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HINUA ACHEBE

An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness, 1975

inuz Achebe* is modern Africa’s most read novelist. His Things Fall
Apart, about the impact of European missionaries in his native
Nigena at the end of the nineteenth century, is a classic that is as
widely read as Heart of Darkness. in this selection, which first took
form as an address to an American college audience in 1975, Achebe
“tackles Heart of Darkness. What is his argument? Are you persuaded?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

. Achebe is a novelist criticizing another novelist for distorting history.
Could any of Achebe’s crieicisms be directed at Orwelt? What are the
responsibilities of a novelist to historical accuracy? How does a cri-
tique of lirerature like this add to our understanding of the past?

eart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as “the other world,”
the antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where
man’s vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by trium-
phant bestiality. The book opens on the River Thames, tranquil, resting,
peacefully “at the decline of day after ages of good service done to the

* chih NOO ab ah CHEH bay

Source: Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart af Darkness,” an
emended version (1987) of the second Chancellor's Lecture ar the University of Massachu-
setts, Amherst, February 18, 1975; later published in the Massachusetts Review 18 (1977):
782-94. Reprinted in Heart of Darksiess, A Norton Critical Edition {New York: Norton,
1988), 252-54, 237-80.
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race that peopled its banks.” But the actual story y
River Congo, the very anrithesis of the Thames
quite decidedly not a River Emeritus. 1t has render;
joys no old-age pension. We are told thar “Goin
travelling back to the earliest beginnings of the wor
Is Conrad saying then thae these two rivers 5
good, the other bad? Yes, bur thar is nor the rea
ferentness that worries Conrad but the lurking
mon ancestry. For the Thames too “has been o ]
the earth.” It conquered its darkaness, of course,
and ar peace. Bur if it were to visit its primordial rels
would run the rerrible risk of hearing grotesque echgae
ten darkness, and falling victim to ap avenging r
mindless frenzy of the first beginnings. i
These suggestive echoes comprise Conrad’s famg;
African atmosphere in Heart of Darkness. In the fina]
method amounts to no more than 4 steady, ponde;
repetition of two antithetical sentences, one about sile
about frenzy. We can inspect samples of rthis on pag
present edition: a) It 1was the stilhiess of an impl,
over an inscritable intention and b) The steamer to
the edge of a black and meomprehensible frenzy.
judicious change of adjective from time to time, so'th
table, for example, vou might have unspeakable, even P
€ic., erc. -

The eagle-eyed English critic | R, Leavis drew att
to Conrad’s “adjectival insistence upon inexpressi
hensible mystery.” Thar insistence must not b
many Conrad critics have rended to do, as a mere sty
raises serious questions of artistic good faith. When
tending to record scenes, incidents, and their imp
gagedin inducing hypnoric stupor in his readers throngh
of emotive words and other forms of trickery moch m
stake than stylistic felicity. Generally normal read
detect and resist such underhand activity. Bur C
well—one which was guaranteed nor to put him j
psychological pre-disposition of his readers or rajse the
contend with their resistance. He chose the role ¢
forting myths. iy

The most interesting and revealing passages in H,
are, however, about people. I must crave the indulgenc
quote almost a whole page from abour the middl;

'See pp. 838 and 859, [Ed.{
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“urope in a steamer going down the Congo encounter
ica.

ers on a prehistoric earth, on an earth thar wore
nknown planet. We could have fancied ourselves
t’:{king possession of an accursed tnheritance, to be
v cost of profound anguish and of excessive roil. But
struggled round a bend there would be a glimpse of
ced grass-roofs, a burst of yells, a whirl of black
ands clapping, of feer stamping, of bodies sway-
inder the droop of heavy and motionless foliage.
'ﬂed along slowly on the edge of a black and incom-
v. The prehistoric man was cursing us, praving o
—who could reflz We were cut off from the com-
ur surroundings; we glided past like phantoms,
ecretty appalled, as same men would be before an

med uncarthly, We are accustomed to look upon the
a conquered monster, but there—-rthere you could
monstrous and free. Ir was unearthly and the men
they were not inhuman. Well, you know that was the
tins' suspicion of their not bz_mg inhuman. It would
U"om They howled and [capu.[ and spun and made
ut what thritled you was just the thought of their hu-
ike yours—rthe thought of your remaore kinship with this
nate uproar. Ugly. Yes, it was ugly enough, but if you
f:h vou would admit to yourself thar there was in you
est fraw of a response 1o the rerrible frankness of thar
spicion of there being a meaning in ir which vou— you
Oin _fl']L nighr of first ages——could comprehend.

1eaning of Heart of Darliiess and the fascination it
tern mind: “Whar thrilled you was just the thought of
ike yours. ... Ugly.”

us Afnui in the mass, Conrad then zeros in, half a
Ji! speuﬁu example, giving us one of his rare desunptlons of
is not just limbs or rolling eyes:

whiles T had ro look after the savage who was fire-
s an improved specimen; he could fire up a vertical
‘there below me and, upon my word, to look at him
ing as seeing a dog in a parody of breeches and a feather
g on his hind legs. A few months of training had done for
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that really fine chap. He squinted at che steam
water-gauge with an evidenr effort of intrepidiry
his teeth too, the poor devil, and the wool of hi pat
queer patierns, and three orpamental scars on'each:
He ought to have been clapping his hands and sta"mp
the bank, instead of which he was hard ar work; 3 th
witchcraft, full of improving knowledge. E

As everybody knows, Conrad is a romantic on the id
exactly admire savages clapping their hands and sta pin
they have at least the merit of being in their place
parody of breeches. For Conrad things being in th
HEMOSt importance.

