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Like Kurtz, Marlow is a voice, to be listened to rather than talked
with. His lack of reciprocity with his audience replicates the solip
sism he attempts to break through in his story but cannot because
of the absence of dialogue which he tells about and repeats in his
manner of teffing. The breaks in his narration call attention to the
one-sidedness of his monologue even as they raise the possibility of
changing the one-way passage of meaning from teller to listener by
dramatizing the social structure which might convert it into a re
ciprocal interaction.
The final irony of Heart of Darkness, then, is that Marlow may be
as opaque to his audience, including the reader, as the Africans are
to him because n absence of reciprocity prevents dialogue in both
instances. The canonization ‘of f{eart of Darkiess t’hreatens to make
this irony deadly by converting the text from a potential interlocu
tor into an unquestioned cultural icon or (perhaps the same thing)
a set of clichés which are too well known to give rise to thought.
Just as Oscar Wilde said of The Old Curiosity Shop that no one can
read about Little Nell’s death without laughing, so perhaps no one
can any longer make pronouncements about “the horror” or “the
darkness” without prompting groans or sly smiles. The value of
Achebe’s charges is that they break the aura of the text and reestab
lish reciprocity between it and its interpreters by putting them on
equal terms. Venerating Heart ofDarkness would only confirm Con
rad’s doubts about the possibility of dialogical understanding and
would
thus
preserve
the
text
under
conditions
which
would
distress
him. If, however,
we
recognize
how
unsettlingly
ambiguous
this
text
is about the ideals of reciprocity
and
mutual
understanding
which
it negatively projects, we can engage in the sort of dialogue
with it
which Marlow never achieves with Africans or anyone else.
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Conrad’s contribution to late Victorian representations of the
African “Other” was characteristically complex. He was a writer of
his time, but I am not evincing his work simply as an exemplary
compendium of the common stereotypes of Victorian Empire. True,
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he won early recognition and was published by W. E. Henley in the
jingoistic pages of the New Review. Henley saw him as one of his
regatta, a comrade-in-arms for the literature of imperialist gusto
and masculine heroics. But dismissing comparisons with Kipling,
Rider Haggard, and R. L. Stevenson, Conrad saw himself using ro
mance genre forms very much for his own ends. He was a writer
living culturally at the margins. A foreign sailor coming late to writ
ing (in his third language), a Pole whose nationalism was borne un
der the yoke of (Russian) imperialism, not in the name of it,
Conrad stood both inside and outside Victorian culture. His mar
ginality lent him the capacity to see the culturally familiar with an
estranged eye. Thus he did not, simply absorb and unproblemati
cally reiterate the ideological predispositions of his time. He re
presented their forms of representation to “make us see” their
hidden terms, to quote his Preface to The Nigger of the “Narcissus”.
Heart of Darkness provides us with a representation which
demonstrates both the culmination of a profoundly entrenched Eu
ropean literary/political way of seeing the non-European Other and
a radical critique of it. In that respect, the novel prefigures some of
the most signfficant developments in later twentieth-century analy
ses of cultural representation. But to recognise the self-critique for
what it is, we need first to acknowledge the degree to which Conrad
was articulating persistent and widely circulating cultural stereo
types. These crucially influenced Europeans’ modes of compre
hending their “first” encounter with Africa, for representations of
the Other are never original and none are innocent. Conrad shared
practices of thought whose roots are buried in much earlier forms
of European exploration and colonisation. The power of his writing
lies in the contradictions existing between this complicity and his
critique of these practices.

Recent studies have done much to uncover the cultural assump
tions underpinning anthropological and literary representations
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Africa. Philip Curtin’s The
Image of Africa: British Ideas and Action, 1780—1850 (London:
Macmillan, 1965), and H. Alan Cairns’ Prelude to Imperialism:
British Reactions to Central Africa 1840—1890 (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1965), have sought to establish not so much the
history of European contacts with Africa as a history of the images
and frames of reference through which the European perceived
“the African”. This very term—the use of the monolithic, essential
ist abstraction, “the African”—is itself, of course, a symptom of the
problematics of representation which this essay seeks to address.
Arid if it is validly objected that “the European” is equally false
as a category, since it also asserts an ahistorical homogeneity, then

