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I 
In order to undet·stand better the relationship between social anth· 
ropology and colonialism, it is necessary to .go beyond the bound· 
aries of the discipline and of the particular epoch within whioh that 
discipline acquired its distinctive oharacter. 'J1he descriptive writings 
of functionai anthropology are largely devoted to Africa, are in 
effect virtually synonymous wi'lh African sociology during the 
twentieth century colonial period. But we need to see anthropology 
as a holistic discipline nurtured within bourgeois society, having as 
its object of study a variety of non-European societies which have 
come under its economic, political and intellectual domination
and therefore as merely one such discipline among several (orien· 
talism, indology, sinology, etc.). All these disciplines are rooted in 
that complex historicaJ encounter between ~he West and the Third 
World which commenced about the 16th century: when capitalist 
Europe began to emerge out of feudal Christendom; when the cop· 
quistadors who expelled the last of the Arabs from Christian Spain 
went on to colonise the New World and also to bring about the 
direct confrontaction of 'civilised' Europe with 'savage' and 'bar· 
baric' peoples;' when the Atlantic maritime states, by dominating 
the world's major seaways, inaugurated 'the Vasco Da Gama epoch 

"'The Americas were ·therefore the scene of the first hue empires controlled 
from Europe, and Western imperial-theory originated in sixteenth·century 
Spain." P. D. Curtin, (ed.) Imperialism, London, 1972, p. xiv. For further 
information on -thi"s subject, see J. M. Parry, The Spanish Theory of Empire 
in t/r.e Sixteenth Century, Cambridge, 1940. 
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of. Asian ·history':' when the conceptual revalution of modern 
sctenc~ and tecbnolo!ly ~el~ to co~solidate Europe's world hege
mony. The bourgeois dtsciplmes wbtcb study non-European socie
tle~ reflect the deep contradictions articulating this unequal his
toriCal encounter, for ever since ~be Renaissance the West bas 
sought. both to sub'?rdinate and devalue other societies, and at the 
same ttme to. fi~d ·~ them clues to its own ·humanity. Although 
modern c,oloma.ltsm •s me~el~ one moment in ~bat long encounter, 
t~e .w~ Y m whtch the objeottfied understanding of these modern 
dtsctplmes has been rna?e possible •by and acceptable to that 
moment needs to be constdered far more seriously than it has 

The ??tes that fo!low constitute an attempt to examine som~ of 
!he pohttcal :oncl~stons of functional anthropology (African stud
!es) a~d of onentahsm (Islamic studies) in order to explore the ways 
m whtch the European historical experience of subordinate non
European peoples h~s shap~ its objectification of the latter. I hope 
that su.ch ~ comparison wdl make somewhat clearer t•he kind of 
determmat~on exerted by the structure of imperial power on the 
understandmg of European disciplines which focus on dominated 
cultu;es. ~uch .an attempt is not without its dangers for someone 
~ho IS tramed m only one of these disciplines, but it must be made 
tf w: are. to go beyond. simplistic assertions or denials about the 
relattonshtp between soctal anthropology and colonialism. I should 
stress th!lt I am not concerned with all vhe doctrines or conclusions 
of functional anthropology-or for that matter of orientalism 

What I propose to do in the rest of. the paper is to conce~trate 
on two general imag~s o_f the institutionalised relationship between 
rulers an? ru!ed, o_bJecttfied by the functional anthropologist and 
the Islamtc one.ntahst. As we shall see, the images are very different, 
~or !he .first !YPtcally stresses consent and the other repression in the 
!nsll.tuttonahsed r~lationship ·between rulers and ruled. After sketch
'?g m thes~ tw'? •mages, I shall go on to indicate significant omis
st'?ns and. simplifications that characterise each of them, and follow 
thts up wtth so"!e more general theoretical observations concerning 
what. they ·have m common. •I shaH then turn to the wider historical 
loca.tton of the two disciplines which, so f shall argue in my con
cluston, help us ·to understand some of the ideological roots and 
consequences of these images. 

;a. K. M. Panikkar, Asia and Western Dominance London 1959 
Cf. J. D. Bernat Science in History, London, 1965; especiaJiy Pari 4. 
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n 
I begin by characterising what I call the functional anthropologist's 
view of political domination. 

In general, the structure of traditional African states is represen· 
ted in terms of balance of powers, reciprocal obligations and value 
consensus-as in the following passage by Fortes and Evans-Prit· 
chard: 

A relatively stable political system in Africa represents a balance 
between divergent interests. In [centralised political systems! 
it is a balance 'between different parts of the administrative 
organisation. The forces that maintain the supremacy of the 
paramount ruler are opposed by the forces that act as a check 
on his powers: [...) A general principle of great importance is 
contained in ,these arrangements, wbioh bas the effect of giving 
every section and every major interest of the society direct or 
indirect ·representation in the conduct of government [ .. .1 
Looked at from another angle, the government of an African 
state consists in a balance between power and authority on the 
one side and obligation and responsibility on the other L .. J T•he 
structure of an African state implies that kings and chiefs rule 
by consent.• 

