Othering:

Othering is a way of defining and securing one’s own positive identity through the stigmatization of an "other."  Whatever the markers of social differentiation that shape the meaning of "us" and "them," whether they are racial, geographic, ethnic, economic or ideological, there is always the danger that they will become the basis for a self-affirmation that depends upon the denigration of the other group.  When a group claims to be "chosen by God," the danger multiplies, not only for the "unchosen" other who may be subjected to violence, but also for the chosen group itself that is at risk of being undermined.   [In other words, convenient though othering is as a way of propping up one’s ego, it has an inherent fragility because it must constantly be fed by the illusory inferiority by the Other – and is thus constantly at risk of being discredited] 

When social, ethical, cultural, or literary critics use the term "The Other" they are thinking about the social and/or psychological ways in which one group excludes or marginalizes another group. By declaring someone "Other," persons tend to stress what makes them dissimilar from or opposite of another, and this carries over into the way they represent others, especially through stereotypical images.  It also extends to political decisions and cultural practices. In the recent past of the United States, Anglo-Americans made African-Americans into cultural Others through the use of minstrel shows in blackface, popular figures like Sambo and Aunt Jemima, and separatist policies like the Jim Crow laws.  Similar practices can be traced in practically (if not) every culture in the globe.  The recent genocidal wars in Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia, as do the continued struggles in Ireland and the Middle-East, remind us that Othering is an instrument of terror that results in multi-generational hatred and violence.

In Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts, Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin outline the origins of the term, along with further definition. Coined by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, it is “a process by which the empire can define itself against those it colonizes, excludes and marginalizes. […] The business of creating the enemy…in order that the empire might define itself by its geographical and racial others” (171, 173).   Because of the binary relationship in which they exist, the imperial definition of ‘self’ is dependent upon its ‘other’. 

1. Find at least four examples where Conrad “others” Africa or Africans.  Use textual evidence to support your answers.

( For each example you find, provide a detailed analysis of HOW Conrad “others” Africa or Africans (i.e. analyse the language or the rhetorical devices he uses)

( Also, comment on the effect of this “othering” process.  What is the result of this process, for both Europeans and Africans who read the novel?

( Does Conrad “other” any other groups in the novel.  How so?

2. Speculate as to how this “othering” process could be reversed.  What is the answer, if there is one, to Heart of Darkness’ “othering” process?

3. Time permitting, work on your essay.  Questions were posted online Friday evening.   