446
ANThoNY FOTHERGILL

I would say, “Yes, it
is
false—
but
not
equally
false”.
Binary
terms
(European/African, Civilised/Primitive) are never used
with impar
tiality. Only a trick of apparent linguistic
symme
try
concea
ls
the
fact that the opposition itself is generated by the langua
ge
of
one
of
the two sides of the opposition: that which has mare powerf
ul in
terests at stake in the evocation.
Describing pioneers whose religious
or
trade
interes
ts
prescri
bed
their writing, Cairns summarises the mid-Victorian percep
tion of
Africa thus:
These pioneers saw little of virtue in African cultures.
Their
observations, usually biased, frequently contradictory, and
ten simply wrong, are replete with danger to the uncritical of
search worker. in almost all the nineteenth-century books re
Africa the figure of the white man is writ large on the Africaon
landscape. in the middle of the dark continent he assumen
novel and grandiose proportions. in moral, spiritual, and techs
nological matters he appears as a giant among pygmies, dwarf
ing the Africans among whom his activities are carried out.
(xii)
A supplementary but crucial argum
ent
in
the
presen
t
contex
t is
offered by Curtin, who says that even by the
1850s
an
imager
y of
Africa reprod
uced
in
travel
and
missio
nary
writing
was
well
publicised and firmly established in the European mass-c
irculation
media:
It was found in children’s books, in Sunda
y
Schoo
l
tracts,
in
the popular press.
Its
major
affirma
tions
were
the
“comm
on
knowledge” of the educated
classes
.
Therea
fter,
when
new
generations of explorers or administrators went to Africa,
they
went with a prior
impres
sion
of
what
they
would
find.
Most
ten they found it, and in their writings in turn confirmed of
the
older image—or at most altered it only slightly. (3:vi)
In other words, anybody going to Africa for the first time
had in a
sense already been there; carried, consci
ously
or
not,
cultura
l
lug
gage containing well-established assumptions,
expect
ations,
and
imaginative constructions of “the African”, through which
to expe
rience its peoples “at first hand”.
The later nineteenth century saw a
phenom
enal
increas
e
in
pop
ular and scientific literature dealing with Africa
.
Learne
d
societi
es
like the Anthropologi
cal
Societ
y
of
Londo
n
encour
aged
the
devel
oping study of “primitive” people
s.
Stimul
us
to
the
enterpr
ise was
added by the perceived cultural implic
ations
of
Darwin
’s theory of
evolution and by the archeological discoveries made
in the wake of
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colonial expansion in the 1870s and 1880s. All this contributed a
growing body of “scientffic knowledge” about Africa, which rein
forced even as it modified the terms of earlier literary representa
tions. Growing commercial and political contact (predating the
Scramble for Africa of the mid-1880s but massively increased by it)
kindled in the popular imagination an infectious interest in the
area and in the currency and potency of the images of Africa and
representations of “primitive” man which such literature propa
gated. Furthermore, World Exhibitions such as the Great Exhibi
tion of 1851 at Crystal Palace and the Paris World Exhibition, and
others run by ethnological societies, were enormously popular and
influential, reinforcing a heavily mediated, profoundly stereotypic
understanding of foreign “races”.
Basic structures of understanding Africa and the African Other,
premised on Eurocentric fears, desires, and assumed superioritc
then, adapted themselves to new colonial impulses. In particular,
the view of Africa as “virgin” land ripe for economic exploitation in
the last decades of the century affected the way the continent and
its peoples were represented. For the material interests of the cob
niallsts, who required adventure capital investment in profitable
enterprises, did not always coincide with the interests preoccupying
other earlier Europeans in Africa. These had generated images of
an exotic, mysterious, and challenging landscape which needed
taming (by the intrepid explorer) and of a primitive people who
needed converting from heathen beliefs (by missionaries). But the
imperialist interest saw the native population less as convertible
savage and more as malleable inferior, to be subjugated and contrailed as a labour resource.’
Given these shifts, let us consider the “common knowledge”
propagated by contemporary literary works, in order to locate the
tradition which Conrad assimilated. This depiction of the Con
golese African by one of the age’s “spiritual fathers”, p. p. Aurogard,
is fairly typical:

The black race is certainly the race of Ham, the race cursed of
God. There is nothing in particular which shows you this, but
one can smell it, see it everywhere, and one cannot help feel
ing both compassion and terror when one sees these poor un
fortunates. These black pagans are lazy greedy, thieves, liars
and given over to all kinds of vice [. . .1 the scanty clothes

