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JOSEPH CONRAD’S HEART OF DARKNESS :

A PARABLE FOR OUR PRESENT TIME

Apollo…appears to us as the apotheosis of the principium individuationis…: he shows us, with sublime attitudes, how the entire world of torment is necessary, that thereby the individual may be impelled to realise the redeeming vision….Apollo, as ethical deity,…demands self-knowledge…demands ‘know thyself’.

How do we  make sense of a senseless world, a world throbbing with pain, the pain of war, of savage despotic regimes that maintain power by terror and torture; of democratic nations that glut themselves on food and material goods while consciously economically denying a minimal fair share to the world’s hunger-haunted destitute; of the rape of the biosphere, especially forests, by both the world’s needy and the world’s already-satiated; of out-of-control epidemics like AIDS in Africa?  How do we make sense without schizoid splitting, without retreating into the burrow of cosy introversion?  How do we continue to look on it all via the daily media without becoming intolerably blunted, our compassion fatigued or even petrified, our allegiances fundamentalised into our own righteous stance and our shadow-saturated projections arrowing on to whatever others?  It is hard, very hard, when you are confronted with media images such as those of 31 March when four US paramilitary  security men in Fallujah were ambushed and slaughtered.  Three of them were burnt alive in their vehicles, with one of them photographed burning in a gold-vermilion inferno where the morphology of head and arms are clearly visible, to be followed by the picture of their virtually unrecognisable charred cadavers seen hanging from a bridge over the Euphrates.  Meanwhile the fourth man, according to eye-witness reports, was torn limb from limb and decapitated with precisely that same Maenadic fury that Euripides graphically and gruesomely describes in The Bacchae.  The report said that there was ‘cheering and dancing.’
  Now irrespective of the nationality of the victims, this is an act of psychotic rage; and it is part of the spectrum of human behaviour.  So how do I keep alive in me the Jungian knowledge that I am All-Person, Everyman and Everywoman, that all the actors on the world stage inclusively carry projected unconscious parts of my deep self, including Saddam Hussein, George Bush, Vladimir Putin, Ariel Sharon, Yasser Arafat and also, fortuitously, Kofi Annan,  Nelson Mandela and the Dalai Lama?  And that in the Iraqi fired-corpses-and-bridge-incident I could have been there as either victim or perpetrator?  My answer to all the above questions is:  I don’t really know.  But I try.  I blunder.  And I continue to ask the questions.  So this paper is the meditative fruit of my tryings and my blunderings, my continuing attempts to ‘know myself’ and to understand the world around me in 2004, my place in it, and my responsibility towards it.  It is maybe in this sense that I need and invoke Apollo as the principium individuationis in order, as Nietzsche says, that the entire world of torment – and for Nietzsche this was the Dionysian world that he identified as ‘all that is terrible, evil, enigmatical, destructive, fatal at the basis of existence…the Dionysian madness’
 –  may impel me towards realising ‘the redeeming vision’.  Yet however I may interpret ‘the redeeming vision’ (Nietzsche uses ‘erlösende Vision’), it resonates with powerful overtones of healing and salvation, both of which are the necessary counterweight to the Dionysian torment, and the only insurance policy against the descent into psychosis.  As T S Eliot stated in Burnt Norton, ‘human kind/cannot bear very much reality.’

So how does Joseph Conrad’s novella, Heart of Darkness become relevant to this theme?  Last year in the spring series of training seminars our three West Australian 

preliminary level trainees duly tackled Symbols of Transformation as required by the syllabus.  At the end, we discussed what we might do for our next series, and they decided they would like to ground their understanding of Symbols by examining novels and films based on archetypal material.  I proposed – and we agreed – that we begin this year with Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, followed by Francis Ford Coppola’s 1978 updated film of the book, Apocalypse Now which, by the way, opens with a napalming scene to rival the Iraqi conflagration just mentioned.  In January I re-read Heart of Darkness some thirty years since my first reading, and was immediately shock-struck with how trenchant material in Conrad was a relevant image, indeed a parable, for the global political events of today.  I want to use pertinent passages from Heart of Darkness because they evoke archetypal resonances, together with material drawn from contemporary political commentary and my own observations.  These supply what is usually termed ‘an interim perspective’ in my journey into the questions already posed.  And of course you are welcome at the conclusion to comment on, challenge, or respond however you will to the paper.  But what I hope might happen from my presentation is that you experience something of the deeper resonances that are qualitatively present in Heart of Darkness, but are not quantitatively observable or assessable, which is the reason I have used the work and have also used the term ‘parable’ in my title.  I am using ‘parable’ in its general sense as signifying something for which the true meaning cannot be directly accessed, expressed in terms of something other; but also in one of its less usual meanings: as ‘an enigmatic…or dark saying.’
  For whatever our respective responses to either Conrad’s material or to the paraphernalia of the daily media onslaught, we cannot ever know the true meaning; only, by definition, a relative meaning.  But my hope is that my presentation will assist in stimulating your relative meaning.

To amplify this process and the concept of parable, let us consider an image of Conrad’s.  Conrad tells us obliquely how to listen to his work, and he uses a graphic image.  Close to the beginning, the unnamed narrator of Heart of Darkness is talking about the yarns of seamen, and he contrasts yarns in general with the unique quality of the yarns of Charley Marlow, the novella’s protagonist.  We are told:

‘The yarns of seamen have a direct simplicity, the whole meaning of which lies within the shell of a cracked nut.  But Marlow was not typical…[T]o him the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of these misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination of moonshine.’

