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Abstract

There is never enough. Even though much has been said about post-colonial studies and research has
been carried out in this extensive field, a final word on this issue has not been uttered and, | gather, it will
not be pronounced soon either, as it is solely a question of human nature dwelling over those concerns that
define our identity and constitute, ultimately, who we were, are or want to be. Consequently, the present
analysis is based on Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad and Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe and
the intention of the present work is to cut across both texts with a Deconstructive view to comment on
relevant sections in the texts and explore how the texts enter in a dialogic relation that has bound them
together for a long time by now.
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) Introduction

“In the colonies the truth stood naked
but the citizens of the mother country
preferred it with the clothes on.”
Sartre.

From a linguistic stance language structures the world and it is needed as a system of signs that
mediates between the external and the internal reality that each human being has. Hence, humans are
linguistic animals, to put it rather bluntly. Language, in this respect, can be conceived of as an instrument
that allows communication and it seems to be quite linear and transparent. People think, put ideas in
order and transmit them tidily. Yet, it is well-known that that is not the case. Interpersonal relationships are
much more complex than that, not to mention the difficulty entailed in understanding one’s own feelings,
thoughts, fears, prejudices and mental constructions of others. This gives place to a tension that defines
and characterises nameless social constructs that have been replicated and reproduced for centuries and
that few people have dared question.

Fortunately, with the passing of time some concepts have suffered changes. For instance, “literature”
and “ideology” seem to be two terms that are tightly interwoven in a more modern conception of art: for
one thing, the end of the XX and the beginning of the XXI century gave place to an overhaul of many
deep-rooted beliefs that were no longer valid to make sense of the world around us because they were not
enough to explain the complexity of the universe. It becomes revealing to see that this movement towards
something “new” can be achieved through Literature.

Literature, which is simply another means to give expression to art, should be political, understood in
the way that Ranciére conceives art: it is a political commitment, as far as art is the means to produce a
change and raise awareness about the human condition and existence. Awork of art should generate values,
worlds within worlds; ideally, it should be judged with defamiliarised eyes so that a certain philosophy or
set of values can be founded from and on it. In other words, with eyes that are ready to apprehend a new
experience and that are not tainted with preconceptions already. Moreover, Ranciére also expressed his
ideas saying that the artistic creation should modify our perspective and attitude towards our collective
surrounding (Ranciére, 2011:30). It all seems to point at the fact that there is a high degree of commitment



Tesina A Deconstructive Reading of Heart of Darkness and Things Fall Apart

in political art and this is clearly conceived not as art that sides with political stands or parties, but rather as
art that exerts itself to bring about some modification by means of positing new ideas, questioning old ones.

Around the 1960s it was Jacques Derrida and his theory on Deconstruction that came to the rescue
of those ideas and beliefs that had been installed in society, deeply embedded and engrained and were
wreaking havoc as they kept on being reproduced without being interrogated. In his book Deconstruction
Theory and Practice, Christopher Norris explains that, from a Deconstructive standpoint, there is no longer
a sense of “primal authority attaching to the literary work”. The place of criticism, in this view, is an active
one as it is called into play to invade the long-held autonomy of the text and put to question “traditional
attributes of literary meaning” (1982: 24). This is a crucial point that deserves close attention: “deconstruction
is not simply a strategic reversal of categories which otherwise remain distinct and unaffected- it seeks to
undo both a given order of priorities and the very system of conceptual opposition that makes that order
possible” (Norris, 1982: 31) Up to a certain point then, Deconstruction can be understood as a “reactionist”
movement to the more traditional ideas of Structuralism because the last one is a fervent and faithful
seeker of “truth” in the text; it immobilises meaning in the text: language is merely a way of representing
knowledge, yet it is not knowledge itself. Conversely, for Deconstruction there is no such a clear cut
distinction between the text and criticism and this “activity of reading” interrogates the text and contests
the rigid and reductive mode of Structuralism. For Derrida, Structuralism has a “residual attachment to a
Western metaphysics of meaning and presence”, which implies that it replicates unquestionably a way
of thinking which places the locus of “truth” and meaning in the way Occident perceives reality (Norris,
1982: 26). And, at the same time, a high priority is given to spoken language as it entails a sense of truth,
authenticity and self-present speech as opposed to the depersonalised and deceiving shadow of writing.
Nonetheless, what Derrida argues is that “writing has the power to dismantle the whole traditional edifice
of Western attitudes to thought” (Norris, 1982: 29) because it is always a part of “social existence” (39)
and Deconstruction is, therefore, an activity “performed by texts which in the end have to acknowledge
their own partial complicity with what they denounce” (48).

