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THE MACAT LIBRARY

The Macat Library is a series of unique academic explorations of
seminal works in the humanities and social sciences — books and
papers that have had a significant and widely recognised impact on
their disciplines. It has been created to serve as much more than just a
summary of what lies between the covers of a great book. It illuminates
and explores the influences on, ideas of, and impact of that book. Our
goal is to offer a learning resource that encourages critical thinking and
fosters a better, deeper understanding of important ideas.

Each publication is divided into three Sections: Influences, Ideas, and
Impact. Each Section has four Modules. These explore every important
facet of the work, and the responses to it.

This Section-Module structure makes a Macat Library book easy to
use, but it has another important feature. Because each Macat book is
written to the same format, it is possible (and encouraged!) to cross-
reference multiple Macat books along the same lines of inquiry or
research. This allows the reader to open up interesting interdisciplinary
pathways.

To further aid your reading, lists of glossary terms and people
mentioned are included at the end of this book (these are indicated by
an asterisk [*] throughout) — as well as a list of works cited.

Macat has worked with the University of Cambridge to identify the
elements of critical thinking and understand the ways in which six
different skills combine to enable effective thinking.

Three allow us to fully understand a problem; three more give us
the tools to solve it. Together, these six skills make up the
PACIER model of critical thinking. They are:

ANALYSIS - understanding how an argument is built
EVALUATION — exploring the strengths and weaknesses of an argument
INTERPRETATION — understanding issues of meaning

CREATIVE THINKING — coming up with new ideas and fresh connections
PROBLEM-SOLVING — producing strong solutions
REASONING — creating strong arguments

To find out more, visit WWW.MACAT.COM.



CRITICAL THINKING AND AN IMAGE OF AFRICA

Primary critical thinking skill: CREATIVE THINKING
Secondary critical thinking skill: INTERPRETATION

Few works of scholarship have so comprehensively recast an existing debate as
Chinua Achebe’s essay on Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Achebe — a highly
distinguished Nigerian novelist and university teacher —looked with fresh eyes
at a novel that was set in Africa, but in which Africans appear only as onlookers
or as indistinguishable “savages”. Dismissing the prevailing portrayal of Joseph
Conrad as a liberal hero whose anti-imperialist views insulated him from
significant criticism, Achebe re-cast the Polish author as a “bloody racist” in an
analysis so cogent it changed the way in which his discipline looked not only at
Conrad, but also at all works with settings indicative of racial conflict.

The creative contribution of Achebe’s essay lies in delving far beneath the
surface of Conrad’s novel; he not only generated new and highly influential
hypotheses about the author’s modes of thought and motivations, but also
redefined the entire debate over Heart of Darkness. Just because the novel had
been accepted into the “canon”, and now falls into the class of“permanent
literature”, Achebe says, does not mean we should not question it closely — or
criticize its author.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR OF THE ORIGINAL WORK

Born in 1930 in British-ruled Nigeria, Chinua Achebe was among the
most original and remarkable writers and literary figures of twentieth-
century Africa. His 1958 novel Things Fall Apart has sold eight million
copies and was translated into 50 languages. His academic career, above all
in America, was no less spectacular. His unapologetic assertion in 1975 that
Joseph Conrad’s acclaimed 1899 novel Heart of Darkness concealed a
hitherto unsuspected racism sparked an academic debate that decisively
changed the course of what became known as postcolonial theory. To the
end of his life in 2013, Achebe remained a passionate advocate for the
right of the authentic voice of Africa to be heard.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS OF THE ANALYSIS

Dr Clare Clarke holds a PhD in English literature from Queen’s
University Belfast, specialising in Victorian literature. She currently teaches
nineteenth-century literature at Trinity College Dublin.

ABOUT MACAT
GREAT WORKS FOR CRITICAL THINKING

Macat is focused on making the ideas of the world’s great thinkers
accessible and comprehensible to everybody, everywhere, in ways that
promote the development of enhanced critical thinking skills.

It works with leading academics from the world’s top universities to
produce new analyses that focus on the ideas and the impact of the most
influential works ever written across a wide variety of academic disciplines.
Each of the works that sit at the heart of its growing library is an enduring
example of great thinking. But by setting them in context — and looking
at the influences that shaped their authors, as well as the responses they
provoked — Macat encourages readers to look at these classics and
game-changers with fresh eyes. R eaders learn to think, engage and
challenge their ideas, rather than simply accepting them.



‘Macat offers an amazing first-of-its-kind tool for
interdisciplinary learning and research. Its focus on works
that transformed their disciplines and its rigorous approach,
drawing on the world’s leading experts and educational institutions,
opens up a world-class education to anyone.

Andreas Schleicher
Director for Education and Skills, Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development

‘Macat is taking on some of the major challenges in university
education ... They have drawn together a strong team of active
academics who are producing teaching materials that are
novel in the breadth of their approach’

Prof Lord Broers,
former Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cambridge

“The Macat vision is exceptionally exciting. It focuses
upon new modes of learning which analyse and explain seminal texts
which have profoundly influenced world thinking and so social and
economic development. It promotes the kind of critical thinking
which is essential for any society and economy.
This is the learning of the future’
Rt Hon Charles Clarke, former UK Secretary of State for Education

‘The Macat analyses provide immediate access to the critical
conversation surrounding the books that have shaped their
respective discipline, which will make them an invaluable resource
to all of those, students and teachers, working in the field’
Professor William Tronzo, University of California at San Diego



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


http://taylorandfrancis.com

WAYS IN TO THE TEXT

KEY POINTS

e Chinua Achebe (1930-2013) was one of the most
important and celebrated African writers of the twentieth
century.

e Achebe’s essay “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness” was a powerful attack on the Polish
British novelist Joseph Conrad’s* famed 1899 novel
Heart of Darkness. Achebe claimed the novel supported
colonialism* and imperialism* —political and social
philosophies that define empire-building—and had racist
undertones.

e The essay challenges the widely held view that Conrad’s
novel is a masterpiece of anti-colonialist literature—as a
result it has become a cornerstone of writing on Heart of
Darkness and of postcolonial criticism* more generally.

Who Was Chinua Achebe?

Chinua Achebe, the author of “An Image of Africa: Racism in
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness” (1977), was one of the most widely read,
studied, and honored African writers of the twentieth century. He was
born in colonial Nigeria in 1930 so had firsthand experience of
colonialism—the social, political, and economic phenomenon by
which several European nations established control over nations in



Macat Analysis of Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa”

other parts of the world. Nigeria’s tribes and territories lived under
British control from 1885 until 1960.

Nevertheless, Achebe had a relatively privileged upbringing and
education. He was educated at Government College in Umuahia, a
renowned institution based on the British private school model. It
provided Achebe with a first-rate education but simultaneously
opened his eyes to the desire of the colonialists to stifle native language
and culture.

Achebe later won a scholarship to study at University College at
Ibadan, Nigeria, then an affiliate of the University of London. He
began working for the Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation and,
during this time, wrote his first novel, Things Fall Apart (1958), a story
about the effects of colonialism on life in a traditional village life,
articulated from an African perspective. Things Fall Apart became one
of the most important works of African fiction in English and won
Achebe international recognition.

Achebe taught at the University of Nigeria and at various North
American universities, including the University of Massachusetts. He
published a number of highly regarded novels set in Nigeria, as well as
numerous influential works of criticism exposing colonialist biases in
English fiction. Throughout his career, he argued for the importance
of African literature and remained an outspoken public figure on
African politics, particularly on the Biafran War* (1967-70), a bloody
civil war in which millions of Nigerians died.

Achebe died in 2013 at the age of 82.

What Does “An Image of Africa” Say?

In “An Image of Africa,” Achebe proposes that in his critically
acclaimed novel Heart of Darkness, the Polish British novelist Joseph
Conrad fundamentally misrepresents his African characters so that
they reinforce perceptions of African people, culture,and environment
as savage and prehistoric. The essay, a criticism of the negative
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Ways In to the Text

representation of Africa in Western culture, was first delivered as a
lecture at the University of Massachusetts in February 1975 and
subsequently published.

Achebe suggests that, in the West, there is a psychological need to
think of Africa in terms of negative opposition to Europe—that is, as a
place essentially uncivilized, savage, and bestial. The dominance of
these overused categorizations in Western culture in turn serves to
reaffirm Europe’s status as Africa’s opposite: as civilized, refined, and
humane.

In order to demonstrate this tendency, Achebe turns to Conrad’s
novel to expose the author’s depiction of African characters as savage
and brutal. Through a highly critical reading of Heart of Darkness,
Achebe identifies the influence of colonialism in Conrad’ fiction.
Achebe asks his audience to consider whether Conrad’s novel
promotes racist views of Africa, and to reflect on its wider implications.
How can we support and celebrate art that fundamentally
dehumanizes people?

The question poses a challenge to a Western audience of ordinary
readers and academics invested in the highly regarded works of art that
compose the Western canon® (the body of literature considered by
scholars to be worthy of academic study and criticism). Achebe
suggests that, by not critically considering the racist and colonialist
attitudes in classic texts like Heart of Darkness, critics and readers are
tacitly supporting those attitudes. How, he asks, can a text that
circulates racist and colonialist attitudes towards the non-Western
world ever be considered a great work of art?

Achebe argues that the racism in Conrads novel had been
overlooked simply because of the quality of Conrad’s writing. While
Achebe was a great admirer of Conrad, he was troubled by the way his
writing concealed damaging representations of Africa and how these
had, until then, remained unnoticed in critical assessments. Achebe’s
text aimed to create a new space that allowed for the critical evaluation

11



Macat Analysis of Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa”

of novels such as Conrad’s by bringing the issues of race and
colonialism to the fore. In this way, he anticipated the burgeoning
discipline of postcolonial criticism (a form of cultural criticism that
addresses the various legacies of colonialism) and the analysis of the
cultural experience of colonization it offers. Furthermore, “An Image
of Africa” put forward an alternative narrative of the African continent
and its people to counter the one presented by Conrad and the West
more widely. The essay has an underlying desire to correct what
Achebe saw as mistaken perceptions of Africa and to give African
writers their own voice.

Why Does “An Image of Africa” Matter?

With “An Image of Africa,” Achebe became the first critic to challenge
the consensus that Conrad’s Heart of Darkness was an important anti-
colonialist text and a novel worthy of canonical status. As a result, the
essay has come to occupy a significant place amongst works of
revisionist literary criticism (that is, works that seek to challenge
readings, critical approaches, and assumptions traditionally accepted
with little question).

Achebe’s singling out of Conrad highlights a wider problem of the
representation of Africa in the dominant Western European mindset at
the end of the nineteenth century. The essay challenged assumptions
about civilization and culture that were embedded in modern critical
approaches, and argued against the understanding that the set of ideals
advanced in Conrad’s book were universal. It was a daring proposition.

