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Abstract

The George Bush administration, which was dominated
by the American neoconservatives, was characterised by an
intensive desire for international interventionism and
adventurism in the region of the Middle-East. The present
circumstances, however, have shown that the American Project
in the Middle-East has resulted in creating an era of great peril.
Thus, the neoconservatives’ dismissal of local cultures and
their failure to recognise the history of the peoples they dealt
with may explain why the United States of America could not
ensure a condition of peace and respectful relations among
societies in the region of the Middle-East. For this specific
reason, this essay will try to debate the argument that at the
very heart of neoconservative beliefs stood a problem of
“knowledge”. For the neoconservatives, their own ideas were
the only yardstick for what is reasonable, normal or proper.
Their confidence indeed was supported by earlier colonial
assumptions deriving from a concept known as Orientalism.
This means that the neoconservatives constructed what they
pretended to know about other cultures. And yet, the critical
conditions in some middle-Eastern countries where America
has intervened recently has proved that the “knowledge”
constructed by the neoconservatives has been built on
“ignorance”. '

Key words: The American neoconservatives, the Middle-East,
construction of “knowledge”, ignorance, Orientalism and war.
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The war declared on terrorism after 9/11 with the
subsequent American military operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan has revived the old European tradition of the
“White Man’s Burden”. Advocated in the name of the
"civilising mission", this calling held the promises of
redemption for both the coloniser and the colonised. It
promised the end of savagery and barbarism and the triumph of
civilisation. In short, it aimed to make “the other” better.
Similarly, the American neo-conservatives that ran the George
W. Bush administration, with their calling of “making the
world better”, had promised the spread of democratic values
and the liberation of mankind from despotism and tyranny.
Thus, the belief that the world is divided between an “Orient”
filled with darkness and an enlightened Occident as claimed by
nineteenth century European colonial and imperial powers was
indeed persistent in the neo-conservative rhetoric about
America’s world supremacy.

In a carefully crafted essay on European and American
imperial politics, “The Wasteland of Empire: Resurrecting
Empire, Western Footprints, and America’s Path in the Middle
East”(2004), Columbia University professor Rashid Khalidi
has argued that the United States with it its interventions in
‘the middle-East had followed the paths of earlier imperial
powers. He claimed that the blending of that “enthusiastic
ignorance” and imperial hubris have resulted in an attempt to
reconfigure the Arab Middle East in America’s image.
According to Khalidi, the Bush administration’s armed
intrusion into Arab’s affairs could be understood as

an attempt to reverse the course of history
and re-impose Western control in a part of
the world that has been struggling for two
centuries to resist it'.

One may be surprisingly struck with the fascinated
continuity between the discourses and practices of past
European imperialism and colonialism and the American
interventionism that was propounded by the neo-conservatives.

1 Rashid Khalidi, The Wasteland of Empire: Resurrecting Empire, Western Footprints, and
America’s Path in the Middle East, (2004), Reviewed by PhilipsS. Golub :
www.logusjournal.com/issue3.3/golup khalid.pdf.
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The latter were driven by a whole series of negative beliefs and
assumptions about the Middle-East, Arab, and Islam.
Following Orientalist pro-Zionists like Bernard Lewis, who
lent his considerable authority the broad front neo-conservative
assault on Islam', the neo-conservatives could argue that the
Middle-East is hopeless, primitive mess, and backward. For
that reason they believed that the Middle-East and the Arab
world as a whole had to be reconstructed, evangelised, and
administrated according to the American way. Such “a
constructed knowledge” was reflected in the neo-conservative
network of writers, commentators, and activists. Policy makers
like Paul Wolfowitz, Richard Perle, and David Frum had
helped turn these constructed ideas into policy. In their widely
read book, America Alone: The Neo-Conservatives and the
Global Order (2004), conservative Stefan Halper and co-author
Jonathan Clarke have claimed that “the like” and “not like”

has been the leitmotif reflected in the Manichean
world of contemporary neo-conservative thought.
The selective range of media outlets including
Fox Television, the Weekly Standard, and
others ... have advanced notions of Islamic world,
reinforcing neo-conservative discourse...[they]
have resulted in policy decisions and directions™.

The neo-conservative pretended “to know” all that was
necessary for their sweeping policy purpose. They pretended
“to krow” what was “good”, “evil”, “moral”, or “immoral”
everywhere. They constructed ideas and = “truths” like
“Saddam’s weapon’s of mass destruction state”, “axis of evil”,
Iran as “a terrorist nation” and Libya as an “un-reconstructed
terrorist state”. It became indeed axiomatic that America
“alone” could determine what and who may be dangerous for
humanity, and for that reason how things should work in
Middle Eastern regions. Such a confidence may be explained
then by the concept of “Orientalism”, an idea popularised by a
controversial Columbia University Historian named Edward
Said (1935-2003)-the author of the widely read book of
Orientalism (1978). The latter concerns the tradition in
literature and scholarship by which Western civilisation

1 Peter Waldman, “4 Historian Take on Islam Steers: U.S. in Terrorism Fight”, Wall Street
Journal, N°3, (Fall 2004): 322, p.4.

2 Stefan Halper & Jonathan Clarke, America Alone: The Neo-Conservatives and The Global
Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p.269.
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represents and perceives Islam and Muslims. In this book, Said
defined Orientalism as the

corporate institutions for dealing with the
Orient-dealing with it by making statements
about it, authorising views of it, describing
it, settling it, ruling over it: in short
Orientalism is a Western style for
dominating, reconstructing, and having
authority over the Orient'.