Finally, so as to introduce the last key concept to approach the analysis of the texts, | want to make
reference to the importance of the time of production and reception of texts in general. In this particular
case, one of the texts chose- Things Fall Apart- is said to belong to what has been called “oppositional
literature” or “writing back literature” defined as “a body of postcolonial works that take a classic English
text as a departure point, supposedly as a strategy for contesting the authority of the canon of English
literature” (Thieme, 2000:1)

The present work will tackle the analysis in the following fashion. In the first place, the theoretical
framework will be divided into three sections. To begin, the concept of “Deconstruction” will be expanded
and, subsequently, some definitions within “post-colonialism” are going to be explained, as they help
contextualise Achebe’s text. Thirdly, two thematic units of analysis of the texts: language, culture will be
explained, following John Thieme’s essay “Introduction: parents, bastards and orphans”. In what can be
considered a second part of the work, the analysis of literary texts will take place in an attempt to cast light
through and with the texts by Achebe and Conrad on how criticism and the texts are interwoven. This is the
point that the present work intends to problematise: did Achebe have a point when he claimed that Heart
of Darkness is a text that dehumanises Africans? Did Conrad stereotype Africa as the Dark Continent in
his text? At the same time, has Achebe been able to find a “third space”, a new counter-semiotic system
to represent Africanness?
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Il) Theoretical framework

“If there is such a thing as literary theory,
then it would seem obvious that there is something
called literature which it is the theory of.”

Terry Eagleton.

1) Deconstruction: “He saw things as black and white. And black was evil”

“To deconstruct is to read texts with an
eye sharply trained for contradictions,
blind-spots, or moments of hitherto unlooked”

Terry Eagleton.

Derrida was one of the pioneers who originated what came to be known as Deconstruction and he
himself said that he was “not sure that Deconstruction can function as a literary method as such. (...) The
laws of reading are determined by that particular text that is being read (...) in this sense deconstruction is
not a method.” (Wolfrey, 1999: 271) This statement by the French thinker posits a significantly challenging
and most interesting question: readers are not faced with a set of fixed rules or theories that can be applied
indistinguishably to any literary text because this would resemble —in a way- a magic formula that solved
all difficulties. Rather, readers are presented with a “way of thinking” literary texts critically and, thus, fixed
centres are questioned, once-univocal institutionalised propositions are cross-examined. In this respect,
Deconstruction is not about taking a text apart or breaking it up as it were an apparatus made of several
components that can be studied both together and then in isolation. It is, rather, a text-based technique
and its purpose is to demonstrate that apparently neutral pairing of the elements is not neutral, not at all.
But rather, this guileful coexistence of terms and binaries is grounded on violent hierarchies: one of the
terms has a superior position over the other one. Recurrent examples of these ideas are: good-bad, man-
woman, nature-culture, white-black, West-East. Deconstruction pushed the idea forward: it is not just a
matter of turning these hierarchies upside down because that entails having another term commanding
over the other; it becomes then necessary to expose and expand the constructed nature of that hierarchy.
That is what has to be questioned.

Literary textuality has been defined already as a reality that is open and the locus of meaning in a text
cannot be pin-pointed permanently or, at least, not within the texts that Umberto Eco defines as “open”,
which offer a somewhat restrictive reading experience (Webster, 1990: 98). In this respect, there is a
matter that deserves attention: even though a text is, as Barthes conceives it, a “network” and the author
is somebody who “orchestrates linguistic raw materials” (Webster, 1990:99), the surface of a text is still a
place where certain ideologies are inscribed, installed and reproduced. It is this concept that concerns the
present study. Departing from the premise that meaning is not a stable concept: “meaning is never in fact
single or fixed, but constantly proliferating and shifting or slipping, whether it be spoken or written language”
(Webster, 1900:105) and centres of meaning call for dismantling because that should be the capacity of art
insofar as it intends to break apart centres of meaning. Jacques Derrida explains in his essay “Structure,
Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences” (1966) that “it was necessary to begin thinking
that there was no centre, that the centre could not be thought in the form of a present-being, that had no
natural site, that it was not a fixed locus but a function, a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite number of
sign-substitutions came into play” (Lodge, 2000: 91) Henceforth, it became desirable to move away from
the idea of the univocal and fixed centre: there is no natural place for the centre, as Derrida says.

