Producing the ‘Other’

Colonial Stereotypes in Everyday Life

When we think of the “Third World’, pictures of
chaos, misery and starving children come into our
minds and current political events seem to confirm
all negative clichés. Especially Africa still stands for
underdevelopment and poverty and often acts as
prime example for the “Third World’.! Civil wars,
refugees, child soldiers, famines and diseases are all
keywords that suggest that decolonisation has failed
and which deem Africa unfit for ‘civilisation’. Ra-
cial prejudice and stereotypical thinking are hence
deeply rooted in our collective imagination.

Africa in our classroom

“Should we read Heart of Darkness?asks J. Hillis
Miller about a novel, that has been on the syllabi
of Luxembourg’s lére A for many years.? Heart of
Darkness, a novel written by Joseph Conrad in 1899,
describes the company agent Marlow’s journey in-
side the Belgian Congo, a journey in search of the
agent Kurtz who has been sent on a civilising mis-
sion by a Belgian trading company. However, it is
not only the story of the idealist Kurtz, who has gone
native and abandoned all moral values, but Heart
of Darkness also intends to expose the actual situa-
tion in the colony — a reality that has nothing to do
with the colonial image as presented in propaganda
and public discourse back in Europe.The novel, that
draws on Joseph Conrad’s own experience is still
highly discussed among scholars. In 1975, Nigerian
writer Chinua Achebe was the first to address the
question of racism in the novel, calling its writer a
‘bloody nigger’ for his depictions of the Africans.?

Charlotte Wirth has a BA in European Cultures - History from the
University of Luxembourg, the title of her dissertation is: European
Self-Portrayal through the Representation of the ‘Other’ in Joseph
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and beyond. In September, she will start
her MLitt. in Intercultural Identity Studies at the University of St.
Andrews, Scotland.

He concluded that Europeans are still not sensitised
to racism against other cultures because if they were,
the novel would not be considered one of the best
novels in English history. On the contrary, it would
be struck from syllabi. In Luxembourg, it has been
on the syllabi of 1ére A classes until 2010and I have
studied the novel in school.* Yet while many aspects
of this controversial book have been discussed, the
question of European self-portrayal through the
construction of the Other has not been raised. Nei-
ther has Luxembourg’s colonial past been addressed
even though Luxembourg has played its part in the
colonisation of the Congo.’> This experience seems
to confirm Chinua’s assertion that we are still una-
ware of the fact that Africa has been and remains to
be set up as an “antithesis to Europe and therefore
civilisation...”®

Achebe’s assumption can be further confirmed, if we
look at the texts currently treated in primary school.
Here, equally problematic texts can be found on the
syllabi. The German schoolbook for the 3™ grade
for example contains the story “Afrika hinter dem
Zaun”, a story about an African woman who builds
a mud hut in the garden of a town house. Already
the title suggests that Africa is incorporated in a
single mud hut. The text reproduces several clichés
about the continent: While the other, ‘Europear’,
families are pragmatic and plant cauliflower in their
garden, the African woman plants grass, simply ‘to
have a look at it’. Her African dialect is not even
named (“Was sie sprach wussten wir nicht. Irgend-
was”). She appears to be at one with nature and even
have some command over it (“Als wartete sie auf
sehr viel Regen. Und dann bekamen wir sehr viel
Regen.”) and finally, she seems to be more fond of
living in a mud hut than in a ‘conventional’ house,
the hut reminding her of Africa and her childhood.
The descriptions in the text are highly problematic
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as they present a simplistic image of Africa. Africa
is one-sidedly depicted as underdeveloped and ‘un-
civilised’ while simultaneously the population is ide-
alised as living in harmony with nature.”

Another striking example is also taken from children’s
education. In a Luxembourgish kids' bookshop, I
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had a look at the children’s atlases® and paid close at-
tention to the representation of Africa in comparison
to Europe. In all the atlases, Europe is represented
as a densely populated place with huge cities, a his-
tory and cultural heritage. Africa on the other hand
is painted as a wide, open, barely populated place
without any important agglomeration, cultural her-
itage or history, yet full of wild, exotic animals (see
picture). What strikes even more is the representa-
tion of the indigenous people: they all seem to be
stuck in time. This is confirmed by a highly inter-
esting description of the Pigmy people in one of the
atlases. The Pygmies live ‘the same as thousands of
years ago’ (see p. 17). They are presented as living
outside time and place and seemingly untouched by
progress and civilisation. Yet, the description of their
lives is also idealised, as they seem to have discovered
‘all the secrets of the equatorial forest’ and appear to
live in harmony with nature.

A very similar and equally sensible description of
the Pigmy people can be found in another school-
book used in primary school, again in 3rd grade (see
p. 18).1% The story “Waldnomaden” does not only
paint an idealised picture of a people living at one
with nature and immune to ‘civilisation’. On the
contrary, they are describe more as animals than as
humans and are even denied a proper language.

