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and the imperialist ideolo~:~~US~'lt is extren:~ly lively and ,diverse; 
Large groups of people believe that. the bitterness and humiliations of the 
experience which virtually enslaved them nevertheless delivered benefits
liberal ideas, national self-con~ciousness, and technological goods-~hat 
over,time seem· to have made imperialism much less .unpleasant. Other 
people in the post-colonial age retrospectively reflected on colonialism the 
better to understand the difficulties of .the present in newly independent 
states. Real problems of democt~cy, development, and destiny, are attested 
to by the statepersecutionofintellectuals who carry on their thought and 
practice,publicly and courageously-Eqbal Ahmad and Faiz Ahmad fa~z 
in Pa~tan, Ngugi waThiongo in Kenya, or Abdelrahman el Mumf In 

the Ara& world-major thinkers and artists whose sufferings have not 
blunted the lsransigence of thf;!ir thoUg,ht, or inhibited the se, verity of their 
punishment. . . 

Neither Muni , ~gugi, nor Faiz, nor any other like them, was anything 
but unstinting in hishatred of implanted colonialism or the imperialism that 
kept it going. Ironicali~they were listened to only partially, whether in the 
West or by the ruling authorities in their own societies. They were likely, 
on the one hand, to be considered by many Western intellectuals retrospec
tive Jeremiahs denouncing the evils of a past colonialism, and, on the other, 
to be treated by their governments in Saudi Arabia, Kenya, Pakistan as 
agents of outside powers who deserved imprisonment or exile. The tragedy 
of this experience, and indeed of so many posH:olonial experiences, derives 
from the limitations of the attempts to deal with relationships that are 
polarized, radically uneven,'remembered differently. The spheres, the sites· 
of intensity,. the agendas, and the constituencies in the metropolitan and 
ex-colonized worlds appear to overlap only partially. The small area that is 
perceived as common does not, at this point, provide fOr more than what 
might be called a rhetoric of blame. .' 

I want first to consider the actualities of the intellectual terrains both 
common and discrepant in post-imperial public discourse,especially con
centrating on what in this discourse gives rise to and encourages the. rhetoric 
and politics of. blame. Then, using the perspectives and methods of what . 
might be called a comparative literature of imperialism, I shall consider the 
ways in which a reconsidered or revised notion of how a post-imperial 
intellectual attitude might expand the overlapping community between 
metropolitan and formerly colonized societies. By looking at the different 
experiences contrapuntally, as making up a set of what I call intertwined and. 
overlapping histories, I shall try to formulate an alternative both toa politics 
of blame and to the even more destructive politics of confrontation, and 
~ostility. A more interesting type of, secular interpretation can emerge, 
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altogether more rewarding than the denunciations of the past, d~e expres~ 
sions of regret for its having ended, or-even more wasteful because violent 
and far too easy and attractive--the hostility between Western and non

. Western cultures that leads to crises. The world is too small and interdepen
denno let these passively happen. 

( III ) 
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" , 

D omination and inequities of power and wealth are perennial facts of 
- . human society; But in today's global setting. they are also interpretable 

as;having something to do with imperialism, its history, its new forms. The 
nations of contemporary 1\sia, Latin America,and Africa are politically 
independent but in many ways are as dominated and dependent as they were 

'when ruled directly by European powers. On the one hand, this is the 
consequence of self-inflicted wounds, critics like V. S. Naipaul are wont to 
say: they (everyone knows that "they" means coloreds, wogs, niggers) are to 
blame for what "they" are, and it's nouse droning on about the legacy of 
imperialism. On the other hand, blaming the Europeans sweepingly for the 

" misfortunes of the present is not much of an alternative. What we need. to 
d() is to look at these inatters as a network of interdependent histories that 
it. would be inaccurate and senseless to repress, useful and interesting to 
understand. 

.The point here is not complicated. If while sitting in Oxford, Paris, or 
New York you tell Arabs or Africans thllt they belong to a basically sick or 
unregenerate culture, you are unlikely to convince them. Even if you prevail 
Qverthem, they are not going;to concede to you your essential superiority 
or -your right to rule them despite your evident wealth and power. The 
history of this stand-off is manifest throughout colonies where white masters 
were once unchallenged but finally driven out. Conversely, the triumphant 
natives soon enough found that they needed the West and that the idea of 

. total indepemj.ence was a nationalist fiction designed mainly for what Fanon 
calls the "nationalist bourgeoisie," who in turn often ran the new countries 
with a callous, exploitative tyranny reminiscent of the departed masters. 
. ,And' so in the late twentieth century the imperial cycle of the last century 
in some way replicates itself, although today there are really no big empty 
spaces, no expanding frontiers, no exciting new settlements to establish: We 
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et1\;it6nrhet'lt;i~h~~gi=ber ofecol~~ical,economic, 
~;;'r'flc~&f:~lp'iffila!poliltic\il pr~ssutestearing at its only dimly perceived, basically 

, . fabric. Anyone with even a vague con-
:),:i,;~icttl\isnmjs:'()f'l:liis' whole is alarmed at how such remorselessly selfish and 
. -, .';riartb'w interests--patriotism, chauvinism, ethnic; religious, and racial ha-

ti"ed~an in fact lead to mass destructiveness. The world simply cannot 
' .. ~fford this many more times . 