In a most illuminated conversation that Derrida held with John Caputo, the philosopher explains how
“the very meaning and mission of deconstruction is to show that things —texts, institutions, traditions,
societies, beliefs, and practices of whatever size and sort you need- do not have definable meaning and
determinable missions, that they are always more than any mission would impose, that they exceed the
boundaries they currently occupy” (Caputo, 1997, 31) To fully inhabit this idea, a change in the mode of
thinking and approaching texts needs to take place; it seems quite difficult to apprehend these concepts
since there is a very powerful system that works in tandem with our intentions as critical readers and that is
the powerful social apparatus: culture, politics, religion, history, philosophy exert an overwhelming influence
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—many times subtle- and this mental strait-jacket is what many times deters readers from breaking up the
structure. Nevertheless, the invitation is on the table.

In his essay entitled “Deconstruction” Andrew Benjamin places one of the characteristics of Deconstruction
in “contesting, the authority of the linguistic, and of language and of logocentrism” (Malpas, 2006: 82) The
bold type is in the original piece and one comes to think that this is pivotal in the analysis: it refers to those
dark areas within the Western frame of mind that gave privilege and priority of one concept over another.
Hence, Derrida opposed —to begin with- De Saussure’s priority of the spoken word over the written one. For
De Saussure writing was depersonalised and it threatened truth with a deceiving shadow, whereas spoken
discourse entailed truth, authenticity and self-presence. However, in Derrida’s mind “writing has the power
to dismantle the whole traditional edifice of Western attitudes to thought and language” (Norris, 1982: 29).
It is my intention then to dismantle the construction that has been made of both Heart of Darkness and
Things Fall Apart because a symphonic and agreeable order exists but just as a mere fagade.

2) Post-colonialism: “Theory is good, but it doesn’t prevent things from existing”

“Writing is that which exceeds-

and has the power to dismantle-

the whole traditional edifice

of Western attitudes to thought and language.”

Christopher Norris.

In the most inspiring text The Empire Writes Back, a very revealing fact can be grasped: with the shift
in the understanding of history which, consequently, gave place to a different frame of mind, “Europeans
were forced to realise that their culture was only one amongst a plurality of ways of conceiving of reality
and organising its representations in art and social practice” (Ashcroft et al, 1989:154). The realisation that
there was more to the world than just Europe challenged them to rethink the position of the Continent in
respect with the rest of the world and to produce a new discourse that allowed Europeans to apprehend
what was new to them. This became, consequently, the discourse of the conquest: one that would give
Europeans the chance of enforcing their perception of the universe everywhere else.

According to Foucault, discourse is a “system of statements within which the world can be known”
(Ashcroft et al, 2000:42) and the prolific work of thinkers in the aftermath of the two World Wars led to
an overhauling of discourses that seemed to be futile, invalid and inaccurate after the experience of war.
Precisely, literature and art nourished themselves from these novel discourses and political changes so as
to start depicting a reality “truer” to the “reality” that was lived, if that is ever possible. As a consequence,
with shifting paradigms there was a different understanding of the state of affairs and, hence, human
production. It is the attempt of the present work to approach two texts together and to explore the ways
in which theories on Post-Colonialism become a significant tool to penetrate the surface of Heart of
Darkness and Things Fall Apart from a different perspective than the one allegedly held in the time of its
production. In order to carry out the analysis, | will also refer to the importance of the term “post-colonial”.
This has been defined by Ashcroft et al as “the study and analysis of European territorial conquests, the
various institutions of European colonialism, the discursive operations of empire, the subtleties of subject
construction in colonial discourse and the resistance of those subjects (...) to such incursions and their
contemporary colonial legacies in both pre- and post-independence nations and communities” (Ashcroft
et al, 1998:187). As the authors explain, post-colonial “theory” has been produced in all societies where
the imperial force of Europe laid hands on, however, the material produced did not come always in the
form of a theoretical text. “Post-colonial”, as they see it, has come to embrace both the material effects of
colonisation and the vast multiplicity of everyday responses to it throughout the world. As they explain in
the book: “We use the term ‘post-colonial’ to represent the continuing process of imperial suppressions and
exchanges throughout this diverse range of societies, in their institutions and their discursive practices.
(-..)" (Ashcroftatal, 1995:2). In this explanation it becomes clear that there is a relationship of dominance
in which one country dominates over the other and in this interaction part of the identity of the dominated
territory is lost.

