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Question: How does Heart of Darkness interpret the European ‘scramble for Africa,’ and in what ways has the novel been critiqued by postcolonial theorists?
Heart of Darkness first appeared in 1899 in Blackwood’s Magazine in three parts; it was created by Polish-born English novelist Joseph Conrad.[footnoteRef:1] In 1890 Conrad took up a position on a river steamer for Societe Anonyme pour le Commerce du Haut-Congo, where he gained first-hand experience of the Congo which was reflected in the Heart of Darkness.[footnoteRef:2] The novella recounts the story of a journey on a steamboat up a river into the heart of Africa during the scramble for Africa. In it, the sailor Marlow portrays a picture of the chaos and inefficiency of the colonial forces who are attempting to lay claim to the region. The scramble for Africa heavily involved Western European powers in the exploitation, occupation and colonisation of African territories. German chancellor Otto von Bismarck called for what is now known as the Berlin Conference 1884-1885.[footnoteRef:3] The conference resulted in the General Act of the Berlin Conference on West Africa, 26 February 1885  in which the 13 European countries and the United States agreed on terms for taking possession, colonising and trading in Africa.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  R. Kimbrough, Joseph Conrad: Heart of Darkness 3rd edition (London: W.W Norton&Company, 1988) preface.]  [2:  P. Allingham, The Victorian Web, 2000, http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/conrad/chron.html [Accessed 1 June 2019].]  [3:  M. Craven, ‘Between law and history: the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 and the logic of free trade’, London Review of International Law, 3 1 (2015), p. 31-42. ]  [4:  General Act of the Berlin Conference on West Africa, 26 February 1885 (Berlin: Government of the German Empire, 1885) https://loveman.sdsu.edu/docs/1885GeneralActBerlinConference.pdf [Accessed 2 June 2019].] 

Postcolonial theorists studying the lasting effects of colonialism on cultures and societies affected have written extensively on Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and have raised a number of issues. Many have recognised the critique of colonialism[footnoteRef:5] but more recently have also noted the underlying stereotypes of Africa and Africans that support and justify colonial expansion.[footnoteRef:6]      [5:  H. Hawkins, W. Atkinson, J. Raskin.]  [6:  C. Achebe, A. Bahuguna, P. Firchow, M. Svensson. 
] 

Conard’s Heart of Darkness is a critique of the colonial project in Africa as Conrad presents the chaos that belies the commonly held ideal of the noble and civilising influence of Europeans in Africa. However, at the same time, Conrad promotes the very stereotypes of a savage and primitive continent that represent the worst of the racist views of Europeans at the time. 
In the novella, the idea that Africa was an empty untouched continent is given through the episode involving Marlow and the map. Marlow recounts studying a map of Africa as a child putting his finger on a blank space on the map and deciding he would venture there one day.[footnoteRef:7] Conrad speaks of this in his notes during his time in Congo, where he relives the memory and notes that ‘there being the region of Stanley Falls which in ’68 was the blankest of blank spaces on the earth’s figured surface.’[footnoteRef:8] Later we see a map of Africa again when Marlow arrives to sign his contract at the Company’s offices.[footnoteRef:9] The map has coloured areas to represent different European colonial powers, but large areas of Africa appear empty. The notion that Africa was unclaimed and empty provides a justification for colonialism.  [7:  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, p. 11.]  [8:  Joseph Conrad, Conrad in the Congo in Joseph Conrad: Heart of Darkness 3rd edition. (London: W.W Norton&Company, 1988) p. 149.]  [9:  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness p .13.] 

There was a vast amount of red—good to see at any time, because one knows that some real work is done in there, a deuce of a lot of blue, a little green, smears of orange, and, on the East Coast, a purple patch, to show where the jolly pioneers of progress drink the jolly lager-beer.[footnoteRef:10]   [10: Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness p .13.] 

