LATENT AND MANIFEST ORIENTALISM

Edward Said

In a chapter in Orientalism, entitled 'Latent and Manifest Orientalism', Said
describes the relationship of orientalism with racialism, Darwinianism, sexism and
imperialism. Orientalist notions of the orient, he concludes, whether latent or
manifest, depend all what he sees as a total absence, in Western culture, of the orient
as a 'genuinely felt and experienced force'

On several occasions I have alluded to the connections between Orientalism
as a body of ideas, beliefs, cliches, or learning about the East, and other
schools of thought at large in the culture. Now one of the important
developments in nineteenth-century Orientalism was the distillation of
essential ideas about the Orient - its sensuality, its tendency to despotism, its
aberrant mentality, its habits of inaccuracy, its backwardness - into a separate
and unchallenged coherence; thus for a writer to use the word Oriental was a
reference for the reader sufficient to identify a specific body of information
about the Orient. This information seemed to be morally neutral and
objectively valid; it seemed to have an epistemological status equal to that of
historical chronology or geographical location. In its most basic form, then,
Oriental material could not really be violated by anyone's discoveries, nor did
it secem ever to be revaluated completely. Instead, the work of various
nineteenth-century scholars and of imaginative writers made this essential
body of knowledge more clear, more detailed, more substantial - and more
distinct from 'Occidentalism.' Yet Orientalist ideas could enter into alliance
with general philosophical theories (such as those about the history of
mankind and civilization) and diffuse worldhypotheses, as philosophers
sometimes call them; and in many ways the professional contributors to
Oriental knowledge were anxious to couch their formulations and ideas, their
scholarly work, their considered contemporary observations, in language and
terminology whose cultural validity derived from other sciences and systems
of thought.

The distinction I am making is really between an almost unconscious (and
certainly an untouchable) positivity, which I shall call /atent Orientalism, and
the various stated views about Oriental society, languages, literatures,

history, sociology, and so forth, which I shall call Manifest Orientalism.
Whatever change occurs in knowledge of the Orient is found almost
exclusively in manifest Orientalism; the unanimity, stability, and durability
of latent Orientalism are more or less constant. In the nineteenth-century
writers I analyzed in Chapter Two, the differences in their ideas about the
Orient can be characterized as exclusively manifest differences, differences
in form and personal style, rarely in basic content. Everyone of them kept
intact the separateness of the Orient, its eccentricity, its backwardness, its
silent indifference, its feminine penetrability, its supine malleability; this is
why every writer on the Orient, from Renan to Marx (ideologically
speaking), or from the most rigorous scholars (Lane and Sacy) to the most
powerful imaginations (Flaubert and Nerval), saw the Orient as a locale
requiring Western attention, reconstruction, even redemption. The Orient
existed as a place isolated from the mainstream of European progress in the
sciences, arts, and commerce. Thus whatever good or bad values were
imputed to the Orient appeared to be functions of some highly specialized
Western interest in the Orient. This was the situation from about the 1870s on
through the early part of the twenticth century - but let me give some
examples that illustrate what I mean.

Theses of Oriental backwardness, degeneracy, and inequality with the
West most casily associated themselves early in the nineteenth century with
ideas about the biological bases of racial inequality. Thus the racial
classifications found in Cuvier's LeRegne animal, Gobineau's Essai sur
I'’negalité des races humaines, and Robert Knox's The Dark Races of Man found a
willing partner in latent Orientalism. To these ideas was added second-order
Darwinism, which seemed to accentuate the 'scientific' validity of the
division of races into advanced and backward, or European-Aryan and
Oriental-African. Thus the whole question of imperialism, as it was debated
in the late nineteenth century by pro-imperialists and anti-imperialists alike,
carried forward the binary typology of advanced and backward (or subject)
races, cultures, and societies. John Westlake's Chapters on the Principles of
International Law (1894) argues, for example, that regions of the earth
designated as ‘'uncivilized' (a word carrying the freight of Orientalist
assumptions, among others) ought to be annexed or occupied by advanced
powers. Similarly, the ideas of such writers as Carl Peters, Leopold de
Saussure, and Charles Temple draw on the advanced/backward binarism so
centrally advocated in late-nineteenth-century Orientalism.

