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Falling Apart in the Heart of Darkness: Views of Evil between Cultures


What is evil?  Various cultures have diverse definitions, and evil is subjective even to the individual.  But for all its apparent differences among cultures, its underlying roots are the same, regardless of race.  As portrayed by Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, the perception of evil is divided into three main ideas for both Western and African cultures: evil as a force that opposes a collectively defined morality; evil as the unknown or not understood; and evil as an assimilating power that divides a social demographic.  At its core, evil, for all its shapes and sizes, takes on the same form for each side of the clashing races.
By standard definition, evil is characterized as any “morally objectionable behaviour” (WordNet).  As shown in these two postcolonial pieces, this is applicable to both African and European views.  In Things Fall Apart, the dissonance between the ideologies of the native Nigerians and those of their European counterpart create subjective, yet strikingly similar, perceptions of evil under which each party classifies the other.  From the Igbo perspective, this is illustrated in several instances, as first observed in the village of Mbanta when natives, converted to the Christian faith, deliberately approach and demean their clansmen’s gods, declaring them as “dead and impotent and that they [are] prepared to defy them by burning all their shrines” (Achebe 135).  Such an attack is not morally tolerated by the rest of the native community, and the assailants are “seized and beaten until they [stream] with blood” (135).  Later, a Christian convert goes to the extremity of destroying a revered symbol of Igbo beliefs, “the sacred python, the emanation of the god of water” (138), an act that “[brings] the church into serious conflict with the clan” (138).  Such deconstruction of African customs is also mirrored in the clan of Umuofia, where another colonized convert performs “one of the greatest crimes a man [can] commit” (160) by publicly unmasking an egwugwu, a tribesman who masquerades as an ancestral spirit (180).  These acts are received as inexcusable breaches of morality directed towards the Igbo creed, further engraving the European settlers in the African mind as a malicious “‘people [who] are daily pouring filth over us’” (139).  Therefore, for the native African, evil is personified by the Westerner’s destruction of native morality.

 Likewise, the European perception of evil in Heart of Darkness and Things Fall Apart is brought about by the threat towards the canonized Western ideologies as presented by the existence of the native African.  One prime example of this view is shown in James Smith, a European reverend of the Christian church in Things Fall Apart.  He unhesitatingly labels the Igbo as a vice to all that is deemed as good in the Western faith, identifying the world as a “battlefield in which the children of light [are] locked in mortal conflict with the sons of darkness” (158), and concluding that “black [is] evil” (158).  This disparaging opinion held by the colonizing power is strengthened when the tribal leaders, in an effort to assert their own ideals of justice, assault a central symbol of the Christian faith – the church.  The act of burning down the village church instigates a drive in the complementary race to rebuke the apparent immorality of the Nigerians by way of imprisonment.  This is made observable when the District Commissioner, on behalf of the general European opinion, addresses the tribal leaders upon their capture, “‘We will not allow you to ill-treat others.  We have a court of law where we … administer justice … I have brought you here because you joined together to molest others, to burn … their place of worship.  That must not happen.’” (167).  As confirmed by this oration, the European’s definition of wickedness is personified by the African’s onslaught of the former party’s principles, the consequential classification of evil being commonly shared by both groups.
In addition to interracial exchanges, evil as a display of immorality is a concept prevalent within each race as well.  Amongst the natives in Achebe’s novel, this is evident when Okonkwo beats his youngest wife out of fury for her negligence in providing for his afternoon meal.  As this event occurs during the Week of Peace, a sacrosanct period in which “a man does not say a harsh word to his neighbor" (26) and lives “in peace with [his] fellows to honor [the] great goddess of the earth without whose blessing … crops will not grow” (26), Okonkwo is condemned as a violator of the sacred custom.  For this act, a native priest berates Okonkwo, “You have committed a great evil … The evil you have done can ruin the whole clan” (26).  Once again, the name of evil is used to brand the defiance of communal tradition and accepted morals, despite the lack of racial difference.
Evil as a lack of morals is also present among the members of the more Anglicized faction of the two races.  In Heart of Darkness, this is prominent in the figures of the general manager and brickmaker of the Central Station, the latter of whom Marlow describes as a “papier-maché Mephistopheles” (Conrad 42), a demonic allusion.  As for the former, the “demoralized greed and total cynicism of the … ‘the flabby devil’” (Bloom, Heart of Darkness 7) create in Marlow an impression of malevolence and demoralization of values.  As these imperialistic characters delight in power at the expense of “black workers dying in their thousands of disease and starvation” (Babuta and Bragard 52), Marlow cannot accept them as good, as demonstrated by his outcry, “I’ve seen the devil of violence, and the devil of greed, and the devil of hot desire; but, by all the stars!  these were strong, lusty, red-eyed devils” (Conrad 25).  Such protest, as seen in and of both races, serves to support the idea that evil is defined by both colonized and colonizer as a threat to central ideologies.

