Damak Campus Journal 2024 (1): 15-24
ISSN : 2565-4772 (Print)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.3126/dcj.v13i1.74477

Subalternity in Joseph Conrad’sHeart of Darkness

Baskota Dhananjaya
English Department
Damak Multiple Campus
Email-baskotadh@gmail.com

Abstract

Human civilization has a long history about power relation among the dlodilg and
the societies. Power relations prominently try to 'other' them wbopawerless,
voiceless, socially backwards, culturally isolated and economieaipjoited. 'This
paper presents how European elites make 'other' to the nativansfrid he process of
‘othering’ establishes the idea of subalternity;which is tefethrough the African
natives in Joseph Conrad's novel Heart of Darkness.The native n&fracavoiceless
and put beyond the center of conversations among the non-African clearabteway
of keeping Africans at bay is found in the novel; and they areernaty slaves. This
study tries to explore how subalternity is reflected in Joseph a@@niHeart of
Darkness. Furthermore, this novel is viewed in this article frbwe subaltern
perspectives proposed by Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) Gayatri Chakra&mxigk
(1942), Ranajit Guha (1923-2023) using the qualitative research. The novel has
reflected subalternity after the input of sources; and this cusked for the objective
conclusion.
Keywords: Binary opposition, dichotomy, orientalism, othering, projection,
subalternity

Introduction
Twenty-first century is pivoting over the inclusiveness of the pebplenging to
diverse social identities in the earth planet. Previously, suchrsdividentities were
under the shade of hegemonism, i.e. Eurocentric knowledge. Theowaypf
Eurocentric knowledge is paving number of measures to enter the woultcheard
people, unseen people, unrecorded people, marginalized people, oppressed meople, a
the othered people. This othering is made by the dominance of hegemaonyeve
voiceless people. There is a long human civilization history intwpéople are made
other through the domination of hegemony, language, gender issuesissa®@al class
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issues, and socio-political existence. 'l would say that SubaltacieS arrived in the
global mainstream in 1993, after Ranajit Guha's alignment withaBg S. Cohn had
made the project's cultural critique of colonialism an elixir ngfw vitality for
American-style cultural history (Reading Subaltern Studiesc@riHistory, Contested
Meaning and the Globalization of South Asia DAVID LUDDEN).

The most striking way of othering voiceless people is exantimedigh the 'subaltern’
reading. It is the subcategory of combined Marxist and Postcblorading of the
society. Subalterns are voiceless people, historically non-retpetgple. 'They cannot
represent themselves; they must be represented (Marx, 1972, 106).'

The word 'subaltern’ is used first time by the Italian Msr&intonio Gramsci to refer to
the workers and peasants, the inferior in rank; but it graduatignbe a buzz word in
the colonial and post-colonial studies. Asian critics like Raiajiha, Gyatri Spivak,
Partha Chatterjee adapted the idea of Gramsci to confront thmaloffistorical
documents which entertains to silence the subalterns and prometeoats or ruling
class people. Spivak's essay 'Can Subaltern peak?' is thdacdigtmstionand its
answer is 'They Can't Speak'.

The subaltern characters need to raise their voices in order testprobnfront
advocating for victims' rights, equality, justice, and identity. But theyatann
Subaltern studies are the result of globalization which promotédetacsithe afflicted
people and create sophisticated elites. The last two decadas o¥entieth century
became the pageant of subaltern studies. The history of théesnlzdhsses was just as
complex as the history of the dominant classes, elite clasdieg, classes although the
history is just 'official' history; not the history of 'all' peagHastory is indifferent to the
sacrifice and contribution made by the oppressed class peoplaryHestords the voice
of the heroes recognized by the higher class of people. So, Jaequea tried to
deconstruct the 'Eurocentric knowledge' and favoured the 'otheoeqh i the society
for consciousness and meaning construction process.

