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Locating the Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse in Joseph Conrad’sHeart of
Darkness

Fetson Kalua

Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is a story of an expedition by European voyagers into the
hub of the African continent at a time when such explorations into unknown lands were
commonplace. As a colonial narrative, Conrad’s text has provoked intense criticism and
heated debate, much of which points to the novella’s racist overtones. This is largely owing
to Joseph Conrad’s foregrounding and representations of nativism, primitivism and
degeneracy, which are writ large in the novella. Using Homi Bhabha’s idea of ambivalence
and Mieke Ba’s concept of focalisation, in tandem, this paper exonerates Conrad’s text from
the charges of racism, arguing that the novella draws attention to the underlying
ambivalence which is located at the very heart of colonial narrative and discourse.
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This paper owes its emergence to the frustrations, nay anxiety, of offering Joseph Conrad’s Heart
of Darkness as a prescribed text to first-level undergraduate students (mostly in various stages of
cognitive development and preparedness for university study), who were doing English at the
University of South Africa between 2004 and 2012.1 The text was used, in part, as an introduction
to postcolonial studies. While the motivation for choosing and prescribing the text was its poten-
tial to generate critical engagement with issues that are pertinent to colonial studies, the opposite
occurred. The engagement with the novella consisted of nothing more than a rehearsing of Chinua
Achebe’s signal and scathing attack of Conrad’s portrayal of Africa and Africans as being evi-
dence of a corrosive racism (Achebe 1975).2 With a good number of students barely able to con-
struct a grammatically correct sentence, let alone formulate a logical argument, the English
Department’s attempts at engendering debate at first level were always going to be stillborn.
Instead, it was the need to expose the students to reflective thinking that became ever apparent.

From its inception, postcolonial studies in literature have been fraught with pedagogical
unease, presumably because the critical paradigm derives from history and politics. Such
unease has been sounded by postcolonial theorists, including Homi Bhabha, who has commented
on the shaping and enduring influence of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Bhabha poses a
rhetorical, if self-reflexive, question to which he himself provides a two-pronged response. In
The Location of Culture, he echoes Edward Said as he asks: “[W]hy else do you think the
long shadow of Conrad’sHeart of Darkness falls on so many texts of the postcolonial pedagogy?”
(2004: 303). Bhabha’s response to his question is that

the long shadow cast by Heart of Darkness on the world of postcolonial studies is itself a double
symptom of pedagogical anxiety: a necessary caution against generalising the contingencies and con-
tours of local circumstance, at the very moment at which a transnational, ‘migrant’ knowledge of the
world is most urgently needed. (306)
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Conrad warns against a kind of smugness that entertains notions of identity based on fixity
when the reality of colonialism has resulted in all manner of demographic shifts which, in
turn, point to the fluid and shifting nature of postcolonial identities. In other words, the reality
in the postcolonial world, or ‘local circumstance’, is that the interaction between the local and
the global has reached the level where the two now reflect each other.

In his subsequent response, Bhabha attributes the significance ofHeart of Darkness to the fact
that Marlow – the protagonist in the text – “has much in him of the anti-foundationalist, the metro-
politan ironist, who believes that the neo-pragmatic universe is best preserved by keeping the con-
versation of the humankind going” (303–304). In short, humankind’s conversation or discourse
about identity is sustained in Conrad’s portrayal of Charlie Marlow, the main character and nar-
rator inHeart of Darkness,who displays hesitancy and uncertainty about what he sees and speaks.
There are several instances in the text where Marlow tempers what are overtly racist observations
and assertions with qualifying words such as “but”. Conrad uses this technique of qualification in
order to draw the reader’s attention to the fact that Marlow is conflicted and hence engaged in a
struggle within himself to come to an understanding of colonial representations of ‘otherness’.