The red areas mentioned denote British colonies of which Marlow clearly approves, blue most likely represent France who held vast territories in Saharan West Africa and Cameroon. The orange and greens could refer to the Portuguese, Spanish, Italians or the Ottoman Empire all of whom had territories in Africa, and the jolly pioneers must mean the Germans in their eastern territory of Tanganyika coloured in purple.[footnoteRef:11] What is important to note is Marlow’s attitude to British colonisation, which follows suit of the accepted narrative of the period, that the British were doing ‘real work’ bringing improvements, efficiency and civilisation.[footnoteRef:12] The map gives a clear indication of how the continent of Africa was seen as up for grabs, and to the European, it was just colours and spaces on a map. The blank areas of the map give the impression they are waiting to be claimed. The European belief that Africa was not civilised that there was nothing there; it was just blank space ready to be taken and shaped into the European mould is clear. Scholar, Peter Firchow, describes this image as the ‘political rainbow’.[footnoteRef:13] This political rainbow, as Firchow describes, displays what is now famously known as the scramble for Africa. [11:  P. L. Ward, The Cambridge Modern History Atlas (New York, NY: The Macmillan Company, 1912).]  [12:  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness.]  [13:  P. Firchow, Envisioning Africa: Racism and Imperialism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 2015) p. 14.] 

The story raises the theme of colonialism from the very beginning, but interestingly it asks the reader to consider their own history as a colonised nation. Marlow presents colonialism as an inevitable part of human progress. With Marlow’s description of the Roman invasion of Britain, he makes it clear that he believes they were conquerors rather than colonists. His statement: ‘But these chaps were not much account, really. They were no colonists; their administration was merely a squeeze, and nothing more, I suspect. They were conquerors, and for that you want only brute force-- nothing to boast of’.[footnoteRef:14] Marlow’s description of this provides a justification that Britain was only doing what others had done before them, and that conquest and colonialization is part of the inevitable cycle of human progress.  [14:  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness p .10.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk11308963]Heart of Darkness presents a critique of the reality of colonialism. It shows how inhumane, manic and chaotic it was, it did not match up to the idea of colonialism that Europeans knew and accepted. Conrad presents his view of colonialism through the words of Marlow in the very first chapter of the book.
The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea—something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness p .10.] 

What Conrad shows us in the novella is ‘not a pretty thing’, the reader is significantly challenged to find that noble idea within the narrative he describes.[footnoteRef:16] The story can well be understood to show colonialism as irredeemable; however, Conrad’s critique of colonialism may, in fact, be rather a critique of King Leopold’s colonial enterprises in the Congo.[footnoteRef:17] Hunt Hawkins makes the point that imperialism is not the same experience where ever it is applied and that imperialism in the Congo was very different in character to the type of efficient British imperialism that Conrad idealises.[footnoteRef:18] Hawkins quotes Conrad in a letter to his editor, where he makes clear the nature of his objection.  [16:  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness p .10.]  [17:  H. Hawkins, ‘Conrad’s Critique of Imperialism in Heart of Darkness’ Modern Language Association 94 2 (1979) 286-299 (p. 290).]  [18:  Hawkins, Critique of Imperialism, p. 288. ] 

The title I am thinking of is The Heart of Darkness but the narrative is not gloomy. The criminality of inefficiency and pure selfishness when tackling the civilizing work in Africa is a justifiable idea. The subject is of our time distinct[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Hawkins, Critique of Imperialism, p. 286.] 