According to Said, the values and conclusions used to
create negative stereotypes of Muslims are embedded in
Orientalism. In the latter, Arabs are presented as static types.
Indeed, they are portrayed as being creatures with no potential
in the process of making history’. Orientalism, in Said’s view,
is an intellectual framework, a tool of knowledge about the
Arab world that is based on the Western construction of reality.
Said explained that the essence of Orientalism is the cultural
and sociological distinction between the “Orient” and the
“Occident”. Such a distinction, Said thought, is manifested in a
way that implies Western superiority. Orientalism, therefore, is
a concept that assumes that the norm is Western domination of
the West’.

At the heart of Orientalism lies the notion of “the other”
which is an important element in the construction of self-
identity. The existence of another different competing identity
is therefore required to define a cultural self-identity. In the
context of Western culture, Said claimed, the Orient provided
the West with this different identity that assembles all the
cultural characteristics the West denies or sees as different
from its own. Thus, the belief that the neo-conservatives are
bringing democracy to nations that would never be able to
attain it in their way is drawn from the assumption that
Western or rather American culture is superior to non-Western
political and cultural system.

Said, however, is not the only scholar who has demonstrated
how scholarly ideas support, inform and sustain popular
stereotypes. The basic representation of Muslims as
Militant, barbaric fanatics, corrupt, effete sensualist, people

1 Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin Books, 1995), p.3.
2 Ibid., p-321.
3 Ibid., pp.7-28.

10 MOUTOUNE N° 05 — Décembre 2011



who lived contrary to natural law, developed early in
Western scholarship and has been resistant to change. Its
central premise has always been that the failings of
Muslims, as people and societies, stem from their beliefs'.

The British historian Norman Daniel has called what
medieval FEurope made of Islam and Muslims as
‘knowledgeable ignorance’. The Ilatter he described as
knowing a people, ideas, civilisations, religions, or histories
as something they are not, and could not possibly be, and
maintaining these ideas even when the means exist to know
differently’. Most importantly scholarly Orientalism
supports the idea that the natural consequence of Muslim
beliefs is the characteristics of the standard stereotypes.
Conformity and orthodoxy are seen as central to the nature
of a monolithic Islamic civilisation’.

Thus, Orientalism makes Muslim incomprehensible yet
predictable. Such a perspective became persistent in
American neo-conservative thought. An example of this fact
could be seen in the neo-conservative response a few
minutes after the horror of 9/11. The first thought in the neo-
conservative mind was simple; there was no doubt about the
identity of the people responsible: the terrorists were Muslim,
Arab, Islamic, extremist or fundamentalist; they were simply
“them”. That conclusion, in fact, came before investigation
or evidence, because it is a generic idea, a convention, a
cultural cliché, a “constructed knowledge”.

The event of 9/11 then gave a new momentum to Orientalist
spirit. Princeton professor Bernard Lewis led the effort to
revive Orientalist notions with the publishing of his book
What Went Wrong? Western Impact and Middle Eastern
Response (2002). Using subtle arguments, he indeed placed
the blame on Islam and Islamic traditions for the failure of
the Middle-Eastern societies to develop and to modernise
like the West®. Lewis’s book has since been followed by an
avalanche of similar articles and publications, mostly by
neo-conservative journalists who reinforced Lewis’s thesis
and even blamed Islam for the rise of terrorism as well as

1 See; for instance, Norman Daniel, Islam and the West (Oxford: One World, 1993; original
edition 1960) ; and Heroes and Saracens (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1984).

2 Ibid.

3 Ziauddin Sardar& Merryl Wyn Davies, Why Do People Hate America (Cambridge: Icon,
2002), p.52.

4 Bernard Lewis, What Went Wrong? Western Impact and Middle Eastern Response (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.213-30.
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the rising tension between the West and the Muslim world.
The result was that American society has been saturated by
endlessly repeated mind-numbing media cliché about “us”
and “them”, about the unquenchable hatred that Islamist
radicals are said to harbour against modernity and open
societies.

In the light of this, it is not surprising that many in America
or the West in general saw the supposed ‘war on terrorism’
as a justifying action, a legitimate or more precisely “a
sacred war” that would bring to “justice” those devastators
of humanity. Conversely, one cannot deny the monstrous
deeds of 9/11, but a similar judgment never applies to
victims of large scale massacres as it was the case of the
genocide that took place in Rwanda in 1993. The answer in
fact has been already provided by Edward Said when he
asserted that Western culture is thought to be superior to

non-Western culture.

Orientalism and ‘knowledgeable ignorance’ then have
shaped the neo-conservative attitudes and approach to Islam
and the Middle-East. The neo-conservatives hence have
constructed “knowledge” and realities and exercised policies
even “when the means existed to know differently”, to use
Norman Daniel’s words. According to Stefan Halper and co-
author Jonathan Clarke,

‘knowledgeable ignorance’ and ‘Orientalism’
have served in important ways to distort policy
analysis of, and thus solutions to, a range of
social and economic problems such that they
have tended to evolve to security issues' .

America’s inability to erect Western system of domination
in the Middle-East can be explained then by the fact of marching
into that land with a belief that the locals have no sense of history.
The American discourse that has been used to justify wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq is the same discourse which subjugated the
peoples of Asia, and Africa in the name of the European supposed
“mission  civilisatrice”.  American  neo-conservatives  have
manufactured “an otherness” in order to justify America’s
expansion. They have made the claim that America was bringing

1 Stefan Halper &Jonathan Clarke , op.cit., p.267.
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reform, progress, and Enlightenment to the Arab World. Today,
however, the Afghanistan and Iraq wars as unsuccessful projects
driven by Orientalist beliefs have become today the issues that
most inflame the Arab Muslim world against America. The United
States now is more hated more specifically in the region of the
Middle East than ever before.
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