Echoes of the same view are also found in a comparatively recent 
paper by P. C. Lloyd, "The Political Structure of African King
doms,.: 

The political elite represent, to a greater or lesser degree, the 
interest of the mass of the people. In African kingdoms perma
nent opposition groups within the political elite are not found[ ... ] 
A vote is never taken on any major issue, but all concerned 
voice their interests and the king, summing up. gives a 
decision which reflects .the general consensus.• 

This, then is the functional anthropological image of poli~ical dom
ination in the so-called tribal world: an emphasis on the mtegrated 
oharacter of the body politic, on the ·reciprocal rights and obliga
tions ·between rulers and ruled. on the consensual basis of the ruler's 
political authority and administration, and on the inherent efficiency 
of the traditional system of government in giving every legitimate 
interest its due representation. · 

The orientalist's image of political domination in the historic 

'M. Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard, (eds.), African Political Systems, 
London, 1940, pp. 11-12. 

tM, Banton, (ed.), Political Systems and tile Distribution of Power. London, 
1965, p. 76 and pp. 79-1!0. 
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Islamic ~o~ld is v~ry d~fferent. Here there is a tendency to see the 
charactenshc relat10nshtp between rulers and their subjects in terms 
of force and rep~e~sion on ·t•he one side, and of submission, indif· 
ference •. even cyntctsm on the other. The following brief quotadon 
~rom Gtbb's essay "Religion and Politics in Christianity and Islam" 
tUustr{ltes t·he kind of view I am thinking of: 

... [th~ governor's] administrative regulations and exactions on 
Ian~. mdustry and persons, and the processes resorted to by 
~thetrl officers were regarded as arbitrary and without authority 
m .them~elves, and directed only to the furthering of their 
prtvate ~nte~ests. In the eyes of the governed, official 'justice' 
was no JUSttce. 'f.he only aut•horitative law is that of Islam· 
everything el~e is merely temporary (and more or less forc~d) 
acc,o?Jmodatmg to the whims of a changing constellation of 
pohttcal overlords." 

A similar kind of image underlies the followina remarks by von 
Grunebaum: "' 

As an executive officer, the £Islamic! ruler is unrestricted The 
~bsolut.eness of his power was never challenged. The Muslim 
hked hts rulers terror-inspiring, and it seems to have been bon 
ton to profess oneself awestruck when ushered into his 
p~esen~e [ .. .1 [The medieval Muslim] is frequently impatient 
~tt·h ·hts rulers and thinks little of ~ioting, but on the whole he 
IS content to let his princes play their game.' 

!h~ same.author, •tracing the political theories of Muslim canonical 
JUrists writes: 

So the requirements of legitimate power had to be redefined with 
ever gr~ater leniency, .until the low had been reached and the 
theorettcal dream [of a civitas dei] abandoned. The believer 
~as thought t!nder obligation to obey whosoever held sway, be 
hts power de JUre or merely de facto. No matter how evil a 
tyrant t~e actual ruler, no matter how offensive his conduct, 
the subject was bound to loyal obedience.• 

He then procee?,s, with .t~e a~d of further quotations to characterise 
wh~t he call~ that dtstllusiOnment bordering on cynicism with 
whtch the Or~ental is still incli.ned to view the political life". 

The essenttal features of thts image are to be found in the pion-

:a HE Pyctor, (ed.), Islam and International Relations London 1965 p 12 

8C~Itu~al T~a~~;~~~~~~J0~~1)'9Ss~~~~2I~. the Natu~e and Gro~tit ~I d 
G. H. Von Grunebaum, Medieval Islam, Chicago, 1946, p. 168. 
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eering works of oriental·ism at the turn of the last century-as in this 
passage by Snouck Hurgronje: 

The rulers paid no more attention to the edicts of the fuqaha, the 
specialists in law, than suited them; these last in their turn, 
were less and less obliged to take the requirements of practice 
into account. So long as they refrained from preaching revolt 
directly or indirectly against the political rulers, ~hey were 
allowed to criticise the institutions of state and society as 
bitterly as ihey liked. In fact, ~he works on [religious law] are 
full of disparaging judgements on conditions of 'the present day'. 
What is justice in the eyes of princes and judges is but 
injustice and tyranny ... Most taxes which are collected by the 
government are illegal extortions ... ; the legally prescribed 
revenue ... is collected in an illegal manner and spent wrongly ... 
Muslim rulers, in the eyes of the (uqa/ta, are not the vice regents 
of the Prophet as the first four Caliphs had been, but wielders 
of a material power which should only be submitted to out of 
fear of still worse to follow, and because even a wrongful 
order is at least better than complete disorder ... {In fact in 
Islamic history] the people obeyed their rulers as the wielders 
of power, but they revered the ulama [learned men of religion] 
as the teachers of truth and in troubled times took their lead 
from them .. .In this way, the [religious] law, which in practice 
had to make ever greater concessions to the use and custom 
of the people and the arbitrariness of their rulers, nevertheless 
retained a considerable influence on the intellectual life of the 
Muslims.• 

So the orientalist's .image may be characterised briefly as follows: 
an emphasis on the absolute power of the ruler, and the whimsical, 
generally illegitimate nature of his demands; on the indifference or 
involuntary submission on the part of the ruled; on a somewhat 
irrational form of conflict in which sudden, irresponsible urges to 
riot are met with violent repression; and, finally, an emphasis on t·he 
overall inefficiency and corruption of political life. 

