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When we study the history of social thought of Western Europe in the 

Middle Ages towards the Other, it will be paused for some time before 

the problem of the ego in European thought, which was essentially built 

on the Greek concept, that used the word barbaroi to describe all peoples 

located outside Greece, to refer to them with this term, for the other being 

barbarian, or uncivilized, compared to the Greeks themselves. Perhaps, 

this view was the one that dominated the Byzantine Empire in the East, 

the legitimate heir to the Roman Empire who lived on a Greek land 

whose inhabitants believed in the idea of the superiority of the Greek 

element. This European superiority view was increased by the fact that 

the Caesars of Rome lived and died believing that Rome was the mistress 

of the cities and that they were the masters of the world. In addition, the 

Roman Emperor continued to believe that he was the megas Priest, 

pontefix maximus, and that he deserved to be worshiped in his name, and 

sacrifices were also offered to him, just like the Gods. Despite the spread 

of Christianity in Medieval Europe in the first centuries AD, it was 

unable to reshape the European conscience toward the Other, especially 

those who differed in religion. 

With the appearance of the Muslims in the seventh century AD and 

their ability to overthrow the Byzantine territories, one after another, then 

their naval control over the eastern and western Mediterranean in a way 

that constituted a clear threat to the European presence, especially in the 

Balkans, Italy, and Spain, which the Muslims were able to conquer and 

establish the Umayyad Caliphate. 

During these events, Muslims began to form a global civilization, 

basing its components on Greek sciences, arts and literature, Persian and 

Coptic sciences, and then the scientific and moral foundations in the 

Holy Qur’an and the Sunnah of the Prophet. In addition, the role of the 

non-Arab peoples who lived in Dār al-Islām in light of the freedom of 

movement and thought that they enjoyed to a large extent under the 

Umayyad and Abbasid Caliphates, even though they were not Muslims. 
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The European West was shocked by the reality of the inhumane feudal 

systems that took control of Western society. On the other hand, the West 

witnessed how the level of Arab-Islamic human civilization through the 

crossings of civilization between Dār al-Islām and Europe, i.e. Sicily-

Italy and Andalusia, in particular. Here was the ideological problem 

facing the West: How did the Muslims invade the Mediterranean basin 

and control it politically, militarily, and culturally? Even worse, the Pope 

was witnessing European youth traveling to Andalusia to learn from Arab 

sciences. Truly, the Muslims at that time deserved to become a star 

shining in the sky next to Byzantium, as Patriarch Nicholas Mistykos 

expressed in his letter to the Muslim Emir of Crete when he said to him, 

“The two greatest powers in the world are the power of the Romans and 

the power of the Muslims. They are like two stars that shine in the sky.” 

Understanding the Western European visions of Islam in the period 

that the author discussed in his book, which also extended to the first 

centuries of the modern era, was essentially built on three basic 

tributaries, to which a fourth tributary can be added.  

The first tributary is the Eastern writings about Islam, Muslims, and 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), which date back to the eighth century AD 

when John of Damascus presented the first Christian conception of Islam 

as heresy, and he also translated some verses of the Holy Qur’an into 

Greek, without correct understanding for its meanings. The Eastern 

Christians’ misunderstanding of Islam was such that the Byzantine 

emperors ordered a curse to be cast upon Muhammad and the God of 

Muhammad, for being the proponent of Christian heresy, which cracked 

the walls of the church and caused discord among its followers. This is 

the image that was completely transmitted to Western Europe, that 

Muhammad (PBUH) was the founder of Christian heresy. 

As for the second tributary to the West’s image of Islam, it was Spain; 

of course, as it was there Arab arts and sciences reached their peak, to the 

point where young people began to seek Arab knowledge by studying in 

Islamic educational institutions in Andalusia. The West did not see 

anything wrong with teaching Arab-Islamic sciences in Western 

universities. In addition to this, the Christian martyrdom movement in 

Andalusia was inflaming the hearts of pious Christians, and pushing them 

to challenge the Emirs of Andalusia to push them towards death, as a 

punishment for their insults to the Prophet of Islam. It is enough for us to 
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read what was written about Paul Alvarus and others who took the 

direction of the political-religious opposition to the Muslims in Cordoba 

as a way to be martyred. 

As for the third tributary that many historians do not stop at, nor pay 

attention to its importance, it is Italy. All political forces, especially the 

Byzantines and Muslims, struggled on its territory, and, at the same time, 

it was the link between the Eastern-Byzantine, Islamic-Arabic, and 

Western-Latin sciences. There is no doubt that the Muslims posed a 

direct threat to Italy, the papacy, and the Byzantine presence in its central 

and southern parts, in addition to Sicily, which fell out of Byzantine 

control and became a base for Arab-Islamic sciences, even after the 

Normans seized it later.  

Finally, the fourth tributary in the formation of Western European 

ideology towards Islam comes, which is represented by the Crusader 

movement, or the Frankish wars against the Muslims, as it should be 

called, because Christ was innocent of the inhuman actions of the 

Westerners who carried the cross - under papal blessing - at the end of the 

eleventh century AD to kill innocent women, children, the elderly, and 

the sick, plunder their homes, captivate their women and girls, and seize 

the lands of others (Muslims, Jews, and Orthodox Christians) without a 

legal justification, under the pretext of protecting the tomb of Christ and 

ridding it of the hands of infidels. The Frankish wars against Muslims in 

Syria, Palestine, the Euphrates, Egypt, and Tunisia came to inflame the 

Western popular imagination about Muslims, making the Western image 

of Islam and Muslims even darker. 

