Taking the Horror Out:

Teaching Heart of Darkness to Diverse Learners

Michael Thier

104971244

Anne Miller

Adolescent Literature

LIN544

Aug. 19, 2004

Learning Objectives

By the end of this five-week unit, my students will understand that studying literature means appreciating the balance between literary continuity and literary progression. During this unit, the entire class will read Heart of Darkness, a short novel written by the Polish-born Joseph Conrad. Outside of class, the students will choose to read one of the following novels: Things Fall Apart by Nigerian-born Chinua Achebe and The Atlantic Sound by West Indian-born Caryl Phillips. Both are reactions to, and modern adaptations of, HoD. The lesson should show how literature depends on its predecessors, even if the new form rejects the old, it still forms a relationship. This will help students see the evolution of language and thought. This evolution is particularly true in the literature of imperial countries, which draw from “mother” countries and their satellites. During this unit, students will gain a deep knowledge of many literary devices, such as metaphor, and how they enliven writing. Students will also gain perspective on the difficulty non-native speakers face when writing in English. Students will also see how language lives and grows through the experimentation of its writers. Of course, this will give them a more vivid perspective on slavery, colonialism and imperialism. Hopefully, after this unit, students will read with more critical eyes and write for deeper meaning.

North Carolina State Standards
This lesson should achieve three of the five annual goals set for English IV, which emphasizes “argumentation by developing a position of advocacy through reading, writing, speaking, listening and using media.”

Competency Goal 2: Locate, process and comprehend texts that explain principles, issues and concepts at work in the world in order to a) Relate complex issues from a variety of critical stances b) Discern significant differences and similarities among texts that propose different ideas related to similar concepts.

Competency Goal 4: Analyze and critique texts from various perspectives and approaches.

Competency Goal 5: Deepen understanding of British literature through exploration and extended engagement. Explore British literature by a) recognizing common themes that run through works, using evidence from the texts to substantiate ideas b) relating the cultural and historical contexts to the literature and identifying perceived ambiguities, prejudices and complexities c) making associations between historical and current viewpoints d) understanding how literary movements influence writer.

Materials
Primary Text: Conrad, Joseph. Heart of Darkness. Rpt. in The Longman Anthology of British 

Literature. Gen. Ed. David Damrosch, Ed. Kevin Dettmar and Jennifer Wicke. Vol. 2C. 

New York: Adison-Wesley, 2003. 2015-2074.
One of the true classics of British literature, HoD is considered the definitive work on cultural imperialism. However, in the last 20 years scholars have called for its removal from the canon or a change in the way it is read and taught. Some call the work racist; others say it exposes the racism of the British Empire. Either way, allowing students to take part in this literary debate will certainly spark interest. This is a way for them to see the canon is dynamic, not a stodgy list of dead white guys. The book has spawned volumes of scholarly criticism, several film versions and at least two sensational novels, which will serve as our secondary texts. 

Secondary Texts: Achebe, Chinua. Things Fall Apart. New York: Anchor, 1994.

This novel about the change in Nigerian life after colonization shows the perspective of those oppressed by imperialism. Achebe, who has also written several essays condemning Heart of Darkness as racist, has led much of the charge to remove Conrad’s novella from the canon. Interestingly, many scholars who agree with Achebe’s stance on Conrad, believe Things Fall Apart is blatantly misogynistic for the same reasons Achebe thinks HoD is racist. 


Phillips, Caryl. The Atlantic Sound. New York: Vintage, 2001.

This recent novel tells several stories about colonialism and slavery from rotating perspectives during a variety of time periods. There are many characters for the students to meet and see how these events affected their lives in dozens of ways. This may be the most holistic view of the topic.

Supporting sources:

Apocalypse Now. Dir. Franics Ford Coppola. Perf. Marlon Brando, Martin Sheen, Robert 

Duvall, Dennis Hopper, Laurence Fishburne, Harrison Ford. Paramount, 1979.

This movie has some very violent scenes, so I will have to pick judiciously, however, it is a phenomenal modernization of HoD. So it has value in the classroom. Showing that the same concept Conrad wrote about before the turn of the 20th century still affected Coppola in the late 1970s will show students that these issues do not go away. It also shows them that the impact of literature extends far beyond the day a book’s publication date.

Kopp, Brian M. Using Metaphors in Creative Writing.

Owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/general/gl_metaphor.html. Temple University, 17 

August 2004. 