Ill 
The historical realities, of course, are more compl·icated than·these 
views. But the remarkable thing in both cases is the direction in 
which the sil)lplification occurs. 

1'Selected Worh of C. Snouck Hurgmuje, edited by G. H. Bousquet arid 
J. Schacht, Leiden, t957, pp. 265 and 267. 
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In Africa, a basic political reality since the end of the nineteenth 
century was the pervasive presence of a massive colonial power
~he military conquest of ·lihe continent ,by European capitalist coun
tries, and the subsequent creation, definition and maintenance of 

'!h the authority of innumerable African chiefs to facilitate the admin
·,,f"- istration of empire," Everywhere Africans were subordinated, in 

l· varying degree, to lihe authority of European administrators. And 
although according to functionalist doctrine "Every anthropologist 
writes of the people he works among as he finds them"," ~he typical 
description of local African structures totally ignored the political 
fact of European coercive power and lihe African chief's ultimate 
dependence on it. 

For example Fortes's The Dynamics of C/anship among the Tal· 
/ensi describes Tale political structure with only a few brief ambig
uous references to British rule in the introduction and then again in 
the final section of the final chapter. Yet in a paper published seven 
years earlier ("Culture Contact as a Dynamic Process") he had 
noted that the local District Commissioner among the Tallensi was: 

6 miles from a police station, and some 30 miles from a perma
nent administrative ·headquar.ters. The political and legal 
behaviour of the TaUensi. both commoner and chief, is as 
strongly conditioned by t·he ever-felt presence of the District 
Commissioner as by their own traqidons{ ... ] The District 
Commissioner is in direct communication with the chiefs. To 
them he gives his orders and states •his opinions. They are the 
organs by which he acts upon the rest of the community, and 
conversely, by which the community reacts to him." 

In spite of all this, Fortes ·had seeu the District Commissioner essen
tially as a "Contact Agent" between European and native cultures, 
and not as the local representative of an imperial system. It was 
this non-political perception of a profoundly political fact which 
led him to assert that the District Commissioner was not regarded 
"as an imposition upon the traditional constitution from without. 
With all that he stands for, he is a corporate part of native life in 
this area". 

One might suggest that, in spite of methodological statements to 

'bFor a summary of these developments with special reference to Bast Africa 
(including the oouthem Sudan) see chapter II of L. Mair's Primitive 
Government, London, 1962. 

11L. Mair, op, cit .• p. 31. · 
"Methods of Study of Culture Contact In Africa, International African 

Institute Memorandum XV, London, 1938, pp. 634. 

TALAL ASAD 
109 

the contrary, functional anthrop.o!ogists ~ere r~lly not analysing 
existing political systems ·but wrttmg 1he tdeologtcally loaded con
stitutional history of African states prior to the J?uropean conquest. 
This would certainly help to explain the followmg re'?arks by the 
editors of African Political Systems: "Several contn~utors. have 
described the changes in the political systems Iilley mvesttgated 
which have taken place as a result of Europea? 7onquest and rule. 
If we do not emphasise this side of the subject tt ts beca~se all ~o.n
tributors are more interested in anthropological tha? 1~ a~mmts· 
trative problems"." One reason why developments m mdtgenous 
political structures due to European conquest and rule. were seen as 
"administrative problems" by European anthropologtsts wa~ that 
real political forces in wll their complexity for~ed the pnmary 
objects of administrative thinking and manipul~tton. o~ fhe part of 
European colonial officials. Yet the re~ult of ~~~nttf~mg the con
stitutional ideology of 'centralised' Afrtcan .Po!tttes wtth .th? struc· 
tural reality meant not analysing the intrmstc. cont~adtcttons of 
power and material inte!est-a form of . analy~ts whtch could "': 
carried out only by startmg from the baste realtty of present colo 
nial domination. · 1 

Even when later anthropologists began to refer to .the c.oloma 
presence as part of the local structure they generally .dtd so ~n s~ch 
a way as to obscure the systematic charaoter of coloma! ~ommatt~n 
and to mask the fundamental contradictions of inte~e.st mherent t.n 
the system of Indirect Rule." The role of new pobttcal-econOD?tc 
forces brought about by European colonialism (labelled "Soctal 
Change") were usually not thought to be directly relevant to an 
understanding of the dynamic of African political structu~~s ol":ra· 
ting within the colonial system of Indirect Rule Qabelled Polittcal 
Anthropology"). . · I' · 1 

With regard to the orientalist's view of typtcal I~lamtc po 1t1ca 
rule l!here are several negative features I v.:ant to .pomt to. The,~rst 
is that no serious attempt was made unbl relatively recently to 

