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Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness*! is not only about heart
and its darkness but also about eyes and their scrutinizing
gaze; a gaze that functions as a medium of control and
operation of power. During the colonial times, the
European “eye” was attracted to the African jungles for one
simple reason: “a precious trickle of ivory” (Heart, 14). The
exploration of Africa turned into an exploitation of its
resources, natives and-their energies. Read in the light of
Michael Foucault's analysis of the working of power in
Discipline and Punish and History of Sexuality<i, Heart of
Darkness sketches a picture of surveillance and punishment
to administer human body. Though born much later than
Conrad, Foucault’s interest in “polymorphous techniques
of power” (History, 11) lends a new dimension to the
readers of Conrad to explore his assessment about exercise
of power in the colonial and imperial perspectives. In
Heart of Darkness, Kurtz represents a mesmerizing gaze and
its invisible supervision over human bodies. He emerges
as an image of benighted violence against the idea of
benign vigilance.

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault uses prison reforms to
describe the “disciplinary mechanisms” (Discipline, 211)
engineered in the great modern institutions of the Western
civilization, ranging from the techniques of domination
over others to the techniques of self-control through
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confession. In its ideal form, the power that subjects the
criminals to punish is found in the idea of "Panopticon”
illustrated by the utilitarian philosopher Jeremy -
Bentham *i The concept signifies the connection between
visibility, =~ power, knowledge, and examination,
constructing the perfect disciplinary apparatus in a single
‘gaze: “Just a gaze. An inspecting gaze ... the eye of
authority” (Power/ Knowledge, 155).

As in his other works, Conrad introduces us to British
merchant seamen, commercial adventures and colonialists
in Heart of Darkness as well. He depicts the Europeans who
step beyond the boundaries to grab “what they could ...
from those who have different complexion or slightly
flatter nose...” (4). He challenges the romantic image of the
colonial life and talks of its contradictions. In the novel,
Africans and their silence is portrayed as object to the
Western knowledge and as subject of the white man's
fantasy of domination. Kurtz's gaze, like the “round
carved balls” (44) or human skulls represents this
dehumanizing factor of the deadly exploitation of the
colonized. It replicates the inscrutable subjection of human
body and mind through the use of brutality. Kurtz's gaze
as well as his mysterious “voice” (57) are attempts to
exercise power and mould Africa into what Foucault terms
as “[d)ocile bodies” (Discipline, 133) to fit it for the new
modes of industrial production. Against the dumb and
laconic background of silence and its multifarious
representations in the novel, Kurtz is a voice of domination
that attempts to expand and consolidate disciplinary
“power of mind over mind” (Discipline, 206) for the
purpose of economic process.
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In the novel, Kurtz has been portrayed as a very talented
person. He is pronounced as “remarkable” by the General
Manager and even by Marlow (15 and 29), in the novel.
Kurtz is a painter, a musician, a writer, a trader, a traveler,
an explorer, a reformer, a lover, and an administrator. He
fully represents the Western ideals of efficiency. He is the
chief of the Inner Station and it is from here that all his
powers to control back and forth in the name of progress
are exercised. The fire of his eyes, the inextinguishable gift
of his noble and lofty expression (57), conveys the meaning
of the stare. It could not see the flame of the candle but
“was wide enough to embrace the whole universe, piercing
enough to penetrate all the hearts that beat in the darkness”
(59).

Kurtz is “remarkable” because the layers and boundaries of
his powerful control are very vast. They range from
Europe to Africa with a number of stations of influence in
between. We could first hear about him from the chief
accountant at the Company’s station. The accountant’s
way of working at the office, the apple-pie order of his
book keeping is juxtaposed with the painful groans of the
sick and dusty “niggers” (14). Here, Kurtz’s the invisible
presence and the fear of his watch is similar to the gaze of
the nameless, faceless supervisor of a panopticon. Butinits
application of this supervision in the African situation,
Kurtz's methods are diametrically opposite to the civil
operations of power displayed through Bentham’s design
of panopticon,