This site delineates all types of metaphors: extended, implied, mixed, even dead ones that have filtered into the vernacular. It also demystifies terms such as simile, metonymy and synecdoche. The site shows a variety of usages for metaphors in different parts of speech and situations. Students can use this resource to understand that metaphors are choices made by writers who want to add meaning to a particular thing.

Marley, Bob. “Exodus.” Legend. Island Records, 1984. and Marley, Bob. “Redemption Song.” 

Legend. Island Records, 1984.

Both these songs tell vivid stories of the aftermath of the triangular trade and its effect on Jamaica, Marley’s home. These songs may appeal to the students in a way the texts cannot because Marley’s music is still widely popular, with many radio stations dedicated to him. Pardon the pun, but the contemporary popularity of his music will strike a chord with the students. It will make discussing these topics seem important to students.

Oliver, Dennis. ESL Idiom Page. eslcafe.com/idioms.Rice University, 17 August 2004.

This ESL site has tons of links and charts of idiomatic phrases, which come up frequently for writers in a language not their own. Considering Conrad, Achebe and Phillips were all working in a non-native tongue, students will recognize the challenge of that type of writing, and appreciate the difficulties faced by their English-language learner classmates. This may help break down some social barriers in the classroom.  

Soul Asylum. “Black Gold.” Grave Dancer’s Union. Columbia, 1992.

This song chronicles the depletion of resources in an American town that boomed when it struck oil, but became dilapidated after the wells dried. We will talk about the similarities and differences of the two kinds of black gold, which was also an imperial euphemism for slaves. I will show how certain metaphors can be contorted for several uses, such as in The Atlantic Sound when Kohain call “cultural tourism” a ‘potential goldmine’” (199). This seemed an odd phrasing considering Kohain’s people had been enslaved in order to mine for gold. But this is the power of euphemism— it can gloss over an unpleasant topic.

Walcott, Derek. “A Far Cry From Africa” in Collected Poems (1948-1984), 1986. Rpt. in The 

Longman Anthology of British Literature. Gen ed. David Domrosch, Ed. Kevin Dettmar 

and Jennifer Wicke. Vol. 2C. New York: Adison-Wesley, 2003. 2949-2950.

This poem will extend our discussion on the lineage of empire, language and writing. Certainly, after weeks of discussing these issues, more than a few students will seize on Walcott’s description of being “poisoned with the blood of both, / Where shall I turn, divided to the vein?” or “how choose / Between this Africa and the English tongue I love?/ Betray them both, or give back what they give?” (2950).

X. Dir. Spike Lee. Perf. Denzel Washington, Angela Bassett, Albert Hall, Al Freeman Jr., Delroy 

Lindo, Theresa Randle, Kate Vernon. Warner, 1992. 

The scene in the library when Baines (Hall) instructs Malcolm (Washington) to copy over every word in the dictionary to show the racism inherent in the English language will have a powerful effect. It will also make it clear to the students when I give them the same assignment.

Adaptations for diverse learners
For visual learners: Instead of a summative essay on texts, I will allow students to write a paper studying differences between films that address the issues we’ve discussed in the unit. They may use Apocalypse Now, but only with parental permission. I would recommend the 1994 TV version with Tim Roth as Marlow and John Malkovich as Mr. Kurtz. 

For auditory learners:  I will play “Redemption Song” and “Exodus,” and perhaps some Sublime, a trip-hop band from the early 1990s. Their lyrics often borrowed from some of the slave songs and poems Phillips used.

For blind students: I will have the school provide Braille copies of all texts and handouts.

For math-oriented learners: During a lesson on similes, I will use a Phillips’ description of “the ignorance of these Glasgow traders, who seemed not to understand the size and extent of Africa. Grand Bassar was a full sixteen days from Quitta by mail steamer, and furthermore there was no history of dealings between these two different peoples. One might as well send a Frenchman to collect his English debt from a Turk” (74-75). I will explain how a simile is like a mathematical equation. Just like the commutative property of addition (e.g. 2+3 = 3+2). On one side, we have the Europeans and on the other the Africans. Phillips’ simile sets them as equals because he found a way to equate one’s view of inconvenience with that of the other. The Europeans can relate to the enormous trouble of traveling from France to Turkey just to retrieve money owed from an island nation in the opposite direction. As easily, an African can relate to an interminable 16-day journey to barter with strangers.