"M. Fortes and E. E. Bvans-Pritdt~rd, op. cit., P· 1. . f 
"For example L. A. Fwllers in hts u:ell·known study of the <lhBasoga ? 
Uganda, Bantu Bureaucracy, (Cambndge, 1956! focuses ithon ..J.ti"':l ;;:' 
which "co--existence in a society of corporaite fine~ges w pv .. t · 
stitutions of the state ·WI"' [introduced by 11)e colontal ~owmmbelnt] ~k"" 
fur strain and instability'' (p. 17)--an essentially Parsonta~ pro leem. nfl~ ts 
not concerned with the c:olon.ial osystem as such, b~. with ro '?" letS 
inherent in the pos;tions of African headman and avd"5ervant duef, and 
European District officers. · h La 

"An example is I. Lapidus's excellent monograph Muslim Cities rn t e ter 
Middle Ages, Cambridge, Mass., 1967. 
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explore in detail the process of mutual accommodation between 
Islamic rulers and their subjects-as noted, surprisingly enough, by 
Gibb, who has been so ready elsewhere to project the orientalist's 
image of Islamic rule: 

We know, in fact, exceedingly Httle of the inner relations between 
the government and the people ... It can scarcely be doubted 
that government, in its administrative aspect, was not merely 
a set of forms imposed upon the people by the will of the 
conqueror, but an organism intimately associated with the 
structure of society and the character and ideas of the 
governed, and ·~hat there was a constant interplay between 
governors and governed. It is necessary to clear the ground of 
the misconceptions engendered by ·rhe abuse of European terms 
such as despotism and autocracy, and to submit all the 
traditional organs and usages of government to re-examination, 
in order to bring out the underlying ideas and relations, and ·the 
principles which guided their working." 

But something that we do know a little about is the populist tradi
tion in Muslim societies as expressed in the repeated popular re
volts" deriving ~eir legitimation from Islamic ideology, as well as 
in the popular distrust of aristocratic institutions" (which is by no 
means ~he same thing as "oriental cynicism in relation to political 
life"). Most orientalists have tended to see these revolts as evidence 
of disorder and decay rather than as the re-affirmation of a populist 
tradition in Islamic politics.'• Why, instead of emphasising disorder 
and repression and explaining this by reference to an intrinsic flaw 
in Islamic political theory (usually invidiously contrasted with 
Greek and Christian political theory) did orientalists not a>ttempt 
to account for the continuing vitality of a populist tradition within 
changing socio-economic circumstances? More important, why, 

!l'H. A. R. Gibb and .H. Bowen, Islamic Society and the West, Vol. I, Part 
I, London, 1950, p. 9. 

"Arab historiography from Ta-hari to Ja.barti ·is fuiJ of information on these 
rcvoJis. Useful summaries of revolts in ·the earJy period of Jslam are avail
able in W. Montgomery Watt, Islam and the lntegratiou of Society, Lon· 
don. f961. For a work on working~cla-ss organisation and rebeUion in 
medieval urban Islamic society, see C. Cahen, Mouvement Populaires et 
Autonomisme Vl'bain dans I'Asie Musulmane du Moyen Ag.e, Le1den, 1961. 
Dut in both works there is little discussion of the dialectical relationship 
between poJiticaJ~economic experience and ideological response...,-although 
Montgomery Watt makes some attempt in that direction. 

'~This ·point Js interestingly made by M. G. S. Hodgson, "Islam and.Jmage", 
in History of Religions, Vol. H, Winter, 1964. 

wsee E. Abrahamian, uThe Crowd in Iranian Politics 1905~1953" (Past and 
Preselll, no. 41, J968) for an attempt -at describing the active rationaUty of 
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f I 1 mic political rule, did 
whetl generalising ab~u<t the cs~~frc~e~tua~ ~urces represented the 
oricntalists not recogntse that ~ b'l 1 88 

of religious literati-cum
particul~;tr m?ral sta~ef of a ~fca'1 ~~d:rliness in particular periods 
merchants wtth a ne or po.t I wh did orientalists make no 
of great social upheaval? Ft~~l ~hiohy developing class relations 
attempt to analyse the way ed b its changing commer· 
within late mediev~l Islam were a!e_ct es ~cially under the impact 
cial position vis-a-vts J??ro)p e a~d th st:i~ni~cance of such develop· 
of European n~ercabnttbsm ;'; ice rulers and t'heir subjects?" ments for relatiOns etween s am 

IV lk' . h · s 1 have been ta mg 
Despite the grea~ diff~~ences m t e ~~~~f lines appear to have 
about, one pre-dtspostlton that boltr iU a~d systematically about 
shared is the reluctance to tal! exr ;m:Ot for the political systems 
the implications of E~r~pea;.h e;e ~re other parallels also, in the 
of non-European soGtet~es: . e e . which I now turn. 
orientation ~f the two dtsct'~~s, t~~ssed consent and legitimacy as 