What this means is that Marlow’s narrative has a dual existence: the given factual tale, and the hidden meaning, the ‘real story’.  But that ‘real story’ is not an explicit interpretation, like the kernel within the nut.  It is, instead, the heart, the core of darkness to which his narrative points, as the mist-halo around the moon points to the existence of the invisible cloud of moisture droplets in the atmosphere which are real but unseen.  This existence, with its potential plethora of meanings, may be intuited, its formlessness mentally burgeoning into form which may prove startlingly relevant to an individual – which is what happened to me on my recent re-reading.  But then each person, if intuition is sparked, will find their own version.  In this sense the moon-halo image and the darkness-enveloped water particles function precisely like a dream.  Later in the narrative, Marlow suddenly breaks off and addresses directly his audience of four, using the image of the dream:

‘Do you see the story?  Do you see anything?  It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream – making a vain attempt, because no relation of a dream can convey the dream-sensation….No, it is impossible…We live, as we dream – alone.’

And I feel like Marlow, but I am hoping that somewhere in the space between contemporary global politics and Conrad’s novella some spark will leap across the synapse and your unconscious may become activated for you to begin to experience your own inchoate urgencies of idea in the heart-of-darkness mist-cloud.

So to politics.  Let us start boldly with the Lie.  Now it could be said that lying as a practice was made sacred by the archetypal trickster liar, Hermes, in his richly and whimsically engaging Homeric hymn.  One could also say that the Lie (and its half-sibling, the fib, and its castrated cousin, ‘disinformation’) is to politics as evangelism is to the spread of religion, that is, it is the necessary means of conveying  the message the governing body wants the people to hear.  Anyone pragmatically  interested in politics takes this as a given, although in a democracy there is still the luxury of protest.  However, if you protest too publicly and too eloquently and refuse to use the Lie yourself, you usually end up, literally or symbolically, being crucified or given hemlock to drink.   The fun and the embarrassment starts when later the media discovers, or is made party to, previously hidden or suppressed information that starkly contradicts former governmental statements of apparent facts and arguments which have been consolidated into policy.  Over the past two years the search for Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction and its consequence, the invasion of Iraq by ‘the coalition of the willing’, has been the prime locus globally for the manifestation of the politics of the Lie.  What I want to stress is that in naming this my  concern is with the Lie at the level of collective consciousness and the effect of this on the world.  Even though many individuals in power may today be being constantly spotlight-frozen by the media, attempting to disentangle themselves from a labyrinth of apparent lies, and ferociously and defensively trying to project blame elsewhere, it is not the individuals per se with whom I am concerned.  It is what they symbolise, as our respective political representatives that matters; their actions on the surface of world politics reflect the real level of this investigation which paradoxically and by definition cannot be directly investigated, or at least, only by what Eliot called ‘hints and guesses,/Hints followed by guesses;’
 for its concern is the movements of psychic energy in the collective unconscious, for which  Marlow’s  invisible cloud of moisture droplets is a good image.  My hope is that features of Marlow’s narrative in Heart of Darkness will act like a parable in the sense of an enigmatical and dark saying, inflecting the political précis of contemporary collective consciousness and so enabling some dim apperception of the movement in the deep realm which Goethe named as ‘Formation, transformation,/The eternal Mind’s eternal recreation.’
  (Gestaltung, Umgestaltung,/Des ewigen Sinnes ewige Unterhaltung.)

Satire is probably the most incisive mode for capturing the essence of the political Lie.       On January 27 this year the daily political cartoon in the national newspaper, The Australian, by resident cartoonist Bill Leak had as its subscript the statement: ‘IT’S OFFICIAL : WE WENT TO WAR ON REAL PRETENCES’.
  Above, a caricature of Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer, forearm raised in finger-emphasising teacher pose, has a bubble which says: ‘Our intelligence left us in no doubt that Saddam had a dream about having an idea about planning a program that could have produced WMD…’ Now in the same newspaper’s previous day’s edition, on the front page, there was a report which inspired the cartoon, headed: ‘Maybe Iraq had no banned weapons: Powell’.  Before quoting from that report, and so as to place it in perspective, consider this quote from a report almost exactly one year earlier, in February 2003:

US Secretary of State Colin Powell told the world in graphic detail about Iraq’s supposed weapons of mass destruction.  There were diagrams, intercepted communications, satellite photographs and even a tiny vial of fake anthrax.

In front of the UN Security Council, Mr Powell put US credibility on the line.  He claimed Washington knew ‘a missile brigade outside Baghdad’ was ‘dispersing rocket launchers and warheads containing biological warfare agents to various locations.’

He said the US was aware of biological weapons factories on wheels and on rails, and had photographs of banned materials being moved from ‘Iraqi WMD facilities.’

  Now consider this quote from the report of January 26, 2004:

US Secretary of State Colin Powell conceded yesterday Iraq might not have had weapons of mass destruction 12 months ago – when he was arguing the case for war at the UN….

He was responding to the conclusions of Washington’s chief WMD hunter David Kay, who resigned on Friday after failing to find any banned weapons.  Asked what had happened to Iraq’s alleged WMD stockpiles, 

Mr Kay responded: ‘I don’t think they existed.’

Asked if he or Mr Kay was right, Mr Powell said: I think the answer to the question is, I don’t know yet.

‘ Last year when I made my presentation, it was based on the best intelligence we had at the time.’