“An Image of Africa” is one of the first works to recognize the
influence of colonialism on fiction. It is an extremely provocative text
and has continued to be divisive and controversial. Since its publication,
the author of practically every critical work on Conrad has felt
compelled to either agree or take issue with Achebe’s views. What is
undeniable is the essay’s significant place in the roll of literary criticism.
In terms of its broader influence upon postcolonial studies and theory,

12



Ways In to the Text

which specifically address the various legacies of colonialism, few
postcolonial critics would deny the importance and impact of Achebe’s
initial critical inquiry, but—as in the realm of literary criticism—not
everyone has fully agreed with all its arguments. The postcolonial
scholar Edward Saids* Culture and Imperialism (1993), for instance, in
which Said evaluates various classic works of literature in the light of
their responses to colonialism and race, is also critical of Conrad. But
Said does not go as far as Achebe; rather more moderately, he suggests
that while Conrad’s writing employs racial epithets, his views must be
understood in the context of dominant and widespread late-Victorian
attitudes to race and empire.

The text’s enduring importance rests in its fundamental defense of
a universal notion of human integrity. “An Image of Africa” is a work
that compels us as readers to change our sense of what we are by
restoring a sense of humanity, and challenging those narratives that
question the humanity of Africans.

13



SECTION 1
INFLUENCES



THE AUTHOR AND THE
HISTORICAL CONTEXT

KEY POINTS

e Chinua Achebe’s criticism of Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart
of Darkness as racist marked a watershed moment in both
literary criticism and the development of postcolonial*
theory, which critically addresses the legacies of
colonialism.*

e Born in Nigeria while the country and its tribes were under
British rule, Achebe experienced racism while growing up.

e Achebe’s lecture came at a time of increasing political
and social upheaval as African nations claimed their
independence from the European nations that had
colonized them, making Achebe part of the burgeoning
scholarly tradition now known as postcolonial theory.

Why Read This Text?
With “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,”
Chinua Achebe became the first critic to challenge the consensus that
Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness (1899) was an important anti-
colonialist text and a novel worthy of canonical® status—that is, a
defining work in the tradition of Western literature. “An Image of
Africa”was first delivered as a lecture at the University of Massachusetts
in February 1975; an amended version was later published as an essay
in The Massachusetts Review and in a collection of Achebe’s essays titled
Hopes and Impediments (1988).1

Before Achebe’s “An Image of Africa,” Heart of Darkness was
regarded as a classic anti-colonialist text. Following a trip to Africa,
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Macat Analysis of Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa”

66 Coming of age in the 1950s during a significant
moment between the waning of the traditional and
stable Igbo culture, and Nigeria’s independence,
modernization, fracture and fragmentation, Achebe
has endured the disruption of his own life by exile,
and witnessed the imprisonment and even death of his
friends. But without self-pity or bitterness, he has said
that artists ‘who live at the crossroads are lucky’. 99

Elaine Showalter, “The Man Booker Prizes”

Conrad was ambivalent about the European colonizing mission on
the continent, having witnessed firsthand the dehumanizing effects of
colonialism on native populations. In many ways, Heart of Darkness is
an examination of the effects of colonialism’s economic and social
exploitation that fundamentally questions European civilization,
progress, and even humanity. However, while Achebe agreed that
Conrad was critical of colonialism, he went against the prevailing
critical opinion and argued that the novelist was in fact “a
thoroughgoing racist” in his depiction of Africans.? For Achebe, this
aspect of Conrads work had previously been “glossed over” 3 by
critics and he asked for Conrad’s attitudes to race to be reexamined,
particularly given that Heart of Darkness was considered to be “among
the half-dozen greatest short novels in the English language.”* Because
of its racist characteristics, Achebe suggested that Conrad’s novel
should cease to be regarded as a prestigious classic. He also boldly
suggested that many professors of English and literary critics were,
unwittingly or not, guilty of reinforcing and perpetuating racist views.

Achebe’s“An Image of Africa” marked a watershed both in literary
criticism and the development of postcolonial theory, which is the
scholarly response to, and analysis of, the social, political, and cultural
legacies of colonialism and imperialism—issues that are central to

16



Section 1: Influences; Module 1: The Author and the Historical Context

Achebe’s work. Gayatri Spivak,* a key postcolonial theorist, has called
“An Image of Africa” “the first significant essay of postcolonial
criticism.”® Achebe’s highly controversial and influential essay has
since become a cornerstone not just of critical thinking about
Conrad’s novel but of postcolonial criticism more generally.

Author’s Life

Born in the West African nation of Nigeria in 1930, Achebe
experienced colonialism and attendant racism personally. Although
brought up in one of the Christian faith’s two major branches, having
an evangelical Protestant minister for a father, Achebe also had access
to and a great interest in the Igbo* culture of south eastern Nigeria.
He was educated at Government College in Umuahia, a prestigious
institution modeled on elite British private schools and funded by the
colonial administration. The school provided Achebe with an excellent
education, but it also opened his eyes to the ways in which the
colonialists smothered native language and culture. The only language
allowed at the school was English, which Achebe saw as a means for
colonial administrators to impose their sovereignty over children by
making them “put away their different mother tongues and
communicate in the language of their colonizers.’®

Achebe won a scholarship to study at the University College at
Ibadan, Nigeria, then an affiliate of the University of London, from
which he graduated in 1954. He went on to work for the Nigerian
Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) as director of external broadcasting
in Lagos, then the nation’s capital, where he completed his first novel,
Things Fall Apart (1958).

Achebe was appointed a senior research fellow at the University of
Nigeria in 1967. He subsequently taught at various North American
universities, including the University of Massachusetts (UMass), the
University of Virginia, University of California Los Angeles (UCLA),
Bard College, and Brown. He won numerous scholarly prizes and
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Macat Analysis of Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa”

honors. He was also involved in publishing ventures to promote
African writing, most notably from 1962 to 1987 when he was
founding editor of the British publisher Heinemann’s “ African Writers
Series,” which has issued several hundred titles. In addition, Achebe
was an outspoken public figure on African politics, particularly on the
Biafran War* (1967-70), where he supported the independence of the

state of Biafra from the Nigerian federation.

Author’s Background

A period of political and social upheaval followed the wave of
decolonization that swept Africa in the 1950s and 1960s, as African
nations struggled for independence from the European nations that
governed them. This period also saw the emergence of a number of
works of criticism that influenced the trajectory of what is now called
postcolonial theory, and which influenced Achebe’s work, including
the Martinique-born thinker Frantz Fanon’s* Black Skin, White Masks
(1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961), and the Tunisian critic
Albert Memmi’s* The Colonizer and the Colonized (1965).

The era in which Achebe’s lecture was delivered (the mid-1970s)
was a time of political and social upheaval in the United States, marked
by the emergence of interrelated political movements intent on
challenging dominant ideas about identity, race, gender, and class. In
their efforts to promote equality for marginalized identities,
movements such as black nationalism® (a political movement that
advocated self~-determination for Americans of African descent), the
feminist* and gay rights* movements, which advocated equal rights
for women and homosexuals, and the campaign against the American
war in Vietnam* (1955-75) challenged the same kinds of dominant
cultural and political ideas that informed late-nineteenth-century
imperial discourse (roughly, debates and assumptions, and the language
used to conduct them). These movements were slowly starting to
penetrate the academic world, as Achebe’s presence on the faculty at
the University of Massachusetts demonstrates.
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NOTES
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ACADEMIC CONTEXT

KEY POINTS

e Joseph Conrad’s* Heart of Darkness was inspired by the
author’s negative experience as a merchant sailor on the
Congo River.

e Achebe believed Conrad’s novel occupied a privileged
place in writing about Africa.

e Early classroom encounters with literature about Africa
sparked off Achebe’s thinking about race and colonial
history that would later influence his writing—and which
would in turn become central to postcolonial* critical
thought.

The Work in its Context
When considering Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa: Racism in
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness” in context, it is more important to position
it in relation to the culture—and the particular representative of that
culture—that he was writing against than to place it in any academic
field. Achebe’s criticism was first and foremost directed at the cultural,
educational, and intellectual institutions that propagated the heritage
of colonialism. Central to this heritage was a pervasive liberal idea—an
idea founded on a political philosophy that emphasizes individuality
and personal liberty—that the world could be put right through
human eftort. This idea underlines the colonial experience that led
directly to the novel that inspired Achebe’s response, Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness.

Before turning to writing, Conrad had spent years as a sailor in the
French and British merchant navies. In 1890 he was appointed captain

20
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6¢ They howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid
faces; but what thrilled you was just the thought of their
humanity—Ilike yours—the thought of your remote
kinship with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly.??

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

of a Belgian riverboat on the Congo River in Africa. Encountering
frequent looting and terrible treatment of the native population, the
experience was overwhelmingly negative. It continued to weigh on
Conrad’s mind and shaped Heart of Darkness, which he wrote 10 years
after his trip.

The novel is narrated by English seaman Charles Marlow, also the
authors alter-ego.* Employed by a Belgian organization to captain a
riverboat on the Congo, Marlow travels to meet a mysterious ivory
trader named Kurtz; en route, he witnesses the brutal treatment of
natives at the organization’s outposts. The cruelty he experiences leads
to a fundamental questioning of the nature of European imperialism*
in Africa but, more deeply, it also forces Marlow to examine man’s
capacity for barbarity towards his fellow human beings.

In Heart of Darkness, Conrad takes on this question of human
barbarity, and the novel develops a compelling series of comparisons
between civilization and savagery, between light and darkness. White
travelers and settlers, as much as native Africans, are capable of
unspeakable acts of cruelty that plunge the human soul into darkness.
On one level, the novel criticizes imperialism as being predicated
upon acts of savagery, but similarly the writing of the novel was
triggered by the Benin Massacre® of 1897, in which a British mission
was slaughtered in Benin, west Africa. In the novel, reports of African
barbarism abound, culminating in Kurtz’s report for the International
Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs, in which he
recommends: “Exterminate all the brutes!”