“Fine fellows—cannibals—in their place,” hq
Tragedy begins when things leave their accustomed pl
leaving its safe stronghold berween the policeman anc
a peep into the heart of darkness. . . . :

The point of my observations should be quite cle
that Joseph Conrad was a thoroughgoing racist, Tha
is glossed over in criticisms of his work is due to'the
ism against Africa is such a normal way of thinking th
tions go completely unremarked. Students of Hea
often tell you that Conrad is concerned not so much v
the deterioration of one European mind caused by soli
They will point out to you that Conrad is, if anything, Jes
the Europeans in the story than he is to the natives, th
story is to ridicule Europe’s civilizing mission in ‘Africa
dent informed me in Scotland that Africa is merely a'se
integration of the mind of Mr. Kurtz.

Which is partly the point. Africa as setting and
eliminares the African as human factor. Africa as m
field devoid of all recognizable humanity, into w
European enters at his peril. Can nobody see the prepo
verse arrogance tn thus reducing Africa to the rol
break-up of one petty Furopean mind? But that
The real question is the dehumanizarion of Africa
this age-long attitude has fostered and continues to fo
And the question is whether a novel which celebrat
tion, which depersonalizes a portion of the human
great work of art. My answer is: No, it cannot. 1 do
great talents. Even Heart of Darkuess has its mem
and moments:

The reaches opened before us and closed behind
stepped leisurely across the water to bar the way fo
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the minds of the European characters is often pene-
insight. But ali that has been more than fully discussed
ars. His obvious racism has, however, not been ad-
igh time it was!

orn in 1857, the very year in which the first Anglican
£ ArTiving among my own people in Nigeria. It was cer-
ilf thar he lived his life ar a time when the reputation of
t a particularly low level. Bur even after due allow-
e for all the influences of contemporary prejudice on
ere remains still in Conrad’s attitude a residue of antipa-
ople which his peculiar psychology alone can explain. His
s first encounter with a black man is very revealing:

ous buck nigger encountered in Haiti fixed my con-
nd, furious, unreasoning rage, as manifested in the
to the end of my days. Of the nigger I used to dream
vards.

1. had a problem with niggers. His inordinate love of
hould be of interest to psychoanalysts. Sometimes his
Ackness is equally interesting as when he gives us this brief

e stood up, strode on long black fegs, waving tong

-might expect a black figure striding along on black
hite arms! Bur so unrelenting is Conrad’s obsession, . . .
nrad’s problems were, you mighe say he is now safely
nfortunately his heart of darkness plagues us snill.
n offensive and deplorable book can be described by a
ar as “among the half dozen greatest short novels in the
- And why it is today perhaps the most commonly
in twentieth-century literature courses in English
merican universities.
probable grounds on which what I have said so far
ed. The first is that it is no concern of fiction to please
om it is written. 1 will go along with that. Bur I am not
ing people. 1 am talking about a book which parades
fashion prejudices and insults from which a section of
ffered untold agonies and atrocities in the past and con-
many ways and many places today. 1 am talking about
he very humanity of black people is called in question,
be challenged on the grounds of actuality. Conrad,
down the Congo in 1890 when my own father was still
Tow could I stand up more than fifty years after his
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death and purport to contradict him? My answ
man I will not accepr just any traveller’s tales ‘sglel; O
I 'have not made the journey myself. T will not r¢ stth
a man’s very eyes when I suspect them to be-as j;
And we also happen to know rhar Conrad was, in't
rapher, Bernard C. Meyer, “notoriously inaccurar,
his own history.” .

But more important by far is the abundant testi
savages which we could pather if we were so incline
and which might lead us ro think thar these peopl
occupations besides merging into the evil forestior
stmply to plague Marlow and his dispirited band
soon after Conrad had written his book an event of f
quence was taking place in the arr world of Europe
Willett, a British art historian, describes it:

Gaugin had gone to Tahiri, the most extravagant -
turning to a non-European culture in the decade
before and after 1900, when European artisy

artistic experiences, bue it was only abour 19045
began ro make irs distinctive impact. One piece i
it is a mask thar had been given to Maurice Vlaminc
records that Derain was “speechless” and “stunned’
it, bought it from Vlaminck and in turn showed
Matisse, who were also greatly affecred by it, A
then borrowed it and had it cast in bronze. ;
twentieth century art was under way!

The mask in question was made by other savages ing
Conrad’s River Congo. They have a name too: the Fapg
without a doubt among the world’s greatest maste
form. The event Frank Willetr is referring to marked t
cubism and the infusion of new life into European a
completely out of strength. 5

The point of all this is to suggest that Conrad’s
of the Congo seems grossly inadequate even'
subjection to the ravages ot King Leopold’s Interna
the Civilization of Central Africa. '

*King Leopold Il of Belgium established the International Associs
Civilization of Central Africa in 1876, with himself as president.“The exp
particularly those of the explorer Henry Stanley {1880~1884), led 1o th
sovereignty over the Congo basin, The territory of what was 1
African Assaciation was reerganized by Leopold as the Congo Fre