Hence, this term becomes relevant to the present analysis insofar as Things Fall Apart is an example
of those texts produced by committed writers who through their profession wanted to denounce and speak
about the suppressions exerted by the ruling powers, the conquerors. At the same time, the setting in time
of the text is pre-colonial Africa which turns to be instrumental for Achebe’s intention: he denounces the
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quintessence of colonial discourse and he does this by means of “appropriation”. Ashcroft et al explain that
this term makes reference to those post-colonial societies that “take over aspects of the imperial culture-
language, forms of writing, film (...) that may be of use to them in articulation to their own social and cultural
identities” (Ashcroft, 2000: 19). This is because language used in this way, that is to say, language that has
been appropriated criticises, it “can bear the burden of another experience”, as Achebe put it. (Ashcroft,
2000: 19). What the author may have intended to produce was an experience of defamiliarisation in order
to pull to pieces the ultimate assumption that English language is the imperial centre. Moreover, the reader
gets to witness the change in culture from pre-colonial African to post-colonial one which illustrates what
was mentioned above: in the transaction of cultures there are elements that are lost. And, most of the
times, lost for good.

3) “Parents, bastards and orphans”

Even though there was a shared social fiction according to which the colonised territories were better off
with the Europeans ruling over them, it was little by little evident that the colonising country was depriving
more and more its colonies from language and, consequently, identity. John Thieme develops in an essay,
from which | have borrowed the title to this section, “Parents, bastards and orphans”, a most interesting
concept. He speaks of “con-texts™ and “pre-texts” and he explains that he has chosen “the terms ‘con-
texts’, to indicate postcolonial texts that engage in direct, if ambivalent, dialogue with the canon by virtue
of responding to classic English text, and ‘pre-text’, to refer to the canonical texts to which they respond”
(Thieme, 2000:4). These concepts become another anchoring point for the present work because Heart of
Darkness becomes the “pre-text” and Things Fall Apart is, thus, the “con-text”. The relationship between
texts is always complex and ambivalent and on wondering why, the answer may be that, as Thieme
argues, “while dominant discourses may be challenged by counter-discourse practices, counter-discourse
cannot ultimately offer ‘genuine revolution’ (Thieme, 2000: 3). That is to say that a real deconstruction
has not taken place yet, otherwise, a new space should have been found: a third place which does away
with violent hierarchies and prevents the pre-text cultures from becoming devoid of their —as mentioned-
language and identity.