'J'he funcllonal a~~hropo ~~1•8 f stems of relatively small homo· 
importantele!llents m t~e Ar ~:~~~se history was assumed in most 
geneous e~hmc groups m n h' h were seen and represented as 
cases to be inaccessible, and w tc ted empirical work with field· 
ihtegrated systems. In ge;~atl h~e~~a·the theoretical boundaries of 
work, and therefore ten. . 0 

. erms of raotical fieldwork. His 
the syst~m un~er i~ves~tgatt?~ 1~1! s stems ~set within an imperial 
interest m a-htstoncal, tradttton Y d) 

1 
d him to emphasise the 

framework which was taken forl~r:'~: val~es and symbols, and of 
unifying function ofd co~]!ll0( re/f~0the relationship between tribal 
'age-old'dcustlomd Wa~he~ t~~aa~t~ropologist was faced with available rulers an ru e · 

I l . world (I am indebted to Peter 
political crowd~ in the mod~,rn .-s 3E~ro n 'journalists have invari~biy 
Worsley for ,-thts refer~nce.) 'Whtlehobic ~bs' hurling insults apd bncks 
portrayed Qnental crowds as xenoxb . hamian "local conservahves have 
at \Vestcrn embassies,'h' obser~es ial !:urn' in ihe pay of the ft?reign ban1· 
frequently denounced t em as socd h 'the people' in action. For al, 
and radicals have often sbtereotype ~h:'th~~ woNhy of abuse, fear, praise, 
the crowd has been an a slrac m~kect of study." (f. 184). lt s.eems t~at 
or even of hum?u~, but ndo.t ~ s . h the attitudes o European Journalists sometimes there. Js ht!Je to tstmgUis . . 
from tha:t of onent~hst~. f 1h I lamic world is -in. tt-s m!ancy (see 

2''Soclal and economic h1story o- e 5 • Hi 1 y of the M1ddle East, 
M. A. Cook (ed.), ~~m!ies.lu '1et~co~f:r!~cto ~hl~h idealist explanations 
London 1970)-an mdtcatlon ro e-re II " have ·been 1n vogue among 
in term; of "t~e. religious 7ssedc~ ~he fa~ that orient~Usts have ty-picaJJ.~ 
orientahsts. Th·JS lS not. unre ate t o nd not in archives. See alsu R. Owens worked on composed hterary tex s a 
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historical evidence relating to conquc.~t-as among the Zulu and 
Ngoni of southern Africa, or among the Fulani-Hausa of Northern 
Nigeria-he was of course aware of the importance of force and 
repression in African political history. But the funotionalist per
spective made it difficult for 'him to absorb the full significance of 
such events into his analysis and so they were generally seen as pre
ludes to the estwblishment of integrated on-going African political 
systems whioh constituted his principal object of enquiry. It is com· 
mon knowledge that this mode of analysis in social anthropology 
derives from Durkheimian sociology, which never really developed 
an adequate framework for understanding historical political pro
cesses. The interesting ~bing is that for a long time the social anthro
pologist writing about African political systems felt no need to 
overcome these theoretical limitations. The role of force in the 
maintenance of African systems of political domination (or of the 
colonial system of which they were a part) received virtually no 
systematic attention. The primary focus was usually on the juridi
cal definition of rights and duties between the chief and his sub
jects." 

At this point it should be noted that the orientalist's image of 
political rule in Islamic society covers a historical span of several 
hundred years, from the middle ages (the so-called formative period 
of Islam) until l'he eighteenth century-a period of economic devel· 
opment and decline, of conquests and dynastic wars, and rule by 
successive military elites, notably Mamluke and Ottoman. The 
orientalist, concerned to present a relatively coherent picture of 
typical rule for such an epoch, could scarcely leave the element of 
force unmentioned. But the interesting point is thM the element of 
force is not only mentioned, it is made ~he defining feature of the 
total political picture, which is then sometimes contrasted with the 

critical review of The Cambridge History oils/am in The Journal of Inter
disciplinary History (in press). 

"This is also true of Gluckman, who is usually cited as being one of the first 
anthropologists .to have dealt directly with problems of force and conflict in 
traditional African societies. Gluckman's vrew of conflict has typicaUy been 
a jur.istic, legalistic one, whence h-is particular -interest in "discrepant and 
conflicting rules of ~uccession" which he sees ·as the prima-ry focus of tradi
tional· African rebellions" (See his Introduotion to Order and Rebellion in 
Tribal A/rica, l;ondon, 1963). For this reason be fails to make an analytic 
distinction between 4poputar• armed uprisings and dynastic rivalries. The 
question as to whether a particular internal military challenge against the 
sta-te's authority ·is rooted in (actual or potential) class consciousness is 
more ~ba-sic than the task -of lalbelling it 'rebellion' or 'revolution'. His failure 
to appreciate this helps lo explain why Gluckman paid no attention to the 
quesbon of African popular rebellions against European colonial rule. 
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f l't' 1 rule in Medieval Christen
allegedly different .chara~ter o p~ I IC;slamic society Jacked a true 
dom. ('I'he sugges~1?n 1be•~~ ~~~;. s;~ce of political domination based 
conception of poltttc~ au .

