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Listen to the Other: Emptiness in Colonial Narratives

As the violent exploitation of people and environments is repugnant to most individuals,
colonialism requires a powerful narrative to maintain industrial scale. By dehumanising the
oppressed Other and dismissing natural systems as worthless, European powers conditioned their
population to resist the urge to empathise and question the ethics of colonialism. From within this
framework, the notion of bringing civilisation and progress to empty territories and hollow
individuals was used to justify violence, oppression and indoctrination. Through works such as The
Rabbits by Shaun Tan and John Marsden and Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad, the lens
through which colonisers view their colonised subjects is made apparent and questioned. The
erasure of inherent value of the Other is destructive to both the colonial subject and the coloniser,
since the persistent denial of other perspectives and the suppression of doubt forbids development
and mutual exchange. Postcolonial works such as "The Ultra-Black Fish" by Victoria Adukwei
Bulley, Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe and Notebook of a Return to My Native Land by Aimé
Césaire show how the restoration of plurality and recognition of humanity and worth in colonised
areas is necessary to deconstruct the narratives of colonisation and foster a world view resistant to
exploitation. Through these works, the undermining label of metaphorical emptiness imposed on the
Other are exposed as an essential component of colonialist frameworks, and the efforts to recognise
the fullness of other cultures and ecologies are shown to be a powerful antidote to systemic
oppression.

Joseph Conrad's seminal Heart of Darkness convinces European readers of the suffering
inflicted by colonialism, but focuses on the perception its white characters have of Africa as an
empty slate. Its portrayal of the misery of black colonial subjects is poignant, but impersonal,
leaving them as a distant Other regardless of how seriously it portrays the effects of colonialism.
Marlow, the white captain tasked with finding the mysterious Kurtz, representative of the white
colonial master, describes Africa and Africans as a clean slate, ready to be improved by Western
influence. Marlow reveals that he loved maps when he was a child, especially for the "blank spaces"
(8). He describes the African coast as an "enigma" (15). When he sees a French man-of-war
shooting at the jungle, he says: "In the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she was,
incomprehensible, firing into a continent." (16). The motif of emptiness is continued when he
travels by boat up the river Congo: "Going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest
beginnings of the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings. An empty
stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest." (41). By now, Marlow struggles to communicate
the overpowering sense of enormity of the land with his perception of this place as empty. He is
faced with evidence that contradicts his education. This ambiguity is also present when he says:
"We could have fancied ourselves the first of men taking possession of an accursed inheritance"
(43). They can imagine to be the first in an empty world, but there is something to inherit,
something that came before, which cannot be denied. It is a fancy. In other words, the ideal of an
empty Africa is refuted by the facts, but Marlow's perspective of colonial exploitation does not
allow him to see this clearly. Thus, the narration he provides, through the motif of emptiness, prop-
agates the narrative of colonial superiority.

Similarly, the people Marlow meets in Heart of Darkness are made empty. Marlow
recognises their suffering, and sometimes their humanity, but cannot see past the narratives he has
been told. For example, he describes chained criminals as having "that complete, deathlike
indifference of unhappy savages" (18). Similarly, a dying enslaved person, almost indistinguishable
in the darkness, has eyes which are "enormous and vacant" (20.). Despite his outsider perspective,
which allows him to question the colonial endeavour, he cannot bring himself to see these people as
equals. As Chinua Achebe has said, Heart of Darkness treats black colonial subjects as backdrop to
a white man's suffering. "Africa as setting and backdrop which eliminates the African as a human
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factor. Africa as a metaphysical battlefield devoid of all recognizable humanity, into which the
wandering European enters at his peril. Can nobody see the preposterous and perverse arrogance in
thus reducing Africa to the role of props for the break-up of one petty European mind?" ("An Image
of Africa", 2713-2714) The colonised are hollow shells, without inner realities. Marlow,
representing the European colonial vision, cannot bring himself to recognise the humanity, even
though he comes close. It is frightening to him to recognise the shared humanity across the colonial
separation, so he recoils from the thought. Readers are left to see the limitations of Marlow and
wonder about their own colonial programming.

