite universities or elsewhere, what they think of when the word 'Muslim' is mentioned. The response is inevitably the same: gun-toting, bearded, fanatic terrorists hellbent on destroying the great enemy, the United States." Karabell notes, for instance, that ABC's 20/20, a prestigious, high-profile news program, "broadcast several segments discussing Islam as a crusading religion inculcating warriors of God; Frontline sponsored an investigation of the tentacles of Muslim terrorists around the world." He might also have mentioned Emerson's PBS film Jihad in America, cynically designed and promoted to exploit just this fear; or even the vogue of books with provocative titles like Sacred Rage or In the Name of God, which make the association between Islam and dangerous irrationalism firmer, more inevitable. "The same can be said of the print media," Karabell continues. "Stories about the Middle East are often accompanied by a picture of a mosque or large crowds praying."

All this, as I said earlier, marks a serious deterioration in the situation I described in the original edition of Covering Islam, published a decade and a half ago. There is now, for example, a new wave of large-scale feature films (one of them, True Lies, Karabell reminds us, "had as its villains classic Arab terrorists, complete with glinty eyes and a passionate desire to kill Americans") whose main purpose is to first demonize and dehumanize Muslims in order, second, to show an intrepid Western, usually American, hero killing them off. Delta Force (1985) began the trend, but it was carried forward in the Indiana Jones saga, and innumerable television serials in which Muslims are uniformly represented as evil, violent, and, above all, eminently killable. One of the changes from an old habit of exoticising the Orient in Hollywood films is that romance and charm have now been completely eliminated, as they have also been in the ninja films that pit a white (or even black) American against endless number of black-masked Orientals, all of whom get their just deserts.

Aside from the combination of hostility and reductionism offered by all these misrepresentations, there is the matter of how grossly they exaggerate and inflate Muslim extremism within the Muslim world. Karabell makes an excellent if ironically understated point when he says that "the forces of modernism and secularism are far from spent in the Middle East." In an essay originally published in 1993, and then collected in my book The Politics of Dispossession (Pantheon, 1994), I attempted to show how it was secularism, rather than fundamentalism, that held Arab Muslim societies together, despite the wild exaggeration of the sensationalist and ignorant American media, most of whose ideas were taken from anti-Islamic, careerist publicists who had found a new field for their skills in demonology. At the very least one should say that in the contest between the Islamists and the overwhelming majority of Muslims, the former have by and large lost the battle. The Failure of Political Islam, the French political scientist Olivier Roy called it in an excellent book by the same title (Harvard, 1994). Other scholars, such as John Esposito in his The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality?, make the point in a different way, stressing the variety, complex expressions, and different traditions and historical experiences of Muslim societies over their putative mass-based unity and anti-Westernism.

But such reasoned, well-researched, alternative views have been barely in evidence; the market for representations of a monolithic, enraged, threatening, and conspiratorially spreading Islam is much greater, more useful, and capable of generating more excitement, whether for purposes of entertainment or of mobilizing passions against a new foreign devil. For every unusual book like Richard Bulliet's Islam: The View from the Edge (Columbia, 1994), there are many more books and articles expressing views like David Pryce-Jones in The Closed Circle (Harper, 1991), Charles Krauthammer's strident account of what he calls "the global intifada" (Washington Post, February 16, 1990), or any of A.M. Rosenthal's pieces in The New York Times (for example, his "The Decline of the West," September 27,1996) in which Islam, terrorism, the Palestinians are routinely harangued together; these tend to be what passes for informed analysis and coverage in the United States' prestige media. The daily reader of the mainstream media is most unlikely to encounter, for instance, Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad's careful analysis of "Islamist Perceptions of US Policy in the Near East," which appeared, alas, in an obscure academic book, The Middle East and the United States, edited by David W. Lesch (Westview, 1996). By comparison with Rosenthal and Krauthammer, she carefully distinguishes among five different kinds of Islamists (preferring the use of that word instead of the inflammatory "radical" or "fundamentalist"), and even more usefully, collects a whole series of real incitements to Muslims that have exacerbated relationships between the world of Islam and the West. Among them are statements by Ben-Gurion ("We fear nothing but Islam"), Yitzhak Rabin ("The religion of Islam is our only enemy"), and Shimon Peres, ("We will not feel secure until Islam puts away its sword"), and the long list of direct Western actions against the Islamic world that culminate in the strong, not to say aggressive, Israel-United States partnership.