. One should ~ot pretend that models for a harmonious world order are 
ready at hand, and it would be equally disingenuous to suppose that ideas 
of peace and community have much of a 'chance when power is moved to 
action by aggressive perceptions of "vital national interests" or unlimited 
sovereignty. The United States' clash with Iraq and Iraq's aggression against 
Kuwait concerning oil are obvious examples. The wonder of it is that the 
schooling for such relatively provincial thought and action is still prevalent, 
unchecked, uncritically accepted, recurringlyreplicated in the education of 
generation after generation. Weare all taught to venerate our nations ~nd 
admire our traditions: we are taught to pursue their interests with toughness 
and in' di~regard for other societies. A new and in my opinion appalling 
tribalism is fracturing societies, separating peoples, promoting greed, bloody 
conflict, and uninteresting assertions of minor ethnic or group particularity. 
Little time is spent not so much in "learning about other cultures""-the 
phrase has an inane vagueness to it-but in studying the map of interactions, 
the actual and often productive traffic occ;urring on a day-by-day, and even 
tninut~-by-minute basis among states, societies, groups, identities. 

No one can hold this entire map in his or her head, which is why the 
geography of empire and the many-sided imperial experience that created 
its fundamental texture should be considered first in terms of a few salient 
configurations. Primarily, ~s we look back at the nineteenth century, we see 
that the drive toward empire in effect brought most of the earth under the 
domination of a handful of powers. To get hold of part of what this means, 
I propose to look at a specific set of rich cultural documents in which the 
interacti?n between Europe or America on the one hand and the imperial
iied world on the other is animated, informed, made explicit as an experi
ence for both sides of the encounter. Yet before I do this, historically and 
systematically, it is a useful preparation to look at what still remains of 
imperialism in recent cultural discussion. This is the residuum of a dense, 
interesting history that is parodoxically global and' local at the same time, 
and it is also a sign of how the imperial past lives on, arousing argument and ' 
counter-argument with surprising intensity. Because they are contemporary 
and easy at hand, these traces of the past in the present point the way to a 
study of the histories-the plural is used advisedly-"Created by empire, not 
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.-, just the stories of the white man and woman, but also those of the non-whites 
. whose. lands and very being were at issue, even as their claims were denied 
or ignored. • 

One significant contemporary debate about the residue of imperialism-. 
the matter of how "natives" are represented in the Western media-illus
trates the persistence of such interdependence and overlapping, not only in 
the debate's content but in its form, not only in what is said but also in how 
iris said, by whom, where, and for whom. This bears looking into, although 
itrequires aself-discipline not easily come by, so well-developed, tempting, 
and ready at hand are the confrontational strategies. In 1984, well before The 
Satanic' Verses appeared, Salman Rushdie diagnosed the spate of films and 
articles about the British Raj, including the television series The Jewel in the 
Crown and David Lean's film of A Passage to India. Rushdie noted that the 
nostalgia pressed into service by these affectionate recollections of British 
rule in India coincided with the Falklands War, and that "the rise of Raj 
revisionism, exemplified by the huge success of these fictions, is the artistic 
counterpart to the rise of conservative ideologies in modern Britain." Com
mentators responded to what they considered Rushdie's wailing and whin
ing in public and seemed to disregard his principal point. Rushdie was trying 
to make a larger argument, which presumably sh~uld have appealed to 
int~lIectuals for whom.George Orwell's well-known description of the intel
l,?ctual's place in society as being inside and outside the whale no longer 
applied; modern reality in Rushdie's terms was actually "whaleless, this 

I
· / world without quiet corners [in which] there can be rio easy escapes from 

.•...... history, from hullabaloo, from terrible, unquiet fuss."z7 But Rushdie's main 
point was not the point considered worth taking up and debating. Instead the 
main issue for contention was whether things in the Third World hadn't in 
fact declined after the colonies had been emancipate.d, and whether it might 
not be better on the whole to listen to the rare--Iuckily, I might add, 6U 
extremely rare--Third World intellectuals who manfully ascribed most of 
their present barbarities, tyrannies, and degradations to their own native 
histories, histories that were pretty bad bef()re colonialism and that reverted 
to that state after colonialism. Hence, ran this argument, better a ruthlessly 
honest V . .s. Naipaul than an absurdly posturing Rushdie. 