Criticism of Heart of Darkness as a racist text centres around the distinction between
Marlow and Conrad himself, which underscores the extent to which even those critical of colonial
exploitation view the world through the lens of their cultural environment. In "An Image of Africa",
Chinua Achebe claims Heart of Darkness can only be a canonical text due to the twisted perception
that still persists about Africa and Africans, including the "the dehumanization of Africa and
Africans which this age-long attitude has fostered and continues to foster in the world." ("An Image
of Africa", 2714) He does not believe there is a significant distinction between the views of Marlow
and Conrad, despite noting the framed narrative as an attempt at distancing (2712). Achebe writes:

Students of Heart of Darkness will often tell you that Conrad is concerned not so much with

Africa as with the deterioration of one European mind caused by solitude and sickness. They

will point out to you that Conrad is, if anything, less charitable to the Europeans in the story

than he is to the natives, that the point of the story is to ridicule Europe's civilizing mission
in Africa. A Conrad student informed me in Scotland that Africa is merely a setting for the

disintegration of the mind of Mr. Kurtz." ("An Image of Africa", 2713)

This defense of Conrad's work is convincing as a literary argument, but becomes complicit in the
reduction of a whole continent as backdrop for one white mind. Though Heart of Darkness is
indeed a bitter condemnation of colonialisation, it seems mostly concerned with the details of a
deteriorating colonist's mind, where the suffering of the colonised is merely the cause of the more
interesting unravelling of Western civilization inside an individual. Marlow's ambiguous
compassion for the Other is examined, but as Achebe writes, Conrad does not present an alternative
to the colonial view, which means he cannot separate himself from Marlow's prejudice:

But if Conrad's intention is to draw a cordon sanitaire between himself and the moral and

psychological malaise of his narrator his care seems to me totally wasted, because he

neglects to hint, clearly and adequately, at an alternative frame of reference by which we
may judge the actions and opinions of his characters. It would not have been beyond

Conrad's power to make that provision if he thoughts it necessary. ("An Image of Africa",

2712)

There is a thorough unease in Heart of Darkness, but without explicit condemnation of the colonial
perspective Marlow cannot escape from, Conrad does not escape the colonial lens himself.
However, whether Conrad was able to easily rid himself of this perspective and present an
alternative version of Africans as fully human is debatable. There is respect for some individuals in
Heart of Darkness, but they are invariably stereotypes, like the fireman on the boat. Whether a
stylistic choice or a product of Conrad's limited worldview, the discussion about Conrad's ability to
recognise Africans as human confirms how colonial narratives perpetuate themselves by
eliminating alternative narratives.

The Rabbits by John Marsden and Shaun Tan shows the effects of the colonisation of
Australia through the central animal metaphors of rabbits and numbats, which represents the
English invaders and the aboriginals, respectively. Through the shifting of composition and visual
weight, they represent how the perceived emptiness of the continent is replaced by a drained
emptiness after the rabbits have plundered the land. The images representing pre-colonial times
show large stretches of land, filled with patterns and shapes, that are contrasted by the narration and
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numbat characters that capture attention. The reader is invited to glance over the majority of the
page as inconsequential, as if surveying an empty page. However, there is meaning to these large
sections, though they do not feature in the story at first. There is history, life, culture and diversity
in the largely mono-colour lands, reflecting a subtle and rich ecosystem and society that is not
visible at first sight. When the rabbits come and claim more and more of the page, they trample on
the empty space until their infrastructure has consumed everything. Their ruthless fixation on their
own sense of efficiency and success is symbolised by cogs, representing progress and
industrialisation, prefab buildings made with neatly fitting puzzle pieces, and chimneys that blight
the air with productivity. Their designs are sharp, hooked and symmetrical, and the rabbits
themselves look confined in their clothes as well as their customs, and are visually identical despite
an obsessive attention to status through uniforms. This juxtaposes with the rounded shapes of the
numbats, who are free in their own space. After colonisation is complete, a different emptiness
remains, gray and dead, with the final page almost completely black. The perceived emptiness of
the unspoiled continent has been drained of resources and has become an actual emptiness, devoid
of life. Similarly, the remaining numbat is presented alone, without the culture which surrounded
him before, now made hollow with regret and misery.

Both Heart of Darkness and The Rabbits criticise colonial exploitation through a dual
portrayal of the suffering of the original population and that of the colonisers. In Heart of Darkness,
Conrad shows how effects of persistent dehumanisation on the black population, but emphasises
how this effects the white invaders. The journey into the heart of the Congo becomes metaphori-
cally darker, not only because Marlow perceives himself further and further from the light of white
civilisation, but also because he comes closer to the darkness that lives inside the heart of
colonisers. Marlow says:

The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a

different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you

look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it, not a

sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea - something you can set

up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to.... (7).