21



Macat Analysis of Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa”

Overview of the Field

The novel’s journey of discovery has been read as a critique of Western
imperialism just as this social and historical phenomenon was nearing
its peak. Achebe challenges this, however, criticizing the work’s
morality over its aesthetic merits, and arguing that it celebrates the
dehumanization of the human race. Heart of Darkness carries a
significant symbolic significance for Achebe, as he felt personally
challenged by the text. Both Heart of Darkness and Conrad himself
occupied privileged places in European writing about Africa. Critics
such as the American thinker James Clifford praised Conrad as an
admirable anthropologist and his work as a model of ethnography for
representing “a subjective position and a historical site of narrative
authority that truthfully juxtaposes different truths’

It was this revered status that Achebe found particularly
problematic. He explains that “Conrad ... is undoubtedly one of the
great stylists of modern fiction and a good storyteller into the bargain.
His contribution therefore falls automatically into a different class—
permanent literature—read and taught and constantly evaluated by
serious academics.”? Following its inclusion in the influential British
literary critic E R. Leavis’s* The Great Tradition (1948), Conrad’s novel
was considered by scholars of literature to occupy an important place
within the canon® of great English literature, and Conrad came to be
named as one of the tradition’s greatest and most important novelists.
In his discussion of Conrad’s novel, however, Leavis does not mention
the novel’s imperialist context. Achebe felt that this kind of omission
was symptomatic of the novel’s place in the canon, which was “so
secure” that it existed in a place that shielded it from critical
reassessment. Only from this point, from a position of untouchability,
was it possible to question the entire construction and preservation of
the canon of high literature.
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Section 1: Influences; Module 2: Academic Context

Academic Influences

A series of intellectual encounters experienced by Achebe were more
significant in the shaping of “An Image of Africa” than direct academic
influences. In his memoirs, Achebe describes his realization that his
schoolboy interpretation of Conrad’s novel had been wrong. He was
horrified by his new understanding of the novel’s representations of
race: “T did not see myself as an African in those books. I took sides
with the white men against the savages ... The savages arrayed against
him were sinister and stupid, never anything higher than cunning. I
hated their guts. But a time came when I reached the appropriate age
and realized that these writers had pulled a fast one on me! I was not
on Marlow’s boat steaming up the Congo in Heart of Darkness; rather,
I was one of those unattractive beings jumping up and down on the
riverbank, making horrid faces.”*

Achebe’s later experiences at University College in the southern
Nigerian city of Ibadan were highly formative for him, particularly for
his future career as a writer. Neither Africa nor African humanity were
central subjects of critical study in any of the courses Achebe studied
for his humanities degree. Indeed, Achebe has suggested that driving
his desire to become a novelist and critic was in part his experience in
a classroom confrontation over the Anglo-Irish novelist Joyce Cary’s*
Mister Johnson (1939), a novel dealing with Nigeria’s colonial regime.
Achebe was infuriated by the perspective on his homeland, which he
believed to be Eurocentric* (written with the assumption that its
audience shared its European sensibilities and focus).* Mister Johnson ...
was praised so much, and it was clear to me that this was a most
superficial picture not only of the country, but even of the Nigerian
character and so I thought if this was famous, then perhaps someone
ought to try and look at this from the inside”®

These classroom encounters with literature about Africa seem to
have sparked off the thinking that led to Achebe’s composition of “An
Image of Africa.” The desire to look from the inside is the driving
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force in both his reading and writing. He sets out to engage in an
entirely new way of reading critically against these discourses and his
eventual aim is to give shape through writing to a counter-reality that
stands against the version of the reality of African that had been
disseminated for so long.

NOTES

1 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1988), 99.

2 Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness,” Massachusetts Review 18, no. 4 (1977): 783.

Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 783.

4 Chinua Achebe, The Education of a British-Protected Child (London: Penguin,
2011), 87.

5 Chinua Achebe, in Dennis Duerden and Cosmo Pieterse, eds, African
Writers Talking: A Collection of Interviews (London: Heinemann, 1972), 4.
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THE PROBLEM

KEY POINTS

e The core question Chinua Achebe addresses is whether a
text that reproduces (and implicitly promotes) colonialist*
and racist attitudes towards the non-Western world can
ever be considered great.

e At the time of Achebe’s lecture, several African writers
were beginning to examine the experience of colonization
in Africa.

e Achebe’s work occupies an important place in revisionist
literary criticism (i.e., literary criticism that challenges
orthodox assumptions).

Core Question

In““An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” Chinua
Achebe asks his audience to consider whether Joseph Conrad’s* 1899
novel Heart of Darkness is racist. He asks readers to examine the ways in
which Conrad presents Africa and Africans and evaluate these
representations for racist and colonialist attitudes. Achebe also asks his
audience to reassess the inclusion of Heart of Darkness in the Western
canon.” Achebe’s central claim takes the form of a challenge, asking
his Western audience to consider “whether a novel which celebrates
this dehumanization, which depersonalizes a portion of the human
race, can be called a great work of art.”?

Achebe’s answer to this question is powerful and definitive:“No, it
cannot. I would not call that man an artist, for example, who composes
an eloquent instigation to one people to fall upon another and destroy
them. No matter how striking his imagery or how beautiful his
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66 Heart 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 triumphant
bestiality. 72

Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness”

cadences fall such a man is no more a great artist than another may be
called a priest who reads the mass backwards or a physician who
poisons his patients.”2

Although Achebe admires Conrad’s writing, he proposes that
what ultimately counts is more than a simple question of aesthetics
(that is, the surface properties that might be considered “beautiful” or
“ugly”). For Achebe, this is a question that extends beyond Conrad
and the text itself, and concerns Western academia more widely and its
literary establishment. It is not so much an assessment of what
constitute greatness, as a criticism of the institutions that reproduce
(and implicitly promote) colonialist and racist attitudes towards the
non-Western world, even as they think they are doing the opposite.

The Participants

“An Image of Africa” is part of a wider body of scholarship addressing
the processes of nineteenth-century colonization and mid-twentieth-
century decolonization® on native Africans. The questions asked by
Achebe can be seen as an extension of the sorts of queries posed by a
number of earlier writers on the experiences of being colonized, such
as the Martinque-born psychiatrist and cultural critic Frantz Fanon’s*
Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth (1961),
and the Tunisian thinker Albert Memmis* The Colonizer and the
Colonized (1965). For instance, Achebe’s analysis of the West’s
imagination of Africa as a negative projection of itself draws on the
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psychoanalytic* model of colonialism proposed by Fanon, to argue
that European depictions of colonies as the “Other” are symptomatic
of the West’s own cultural neuroses.

Achebe built on Fanon’s application of a “moral dualism” to
colonial relations. To explain, the philosophical term “Manichaean
dualism” describes the belief that an action or a state might be either

3

“good” or “evil” For Fanon, the experience of colonization was
constructed in these terms, with an essential opposition between the
colonizer and the colonized, in which each group is respectively set up
as “self” and “Other,” white and black, and—finally—good and evil.

Fanon’s The Whetched of the Earth, written at the time of the
Algerian* struggle for independence from colonial rule, explores the
psychological effects of colonization on the colonized people. Fanon
criticizes the African nationalist Leopold Senghor’s* vision of an
independent Africa, arguing that it is still entangled in European
colonial terms. Fanon believes that, contrary to his purpose, Senghor
has accepted the basic premise of colonization—the inferiority of the
colonized—and that this is an unacceptable point from which to form
a collective sense of national African identity. Fanon proposes instead
that any attempt to redress colonial discourse must be carried out on
its own terms, not by engaging with—and therefore giving credibility
to—ideas received from Europeans.

The Contemporary Debate
The purpose of Fanon’s criticism of Senghor is to show us how
negative views of Africa are deeply embedded—even those from an
African perspective—when filtered through European expectations.
At the time Senghor was living in Paris and Fanon suggested that this
shaped his perception of Africa, even of his own identity. The main
question he asked was, therefore, is it possible to discover a truthful
African identity through a European perspective?

‘While Achebe shared this preoccupation with Fanon, his approach
was more academic than political. If the most important literary texts
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that explore the questions of African experience and identity—in this
case, Conrad’s novel—present a fundamentally negative view, what is
the consequence for African readers? How does this affect the
formation of their own identity and feelings of worth if the only
notable representations they have of themselves are as subjugated
peoples?

Texts like Fanon’s and Achebe’s brought about a fundamental
questioning of the Western canon that would undermine its former
preeminence. More importantly, it was also being cast in a new light.
Following these developments, the canon could no longer be
represented as a repository of high values once these had been
connected to a history of imperial violence and racism.

Scholars began to concentrate on the fact that many great works of
art and literature advanced negative attitudes towards certain
geographic regions and ethnic groups. Works such as the Caribbean
novelist Jean Rhyss* Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) anticipated “An Image
of Africa” by brightly illuminating the racism implicit in the British
novelist Charlotte Brontés* novel Jane Eyre (1847), and arguing that
such novels created the cultural preconditions necessary for both
enabling and sustaining the British empire. Rhys rewrote the life of
Bertha, a creole woman (that is, a woman of mixed European and
black descent) described in animalistic and villainous terms in Bronté’s
novel, in order to give her story a voice of her own. The wider
implication is to give Caribbean people—and, by extension, any
people with a history of being colonized—the opportunity to tell
their own story and narrate their own history, rather than simply
inherit versions of their lives as seen in colonial narratives.

NOTES

1 Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness,” Massachusetts Review 18, no. 4 (1977): 788.

2  Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 788-789.
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THE AUTHOR’S CONTRIBUTION

KEY POINTS

e Chinua Achebe aimed to challenge the critical consensus
of Joseph Conrad’s* novel Heart of Darkness by exposing
its racist tendencies.

e To undermine the negative image of Africa portrayed by
Conrad, Achebe constructed Africa as a real place with a
sophisticated history.

e Achebe built on work on the phenomenon of decolonization
to question the formation of cultural canons* (traditions in
which certain artistic productions are awarded a particular
status).

Author’s Aims

Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness” was intended to urge critics, students, and educators to
consider the representation of Africa and African people in literature
and to recognize the influence of colonial® ideology on fiction. It
aims to encourage the questioning of assumptions about Africa
prevalent in European thought by forcefully challenging the critical
consensus of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness as an important anti-colonialist
text. Achebe proposes that Conrad’s celebrated critique of
imperialism* is flawed, suggesting that it is still rooted in discourses
that call attention to racial difference between white and black. He
argues that “Conrad saw and condemned the evil of imperial
exploitation but was strangely unaware of the racism on which it
sharpened its iron tooth.”* Achebe thus places Conrad firmly on the
side of racism: the fundamental idea sustaining all colonialism.
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¢¢ Sometimes his [Conrad’s] fixation on blackness is truly
overwhelming. 99

Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness”

Achebe is relentless in his criticism of Conrad, and does not even
concede that he can be forgiven for reflecting the social views of a
bygone era. He cites contemporaries of Conrad’s such as the Spanish
artist Pablo Picasso® and the French artists Henri Matisse® and
Maurice de Vlaminck® to contrast their views. Achebe recalls
Vlaminck receiving an African mask made by the Fang tribe—a native
people living just north of the Congo River—in 1905, and
subsequently showing it to Matisse, the sculptor André Derain,* and
Picasso, all of whom were “greatly affected by it”? For Achebe, this
mask illustrates that the native people living around the Congo in the
late-nineteenth century were much more highly evolved and cultured
than Conrad allows. But more importantly, this anecdote serves to
illustrate that Conrad’s negative depiction of Africa and Africans was
not innocent. Achebe wants to show that Conrad chose Africa
because it could be represented as an antithetical (that is, an opposite
and negative) image of Europe and its perceived idea of civilization.
Achebe’s object of criticism s, therefore, much bigger than just
Conrad himself: it is the institutions, ideologies, and beliefs of Western
culture. He aims, in essence, to tear apart Western knowledge of the
rest of the world and the ways in which the West comes to know other
people and other cultures.