One could conclude from the emotions stirred up by Rushdie's own case, 
then and later, that many people in the West came to. feel that enough was 
enough. After Vietnam and Iran-and note here that these labels are usually 
employed equally to evoke American domestic traumas (the student insur~ 
rections of the 1960s, the public anguish about the hostages in the 1970s) as 
much as international conflict and the "loss" of Viei:nam and Iran to radical 
nationalisms-after Vietnam and Iran, lines had to be defended. Western 
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-""~ ~, .. 
democracy had taken a beating, and even if'the physical damage had be~n 
done abroad there was a sense, as Jimmy Carter once rather oddly put 'It, 
of "mutual destruction." This feeling in turn led to Westerners rethinking 
the whole process of decolonization. Was it not true, ran their new evalua
tion, that "we" had given "them" progress and modernization? Hadn't we 
provided them with order and a kind of stability that they haven't been able 
since to provide for themselves? Wasn't it an atrocious misplaced trust to 
believe in their capacity for independence, for it had led to Bokassas and 
Amins, whose intellectual correlates were people like Rushdie? Shouldn't 
we have held on to the colonies, kept the subject or inferior races in check, 
remained true to our civilizational responsibilities? 

I realize that what I have just reproduced is not entirely the thing itself, 
but perhaps a caricature. Nevertheless it bears an uncomforta.ble resem
blance to what many people who imagined themselves speakmg for the 
West said. There seemed little skepticism that a monolithic "West" in fact 
existed, any more than an entire ex-colonial world described in one .sw~ep
ing generalization after' another. The leap to essences and generalIzatIOns 
was accompanied by appeals to an imagined history of WeStern endowments 
and free hand-outs, followed by a reprehensible sequence of ungrateful 
bitings of that grandly giving "Western" hand. "Why don't they appreciate 
us after what We did for them?"28 

'How easily so much could be compressed into that simple formula of 
unappreciated magnanimitj!Dismissed or forgotten were the ravaged colo
nialpeoples who for centuries endured summ~ry justice, unending eco~ 
nomic oppression, distortion' of their' social and intimate lives, and, a, 
recourseless submission that was the function of unchanging European supe
riority. Only to keep in mind the millions of Africans who were supplied to 
the slave trade is to acknowledge the unimaginable cost of maintaining that 
superiority. Yet dismissed most often are precisely the i~fi~ite num~er of 
traces in: the immensely detailed, violent history of colomal mterventlon
minute by minute, hour by hour-in the lives of individuals and collectivi.;. 
ties, on both sides of the colonial divide. 

The thing to be noticed about this kind of contemporary discourse, which 
assumes the primacy and even the complete centrality of the West, is how 
totalizing is its form, how all-enveloping its attitudes and ges~res, how 
much it shuts out even as it includes, compresses, and consolIdates. We 
suddenly find ourselves transported backward in time to thehne ninetee.nth 

~~ " '. '. 
This imperial attitude is, I believe, beautifully captured m the complI-

,~ "cated and rich narrative form of Conrad's great novella Heart of Darkness. 
"'J 'Written between 1898 and 1899. On the one hand, the narrator ,Marlow 
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a,'cknow,ledg:s,the tra~ic predica~ent of all ~h-tha~ "it is impossible to S, ',' 
conve~ the IIfe-~ensatlo~ of a~y gIVen epoch of one's eXIstence-that which ' ~ 
makes Its truth, Its meamng-Its subtle and penetrating essence .... We live, VI 

. ag! drel!.~.Q!!!('29-yet still manages to convey the enormous power ' R 

ofKurtz:s African ex~erie~ce t~rough his own overm~stering ~arr~tive ofh~s il 
voyage mto the Afncan mtenor toward Kurtz. ThIs narratIve m turn IS ,: 
,connected directly with the redemptive force,; as well as the waste and 111 

horror: of Europe's mission in,the dark world. Whatever is lost o~ elided or ill 
even SImply made up in Marlow's immensely compelling recitation is com- !;,~ 
pensated for in the narrative's sheer historical momentum, the temporal )1 
forward movement-with digressions, descriptions, exciting encounters "~ 
and all. Within the narra~ive of how he journeyed to Kurtz's Inner Station; ;,1 
whose source and authonty he now becomes, Marlow moves backward and )J 
forward materially in small and large spirals, very much the way episodes '('If 

in the cour~e ofhis,i0urneyup-riverare then incorporated by the principal ':h 
forward trajectory mto what he renders as "the heart of Africa." 0:!1 