The civilising work in Africa is clearly not a problem for Conrad; it is the inefficiency and selfishness which he dislikes and which he depicts in his novella. Due to the characterisation of the word imperialism, it is easily misunderstood that all countries act in the same manner and follow the same specific paths which label imperialism.[footnoteRef:20] Conrad’s harsh critique of the Congo is a clear indication that not all imperialism was the same, although he does not name King Leopold II in his novella but, interpretations can now make connections between Heart of Darkness and King Leopold II’s rule over Congo. Scholars who have critiqued the Heart of Darkness such as, Jonah Raskin and Eloise Knapp Hay both argue that Conrad opposed all imperial powers, however from the beginning, Marlow presents an idealistic view although one tempered by experience.[footnoteRef:21] Marlow makes the distinction between conquerors and colonists, and as the story progresses, the reader starts to see conquerors rather than colonists in the experiences described. [20:  Hawkins, Critique of Imperialism, p. 288.]  [21:  Hawkins, Critique of Imperialism, p. 287.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk11311989]Conrad manages to show how the overarching ideas of the colonial project are perceived as virtuous and noble and that these overlay a reality which is anything but virtuous and noble. The frequent reference to their noble cause eventually forces the reader to accept the reality, which is presented in stark contrast. Marlow continually believes that their cause is a noble one; he refers to the enterprise as being noble. The idea of Marlow’s adventure as being noble is pitched at the beginning, but the reader can very quickly see through this idea. The Heart of Darkness slowly promotes the realisation of a reality at odds with the ideal. Marlow’s noble cause, as presented early in the story, along with his description of Romans being nothing more than thieves and bloody murders compared to the European colonisers, becomes irrelevant as Marlow experiences first-hand the horrors of European colonialism. 
Modern postcolonial critics have argued that the novella promotes many of the racist stereotypes held by contemporary European’s. It is essential to point out that the word racism did not exist during the time Conrad wrote his novella.[footnoteRef:22] The problem is that racist views and acts clearly went on, but the idea and concept of racism have changed and been contextualised over time.[footnoteRef:23] Early reviews of the novella very rarely touch upon the racist side of the story, but there have been a growing number of modern postcolonial theorists who now comment on the dark racist views of Heart of Darkness. Chinua Achebe’s critique highlights how racism is clearly visible to the modern audience in the ‘othering’ of Africa and African people.[footnoteRef:24] It is likely that in Conrad’s day, these views of European superiority were so deeply embedded that they were not recognised as racism as they are today.  Achebe points out several phrases which Conrad uses such as ‘the other world’ and ‘travelling back to the earliest beginning of the world’, which stereotype Africa and Africans as if they are somehow primitive and unevolved and do not belong in a civilised world.[footnoteRef:25] Achebe concludes that ‘Conrad was a bloody racist’ and it is easy to agree with this in the 21st century.[footnoteRef:26] Conard’s frequent use of the word ‘Nigger’ is proof of this.   [22:  M. Svensson, Critical responses to Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, (södertörns högskola: södertörns University, 2010) p. 6.]  [23:  Svensson, Critical responses, p. 6.]  [24:  C. Achebe, ‘An Image of Africa’, Research in African Literatures, 9 1 (1978) pp. 1-15.   ]  [25:  Achebe, Image of Africa p. 3.]  [26:  Achebe, Image of Africa p. 8.] 

Africa is presented as dark, forbidding, dangerous, savage and untamed fulfilling European stereotypes. Conrad’s voice is ambiguous regarding imperialism in the novella, but he portrays evidently how the Africans are seen by Europeans. Conrad continually describes Africans throughout the novella as being savage, barbarous and cannibalistic; the use of these words to describe Africans would have been shocking but accepted by the European readers. There is not one mention of the Congolese people being referred to as humans by Conrad.[footnoteRef:27] Africa is presented as dark and forbidding and Marlow justifies colonisation through the idea that the British are ‘bearers of a spark from the sacred fire’ to bring light to this dark and savage land.[footnoteRef:28]     [27:  A. Bahuguna, ‘Representation of Africa in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness’, academia.edu, https://www.academia.edu/13529565/Representation_of_Africa_in_Joseph_Conrads_Heart_of_Darkness. [Accessed on 5 June] p. 3. ]  [28:  Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness p. 8.] 

The subject of Heart of Darkness is, in Conrad’s own words and period ‘of our time distinct’.[footnoteRef:29] It presents a critique of a particular sort of colonialism that was wasteful and selfish, but at the same time, it promotes deeply held stereotypes of Africa and African people that in modern times would be considered racist. Africa is depicted as an empty untouched continent ready for the civilising influence of European colonists. It presents British colonialism as a virtuous and noble idea. Colonialism, as an idea, frames the entire narrative and is presented as an inevitable part of human progress. The particular colonial experience depicted, that of King Leopold II in the Congo, however, destroys any naively held view that the work of colonialism was universally effective and successful. Conrad’s depiction of the pointless, wasteful, chaotic endeavours along the river challenge the ideas of colonialism that European’s at the time knew and accepted. Despite the criticism within the novella, Conrad still appears to support the civilising work being done in Africa. Conrad’s audience are more likely to be outraged by the Belgian’s chaotic and selfish colonialism and have their own belief in British superiority confirmed than to be turned against colonialism as an idea. The racist stereotypes that depict Africa as dark, forbidding, dangerous and savage, and Africans as less than human, have been noted by many postcolonial critics. These aspects of the novella give a clear reflection of Conrad’s world in which the European nations vied for the riches of Africa. The world of his readers would have been shocked of the exposé of the worst forms of colonialism, but the subtext would leave them reassured and confident that the British had important work to do in Africa.  [29:  Hawkins, Critique of Imperialism, p. 286.] 
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