The two quotations demonstrate a dichotomy, a split.  And the liminal space between the two poles of the split is pregnant with questions, with suppositions, with theorising and hypothesised solutions, (with which we are all now familiar from the ensuing media feeding frenzy), and it is redolent with, to give it a Jungian name, Shadow.  The energy in the space between is generated by the Lie which funded  the invasion of Iraq by what is called ‘the coalition of the willing.’  Sometimes – extremely rarely – the Lie is actually named in the press.  For instance, William Raspberry in the Washington Post said: 

I’m increasingly inclined to believe the administration lied to us in [a] calculated and quite deliberate way.

And:

One of the world’s most experienced investigative journalists, Bob Woodward, has just revealed in Plan of Attack – his book on the Bush [administration] and the war in Iraq – that the President had decided to go to war in January 2003 despite telling the world on March 6 that he had not made up his mind.

 However, if you diligently peruse the daily media reports, commentaries, opinion columns, editorials and serious essays on all aspects of the Lie among ‘the coalition of the willing’, the effect is that you can never fully factually and accurately run the Lie to earth because the aggregate result is that everything keeps splitting into statement and counter-statement, affirmation and denial, proof and absence of proof, incomplete data, hearsay, clouded communication, blame, excuse, mitigating circumstance, and refutation of responsibility.  Administrations blame the intelligence services, the intelligence services blame the governments.  With whatever good will you try to seek  the truth in so far as it can be deduced from media data, you are doomed.  Obfuscation is the game’s name.  The Right has its view and the Left has its, naturally, totally opposing view.  We end up believing what we want to believe, because it accommodates our world view, and our truth is necessarily selective and relative.     Trying to gain a some kind of overall perspective, I find that it all deconstructs into minute opposites, each of which justifies itself; compositely they are like the vast number of dark droplets in the unseen mist-cloud.  And my contribution is likewise a droplet.  The Lie cannot be concretely manifested and proved; it can only be sensed, be nosed, like some repellent psychic olfactory presence.  ‘Something is rotten in the state of Denmark’
 assumes global proportions.  But alas, we cannot assume Horatio’s confident reply: ‘Heaven will direct it.’  

Likewise, the incendiary effect of the publication by the Bush administration’s former counter-terrorism chief, Richard Clarke, of his book, Against All Enemies : Inside America’s War on Terror, which details his assertion that before September 11 the administration was obsessed with invading Iraq and detrimentally ignored crucial evidence concerning the plotting of al-Qa’ida, has had not just the expected  machine-gun-return invective of the administration, but also lucid, neo-conservative refutation of passages in his book.
  In this particular incident, as in the whole period covered, all statements, factual, reasoned, emotional, are like droplets in the mist, and in most cases you can, as you read, hear the opposite point of view or side of the argument murmuring in the inner ear.  What I have come to think is that what we are seeing in the whole situation is a fermenting energy in the collective unconscious, thrusting up through the salient world political players, and that the most fundamental discernible manifestation of this energy is what I have called the Lie, the Lie writ large.  I want to stress that I am deliberately refraining from making moral judgments about individuals and groups; that requires a different framework.  My framework is inquiry through the principles of analytical psychology.  So if we are dealing with the Lie, then maybe, in Hillman’s language, we are dealing with a god, with Hermes,  but not in the whimsical manner of the Homeric hymn; more like Mercurius in the alchemical manifestation of male, black and destructive: what one might call the plutonic side of Hermes.  I have been concentrating at surface level on the Bush administration and the ‘coalition of the willing’, but everything I have just said is equally applicable to Osama bin Laden, al-Qa’ida, and global terrorism.  And though there has been no proven relationship between al-Qa’ida and Iraq, Iraq is a stepping-stone in a vaster Western strategy.

So how so we attempt an evaluation of the current situation of global terrorism and the invasion/occupancy of Iraq?  Here is mine: use it as a springboard to refine yours.  Firstly, it is a war between Europe and Asia, and this is nothing new as it has been unremittingly Europe versus Asia or Asia versus Europe for at least three thousand years.  Why, Herodatus states in the Historiae, referring to the fall of Troy which took place around 1300 BCE, and which he knew through Homer’s Iliad composed five hundred years subsequently:

 For one Spartan woman [the Greeks] gatherered together a great army and, arriving in Asia, laid low the power of Priam.

The current situation is merely the contemporary version: European-derived hegemonic idealism versus Asian militant religious hegemonic ideology.

Secondly, in psychological terms, each side sees itself as exclusively standard-bearing the values of light (or ‘good’) – which are deified explicitly or implicitly as the values of God – and the intolerable split-off shadow is projected on to the other side.  For example, President George W Bush, who originated the epithet ‘axis of evil’ and who styles himself a ‘War President’ (which he means in a moral as well as a military sense), said on April 14 in a televised press conference in which he pledged the United States to stay the course in Iraq:

Now is the time and Iraq is the place in which the enemies of the civilised world are testing the will of the civilised world.

Regarding ‘the civilised world’, we might recall that Mahatma Gandhi, when once asked what he thought of Western civilisation, pithily replied that he thought it would be a good idea.  Eight days after Bush’s pronouncement, the al-Qa’ida-linked extremist group responsible for the recent Saudi bombing, stated:

[T]he brave mujaheddin of the al-Qa’ida network of Osama bin Laden for whom God has assured victory…will devote ourselves to inflicting on you the price of apostasy, crime and corruption.

Now al-Qa’ida wants to install a Taliban-style political rule wherever Islam has ever historically governed, including Spain.  It is an extreme theocratic ideology and it sees the West 

…as made up of idolators who worship material wealth and sexual gratification…The use of the term ‘the Great Satan’ by Islamist extremists to describe the US is not merely exaggerated rhetoric.  It denotes the extremists’ view that in tempting the Islamic faithful to embrace a life of materialism, and therefore to abandon the dictates of their religion, the US really is the great tempter, the Great Satan.