Approach

In order to expose Conrad as a racist, Achebe sets out to undermine
Conrad’s readings of Africa as truthful. Achebe does not so much
perform a close critical reading of Heart of Darkness as simply allow
Conrad’s views about Africa to speak for themselves. He is systematic
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and logical in his approach. First, he suggests that Conrad reduces Africa
to a mere backdrop against which to stage a solely European story, in
which only European characters play roles of any significance. Achebe
suggests that both the African geography and its people are represented
as another world, and that this depiction is empty and vague, without
any truthful substance. To counter this ornamental representation of
Africa, Achebe articulates a vision of Africa in which it becomes a real
place again, not simply a prop that supports a story for the audience in
another place.

The process begins by subverting the metaphors in Conrad’s title.
Conrad’s “Heart”—which can be read as an essence, or essential
understanding, of Africa—is replaced by “Image,” which calls attention
to its status as a representation and, thus, an artificial construction.
Similarly, the abstract “Darkness” becomes a concrete place,“Africa.” In
this way, Achebe turns the symbolic back into the real place from
which Conrad created his inauthentic, biased, and unrepresentative
image. It is an image that, in Achebe’s eyes,“amounts to no more than a
steady, ponderous, fake-ritualistic repetition of two sentences, one about
silence and the other about frenzy”™® In this way, Achebe offers an
evaluation of how Conrad’s representation of Africa and Africans fails to
satisfy realistic criteria, and simply reproduces convenient tales that
serve to sustain Africa’s global position as an inferior backdrop to
Europe civilization.

Contribution in Context

With his lecture and subsequent essay, Achebe challenged many of the
prevailing critical opinions on the novel and ideas about the Western
canon. It is important to consider Achebe’s lecture within its academic
context in order to understand just how daring, controversial, and
original it was.“An Image of Africa”—delivered in 1975 to an audience
of students and faculty staff at the University of Massachusetts—came at
a time before non-Western literature was widely studied and
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postcolonial* approaches taught. Achebe’s lecture called into question
the utility, and arguably the morality, of the prevailing methods of
studying literature and constructing canons. Achebe was also boldly
suggesting that many professors of English and literary critics were
(albeit unwittingly) guilty of reinforcing and perpetuating racist views.
And finally, he was of course criticizing a “classic” of the Western canon,
arguing that a text considered anti-colonialist for decades was in fact
just the opposite and, moreover, extremely racist.

‘While undoubtedly an original text, Achebe’s lecture nevertheless
shared ideas and questions that had been in circulation within
scholarship for the previous two decades or so on the processes of
colonization and decolonization® (the works of Frantz Fanon,* for
example). Later, however, Heart of Darkness had come to be regarded as
a key anti-colonialist text. In The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad (1963),
literary critic Eloise Knapp Hay reads the novel as “a vehement
denunciation of imperialism and racism.”® Another literary critic,
Arnold Kettle, went even further, suggesting that it is “perhaps the most
horrifying description of imperialism ever written.”®

NOTES

1 Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,”
Massachusetts Review 18, no. 4 (1977): 794.

2 Frank Willett, quoted by Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 791.
3 Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 783-784.

4 Eloise Knapp Hay, The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad (Chicago: Chicago
University Press, 1963), 112.

5 Armold Kettle, An Introduction to the English Novel, vol. 2 (London:
Hutchinson, 1953), 64.
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MAIN IDEAS

KEY POINTS

e The key themes in “An Image of Africa” are the need for
those in the West to set up Africa and Europe as opposites;
Joseph Conrad’s* racism; and the questioning of the
Western canon.*

e Achebe’s overall argument is the apparent need in the
West to see Africa as inherently uncivilized and bestial so
as to shore up Western notions of itself as civilized and
refined.

e  “AnImage of Africa” is tightly focused on its aims and does
not stray far from the main subject. The result is a deeply
personal, passionate, and provocative piece of writing.

Key Themes

In “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” Chinua
Achebe proposes that in Western societies there 1s a need to conceive
of Africa as inherently uncivilized and bestial in order to reinforce
Europe’ idea of itself as civilized and refined. In other words, Achebe
argues that the book sets up a view of Africa as a psychological opposite
against which Europe can be measured to its advantage. Achebe turns
to Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness to illustrate this tendency,
exposing Conrad’s portrayal of natives as savage and brutal.

Achebe’s argument is brought together by several key themes. First,
the apparent need for many in the West to portray Africa and Europe
as opposing entities comprising different values. Second, Conrad’s
own racism, as demonstrated by his dehumanization of the African
characters in the novel, and the broader implications of the tacit
acceptance of commonplace racism of this kind within the Western
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¢¢ It is the desire—one might indeed say the need—in
Western psychology to set Africa up as a foil to Europe,
a place of negations at once remote and vaguely
familiar in comparison with which Europe’s own state
of spiritual grace will be manifest. ??

Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness”

canon. Third, the question of whether a work of literature that
dehumanizes a whole section of the human race should be considered
a great work of art. And finally, the extent to which attitudes to race in
works such as Conrad’s need to be recognized and redressed.

Exploring the Ideas

“An Image of Africa” begins with an anecdote about how a number
of people whom Achebe has encountered have expressed surprise that
African literature is studied at universities in the West. From here,
Achebe goes on to state that he believes this is because of a prevailing
Western assumption that measures Africa only in relation to Europe—
Europe as civilized and well-known, and Africa as uncivilized and
mysterious. Achebe goes on to argue that he believes Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness provides one of the best illustrations of this tendency. Achebe
illustrates his claim that Conrad is a racist with close analysis of the
novel’s representation of African natives.

For Achebe, Conrad’s descriptions rely too heavily on the words
“nigger” and “black,” and similarly portray Africans as devoid of
humanity, often devoid of language.* Although Conrad is a product of
his time and is critical of imperialism,* Achebe argues that the novelist
is blind to his own racism. Achebe goes on to relate this analysis of
Conrad to his concern that the novel has been given elevated status as
one of the great works of Western literature, claiming that its racist
attitudes are not merely condoned but perpetuated. He suggests that
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these attitudes cannot be overturned easily but closes by expressing the
tentative hope that the daunting work of redressing this prejudice will
begin soon.

Achebe acknowledges that Conrad was not responsible for his
portrayal of African natives as uncivilized. Rather, he employed what
“was and is the dominant image of Africa in the Western imagination.”?
Thus, for Achebe, Heart Of Darkness frequently employs negative and
racist stereotypes in its descriptions of African natives—Conrad depicts
the African people as savage, ugly, cannibalistic, inhumane, and without
language. For Achebe, Heart of Darkness constructs an image of Africa
as “the other world” and “the antithesis of Europe and therefore of
civilization.”® Achebe argues that what concerns Conrad is not the
difference between Africa and Europe, but rather the similarities: “the
lurking hint of kinship” that suggests links between the African natives
and contemporary Europeans.* Achebe argues that “the West seems to
suffer deep anxieties about the precariousness of its civilization and to
have a need for constant reassurance by comparing it with Africa.”®
He employs a metaphor to illustrate this claim. As he puts it, “Africa is
to Europe as the picture is to Dorian Gray*—a carrier onto whom
the master unloads his physical and moral deformities so that he may
go forward, erect and immaculate.’® For Achebe, writing in 1975, this
image of Africa still prevailed in Western thought and literature.

The text contains a number of ideas and questions that would
become central to later postcolonial criticism.* These are: its
contention that Western literature often portrays Africa and Europe as
opposing one another and having radically contesting values; its
examination of negative representations of non-Western people; and
its argument that literary history and literary critics alike have been
blind to the importance of race. Taken together, these ideas see Achebe
both raising, and beginning to theorize about, the important issue of
race in Conrad’s work as well as in fiction more broadly.
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Language and Expression

In presenting his argument that race is not a marginal or secondary
issue but is central to how texts such as Heart of Darkness are
constructed, Achebe expresses his ideas in simple language free from
academic jargon. His points are ordered logically and coherently, and
supported by close reference to Conrad’s representation of Africa and
Africans in the novel. It is a passionate and provocative piece in which,
on occasion, Achebes anger surfaces in violent language that
emphasizes the prejudices of the novel, such as his accusation that

?7 or “Conrad had a problem with

Conrad was a “bloody racist
niggers.”® The use of these words has a startling impact that creates a
palpable sense of discomfort in readers. They call attention to the
reader’s complicity in Conrad’s view by exploiting the idea that the
novelist denies a fundamental humanity to his African characters.

It is important to note, however, that Achebe’s is an extremely
personal response to Conrad’s work, presented in an unashamedly
subjective manner designed to provoke controversy and debate. It is
perhaps the main difficulty in appreciating Achebe’s argument. In fact,
the essay’s deliberately controversial nature is just as likely to alienate as
to persuade its audience.

NOTES

1 Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness,” Massachusetts Review 18, no. 4 (1977): 789.

Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 792.
Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 783.
Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 783.
Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 792.
Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 792.

This would be changed to “thoroughgoing racist” in later editions.
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Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 789.
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SECONDARY IDEAS

KEY POINTS

e Achebe draws on the philosophical concept of the “Other”
to describe how Africa is portrayed negatively in relation to
Europe.

e In his novel Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad* denies
African characters equality by denying them a voice.

e Achebe’s essay could be reconsidered in relation to the

interest of major European artists of the early twentieth
century in the exotic.

Other Ideas 391

One of the key secondary ideas in Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of
Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness” is the representation of a
specific ethnic group—indigenous African characters in Heart of
Darkness—as an “Other.” The “Other” is a philosophical notion that
comes from the theory of psychoanalysis* referring to that which is
separate and distinct from ourselves—something “Other” than and to
ourselves. This notion is central to postcolonial* theory, which argues
that “Otherness” is deeply embedded in colonial ideologies and forms
the basis of all negative racial stereotyping.

The process of “othering” people, places, or cultures is the process
of defining them by what they are not, by difference. In this case,
imaginary notions of Africa are placed in a discursive relationship—
that is, they are co-opted into a“conversation,” with all the assumptions
and language this requires—with a notion of Europe in which Africa
1s defined as everything Eurocentrics most fear (black, barbaric, and
different), and Europe as everything they hope to be (white, civilized,
and familiar).
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6¢ From the beginning of Western speculation about the
Orient, the one thing the Orient could not do was to
represent itself. 99

Edward Said, Orientalism

The African, therefore, is always defined as different from, and in
negative relation to, the European. In this way, the European’s presence
in Africa 1s depicted as a civilizing mission and, in consequence, the
African’s natural relation to his or her own home and history is
fractured. A dominant narrative of African relations is imposed on
African lives, ultimately rendering them unworthy.

The consequence of this system of binary oppositions is that
people from colonized nations take on the negative cultural
stereotypes projected on them through works such as Conrad’s novel.
Achebe proposes that because works like this carry weight as
authoritative and truthful representations of Africa, African readers
are in danger of accepting its negative representations of African
characters as valid, and consequently of incorporating this negative
understanding of Africa into their own identities.

This type of analysis of the literary and cultural representation of
non-Western cultures has received its fullest treatment in the work of
the Palestinian American cultural critic Edward Said,* who coined
the term “Orientalism”* to describe Western projections onto the
eastern Other. Said’s book Orientalism (1978) is one of the first full-
length studies of the way Western culture and thought depicts the
Orient. For Said, inaccurate and reductive images of the Orient were
employed by Western society to justify colonialism.