'Derrida calls the ethnocentrism of the European science.....isrtiay of the crisis
of European consciousness (Spivak, 1988, p.295)'

Subaltern Studies is a name for the general attribute ofmpkimgle subordinated class
in society, whether this is expressed in terms of class, geraer etc. attempting to
allow the people to speak within the pages of elitist historiogtaptpeak for, or to
sound the muted voices of the truly oppressed, repressed, marginalised and nmade othe
The literature which represents the powerless people, opprdsssd working class
people, gender discriminated people, racial and cultural discrimipeteple, or the
deprived class people is subaltern literature. Subalterns are te¢egsipeople, and the
literature gives them voice, raises their voice is subaltegrature. Mulk Raj Anand,
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Tony Morrison, David Arnold, Partha Chatterjee etc. are the subalt@ers.'Subaltern
refers to the ‘inferior in rank or status (Tyson, 2006, p. 425)." This meanghe
literature of the marginalized people who have been overshadowed layffdrent
elites,racial elites, indigenous elites, gender elites, pdliakges, geographical elites
and cultural elites. The elites always try to keep and exteggmony over weaker
groups. As the result, the process of othering remains for long time in human society.
Joseph Conrad's renowned novel (novalapart of Darknesg1899), generally a 'sea
journey novel’, follows the journey of Marlow in Africa, portrayingrh Conrad's own
time in the Congo in 1890. The narrative reflects on the inhuman esalitiEuropean
colonialism, depicting disorder, devastation, and the oppression of Arittgrortrays
the African people into power dynamics through language that theaAs are only
slaves. The story explores the clash of European and African egyltsparking
reflections on comprehension and potential conflicts. The narratimegbfrdenounces
imperialism, condemning cruelty and profit-driven western matemal Marlow's
narration plays a pivotal role in shaping readers' perceptions ofsevemforcing the
narrative's stance against mistreatment and exploitatiomai#ly, Heart of Darkness
encourages contemplation on cultural exchanges, personal growth, and da ethi
ramifications of colonialism. The entire narrative is madehleyriarrators reflecting the
African people from their own perception, and do not allow the natovepeak; nor
their views are communicated.

Generally, Conrad explores diverse ways where integrity ofltheacters is threatened
by the politics and economics corrupting the personal relationships. Hetrexohcile
social and individual conflicts. Conrad's another noVidéle Nigger of the Narcissus
(1987) is about 'a necessary corruption of any kind of human societgh€3a1998,
p.1156). This novel, too, points out that society is necessary but corrupaiapes
further conveys meaning of Conrad's all novels is that 'how rahteterests corrupt
human behaviours and relations'. Economic and social exploitationsteebenthe
champions in Conrad's Noveldeart of Darknesss more dimensional in this issue.
'‘Conrad is not protesting against anything, only illustratingeamanent aspect of
human condition(Daiches,1998,p. 1156)'. Such corruptions, exploitations, abusing
power over the powerless people and process of othering is key a$ssubaltern
studies which is vividly found in Conrad's nov&art of Darkness

Statement of the problem

The process of othering has become a part of human civilization beziapsaver
relation maintained in the society. In Joseph Contddart of DarknessElite groups
always strive to keep their dominance over the marginalizedipgroMarlow's
narratives stand for keeping Africans silent and put them beyond eheercof
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conversations. They are presented as nobody and used them asTdlayeare only
exploited, abused. This article tries to explore the answer to these reseatadngque

i. What is the position of characters in the novel?

ii. Why are characters silent in the novel?

ili. How does the novelist depict the ‘other’ characters?

Research objectives

This article is focusing on the process of othering to nativeais and finding how
they reflect the subaltern position obtained in this novel.

I. To study the position and power relations of characters in the novel

il. To study how the characters are silenced by the elite or hegenmny gr

ii. To study how the process othering is designed throughout the novel

Literature review

The study of Africa has emerged a long discourse in the tztduries. Chinua
Achebe portrayed the 'image of Africa’ with the violent criticief Joseph
Conrad’s novelHeart of Darknes#t has a racist marked, which is the
development of postcolonial theory, which criticallyaddresseslabacies of
colonialism (Clarke, 2017, p. 15). Achebe saw this novel through racist
which repressed the African natives. This view developed the comept
imperialism and colonialism; and ultimately it based subalkens to read the
novel. Mariwan Hasan et al (2021, p. 39) haspresented insight about Caatrad t
Joseph Conrad was a thoroughgoing racist. That this simple truth isdymss
in criticisms of his work is since white racism againstriésf is such a normal
way of thinking that its manifestations go completely unremarkadena detalil
studies over thédeart of Darknesswith the focus on imperialism, colonialism
and racism. The marginalization and exploitation of the voicelé$saAs by the
affluent Europeans are made key issues. This novel is the exploddtion
unpredictable human nature as well as the relevant matter ctiglegical and
physical colonialism.