It might be conceded they have a point both in terms of Western sexuality and materialism.  For instance, the image of Janet Jackson’s nipple-brooched right breast, exposed to ninety million or so viewers at the televising of the US Super Bowl, became subsequently the most searched image in Internet history.  And the recent audiotape, purporting to be the voice of Osama bin Laden, referred to

‘the American plot against the big Islamic world’…It denounced the US war on Iraq, saying it was making ‘billions of dollars’ for companies ‘whether those that make weapons or those that take part in reconstruction.’
   

There is also the massive scam over the UN oil-for-food program in pre-war Iraq which involved UN officials and British and European Union politicians.

Thirdly, the methods of realising the respective visions of light in the world are deliberately by means of violence, through respectively hegemonic military power and acts of terrorism.  Regarding the United States’ hegemonic aspirations, let me quote from a profound essay on the Bush administration’s ‘Pax Americana’ foreign policy titled Choose Freedom Or Else
 by Edward Rhodes, dean of social and behavioural sciences at Rutgers University in the US.  The passage is concerned with President Bush’s West Point address in June 2002, nine months after September 11, in which his administration’s foreign policy was made indubitably clear.  It was then, from a global media perspective allowed quietly to sink underground, so that the opposite pole of a pro-active but defensive military pragmatism seeking Saddam’s concealed WMD’s governed the war rhetoric and provided the justification for the invasion.  The Lie, or should one call it, the apparent Lie.  Rhodes writes of  ‘the Bush administration’s “Pax Americana” foreign policy’:  

 The Iraq intervention, the Bush administration has made clear, is a logical consequence of its larger vision of the US’s role in the world…

The West Point address offers a lucid and powerful account of the Bush administration’s vision of the US and the US’s role in the world.  The US, the President insists, has a global duty.  Both to protect itself and to be true to its higher calling, the US must shoulder the responsibility of constructing a global peace, which can be built only on the foundation of individual human liberty and free societies.  The might and will of the US must be mustered and employed not simply to maintain a balance of power that holds aggressors in check but to create ‘a balance of power’ – or, more accurately [interpolates Rhodes], an imbalance of power – ‘that favours human freedom’ says the National Security Strategy….

Addressing the nation’s newly commissioned military officers, the President was blunt about the purposes to which American military and political power would be put:

‘Wherever we carry it, the American flag will stand not only for our power, but for freedom…We fight, as we always fight, for a just peace – a peace that favours human liberty.  We will defend the peace against threats from terrorists and tyrants…Building this just peace is the US’s opportunity, and the US’s duty.’

Rhodes paraphrases the President’s speech, saying:

The achievement of a peaceful, liberal world order requires not simply American power, and not simply American military power, but a global American military hegemony…[Bush] declared,  ‘the US has, and intends to keep, military strengths beyond challenge – thereby making the destabilising arms races of other eras pointless, and limiting rivalries to trade and other pursuits of peace.’

Another commentator observes that:

The level of US ascendancy over other states at the moment has no historical parallel since the heyday of the Roman empire two millennia ago.

And in pursuing the vision, the US has already identified itself to some extent with the methods of Saddam’s tyranny as has emerged in the secret Pentagon report alleging systemic, sexually themed abuses in the interrogation of prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison in Baghdad.
  Incidentally, Islamic hegemony does not conceal its heart-of-darkness under idealism.  Al-Qa’ida and Hamas hold slaughter and infitada a holy duty.

Fourthly, both sides have an extremist, even apocalyptic flavour to their pronouncements; for instance, in his speech in March at Sedgefield, British Prime Minister Tony Blair 

…declared Britain to be ‘in mortal danger’, facing threats ‘different from anything the world has faced before,’ [whereas the reality is that] bombs kill and panic the panicky.  But they do not undermine civilised society…The threat is qualitatively no different from that of fanatics and anarchists down the ages.
 

 Extremism is the result of the collective narcissistic wounding and the gaping hole at the core where the centre should be.  This is perhaps today seen most powerfully in a microcosmic, more geographically condensed form in the religio-political conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Territories.  Israel has recently succeeded in assassinating Sheikh Ahmed Yassin and Dr Abdel Aziz Rantissi, both founding members in 1987 of Hamas which had as its jihad goal to kill all Jews in what they called the Islamic Land of Palestine.  Dr Rantissi had stated: ‘We will not leave one Jew in Palestine.’  The manifest cause of the conflict is the battle for land and the right to own and to live freely on it, which, for each side, is the historical result of total land deprivation and, in the Jews’ case, persecution to a genocidal degree.  But behind the manifest lurks latently for both sides the archetypal image of the Promised Land, respectively Yahweh and Allah given, which only one side – the God-protected victorious – alone can inherit, inhabit and enjoy.  The depressive position and the concept of sharing are searingly absent, and will be as long as extreme greed and hatred, born of intolerable deprivation, are paramount in the collective psyche.  This, I think, is the probable reason why both the Oslo and the Camp David peace accords were doomed.

And fifthly and lastly, in the global context, the void in the collective narcissistic core is what generates the colossal will-to-power, the desire for each side to impose what it sees as a utopian empire of light upon the earth, so that there will be ‘peace in our time’ – provided you do it our way.  But if there is no centre, only a void, then the vision is doomed: there can only be chaos.  And in ancient Greek ‘chaos’ (χαος) means ‘yawning emptiness’ – as in Hesiod’s Theogony; it comes from the verb ‘to gape’.  And it is the ‘yawning emptiness’ at the collective core that produces the contemporary meaning of ‘chaos’ as ‘a state of utter confusion and disorder’
 – a massa confusa – which today characterises alike situations such as Iraq and single incidents such as the Madrid bombings.