1. For fuller accounts of the representation of Africa, see for example the works of B. V.
Street, The Savage in Literature (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982); William
Schneider, An Enzpirefir the Masses: The French Popular Image ofAfrica, 1870-1900
(London: Greenwood, 1982); and H. Ridle Images of Imperial Ride (London: Croome
Helm, 1983).
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which
thes
e
unf
ort
una
tes
wear make them even
and worthy of 2
more savage
pity
In its characteristic self
-assurance, its mixed
age is
mo
tiva
tion
bot
h
(the sav
utte
rly
bey
ond
redemption and pitiable
funds to be
enough for
con
trib
ute
d
for
spir
itua
l welfare), and its
self-contradiction
unintentional
(no
thin
g
account manages acrobati shows you this but it can be seen), this
cs
Hammond and Jablow of an almost metaphysical complexity
emphasise the unequivoc
racial dete
ally
rmi
nism
whi
ch
und
erlay all such European accepted
tions of Africans of the
representa
per
3
arate origin and species iod. Earlier polygenist views of the sep
races were inherently of Africans, according to which European
more developed and
eventually
hierarchical
gav
e
way
bef
ore
the Darwinian monogenis ly superior,
man evolution.
t theory of hu
But
sub
seq
uen
t
popularising versions of
con
firm
ed
Eur
Darwin re
ope
ans
’
sense of racial and cult
superio
ural difference and
rity
Evo
luti
ona
ry,
theory then became
for perceiving the Afr
the enabling ground
ican
“contemporary ancestor”. as a beastly and time-locked savage, our
formity of appearance, Physical ugliness, non-individuated uni
excessive sexual appetit
are the
e
rec
urr
ent
cha
ract
eris
tics of such people and promiscuity
tal and moral
and a host of men
fail
ing
s
alle
and cultural backwardn gedly reinforced the fact of Africans’ social
ess.
It
wou
ld
be
ina
ccu
rat
e to say, however,
centur
that the eighteenthy
con
ven
tion
of
the
Noble Savage was out,
the ignobl
and the vision of
e
one
was
in.
The
latter overlaid but did
icate the form
not entirely erad
er.
The
Nob
le
Sav
age—quite as unhistoric,
as that of the later
of course,
“contemporary
anc
esto
r”—
fed
political interest in the
“natural” and the “exotic a cultural and
Romanti
”
cs
and
sub
seq
uen
t writers and painters fostered by the
France, in
, particularly in
wor
ks
by
Bau
mensely popular Pierre delaire, Nerval, Flaubert, and the un
Lot
exotic Other was twofold i. The imaginative function of Africa as
. First, it was a space
from
to
whi
ch
mat
eria
listi
c
bourgeois Europe could escape into, one
ond, it held
be criticised. Sec
out
the
pro
mis
e
of self-discovery in a
with the strange
confrontation
and
unf
ami
liar
.
Stripped of its repressive
veneer, the authentic
European
self
Africa, where the burden awaited discovery in the landscape of
s of “civilisatjon” cou
ld be shed.
“savage” Oth
Thu
er
cou
ld
emb
ody
the
freedom that Europeans s, the
in order to find their
desired
“real”
These uses of the imagin selves.
ed Africa and the “sa
laid and
vage”, though over
to
som
e
exte
nt
superceded by later imp
erial requirements,
2. Quoted in R. Slade,
King Leopold’s Congo
3. 0. Hammon
(Oxford:
d
Oxfo
rd
and
UP,
A.
Jab
1962
Io
),
The Myth of Africa (New
p. 32.
ence, 1977).
York: The Library of
Social Sci

h.
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were never quite erased.
They continued to play
an
info
rming part
in the discourse of the Oth
er which Conrad assimil
ated. It was a
discourse predicated on
a structure of opposites.
The “savage” was
to be defined by and
aga
inst
what the perceiving Eur
opeans under
stood themselves to be.
The Other was