Several critics have observed Conrad's representation of tkecdatinent and
its people as very much a part of a marginalising traditioh tha existed in
Western literature for centuries. Most notably, The NigeriaitewrChinua
Achebe (Clarke, 2017, p.11) accused Joseph Conrad having racism because he
refused to see the black man as an individual in his own right,en@di®e of his
use of Africa as a setting—representative of darkness, savagéataamd evil.
The oriental doctrine is present here that the Europeans are highlyed and
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intellect. This ideology has affected Joseph Conrad to be a thoroughgastg ra
That this simple truth is glossed over in criticisms of h@kns since white
racism against Africa is such a normal way of thinking thahasifestations go
completely unremarked (Achebe, 2006, p. 172)
G. Sankar (2016) under the title 'Postmodernism and Postcolonialidoseph
Conrad selected Novels: A Glimpse' focus on how native Africams a
marginalised and repressed with the help of Europe's colonial power.
ItsnainiBarorohMarfu’ah (2013) in his article entitled 'Colonialiand Racism
Reflected in Joseph Conradieart of Darknesshighlighting the European
imperial power over the Africans because of race and color. dimeafion of
white elite's dominance in conversation and identity has based esubalt
discourses, which is the by-product of colonial doctrine.
The different readings ofeart of Darknesshave not read as per project of
othering to make the voiceless people subaltern, repressed, maeginalis
exploited. The to meet this absence, this article prelimindoityses on the
project of othering ifHeart of Darknesswhich is the projection of subaltern
reading; a byproduct of postcolonial reading of the text.

Methodology
Entire human civilization is in affliction in different names. Yhare striving despite
the adversities. The writers, poets and philosophers have immensgsiropsaauman
struggles, confrontations and voices, which reflects in their thoughts and crehtse. T
confrontations are for the stabilization of power relation betwhenoppressor and
oppressed. The modern criticism has accepted subalternity intliegtsjse it seeks the
oppression of minority language speakers and analyses the texh&wmédrspectives.
'In the post-colonial studies, subaltern identifies and describes thenomen, and the
social groups who are socially, politically and geographically detsi the hegemonic
power (Sharma, 2078, p. 458)'.
Similarly, this article tries to examine Europeans- basadacters as othering agents of
the native Africans.'In the work of subaltern studies, it is rseegg0 reach up to not
only the ideological part but also the livelihood of common people i.e. fpomers,
shepherds, workers, laborers, oppressed caste women. They are asdkurgs, they
also think, take decisions, decide the way to live and grow in thetgothe subaltern
studies, therefore, defy those historians who regard people’s actexteasal to their
consciousness (Sahoo, 2014, p. 81)
These relative studies are essentially chosen for understaotiiogpering to make
people subaltern in Conradeart of Darkness. This paper is preliminary based on
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textual readings, both printed copies, and the e-resources. Thesegysegeirerally
promote to admit secondary data, as the source for the qualitatazeTta enormous
treasure of English literature, their critical studies are alsgad. Similarly, the narrator
Marlowe examines the European based- characters and nativean&friguite
differently. So, narrator's point of view is given focus for evideite researchers and
the writers, their interpretations and research works are accepteabases.
The study has been conducted assimilating historical sourcesisaadpostcolonial
approach to examine Conradieart of Darkness To know if Conrad supports
subalterns or he just showed how colonizers behaved badly with the pooe péopl
Africa. Several writer's works have been consulted to support tlas i@eout the role
Conrad had in showing voicelessness of African native people. Moremxamples
from the text are used to prove that fact that Africans have ibeele other, subaltern
and they are treated as if they are not human being.