The influence of family bonds is ever pervasive: whether humans like it or not, rebelling against this is a
lost battle, because the liaison that exists between children and their parents is inevitable and long-lasting
and, equally important, it transcends in time and space. What happened to colonies during the imperial
race that reached its peak in the XXC is related to what Edward Said explains, the filiative figure is a very
useful prism through which to look at post-colonial literary relationships (Thieme, 2000: 7). Those “adopted”
territories resembled a lot the features of the “motherland” that was looking after them. Similarities can
easily be spotted in terms of architecture, political organisation and education. Yet, part of the process of
bringing up a child is encountering difficulties and dealing with problems when the child confronts parental
authority. This is troublesome for the adult, however, it is a healthy sign of maturity and progress; the once-
dependent child is becoming an autonomous thinker ready to judge and challenge impositions, regulations
or any kind of hurdle which he/she does not agree with. Colonies are no different: there came a moment
when the relationship between the ruling and ruled countries became strained because impositions started
to be challenged. In relation to this issue, Homi Bhabha says “what is theoretically innovative, and politically
crucial, is the need to think beyond narratives or originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those
moments or processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences” (Thieme, 2000:6).
Otherwise, the reading of the “pre-text” becomes stagnant water if everything boils down to pinpointing
the suppressive discursive field that is/was constructed there, without intending to move forwards, to
find a challenging discourse. Quite rightly, Edward Said argues that “culture and imperialism cannot be
separated and genres such as the novel ‘were immensely important in the formation of imperial attitudes,
references, and experiences” (Thieme, 2000:16). Some novels can definitely be read as blueprints of
imperialism and this is the case with Conrad’s text, in Achebe view as long as the text has been very often
said to be one that presents the African continent as the one that needs to be “rescued” by Europeans of
its savagery and lack of civilisation. Let’s take for now what Chinua Achebe says in this respect. To his
mind, Conrad “projects the image of Africa as “the other world”, the antithesis of Europe and therefore of
civilisation, a place where man’s vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant
bestiality” (Achebe, 1988: 252). Africa becomes the foil of Europe: a place where the savage has to be
suppressed and educated, “a place of negations at once remote and vaguely familiar, in comparison with
which Europe’s own state of spiritual grace will be manifest” (Achebe, 1988: 251) To top it off, towards the
end of this essay in defence of Africa, Achebe writes “Africa is to Europe as the picture is to Dorian Gray- a
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carrier onto whom the master unloads his physical and moral deformities so that he may go forward, erect
and immaculate.” (Achebe, 1988: 260) | am inclined to believe that Achebe’s way of thinking was valid.

[Il) Textual analysis: summary of Heart of Darkness and
Things Fall Apart

1) Summary of the HOD and TFA

On the basis of the concepts shared so far the focus henceforward will be placed on two elements to
approach the two literary texts: language and its power to construct identity and representation, in the light
of the theoretical backgrounds. To put it differently, | will problematise how language constructs worlds
and the result of this may be a misrepresentation of the other, in other words, a construction of the other
as someone marginal or evil.

Before getting started with the analysis proper, a brief summary of the two texts will be given. To begin
with, Heart of Darkness is Conrad’s framed novella written in 1899 that revolves around Marlow, a sailor, and
his journey up to the Congo River to meet Mr Kurtz, who has earned a reputation for being an idealist man
of great abilities. The text could be said to respond to Victorian concerns, namely a noticeable interest for
the acquisition of lands in order to expand the British Empire, yet it is a Modernist text in style. It is loaded
with symbols and the semiotic system constructed through colours, animals, objects and nature —together
with the striking use of lexis and punctuation- help to make of this text something like a book or a painting.
The main plot takes the reader through the Company’s journey to Africa. As Marlow travels to and through
Africa, he encounters brutality in the Company’s stations. The reader cannot help feeling shocked in his/
her eye’s mind as violent images are presented amidst an apparently impenetrable darkness. As with all
literary texts: it is not about what the text means, but rather how. In this case what is salient is how “using
the journey into a physical interior as a correlative for a journey into a psychological heartland” (Thieme,
2000: 15) highlights the difficulty that those travelling on the Nellie had to make sense of a new reality.
The atrocities withessed are unspeakable for the narrator and, after all, because the narration is mediated
it becomes difficult to trust the narrative. Memory fails, as it is shown in the following quote: “And | heard
—him- it- this voice- other voices- all of them were so little more than voices- and the memory of that time
itself lingers around me, impalpable, like a dying vibration of one immense jabber, silly, atrocious, sordid,
savage, or simply mean, without any kind of sense” (HOD: 76). And the reader also learns that “all Europe
contributed to the making of Kurtz; and by-and-by (...) most appropriately, the International Society for the
Suppression of Savage Customs had intrusted him with the making of a report, for its future guidance.” In
the wake of the experience that the text renders, the reader concludes that the “Suppression of Savage”
will eventually be replicated and reproduced. Imperialism takes the lead.