Exploring the Ideas

Achebe explains how this image of Africa as “Other” “was and is the
dominant image of Africa in the Western imagination and that Conrad
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merely brought the peculiar gifts of his own mind to bear on it.”
With this statement, he suggests that in some ways Conrad’s novel is
not really about Africa, but about Europe’s fears about what Africa
represents to the collective Western imagination. Paradoxically, this
negative conception of Africa gives it tremendous importance and
power. More than simple revulsion, the West needs to portray Africa as
“Other” to appease its own ambiguous feelings towards the atrocities
carried out in the name of what it sought to project as the “civilizing”
virtues of colonialism.

One way that Conrad denies Africa its power is by denying Africa
a voice in the novel. Achebe suggests that it is “clearly not part of
Conrad’s purpose to confer language on the ‘rudimentary souls” of
Africa. They only ‘exchanged short grunting phrases’ even among
themselves but mostly they were too busy with their frenzy”? In the
few instances in which African characters do speak, their language sets
them up as caricatures: the cannibals’ “catch ’im ... eat 'im” and the
final announcement “Mistah Kurtz—he dead.”® The imbalance in
communication—where only one has the ability to speak at all
clearly—troubled Achebe, allowing as it did only one version of Africa
to be articulated; moreover, this version effectively silenced anything
of value Africa and its people might have had to offer.

In a later essay, Achebe reaftirmed the point: “The white man has
been talking and talking and never listening because he imagines he
has been talking to a dumb beast”* Achebe contends that Conrad
does not reveal the truth about the experience of empire in Africa. If
anything, he performs the “role of purveyor of comforting myths”
about Africa that reaftirm, to paraphrase Achebe, its difference by side-
stepping the essential question of equality between white people and
black people.® To this end, Achebe takes on the role of giving the
silenced a voice of their own.
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Overlooked
Since “An Image of Africa” is such a short and tightly focused text,
practically all of the work advances Achebe’s central argument about
racism in Conrad’s work as well as in Western thought more broadly.
Moreover, as the essay is so widely read and studied, essentially all parts
of the text have been subjected to intense and detailed critical scrutiny.
It is therefore difficult to point out any overlooked elements within it.
Nevertheless, there are some interesting aspects of Achebe’s essay
that could lead to a broader understanding of the ways in which
Western eyes view foreign cultures. In order to counter the idea that
African culture is primitive, Achebe briefly expounds the ways in
which nineteenth-century African native culture influenced European
modernist* art (art of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries). Achebe draws attention to the encounter in the early years
of the twentieth century between European artists such as Pablo
Picasso,* whose contact with an African mask made by the Fang tribe
was among many influences on Cubism* (an artistic movement that
challenged traditional representations of perspective and geometry in
painting and sculpture). Although Achebe focuses on Conrad, the
essay poses a broader question: do the dialogues between artists such as
Picasso and Africa constitute a kind of colonial exchange that repeats
and strengthens imperialist® ideologies of race and empire? Or were
there those in Europe, artists above all, who recognized that Africa
could contribute decisively to a new, actively modern art? It is a
question ripe for further exploration.
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NOTES

1 Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness,” Massachusetts Review 18, no. 4 (1977): 792.

Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 786.
Joseph Conrad, quoted in Achebe, “An Image of Africa,” 786.
Chinua Achebe, Times Literary Supplement, February 1, 1980, 113.
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ACHIEVEMENT

KEY POINTS

e Achebe’s greatest achievement is restoring a sense of
confidence in African history.

e The essay helped the rethinking of categories of
difference—the ways in which people, cultures, or places
are defined with regard to each other—in academic
institutions.

e (Critics have observed how Achebe can also be accused
of racism by privileging non-white readings of Joseph
Conrad’s* text.

Assessing the Argument

Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness” marked a turning point in Conrad criticism. Since the essay
was published, few new readings of Conrad’s novel have failed to
address it. It has also contributed significantly to provoking a shift in
literary criticism that moves away from questions of the canon*—of
placing Conrad firmly in a tradition of great writing—to the
convergence of politics and aesthetics in literary texts. Indeed,Achebe’s
inventive turn was to bring about a wholesale reappraisal of how the
“greatness” of literature should be judged.

Opverall, the essay’s most important achievement is the undermining
of a long-held Anglophone view of Africa as savage and dependent on
European history, culture, and education. In doing away with this
myth, the text restores a sense of humanity, history, and confidence to
colonial Africa. As Achebe himself states in a further essay, his aim as a
writer is to “teach my readers that their past—with all its
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66 The real question is the dehumanization of Africa
and Africans which this age-long attitude has fostered
and continues to foster in the world.??

Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness”

imperfections—was not one long night of savagery from which the
first European, acting on God’s behalf, delivered them.’! Indeed, the
essay succeeds in doing so by appropriating the language of the
colonizers and turning it on itself, creating an idiom in the English
language that draws from African experience and carries the full
weight ofits history.

Achievement in Context

It is important to see Achebe’s arguments within the context of the
North American academic world of the 1970s. This was a period in
which psychoanalytic* criticism, feminist* criticism, and New
Criticism™® (an approach to the analysis of literary texts that emphasized
close focus and analysis) dominated literary studies. Achebe’s text
drew on these schools and anticipated the formation of postcolonial*
studies by exploring themes that would eventually form the bedrock
of the discipline—namely, the writing of alternative versions of
colonial history; the challenge of the psychological construction of
colonial subjects as negative “Others”; the questioning of the
ideologies of imperialism®; and the challenge to the supposedly
universal set of ideals of Western cultural institutions such as the
English canon of literature.

The work’s provocation was twofold. On one level it was aimed at
Conrad’s text itself. But it was also directed at an academic world that
Achebe considered insulated works like this from contentious
readings. As the conclusion of “An Image of Africa” illustrates,
Achebe wanted the academic community to become aware of its
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complicit racism, and to take the necessary courses of action to rectify
this problem:*“Perhaps a change will come ... There is just the possibility
that Western man may begin to look seriously at the achievements of
other people ... Although the work which needs to be done may
appear too daunting, I believe that it is not one day too soon to begin.
And where better than a university?”2

However optimistic Achebe’s call, critics such as the Conrad
scholars Hunt Hawkins* and Cedric Watts* responded to his essay by
asserting that his argument was simplistic, accusing him of reducing
the complexity of Conrads work to a question of race.® These
responses would suggest that Achebe was right to expose the privileged
and deep-seated protection that texts like this enjoyed within
academia. Indeed, the defense of Conrad by such as Hawkins and
Watts highlights precisely Achebe’s main point: that defending Conrad
on literary grounds was only further reinforcing Conrad’s
disproportionate view of colonizer and colonized. For this reason,
Achebe’s essay made a notable contribution to the field of literary
criticism. It helped bring about an important rethinking of categories
of difference (the way that people or cultures, say, are defined with
regard to each other, and the assumptions on which those definitions
are founded). Consequently, academic institutions gradually became
more familiar with teaching the complex reality of difference in their
departments.

Limitations

In ““A Bloody Racist’: About Achebe’s View of Conrad” (1983), critic
Cedric Watts suggests that Achebe’s arguments display the type of
racism with which he charges Conrad. Watts’s essay is one of the most
famous rebuttals of Achebe’s argument. He contends that Achebe
seems to suggest that “whites are disqualified on racial grounds from

ERYiN

judging the text”’* The implication of Watts’s argument is that

Achebe’s position is actively anti-universal, separating people into
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racial groups rather than emphasizing a shared humanity. In this sense
Watts’s response is just as divisive and polemical as Achebe’s original
argument. For Achebe, of course, it is Conrad whose text is not
universal, and any appearance of universality can arise only from
readings that rely on an elite, white, European perspective.

A number of later postcolonial critics and writers from Africa and
other former colonies, such as Wilson Harris,* Hunt Hawkins,
Frances Singh,* Peter Nazareth,* and Ngugi wa Thiong’o,* have
helped to complicate the debate, seeing it as more than simply a face-
off between black/white, or occidental/oriental critics. These critics
believe that while Conrad was ambivalent on racial matters, his views
on race must be understood as a product of the historical context of
the late nineteenth century in which the book was written. They
argue persuasively that, for his time, Conrad was in fact extremely
progressive in his criticism of the colonialists and that this needs to be
recognized as the most important feature of the novel. Their opinions
help complicate the view that readers’ responses to Conrad’s novel are
largely dependent on their own ethnic background.

NOTES

1 Chinua Achebe, Morning Yet on Creation Day: Essays (London: Anchor,
1975), 72.

2 Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness,” Massachusetts Review 18, no. 4 (1977): 793-794.

3 See Cedric Watts, “‘A Bloody Racist’: About Achebe’s View of Conrad,”
Yearbook of English Studies 13 (1983): 196-209; and Hunt Hawkins, “The
Issue of Racism in Heart of Darkness,” Conradiana 14, no.3 (1982): 163—
171.

4 Watts, “‘A Bloody Racist’,” 96.
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PLACE IN THE AUTHOR’S WORK

KEY POINTS

e Chinua Achebe’s body of work is highly unified, focusing
on exploring several key themes—particularly the
repercussions of intersections between native African
culture and colonial rule.

e “AnImage of Africa” is a cornerstone of writing on Joseph
Conrad’s* novel Heart of Darkness and of postcolonial*
criticism.

e Achebe is not known merely for this essay; his novel Things
Fall Apart, considered one of the most important works of
African literature, is arguably more famous.

Positioning
Chinua Achebe has suggested that his desire to become a novelist and
critic—particularly one concerned with the themes found in “An
Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness”—was in part
provoked by his anger at the Eurocentric* perspectives in many
literary depictions of Africa and Africans. The types of preoccupations
with race and the legacies of colonialism* that inform Achebe’s essay
can be traced in earlier works such as his first novel, Things Fall Apart
(1958), which explores the difficult repercussions of intersections
between native African culture and colonial rule.Achebe also addressed
this subject in an early academic essay, “Colonialist Criticism” (1975),
published the same year as his lecture at the University of Massachusetts.
In Things Fall Apart, Achebe also explores how Africa’s indigenous
cultures and sense of history were being displaced and undermined by
the experience of colonialism. The novel depicts Umuofia, the
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66 Over fifty years, Chinua Achebe’s career as a novelist,
poet, editor, broadcaster, diplomat, activist, professor,
and critic, has been devoted to the circumstances of the
African continent.??

Elaine Showalter, “The Man Booker Prizes”

fictional village where the novel is set, as civilized and sophisticated,
challenging the narratives received through a European literary
canon® that indoctrinated an understanding of African culture as
savage and prehistoric. In doing so, Things Fall Apart mounts a similar
challenge to the discourses inherited through this canon,and provides
an alternative narrative that places Africa at the heart of the colonial
exchange and shows Europeans as intrusive outsiders whose presence
disrupts African civilization.