My argument brings ideas of focalisation and ambivalence, as in Bhabha but also in Mieke
Ba, to bear on a reading of Heart of Darkness. The purpose is to demonstrate the extent to
which Conrad presents Marlow not only as a metaphor for the ironies and contradictions of
the colonial enterprise, but also as challenging all the seeming foundational notions upon
which such a markedly flawed edifice was predicated. I shall show the ways in which
Conrad’s text can be seen as a critique of the colonial enterprise and its attendant idea of the civi-
lising mission. Conrad destabilises the civilising mission by ensuring that the people of Congo
and, by extension, Africa, are focalised through the lens and ideological conventions of the
Europe of his day. Using both Bhabha’s approach to postcolonial theory and Ba’s notion of foca-
lisation (as a disavowal or questioning of the idea of an ‘objective’ narrative voice), I argue that
Conrad’s multiple perspectives and viewpoints highlight Bhabha’s idea of ambivalence, which is
at the heart of the novella. In trying to explore the contradictions of colonial identity, Conrad puts
the idea of focalisation to effective use, thereby making it a multi-layered text in which the
ambivalence of colonial discourse is thrown into sharp relief by the events that are played out.
As I indicated earlier on, Conrad does this by rendering Marlow’s version of the events unreliable
either through the narrator’s vacillation or the introduction of other narrative voices. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that Marlow – the one who focalises the identity issues – is visibly conflicted,
and reaches this point of mental conflict when other focalisers present their points of views. These
include, notably, Kurtz who, the reader realises, is the epitome of the ironies and contradictions of
European colonialism – the real ‘heart of darkness’. Conrad’s use of an understated technique,
through the inclusion of the various focalisers, ensures that he is in total control of the ambiguities
located at the core of the narrative, and which mirror the prevailing views of his time. In short,
Conrad’s technique rescues the novella from charges of racism.

In delineating a concept which is located in the broader field of narratology, linguist and the-
orist Ba argues that “focalisation pertains to narrative as a discursive genre, but also yields
insights into discourse itself as a semiotic system” (2004: 2090). Put another way, the apparent
coherence of most narrative or discourse is often undercut by an underlying contradiction
which manifests itself through the presence of other, competing narrative voices. Even though
narrative foregrounds someone (say, the narrator or focaliser) who points the way of represen-
tation, the focaliser is not necessarily the narrator, alone. Rather, the narrator, who is the narra-
tor/focaliser, may also depend on other character-focalisers, or external narrators, for the
interpretation of events. Thus the entire process of narration becomes a continual questioning
of the presentation of events. In the case of Heart of Darkness, Ba would examine how its
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narrativity keeps shifting from the events in the story to the wider historical context, the latter of
which is the backdrop of the story.

For Bhabha, postcolonialism is understood not in terms of the binary logic exemplified in
Eurocentric/Other or Eurocentric/Afrocentric debate, but rather as a broad and overarching
dynamic the major motif of which is the concept of the “Third Space” – an interstitial, in-
between, space according to which identity labels are not fossilised in any primordial dualities.
Instead, the Third Space opens up possibilities of cultural dialogue, ensuring that identity
becomes a process of temporal movement within the liminal space or moment of transition.
The sign of culture is not left lodged in antagonistic oppositions, but is made constantly to
dissolve and release the power and possibilities for openness, exchange and, eventually, cross-
cultural initiation.

According to Bhabha’s version and formulation of postcolonial theory, the Third Space comes
about because of the idea of ambivalence, which is at the heart of the postcolonial condition and
discourse. The ambivalence, often paradoxical, arises from the fact that the person who is seen as
the “Otherised” is at once seen as different and a source of desire. This knowledge of such a dis-
abling ambivalence located in the discourse of the coloniser and colonised allows Bhabha to the-
orise and articulate his Third Space: the binaries are located in the essentialisms and logocentrisms
of received political and other cultural traditions, which are surmounted and transcended. In short,
the idea of ambivalence is a political counter-hegemonic strategy that addresses the problem of
identity as predicated on patently fixed categories of gender, race and class. As a strategy that
challenges complacent notions of cultural fixity and purity, ambivalence initiates a process of
translation or transformation in the subject. This state of in-betweenness attests to the shifting
and slippery nature of language. For Bhabha, words are liberated from their traditional or conven-
tional meanings and placed in resonant positions which imply new meanings. It is my contention
that, as a postcolonial text, Heart of Darkness may “suggest the triumph of the colonialist
moment” (Bhabha 2004: 149) but, at the same time, the text lends itself to the “ideological
ambivalence” (149) which is at the core of many a postcolonial text. The postcolonial text
deals with issues of ‘undecidability’ and irresolution according to which the stereotype of the
colonised is at once evoked and effaced, resulting in contradictory representations of postcolonial
identity.