0
" 'ttbl "that force should play such a on general consent, tt was u1evJ e 22 

central ro!e in !he Islamic poli!ica!n~~!~fl~ was here faced with a 
The .or1entahst con~e~edh~h ~he functional anthropologi~t h~s 

tlteorettcal problem b: F~r the anthropologist reared on a·hlslorl· 
not been much trou · . t and polity were usually coter
cal Durkheimian. socio~of.y,k soc~e·iribal society' were conveniently 
minous. The honzo;'~ 10 1~ ~I links (whether hierarchical or seg· 
definable in terms o I ~ ,ve; tc . lion' But for the orientalist 
mentary) of 'tribal poh~ca orga~:dly ~ver such a convergence 
concerned with Islam t ere was. bbasid Empire. So in his desire 
after the de facto break ~p ~f the ~ ociet • on the basis of a con
to characterise a distinctllve Istla?Illc rselati/g 'to many eventful cen· 
'd bl body of textua ma erta . f th 

Sl era e tl functionalist perspecttve: or e 
turies, he is led !o adop! a par ~ Islam as a religion is reminiscent 
emphasis on the mtegr~11':e t~ol~ 0 

tment of the integrative function 
of .the social .a~thropo1 ogls. s reay African political systems. Isla
of 'tribal' rehglous va ues m man . . nchron for much 
mic history thus collapfs~s in~. ~n yes~~;~~~s:h~ hands ~f the func· 
the same reasons as A rtcan IS or 

tiona! anthrop?logi~t. . ed by definition with 'a society' of 
Since the onentahst ts concern h be called a form of 

much comJ?lexity, .he .must stress w a~:u~s seemed bound to· 
horizontal 1?tegra~1on. ~.he .fac\ th:i~erent secular rulers, by their 
gether, despite thetr su JeCIIOn 0 r . ous s stem-an Islam which 
common loyalty to Isla:;' .ad a ;e 1g1bodiJ in an 'international' 
was interpreted by • ~n m et~e ~~ma the ;ufi shaikhs and. so 
community of learn men- ' · th pposed by the 
forth. This horizo~tal1 rel:~~o~; d~~::::::si~swhi~~ ~everything else 
orientalist to a verllca P0 1 IC for~ed accommodation to the 
is merely tempor~~;ry and ~~fet :Cn ~~~s political overlords". This con· 
whims of a chang!ng con~ I~l~mic society and a fragmented Isla· 
trast between an mtegrat · . ntalists 10 oppose the supposedly 
mic polity has ?nco~r~gedh o~te (Islamic law) to the changing con· 
universal autho~lt,Y o t C: s anad practices often accompanied by 
stellation of pohllcal regtmes an • 

"See Gibb in Proctor (ed.), op. cit. 
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violence-an opposition with which the medieval Muslim writers 
were themselves much preoccupied. In fact it may be argued that 
insofar as the modern orientalists can be said to have an explicit 
interpretive theory, this is largely quarried from the historically 
conditioned writings of the great medieval Muslim theorists-ibn 
Khaldun, Mawardi, ibn Taymiyya. 'J1he result is a remarkable blur
ring between historical object and interpreting subject. 

My suggestion here is that ultimately the functional anthropolo· 
gist and the orientalist were concerned with the same ·theoretical 
question: what holds society together? How is order achieved or 
destroyed? The former, viewing 'tribal' society as defined by (nor
mative) polity, focussed on the consensual relations between Afri· 
can rulers and ruled. The latter, viewing shar-ia-defined society as 
fragmented by (secular) polity, focused on the repressive relations 
between Islamic rulers and ruled. 

v 
I have been trying to argue that both functional anthropology and 
orientalism, by selecting certain phenomena, by not asking certain 
questions, by approaching history in a certain way, by taking the 
problem of social order as their basic theoretical concern, tended to 
projeet characteristic images of the political structure of the non
European societies they studied. I am now going to suggest that the 
historical formation of these European disciplines helps us under· 
stand better why the selection and omission occured as they did. 

What I want to emphasise here is this : that in contrast to the 
modern discipline of Islamic orientalism, functional anthropology 
was born after the advent of European colonialism in the societie~ 
studied-after, that is, the First World War when the Pax Britannica 
had made intensive and long-term fieldwork a practicable proposi· 
tion. 