On its part, Things Fall Apart is aligned with Yeats’ poem “The Second Coming” from which Achebe
borrowed a verse to title his novel. This text can be said to “write back” or “strike back with the pen” to
Conrad’s novella. The main line of the plot revolves around Okonkwo who is a wealthy and respected
warrior of the Umuofia clan, a lower Nigerian tribe that is part of a consortium of nine connected villages.
The text opens with Okonkwo tormented mind, as he is haunted by the memory of his father ill doings, who
—in Okonkwo’s eyes- was a coward and died leaving him the burden of cleaning that reputation. As the
story unfolds, the reader becomes immersed in the life of Umuofia people and Okonkwo internal turmoil:
he wants to earn a reputation of his own, yet he cannot get rid of his past and this yields terrible mistakes
or, even worse, inaction from his part.

10
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2) Heart of Darkness, “After us, the savage God”

“The conquest of the earth,

which mostly means taking it away

from those who have a different complexion
or slightly flatter noses than ourselves”

Heart of Darkness.

Conflict arises when a fake sense of universality is imposed and held valid everywhere. That is to
say, if the world is understood in the same way wherever we are, there is a risk of misinterpreting and
misconstruing reality. Very clearly, Oberika’s brother in Things Fall Apart says that “what is good in one
place is bad in another” (TFA: 74) to what Okonkwo adds wisely “The world is large” (74), which implies
that they seem to know that there is more to the world than Igbo people. Later on Oberika says “the world
has no end, and what is good among one people is an abomination with others” (TFA: 141). The clear
understanding that these people have of the concept of otherness is not the same, however, as the one
Marlow has in the portrayal of his arrival in Africa in Heart of Darkness. It is very enlightening to see how
each text presents and depicts the first encounter with one another and to see how these characterisations
serve to inscribe and perpetuate a distorted knowledge of “the other”. After all, as Said questions, “we
allow justly that the Holocaust has permanently altered the consciousness of our time: why do we not
accord the same epistemological mutation in what imperialism has done and what Orientalism continues
to do?” (Said, 1978: xvi)' Which comes to explain much of the conflict between the East and the West.

Referring back to the moment of arrival, the change or alteration of truth is so much disguised that
there comes a moment when questions stop being asked and there is a naturalisation of, for example, the
fact that the Nellie and those travelling in it “glided past like phantoms, wondering and secretly appalled,
as sane men would be before an enthusiastic outbreak in a madhouse” (HOD: 63). The portrayal that the
reader gets is one of a “whirl of black limbs” that simply creates chaos and disorder: “moving, mumbling,
muttering, rushing, pushing and gushing their “prehistoric” energy onto those white men: “the prehistoric
man was cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us- who could tell? We were cut off from the comprehension
of our surroundings” (HOD: 63). What this quote shows is precisely the moment in which the white men
lacked understanding of what they saw and heard, yet, arbitrarily and deliberately —with Victorian and
imperial mind- engaged in an interpretation of the present phenomenon that depicted these unknown
men as savages who moved with lack of control, almost as if they were beasts. Even the alliteration and
consonance serve to emphasise their rough movements and rather guttural noises: “moving, mumbling,
muttering, rushing, pushing and gushing”, here the /m/ sound is very relevant since it seems to mirror even
the noise produced by apes or monkeys.

In the minds of those on board, there is no desire whatsoever to understand or come to terms with a
reality dissimilar to theirs, rather the opposite. Marlow, in fact, inscribes the marginalising discourse with
which they left English waters and they headed to “all that mysterious life at the wilderness that stir in the
forest, in the jungles, in the hearts of the wild men” (HOD: 34). The previous quote serves to epitomise
how without having reached the place they knew already that they would encounter untamed men. Later
on, taking up the words of the women who “knitted black wool feverishly” (HDD: 38), the narratorial voice
repeats that the lady refers to “weaning those ignorant millions from their horrid ways” (HDS: 40). The scene
here is shocking because it presents the men as if they were literally animals that needed to stop being
fed by their mothers, as the text goes, “weaning” them. Furthermore, “they were not enemies, they were
not criminals, they were nothing earthly now, -nothing but black shadows of disease and starvation, lying
confusedly in the greenish gloom” (HDS: 44). This little extract, just as well as many others from the text,
comes to illustrate what Derrida meant by “violent hierarchies” that have been reproduced without much
questioning. Africans are depicted as “shadows of disease”, non-entities that with a sickly green colour
dim in the darkness that characterises them and they stand in total opposition to the whiteness and purity
that defines Europeans. What is more, pathetic fallacy is very revealing in the text: Africans are illustrated
with pitch-black darkness, the same that characterises the continent as a whole.