Heart of Darkness was written at the turn of the nineteenth century at the height of British
colonialism. It was a time, also, of the European ‘scramble for Africa’. That Conrad was
writing the novella for black African readers of the time is not feasible. In adopting a represen-
tational practice that reflects an unquestioning imperialistic bias, Conrad mirrors and confirms
the prevailing views of his contemporaries, who would have taken such views for granted. Not
surprisingly, then, Conrad deliberately employs an all too familiar colonial representational prac-
tice, in which the African continent is ideologically pitted against the West. Blacks are interpel-
lated as ‘objects’, on the one hand, while whites are held up as representing the epitome of
humanity, on the other.

Such a partisan representational practice (of identity and reality in the colonial world) has
been expounded by Frantz Fanon. In The Wretched of the Earth, he portrays this distressed
and paradoxical nature of identity in the postcolonial condition by invoking the notion of
Manicheanism:

The colonial world is a Manichean world. As if to show
the totalitarian character of colonial exploitation the
settler paints the native as a sort of quintessence of
evil. (1963: 31–2)

14 F. Kalua



The concept of “Manichean delirium”, as Fanon calls it in a different context (Black Skin, White
Masks), presupposes that to invoke the word “black” is to imply evil and evoke the idea of the
Manichean dichotomy according to which all notions of truth or reality get split into oppositional
categories of contrariness (of, say, white versus black). This split narrative consists in the fact that
the identity of ‘whiteness’ enjoys the psychological pleasures of Manichean superiority whereas
that of ‘blackness’ is disavowed and reduced to invasive and damaging stereotypes and images. In
Black Skin White Masks, Fanon takes further his argument about the paradox of identity in the
colonised world. He demonstrates the extent to which the black man is almost invariably sub-
jected to sublation, meaning negation, with the result that his identity is always over-determined
– all this to serve what Bhabha calls the “Western metaphysic of Man” (2004: 60). Or, as Fanon
puts it: “For not only must the black man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man.
…” (1986: 82–3, 97).

Thus it is that Conrad allows Marlow’s perspective to direct the representation of events in the
text. While the old seaman’s account may seem straightforward, inconsistencies, as I indicated
earlier on, are brought to the fore. The African people whom Marlow meets, for example, are
described in epithets and metaphors that smack of racism: “You could see from afar the white
of their eyeballs glistening. They shouted [… ] their bodies streamed with perspiration; they
had faces like grotesque masks” (20). But then Marlow introduces a qualification to his own
observation. These same people “had bone, muscle a wild vitality, an intense energy of movement
that was as natural as the surf along their coast” (20).

If this does not entirely escape the dichotomy of white/mind versus black/body, it is not meant
to. Marlow’s ruminations, if plausibility of his character is to be sustained, must continue to
emanate from the mind-set of a simple seaman struggling to comprehend an experience that
spills beyond the boundaries of his familiar world. To take another illustration, as the steamboat
chugs up the Congo river, Marlow is at pains to articulate his emotions:

– No, they were not inhuman. Well, you know, that was the worst of it – this suspicion of their not
being inhuman. It would come slowly to one. They howled and leaped, and spun and made horrid
faces. But what thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity – like yours –the thought of
your remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly. (51)

Again we may note the ambiguity. Marlow does not declare that these people were human, but
that they were not inhuman, which is not the same thing. Although his phraseology does not
directly refute the colonisers’ traditional perception of the colonised as indubitably non-human,
it does destabilise the stereotype. It may not go all the way to asserting the people’s humanness,
but it is tentative step in that direction. Similarly, in the following observation:

Yes, it was ugly enough; but if you were man enough
you would admit to yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a response to the ter-
rible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning in it which you — you
from so remote from the night of the first ages—could comprehend.… (51–2)

Through the voice of Marlow, then, Conrad intrudes into the consciousness of a readership con-
fident of Empire and prejudiced against the Dark Continent, the traces of humanity within the
heart of darkness. Marlow’s qualificatory, even self-qualificatory, response to his experience
allows Conrad, by a method of ironic contrast, to complicate the conventional nineteenth-
century tale of African adventure.