Integration

The overall direction of Achebe’s intellectual career can be
summarized by his aim to show an international audience the inherent
richness, complexity, and sophistication in black African literature and
culture. Things Fall Apart demonstrates the corrosive influence of the
European presence in Africa by narrating the gradual dismantling of a
traditional African society following the arrival of white Europeans.
Here, it is the West that is presented as alien—or “Other”—to African
experience, and African values such as community and social contract
are emphasized over the reckless, destructive, and foreign individualism
of the West.

Achebe also transferred his preoccupation with the consequences
of colonial rule on native African culture to his academic life. He was
appointed as senior research fellow at the University of Nigeria in
1967, and in 1972 was offered a professorship at the University of
Massachusetts. From the outset of his academic career Achebe’s
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scholarly work focused on exposing colonial biases in representations
of Africa in Western literature and arguing for the importance of an
indigenous African literature. Achebe addressed this subject in an early
essay, “Colonialist Criticism” (1975), in which he argues that
colonialist biases permeate even sophisticated critical commentary on
fiction representing Africa. The extent of Achebe’s achievement can be
summarized in his appropriation of the English language to forge a
new language that refers to Africa in image and tone but carries a
universal reach. More than anything else, it is the development of a
language that is appropriate to communicate the experience of the
African culture that it aims to represent.

Significance

Achebe is one of the best-known African novelists and essayists of his
generation. “An Image of Africa” is a cornerstone in his career, of
writing on Conrads novel Heart of Darkness, and of postcolonial
criticism.* Achebe revisited the topic of racism in Conrad in later
academic articles, such as “Africa’s Tarnished Name” (1998) and
“African Literature as Restoration of Celebration” (1990). In these,
Achebe’s early views on Conrad and racism in Heart of Darkness remain
largely unchanged. He continued to make charges of racism against
Heart of Darkness until his death in 2013, and defended the position he
set out in “An Image of Africa.”

However, Achebe is perhaps best known to the wider public for
his novels. Indeed, Things Fall Apart is considered to be one of the most
important works of African literature. The text has sold over eight
million copies and has been translated into 50 languages, making
Achebe the most translated African writer in history. He was also
awarded the Man Booker International Prize in 2007, a biennial award
in Britain for outstanding achievement in fiction. Achebe’s last work,
published in October 2012, was There Was a Country:A Personal History
of Biafra, a memoir in poetry and prose in which Achebe reflects on his
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experiences of being brought up in colonial Nigeria through to the
Biafran Civil War* of the late 1960s. Achebe’s outstanding reputation
as a thinker and expert in postcolonial criticism remains to the present
day.
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THE FIRST RESPONSES

KEY POINTS

e Achebe was criticized for reproducing racism and for being
too extreme in his argument.

e While Achebe did not shy away from addressing his critics,
he also did not modify his views in any substantial way.

e No clear critical consensus has been arrived at on the
contentious issue of Conrad’s* racism, and while few
critics would go as far as Achebe in their denunciation of
Conrad, fewer still would dispute the import and influence
of Achebe’s initial critical inquiry.

Criticism

Given the provocative nature of Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa:
Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” it 1s unsurprising that the essay
immediately polarized opinion. Achebe’s biographer Ezenwa-Oheato
notes how divisive responses began to emerge at the lecture itself from
traditional Conrad scholars, who were outraged by his call to remove
Heart of Darkness from university syllabuses. Oheato narrates how at
the reception immediately following his lecture, several professors
reacted passionately and emotionally. Achebe was initially reprimanded
by the academic community. One professor cried “How dare you!”
while another suggested that he had “no sense of humor.”? Eventually,
however, others approached Achebe to make positive remarks, with
one scholar admitting that the lecture had made him fundamentally
reconsider his views on Conrad: “T now realize that I had never really

read Heart of Darkness although I have taught it for years.2
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66 You see, those who say that Conrad is on my side
because he is against colonial rule do not understand
that I know who is on my side. And where is the proof
that he is on my side? A few statements about it not
being a very nice thing to exploit people who have
flat noses? This is his defense against imperial control?
If so it is not enough. It is simply not enough. If you
are going to be on my side what is required is a better
argument. Ultimately you have to admit that Africans
are people.You cannot diminish a people’s humanity
and defend them. 99

Chinua Achebe, interview in the Guardian, 2003

A number of literary critics writing in the years directly following
the publication of Achebe’s essay, including Susan Blake, Benita
Parry,* Eugene B. Redmond,* and Bette London,* agreed with
Achebe’s argument that Heart of Darkness reinforces and reproduces
racism.3 Others have suggested that Achebe’s view contained elements
of truth but was too extreme. Writers such as Wilson Harris,* Hunt
Hawkins,* Frances Singh,* Peter Nazareth,* and Ngugi wa
Thiong’o* believed that Conrad’s opinions had to be understood as a
product of their historical context. Sarvan, Singh, Nazareth, Harris,
and Thiong’o’s responses are reprinted in the 1988 Norton critical
edition of Heart of Darkness.

The most famous counter-attack directed at Achebe was in Cedric
Wattss* essay “‘A Bloody Racist’: About Achebe’s View of Conrad”
(1983), which defended Conrad’s position as an important critic of
imperialism* and racism. Furthermore, he detected in Achebe’s text
an insinuation that white readers are incapable on racial grounds from
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adequately judging the text. For Watts, this represented a form of
inverse racism under the guise of multiculturalism that promotes the
kind of racial prejudice that, in his estimation, Conrad’s novel sets out

to undermine.*

Responses

The revised 1988 edition of Achebe’s essay shows a very slight
modification of his lecture’s ferocity: the phrase “bloody racist” is
replaced with “thoroughgoing racist.” It is unclear whether this is a
result of criticism of his lecture or editorial intervention. Later articles,
such as “Africa’s Tarnished Name” (1998), “African Literature as
Restoration of Celebration” (1990), and a number of relatively recent
interviews, however, suggest that Achebe’s views on Conrad and
racism remained largely unchanged.® In a 2003 interview with the
Guardian, for instance, Achebe addresses critics of his work who claim
that Conrad’s attitudes to race are simply a product of a less progressive
era, saying to them:*“Great artists manage to be bigger than their times.
In the case of Conrad you can actually show that there were people at
the same time as him, and before him, who were not racists with regard
to Africa.”®

He also restates one of his original arguments from An Image of Africa—
that Conrad depicts Africans as lacking humanity—and suggests that
there can be no excuses for this mode of characterization:“You cannot
compromise my humanity in order that you explore your own
ambiguity. I cannot accept that. My humanity is not to be debated, nor

is it to be used simply to illustrate European problems.”’

Conflict and Consensus

While acknowledging the seismic import and influence of Achebe’s
initial critical inquiry, and agreeing that Conrad’s depiction of Africa
and Africans displays racist tendencies, most critics tend to arrive at a
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more moderate view. Such critics, the most significant of whom is
probably Patrick Brantlinger,* have attempted to take the historical
context into account to stake out a middle ground. While agreeing
that Heart of Darkness reveals what could be construed as racist views,
they point out that the novel also displays relatively progressive
opinions for its time on colonialism® and conclude that Conrad is not
particularly blameworthy, noting that any condemnation is unfairly
based on anachronistic criteria.® Such scholars maintain that Conrad
disdainfully opposes European imperialism, which was at its height in
1900, and shows sympathy for the plight of Africans. A number of
others, including the English literature scholar Jeffrey Williams, * argue
that Heart of Darkness represents not a real Africa but an allegory of the
narrator Charles Marlow’s* individual psychological descent.®

Although no clear critical consensus has been reached on the
contentious issue of Conrad’s racism in Heart of Darkness, on the whole
Achebe has been in the minority with his vehement and provocative
views on racism in the novel.

NOTES

1 Ezenwa-Oheato, Chinua Achebe: A Biography (Oxford: James Currey, 1997),
191.

2 Chinua Achebe, Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays (New York:
Doubleday, 1989), x.

3 See Susan Blake, “Racism and the Classics: Teaching Heart of Darkness,”
College Language Association Journal 25, no. 4 (1982), 396-404; Benita
Parry, Conrad and Imperialism (London: Macmillan, 1983); Eugene B.
Redmond, “Racism or Realism? Literary Apartheid or Poetic License?
Conrad’s Burden in The Nigger of the Narcissus,” in Joseph Conrad, The
Nigger of the Narcissus, ed. Robert Kimbrough (New York: Norton, 1979),
358-368; Bette London, “Reading Race and Gender in Conrad’s Dark
Continent,” Criticism 31, no. 3 (1989), 235-252.

4 Cedric Watts, “A Bloody Racist’: About Achebe’s View of Conrad,” Yearbook
of English Studies 13 (1983), 196-209.
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Caryl Phillips, “Out of Africa,” Guardian, February 22, 2003.
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8 Patrick Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism,
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9 Jeffrey Williams, Theory and the Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge University
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THE EVOLVING DEBATE

KEY POINTS

e The publication of “An Image of Africa” opened up a
vigorous and ongoing debate about the supposed racist
and colonialist* views of Joseph Conrad* (and other
nineteenth-century writers).

e Achebe’s text, which pivotally impacted studies of Conrad,
is also recognized as an important and pioneering work of
postcolonial* criticism.

e Contemporary literary critics working on Conrad, or on
late-Victorian literature more broadly, continue to assess,
analyze, and take issue with Achebe’s reading of Conrad’s
racism.

Uses and Problems

With “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,”
Chinua Achebe became the first critic to challenge the critical
consensus regarding Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness. Achebe’s
impact upon the evolution of Conrad criticism thus cannot be
overstated. Its publication began a forceful critical argument, which is
still taking place, about whether Conrad (and other nineteenth-
century writers) ignores, defends, or propagates racist and colonialist
views.

In his introduction to the Norton critical edition of Heart of
Darkness, the Conrad scholar Robert Kimbrough® calls Achebe’s essay
one of “the three most important events in Heart of Darkness
criticism.”* Kimbrough’s edition of the novel gives a good sense of the
ensuing debate on racism that was sparked immediately after Achebe’s
essay, not least by reprinting “An Image of Africa” alongside Wilson
Harriss* “The Frontier on Which Heart of Darkness Stands” (1981),
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¢¢ Achebe’s essay ...is, therefore, in the light of Western
malaise and post-imperial hangover, a persuasive
argument, but I am convinced his judgment or dismissal
of Heart of Darkness—and of Conrad’s strange genius—
is a profoundly mistaken one.??

Wilson Harris, “The Frontier on Which Heart of Darkness Stands”

Frances B Singh’s* ““The Colonialist Bias of Heart of Darkness” (1978),
and C. P. Sarvan’s “Racism and the Heart of Darkness” (1980). Of these
critics, Harris and Sarvan defend Conrad, arguing that while Conrad’s
language opens him up to charges of racism, ultimately Heart of
Darkness is critical of colonialism so cannot be considered a racist text.
By contrast, Singh agrees with Achebe (although not in such strong
terms) that Conrad’s novel is infused with racist and colonialist biases.