neg
atio
n,
nat
ure
,
anim
black. 1.-lo
al,
w
thes
e
att
rib
ute
s
wer
e then evaluated depended
needs to which the construct
on the
ion
sitions, desire and transgressio was put. In this economy of oppo
n lie in close alliance. But
the
gre
tra
ssio
ns
n
mo
st
to
be
fear
ed
was the tran
sgre
ssio
n
of
boundaries. Paradoxically,
“kn
own”
We
sternised Africans, like Eur
“gone native”, came to be reg
opeans
arded as particularly thr
eat
eni
order predicated on absolu
te difference: they confuse ng to an
d and dis
rupted the natural ord
er.
It is into this contradictory
cultural field tha
we
t
sho
uld
Conrad’s Hea
plac
rt
of
Dar
kne
ss,
for
it embodies a radically ambival e
tendency in representing the
ent
Oth
figures of the “savage” as “un er. At times it endorses stereotypic
civilised” and “primitive”—

though it
does so often with the aim
of questioning facile
opp
ositions be
tween (superior) Civilised
and (inferior) Savage. On
such occasions
Conrad’s implicit
asse
rtio
n—critical enough for
Victorian middleclass ears—is, “We are
savage primitiv

es, too, beneath the skin
(But note, for this, the “savag
”.
ery”
At other times, his represent of the Other has to be assumed.)
conscious critique of Europe ation of the African offers a selfan representat
ion
s,
eve
n
to
the point of
questioning the very basis of
such Otherness.
In
prin
ciple, the two
tendenc
ies
var
y
acc
ord
ing
to the proximity or distanc
e of the narra
tor (Marlow) from the subject
of
literally a spatial proximity or his observation. This is often quite
distance. The closer he is
to
age,” the more subtle, less
a
“sa
v
stereotypical,
is
his
reg
ard
.
The
specffic the African’s historic
mo
re
al or political 3
sub
jec
tiv
it
the
critical Marlow is of typical
mo
re
European representation
s.
Wh
en,
ever, he elides this specfficity
how
and regards the African from
tance in time or space, the
a dis
well-established European cult representation tends to endorse
ural stereotypes of primitive
savages.
Tw
o
piv
otal
epis
ode
s
in
Hea
rt
tween endorsement and critiqu of Darkness reveal the tension be
e
chain-gang soon after Marlow in Conrad: the appearance of the
arrives at
the
Com
pan
y’s
sta
tio
his subsequent up-rive
n and
r
jou
rne
y when he confronts what
ceives as the threatening my
he per
stery of the forest and
its
inh
abi
The erasure of precise loca
tion, of historical and ethnic spe tants.
cificity,
gives to the native peoples
he represents the appearanc
e
near-mythic. We are offered
of
the
“natural man”
stri
ppe
d
of
the
trements of social reality: eter
acc
ou
nally present, at
one
wit
h
nat
fering some kind of lesson to
ure
, of
“us”. The translatio
n
int
o
“pr
man” becomes all the easier
imitive
if we are not preoccupied
with the
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specfficities of the late nineteent
h-ce
ntury
Con
go but can let our
imaginations freely inscribe the blank page of
Otherness. We will
need to return presently to the complex eroti
com
c
“blankness” in the representation of the doubly Othe ponent of this
r, the “savage”
female, Kurrz’s “mistress”.
Less problematic for the cultural climate in whic
h Conrad wrote
is this representation of African natives:

‘

‘

Going up that river
was
like
trave
lling
back
to
the
earli
est be
ginnings of the world, when vege
tatio
n
riote
d
on
the
earth and
the big trees were kings. An empty strea
m,
a
grea
silence, an
t
impenetrable fores
t.
.
.
.
We
were
wand
erers
on
the
prehistoric
earth, on an earth that wore the
aspe
ct
of
an
unkn
own planet
there would be a glimpse of rush walls,
of
peaked grassroofs, a burst of yells, a whirl of black limbs, a
mass of hands
clapping, of feet stamping, of
bodi
es
swayin
g,
of
under the droop of heavy and motionless foliage eyes rolling
.
The
steamer
toiled along slowly on the edge of a black and inco
mprehensi
ble frenzy The prehistoric man was cursi
ng
us,
welcoming us—who could tell? We were cut off praying to us,
from the com
prehension of our surroundings. (33—35)
In narrative terms, the journey is one
of
adva
nce
towa
rds
Kurtz
with echoes of Stanley’s search for Livingstone
(as
a
sort
of Holy
Grail), a narrative with
imm
ense
reson
ance
in
the
popu
lar mind. It
is a journey of return, throu
gh
a
land
scap
e
as
prim
ordial as “the
night of the first ages”. The long forgo
tten
beco
mes
the present; the
prehistoric the here and now. The formal qual
ities of the passage,
particularly the use of the iterative past tense
suggesting repeated,
habitual actions (“we would,”
“ther
e
wou
ld
be”)
mak
e
time seem to
turn back on itself. The iterative tense
perfe
ctly
mirr
ors the sense
of time suspended.
The adoption of
this
verbal form is at
once surreptitious, ideologically potent, and
unconsciously poi
gnant. For it asserts a permanence even after
death: “they were, are
and always will be”.
Furthermore, topography and inhabitants merg
e. The dissolution