In that warring world, religious and philosophical theories, and 

Western visions of Islam and Muhammad (PBUH), emerged in European 

attempts to understand what happened, i.e. the past, and what is 

happening, i.e. the present. Here, the Eastern visions of Islam and 

Muhammad (PBUH) were mixed with the Western visions, passing 

through the European visions, which Sāmer Qandīl deals with mastery 

and ability in this interesting book.  

The author divided this book, which was originally a Ph.D. diss., into 

four chapters with an important introduction on the formation of identity 

and the problem of the ego in the Western European mentality in the 

Middle Ages, using distinguished primary sources in many languages, 

which led to a reference distinguished in its subject and its content. 



- 999 - 
 
 

In the introduction of the book, The Other and Identity in the Early 

Middle Ages, the author presents a systematic approach to the idea of the 

Other and identity in the social sciences, the components of identity, and 

the stages of image formation. He also addresses the idea of European 

identity and the theories establishing the concept of “the ego” and “the 

Other,” and the extent of awareness of medieval writers and their identity 

and its distinction from other identities. Here the issue of rooting the 

Germanic peoples, returning their ethnic origins to the European 

continent, and linking them to Christianity emerges. This methodological 

introduction discusses the first signs of the formation of the Roman 

Christian identity, and its impact on dealing with the other, manifested in 

paganism, Jews, and heretics. 

In the first chapter, Roots: Tributaries of European Visions about 

Islam and Muslims, the author discusses several historical issues related 

to the relationship between the ego and the Other in the European Middle 

Ages regarding their outlook and dealings with Islam. The author relies 

on the Greco-Roman heritage in his vision of the Other and how it was 

transmitted to Europe so that their view of Muslims was based on this 

context, which makes the Western ego the master of the universe, and the 

rest of the universe, with its ideological and ethnic components, as its 

followers.  

This chapter also discusses the ideas of the Latin fathers and their 

visions about the Muslims, their relationships with the Byzantine 

background that formed about the Muslim Arabs, and what was 

mentioned in the Old Testament about the Arabs as well. The author also 

refers here to the reaction of the European West towards the Islamic 

conquests. 

In the second chapter, European Visions of Muslims between Political 

Necessities and Identity Ideologies, the author deals with European 

visions of Muslims through what reached them and the shape of their 

cultural conscience towards Muslims, and takes them back to the era of 

the Merovingian and Frankish empires, or during the ninth and tenth 

centuries AD. 

It is not surprising that the Franks played a major role in Western 

Europe in stopping the Islamic advance towards Europe, and enthusiastic 

songs began to be sung to immortalize the exploits of the Franks against 

the Arabs of Spain, who had been defeated in the battle of Balāt al-
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Shuhadā’ (battle of Poitiers 732 AD). Then, the Frankish-Christian ego, 

which enjoyed the papal blessing, became the Western solid wall against 

the Muslims. Whoever reads the Song of Roland discovers this fact, 

which is based on the exploits of the Christian knight and his victories 

over the pagans (i.e. Muslims) and how he succeeded in converting the 

Muslim queen to Christianity, thanks to the efforts and exploits of the 

Franks. 

In this chapter, the author points out that despite the coexistence 

between Muslims and Europeans in Western Europe, and the direct and 

clear influence of Arab-Islamic culture on them, especially in Spain and 

Sicily, this has not changed anything in the European perspective towards 

Islam and Muslims. 

The third chapter, The Islamic Faith and the Messenger of Islam 

(PBUH) in European Visions, is matched with the context of the topic 

addressed by the author, based on the Latin sources that directly dealt 

with the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and then Muslims. These sources 

did not different from the Eastern-Christian texts in their view of the 

Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and the Muslims. Spain was a major center 

for ideological conflict, despite the apparent peaceful coexistence with 

non-Muslim elements. Therefore, we will find that some of the monks of 

Cordoba openly reject the Arab presence there, through their deliberate 

challenge to Muslim authority and openly insulting the Prophet 

Muhammad (PBUH) until they are tried to obtain martyrdom at the hands 

of Muslims. There, the Spanish monks declared their hostility to the 

Arabs by cursing the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). Therefore, the 

Christian martyrdom movement became remarkably active, and their 

lives were turned into heroic stories in Latin for everyone to read, to 

emphasize the Christian faith in the face of Islam in Andalusia.  

Finally, in the fourth chapter, Popular Visions and Signs of War, the 

author monitors the policy of the Latin Church towards Muslims and the 

reasons for the absence of direct missionary missions at that time. The 

author also monitors the changes that afflicted European society in the 

eleventh century AD under the feudal systems that controlled it, the 

miserable lives that simple Europeans lived under the control of the 

feudal nobles over Western society, and their internal conflicts on the one 

hand, and the other hand their vision of Islamic cultural and political 

control over the world of the Western Mediterranean, and the direct 
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Islamic threat to Europe, while also taking into account the apparent 

conflict between the two universal churches at that time, the Church of 

Rome and the Church of Constantinople, with the threat of a coming rift 

between them, all of this had a direct impact on the formation of popular 

Western views of Islam and Muslims, which will be evident. Later, the 

Crusader chronicles were full of myths and folk tales about Muslims, 

their faith, and their rituals. Perhaps the best example of this is the 

previously mentioned song of Roland, whose events took place after the 

battle of the Merovingians in the battle of the Balāt al-Shuhadā’ (battle 

of Poitiers) under the leadership of Charles Martel. 
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