Colonial stereotypes in shops

An example is taken from the shop Maisons du
Monde at Luxembourg-Gare. It sells decorative fig-
urines of black servants, as the derogative posture
implies (see p. 17). Such decoration ideas appeared
in many shops over the last years and are well suited
to emphasize the presence of colonial stereotypes in
everyday life. Indeed, what we seem to associate with
the exotic are, inter alia, stereotypic representations
of black slaves or servants that remind the colonial
decorations of earlier centuries. The re-emergence
of decorative objects such as these figurines suggests
that colonial traditions had a lasting impact on our
present ideas of exoticism and other cultures.

As we can see, colonial encounters still mark our
daily life. However, they might reveal more about
our self-image than about the Lebenswirklichkeit of
the African population.!!

Our colonial past and its relation to the present

In the 18™ and 19t centuries the interest of Euro-
pean nation-states in other parts of the world and es-
pecially Africa was huge. Widespread was the impe-
rialist ideology that Europeans represent a superior
civilization.



The Colonies were generally perceived as an empty
space that could legally be appropriated, partly in-
dustrialized and its inhabitants converted to Christi-
anity and loyal workers. Accounts on distant regions
and indigenous peoples were always caricatural and
acted as counterparts to the European identity. And
the more uncivilised the Africans were envisioned,
the more the noble, heroic White stood out in con-
trast: “Europe’s light shone brighter by virtue of the
darkening of other continents.”!? The Continent
was presented by the colonisers, as a ‘terra nullius’,
as an empty, uncultivated land, rightfully available
to colonialism. A place where the Europeans could
provide the less developed people evolutionary as-
sistance.’® In colonial and racial discourse, knowl-
edge about prehistory was used in order to stress the
backwardness of other cultures and thereby served
to explain their primitiveness and inferiority. Even
though the so-called primitive people had a long his-
tory of innovations, this was neglected by equating
them with prehistoric societies.!

And these were images instrumentalised for politi-
cal domination and economic gain. For this purpose
they were propagated everywhere: in newspapers, lit-
erature and exhibitions as well as in advertisement.
Hence the imperialist ideology was accepted among
the Western public sphere and populations. When
consumerism and colonialism were on the rise, fan-
tasies of adventure and exotic settings were even used
to create new popularized and commercially used
images of the Other and led to the emergence of
pejorative and stereotypical images in advertisement
and shop windows all over Europe.!®
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Yet, the examples I have used show that this trend
does still persist. Africa is depicted in terms of stere-
otypes. Postcolonial theorist Edward Said rightfully
claims that far from being questioned and decon-
structed, these stereotypes are being reinforced even
today.'® In his works Orientalism (1978) and Culture
and Imperialism (1993), Edward Said claims that
imperialism has shaped all 19t century cultures and
all European relations and exchanges between colo-
nisers and colonised. He further argues that impe-
rial discourse of knowledge and power did not only
guarantee economic and political control over the
colonised but that it also influenced the way, the
colonised saw and still see themselves — as subordi-
nate to Europe. Hence, “all postcolonial societies are
still subject in one way or another to overt or subtle
forms of neo-colonial domination”.!”

This article has shown that Africa is still painted as
‘the other world’, as an antithesis to Europe, progress
and civilisation. The African continent is assimi-
lated to ‘nature’ and conceptualized as an ahistoric
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O Les Pygmées vivent comme il y a des milliers d’années de chasse et
de cueillette dans la forét équatoriale, dont ils connaissent tous les secrets.
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place. Especially the examples taken from children’s
education are highly caricatured and therefore prob-
lematic. These images and texts are used to give
the children a first understanding of the world, of
other continents and different cultures. Yet, they
clearly show how deep stereotypical representations
are rooted in our collective mind and disseminated
over and and over again. Even if pedagogical mate-
rial starts to focus on ‘multicultural’ children’s liter-
ature, it should be regarded sceptically, because it
does not necessarily engage with cultural difference
and critically address questions of race, ethnicity and
colonialism.!® Stereotypical, degrading and even rac-
ist representations are still accepted and consumed
by a broad public and a questioning of such im-
ages apparently still needs to take place. The myth
of European superiority as well as Western images
of other cultures still need to be deconstructed as
the persistence of such constructed images and im-
plicit racist thinking remain a source of dominance.
Discourse about “Third World’ countries remains a
discourse that reproduces relations of power, setting
other cultures up as ‘the Other’ and presenting them
as under-developed in terms of progress and civilisa-
tion. The desire for domination and subordination
continues to influence all exchanges and relations
with the ‘South’. The West is continuously used as
a scale to which the ‘less-developed’ countries shall
appeal, concepts of modernity and progress being
constantly associated with Western lifestyle. “Third
World’ countries are thereby presented as incapable
of organising themselves.”” Even the term of ‘under
-development’, associated with poverty, suggests the
need of assistance by the more progressed and mod-
ern societies, yet progtess is only evaluated in terms
of economic achievement and prospect.?’ ¢
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