, Thus Marlow's·encounter with the improbably white-suited clerk in the )1'; 

,middle' of the jungle furnishes him with several digressive paragraphs as * I 
d h·· .. 'II , oes IS meetmg later WIth the semI-crazed, harlequin-like Russian who has l' 

, been so affected by Kurtz's gifts. Yet underlying Marlow's inconclusiveness ~I' 
his' evas~ons, his arabesque meditations on his feelings and ideas, is th~;; 
unrelentmg course of the journey itself, which, despite aU the many obsta-\l 
cles, is sustained through the jU!lgle, through time, through hardship, to the :1 
heart of it all, Kurtz's ivory-trading empire. Conrad wants us to, see how J 
Kurtz's great looting adventure, Madow's, journey up the river, and the ~' 
~a!!!!...~~e itself all share a common theme: Europeans performing acts of ' 
Impenal mastery and will in (or about) Africa. 

What makes Conrad different from the other colonial writers who were 
his contemporaries is that, for reasons having partly to do with the colonial
ism that turned him, a Polish expatriate" into an employee of the imperial 
system, he was so self-conscious about what he did. Like most of his other 
tales, therefore, Heart of Darkness cannot just be a straightforward recital of 
Marlow's adventures: it is also a dramatization of Marlow himself, the 
former wanderer in colonial regions, telling his story toag;oup Of British 
~isteners at a particular time and in a specific place. That this group of people 
JS drawn largely from the business world is Conrad's way of emphasizing the 

, fact that during the 1890S the business of empire, once an adventurous and 
, often individualistic enterprise, had become the empire of business. (Coinci

",', dentally we should note that at aboutthe same time Halford Mackinder, an 
explorer; geographer, and Liberal Imperialist, gave a series of lectures on 
imperialism at the London Institute of Bankers:30 perhaps Conrad knew 
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about this.) 'Although the almo:t\;~ess~rce of Ma;low'snarrative 
leaves us with a quite accurate sense that there is no way out of the sovereign 
historical force of imperialism, and that it has the power of a system repre
senting as well as speaking fot everything within its dominion, Conrad 
shows us that what Marlow does is contingent, acted out for a set of 
like-minded British hearers, and limited to that situation. 

Yet neither Conrad nor Marlow gives us a full view of what is fJ!f1Jld.e the 
world-conquering attitudes embodied by Kurtz, Marlow, the circle oflisten
ers on the deck of the Nellie, and Conrad. By that I mean that Heart of Darkness 
works so effectively because its politics and aesthetics are, so to speak, 
imperialist, which in the closing years of the nineteenth century seemed to 
be at the same time an aesthetic, politics, and even epistemology inevitable 
and unavoidable. For if we cannot truly understand ·someone else's experi
ence and if we must therefore depend upon the assertive authority of the sort 
of power that, Kurtz wields as a white man in the jungle or that Marlow, 
another white man, wields as narrator, there is no use looking for other, 
non-imperialist alternatives; the system has simply eliminated thein and 
made them unthinkable. The circularity, the perfect closure of the whole 
thing is not only aesthetically but also mentally unas.sailable. 

Conrad is so self-conscious about situating Marlow's tale in' a narrative 
moment that he allows us simultaneously to realize after all that imperial
ism, far from swallowing up its own history, was taking place in' and was 
circumscribed by a larger,history, one JUSt outside the tightly inclusive circle. 
of Europeans on the deck of the Nellie. As yet, however, no one seemed to 

~ inhabit that region,and so Conrad left it empty. . 
.~ r 75 Conrad could probably never have used Marlow to present anything 
.5~~her than an imperialist world-view, given what was available for either 
" .• ~.",." Conrad or Marlow to see of the non-European at,the time. Independence 

was for whites and Europeans; the lesser or subject peoples were' to be ruled; 
science, learning, history emanated from the West. True, Conrad scrupu
lously recorded the differences between the disgraces of Belgian and British 
colonial attitudes, but,hecould only imagine the world carved up into one 
or another Western sphere of dominion. But because Conrad also had an 
extraordinarily persistent residual sense of his' own exilic' marginality" he 
quite carefully (some would say maddeningly) qualified Marlow's narrative 
with the provisionality that came from standing anhe very juncture of this 
world with another, unspecified but different. Conrad was certainly not a 
great imperialist entrepreneur like Cecil Rhodes or Frederick Lugard, even 
though he understood perfectly how for each of them, in Hannah Arendt's 
words, to enter "the maelstrom of an unending process of expansion, he will, 
as it were, cease to be what he was and obey the laws of the process, identify 
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with anonymous forces that he is supposed to serve in order to keep 
..... ,. urnnlP process in motion, he will think of himself as mere function, and 

consider such functionality, such an incarnation of the dynamic 
his highest possible achievement."31 Conrad's realization is that if, like 