The “idea” is the narrative of progress and empire that is required to keep colonisation going.
However, Marlow realises that the"blank spaces" (7) he described earlier, "a white patch for a boy
to dream gloriously over" (9), had become "a place of darkness" (9). Denying others their humanity
has a profound effect on the humanity of colonisers, which becomes corrupted and fragile. The
violence they inflict on others is mirrored by the destruction of their own sense of self. An admirer
says of Kurtz: "This man suffered too much. He hated all this, and somehow he couldn't get away."
(70). It is impossible to commit atrocities and remain convinced of one’s superiority, yet once
within the colonial machine and frame of mind, it is difficult to escape. Kurtz's famous final quote
reveals how underneath the facade of progress and moral superiority, nothing remains. He has
become an empty figure, faced with the pain he has inflicted without believing in the narrative that
justified it. What remains is "The horror! The horror!" (87). When Marlow returns to the coloniser's
capital, he can no longer believe in its glorious myths: "I found myself back in the sepulchral city
resenting the sight of people hurrying through the streets to filch a little money from each other, to
devour their infamous cookery, to gulp their unwholesome beer, to dream their insignificant and
silly dreams." (88) He has become disillusioned and no longer believes in the ideals he was once
fed to justify the suffering imposed on others. However, nothing has replaced it. Similarly, the
empty landscape of the last pages of The Rabbits shows a single white rabbit leaving the city and
entering the wasteland, where he sits in the emptiness opposite the numbat. The narration has taken
on two colours, suggesting the voice of the numbat is now joined by the voice of the rabbit.
Together, they lament that nothing remains: "The land is bare and brown and the wind blows empty
across the plains. / Where is the rich, dark earth, brown and moist? Where is the smell of rain
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dripping from the gum trees? / Where are the great billabongs alive with the long-legged birds?"
(25-28). During the process of extermination, the rabbit has also lost its inner life and is left without
hope, shared culture and spirit. The rabbit's city, clean, white and in Marlow's words "sepulchral",
has become emblematic of the emptiness projected on the continent before their arrival. Both Heart
of Darkness and The Rabbits expose the mutual destruction of coloniser and colonised, revealing
that the process of dehumanisation and the narrative of empty lands and empty minds to be
harvested leads to true emptiness by destroying the original culture and ecosystems.

The transition from colonial to post-colonial is the transition to listening to the voices of the
colonised. In essence, reading the counternarratives of the oppressed is recognising their humanity
and their perspective. Instead of taking the words of the colonisers as definitive, post-colonial
discourse includes new vantages and experiences, even if they are inscrutable to a western audience.
With these voices represented in literature, society could find narratives outside of the colonial
mindset and restore humanity to the oppressed. An example of postcolonial writing comes from
Victoria Adukwei Bulley, author of "The Ultra-Black Fish", which uses connected imagery to
discuss the effects of colonialism indirectly. The poem discusses the presentation of a species of
fish, new to the scientific knowledge of the west, that defies categorisation and analysis due to its
ultrablack nature. "Instead of hauling up the deep-sea crabs she had been / searching for, her net
produced a fang-toothed fish that / wouldn’t show up in a photograph." The contrast between
darkness and light is used similarly to Heart of Darkness, where the unknowable depth of the seas
functions as the heart of the foreign. In this poem, the Other is a different species, invisible from the
vantage point of the scientist, called Karen for its connotation of white and entitled womanhood.
(Osmanski). The darkness in the sea resists being known just as the white coloniser could not know
Africa or Africans.

Held, later, in a tank

under two strobe lights, the fish became a living black hole,
with no discernable features beyond the opacity of its
silhouette. As though it had cut itself out of the image & left.

However, Adukwei Bulley presents this defiance not from the perspective of the white adventurer,
but shifts the perspective to the black fish. The poem changes words by crossing them out,
removing the word "discover" from the text. Moreover, the fish is portrayed as well-adjusted to its
own world. They "contribute to the darkness by adding themselves to it" and "their existence / alone
is evidence that, invisible as they may be to others, / they are by no means strangers to themselves",
and though it can only be known by its “silhouette” and contours, Adukwei Bulley conveys between
the lines that the fish's life in its own world is equally rich and meaningful as the white, light world
that took it from there, except it has not forcefully taken others out of their world. Presumably,
Karen would immediately perish at the native depth of the fish, just as the fish is suffering now that
it is taken out of its habitat. The metaphorical connection to the Atlantic slave trade and the
abduction of people from their own world and their own practices, across the darkness of the ocean,
adds to the significance of the deep ocean being unknowable. It is an exclusive space for the black
experience, now, which the light of science can only partially understand. The fish acts by defying
categorisation, “as though it had cut itself out”. This is not a passive effect of the colonial perspec-
tive, but an active resistance, just as stories of resistance among the enslaved are examples of taking
themselves out of the picture of the coloniser’s gaze. The rewriting and irony show that even though
a white audience might not fully understand the depths of black experience, their perspective is
inherently valuable and worthy of attention. Centering the experience, agency and autonomy of the
"ultra-black fish" is a strong example of rewriting the perspective of colonialism to include the
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other, demonstrating that recognition of the unknowable is an alternative of the frame of empty
minds and lands.