For students with learning disabilities: Using my Tree of Knowledge of Literary Terms and Analytical Strategies, I can create a ladder of achievement for high-performing students, while not undermining the efforts of struggling readers. Students can self-assess, because if there is a leaf they don’t know or understand they can seek help from me, a classmate or previous works we’ve read that illustrate the term on that leaf. I can also schedule periodic conferences or low-stakes quizzes to assess student progress. This tree allows the class to set goals and accomplish them in a vertically integrated fashion. There are both long- and short-term goals with this method, so every time we read a student can feel successful.

Pre-reading activities: I will open the unit with a discussion of the differences and similarities of the following two quotations:

“We are midgets on the shoulders of giants.”

— Sir Francis Bacon, Novum Organum, 1620.

“Make it new.” — Ezra Pound, 1934.

I will explain to the students that Bacon wrote in Latin, as they may note from the title, but Pound translated his writing from Chinese to English. I will lead them to discovering the similarities between a 17th century reverence for antiquity and a 20th century demand for modernizing previous ideas and forms. I will point out that contemporary music is rife with bands covering the songs of their influences. I would ask students to name some and distribute the Billboard Top 40, after circling the titles of covered songs. Also movies directors frequently mimic styles in homage, and Hollywood often stages remakes of films. I’d ask students to name some and distribute list of popular movies that have been remade or depend on previous works. I will explain to them that we will be reading two of three works that depend on each other in the same way. I will introduce the primary text (Heart of Darkness) and the two secondary texts (Things Fall Apart and The Atlantic Sound) and assign them to choose their secondary text.


Then I will draw word maps on the chalkboard for Civilized, Colonialism, Dark, Imperialism, Light, Savage and Slavery. We will discuss the variety of loaded meanings each of these words have, and why they should look for them in the novels. 

Also, I will explain that we will focus on types of metaphor during this unit, but likely not in the way they learned it before. I will distribute this brief passage I wrote about my experiences learning metaphor: 


I first learned the word metaphor as a third-grader. But it wasn’t until 11th grade that I heard a more satisfactory definition than “comparisons that good writers use.”  Eventually, I grew tired of being told to look for metaphors and to introduce them to my own writing. No one answered sufficiently when I asked “Why do good writers use metaphors?” I felt silly for requesting a more concrete definition — perhaps I was the lone fool who missed the day when someone explained the concept in detail. But to that point, I felt confident I would never learn why good writing included metaphors and conversely why metaphors signified good writing. Then Mrs. Antonucci delivered the answer. “Metaphors,” she said, “add depth to otherwise one-dimensional writing. They allow words to have both a surface meaning and a subtler one of greater significance. They can make writing come alive and make it easier to digest for readers. They are the cornerstone of higher-level writing.” I was an honors-track student who took every English class at Jericho High School, which is ranked as the third-best public school in the nation, and it took me nearly a decade to find this out. I can only assume the vast majority of American students never really learned about metaphors, what they can do or how to use them properly. That is a travesty. I never want such an egregious offense of omission to occur in my classroom.

I will point out that metaphor comes from Greek words meaning “carry something across” or “transfer.” It seems like a natural fit because we will simultaneously discuss the slave trade: the carrying of Africans to Europe and the Americas. This may activate prior knowledge for students of Italian because portare means “to carry.”


We will do a KWL chart for the following terms that are associated with metaphor:


What I know
What I want to know
What I have learned

Metaphor




Allegory




Allusion




Canon




Conceit




Epistolary




Euphemism




Existentialism




Idiom




Impressionism




Metonymy




Simile




Synecdoche




I will also distribute a printout from Temple’s Online Writing Lab, which explains a variety of ways to define metaphors from present-day dictionaries to Aristotle.

During Reading
The first two weeks we will read and discuss Heart of Darkness for the standard plot, character, etc. As a formative assessment, I will have the students write a journal entry for each chapter. They will write as if they are one of the characters we meet along the journey Marlow narrates.

Once we start the secondary texts we will discuss issues arising from the texts, compare them and do activities to incorporate them. 

· There are many weak metaphors in the novels, so I will ask the students to take phrases such as “treated like slaves” and “live like kings” and write their own simile that enlivens each weak metaphor. We will discuss the choices they made and what effect they sought.