of boundaries between the “primitive”
and the natural world
achieves a polymorphous
state
of
threa
tenin
g
and
fascinating oth
erness. The human body is expressed
as
an
unin
dividuated mass
of limbs; human speech is reduced to “inco
mpre
hensible frenzy”.
*
[T]hese natives are absorbed into the “natu
ral”, a virtually de
historicised space. The prehistoric wild
erness is given anthro
pomorphic qualities—the pow
er
to
look,
to have inscrutable
purposes—at the moment when the histo
rical, social human being
is all but erased. The human primitive
, “pre-historic” man, trans
gresses the border between established
categories, such as hu

L
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man/non-human, sane/insane, human/animal, in a way which both
horrifies and fascinates Marlow:

The earth seemed unearthly. We are accustomed to look upon
the shackled form of a conquered monster, but there—there
you could look at a thing monstrous and free. It was unearthly,
and the men were—No, they were not inhuman [. . .] what
thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity—like
yours—the thought of your remote kinship with this wild and
passionate uproar. . . if you were man enough you would ad
mit to yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a
response to the terrible frankness of that noise. (36)

The thematic thrust of Marlow’s narrative radically disturbs the
complacent sense of European superiority which his listeners, and
Conrad’s contemporary readers, would in all likelihood have
shared. The thought that “civilised” behaviour may be just a veneer
covering aggressive, passionate, incomprehensible energies was a
fear too current to be comfortably dismissed. But in order to artic
ulate it, Conrad needed to construct the African as an objectifica
tion of what it was they were anxious about. Thus, radical critique
and a racist reactionary force combine in this stereotypical repre
sentation of the African Other, which simultaneously confirms
while undercutting the European cultural myth of the Black as a
contemporary ancestor.
The culturally, politically dominant reading of this myth was im
perially complacent: we too were once like this, but how developed
we are now! But, with a different Darwinian turn, Conrad has also
articulated the underlying fear: if we came from this, what secret
inheritance may be lurking in our character? (One can almost hear
the class anxieties about having come from lowly stock_) But in ei
ther case the stereotype of the savage remains intact.
The same contradictory combination of fear and desire can be lo
cated in the depiction of the “wild and gorgeous apparition of a
woman” (60), Kurtz’s native “mistress,” as she is almost universally
called in Conrad criticism. The appellation “mistress,” of course, re
veals a different order of stereotyping. Nowhere in the narrative is
the black woman referred to as Kurtz’s mistress; it is an inferred sta
tus. But neither for Marlow nor his listeners, nor for Conrad’s im
plied readers, could the “logic” of this inferred stereotype be fully
articulated. Nor would it need to be so articulated. As an unspoken
“truth”, it is always already known that the black native woman
in nineteenth-century European narratives means sexual licence.
The connotations are activated by a cultural system (with its as
sumptions about racial difference) which confirms the Black as
“passionate” and “sexually active” and the black woman, specifically,
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as embodying physical temptation and sexual gratification for the
white male European. Like the representation of American Indians
in the sixteenth centurç the comparative nudity of the African
woman was read as clear testimony of her transgressive sexuality
The power of the stereotype lies in its self-evidence, as the compli
ance of most of Conrad’s twentieth-century critics testifies. What
fascinated and terrilled the colonising mind was the thought that
the white man might “go native”, cross the limits of the permissible
and undermine the sexual foundations of the bourgeois world.
The phrase “wild and gorgeous apparition” reinforces Marlow’s
oxymoronic definition of the wilderness (the unearthly earth): ut
terly other and incomprehensible, it is nevertheless, indeed there
fore, fascinatingly attractive. An incarnation of its seductive and
potentially corrupting force, she stands undifferentiated from the
wilderness. Its image and soul, in her well-armoured appearance
she evokes the familiar An-iazonian stereotype, a powerful female
threat to the male, even as she is given an emphasis of tragic dig
nity and sorrow. Victim, like the wilderness, of the European inva
sion, she also threatens to be its vanquisher. Yet her status in reality
is brought into question (as well it might be!): she shares the “un
earthliness” of the earth; she occupies a space on the borderline
between the real and unreal, human and non-human, material and
fantastic—an impossible position to occupy. For all her physicality
she is indeed an “apparition”. She functions as an imaginative
space onto which Marlow can project the meanings and desires of
the European male gaze, while at the same time attributing these
as “inherent” qualities to the object gazed at. The European can
then “discover” his kinship and fascination for what he has imag
ined in her. But of course the inscribing is not declared.
There is, moreover, a silencing [of the Other]. We hear about her
speaking, but we do not hear her words. Like the monstrous na
tives, she is not allowed to come close enough to speak for herself.
If her political space has been colonised, so has her linguistic one.
Thus the ideological work of representation can go on unhindered
by any entry into the historically specific, into the closer space of
contestation and real difference which her talking may reveal. In
deed, were she to come closer she would get shot.
There are two instances in the novel, however, where proximity
and contact go some way toward challenging the stereotypes the
novel elsewhere depends on: the depictions of the chain-gang and
the cannibal crew. The precise, impressionistic description of the
fonner, with its withholding of the term “chain-gang” until the con
ditions of the natives’ bodily presence has been established, shocks
the reader into a fresher recognition of events. Indeed, the very
process of signification—what is at stake in it—is defamifiarised,
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held up for scrutiny. No longer can we feel comfortable writing
them off as “just” a “chain-gang”.