The willingness or unwillingness to hear the perspective of the colonised is a motif
throughout both colonial and postcolonial works. In the end, extending humanity to others is
recognising their way of seeing, understanding and expressing things, even when this is not
accessible for outsiders. Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart demonstrates how presenting
colonialism from the perspective of the colonised allows for recognition of equality, even if the
experience of the colonised is not fully translatable. Achebe presents life in pre-colonial Nigeria
without apology, leaving Western readers to learn about things that are outside of their own sphere,
such as the language, the food, the wrestling traditions and the village structures, which emphasises
the fullness of life before colonisation. It is the antithesis to the emptiness that is perceived in
colonial thinking. In "Africa's Tarnished Name", Achebe calls this a tradition which "has invented
an Africa where nothing good happens or ever happened, an Africa that has not yet been discovered
and is waiting for the first European visitor to explore it and explain it and straighten it up, or, more
likely, perish in the attempt" (27). Things Fall Apart presents evidence of the complexity and
meaning in an African locale and inside a group of African people, demonstrating a small part of
humanity across the continent. In contrast to Heart of Darkness, the people are not a backdrop, but
living representations of a culture and place, as well as individuals with flaws, strengths and unique
identities. His analysis of "Conrad's famed evocation of the African atmosphere in Heart of
Darkness" is that is "no more than a steady, ponderous, fake-ritualistic repetition of two antithetical
sentences, one about silence and the other about frenzy" ("An Image of Africa”, 2709). Both are
examples of emptiness: the absence of sound, and thus meaning, or the presence of sound, but still
without meaning. Achebe presents a society full of meaning, even if this meaning is not
immediately apparent to Western readers. This offers readers the challenge to engage with a culture
that might not be their own, while inviting them to be open to the meaning they might not see at
first, or might never fully understand. The end of the novel, after the suicide of Okonkwo, the
protagonist, shows how most colonisers did not extend this humanity, since the the final words are
those of a white commissioner who views the suicide as a footnote in his abstracted descriptions of
African cultures:

The Commissioner went away, taking three or four of the soldiers with him. In the many
years in which he had toiled to bring civilization to different parts of Africa he had learned a
number of things. One of them was that a District Commissioner must never attend to such
undignified details as cutting a hanged man from the tree. Such attention would give the
natives a poor opinion of him. In the book which he planned to write he would stress that
point. As he walked back to the court he thought about that book. Every day brought him
some new material. The story of this man who had killed a messenger and hanged himself
would make interesting reading. One could almost write a whole chapter on him. Perhaps
not a whole chapter but a reasonable paragraph, at any rate. There was so much else to
include, and one must be firm in cutting out details. He had already chosen the title of the
book, after much thought: The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger."
(Things Fall Apart, 2708-2709)

The tone has shifted from inclusive of the concerns of Okonkwo and his fellow villagers, presenting
their language and customs as worthy of attention, to the reductionist perspective of the
Commissioner, who considers this "material" about "primitive tribes". The life of Onkonkwo,
portrayed in all its nuance and complexity throughout Achebe's novel, will be cut to an interesting
paragraph, since details need to be cut out. In contrast to Andukwei Bulley’s ultra-black fish, which
cuts itself out, Okonkwo is cut out by the coloniser. It leaves the reader with the feeling of
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desperation that many must have felt when their stories were mangled by the coloniser's perspective
as undeserving of equal attention. As Achebe wrote in "Africa's Tarnished Name", the crucial
difference between people like the Commissioner and the reader becomes "the presence or absence
of respect for the human person" (37). The bitter ending of Things Fall Apart presents Achebe's
thesis that recognition of mutual humanity is essential to prevent oppression, while also reinforcing
the idea that extending this recognition is made impossible by the narratives that reduced the Other
to resources and curiosities to justify exploitation.