The display of Kurtz's ruthless methods of control are also
manifest in the General Manager and his delineation as a
figure close to Mephistophelian hollowness (21) at the
Central Station. All the statements of the Manager are
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based on distrust and insincerity. The dehumanizing
features of Kurtz's manipulating power are based on a
sinilar atmosphere of intrigue and treachery. His
repressive and violent punitive techniques, his personal
interests, "My ivory,” “My intended” (40), “my station, my
career, my ideas” (57), are in complete contrast to the so-
called impersonal and gentle ways of the benign panoptical
vigilance preached by Bentham. Kurtz's assessments
finally burst into a savage statement: “Exterminate all the
brutes!” (42). His persona of the so-called king is a
regression to the older model of allegiance as described in
the first part of Discipline and Punish, a king who controls
death upon human bodies.

The Russian, who praises Kurtz all the way, describes the
degeneration of Kurtz's confrontational methods of control.
The Russian would not dare to call Kurtz unreasonable or
mad. The Manager, however, complains about Kurtz's
“unsound methods” (52 and 57) and his cruel practicing of
the “unspeakable rites” (41).

The context of Kurtz's charismiatic and magnetic control
also raises the question of Marlow’s narrative description
as a warped observer. Marlow is the new member of the
“gang of virtue” He is the visual spectator and key
informer of loot and scramble. His murky and mystifying
interpretations challenge his own reliability as a narrator
because he makes us “see” only what he sees. The dense
and impenetrable jungle has a deep effect on Marlow’s
narration, but Kurtz also overpowers his vision as an
overseer. Kurtz's control over the narrative might be a
controversial and debatable point but his power over the
natives is beyond any question.
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Though Kurtz's influence on the natives is quite obvious,
we notice that he wants to extend the whiteness of his
influence over the black world from Europe to the interior
ends of the Dark Continent. He preaches his form of
civilized control and capture through his eloquent
pamphlet, the report on the Savage Customs. The so-called
benign vigilance of Kurtz reveals the blackest ends of the
colonial rule as brutal and benighted act of violence. Even
his possessive love for the Intended, his white fiancee in
Europe, is a symbolic representation of his voluptuous
desire for ivory and its represented whiteness in Africa. In
certain ways, Kurtz's portrayal as a ruthless colonialist and
his deep sinking into greed exposes the brutalities levied
by the Belgian form of colonialism and its demonstration in
the Congo. But this exposition is also a comment on other
forms of colonialism{s].

When it comes to the question of rule through colonial and
imperial power even the British abolitionism and anti-
slavery movements are considered the most political and
economic-based schemes. Patrick Brantlinger, in Rule of
Darkness, observes that “[plaradoxically, abolitinism
contained the seeds of empire” (Brantlinger, 174). In all its
so-called civilized forms, celonialism was simply an
extension of violence. i As portrayed in Heart of Darkness,
the British idea of a fair trade and civilizing missions
resulted in hundreds of Kurtz leaving Europe for Africa.
The imperial expansion worked better with trade goods
and Bibles than with guns and bullets. The economic
conditioning of the abolition of slavery helped the west
extend empire building in several new ways.

221



Power, Panopticon, and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness: Benighted...

From the psychoanalytic perspective, the question of
coercion also raises the psychological association of the
civilized white man with the darker Other depicted as the
savage Self. To quote O. Mannoni: “The Negro, then is the
white man’s fear of himself” (Mannoni, 200). The
statement reflects white man’s division about his guilt for
slave trade and empire building and Kurtz is an archetype
of the divided European Self.