,narrative, imperialism has monopolized the entire system of representa
tion~which in the case of Heart of Darkness allowed it to speak for Africans 
as ;'Yell as for Kurtz and the other adventurers, including Marlow and his 

"audience-your self-consciousness as an outsider can allow you actively to 
/comprehendhow the machine works, given that you and it are fundamen
tally not in perfect synchrony or correspondence. Never the wholly incor
porated and fully acculturated Englishman, Conrad therefore preserved an 
ironic distance in each of his works. 

.. :The form of Conrad's narrative has thus made it possible to derive two 
possible arguments, two visions, in the post-colonial world that succeeded 
his. One argument allows the old imperial enterprise full scope to play itself 
out conventionally, to render the world as official European or Western 

'iinperialism saw it, and to consolidate itself after World War Two. Western
er~ inay have physically left their old colonies in Africa and Asia, but they 

, , retained them not only as markets but as locales on the ideological map over 
.:which they continued to rule morally and intellectually. "Show me the Zulu 

Tolstoy," as one American intellectual has recently put it. The assertive 
sovereign inclusiveness of this argument courses through the words of those 

.", who speak today for the West and fOr what the West did, as well as for what 
the test of the world is, was, and may be. The assertions of this discourse 
exclude what has been represented as "lost" by arguing that the:colonial 
world was in some ways ontologi!;.ally speaking lost to begin with, irredeem
able,irrecusably inferior. Moreover, it focusses not on what was shared in 
Jhe'colonial experience, but on what must never be shared, namely the 
'authority and rectitude that come wi~development. 

",Rhetorically, its terms are the organization of political passions, to borrow 
Julien Benda's critique of modern intellectuals, terms. which, he was 

sensible enough to know, lead inevitably to mass slaughter, and if not to 
, ',,' .literal mass slaughter then certainly to rhetorical slaughter. 

",; The second argument is considerably less objectionable. It sees itself as ,.
',Conrad saw his own narratives, local to a time and place, neither uncondi- I,) J ,f 

, tionally true nor unqualifiedly certain. As I have said, Conrad does not givett. Jf' 
sense that he could imagine a fully realized alternative toimperialism: 

: the natives he wrote about in Africa, Asia, or America were' incapable of 
inpependence, and because he seemed to imagine that European tutelage 

, was a given, he could not foresee what would take place when it came to an 
But come to an end it would, if only because-like all human effort, like 
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speech itself-it would have its moment, tlfen it would have to pass. Since 
Conrad dates imperialism, shows. its contingency, records its illusions and 
tremendous violence and waste (as in Nostromo), he permits his later readers 
to imagine something other than an Africa carved up into dozens of Euro
pean colonies, even if, for his own part, he had little notion of what that 
Africa might ·be. 

To return to the first line out of Conrad, the discourse of resurgent empire 
. proves that the nineteenth-century imperial encounter continues today to 

draw lines and defend barriers. Strangely, it persists also in the enormously 
complex and quietly interesting interchange between former colonial part:-

. ners, say between Britain and India, or between France and the Francophone 
countries of Africa. But thes~ exchanges tend to be overshadowed by the 
loud antagonisms of the polarized debate of pro- and anti-imperialists, who 
speak stridently of national destiny, overseas interests, neo-imperialism, and 
the like, drawing like-minded people-aggressive Westerners and, ironi
cally; those non~ Westerners for whom the new natiOnalist and resurgent 
Ayatollahs speak-away from the other ongoing interchange. Inside each 
regrettably constricted camp stand the blameless, the just, the faithful, led by 
the omnicompetent; those who know the truth about themselves anf! others; 
outside stands a miscellaneous bunch of querulous intellectuals and wishy
washy skeptics who go on complaining about the past to little effect. 