To my mind, the quote that synthesises Heart of Darkness is “The horror!”. This expression is used with
incremental repetition and the reader is persuaded into believing that Mr Kurtz experience in the heart
of Africa is equalled to a horrific experience: one which is too revolting to tolerate because it shows the

"In 2003, Said wrote a new Preface to his original text and this quote belongs to that section.
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repulsive and sickening side of human experience. The text, moreover, is loaded with silences and spaces
of indeterminacy that leave quite a lot to the reader’s imagination. There are no crystal-clear indications
as to what the horror was all about: was it an inner realisation that Marlow had? Or was it what he saw?
Nonetheless, the inferences that readers can draw are guided in ways that inevitably lead to a place where
Africanness and wretchedness are equalled, once again constructing African identity as something evil.
The following quote helps to portray the previous idea: “He cried in a whisper at some image, at some
vision, -he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a breath- “The horror! The horror!” (HOD: 97).
These European men see things and these are visions that are unutterable. There are many things left
unspoken in the text. “He had summed up- he had judged. “The horror!” He was a remarkable man.”
(HOD: 98). %(...) he seemed to stare embracing, condemning, loathing all the universe. | seemed to hear
the whispered cry. “The horror! The horror!” (HOD: 102). Moreover, the text reads “the dusk was repeating
them in a persistent whisper all around us, in a whisper that seemed to swell menacingly like the first
whisper of a rising wind. “The horror! The horror!” (HOD: 105). Africans are systematically constructed
and presented as animals. This is the epistemic violence that Derrida spoke about. Basically, mostimages
in the text explore the lexical field of animals their movements, attitudes and a kind of bestial nature. For
instance when it says “l saw vague forms of men running bent double, leaping, gliding, distinct, incomplete,
evanescent” (HOD: 73), native Africans are presented as if they were monkeys jumping from one tree to
another. To continue illustrating, “unexpected, wild, and violent as they had been, they had given me an
irresistible impression of sorrow. (...) The danger, if any, | expounded, was from our proximity to a great
human passion let loose. Even extreme grief may ultimately vent itself violent- but generally takes the form
of apathy...” (HOD: 71) Here, the image is in keeping with what was said before: Africanness is carved in
the shape of uncontrolled emotions, leading more often than not to violence.

Once The Nellie arrived in Africa, the activities there became simply a matter of imposing, destroying,
and appropriating. A quote that serves to prove this point is: “You should have heard him say, “My ivory.”
Oh yes, | heard him. “My intended, my ivory, my station, my river, my-“‘everything belong to him” (HOD:
76). The reader is puzzled, how come that everything belonged to Kurtz? That was not his land, after
all. The appearance of the white men meant usurping everything: “lvory,” jerked the nephew; “lots of it-
prime sort- lots most annoying, from him” (HOD: 59). Moreover, the quote that goes, “Hadn’t | been told
in all the tones of jealousy and admiration that he had collected, bartered, swindled, or stolen more ivory
than all the other agents together?” (HOD: 75) stands in direct opposition to Kurtz’ characterisation some
pages before: “| was curious to see whether this man, who had come out equipped with moral ideas of
some sort, would climb to the top after all, and how he would set about his work when there.” (HOD: 58)
There is a resounding significance in the drastic opposition between “moral ideas” and “swindled and
stolen more ivory”.

Furthermore, African men are referred to as “prehistoric man” whose frenetic moments resembled
almost those of a string-puppet, a non-human entity that is being manipulated by someone else and the
movement of limbs is foregrounded: “a whirl of black limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet stamping, of
bodies swaying, of eyes rolling, under the droop of heavy and motionless foliage” (HOD: 63). The image
the reader gets is one in which fragmentation and chaos are perfectly constructed. To fully paint the picture,
the narrator explains how these men “howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces; but what
thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity- like your- the thought of your remote kinship with this
wild and passionate uproar” (HOD: 64) Again here, the reader is struck, as the mere thought that these
people could have “humanity” is presented as unconceivable. What is more, the auditory images have a
direct implication on wolves and how they sound and what they do.