Referring to the question of domination and coercion,
Foucault, in History of Sexuality: vol. 1, An Introduction,
mentions the deployment of the organization of power
over life on the basis of “anatomo- and bio-politics” (135-
59). He argues that by the end of the 19 century racism
took shape on the ground of “thematics of blood” as a
historical power exercised through the “devices of
sexuality.” In the context of the British imperialism and the
Victorian medical sciences, Heart of Darkness describes the
Other-ness of female sexuality in terms of the Other-ness of
the African continent®" Sigmund Freud also ¢ompared
female sexuality to the Dark Continent. The essential link
between the Victorian culture of commodity, comumerce,
~ colonization and racial discrimination forms an integral
relationship through Kurtz's fantasy of domination over
Africa as a female body, first over the Intended in Europe
and then over her Other, the Negress in Africa. The links
between the Victorian sexuality and the British imperialism
converge into exploring the male eye as a medium to
manipulate the female body through an exploiting gaze. In
the colonial perspective, this exploration and exploitation is
sublimated in male adventure and loot, transtorming-
colonial lands into the image of domesticated ugly female
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servants, which then becomes the motivating factor of the
cargo cultx

Africa is the Other of the European Self and Kurtz's
attempt to grasp the impenetrable jungles is an effort to
gain control over the Other. The colonial “gang of virtue”
converts the dark human bodies into “chain gangs” and
laboring slaves. Kurtz idolizes ivory, grows savage, and
the process of civilizing goes corrupt.  Africa becomes a
vulnerable female body for Kurtz and other colonialists.
Kurtz's attempt to grasp the body of the Negress sounds
like what Jan Nederveen Pieterse in his book White on Black
describes: “the rape of the Congo” (Pieterse, 173). The
blackness of the Negress, ornamented with ivory, shows
her as a commodity item for the European quest for
economic power. In a way, the Negress as well as the
Intended stand for the economnic and political sexualization
of the so-called primitive and the European desire to
control it. Together with the African jungle, the Negress
and the Intended foreground Kurtz's inability to
comprehend the African “body,” revealing the irony of his
control and gaze in the relational and polymorphous
mechanism of power.

Through his genealogical analysis, Foucault argues that the
exercise of control through power is bound to produce
resistance. Resistance, in itself, is an application of power
meant to regulate the Self. The demonic power of the
African jungles, that represents the resisting elemental
forces, unleashes itself devour the controller and the
destroyer. The Negresss as an image of the jungle and as a
symbol of all the primitive and diabolic forces, resists any
intervention. In the colonial perspective, it is certainly
protest against the European “rape” of Africa, its deep
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penetration and invasion. In psychoanalytic terms, it is the
resistance of the Other against the overwhelming Self. The
gazing eye of the jungle, its frightening look, its nerve-
racking pressure, the multiplicity of the points of its
appalling resistance, its horror and its depth are the
features of the web of power. Placed in the historical space,
the Blacks and their stereotypes, as an enemy within, is a
product of racial imperialism./ Africa and its darkness
leads to a stronger and proliferated retaliation against the
white world order, inverting the whole Europe into a
whited sepulchre: “And this also has been one of the dark
places on the earth” (Heart, 3).

The deeper and deeper penetration of Kurtz, namely the
west, into the body of the Negress or Africa reverses the
circulating order of power, resulting in “The horror! The
horror!” (Heart, 58). In this strategic reversal lies the irony,
the failure of the Western imperial eye and its attempt to
whip the African body through the colonial gaze and its
penetrating control. As a whole, the ¢ycle of power and its
exercise becomes complex, revealing “[iJmages of otherness
as the furthest boundary of normality [which] exert a
disciplinary influence, as reverse reflections, [as] warning
signals (233). In Heart of Darkness, “The horror!” becomes a
confessional statement, a “technique of self,” and a voice of
self-control that is present within Kurtz. The heart of
immense African darkness beats in the white sepulchral
body of Europe. The relationship established among
Europe, "My Intended,” “My ivory,” “The horror!” and
Africa sums up this “inconclusive” (Heart, 5) experience of
the cyclic working of power as panopticon and its exercise
for gaining control over human hearts, minds, and bodies
through the inspecting gaze. In Heart of Darkness, . the
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whole idea of accessing hearts through eyes, through the
penetrating trap of visibility and its stretched .and
scrutinizing gaze in order to operate a benign vigilance,
gets converted into benighted violence that is full of
mutilation and exploitation.
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