An important ideological shift occurred during the f970S and 1980s, accom
panying this contraction of horizons in what I have been calling the first of 
the two lines leading out of Reart of Darkness. One can locate it, .for instance, 
in the dramatic change in emphasis and, quite literally, direction among 
thinkers noted for their radicalism. The later Jean-Fran~ois Lyotardand 
MicheU",Qucau.!t, eminent French philosophers who emerged dutingthe 
1960s as apostles of radicalism and intellectual insurgency, describe a striking 

,new lack offaith in what Lyotard calls the great legitimizing narratives of 
emancipation and enlightenment. Our age, he said ,in the 1980s, is post-. 
moderni~t, concerned only·· with local. issues, not with' history but with 
problems to be solved, not with a grand reality but with games.32 Foucault 
also turned his attention away from the oppositional forces in modern 
society which he had studied for their undeterred resistance to exclusion and 
confinement--"delinquents, poets, outcasts, and the like-and decided that 
since power was everywhere it was probably better to concentrate Oil the 
local micro-physics of power that surround . the individual. The self was 
therefore to be studied, cultivated, and, if necessary, refashioned and con
stituted.33 In both Lyotard and Foucault we find precisely the same trope 
employed to explain the. disappointment in the politics of liberation:narra
tive, which posits an enabling beginning point and a vindicating goal,isno 
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adequate for plotting the human trajectory in society. There is 
to look forward to: we are stuck within our circle. And now the line 

··is·enclosed by a circle. After years of support for anti~colonial struggles in 
'Algeria,Cuba, Vietnam, Palestine, Iran, which came to represent for many 
-Western' intellectuals their deepest engagement in the politics and philoso
phy of anti-imperialist decolonization, a moment of exhaustion and disap
pointment was reached.34 One began to hear and read how futile it was to 

> support revolutions, how barbaric were the new regimes that came to power, 
how-this is an extreme case--"decolonization had benefitted "world 
communism." 

:, ·.Enter now terrorism and barbarism. Enter also the eX7coioniai experts 
whose well-publicized message was these colonial peoples deserve only 
colonialism or, since "we" were foolish to pull out of Aden, Algeria, India, 
Indochina, and everywhere else, it might be a good idea to reinvade their 

. territories. Enter also various experts and theoreticians of the relationship 
between liberation movements, terrorism, and the KGB. There was a resur-

. genceofsympathy for what Jeane Kirkpatrick called authoritarian (as op
posed to totalitarian) regimes who were Western allies. With the onset of 
Reaganism, Thatcherism, and their correlates, a new phase of history began. 
' .. However else it might have been historically understandable, peremp
torily withdrawing "the West" from its own experiences in the "peripheral 
world~' certainly was an~ is not an attractive or edifying activity for an 
intellectual today. It shuts out the possibility of knowledge and of discovery 
of what it means to be outside the whale. Let us return to Rushdie for 

. another insight: 

We ,ee thot;, "m be" f.be to cre.te. poHri,,-free fictionol un;ve;"" ~ 
as to create one in which nobody needs to work or eat or hate or love ... // 
.or sleep. Outside the whale it becomes necessary, and even exhilarat- . 
ing, to ,grapple with the special problems created by the incorporation 
of political material, because politics is by turns farce and tragedy, and 
sometimes (e.g., Zia's Pakistan) both at once. Outside the whale the 
writer is obliged to accept that he (or she) is part of the crowd, part of 
the ocean, part of the storm, so that objectivity becomes a great dream, 
like perfection, an unattainable goal for which one must struggle in 
spite of the jmpossibility of success. Outside the whale is the world of 
Samuel Beckett's famous formula: I can ~ go· on, 111 go . on.35 

_."'0'" •.• ":: ...... ---.,... 

The terms'ofRushdie'sdescription, while they borrow from Orwell, seem 
to me to resonate even more interestingly with Conrad. For here is the 
second conSequence, the second line leading out of Conrad's narrative form; 
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in its explicit references to theo~;siJ~~pomT~Yba: p~rspecti~e outside the 
basically imperialist representations provided by Marlow and his listeners. 
It is a profoundly secular perspective, and it is beholden neither to notions 
about historical destiny and the essentialism that destiny always seems to 
entail, nor to historical indifference and resignation. Being on the inside 
shuts out the full experience of imperialism, edits it and subordinates it to 
the dominance of one Eurocentric and totalizing view; this other perspective 
suggests the presence of a field without special historical. privileges for one 