The point about accounts such as Haddad's is not whether in the end they are totally correct, or whether one should accept or reject them unconditionally, but the sense they give of a real interlocutor, with real arguments and real interests that have been ignored in most of the remorseless media coverage of Islam that dominates the picture today. No one, of course, expects journalists or media personalities to spend a great deal of time being scholarly, reading books, looking for alternative views, or trying to inform themselves in ways that do not presume that Islam is both monolithic and hostile. But why the slavish and uncritical adoption of views that stress the unvaryingly reductive arguments about Islam, and why the extraordinary willingness to accept the official rhetoric emanating from the government in its irresponsible characterizations of Islam: by that I mean the loose application of the word "terrorism" to "Islam," and the attitude that elevates Israeli views of Islam's "dangers" to the level of United States policy?

The answer is in how prevalent age-old views of Islam as an acceptable competitor to the Christian West still are. Japan-bashing, for example, exists precisely because Japan is rightly perceived as showing aggressive resistance to Euro-American economic hegemony. The tendency to consider the whole world as one country's imperium is very much in the ascendancy in today's United States, the last remaining superpower. But whereas most other great cultural groupings appear to have accepted the United States' role, it is only from within the Islamic world that signs of determined resistance are still strong. Therefore we have an efflorescence of cultural and religious attacks on Islam from individuals and groups whose interests are informed with the idea of the West (and the United States, as its leader) as the standard for enlightened modernity. Yet far from being an accurate description of "the West," such an idea of rightful Western dominance is in reality an uncritical idolization of Western power.

One of the worst offenders in the cultural war against Islam has been the senior British Orientalist—now a United States resident, and retired Princeton Professor—Bernard Lewis, whose essays appear regularly in The New York Review of Books, Commentary, Atlantic Monthly, and Foreign Affairs. Over many decades his views, which have remained unchanged and indeed have become more strident and reductionist over time, have seeped into the discourse of the "think" pieces and books undertaken by ambitious journalists and a few political scientists. Why Lewis's views, utterly conventional in their derivation from nineteenth-century Orientalists of the British and French school, who saw in Islam a danger to Christianity and liberal values, should acquire so great a currency is easy to explain. All of Lewis's emphases in his work are to portray the whole of Islam as basically outside the known, familiar, acceptable world that "we" inhabit, and in addition that contemporary Islam has inherited European anti-Semitism for use in an alleged war against modernity. As I pointed out about Lewis in my book Orientalism, his methods are the snide observation, the fraudulent use of etymology to make huge cultural points about an entire set of peoples, and, no less reprehensible, his total inability to grant that the Islamic peoples are entitled to their own cultural, political, and historical practices, free from Lewis's calculated attempt to show that because they are not Western (a notion of which he has an extremely tenuous grasp) they can't be good.

Take as a case in point his essay on the word watan, which in Arabic means homeland, or nation. Lewis's tendentious account of this word is an attempt to strip it of any real territorial, or affiliative, connotations; he alleges, with no contextual evidence whatever, that the word does not mean patria, or patrie, or patris, and cannot be compared with them since watan for Islam is a neutral place of residence. This demonstration makes up one of the essays in Islam and the West (Oxford, 1993), and like its companion pieces in the book its purpose is to display Lewis's erudition in the first place, and in the second, it shows by the Westerner's "superior" authority what Muslims really feel, but are somehow unable to express. Everything in the essay, however, reveals a shocking ignorance of the lived actuality of Arab Muslims, for whom in fact the word watan certainly does have the existential associations of patria, and patrie. Lewis simply finds two or three examples in medieval Arabic literature to bolster his specious point, thus completely ignoring literary sources from the eighteenth century through the present, as well as common daily usage, in which watan is precisely the word real (as opposed to textual) Arabs use to denote home, belonging, and loyalty. Since Arabic for him is only a language of texts, not of spoken or everyday intercourse, he seems totally oblivious to related words like bilad and ard that connote a strong sense of specific habitation and attachment.

Lewis's extraordinary methods are based in the, once again, profoundly anti-human literalism with which he decrees what it is that Muslims feel, are, and aspire to. Islam, he says, "is not merely a system of belief and worship, a compartment of life, so to speak.... It is rather the whole of life" [italics added]. Such a statement demonstrates not only bias, but also a ludicrous misunderstanding of how human life actually operates. Lewis's methods suggest that all Muslims—all one billion of them—have read, absorbed, and totally accepted "the rules" he refers to that govern "civil, criminal, and what we call constitutional law," and then slavishly follow those precepts in every significant action of their daily lives. If there was ever an occasion to apply the word preposterous, it is here. Lewis simply cannot deal with the diversity of Muslim, much less human, life because it is closed to him as something foreign, radically different, and other.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the essay on "The Return of Islam," a piece that first appeared in the ultra-right-wing Jewish magazine Commentary and is collected in Islam and the West. Despite the pretentious ceremonies of scholarship he goes through, Lewis actually uses bogus philology to allege that most of the major political phenomena of the contemporary Arab world that he and his constituency disapprove of
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