· I will introduce descriptions of races as colors as the most hackneyed and divisive metaphors used in most European languages. Once upon a time, these terms provided fresh description for the newly encountered phenomena of races of people that have different skin tones. Now, references to races as colors are the quintessential examples of trite, enduring metaphors that have become vernacular. Black people are not actually black, nor are white people white. Native Americans are not red, nor are Asians yellow. But we still use these tired descriptions. Furthermore, these terms that have been used as classifications since Europeans first interacted with Africans now have meanings far more deleterious than simply as bad comparisons. The sculptors of the English language have attached value judgments to the colorful terms, pitting white and black in diametric opposition, allowing everything in between to settle along the spectrum. Terms pertaining to whiteness have taken positive connotations while terms regarding blackness have been attached to negativity. I will show a video of Malcolm “Red” Little, as he was known before his conversion to Islam, during his incarceration. A fellow inmate instructs him to copy every word in the dictionary. He quickly notices the difference between terms such as “whitewash,” which is used to mean a cleansing, to “blackball,” which he reads to mean the casting out of a group. Then it dawns on him that a white man wrote the book, and the implication becomes obvious. In The Atlantic Sound, we will see how this color concept has pervaded the language as the traders “pray to God daily not to change the color of the Negroes” (37). The language suggests the Africans are enslaved because they are black, not because they had weapons pointed at them by Europeans who were bent on conquest. I will give each student a set of 20 words that include colors or refer to colors. They will use a dictionary to define those words and notice how the closer to white a color is on the spectrum the more likely the word will be to having a positive connotation.

· Referring to the implied metaphor of describing Kohain’s face as “a Guernica of distress” (222), I will show how Phillips leaned on his Western education for a reference to the 1937 painting by Pablo Picasso. I will distribute photocopies of the painting to make the image more accessible for those unfamiliar with Picasso. I will ask the students to pick any literary, artistic or musical work and use it to form an implicit metaphor.

· We will listen to “Black Gold” and then talk about euphemisms such as “the ‘triangle,’ or the ‘middle passage’” because they remove the brutality of the slave trade. Triangle makes it seem, geometric, mathematical, even scholarly. Middle passage suggests it is simply part of the order of things — as if one must begin at the beginning, then traverse “the middle passage” and culminate at the end. To better understand the often misleading power of euphemisms, students will write their own. Their euphemism can be on any classroom-appropriate topic, but must be original. Since euphemisms often become clichés, I will also ask the students to pick a cliché and reinvigorate it.

· When we come across several idioms in Things Fall Apart, I will discuss how easy it is for a non-English speaker to misuse English words or phrases. I will tell the students about an incident when I was 6- or 7-years old. I was shopping for hockey equipment with my father. He was talking to the salesman, but I sought his attention because I wanted a poster of Mario Lemieux. After a staccato of “Dad” didn’t work, nor did a round of “Hey Dad,” nor even tugging on both sleeves and both pant legs, I was fed up of being ignored. I shouted loud enough for the stock boys to hear, “Dad, why are you being so ignorant?” I had never seen steam come out of anyone’s ears besides Yosemite Sam. My father said an abrupt good day to the salesman, grabbed me at the elbow and whisked me out of the store. I could not understand why he was so enraged, but he made me go home and look up the word “ignorant.” I never used it in that context again, but imagine how easy it would be for a non-native speaker to make a similar mistake. I will refer them to ESL Idiom Page, a Web site that explains an alphabetical list of common idioms in English.

· As a way to integrate technology in this lesson, I will have the students conduct an Internet search for the term “Imperialism.” The students will find over 633,000 references online. But even though Britain had more colonies than any other country, there are only about 20,700 references to “British Imperialism.” They will begin to understand the purpose of this exercise after they enter “American Imperialism.” About 33,300 items will appear pertaining to that topic, but the vast majority of them will deal with Great Britain’s imperial control over the 13 colonies before 1776. It does not address the imperialist role America undertook in the 19th century and continues today in Iraq and elsewhere. Then I will challenge the students to find more than a handful of Web sites that refer to the American presence in Iraq as an example of “imperialism.” After they fail to locate a plethora of such documents, I will instruct them to ponder this phrase: “History is written by the victors.” This Winston Churchill quotation can serve as a springboard for a discussion on why, in America, we call the war in Iraq a rescue effort. Other nations say we are invaders. This difference of perspective allows the victors to call their actions noble, while the losers lack the power to dispute that characterization. We will discuss how these words of perspective are also examples of metaphor because they carry additional meanings.

Vocabulary learning activity
As we read, I will use the Tree of Knowledge of Literary Terms and Analytical Strategies for formative assessment of the terms in the chart above.