Now the idealism of contemporary American hegemony has a congruence with the European idealism that lay behind the military invasion of the Congo in the second half of the nineteenth century.  So let us now slip back a century and examine the comparable milieu in Heart of Darkness.  Conrad’s novella – it is around one hundred pages in length – was first published in 1899, the year before The Interpretation of Dreams (and we recall Marlow’s statement: ‘I am trying to tell you a dream’ – though   ‘ a nightmare’ might be more appropriate.)  The American psychoanalytic critic , Frederick R. Karl, has called it ‘possibly the greatest short novel in English and…one of the greatest in any language.’
  Karl also summarises the historical facts of the geographical location, which is modern Zaire: 

‘Conrad was concerned with the rape of a people.  The Congo had been, since 1875, the private preserve of Leopold II of Belgium, a medieval kingdom for personal use, organised under the deceptive title of the International Association for the Civilization of Central Africa.  Demographists estimate that hundreds of thousands, possibly millions, of Congolese died in slavery or through brutality.  Kurtz [the personified shadow in Heart of Darkness], or his type of exploiter, was the rule, not the exception.’

The rape of the Congo in the name of enlightenment by Belgium is an extreme example of the general principle of global colonial exploitation – at its height in the nineteenth century but extant since 1492 – by the hegemon of a civilising and Christianising Europe.  What we are now seeing with the US hegemon is the reverse dynamic: in place of enforced exploitation there is a policy of enforced liberation; in both cases the enforcement is the necessary tool of an idealistic (and perhaps one might add, narcissistic) philosophy of Aufklärung, the Western version of enlightenment.  ‘We know best.’  And behind the idealism of light there lurks the great heart of darkness, in Conrad’s novella symbolised in the external African jungle and in the character of Kurtz, the representative of Western civilization.  

Turning now to the novella itself: it has two narrative frameworks.  The first opens and closes the work and also touches in at certain points in between.  It is set on a yawl, the Nellie, anchored in the mouth of the Thames.  ‘The sea-reach of the Thames stretched before us like the beginning of an interminable waterway.’
  Conrad’s third sentence – typical, and connotatively pregnant – unpacks layers of meaning: it is the factual Thames; that is also the beginning of a Great River that soon becomes the Congo; that is also what the Greeks called Okeanos, first-born child of the primordial parents, Ouranos and Gaia, the ever-flowing river-of-ocean that circles the earth; that is ultimately the River of Life itself, circling its own heart-of-darkness, the unconscious.  On the Nellie the Director of Companies in entertaining four Company members, including the unnamed narrator of this framework, and the narrator and protagonist of the second framework, Charlie Marlow, the Everyman of European civilization, ‘the only man of us who still “followed the sea.”’
  

There is a correspondence between Marlow’s tale and Conrad’s historical experience. A decade before the publication of Heart of Darkness Conrad, whose first profession was seaman, had voyaged up the Congo beginning from what is now Kinshasa, two hundred miles inland, the first place, due to rapids in its lower reaches, that the Congo becomes navigable.  He sailed by steamboat eight hundred miles upstream into the heart of Africa, to the Inner Station at Stanley Falls, the furthest navigable point.  The purpose of the voyage was to rescue a desperately ill agent named Klein, the same motivation for the voyage in the novella, except that the name Klein (in German meaning ‘small’) is changed to Kurtz (in German, ‘short’), though with a ‘t’ added before the ‘z’ to the name so that English readers would pronounce it in the German manner.  The correspondence between the facts of Conrad’s experience and their reappearance in Marlow’s narrative has been well documented.
  It is actually possible to read Marlow’s tale as if it were Conrad come into analysis, reconstructing his experience in his analytic narrative.  In this sense one can take Marlow as representing Conrad’s ego, even though technically Conrad, like any author, stands as the narrator behind the whole story, that is, in this work, as the narrator behind the unnamed first narrator, who stands behind Marlow, who narrates the story that becomes, at some point, the story of  Marlow’s personal shadow, and representative of the collective shadow, Kurtz.  More explicitly, in the novella Marlow’s narrative to his colleagues on board the Nellie can be seen as his ‘talking cure’, as in a wider sense Conrad’s novella is his ‘talking cure’ – his narrative from the couch, as it were, to his unseen therapist-audience.  Both Conrad’s and Marlow’s desire to be heard by Another is distilled in a passage already mentioned in which Marlow breaks his tale to address his colleagues directly and passionately, using the image of the dream as container for his traumatising experience of Africa.  Or, to use the image of Marlow’s yarns, it is the cry from the personal overburdened darkness-of-heart to see the invisible mist-cloud through the moon-halo.

‘Do you see the story?  Do you see anything?  It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream – ’
 

Actually, Marlow’s whole African sojourn reads as if it were a piece of active imagination by Conrad, not classical active imagination in the manner of Hermann Hesse’s Demian or Steppenwolf, but, with its factual basis, more like the contemporary magic realism of Gabriel Garcia Marquez.  

The mythic journey which Marlow makes into the heart of Africa, the heart of darkness, embodies the mythologem of the Night Sea Journey.
  Before leaving Europe Marlow visits the office of his employers in an unnamed city (for Conrad it was Brussels) to sign his contract.  In the outer office there are two unusually occupied female staff; they are knitting. 