Tribal rulers could be viewed as represen-tative partly because the 
an~hropologist in the field coming from a crisis-ridden Europe, ex
perienced ~hem as conforming to 'traditional' political norms (as 
these had come to be underwritten by a paternalist colonial admin· 
istration). Colonial ideology generally stressed the essential con
tinuity. and therefore the integrity, of African political cultures 
under colonial rule. The anthropologist, it may be argued, was pre
pared to accept the ·total colonial system ~while quarrelling with 
particular colonial policies in relation to \his trtbe') -because he was 
impressed by its obvious success in maintaining itself and in secur
ing an apparently benign form of local order wi~hin the ethnic 
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. . I He was concerned. as the Euro· 
group he observed so mtm~ate Y · sons were equally concerned. 
pean administrators for their ow~ rea ltures and was therefore 
with protecting subordinte· ~~~~~?u~: of African polities, and to 
prepared to acce~t. the. co orua f consent. (Consider to what extent 
resta-te that defimtton m te~s do with decolonisation in the '60s.) 
this image has begun to~~ . o;~th century anthropology, the 

The point is that un. e nm lo 'sts occured within the 
objectification of functt~n~l ant~ro~~m~erial structure of power 
context of ro~tine colonraltsm, ~e! rocess of vigorous expansion 
already established rather ~an °tradic~ion are only too obvious. 
in which political force an c:ff ent historical moment, and its 

Orientalism bel.ongs to a er ations are rooted in the Buro· 
methods, assumpttons and pre·t~~~ advent of Western colonialism 
pean experience of Islam prtor 0 It raJ forebears of the modern 
in the Middle East. A~~ng 1t~h~fsH~n polemicists who sought to 
orientalists were the m ~~va d against the threat of Islam." 
defend the values of. C r~sten om a ·in overt propaganda. 
Although modern orlentahsts {~r=~d ~e~a~ed tone, they h~ve sti!l 
and have adopted a more secu a. ociet and civilisation w1th the1r 
been concerned to .contrast Isl~~~:r has been lacking. In pa~icula~, 
own, and to show m what the o hasise the absence of 'hberty • 
they have bee? conc~rne,d. to I e:~ Islamic societies, and in general 
'progress' and humamsm .In c a absence to the religious essence 
to relate the reaso.ns for this aile!~ social anthropologist whose in· 
of Islam " Thus m contrast to · l't of African cui· · h that the rattona I Y 
tention has often be;n to 8 0 ':t therefore capable of being accom· 
tures is comprehensible t~ (an. t list has been far more occupied 
modated by) the West, t. e .orte? a r of Islamic history. 
with emphasisi~g ~e hb~SICallrr~;~~~~~ Islam, Europe and Empire, 

Norman Dante!, m IS v ua 
t The Making of an Image, Edinburgh, 

"'See N. Daniel, Islam and the Wes • V'ews of Islam In the Middle Ages, 
1960i and R. W. Southern, W-estern ' . . 
Cambridge, Mass:, t96f. . n Grunebaum: "It is essential to r~ahse 

!I Thus the inft~el)-t,tal ;orieptahst vo I· ft ·that does not share our .Prtmary 
that Muslim ayrhsaliO.!JIS a ~ultu~J~~ ~nalytical self .. understandi!'B• and 
aspirations. It IS not vtta~ly mtere 1 'Studv of other cultures, either as 
it is even less interested m the st~ctu:d ~teaJr understanding of its own 
an end in itself. ·or as a ~eans ~~'tion were Ito be valjd merely for oon· 
character and btstory. lf. tt~s bobinclined ·to connect it Wtth the profdo~~~ 
temporary Islam, one mtg e d not permit it to look beyon 1 
disturbed state of Islam, which . o~s valid for the past as ~ell~. ~~e f!l&Y 
unless forced to do so. ~ut 'thas S, basic antibumamsm of thts <CJ.Viltsatton, 
perhaps seek ·to connect it Wl . e t man to any extent whatever as 
that is, the detennined refusaf lth~o •"';J'd the tendency to be satisfied with 
the arbiter or the measure o 1Dgs, 
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(Edin•burgh, 1966) has traced the European experience of Islam
and especially of t·he aggressive Ottoman Empire of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries-which helped to fashion its image of the 
tyrannical Islamic polity in the nineteenth century. He suggests that 
the three most important elements in this experience were fear of 
Turkish power, the absence of a Muslim gentry and the subordinate 
position of Muslim women. "To ~he mind of aristocratic Europe", 
Daniel writes, "tyranny was common to all three-to t·he external 
threat. to a polity internally servile and to an enslavement of 
women. As time passed,. there was increasing communication with 
eastern countries and gradually, as ~he centres of power in the 
world shifted, fear gave way to patronage". (p. II). But the image 
of a tyrannical Ottoman structure, as Daniel goes on to show, 
remained unquestioned throughout the nineteenth century, and be
came reinforced through the special notion of Islamic misrule-in 
the double sense of inefficient government and fiscal oppression 
(both. he might have added, grave sins in the eyes of a self-con
sciously progressive capitalist Europe). 

It was towards the end of the nineteenth century on the eve of 
massive imperial expansion, that the foundations of modern orien
talism were laid.'• 'J1he literary, philological method of his study 
(based on chronicles and treatises acquired from Islamic countries 
and deposited in European Ubraries) meant that the orientalist had 
little need. for direct contact with the people whose historical culture 
he objectified, and no necessary interest in its continuity. In so far 
as he addressed himself to the contemporary condition of Islamic 
peoples, he saw in it a relleclion of his idealist vision of Islamic 
history-repression, corruption and political decay. 