Along with all other peoples variously designated as backward, degenerate,
uncivilized, and retarded, the Orientals were viewed in a framework con-



structed out of biological determinism and moral-political admonishment.
The Oriental was linked thus to elements in Western society (delinquents, the
insane, women, the poor) having in common an identity best described as
lamentably alien. Orientals were rarely seen or looked at; they were seen
through, analyzed not as citizens, or even people, but as problems to be
solved or confined or - as the colonial powers openly coveted their territory -
taken over. The point is that the very designation of something as Oriental
involved an already pronounced evaluative judgment, and in the case of the
peoples inhabiting the decayed Ottoman Empire, an implicit program of
action. Since the Oriental was a member of a subject race, he had to be
subjected: it was that simple. The locus classicus for such judgment and action
is to be found in Gustave Le Bon's Les Lois psychologiques de I'evolution des
peuples (1 894).

But there were other uses for latent Orientalism. If that group of ideas
allowed one to separate Orientals from advanced, civilizing powers, and if
the 'classical' Orient served to justify both the Orientalist and his disregard of
modern Orientals, latent Orientalism also encouraged a peculiarly (not to say
invidiously) male conception of the world. I have already referred to this in
passing during my discussion of Renan. The Oriental male was considered in
isolation from the total community in which he lived and which many
Orientalists, following Lane, have viewed with something resembling
contempt and fear. Orientalism itself, furthermore, was an exclusively male
province; like so many professional guilds during the modern period, it
viewed itself and its subject matter with sexist blinders. This is especially
evident in the writing of travelers and novelists: women are usually the
creatures of a male powerfantasy. They express unlimited sensuality, they are
more or less stupid, and above all they are willing. Flaubert's Kuchuk Hanem
is the prototype of such caricatures, which were common enough in
pornographic novels (e.g., Pierre Louys's Aphrodite) whose novelty draws on
the Orient for their interest. Moreover the male conception of the world, in its
effect upon the practicing Orientalist, tends to be static, frozen, fixed
eternally. The very possibility of development, transformation, human
movement - in the deepest sense of the word - is denied the Orient and the
Oriental. As a known and ultimately an immobilized or unproductive quality,
they come to be identified with a bad sort of eternality: hence, when the
Orient is being approved, such phrases as 'the wisdom of the East.'

Transferred from an implicit social evaluation to a grandly cultural one,
this static male Oriental ism took on a variety of forms in the late nineteenth
century, especially when Islam was being discussed. General cultural

historians as respected Leopold von Ranke and Jacob Burckhardt assailed
Islam as if they were dealing not so much with an anthropomorphic
abstraction as with a religio-political culture about which deep
generalizations were possible and warranted: in his Weltgeschichte (1881-
1888) Ranke spoke of Islam as defeated by the Germanic-Romanic peoples,
and in his 'Historische Fragmente' (unpublished notes, 1893) Burckhardt
spoke of Islam as wretched, bare, and trivial. Such intellectual operations
were carried out with considerably more flair and enthusiasm by Oswald
Spengler, whose ideas about a Magian personality (typified by the Muslim
Oriental) infuse Der Untergang des Abendlandes (1918-1922) and the
'morphology' of cultures it advocates.

What these widely diffused notions of the Orient depended on was the
almost total absence in contemporary Western culture of the Orient as a
genuinely felt and experienced force. For a number of evident reasons the
Orient was always in the position both of outsider and of incorporated weak
partner for the West. To the extent that Western scholars were aware of
contemporary Orientals or Oriental movements of thought and culture, these
were perceived either as silent shadows to be animated by the Orientalist,
brought into reality by him, or as a kind of cultural and intellectual proletariat
useful for the Orientalist's grander interpretative activity, necessary for his
performance as superior judge, learned man, powerful cultural will. I mean to
say that in discussions of the Orient, the Orient is all absence, whereas one
feels the Orientalist and what he says as presence; yet we must not forget that
the Orientalist's presence is enabled by the Orient's effective absence. This
fact of substitution and displacement, as we must call it, clearly places on the
Orientalist himself a certain pressure to reduce the Orient in his work, even
after he has devoted a good deal of time to elucidating and exposing it. How
else can one explain major scholarly production of the type we associate with
Julius Wellhausen and Theodor Noldeke and, overriding it, those bare,
sweeping statements that almost totally denigrate their chosen subject
matter? Thus Noldeke could declare in 1887 that the sum total of his work as
an Orienta list was to confirm his 'low opinion' of the Eastern peoples. And
like Carl Becker, Noldeke was a philhellenist, who showed his love of
Greece curiously by displaying a positive dislike of the Orient, which after
all was what he studied as a scholar.