‘Two women knitted black wool feverishly…the younger one…walk[ed] back and forth…The old one sat on her chair…An eerie feeling came over me.  She seemed uncanny and fateful.  Often far away there I thought of these two, guarding the door of Darkness, knitting black wool as for a warm pall…Ave!  Old knitter of black wool.  Morituri te salutant.’
  [‘Those who are about to die salute you!’]
 

The mythic journey begins with two of the Fates, Clotho who winds the thread of each individual life, and Lachesis who spins it; the missing third is Atropos who cuts it short, though she is powerfully present as presentiment to be actualised in the death of Kurtz.  En route to the Congo, Marlow has his first encounter – literal and symbolic – with the European attitude to Africa:

 ‘Once…we came upon a man-of-war anchored off the coast.  There wasn’t even a shed there, and she was shelling the bush.  It appears the French had one of their wars going on thereabouts…In the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she was, incomprehensible, firing into a continent…There was a touch of insanity in the proceeding.’

This insanity, by the way, is directly translated visually into respective filmic scenes of indiscriminate napalming and weapon assaults upon the Vietnam jungle in Apocalypse Now.

Save for the European setting of the novella’s prelude and postlude, the dominating image of Heart of Darkness is Conrad’s version of Dante’s dark wood: the infernal, primordial jungle embracing the great serpent-river.  It is omnipresent, either as verbally pictorialised foreground or as alien and therefore menacing, background, a coniunctio of archetypal chthonic phallos with the Magna Mater, of which the interloping European consciousness knows about as much as, to borrow an image of Jung’s, ‘an ant can know of the contents of the British Museum.’
  Conrad uses the serpent image as he describes a map: 

‘A mighty big river, that you could see on the map, resembling an immense snake uncoiled, with its head in the sea, its body at rest curving afar over a vast country, and its tail lost in the depths of the land.’

The novella is suffused with superbly evocative descriptions of the jungle wilderness, all of them at once literal, emotional, and symbolic, for the archetypal Magna Mater jungle is also a Caucasian projection and metaphor for the unconscious.   For instance, at the Central trading Station, Marlow is walking at night with one of the traders.

The smell of mud, of primeval mud…was in my nostrils, the high stillness of primeval forest was before my eyes….All was great, expectant, mute…I wondered whether the stillness on the face of the immensity looking at us two were meant as an appeal or as a menace.  What were we who had strayed in here?  Could we handle that dumb thing, or would it handle us?  I felt how big, how confoundedly big, was that thing that couldn’t talk and perhaps was deaf as well.
  It was the stillness of an implacable force, brooding over an inscrutable intention.  It looked at you with a vengeful aspect
…a treacherous appeal to the lurking death, to the hidden evil, to the profound darkness of its heart.
     

‘Could we handle that dumb thing, or would it handle us?’ can also be pertinently used today about the land and its collective psyche called Iraq.

Another touch of insanity comes after Marlow has landed at the mouth of the Congo and travelled thirty miles inland to a Company station where mining is in progress.    He stumbles, quite literally, into a vision of hell, a ‘grove of death’, as the novella calls it.  We recall that in historical reality the Belgian Congo was administered by the International Association for the Civilization of Central Africa.  In Heart of Darkness this is changed to the shadow name, the International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs; and this Society ‘had entrusted to [Kurtz]…the making of a report, for its future guidance.’
  The cumulative effect of so-called ‘civilization’ upon the so-designated ‘savages’ is witnessed by Marlow in a harrowing scene:

‘I nearly fell into a very narrow ravine, almost no more than a scar in the hillside…I got under the trees.  My purpose was to stroll into the shade for a moment; but no sooner within than it seemed to me I had stepped into the gloomy circle of some Inferno.

‘Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the trees, leaning against the trunks, clinging to the earth, half coming out, half effaced ;within the dim light, in all the attitudes of pain, abandonment, and despair.

‘They were dying slowly – it was very clear.  They were not enemies, they were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now – nothing but black shadows of disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish gloom.  Brought from all the recesses of the coast in all the legality of time contract, lost in uncongenial surroundings, fed on unfamiliar food, they sickened, became inefficient, and were then allowed to crawl away and rest.  These moribund shapes were free as air – and nearly as thin.  I began to distinguish the gleam of the eyes under the trees.  Then, glancing down, I saw a face near my hand.  The black bones reclined at full length with one shoulder against the tree, and slowly the eyelids rose and the sunken eyes looked up at me, enormous and vacant, a kind of blind, white flicker in the depths of the orbs, which died out slowly….All about others were scattered in every pose of contorted collapse, as in some picture of a massacre or a pestilence.’

The general behaviour of the Europeans is unconscionable and characterised by narcissistic greed, the manifest reality of what Conrad through Marlow calls ‘the philanthropic pretence of the whole concern’,
  which reminds us of the benign reasons for the invasion of Iraq, and the slaughter and infrastructure chaos that continues, especially among the civilian population.  

So why were the Europeans really in the Congo?  What was their version of the Lie?  To exploit the ivory which was fabulously lucrative.

The word ‘ivory’ rang in the air, was whispered, was sighed.  You would think they were praying to it.

Ivory as a commodity and symbol of European greed and exploitative cruelty threads the novella, and of course Kurtz is the most successful of all the ivory traders.  When he first hears of Kurtz, Marlow is told that he is a

first-class agent…in charge of a trading-post, a very important one, in the true ivory-country [who] sends in as much ivory as all the others put together.
 