party. 
I don't want to overinterpret Rushdie, or put ideas in his prose that he 

may not have intended. In this controversy with the local British media 
(before The Satanic Verses sent him into hiding), he claimed that he could not 
recognize the truth of his own experience in the popular media representa
tions oflndia. Now I myself would go further and say that it is one of the 
virtues of such conjunctures of politics with culture and aesthetics that they 
permit the disclosure of a common ground obscured by the controversy 
itselE Perhaps it is especially hard for the combatants directly involved to 
see this common ground when they are fighting back more than reflecting. 
I can perfectly understand the anger that fuelled Rushdie's argument be
cause like him I feel outnumbered and outorganized by a prevailing Western 
consensus that has come to regard the Third World as an atrocious nuisance, 
a culturally and politically inferior place. Whereas we write and speak as 
members of a small minority of marginal voices, our journalistic and aca
demic critics belong to a wealthy system of interlocking informationaL and 
academic resources with newspapers, television networks, journals of opin
ion, and institutes at its disposal. Most of them have now taken up a strident 
chorus of rightward-tending damnation,in which they separate what is 
non-white, non-Western; and non-Judeo-Christian from the acceptable and 
designated Western ethos, then herd it all together under various demeaning 
rubrics such as terrorist, marginal, second-rate, or' unimportant. To attack 
what is contained in these categories is to defend the Western spirit. . 

Let us return to Conrad and to what I have been referring to as the 
second, less imperialistic\,lly assertive possibility offered by Heart of Darkness. 
Recall once again that Conrad sets the story on the deck of a boat anchored 
in the Thames; as' Marlow tells his story the sunsets, and by the end of the 
narrative the heart of darkness has reappeared in England; outside the group 

. I 

of Marlow's listeners lies an undefined and unclear world. Conrad some- \ 
. times seems to want to fold that world into the imperial metropolitan ' 
discourse represented by Marlow, but by virtue of his own dislocated subj~c- ~ 
tivity he resists the effort and succeeds in so doing, I have always believed, 
largely through formal devices. Conrad's self-consciously circulaF-.llarrative. 
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draw attention to themselves as artificial constructions, encouraging 
us to sense the potential of a reality that seemed inaccessible to imperialism, 
just beyond its control, and that only well after Conrad's death in 1924 
acquired a substantial presence. \ . 

This needs more explanation. Despite their European names and manner
isms, Conrad's narrators are not average unreflecting witnesses of European 

. imperialism. They do not simply accept what goes on in the name of the 
'. imperial idea: they think about it a lot, they worry about it, they are actually 

qU.ite anxious about whether they can make it seem like a routine thing. But 
it never is. Conrad's way of demonstrating this discrepancy between the / 
orthodox and his own views of empire is to keep drawing attention to hOW;' 
ideas and values are constructed (and deconstructed) through dislocations in '. 
the narrator's language. In addition, the recitations are meticulously staged: 
the narrator is a speaker whose audience and the reason for their being 
together, the q\lality. of whose voice, the effect of what he saYS7-are all 
important and even insistent aspects of the story he tells. Marlow, for 
example, is never straightforward. He alternates between garrulity and stun-
ning eloquence, and rarely resists making peculiar things seem more pecu-
liar by surprisingly misstating them, or rendering them vague and 
contradictory. Thus, he says, a French warship fires "into a continent"; 
Kurtz's eloquence is enlightening. as well as fraudulent; and so on-his 
speech so full of these odd discrepandes (well discussed by Ian Watt as / 
f'delayed decoding"36) that the net effect is to leave his immediate audience 
as well as the reader with the acute sense that what he is presenting is not 
quite as it should be or appears to be. 

Yet the whole point of what Kurtz and Marlow talk about is in fact 
imperial mastery, white European over black Afticans, and their ivory, civili
zation over the primitive dark continent. By accentuating the discrepancy 
between the official "idea" of empire and the remarkably disorienting actual
ity of Africa,Marlow unsettles the reader's sense not only of the very idea 

. of empire, but of something more basic, reality itselE Forif Conrad can show 
that all human activity depends on controlling a radically unstable reality to 

j' 

which words approximate only by will or convention, the same is true of / 
empire, of venerating the idea, and so forth. With Conrad, then,we are in 
a world being made and unmade more or less all the time. What appears 
stable andsecure--the policeman at the corner, for instance--is only 
slightly more secure than the white men in the jungle, and requires the same 
continuous (but precarious) triumph over an all-pervading darkness, which /' 
by the end of the tale is shown to be the same in London and in Africa. ,// 