Findings and discussion
Otheringin subaltern projection
Othering process includes exposing and labelling differently individuayroup of
people in the identical society or group. The power holders or colenggrress
members of indigenous culture fully quite unfairly and inhumanly. So, athas
position of human being which is subjugated by power. Such subjugated pemple a
othering. This makes binary opposition as powerful / powerless. Inirthiarssense,
Simone De Beauvoir entitled her one essay 'Woman as Other' boblemhe Second
Sex as man / woman.
The Heart of Darknesscreates very powerful binary opposition as Europeans /
Africans, we / they, Whites / Blacks, civilized / savage, WeBtast. The narrator
Marlowe observes in the journey that there is brutality in inapem, and equally there
is miserable condition of the native Africans as 'the standaravafyery' (Tyson, 2006,
p. 428). The Europeans' motive to earn through ivory trade in Africaas ale to
achieve this mission they create dominance. The African natiggasirthe outsiders to
follow white men's instructions; and they lose their identityhtsgto choose and
freedom. They are compelled to work. They suffer form the insefficifood,
mistreatment, decline in health, lack of attention by the coloniaedsthe natives think
they are inferior to Europeans.
Marlowe delights when he sees a white man at the Outengtdtsaw a high starched
collar, white cuffs, a light alpaca jacket, snowy trousersdeancnecktie, and varnished
boots' (Jago, 2011, p. 393); but he never excites seeing the nativenafridas is
because, Marlowe thinks only European whites are sophisticatedsedyibdvanced
and intelligent. That is the reason, the Chief Accountant is aeWhiarlowe uses
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certain puns to describe African natives, such as 'black’, 'éyglsaéning’, 'bodies
streamed with perspiration’, ‘faces like grotesque mask’, 'laadknaked’', 'savage,
backward and undeveloped' etc. in order to symbolize them as 'othdahieamdhite
Europeans embody as 'self'. Marlowe observes native Africans:

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, that swayedaadtmn —
men, | tell you(p.381).

The process of othering African natives by the European traddds lthe process of
subaltering them. This process builds an identity; as subordinator,apiatleinferior,
junior, ruled, aborigine by the roles they obtain in society. Heggmelite and
bourgeoise class try to stabilize, protect or even enhance their cmaitiarough
language and behaviour. Most of the time the narrator speaks adheerative
Africans through his eyes. He never allows to speak to them. Wéagtives intend he
does not know, but he knows what he knows through the elite's eyes. witaGg/atri
Spivak explores the universal rhetorical question 'Can the subalpe@k™. Its
universal answer is 'No'. Same substance occurs iHdhg if DarknessMarlowe, the
narrator never interacts with the native Africans, but he onlyreésehrough his eyes
because the subalterns are the 'subject to others'. Marlowe observes¢hafriaans:

A continuous noise of the rapids above hovered over thisscene of inhabited devastation.
A lot of people, mostly black and naked, moved about like ants(p.380).
Voicelessness in subaltern projection

The Voicelessness of the black subalterns is so vivid in thisl.nel\&lowe speaks
Kurtz's intended woman, as she is white and he shares Kiegfifsgs to her openly,
even with 'white lie'; because she is from elite class, iletewBut Marlowe never
speaks with Kurtz's black mistress, nor she can speak with Marlbhe loses her love,
but her affliction remains unspoken and unheard. Gayatri Chakravorty kSpiva
considered as one of the most influential postcolonial intellectuls, ‘Subalteriis
not just a classy word for 'oppressed’, for [the] Other, forebmaly who's not getting
any opportunities. If in the context of colonial production, the subaltesmbaistory
and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in $¢8pd@k, 1988,
p.309)".

Basing the words of Spivak, subalterns (African natives) are nvadg, thrown away
from the mainstream; even in the communication made by Europess €hat might
be the cause that Marlowe has obtained power, and he uses thextné¢lpower just
because he is colonial exploiter who is capable to subjugate local people. He says:
Theywere nothing earthly now, — nothing but black shadows of diseds&arvation,
lying confusedly in the greenish gloom. (p.382)
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The subalterns can speak in their own way with own tongue and aboethey have
problem to speak colonisers' standard English. Their voice is bunuiligam. When the
natives seemed to be cannibal and hungry, a nigger says, 'cat¢hiven'im to us'
(p.404). This is because the subalterns cannot speak openly, acciladelyy and
grammatically. Rather they seek appreciation from theselithe natives are portrayed
as dirty and civilized. This creates binary oppositions between Eamspand the
Africans that 'Africans are presented as subordinator' and unvoicetiuted. The
absence of dialogue between Marlowe and other Europeans with the Afnioamns
proves the rhetorical question '‘Can the subaltern Speak?'.