Post-Reading Activity

· We will turn the class into a tribal counsel of elders like in Things Fall Apart, and put Okonkwo on trial for his four violent acts: the beating of his wife during the Week of Peace, his participation in Ikemefuna’s death, his accidental shooting of Ezeudu’s son and his decapitation of the white men’s messenger. As the novel suggests, these issues of morality cut many ways because “Our father never dreamed of such a thing, they never killed their brothers. But a white man never came to them” (203). The students will choose parts based on their grade on a mid-unit exam (the higher they score, the earlier , which will have two versions: one for readers of Conrad and Achebe, and one for readers of Conrad and Phillips.

· We will also have two structured debates: Is Conrad racist? Is Achebe sexist? 
· As a class, we will read “A Far Cry From Africa” by Derek Walcott after I tell the students about Walcott’s background and roots in England and the Caribbean. We will then dissect the meaning of the title and read the poem aloud again. I will ask students to underline the lines that strike them as we read. I will ask the class what does it mean to be from a place? Myself, I was born in Brooklyn, raised on Long Island, educated in New York City, and will live in Mooresville, N.C. What am I? We will poll the room and determine who is from where. How do they define themselves? Essentially, this is what Phillips called “the question. The problem question for those of us who have grown up in societies which define themselves by excluding others. Usually us. A coded question. Are you one of us? Are you one of ours? Where are you from? Where are you really from? (124-125).” We will discuss what this means for a writer. Must a writer feel a kinship with or ownership of a language to write successfully in it? I will ask the class, undoubtedly some of whom who will be bilingual, if they feel more comfortable writing in English or another language. We will talk about the problems of writing in another language or English if it is not one’s first language. As an extra-credit assignment, I will have the students search the Internet to find which language is the most widely spoken first or second language and write a short response to why the statistics are so.
Talking or writing to learn/Assessment
I will allow my students to do any of the following assignments as a final assessment.

(1) Choose two of the following three options: 

a) A 1,500-word paper (cited essay or personal narrative) defining where they call ‘home,’ besides the physical structure in which they live. It can be grandma’s kitchen, the football field, the place they work, school, a dance studio, a hiding place. Wherever. So long as they answer the question: What is home about home? [This will activate knowledge of a Clean, Well-Lighted Place, an Earnest Hemingway story I will likely use in the first week of every English course I ever teach]

b) A 1,500-word cited essay on who gets the better deal: the native writer of English because he is comfortable in his only language OR the writer who has had English imposed on him through Colonialism because now he has the option of writing in his native language?


c) Pick 3-5 literary terms that we’ve discussed in class and contrast the ways they were used by Conrad and Achebe/Phillips in a 1,500-word cited essay.

(2) A 3,000-word cited research paper on an author who used English, but has distinct ties to another part of the British Empire. The paper must analyze how the influences of both languages and/or cultures affected the writer’s style and chosen subjects. Read at least one major work (novel, or group of essays or anthology of poetry) by that writer paying close attention to the metaphors used, analyzing their success at crafting figures of speech in a language that is not entirely their own. Note whether the writer wrote in English or translated his or her work to English and how that affects the reader. Choose from this list, or suggest a suitable substitute, of these prominent English writers who were not born in Britain, but countries occupied by Britain:

Samuel Beckett* (Ireland)

T.S. Eliot (America)

Seamus Heaney (Ireland)

James Joyce (Ireland)

V.S. Naipaul (Caribbean/India)

Ezra Pound (America)

James Kelman (Scotland)

Salman Rushdie (India/Pakistan)

Dylan Thomas (Wales)

Ngugui wa-Thiongo (Kenya)

Charlotte Williams (Wales/Caribbean)

W.B. Yeats (Ireland)


or these writers who were born English but have substantial ties to another country in the empire:

Caryl Churchill (Lived in Canada)


Nuala Ni Dhomnaill (Irish parents)

George Orwell (Stationed in Burma)

(3) Do ALL THREE of the following:

a) Depict a scene or relevant issue of Heart of Darkness and your other text artistically

b) Compile a musical soundtrack for both works

c) Act out a 10-minute scene from either work

(4) Do BOTH of the following:

a) Rewrite one scene from HoD and one from your other text to achieve a different stylistic or contextual purpose

b) Distribute your rewrite the day before you give a 10-minute Q&A session for the class

NB-This variety of assessments should appeal to a variety of learners. I will likely offer this range of final projects for each unit, but encourage everyone to try each type at least once.
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