For both the European and the African, evil is established as that which is unknown.  For the Achebian African, this quality is embodied by the European from their initial appearance.  Upon the first sighting of a light-skinned man, many natives are afraid of the unknown entity, “[running] away [although] he stood beckoning to them” (Achebe 120).  Such fear derives from a certain perception of the man as something that is unfamiliar, and thus potentially evil.  When the natives wholly deem the man as evil and kill him, it is arguable that this is only because the tribe’s Oracle has predicted that “the strange man [will] break their clan and spread destruction among them” (120).  However, the reality here is that the murder of the white man is once again rooted in the view of evil as the unknown.  For it is the obscurity of the destruction and the uncertainty if it can be prevented that brings the natives to the conclusion that the foreigner should be killed.  Thus, evil takes on the form of the unknown through the anonymity of presumed destruction.  That being said, the resultant mysteries surrounding the unknown Europeans spread to the other Nigerian clans, weaving the first native perception of the white man as evil.

This same association between evil and the unknown is taken upon in Heart of Darkness by the European point of view, but towards Africa as a whole.  To Marlow, the continent is perceived to be “a blank space … a place of darkness” (Conrad 11).  More than once, he expresses doubt towards the civility of the African jungle, wondering “whether the stillness on the face of the immensity looking at [him] … [is] meant as an appeal or a menace” (43).  These thoughts resurface as he voyages through the Congo, likening the land to an “earth that wore the aspect of an unknown planet” (59).  Marlow’s uncertainty in what lurks within the recesses of the land leads to his self-assertion of its evil, eventually seeing it as no more or less than a land teeming with a “treacherous appeal to the lurking death, to the hidden evil, to the profound darkness of its heart” (54).  “Evil … [is] associated with night, black and darkness” (Babuta and Bragard 12), and so, the dark unknowns concealed by Africa are associated with such foulness.  Ultimately, each end of the racial spectrum perceives in the other an alien force pertaining to evil, whether it is the people as a whole, or the land inhabited by them.

Anonymity as a form of evil is present within races, as well.  For the native African, evil abominations include objects and people not understood or accepted.  One example is the ogbanje, children who “repeatedly [die] and [return] to [their mothers] to be reborn” (Achebe 180).  As the cause of this cycle of life and death is not understood, the Igbo people mutilate such children and throw them into an “Evil Forest” full of obscure objects “alive with sinister forces and powers of darkness” (129) in order to prevent their return.  As the source and prevention of such infants remain inscrutable for the Igbo people, the ogbanje are infamous throughout the clans as “evil children” (159).  In the same way, the desertion of other such atrocities in the “Evil Forest” is a “bad custom which these people observe because they lack understanding” (27).  As a result, each tribe’s “Evil Forest” comes to “[signify] the center of the clan’s location of the unwanted, the damned and the rejected, the site of those spiritual entities considered damaging to the clan” (Bloom, Things Fall Apart 108).  All in all, evil is viewed within the Igbo culture as something that is unknown or not understood.

Similarly, this opinion of evil is present in the European frame of mind.  “Many define evil in terms of a look, an expression.  For a few the look is satanic, the appearance of possession, a wild expression in the eyes” (Alford 21).  Such expression is pertinent to the European view of evil and that which is unknown in Heart of Darkness.  These wicked forces are understood to be embodied by the savage core within each man, something which Marlow discovers throughout his journey.  Most prominently, this is found in the case of Kurtz, who Marlow depicts as an “initiated wraith from the back of Nowhere” (Conrad 83) and one who has “taken a high seat amongst the devils of the land” (82).  The unknown depths of evil within Kurtz enunciate the question of “how many powers of darkness claimed him for their own” (82).  Although this basely primeval centre pulses through Marlow as well, it remains in the obscurity of darkness, as the man preoccupies himself with duties, assuring himself that he has no time to “peer into [his] creepy thoughts” (61).  For these Western traders, the lack of social restriction gives rise to “the … temptation of savage reversion” (Bloom, Heart of Darkness 7), a suppressed form of evil that must be met with “restraint – … restraint that Kurtz lacked.” (7).  Overall, despite race, both African and European constituents view evil as something that has anonymity and unfamiliarity.
Arguably, the most significant view of evil shared by the two cultures in the novels is that evil embodies the form of a conforming power.  As this opinion is held by each ethnic group while solely concerning its racial foil, only interracial demonstrations of this view will be discussed.  The idea of evil as a force of assimilation is illustrated by Achebe through the Igbo perspective of Western imperialism.  Such racial absorption segregates the tribe members, pitting them against each other.  The resultant discord parallels the idea that “evil people don’t just want to hurt you, they want to hurt you from the inside, so it’s like you’re hurting yourself.” (Alford 21), reinforcing the image of European iniquity.   The principal context in Things Fall Apart that exemplifies this is the colonization of the natives through religion.  The European system of beliefs appeals to a wide range of natives who struggle with their current ideologies.  For instance, many natives demonstrate misgivings towards the abandonment of twins upon birth, an act always done because “the Earth had decreed that [twins] were an offense on the land and must be destroyed” (Achebe 111).  Two such converts are Okonkwo’s son Nwoye and Nneka, a woman who “had four previous … childbirths … each time she had borne twins, and they had been immediately thrown away” (131).  Furthermore, the Western tolerance for such “abominations” attracts osu, or tribal outcasts (136), further weakening the social stability of the clan.  The Igbo people are divided by the colonial power with no alternative but to oppose one another.  To this the tribesman Obierika comments, “The white man is very clever … he has won our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one.  He has put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart” (152).    The separation of the Niger people eventually lead those unassimilated to a consensus about the malevolent Western forces: “We must root out this evil.  And if our brothers take the side of evil we must root them out too” (175).  The displacement of the African culture by that of the Caucasian unravels the unity of the clan so that “it [seems] as if the very soul of the tribe [weeps] for a great evil that [is] coming – its own death” (160).  The partition of the native people by way of the colonizing foreigners serves as perhaps the greatest contributor to the African view that Europeans equate to evil.