In the wake of questions raised by Achebe’s essay and his work
more broadly, classic works of literature continue to be reevaluated for
their depictions of race, and processes of recuperation are continuing
in order to rehabilitate forgotten or overlooked works of literature by
black and other minority authors.“An Image of Africa’ has proved so
influential that it has now become a mainstream perspective on
Conrads work and a key work of literary criticism, taught in
universities alongside Heart of Darkness and on courses that survey the
development of literary theory.

Schools of Thought

Beyond its impact on studies of Conrad, Achebe’s essay (and the
questions it raises) has helped shape postcolonial theory and criticism.
Postcolonial theory has played an important role in shaping literary and
cultural criticism since the 1980s, supporting Achebe’s broad rejection
of the validity of a literary canon® that spreads racist or Orientalist
values. It also follows Achebe in questioning the validity and authority
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of the Western canon, which traditionally has not contained works by
authors outside Western culture or given voice to non-Western
perspectives of colonialism. Contemporary postcolonial literary critics
are also answering Achebe’s call to broaden the literary canon and
expand the types of work considered worthy of critical inquiry.

Following Achebe’s lead, feminist and gender critics such as
Johanna M. Smith* and Nina Pelikan Strauss have reinterpreted the
novel as one that not only belittles black Africans but also women.?
On the whole, though, while almost all literary critics acknowledge
the importance of Achebe’s argument and agree with his claim that
Conrad’s views are open to accusations of racism, most believe that
Achebe’s position is too radical.

In Current Scholarship

In addition to inspiring individual followers, Achebe’s “An Image of
Africa” represents a pedagogical shift in literary studies (that is, a
change in the way that literary studies are taught). According to this
shift, narratives emerging from outside the perimeters of an
Anglophone (English-speaking) tradition can be reclaimed from a
negative and Eurocentric® perspective and be assessed on their own
merits. As a result, postcolonial critics have developed questions about
representations of race raised by Achebe’s essay. For instance, in Culture
and Imperialism (1993), Edward Said* points out that, in the British
novelist Jane Austen’s® Mansfield Park (1814), the material wealth of
the heroine comes from an Antiguan sugar plantation maintained by
slave labor. For Said, the fact that Austen does not acknowledge or
engage with the issue of slavery means that the novel does nothing to
“prevent or inhibit or give resistance to horrendously unattractive
imperialist* practices” and, then, in some ways condones these
practices.®> In this way, Said’s argument correlates strongly with
Achebe’s assertion that much of Western canonical literature contains
prejudice and bias that readers have failed to question and criticize for
too long.
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NOTES

1 Ezenwa-Oheato, Chinua Achebe: A Biography (Oxford: James Currey, 1997),
259.

2 See Johanna M. Smith, “‘Too Beautiful Altogether’: Patriarchal Ideology in
Heart of Darkness,” in Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness: A Case Study in
Contemporary Criticism, ed. Ross C. Murfin (New York: St. Martin’s, 1989),
179-195; Nina Pelikan Straus, “The Exclusion of the Intended from Secret
Sharing,” in Joseph Conrad, ed. Elaine Jordan, (New York: St Martin, 1996),
48-66.

3 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Random House, 1994), 97.
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KEY POINTS

e Achebe’s text has inspired reinterpretations of classic
works like Conrad’s Heart of Darkness from postcolonial,*
feminist,* new historicist,* and queer* perspectives—
all “revisionist” approaches challenging orthodox
assumptions.

e Defenses of Conrad* made by critics from developing
nations have highlighted the difficulty of forming unbiased
critical readings.

e Edward Said* is critical of Achebe’s personal approach,

suggesting that it would be more helpful to develop a
comparative and unbiased reading of colonial literature.

Position

Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness” sparked off critical debates over imperialism* and racism in
Heart of Darkness that still continue. Today the essay remains relevant as
an essential contribution to Conrad studies as well as a foundational
text in literary and postcolonial theory. Since it is now taught in
universities alongside Heart of Darkness, and on courses that ofter an
introduction to literary theory, the essay continues to reach new critics
and readers, and has the potential to make a lasting impact on literary
studies.

In terms of broader contemporary relevance, Achebe’s essay is also
preoccupied with the idea that it is wrong for Conrad’s novel to be
considered an example of “permanent literature” (what we might call
canonical® literature).! Achebe’s focus on the context of the novel
rather than simply the text itself has inspired challenging readings from
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¢¢ Like many other readers, I have long regarded Heart
of Darkness as one of the greatest works of fiction, and
have felt that part of its greatness lies in the power of its
criticisms of racial prejudice. ??

Cedric Watts, “‘A Bloody Racist’: About Achebe’s View of Conrad”

a range of theoretical perspectives: postcolonial, feminist, new
historicist (criticism that specifically accounts for the historical context
of author and critic) and queer (criticism that offers reading of texts
that emphasizes places where normative heterosexual categories are
unsettled or subverted). All have continued Achebes task of
uncovering racist, sexist, homophobic, or other negative values in
works of classic or canonical literature. Rather than attacking the
authors of such works with racism or prejudice, however,
contemporary literary critics use such texts to evaluate the dominance
of certain views at particular historical moments.

Interaction
Although many critics defended Conrad against Achebe’s charges of
racism, perhaps those who were most challenged by it were other
writers and thinkers who had similarly suffered the kind of systematic
discrimination Achebe had known in his youth in colonial Nigeria.
This difterence between “first world” and “third world” interpretations
(interpretations made by critics from developed and so-called
developing nations) makes clear the problems of assessing Achebe’s
position. This is particularly the case among those third-world
commentators who contend that the novel is critical of the underlying
racist attitudes supporting European imperialism.

For instance, while C. P. Sarvan of the University of Zambia
acknowledges the legitimacy of Achebe’s concern, he concludes that
“Conrad reflects to some degree the attitudes of his age, and his
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description of the fireman as a dog in a parody of breeches, is cruel.”
He continues, “It is extreme to say that Conrad called into question
the very humanity of the African, one’s perspective and evaluation of
this work need alteration.”2 Similarly, the British Caribbean playwright
and essayist Caryl Phillips* has observed, “I disagree with Achebe’s
response to the novel and have never viewed Conrad—as Achebe
states in his lecture—as simply a thorough-going racist””® Criticisms
like these highlight that interpretations of Conrad cannot simply be
divided into Western responses, which unconsciously or not support
what Achebe sees as Conrad’s racist view, and responses in the
developing world, which might be expected to support Achebe’s
argument. They also make clear the ditficulty, perhaps impossibility, of
objectivity and impartiality in any assessment of Heart of Darkness.

The Contemporary Debate
Achebe is not the only writer concerned with overcoming negative
images of formerly colonized societies. Edward Said* declared a
similar aim in his celebrated Orientalism (1978): “My hope is to
illustrate the formidable structure of cultural domination and,
specifically for formerly colonized peoples, the dangers and
temptations of employing this structure upon themselves or upon
others.” Said’s argument likewise begins with a negative premise that
presents the “Other” as the key reference point by which one’ identity
is defined. The idea of the “Orient,” like Achebe’s Africa, is a projected
scapegoat through which “European culture gained in strength and
identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and
ever underground self’®

Surprisingly, Said is critical of Achebe’s reading of Conrad. In
Culture and Imperialism (1993), Said indicates that Heart of Darkness is
nothing short of a “literary institution” and contests Achebe’s overly
aggressive condemnation, suggesting that it is couched in an unhelpful
“rhetoric of blame.” ® For Said, it is more important to transcend one’s
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implication in the ideological messages transmitted by texts such as
Heart of Darkness in order to reread them critically as part of a wider
genre of imperialist fiction.

For Said, Achebe’s approach is misguided. Said is concerned not so
much with demonstrating the untruthfulness of European images of
formerly colonial societies but in identifying them merely as
discourses. Only from this point—from understanding the reductive
images they communicate as language—can their systems and
consequently their power, be eftectively deconstructed.

NOTES

1 Chinua Achebe, “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness,” Massachusetts Review 18, no. 4 (1977): 783.
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Review 7, no.1 (1980).

3 Caryl Phillips, quoted in Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness: A Case Study in
Contemporary Criticism, ed. Ross C. Murfin (New York: St. Martin’s, 1989),
132.

4 Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1979), 25.
Said, Orientalism, 3.

6 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Random House, 1994), 97,
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WHERE NEXT?

KEY POINTS

e Debates over the arguments presented within “An Image of
Africa” look set to continue, as no critical consensus has
been arrived at regarding the contentious issue of Joseph
Conrad’s* racism in Heart of Darkness.

e The text will certainly continue to be taught alongside
Conrad’s novel in order to illustrate the complex relations
between classic literary texts and imperial* or racial
ideology.

e Largely because “An Image of Africa” constituted an
entirely new and original way of approaching Conrad’s
famed novel, the text is today considered one of the
most important works of literary criticism of the twentieth
century.

Potential

Chinua Achebe’s “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness” remains influential. Achebe’s critique of Joseph Conrad is
currently recognized as one of the most provocative interventions on
late-Victorian literature (literature from the end of the nineteenth
century). Debates look set to continue, as no outright critical
consensus has been achieved on the issue of Conrad’s supposed racism
in Heart of Darkness. Criticism of the extremity of Achebe’s viewpoint
in “An Image of Africa” has certainly not diminished the essay’s status
or relevance as a significant work of postcolonial® literary criticism
and a key work of Conrad criticism. Indeed, few contemporary
literary-studies scholars would dispute the current influence of
Achebe’s initial critical inquiry, or the likelihood that it will continue
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66 Achebe is, of course, the best known of African
authors, with his first novel, Things Fall Apart, having
sold several million copies in English and been
translated into more than a dozen languages, including
several African languages.??

Stewart Brown, “Reviewed Work: Chinua Achebe: A Biography by
Ezenwa-Ohaeoto”

to be taught alongside Conrad’s novel in order to illustrate the
complex relations between classic literary texts and imperial or racial
ideology.

Beyond its impact on studies of Conrad and literary studies in
general, Achebe’s essay continues to influence postcolonial literary
critics. Indeed, developing from questions about representations of
race raised by Achebe’s essay, postcolonial critics continue to undertake
important work reevaluating depictions of race in classic and popular
works of literature.

In consequence, it is clear that “An Image of Africa” has managed
to attain enduring relevance—and there are no signs that this will
soon change.

Future Directions

Although there are no particularly committed disciples of “An Image
of Africa” in literary studies and postcolonial criticism today,
nevertheless scholars in both fields continue to be inspired by its
arguments. Achebe’s essay also appears likely to continue to influence
future literary critics—considering, for example, that it is frequently
taught in universities alongside Heart of Darkness.