These are some examples that serve to epitomise the presentation given of Africans in the Western
eye. Conrad’s book brims with instances that help to construct the identity of Easterns as treacherous, wild
and uncivilised people. These are the violent hierarchies Derrida intended to deconstruct and question,
so as to penetrate the surface of the text and question, at least a bit, those constructions. In this respect,
Terry Collits explains as well how racial categories are rather useless in isolation because the marker of
difference always functions to identify, draw borders and operates at the interface in a “dangerous and
messy confusion of attractions and refusals (...) meanings are social, discursive” (Tiffin, 1994: 65). And in
an almost Bakhtinian wink towards the carnivalesque and the implication of the reversal of roles through
the act of wearing masks, Collits adds that what “skin and masks have in common is that they mark the
interface between the self and the world; they are the border” (Tiffin, 1994: 66). This was one of the ultimate
desires of the vehement and unrelenting force of conquerors: ascribe each skin-colour a stable identity
that would, in turn, define certain characteristics to each skin-colour. As it is know, identity is constructed
in opposition. It has been clear, though, that in a post-colonial fashion differences are seen as a threat that
has to be destroyed and later on, silenced. Conrad reads these African men as savages, cannibals, ready
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to adopt devil-like attitudes because they cannot refrain their impulses: “Why in the name of the gnawing
devils of hunger they didn’t go for us- they were thirty to five- and have a good tuck in for one (...) | might
be eaten by them before very long” (HOD: 69) The reading done by Kurtz here is a taste to start savouring
all the mis-readings that he treats his readers with. These African men were not, in fact, cannibals as the
colonisers had tagged them, but they are framed as such. Yet, whatever course of action they take, it is
going to be read in this fashion.

“I don’t know why, but | assure you that never, never before, did this land, this river, this jungle, the
very arch of blazing sky, appear to me so hopeless and so dark, so impenetrable to human thought, so
pitiless to human weakness” (HOD: 82). The bold-typed words are mine and they illustrate how Africa
is seen in European eyes, loaded with negative associations, the land becomes an easy target for their
imperial project. After all, why would they not tamper with these communities if they were so in need of
order and civilisation?

Going back to the first problem in the analysis of the work: has Conrad construed Africa in a dehumanised
way? My inclination is to believe that he did do so. Of course, it is no my intention to fall into what is called
“Genetic Approach” which posits that “a work of fiction has a meaning because its author intends a meaning,
and the intention of the author is the meaning of the work” (Kenney, 1988:106). Readers and critics will
never know which was Conrad’s intention, but what can be used as sufficient evidence is his text. And
his discourse, language is enough to argue that the construction of Africans in a very unfavourable and
unfair one. Not surprisingly, post-colonial criticism has occupied itself with the analysis of these “grand
narratives” where the construction of the oppressed has been perpetuated.

Sufficient evidence has been given as to why it can be stated that Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is a text
that shows a rather sordid interpretation of life in pre-colonialised Africa as if the inhabitants back then
lacked the “moral” qualities Europeans did have. It has been my intention, however, from the outset of the
work to problematise this argument in order to see whether there was reasonable evidence to destroy this
violent construction and come up with a new point of access to the text. After all, as Edward Said says “no
one is purely one thing” (Ashcroft, 1995:98) which illustrates once more the fact that boundaries become
permeable and fickle. It was Achebe himself then one who in 1988 said the following: “The point of my
observations should be quite clear by now, namely that Joseph Conrad was a thoroughgoing racist. That
this simple truth is glossed over in criticism of his work [Heart of Darkness] is due to the fact that white
racism against Africa is such a normal way of thinking that its manifestations go completely unmarked”.
Then, he goes on to add categorically: “(...) and the question is whether a novel which celebrates this
dehumanisation, which depersonalises a portion of the human race, can be called a great work of art