Assimilation as a form of evil is a prevalent view in the Western dogma, as well.  However, rather than intentionally integrating the Europeans into tribal tradition, native practices are indirectly instilled.  A key character that demonstrates this is Mr. Kurtz, who is overtaken by the primitive lifestyle of the natives.  As observed by Marlow, Kurtz has succumbed to his id, becoming like the detested natives in their brutality.  Although it would seem that the opposite is true, that Kurtz has recruited the native Africans as his followers, the likes of which routinely offer “unspeakable rites ... to him” (Conrad 84), he has in truth fallen more into their ways than vice versa.  From the native rituals made to honour him to the suggestive African heads on the wooden stakes surrounding his house, it is illustrated that Kurtz has given yield to his savage core, which has, in turn, “taken him, loved him, embraced him, got into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul” (81).  Besides this, Marlow himself appears to be drawn towards the savageries presented by the new culture as he observes the cannibalistic rites and frenzied, fire-lit gatherings held and practised by the native Africans.  He describes these with alarm as he realizes a possible kinsmanship between the two cultures:

It was unearthly, and the men were – No, they were not inhuman.  Well, you know, that was the worst of it – this suspicion of their not being inhuman … 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. (59)
Despite the barbarity of the native African and his unwillingness to be identified with it, Marlow is lured in towards this inner rawness as he watches the rituals, enraptured and noting that one can find “just the faintest trace of a response to the terrible frankness of [the] noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning in it which [one] … [can] comprehend” (60). Such potential for acculturation is also shown through the cannibalistic nature of the natives, another revolting form of evil to the Western culture.  As stated by Carola Kaplan in her essay on cannibalism in Heart of Darkness, “cannibalism serves as the metaphor for the absolute violation of boundaries between one human being and another, the physical equivalent of the cultural absorption … by the Other that the colonizer fears”.  From this psychological perspective, the European reflex to cannibalism is that of a fear of assimilation by the African, which is symbolized through the eating of human flesh.  To conclude, cultural integration and the resultant disintegration of the individual’s society are viewed by both races to be evil.

Altogether, the embodied forms of evil are identical in the views of both European and native African communities.  Oftentimes, each race’s view of evil is not solely directed to those of dissimilar ethnicity, but is echoed within each culture as well.  Despite colour, culture, and custom, black and white come together in the defining of evil.  Although it may initially seem to be strictly due to racial difference, each race’s view of the other as evil is largely a result from the impediment of each to the other’s ideologies.  The alternating abuse from each race towards the other’s principles and moral standings accumulates to the point where each firmly believes the other to be an epitome of evil.  In fact, this viewpoint applies to members within each race, as well.  Besides this, evil as an unknown or incomprehensive object is a view that is also shared by the two cultures, within and from the outside.  Finally, each ethos sees evil as a power of assimilation and resultant division of a collective group, a view that is perhaps the distinguishing motivator for each faction’s racism.  Many have debated the racial views of Achebe and Conrad, and their alleged intentions for their respective novels.  Yet, at the heart of darkness, at the pinnacle of falling apart, evil remains the same for both the African and the European, the young and the old, the refined and the savage.  It is this idea that raises the question of race and social division, and makes one wonder if really “what is good among one people is an abomination with others” (Achebe 122).  After all, are we not all one people?
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