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Covering Islam: Edward Said’s Perspective on Orientalism and Media
Representation

Edward Said’s seminal work, “Covering Islam: How the Media and the Experts Determine
How We See the Rest of the World,” published in 1981, delves into the intricate
relationship between Western media representations of Islam and the broader dynamics of
power and cultural perception. Building upon the foundations laid in his earlier work,
“Orientalism,” Said critiques how Western narratives shape public understanding of the
Muslim world, often perpetuating stereotypes and reinforcing Western hegemony. This
article explores Said's arguments, the implications of media representations of Islam, and
the ongoing relevance of his insights in contemporary discourse.

Understanding Orientalism

Before delving into “Covering Islam,” it is essential to understand the concept of
Orientalism that Said introduced in his earlier work. Orientalism refers to the Western
portrayal of Eastern societies, cultures, and peoples, often characterized by a lens of
exoticism and otherness.

Key Aspects of Orientalism

1. Binary Opposition: Orientalism constructs a dichotomy between the “civilized” West and
the “primitive” East, which serves to justify colonialism and imperialism.

2. Exoticism: Eastern societies are often depicted as strange, backward, and sensual,
reinforcing stereotypes that contribute to a distorted image of Muslim cultures.

3. Authority and Knowledge: Western scholars, writers, and media outlets often hold the

authority to define and interpret Eastern societies, sidelining the voices and perspectives
of those within these cultures.

Media Representation of Islam

In “Covering Islam,” Said investigates how the media plays a crucial role in shaping
Western perceptions of Islam. He argues that the media often presents a monolithic view
of Islam, ignoring its diversity and complexity.

Key Themes in Media Coverage



1. Simplicity and Generalization: Media narratives tend to simplify the multifaceted nature
of Islam, portraying it in a singular, often negative light.

2. Focus on Extremism: Coverage frequently emphasizes radicalism and terrorism,
overshadowing the peaceful practices and beliefs of the majority of Muslims.

3. Cultural Misunderstanding: Journalists and commentators often lack a nuanced
understanding of Islamic cultures, leading to gross misrepresentations.

The Role of Experts and Scholars

Said emphasizes the influence of experts and scholars in shaping the narratives
surrounding Islam. These figures often serve as intermediaries between the West and the
Muslim world, but their interpretations can significantly distort the realities of Islamic
societies.

Influence of Experts

- Academic Authority: Scholars who specialize in Islamic studies often hold significant
sway over public discourse, yet their perspectives can be limited by their own cultural
biases.

- Media Collaborations: The collaboration between media outlets and experts can lead to
skewed representations, where sensationalism prevails over factual accuracy.

- Policy Implications: Misrepresentations of Islam can influence public policy, contributing
to the marginalization of Muslim communities and fueling Islamophobia.

Consequences of Misrepresentation

The media's portrayal of Islam has far-reaching consequences for both individuals and
societies. Said's work highlights several critical outcomes of these misrepresentations.

Impact on Public Perception

1. Islamophobia: Negative portrayals of Islam in the media contribute to widespread fear
and prejudice against Muslims, leading to increased discrimination and violence.

2. Stereotyping: Individuals from Muslim backgrounds are often subjected to stereotypes
that portray them as violent or oppressive, affecting their social interactions and

opportunities.

3. Cultural Isolation: Misrepresentation fosters a sense of cultural isolation among Muslim



communities, as they are often viewed through the lens of negativity and suspicion.

Political Ramifications

1. Justification for War: Media narratives that demonize Islam can be used to justify
military interventions and foreign policies that disproportionately affect Muslim-majority
countries.

2. Legislation and Policy: Misconceptions about Islam can inform legislation that targets
Muslim communities, such as travel bans or increased surveillance.

3. Social Division: Negative representations can exacerbate societal divisions, creating an
“us versus them” mentality that undermines social cohesion.

Relevance of Said’s Work Today

Even decades after its publication, Said’s “Covering Islam” remains highly relevant in
contemporary discussions about the media, representation, and Islamophobia. The rise of
social media and the 24-hour news cycle have intensified the challenges associated with
accurate representation.

Contemporary Media Landscape

1. Rise of Sensationalism: The demand for sensational news often leads to the
amplification of extreme viewpoints, overshadowing more moderate and diverse narratives
within Islam.

2. Digital Misinformation: The prevalence of misinformation online can perpetuate
stereotypes and reinforce negative perceptions of Islam.

3. Activism and Counter-Narratives: In response to misrepresentations, many Muslim
activists and scholars are working to create counter-narratives that highlight the richness
and diversity of Islamic cultures.

Conclusion

Edward Said’s “Covering Islam” offers a critical lens through which to examine the
media’s portrayal of Islam and the implications of these representations for public
understanding and policy. By exposing the biases and oversimplifications that characterize
Western narratives, Said’s work encourages a more nuanced and informed approach to
understanding the complexities of the Muslim world.

As we navigate the contemporary landscape of media and representation, Said's insights



remind us of the importance of questioning dominant narratives and seeking out diverse
voices and perspectives. By doing so, we can foster greater understanding and empathy
between cultures, ultimately working towards a more inclusive and equitable society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Edward Said's 'Covering
Islam'?

The main thesis of Edward Said's 'Covering Islam' is that Western media and scholars
misrepresent and oversimplify Islamic culture and politics, leading to a distorted
understanding of the Muslim world.

How does Edward Said critique Western representations
of Islam?

Edward Said critiques Western representations of Islam by highlighting how they often
rely on stereotypes, generalizations, and a lack of nuanced understanding, which
perpetuates a cycle of misunderstanding and prejudice.

What impact did 'Covering Islam' have on the field of
postcolonial studies?

'‘Covering Islam' significantly impacted postcolonial studies by encouraging scholars to
examine the power dynamics in how cultures are represented, emphasizing the
importance of context and perspective in understanding Islamic societies.

In what ways does Said argue that media coverage
shapes public perception of Islam?

Said argues that media coverage shapes public perception of Islam by focusing on
negative events, such as terrorism, while neglecting the diversity and richness of Islamic
culture, thus creating a monolithic and often fearful image of Muslims.

What role does Orientalism play in Said's analysis in
'‘Covering Islam'?

Orientalism plays a crucial role in Said's analysis as it serves as a framework for
understanding how the West constructs an image of the East, including Islam, that serves
colonial interests and reinforces stereotypes.

How does 'Covering Islam' relate to contemporary



discussions about Islamophobia?

'‘Covering Islam' relates to contemporary discussions about Islamophobia by providing a
critical lens through which to understand how media representations contribute to fear
and misunderstanding of Islam, highlighting the need for more accurate and respectful

discourse.
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