Conrad's genius allowed him to realize that the ever-present darkness 
CQuld be colonized or iIluminated~Heart of Darkness is full of references to 
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the mission civilisatrice, to benevolent aswell'as cruel schemes to brmg lIght 
to the dark places and peoples of this world by acts of will and deployments 
of power-but that it also had to be acknowledged as independent. Kurtz 
and Marlow acknowledge the darkness, the former as he is dying, the latter 
as he reflects retrospectively on the meaning of Kurtz's final words. They 
(a~d of course Conrad) are ahead· of their time in understanding that what 
they call "the darkness" has an autonomy of its own, and can reinvade and 
reclaim what imperialism had taken for. its own. But Marlow and Kurtz are 
also .creatures of their time and cannot take the next step, which would be 
to recognize that what they saw, disablingly and disparagingly, as a non
European "darkness" was in fact a non-European world resisting imperialism 
so as one day to. regain sovereignty and independence,· and not, as Conrad 
reductively says, to reestablish the darkness. Conrad's tragic limitation is 
that even though he could see clearly that on one level imperialism was 
essentially pure dominance and land-grabbing, he could not then conclude 
that imperialism had",tQ ... end so that "nativ\!s" could lead livesJree from 
Europe~n,g9mitlatiQ~: As'a creature of his time, Conrad could notgrant the 
,nati~e's their f~e(;dbnttd~~p'ir~ his severe critique of the imperialism .. 
'>enslaved them";' .~ .. p-, - ,·r.· '" '?"-''-!{':::~'''. -'::;~<:""~'., '~ .,.,"1' ," • 

;'~Tlit~~i~ral and ideological evidence that Conrad was~rong"in'his 
Eurocentric way is both impressive and rich. A whole movement, literature, 
and theory of resistance and response to empire exists-it is the. subject of 
Chapter Three of this book-and in greatly disparate post-colonial regions 
one· sees tremendously energetic efforts to engage with the metropolitan 
world in equal debate, so as to testify to the diversity and differences of the 
non-European world and to its own agendas, priorities, and history. The 
purpose of this testimony is to inscribe, reinterpret, and expand the areas of 
engagement as well as the terrain contested with Europe. Some of this 
activity-,-for example, the work of two important and active Iranian intel
lectuals, Ali Shariati and Jalal Ali i-Ahmed, who by means of speeches; 
books, tapes, and pamphlets prepared the way for the Islamic Revolution
interprets colonialism by asserting the absolute opposition of the native 
culture: the West is an enemy, a disease, an evil. In other instances, novelists 
like the Kenyan Ngugi and the Sudanese Tayeb Salih appropriate for their 
fiction such great topoi of colonial culture as the quest and the voyage into 
the unknown, claiming them for their own, post-colonial purposes. Salih's 
hero in Season of Migration to the North does (and is) the reverse of what Kurtz 
does (and is): the Black man journeys north into white territory. 

Between classical nineteenth-century imperialism and what it' gave rise to , 
in resistant native cultures, there is thus both a stubborn confrontation and 
a crossing over in discussion,.borrowing back and forth, debate. Many of the 
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interesting post-colonial writers bear their past within them-as scars 
'DUlIlJJllallll).: wounds, as instigation for different practices, as potentially 

'a· •• "",.,,, visions of the past tending toward a new future, as urgently reinter
.:;;pretable and redeployable experiences, in which the formerly silent native 

"i'speaks and acts on territory taken back from the empire. One sees these 
"aspects in Rushdie, Derek Walcott, Aime Cesaire, Chinua Achebe, Pablo 

.:;,,:Neruda, and Brian Friel. And now these writers can truly read the great 
"'l;;~olonial masterpieces, which not only misrepresented them but assumed 

they were unable to read and respond directly to what had been written 
about them, just as European ethnography presumed the natives' incapacity . 
tointervene in scientific discourse about them. Let us try now to review this .~'/ 

'new situation more fully. 

( IV ) 

Discrepant Experiences 

'L etus begin by accepting the notion that although there is an irreduci
, .ble subjective core to human experience, this experience is also histori
cal and secular, it is accessible to analysis and interpretation, and~entrally 
iJ.hportant~it is not exhausted by totalizing theories, not marked and lim
itedby doctrinal or national lines, not confined on,ce and for all to analytical 
constructs. If one believes with Gramsci that an intellectual vocation is 

. sQcially possible as well as desirable, then it is an inadmissible contradiction 
. ' .•. at the saine time to build analyses of historical experience around exclusions, 

. exclusions that stipulate, for instance, that only women can understand 
feminine experience, only Jews can understand Jewish suffering, only for
merly colonial subjects can understand colonial experience. 
, . I do not mean what people mean when they say glibly that there are two 

sides to every question. The difficulty with theories of essentialism. and 
exclusiveness, or with barriers and sides, is that they give rise to polariza-

• tions that absolve and forgive ignorance' and demagogy more than they 
enable knowledge. Even the most cursory look at .the recent fortunes of 

'. theories about race, the modern state, modern nationalism itself verifies this 
sad truth. If you know in advance that the African or Iranian or Chinese or 
Jewish or German experience is fundamentally integral, coherent, separate, 
\aild therefore comprehensible only to Africans, Iranians, Chinese, Jews, or 

. .' Germans, you first of all posit as essential something which, I believe, is both 