.

.

A slight clinking behind me made me turn my head. Six black
men advanced in a file, toiling up the path. They walked erect
and slow, balancing small baskets full of earth on their heads,
and the clink kept time with their footsteps..
these men
could by no stretch of imagination be called enemies. They
were called criminals, and the outraged law, like the bursting
shells, had come to them, an insoluble mystery from the sea.
(15—16)

Conrad’s point here has everything to do with the nature and pol
itics of linguistic representation: “They were called criminals”:
“They were not enemies, they were not criminals.” The “outraged
law” (the phrase and the institution) is exposed to polemical cri
tique: the real outrage may be the Law’s representing the Black as
criminal. Calling the Other by certain names legitimises our behav
iour towards “it” accordingly: so everything depends on who is do
ing the looking and representing. However fleetingly, Marlow
brings this concern home when, walldng close to the chain-gang,
he thinks of himself as being looked at:

.

.

.

They passed me within six inches, without a glance, with that
complete, deathlike indifference of unhappy savages. Behind
this raw matter one of the reclaimed, the product of the new
forces at work, strolled despondently, carrying a rifle by its
middle
and seeing a white man on the path, hoisted his
weapon to his shoulder with alacrity. This was simple pru
dence, white men being so much alike at a distance that he
could not tell who I might be. He was speedily reassured, and
with a large, white, rascally grin, and a glance at his charge,
seemed to take me into partnership in his exalted trust. After
all, I also was a part of the great cause of these high and just
proceedings.
Instead of going up, I turned and descended to the left. My
idea was to let that chain-gang get out of sight before I
climbed the hill. (16)