In a further complication of received expectation, Conrad is scathing in his depiction of the
European presence in Marlow’s ambit. When Marlow and his native steamship workers arrive
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at one of the several river-side trading stations, Marlow is given information about the nature and
character of Kurtz. Having started out as the first person, omniscient, all-knowing narrator and
main protagonist, Marlow moves from this role to that of eyewitness, practically ceding the
role of narration and swopping it for that of mere observer. Thus the accountant describes
Kurtz as a “‘first class agent’” and “‘a very remarkable person’” (27). The manager of the
Central Stations presents Kurtz as “‘exceptional’” (32). For the brickmaker, another focaliser,
at the Central Stations, Kurtz is simply a human prodigy: “‘an emissary of pity and science
and progress ... of higher intelligence, wider sympathies, a singleness of purpose’” (36); a “‘uni-
versal genius’” (40). Renowned in Europe as a multi-talented man, as a brilliant orator, musician
and poet, Kurtz is himself quoted as saying that “‘[e]ach station a beacon to better things, centre
for trade but also for humanizing, improving and instructing’”(40). The above representations
would affirm Achebe’s reading of the dualities in the novella, especially when juxtaposed
against the brickmaker’s portrayal of Kurtz as an embodiment of amazing ideals, a description
which seems a justification for the civilising mission.

In depicting Africa the way he has done in Heart of Darkness, it is quite evident that Conrad
displays his acute awareness and understanding of his European audience, which believed in con-
quest and colonialism and would thus have accepted the kind of depiction which patently con-
firms, for his European readership, the “otherness” of the colonised world in general and that
of Africa, in particular. However, as I have argued, the idea of ambivalence at the core of the
novel exonerates Conrad from charges of racism, though not from forms of racial stereotyping
and damaging representations which readers such as Achebe are able to see as being writ large
in the novella. My argument is that Conrad not only challenges the widely held assumptions
and presumptions about the black people and Africa which, for the West, were locked in rigid
hierarchies and mythical dimensions, but is also critical of, even scathing about, the entire colo-
nial project, its pretentious rhetoric and putatively civilising mission.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the Russian, another focaliser, provides a radically different
picture of Kurtz from the rendering given by earlier focalisers. For example, he tells Marlow that
Kurtz’s unbridled greed and his passion for ivory have driven him into raiding villages and
snatching natives’ ivory, with nothing for exchange; that he “‘gets himself adored’” (80) as
chiefs crawl in order to approach him. Further, Kurtz is described as a man of expediency,
“‘hollow at the core’” (83) and much lacking in restraint when it comes to gratification of his
various lusts. In the words of the accountant, that “‘Kurtz fears neither God nor devil’” (40) is
instructive, and remains a damning reminder of the ironies of the colonial enterprise. Conrad’s
intentional irony is made even more manifest and self-evident in Kurtz’s seventeen-page report
entitled International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs, on which Marlow lays
his hands. In the report, Kurtz says that “‘we whites, from the point of view of development
we had arrived at must necessarily appear to them (savages) in the nature of supernatural
beings – we approach them with the might as of a deity’” (71–2). In his emotional outbursts,
he would snap: “ [e]exterminate all the brutes’” (72). Here is a man who “had the power to
charm or frighten rudimentary souls into an aggravated witch-dance in his honour” (72).
Finally, it is when Marlow sees men’s “heads drying on the stakes under Mr Kurtz’s window”
that the full impact of Kurtz’s greed hits him. In short, a man who is supposed to the epitome
of altruism and represent enlightenment does, in fact, stand for real darkness and savagery.