Most members of the European middle classes before the First 
World War viewed the imperialist ambitions of their governments 
as natural and desirable.'" In keeping with these attitudes the opin
ions that prevailed among them regarding prospective or recent 
victims of colonial conquest were usually highly unflattering. This 

truth as the description of mental structures, or, in other words, wi1h 
psychological truth," Mudern Islam, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1962, p. 40. 
For an extremely interesting response by a Muslim inteUectuai see Moham
med Arkoun, '•L'tslam moderne vu par Je professeur G. E. von Grunebaum'' in Arabica, voJ. xl, 1964. 

"'Cf. C. 1. Adams, "Islamic Religion" (Part 1), in Middle East Studies Asso-
1'/ation Bulletin, vol. 4, no. 3, October 15, 1970, p. 3. 

~"Cf. H. GoUwitzer, Euro~ ill the Age of Impenalism: /880-1914,-London, 
1969. For a study of B·r1tish pu-blic opinion m relation ·to events preceding 
the British occupation of Egypt in 1882. see H. S. Deighton's excellent 
article, "The Impact on Egypt on Britain .. , in P. M. Holt, (ed.), Political 
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. . of Africa in the latter half of the mne-
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been oppresstve rule (co oma .r the legitimacy of the effective 
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inefficiency a~d disord~r of ~rejf o:::rnal t~ the essential articula
tion in Mushm lands IS tYP17~ Y e 'f (therefore no radical damage 
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uti Egypt London 1968. d tb and Social C~ange in M t:;;:.ds of Human Kind; London, 1969, an e 
"Cf. V. ~~ K'!';fr~ii,;:~ited by P. ~· Curti~ op. •[~ European Historio· 
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two objectifications of political rule again converge. For the orien
talist's construct, ·by focusing on a particular image of 1he Islamic 
tradition, and the anthropologist's, by focusing on a particular 
image of the African tradition, both helped to justify colonial dom
ination at particular moments in the power encounter between t·he 
West and the Third World. No doubt, this ideological role was per. 
formed by orientalism and by functional anthropology largely un
wittingly. But the .fact remains that by refusing to discuss the way 
in which bourgeois Europe had imposed its power and its own 
conception of the just political order on African and Islamic 
peoples, bo~h disciplines were basically reassuring to the colonial 
ruling classes. 

de toute pression mat:erielle est l'une des plus grandes benedictions de notre 
civilisation. Nous nous semons pousses par un ztHe missionaire de la 
meilleure sorte afin de faire participer le mondc musulman a oette satis
faction." This was what ultimately juStified -colcniaJism: "Notre domina .. 
don doi.t -se justifier par l'accession des indigenes a une civilisation plus 
etevee. lis doivent acqueri-r panni Ies peuples sous notre direction Ia place 
que_ m6ritent leurs qualites naturelles.'~ Quoted in J.-J. Waardenburg, 
o[i. cit., ·pp. 101 and.l02. See also W. F. Wertheim, "Counter-insurgency 
research at ·the turn of the century-Snouck Hurgronje and the Acheh 
War", in Sociologische Gids, vol. XIX, Septemiber/December 1972. (I am 
grateful to Ludowik Brunt for this laot reference.) 

n
3

For a discussion about the various elements .that went into ·the making of 
Europe<~n views about Africa at the end of the eighteenth century and the 
first half of the nineteenth, see P. D. Curtin, The Image of A/rica, London, 
1965. According to Ourtin this earlier image was on 1he whole far more 
favourable than the one prevalent in .the Ja·tter part of the nineteenth cen .. 
tury-i.e. on the eve of the Partition of Africa. 

~•The orientalist's image i-s still very much alive and still rooted in a structure 
of sentiments remarkably akin to tbat displayed by the founders. ("AI· 
though there are exceptions," observes C. 1. Adams in his survey article, 
"in llle· cases of indivtduals or particular fields of study (Sufism, for ex· 
ample, or 'Islamic Art and Architecture), to be sure, on the whole one is 
struck w~th the negative ·tone-or if negative be too ·Strong a word, with the 
tone of personal disenchantment-that runs through the majority of [orion· 
talist] writing about Muslim faith." Op. cit •• p. 3). I attribute this persis
tence •to <he fact that despite profound changes in the world since tile late 
nineteenth century. -the ·power encounter between the West and the Mus
lim countries continues to express itself typically in the fonn of hostile con .. 
frontations (for reasons -too involved ito d1scuss here) and the methods and 
techniques :of -orienta-Hsm as a d-iscipline, wi.th its basic reliance on phiJo .. 
logical analysis. remain unaffected. These facts and not mere 'excellence• 
account for !the con1inuity ncted by Adams: "In fact~ -basic nineteenth
century Islamic scholarship was so- competen-t and exhaustive that it has 
intimidated many later scholars from attempting re-examinations of funda .. 
mental issues. Much Of what the pioneers of Islamology wrote has scarcely 
been improved upon, nut to say superseded: i"t has merely been transmi1ted 
and continues to be the most authmitative scholarship we possess ;n many 
fields." (loc. cit.). Of how·many other historical or social SCience disciplines 
can such a statement •be made? 