Another famous postcolonial voice is that of Aimé Césaire, whose long-form poem Cahier
d'un retour au pays natal or Notebook of a Return to My Native Land achieved a transformation of
the perspective with which the Martinique population sees itself and how the French former
colonisers viewed their former colonies. By asserting agency and demanding to be heard, Notebook
of a Return to My Native Land changed "Negrophilia", an exoticised view of Black cultures, to
"Négritude", a self-asserted voice of Black identity which became essential in decolonising the
Carribean colonies. Césaire famously created a French voice rich with meaning from many sources,
"[r]anging in tone, syntax, and vocabulary from the extremely sophisticated to the most colloquial
and slangish" (Notebook, 53). In Mireille Rosello's introduction, she challenges the notion that
Notebook is inaccessible to uneducated Black readers by stating it is equally inaccessible to French
intellectuals, since the allusions move from the French and classical literary canon to plants, myths
and scenes that would be familiar to Martinicans, but not to Western elites (54). As Achebe in
Things Fall Apart, the unapologetic use of words and cultural referents that are unknown to
European readers, Césaire demands attention for meaning that was dismissed under colonial
narratives and proves that the perceived emptiness of pre-colonial and colonial communities is a
persistent delusion. This delusion must be resisted, as the narrator of the Notebook says: "but no I
will not be content with the unequal sun anymore" (133). As the poem swells in intensity, Césaire
employs the repetitive power of anaphora to claim autonomy. On page 131, the narrator describes
the old Black "sitting-down négridom", but then shifts to

unforeseenly standing
standing in the hold
standing in the cabins
standing on deck
standing in the wind
standing under the sun
standing in the blood
standing
and
free
(131)

The imagery of ships binding down the enslaved is replaced with imagery of people standing in the
freedom, outside in the wind and sun, with the final image the blood at their feet. Because it is
ambiguous whether this blood is of the enslaved or the enslavers, the final image is combines
compassionate and acknowledgment of the suffering with the fury of revolutionary righteousness.
Similar anaphoras are used with the verb "give" (133) and eventually "rise" (135), both asserting
that the Black narrator has something to bestow on the world, in this case in the shape of the wind,
and working to rise along with the Dove. Along this crescendo, there is also the plea for the wind to
"embrace me into furious we / embrace, embrace US" (133-5). This is where the dehumanised are
returned into recognition of equals before everyone, as well as humans in the world. The "furious
we" demands justice and respect, but the embrace shows humility, expects warmth and intimacy.
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The oxymoron of a furious embrace by the world combines the outraged appeal to fair treatment
with the wish for the kindness of inclusion. Thus, Césaire completes the demand of the otherised
person to be recognised as human, replacing the delusion of emptiness with an overflowing expres-
sion of meaning and worth that every individual has.

In conclusion, the dehumanising narratives of the colonial mindset often take the form of
reducing prospective colonial land and people as empty, eliminating the worth and meaning of
existing cultures and ecologies to prime them for replacement with the coloniser's values. This
emptiness reduces the richness of cultures to barbarism and the alternative perspectives of the Other
to worthless silence or frenzy. This lens is required to inoculate the colonisers against empathy, but
The Rabbits by John Marsden and Shaun Tan and Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad show that
the violence and oppression of colonialism also annihilate the coloniser alongside the colonised,
creating an existential and ecological emptiness in the process. To restore humanity to the
colonised, listening to their perspective on their terms is crucial. "The Ultra-Black Fish" by Victoria
Adukwei Bulley, Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe and Notebook of a Return to My Native
Land by Aimé Césaire are all texts that present counternarratives of colonised or formerly colonised
voices, emphasing both the required humility that comes with accepting a Western perspective
might not understand and the presence of meaning in perceived emptiness. The minds of those who
were Othered are affirmed as human, with elements that are unknowable, but also relatable,
recognisable and enriching. Listening to the voices of people who are culturally or personally
distant and developing the curiosity, patience, skill and humility to engage with them on their terms
is the responsibility of everyone. This practice is what prevents the dogmas of colonisers, protecting
both the supposed superior and supposed inferior from the emptiness that results from violent
exploitation. Reading literature is a vital act of resistance against the narratives of dehumanisation
and one way of preventing future suffering justified through reductionist lenses. By finding
meaning and value in what is presented as empty, readers will not accept the eradication of people
and places they do not understand yet. Instead, they will seek to fill the void by learning to listen to
other voices.
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