  Finally Marlow sees Kurtz’s cache: 

Ivory?  I should think so. Heaps of it, stacks of it.  The old mud shanty was bursting with it.  You would think there was not a single tusk left, either above or below the ground in the whole country…You should have heard him say, ‘My ivory.’  Oh yes, I heard him.  ‘…my ivory, my station, my river, my – ’everything belonged to him.
  He raided the country.
 He had collected, bartered, swindled or stolen more ivory than all the other agents together.

So how does this economic shadow, concealed under benign motivation, replicate in Iraq?  Let us consider just why there is a geographical region named ‘Iraq’.  It is not a nation-state, but 

…was cobbled together by the British from the post-World War I wreckage of the Ottoman Empire.  The three main groups – Kurds, Sunni and Shi’ite Arabs – have always coexisted uneasily and only iron-fisted rule by central authorities in Baghdad has kept the country from splintering.

And the reason for this enforced co-existence?  Oil: Iraq’s vast oil wealth, the counterpart of African ivory.  And the reason for the invasion and so-called liberation and potential democratisation of a country which has had no experience with democratic governance?  Oil.  The hegemonic aim of the United States is to transform Iraq into a feudal-style suzerainty and so keep ultimate control of the oil.
  This is what prompted Simon Jenkins in The Times, following Tony Blair’s recent accord-forging trip to Libya, to ask the bitter conundrum: 

What is the difference between a sadistic oil-rich Arab dictator who must be backed and feted by the West and a sadistic oil-rich Arab dictator who must be bombed and sanctioned into submission?  Answer: none.  The lucky dictator in the 1980s was Saddam Hussein and today it is Colonel Muammar Gaddafi.  The unlucky dictator in the 1980s was Gaddafi and the unlucky one today is Saddam.

So much for the policy of enlightened liberation.

In Conrad, the collective European shadow is personified and focused in Kurtz (Marlow actually refers to him on one occasion as ‘that Shadow’
), whose background is described thus:  

Kurtz had been educated partly in England…His mother was half-English, his father was half-French.  All Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz.

The first time Marlow sees Kurtz’s house in the distance from the ship he remarks, 

There was no enclosure or fence of any kind; but there had been one apparently, for near the house half a dozen slim posts remained in a row, roughly trimmed, and with their upper ends ornamented with round carved balls.

Later Marlow observes the same scene through his binoculars, and recoils:

Now I had suddenly a nearer view, and its first result was to make me throw my head back as if before a blow.  Then I went carefully from post to post with my glass, and I saw my mistake.  These round knobs were not ornamental…They would have been even more impressive, those heads on stakes, if their faces had not been turned to the house.  Only one…was facing my way…black, dried, sunken, with closed eyelids…and, with the shrunken dry lips showing a narrow white line of the teeth, was smiling too.

Marlow is told that they are the heads of rebels.   Marlow’s conclusion about Kurtz is that

the wilderness had found him out early, and had taken on him a terrible vengeance for the fantastic invasion.  I think it had whispered to him things about himself which he did not know,…and the whisper had proved irresistibly fascinating.  It echoed loudly within him because he was hollow at the core.
  His soul was mad.  Being alone in the wilderness, it had looked within itself, and…it had gone mad.

Kurtz has become a monster afflicted with Dionysian madness through his encounter with the African jungle; his European ego-consciousness is traumatised by his encounter with the primordial level of the psyche, with, as Jung would say, the man a million years old in him.  Instead of integrating the experience, there is an enantiodromia in which the ego is flooded from the psychotic core and, according to Jung, becomes possessed by an archetype. The negatively charismatic Kurtz becomes the type described by Jung as the mana-personality. 
 

In fact, Marlow’s reaction when told by the Russian (the holy fool character, unnamed except for his nationality) of Kurtz’s ways of life, is a simple, ‘“Why!  He’s mad.”’
  

And indeed, if the psychopathic disregard for others and megalomanic exercise of power can be considered madness, then this is Kurtz’s final condition – final, because he is about to die.  These demagogic qualities must always have been latent in Kurtz, because an erstwhile colleague, speaking with Marlow in Brussels a year after Kurtz’s death, says, ‘Heavens! How that man could talk!  He electrified large meetings.  He had faith…He would have been a splendid leader of an extreme party.’
  Kurtz is near death when Marlow finally meets him (‘He was little more than a voice’),
  but he still has the gift of persuasive speech in ‘his ability to talk, his words –…the deceitful flow from the heart of an impenetrable darkness.’
  Marlow diagnoses the correspondence between Kurtz’s heart of darkness and the heart of darkness that is the wilderness.

The wilderness…had taken him, loved him, embraced him, got into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul to its own by the inconceivable ceremonies of some devilish initiation.
  His was an impenetrable darkness.  I looked at him as you peer down at a man who is lying at the bottom of a precipice where the sun never shines.
  

Kurtz had been treated like a god by the local tribes.  The unstated implication is that the rebels whose heads adorned the poles were offered in human sacrifice to him, then cannibalised, for Kurtz ‘presided at certain midnight dances ending with unspeakable rites, which…were offered up to him.’
  But the effect of this on Kurtz’s psyche is revealed as Marlow watches his approach to death.  Just before death Kurtz seems to have a moment of self-realisation. It is as though he looks with the visionary gaze of imminent departure on the state of his own soul which reflects his (and by extension, his race’s) actions in Africa.

It was as though a veil had been rent.  I saw on that ivory face the expression of sombre pride, of ruthless power, of craven terror – of an intense and hopeless despair.  Did he live his life again in every detail of desire, temptation, and surrender during that supreme moment of complete knowledge?  He cried in a whisper at some image, at some vision – he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a breath: ‘The horror! The horror!’