It is in Conrad’s use of such biting wit and scathing irony that the reader gets the sense of the
author’s scoffing at the excesses and excrescences of European imperialism. Aporia, to use
Derrida’s term, is contained in Conrad’s ambivalent juxtaposition of conflicting narratives.
This special representation of Africanness vis-a-vis the portrayal of Kurtz constitutes a “polypho-
nic” contestation of discourses whereby any form of meaning or identity is rendered relative as
one kind of idiom subverts and dismantles those around it. Marlow’s description becomes a
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kind of displacement in the representation of empire’s work itself. Thus at the level of abstraction,
a level involving langue use, a use which Bhabha terms “an iteration that is ironic and insurgent”
(2004: 324), Marlow and, by extension, Conrad occupy a hybrid space: that post-dialectical
moment where the notion of culture needs re-inscription instead of being perceived in dualities
as set up by the colonial enterprise and which Conrad plays up with more than a hint of irony.
As Bhabha argues, Marlow

enacts a poetics of translation that besets the boundary between the colony and the metropolis. In
taking the name of a woman – the Intended – to mask the daemonic ‘being’ of colonialism,
Marlow turns the brooding geography of political disaster – heart of darkness – into a melan-
cholic memorial to romantic love and historic memory. Between the silent truth of Africa and
the salient lie to the metropolitan woman, Marlow returns to his initiating insight: the experience
of colonialism is the problem of living in the “midst of the incomprehensible”. (2004: 304)

Conrad’s narrative allows the reader to catch that problematic space that may be experiential (in
particular in Marlow’s mind), but certainly performative for Conrad for whom colonialism was
hardly a new thing. It is the space of the non-sentence which “is not a negative ontology…
but something that could have acceded to the sentence and yet was outside. This is the discourse
of ‘indeterminism’ (Bhabha 2004: 260) or the “doubleness of writing” (261) which deals with the
shifting rather than constitutive nature of truth or reality. The idea of indeterminism is shown in
the erratic, eccentric way in which Marlow inscribes the colonial text across a body politic that
refuses to be representative, and in a narrative that refuses to be representational.

In conclusion, it is edifying to reflect that the contemporary Congo (now the Democratic
Republic of Congo) mirrors the ideological contradictions that Conrad so perceptively staged
in his novella a century ago. Indeed, Heart of Darkness still shows how the Congo has effectively
emerged as a Conradian zone where global commercial capitalism, now with its multiple centres
of the USA and China, is playing itself out as “corporations get mining rights without taxes and
other complications, while the warlords get rich” (Zizek 2010: 163). While ivory was the centre-
piece of trade in the 1900s, the irony internal and integral to Conrad’s staging of the contradictions
(which are replicated more than a century later) is that the corporations are vying for “minerals…
used in high-tech products such as laptops and cell phones” (163). Conrad’s perspicacity of vision
and prescience shine through the text in his presentation of the colonial enterprise as transmogri-
fied modernity. The irony and ambivalence at the heart of the novella is self-evident when Marlow
tells a white lie to the white woman – the Intended – when he arrives in Europe, pointing out that
the last words that Kurtz uttered before he died were “the Intended”, when the reader knows
the words were “‘the horror, the horror’”. Thus Marlow’s lie to the Intended is constitutive of
the ambivalence which is rendered visible in the novella, demonstrating the concealment of the
demonic and rapacious face of colonialism in the form of rampant twenty-first century global
capitalism.

Notes
1. For many years in most South African universities, a curriculum involving the study of English often

meant the study of English, European or American literature – Conrad, Forster, Dickens, Jane
Austen, Melville, Shakespeare, and so forth. There was no language component in the mix. The Uni-
versity of South Africa was part of this tradition, a tradition which persisted into the first decade of
the twenty-first century. But, in recent times, the curriculum has changed, given that a greater proportion
of the student constituency entering universities is ill-equipped to undertake university study.

2. According to Achebe,Heart of Darkness is “a book which parades in the most vulgar fashion prejudices
and insults from which a section of mankind has suffered untold agonies and atrocities in the past” (2001
[1978]: 217). In writing Things Fall Apart, Achebe was engaged in a process of re-appropriating
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colonial discourse with a view to presenting Africa “not through a haze of distortions and cheap mys-
tification”, as presented in Heart of Darkness, “but quite simply as a continent of people – not angels,
but not rudimentary souls either – just people, often highly gifted people and often strikingly successful
in their enterprise with life and society” (218).
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