Furthermore, the essay looks set to be considered a text that should
be read and discussed by the general public. In 2010 the publisher
Penguin included the essay in its “Great Ideas” series, a collection of
important and influential texts that are “the works of the great thinkers,
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pioneers, radicals and visionaries whose ideas shook civilization, and
helped make us who we are”—works which “changed the world” and
“inspired debate, dissent, war and revolution.”* Achebe’s essay features
alongside a variety of seminal texts, ranging from “Of Human
Freedom” by the second century Greco-Roman philosopher
Epictetus® to “Hosts of Living Forms,” extracts from the pioneering
evolutionary naturalist Charles Darwin’s* On the Origin of Species
(1859). In 2011 “An Image of Africa” was also included in the
Guardian’s list of the 100 greatest nonfiction books of all time.

Summary

Achebe’s critique of Heart of Darkness deserves special attention as it is
now considered one of the most important works of literary criticism
of the twentieth century.““An Image of Africa” constituted an entirely
original way of approaching Conrad’s celebrated novel. Indeed, with
the lecture and published essay, Achebe became the first critic to
challenge forcefully the critical consensus that Heart of Darkness was an
important anti-colonialist text. Instead Achebe argued that though
Heart of Darkness may be critical of colonialism™ it is also inherently
racist in the ways that it depicts African natives. At the time of his
lecture, Achebe’s focus on Conrad’s portrayal of natives as savage and
inhuman was unique. Also revolutionary was the related question of
whether a novel that espouses racist attitudes should be considered a
great work of art and worthy of canonical® status. These arguments
challenged the orthodoxy surrounding Heart of Darkness—as they
continue to do today. However, Achebe’s work has also gone beyond
analysis of Conrad and has inspired students and academics to
investigate prejudices and biases within the Western canon more
generally.

NOTES

1 “Penguin Great Ideas,” accessed February 20, 2013,
http:/www.penguin.co.uk/static/cs/uk/O/minisites/greatideas/index.html.
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Algerian War: also called Algerian War of Independence (1954-62),
in which the National Liberation Front began a war for Algerian
independence from France, seeking recognition at the UN to establish
a sovereign Algerian state.

Benin Massacre: the defeat of a British expedition in 1897 looking
for ivory in Benin, which was met with heavy resistance and left only
two British soldiers alive.

Biafra: a secessionist state of Nigeria, in existence from 1967 to 1970.
During this time, the Nigerian Civil War—also known as the Biafran
‘War—was fought between the Biafran secessionists and the Nigerian
state, in which an estimated one to three million civilians were killed.

Black nationalism: a social and political movement—especially
prominent during the 1960s and 1970s—that advocates the principles
of unity and self-determination for those who associate themselves
with a black identity.

Canon: a Western or European literary canon is the body of literature
considered by scholars to be worthy of academic study and criticism.

Colonialism: a social, political, and economic phenomenon by
which several European nations established control over nations in
other parts of the world.

Cubism: a movement in the arts in the beginning of the twentieth
century that combined views of the same subject presented from a
variety of different angles. R epresentative figures include Pablo Picasso
and Georges Braque.
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Decolonization: the dissolution of the process of colonialism.There
have been various waves of decolonization, principally following
‘World War II as a response to a growing desire for independence from
colonized states on seeing that European colonial powers could be

toppled.

Eurocentric: a term that describes a focus on Europe, its peoples,
institutions, and cultures at the expense of other nations or cultures.

Feminism: a movement that began in the nineteenth century with
what is known as first-wave feminism, which was largely concerned
with voting rights for women. Second-wave feminism began in the
late 1960s and lasted until the early 1980s, focusing upon issues such as
the woman’s place within the family, workplace, and so on.

Feminist criticism: a type of criticism that explores texts and
cultural artifacts with the goal of locating and exploring ways in
which women have been systematically excluded and oppressed by
male-dominated societies.

Gay rights movement: also referred to as the gay liberation
movement, a group that was active predominantly throughout the late
1960s to the early 1980s,in numerous Western countries. The
movement focused upon encouraging lesbian women and gay men to
participate in gay pride, through such measures as coming out to
friends and family, taking part in gay pride marches, and so on.

Hegemony: predominant influence, as of a state, region, or group,
over another or others.

Igbo: an indigenous ethnic group from Nigeria.
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Imperialism: the policy of extending a nation or empire’s rule or
authority over another territory by means of territorial acquisition and
political and economic dominance.Various European powers have
extensively practiced imperialism, usually through colonization. It was
especially common during the nineteenth and early-to-mid-twentieth
centuries.

Modernism: a cultural movement that came into existence during
the mid-to-late-nineteenth century, and which had a profound impact
on art and thought in Europe and America. Modernism is best
understood as a culture—or a series of ideas, beliefs, and values—that
rebelled against ideals (largely derived from the ancient world) that had
underpinned Western art since the R enaissance.

New Criticism: a formalist movement that emphasized “close
reading” (close focus and analysis) of texts. It was popular in American
literary criticism in the mid-twentieth century,

New Historicism: a literary theory first developed in the 1980s. It
revolved around the idea that literature should be understood and
studied within the context of the history of both the author and critic.

Orientalism: a term referring to Western interpretations of the
institutions, cultures, arts, and social life of countries of the Far and
Middle East. It is often used today with reference to the study of
stereotyping and prejudice against Islamic societies.

Postcolonial criticism: a theoretical movement that developed in
the 1970s concerned with narratives emerging from the “third world.”
Specifically, postcolonial theorists look at the ways literature and
culture produced by artists from formerly colonized territories
transmit codes of power in relation to notions of colonial hegemony.
Representative figures include Edward Said and Gayatri Spivak.
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Psychoanalysis: a theory developed in the late-nineteenth century
by Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud (1856-1939).

Queer theory: a theory that tries to read texts with an eye to
exploring places where normative heterosexual categories are
unsettled or subverted. It is closely related to gay and lesbian studies,
but also influenced by poststructural theory.

Vietnam War: a conflict in South Vietnam from 1955 to 1975,
waged first by France and subsequently by the United States where it
sparked large-scale civil protests. By 1970 the majority of Americans
believed that it had been a mistake to send troops to Vietnam and the
last US troops were withdrawn in 1973.
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Jane Austen (1775—1817) was a British novelist whose romantic
fiction—works such as Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice,and
Mansfield Park—has made her one of the most widely read British
writers.

Patrick Brantlinger (b. 1941) is James Rudy Professor Emeritus at
Indiana University Bloomington. His research focuses onVictorian
studies and postcolonial studies.

Charlotte Bronté (1816-55) was an English novelist and poet, and
one of the three Bronté sisters. She is ranked among the most famous
Victorian authors and is best known for her novel Jane Eyre (1847).

Joyce Cary (1888-1957) was an Anglo-Irish novelist who wrote
frequently on West Africa following his experience in the colonial
service, which took him to Nigeria where he held several posts.

Joseph Conrad (1857—-1924) was a Polish immigrant to England
who wrote a number of novels and essays. His work is considered an
important early example of modernist writing. His significant novels
include Lord Jim (1900) and Nostromo (1904).

Charles Darwin (1809-82) was a British naturalist, most famous for
his work on evolutionary theory, and specifically for developing the
theory of natural selection, the belief that all animals are descended
from a common ancestor.

André Derain (1880—-1954) was a French artist and sculptor,and a
key figure in the Fauvist movement.
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Epictetus (c. 55-135 B.C.E.) was a Greco-Roman philosopher. He
is known for his writing on Stoic ethics.

Frantz Fanon (1925-61) was a French Martiniquais psychiatrist and
writer, whose work was influential in the field of postcolonial studies.

Dorian Gray is the fictional protagonist of The Picture of Dorian Gray
(1891),a novel by Oscar Wilde that tells the story of a handsome
young man who sells his soul in order to retain his youth and beauty,
while his portrait bears the marks of his life of debauchery.

Wilson Harris (b. 1921) is a Guyanese writer, best known for his
poetry, novels, and essays. He is considered one of the most influential
Caribbean artists and experts on postwar literature in English.

Hunt Hawkins (b. 1943) is professor and department chair of
English at the University of South Florida, and was former president
of the Joseph Conrad Society.

Robert Kimbrough is professor emeritus of English at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. Kimbrough served as editor of the
Norton Critical Editions of Heart of Darkness.

E R. Leavis (1895-1978) was an extremely influential critic based at
Cambridge University who played a key role in defining the field of
English literature as an academic discipline. He founded and edited the
academic journal Scrutiny.

Bette London is professor of English at the University of Rochester,

where her research focuses on authorship in the context of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century British writing.
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Henri Matisse (1869—1954) was a leading figure in early-twentieth-
century modern art and a founder of the Fauvist movement, a group
of artists whose work emphasized strong color rather than realism.The
French painter’s work was characterized by its use of bold and
expressive color.

Albert Memmi (b. 1920) is a Tunisian Jewish writer and critic
whose works explore the psychological effects of colonialism on
colonizers and colonized.

Peter Nazareth (b. 1940) is a Ugandan-born professor of English
and African American world studies at the University of lowa. He is a
well-known writer and critic of fiction and drama.

Benita Parry is professor emeritus in English and comparative
literary studies at the University of Warwick. Her research interests
include the literature of colonialism, imperialism, and postcolonial
studies.

Caryl Phillips (b. 1958) is a Kittitian British playwright, novelist, and
essayist. He is best known for his novels The Final Passage (1985) and
Crossing the River (1993).

Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) was a Spanish painter and sculptor, one
of the most influential artists of the twentieth century, widely known
for being one of the founders of the Cubist movement.

Eugene B. Redmond (b. 1937) is an American academic and poet.
He is emeritus professor of English at Southern Illinois University
Edwardsville, and writes poetry connected to the Black Arts
Movement in St. Louis, Illinois.
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Jean Rhys (1890-1979) was a writer from the Caribbean island of
Dominica. She is best known for her postcolonial novel Wide Sargasso
Sea (1966).

Edward Said (1935—2003) was a Palestinian American literary
theorist and a founding figure in the field of postcolonial studies.

Leopold Senghor (1906-2001) was a Senegalese cultural theorist,
poet, and politician who served as president of Senegal between 1960
and 1980.

Frances B. Singh is professor of English in Hostos Community
College in the South Bronx district of New York City:

Johanna M. Smith is associate professor of English at the University
of Texas at Arlington. Her teaching and research focuses upon drama,
law, and literature, particularly eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
British literature.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (b. 1942) is an Indian literary and
cultural theorist based in the United States. She has written
extensively on colonialism, women, and power. Her most widely read

essay is “Can the Subaltern Speak?”” (1988).

Ngugi wa Thiong’o (b. 1938) is distinguished professor in the
departments of comparative literature and English at the University of
California, Irvine. He is both a novelist and theorist, particularly of
postcolonial literature.

Maurice de Vlaminck (1876—1958) was a French painter. Along

with Derain and Matisse, he is considered to be one of the key
exponents of the Fauvist movement.
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Cedric Watts is emeritus professor of English at the University of
Sussex, and a well-known expert on Conrad (among other staple
literary figures such as Shakespeare and Keats).

Jeffrey Williams (b. 1958) is professor of English at Carnegie Mellon

University. Williams studies and teaches about the novel, in particular
contemporary American fiction, as well as literary criticism and theory.
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