Kurtz’s death is peremptorily reported to the ship’s company at dinner:

Suddenly the manager’s boy put his insolent black head in the doorway, and said in a tone of scathing contempt:  ‘Mistah Kurtz – he dead.’

‘Mistah Kurtz – he dead’ is the epigraph T S Eliot used for The Hollow Men.  Francis Ford Coppola, with referential nicety has Colonel Kurtz reading the Eliot poem just before he is assassinated by Captain Willard, the Marlow character in Apocalypse Now.  

The split in Kurtz, echoing the split in the European psyche in Africa, is brilliantly summed up in Kurtz’s report to the International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs.  Marlow reads it and remarks that it is a ‘beautiful piece of writing.’
  Kurtz commences it by saying

 ‘“we whites…must necessarily appear to them…in the nature of supernatural beings…and…by the simple exercise of our will we can exert a power for good practically unbounded.”’…‘The peroration,’ says Marlow, ‘was magnificent…It gave me the notion of an exotic Immensity ruled by an august Benevolence.’  However, there is also ‘a kind of note at the foot of the last page, scrawled evidently much later, in an unsteady hand…It was very simple, and at the end of that moving appeal to every altruistic sentiment it blazed at you, luminous and terrifying, like a flash of lightning in a serene sky: “Exterminate the brutes!”’

Colonel Kurtz in Apocalypse Now scrawls over his equivalent report: ‘Drop the bomb, exterminate them all,’ a prescient solution to the full spectrum of bombing from potential WMD’s to suicide detonations which absorb the mental energies of all major players in today’s Great Game.

And so to the process of summation.  To recapitulate: In the contemporary global scene, how do we formulate for ourselves some kind of working picture to approximate the plethora of data together with the contradictory assessment of experts which unquenchably appear in the daily media?  And through them, how do we dimly glimpse the leviathan moving in the depths? The answer can only be: uniquely and individually.  Our respective individuation journeys and the skills of analytical psychology equip us unusually well for the task; but I think they also endow us with responsibility – the responsibility of being, like Jung, conscious witnesses to and participants in the unfolding saga of humanity.

And what is our role in the ongoing war on terrorism, and in the presently violence-spattered reconstruction of Iraq and beyond?  Maybe it is to treat the experiences we have through media exposure seriously as maps of the extended geography of our own psyches, our own souls.  The more we recognise and confront our own internal Saddams and Bushes instead of projecting them outwards; the more we identify our own internal terrorists and their fanatical grip on our psyches, their ruthless, hate-saturated fantasies of exterminating others because they are evil, or because we are parched for revenge, or because it is a quick-fix solution; so the more we contribute to the transformation of our own heart-of-darkness.  Then the more we can assist those with whom we have the privilege to work professionally in their heart-of-darkness transformation, which in turn in a small but significant way, contributes to the transformation of the world’s heart-of-darkness.  Jung writes eloquently and profoundly on the nature and role of Mercurius as archetypal transformer.  The nigredo aspect of Mercurius is readily recognisable in Iraq; our work is consciously to engage with the energy of Mercurius in the transformation of our own nigredo into a constantly expanding albedo state.  If we soul-make our own souls, we assist in the positive soul-making of the world-soul.  And I remind you that the word ‘psyche’ (φυχη) in ancient Greek meant ‘the breath of life.’

I began this paper with a quote from Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy.  Here is another, which is relevant for the majority of souls on this planet.  It shows us how graced we are to have the luxury of an alternative vision.  Nietzsche is writing of the Dionysian reality or, as we might term it, the nigredo:

In the consciousness of the truth he has perceived, man now sees everywhere only the awfulness or the absurdity of existence…; and loathing seizes him.

Kurtz’s cry, ‘The horror!’ becomes the cry of all in our time.  But we, if we understand the cry intrapsychically instead of projecting it outwards, can experience and live the alternative vision, and we can contribute to the true civilising of Western culture, because in ourselves we are healing the split between the Apollonian idealism and the Dionysian disordered shadow.

To assist this, ongoing examination of our psychic process is a necessity, our equivalent of the psalmist’s cry in Psalm 139, the great psalm of self-probing and prayer for  probing by the Self:

God, examine me and know my heart

Probe me and know my thoughts;

Make sure I do not follow pernicious ways,

And guide me in the way that is everlasting.

When we bring the Self into the equation and consciously live what Edward Edinger describes as the ego-Self axis,
  our perspective changes yet again, and we do begin to touch what Nietzsche calls ‘the redeeming vision’.  The realisation comes that if I could have been in Saddam’s torture cells, as either victim or perpetrator, or similarly in the Fallujah slaughter and conflagration, then somewhere beyond ego I also carry some of the responsibility for those acts.  I want to conclude with an image of reparation which, if we resonate with it, becomes what I believe to be one facet – a dark facet – of ‘the redeeming vision’.  In January this year an exhibition titled Making Differences was held in Stockholm’s Museum of Antiquities.  The exhibition was held in conjunction with an international conference on genocide, and the conference sponsored the exhibition.
  The music used as background to the exhibition was Bach’s Cantata No 199, a work that, for Bach, is not particularly musically distinguished.  It was, however, chosen for the words of its text, for the words go to the heart of the matter, the heart-of-darkness.  It becomes a collective prayer of self-knowledge from the heart; a prayer of, for, and about the collective.  About us.  The German text is:





Mein Herze schwimmt im Blut,





Weil mich der Sünden Brut

In Gottes heil’gen Augen

Zum Ungeheuer macht.

A free translation might run:

My heart is swimming in blood,

Because my fissioning sins

Proclaim me an atrocity

In God’s holy gaze.

*          *          *          *
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