Marlow imagines, here, looking from the Other’s viewpoint. Of
course, he cannot naively adopt the Other’s position, and the fact
that they do not give him a glance indicates his separation from
them as a European master. But the grin of the native guard, and
the joke about white men all looking the same (which inverts the
cliché and thus again defamiliarises the signifying act) work to ex
plode stereotypic European generalisations about “the Black man”.
Identified as accomplice to the horror he witnesses, no wonder Marlow wants the chain-gang “out of sight”. True, he is still projecting
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a way of looking on to the Other; that is inescapable. But the
stereotyping is signalled and fractured at the point when he locates
himself temporarily in the site of the viewed. Marlow thus briefly
recognises the dialectics of viewing. In that act, he is forced to ac
knowledge that his own historical, political position implicates him,
Embarrassed when his position is even mildly contested, he is no
longer so keen to see or be seen. His (unsuccessful) form of erasure
is to walk off into the grove. There, unfortunately for him (Conrad’s
political honesty here is absolute), he sees more evidence of the re
sults of European well-meaning: cast-off and dying members of the
chain-gang. For Marlow—and this is what Conrad is radically, con
sciously, showing us—the Other has come too close for comfort.
Similar proximity and realignment of perspective occurs with the
cannibals on the steamer. In an off-hand sort of way Marlow intro
duces the reference: “Fine fellows—cannibals—in their place”
(34), and it confounds the stereotype he has just encouraged in de
picting those natives on shore. The attributes of “frenzied passion”
and exotic culinary habits are ones with which our complicit imag
inations might willingly toy. Cannibalism has been the stock-in
of EHrnprml lnrlpLhns of the prirnith’e Other since
Herodotus, for It epitomises all forms of categorical transgression,
all that “we are not”. But here the stereotype gets undermined by
Marlow’s simple praise. “They were men one could work with and
I’m grateful to them” (34). The restraint they show under attack
and their surprising reticence to eat portly European managerial
flesh despite their meagre rations are qualities commented on by
Marlow in an approving manner. Conrad knows his audience well
enough
to
evoke
the
cannibal
reference,
compulsory in late nine
teenth-century “descriptions
”
Africa,
of
despite a complete lack of
any firm evidence for its widespread existence.
4 But he does so to
imply that, with close social and physical contact, under a scrutiny
both linguistic and political, the stereotype dissolves.
This sort of proximity does not deny the alterity of the Other.
What is contested is the complacent idea that “I already know” the
Other; that my words can adequately represent the Other; and that
it is my place and my right, as if disinterestedly, to do the repre
senting. The recognition of proximity is not a sentimental or selfserving claim to identity Nor can we claim to get behind our own
understanding to adopt an allegedly neutral position of viewing the
Other “just as it is”. But we can be alerted to the degree to which
our own projective imaginations, our own contradictions, seek to
make of the Other the negative image of ourselves.
4. See William Arena, The !vIan-Eathzg Myth (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1979) for a critique of
the mythic function of, and absence of anthropological evidence “proving,” widespread
cannibalism.
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[Masculinity; Modernity; and Homosexual Desirejt

[TJhe epistemology of Conrad’s work is explicable in terms of (so
cial) structures of male power and (psychic) structures of male de
sire. A discourse of knowledge, truth and ignorance plays a crucial
part in the maintenance of these structures, rçinforcing both mas
culine identity and male access to
while
enabling the szbolic, psyc’hrc ana social exploitation of women
This discourse clEo not siniWittribute knowledge to meiiñd i
norance to women but variably associates women with particular
forms of ignorance and knowledge in such a way as to make them
available as symbols of a rnysc
struth and objects of a secret
knowledgHhIe largely depnvmg them of the role of knowmjsllb
ject. Conrad’s texts participate in an ideological discourse which
both produces ‘truths’ about womeand piitducesoncept of
femininity constnicted as
male knowledge. This Other
is simultaneouiiy, and paidoxically, the compleiTlentary ignorance
against which male knowledge defines itself and a symbol of the ul
timate truth which, though unattainable, represents a structurally
important horizon of metaphysical knowledge. This discourse, like
many discourses which evoke ‘woman’ as an archetype, is sustained
by a willed ignorance concerning particular women. Conrad’s work
does not always uncritically reproduce such a discourse. In inviting
the reader to empathize with women characters and with male
characters who temporarily occupy a ‘feminized’ position, the fic
tion offers some critical purchase on these structures of exploita
tion, without ever fully analysing or stepping outside them.

The epistemological structure of ‘Heart of Darkness’ involves a
pair of men (Marlow and Kurtz), a group of men (Marlow and his
listeners on board the Nellie) and a pair of women (the African
woman at the Inner Station and the ‘Intended’). The pair of men is
the locus of the discovery of a hidden truth; the pair of women rep
resent the complementary exclusion, necessary to maintain the
men’s belief in the secrecy and power of that truth; the group of
men foregrounds the problematics of interpretation but also the
possibility of a wider circulation of that truth among men. The two
women, in different ways, are excluded by the text from the sub
ject-position of knowledge (that of the knower) and are made into

t From Conrad and Masculinity (New York: St. Martin’s P, 2000), pp. 121—22, 125—26,
126—28, 130—33, 134—36. Reproduced with pennission of Palgrave Macmillan. Notes
are the author’s.

