5.
A WESTERN VIEW
OF ISLAM
Throughout history, the Western view of Islam
can be divided into periods of time and has generally
been characterized by ignorance of the doctrines and
culture of the latter.1
The Crusader Era. For around three and a half
centuries after the establishment of Islam as a major
force in the Middle East, Westerners were said to be
almost totally lacking in knowledge of Islamic
civilization, a fact made more astonishing by the
extensive contacts between the two civilizations by
way of military skirmishes and Catholic pilgrimages
through Muslim-occupied territories.2 According to
Dana Carleton Munro, former Princeton University
Professor of History and President of the American
Historical Association, the way that most Westerners
viewed the Islamic world in the years leading up to
the First Crusade was shaped by the “propaganda” of
the Roman Catholic Church. 3 In order to achieve its
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own political goals, the Roman Catholic Church
aroused both the religious fervor and the underlying
Western desire for conquest present in its adherents
by portraying the Islamic world as an inferior culture,
oppressing Christians, threatening the West, and
needing to be subdued militarily.
The Colonial Era. In the Early Modern Era, when
Europe was more interested in colonies than in
crusades, the same misconception—albeit with
different motivations—was in vogue in the West. The
Western world still felt the need to subjugate the
Middle East through the sheer force of its military
might, though this time for economic and political
reasons rather than religious. In order to maintain a
balance of power, Western states needed to find new
spheres of influence to exploit to prevent other
Western states from developing political or economic
hegemony on a regional or global scale.4 This
insatiable thirst for new colonies and spheres of
influence led the West, inevitably, to turn its eyes to
the Islamic world. The Westerners’ mindset was that
they could eventually win over the inhabitants of
their colonial fiefdoms, as they were sometimes able
to do elsewhere, and, within a generation or two,
develop a relatively stable political and economic
system. However, this was a mistake, for, as John P.
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Pinkerton of The New America Foundation writes,
“To put it another way, Islam is a tough nut to crack.
Nowhere in the world, except maybe Attica prison,
does a white minority rule successfully over a Muslim
majority […].”5
The Conciliatory Era. In recent years, the attitudes
of Western governments and media have been far
more conciliatory toward the Islamic world. The
prevailing view of Islam is that it is a “religion of
peace”6 that has been “hijacked”7 by extremists, and
that with more moderate elements there is the
potential for an intercultural understanding marked
by compromise and cooperation.8 This is evidenced
by the conciliatory rhetoric of “common values”
issued by Western governments, including that of the
United States of America.9 This too stems from a
mistaken view of the Islamic world. Christian
broadcaster Reza Safa, himself an Iranian and former
Shiite Muslim, argues against this effort to placate
Islam, writing, “[It] makes the radical Muslims even
more furious. They consider [it …] pandering to Islam
and a mockery of the Islamic faith.”10
Regardless of the era examined, the West’s various
historical perceptions of Islam have been wrong in
that they all germinate from the same fallacious
premise that the Islamic world is qualitatively the
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same, and can be treated the same, as any other nonWestern civilization. History has conditioned
Westerners to the idea that they can conquer other
civilizations by military force and eventually expect a
reasonably stable conclusion. For example, the
Romans conquered Celts, Germans, Greeks, Israelites,
and North Africans, and eventually assimilated them
into their civilization. During the Colonial Era,
Europeans were eventually able to establish
reasonably stable relationships with their subjects in
India, China, Africa, and the Americas.
Believing—whether consciously or otherwise—
that Muslims are the same as other non-Westerners,
the West too often operates under the assumption
that they can do the same in the Islamic world. Dar alIslam, however, is driven by its religion to resist
conquest more fiercely than other civilizations.
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