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Sample A essay for AP English Literature Course

The Setting of Africa


Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver and Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad utilize unique, harsh perceptions of Africa to convey the racism prevalent during each novel’s setting. In Heart of Darkness, author John Conrad portrays Africa as a setting of primitiveness and evil. Foreshadowing the evil portrayed in Africa, a doctor informs Marlow of “the change that takes place inside” men who travel to Africa (Conrad 9). The doctor even measures Marlow’s head in order to judge the change that takes place. Implying that the mental changes of Westerners in Africa manifest physically further establishes an ominous undertone of the evil presented in the setting. When Marlow arrives in Africa he recounts witnessing the natives whose “Black rags were wound round their loins, and the short ends behind waggled to and fro like tails. I could see every rib, the joints of their limbs were like knots in a rope; each had an iron collar on his neck and all were connected together with a chain whose bights swung between them, rhythmically.” (Conrad 12) The image of enslaved, emaciated natives chained at the neck blatantly exhibits the immorality of colonialism. The powerful image illustrates the madness inflicted upon Africa. 

In colonial Africa, the laws of human decency and nature are inverted by Europeans. The colonial system utilized by European nations simply represents a form of subjugation rooted in racism. Creating an environment of such hate and suffering provides a clear view of how Africa drives Europeans insane. However, the image is not considered immoral or atypical within Marlow’s narrative. The narrator eloquently praises colonialism, stating how a guard “seemed to take me into partnership in his exalted trust. After all, I also was a part of the great cause of these high and just proceedings.” (Conrad 13) Marlow’s language represents an important distinction. Despite causing suffering, colonists view their actions not as morally defunct or ambiguous, but rather morally righteous. Throughout the novel, native Africans are dehumanized. Marlow degrades the natives, saying 

 “They were nothing earthly now, nothing but black shadows of disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish gloom…the moribund shapes were as free as air – and nearly as thin…While I stood horror-struck, one of these creatures rose to his hands and knees, and went off on all fours towards the river to drink.” (Conrad 14) 
The Narrator’s description debases the natives to mere creatures, struggling to survive. Demeaning Africans to such an extent establishes the natives as aspects of the setting rather than individuals within the setting. 

Conrad contrasts the immorality of colonialism with the primitive madness of Kurtz. As Marlow travels further up the river, the atmosphere transitions. The madness Kurtz inflicts on Africa culminates with the image of “closed eyelids, a head that seemed to sleep at the top of that pole, and, with the shrunken dry lips…was smiling…continuously at some endless and jocose dream of that eternal slumber.” (Conrad 53). Juxtaposing madness and immorality, Conrad utilizes Marlow’s viewpoint to demonstrate the repercussions of Western influence in Africa.
In The Poisonwood Bible, the harsh setting of Africa functions as a catalyst for change in several characters. Growing up in Georgia, the Price daughters hold several prejudices, ingrained in them through their environment. Ruth May clearly demonstrates her prejudices, saying “God says the Africans are the Tribes of Ham. Ham was the worst one of Hoah’s three boys: Shem, Ham and Japheth…Noah cursed all of Ham’s children to be slaves for ever and ever. That’s how come them to turn out dark.” (Kingsolver 20) Each character possesses similar prejudices, highlighted by the setting of Africa. Africa also functions as an obstacle for Nathan, who futilely attempts to apply the Western way of doing things. 

Repeatedly throughout the novel, the harsh setting of Africa challenges the Western beliefs and traditions, especially those of Nathan. Lamenting Africa’s resistance with Leah, Nathan explains to his daughter that “you can’t bring the bees. You might as well bring the whole world over here with you, and there’s no room for it.” (Kingsolver 80) Nathan’s stubborn, tumid attempts to baptize villagers in crocodile-infested waters further emphasizes the necessity to adapt to Africa. Despite appearing innocent, all of the narrators exhibit racist tendencies. Even Ruth May, the youngest and most innocent, questions African traditions, saying “I guess they have a right to sing them, but here’s the thing: right in front of our very eyes, some of the woman stood up there in the firelight with their bosoms naked as a jaybird’s egg.”(Kingsolver 22) The dangerous, challenging environment of Africa presents acts as a contrast to highlight the prejudices of each novel’s characters. 