This novel, on the way to subaltern study, creates 'eurocentnwbimh means projects
the ideal position of European ideas and culture. Lois Tyson (2006, p. 421) writes, ".. the
use of European culture as the standard to which all the other cudtereggatively
contrasted - is called Eurocentrism.' Heart of Darknessctsfleurocentrism, a part of
subaltern studies. This ideology is reflected in Marlowe's this comment:

There it is before you — smiling, frowning, inviting, grand, mean,insipid, or savage,
and always mute with an air of whispering, Come and find out. (p.378)

Orientalism in subaltern projection

Heart of Darknesgrojects the ideology of subaltern with the support of the ideology of
orientalism. Orientalism, coined this term by Edward SaidhesBastern World that
includes Middle East, Near East and Far East (territory @f &sd North Africa) which
the Europeans defined them as primitive, savage, 22ivilized22d and noreciniall
This novel reflects native Africans (Orientals) characestiy these negative attributes
with lack of education, poverty, primitive, savage, slave and uimadil They are
dehumanized, and voiceless. The native Africans are not allowed to gpealy with
Marlowe, rather they are represented and narrated about thenargwe. Marlowe
gives every details of the native Africans without communicatiitly them. He speaks
as per his impression and visualization about them. He evaluatégeaw@aman in this
way:

She must have had the value of several elephant tusks upon her. S$eevages and
superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous aaty stater
deliberate progress. (p.416)

Marlowe portrays the native Africans who are working with thent thay are
cannibals, and they are hungry now. But they do not attack the wilnpgepeather
want to get the dead body. This creates a wonderful dichotomy doetthe River
Thames and the Congo River to create as light / dark binary opposifioasis the
reason how the Europeans made the native Africans voiceless atedl a@eminance
over them thinking that they are superior, intellect, 22ivilized, cultiaed, belonging
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to the elite class. Such assumption helps to invade and stabilize doaiozer the
inhabitants. Marlowe cruelly describes the native people as:Satan
Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the trees leaningtalgaitrsinks, clinging to
the earth, half coming out, half effaced within the dim light, inhed attitudes of pain,
abandonment, and despair (p.377).
Racism in subaltern projection
Heart of Darknes$ias very strong projection of racism which creates subaitass of
people. In this novel, subaltern are niggers, they are blacks, thefpadish and
immoral. They are projects as animals losing the status of hbelag; and having nor
identity of their own, nor they have any purpose and ambitionutnrd. They are
nameless slaves, physically and spiritually sick, and victims.y Tioéerate the
oppression of colonizers' exploitation, and they need to raise voice.
Racism pervades in all sectors of society; politics, economidtsire, art etc. and this
ideology just discriminates people as per physical complexion andgloal
differences. This exercises exclusion and oppression to exastites from them; as
in Heart of Darknessto extract ivory from the native Africans. In the beginning of the
novel, Marlowe observes the black are savage and barbaric to ransaere. He has
almost negative puns while referring the native Africans.
Heart of Darknessis perceived through the eyes of a European; and so, Marlow
displays his racial attitude towards Kurtz's black mistrgssdying, 'She was savage
and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something omindwsiagely in her
deliberate progress' (p.415). Here Conrad projects the prejudice Blitbpean people
against the black Africans that they are savage and dangerous looking.
Marlow notices that she wears 'barbarous ornaments . . . herdsadone in the shape
of a helmet, she had brass leggings to the knees' (p.416). Thidipeejeflects both
racial and gender biasness; and tries to create positive impression aboutthe 'self
Conclusion
Subalternity is a form of assigning people only subordinating rolestatds, and it
turns into an umbrella concept which extends the scope of researchvémous
subaltern perspectives judging how much they are made voicelessejphJConrad's
novel Heart of Darknessthere are different projections to make the native Africans
subaltern. They are the process of othering, ideals of orientalsimracism. So,
Spivak warns in such a situation of accommodating the condition of an enduring
subordination. She declares that the undertaking of an intellectoahéatway for the
subaltern groups and let them freely speak for themselves. BlEuttopean ivory
trades establish themselves as imperials and colonizers araisexgower over the
marginalized native Africans either suppressing them or iggdheir status as human
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being and keep on exploiting them. Despite being made 'other’, tive rdticans

cannot voice against injustice, psychological and physical tortheerdaders feel pity
on these subaltern native people; and may be, Conrad wants to imeakeide of

subalterns raised by the readers so that they could regainptiegious status and
respects. The dichotomy white / black, West / East, colonises®nised, civilised /

savage can be broken, or goes reverse. Such reversing projsciidvocated by the
post-modernism, and it has brought a lot of changes in the peomelwddking the
'Eurocentric knowledge'.

The changes happening in a globalized post-modern world defines theersuba a

separate class. The Subaltern School has contributed a lot inuthe dodt history,

economics and social sciences in Third World countries during etite afventieth

century, and the beginning of twenty - first century. It shappartof postcolonial
theory in literature and its application is certainly functional in the studgrdin texts;

for example — Dalit Literature in our context.
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