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Abstract 

Although Chinua Achebe acknowledges Conrad’s works to be ‘permanent 

literature’, his hostility towards them, especially Heart of Darkness, is well 

known; for he maintains that they have a racist sub-text. However, there are 

significant patterns of similarity that run among some of their works. In 

Conrad’s Lord Jim and Achebe’s No Longer at Ease, for instance, the heroes, 

both idealists, though of different tempers, experience the same kind of test 

of which the consequences of failure are a tragic reversal of fortunes. In his 

own test, which is deliberately set up as a police sting operation, Obi 

Okonkwo is defeated in all his ideals, his self-image reduced to rags. He is 

clearly aware of the extent of the disaster and sees that there is nothing any 

more to fight for. The trial that Jim is exposed to is as if designed by the 

higher powers, which invests his story with the air of a sublime tragedy, 

being that he is confronted by ‘more than man’. But although his ego-ideal 

has unravelled before his own eyes at least once before, he amazingly clings 

to a self-image that is the exact opposite of who he is. And he is prepared to 

defend this fiction with all violence if it be challenged. He is compelled by 

one final infamy suffered in Patusan, his last frontier, where in his thinking 

he had escaped from bullying from invisible forces, to admit that ‘there is 

nothing to fight for’. This paper will explore more fully the relationships that 

hold between the two texts, with the expectation to establish that each in its 

own way accesses the same identical myth which Gilbert Murray calls the 

Year God. 

 

 

Introduction 

He became chief mate of a fine ship, without ever having been tested by those 

events of the sea that show in the light of day the inner worth of a man, the 

edge of his temper, and the fibre of his stuff; that reveal the quality of his 

resistance and the secret truth of his pretences, not only to others but also to 

himself (Lord Jim 10). 
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God bless our noble countrymen   

And women everywhere.   

Teach them to walk in unity   

To build our nation dear (No Longer at Ease 94) 

 

Achebe and Conrad may look like an unlikely pair for a comparative study 

especially because of Achebe’s well-known distaste for Conrad’s works. His 

issue with Conrad is set forth in his 1975 University of Massachusetts, 

Amherst lecture entitled ‘An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of 

Darkness’ (1988), where he raises the question of Conrad’s ‘artistic good 

faith’,  since his –  

Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as ‘the other world’, the 

antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where man’s 

vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant 

bestiality (2). 

The problem in his view is that Conrad falls in with European myths about 

African backwardness, and thus directly and intentionally conveys those 

myths, giving them the force of lived experience by the intensity of a 

language that insists on the incomprehensibility (3) of what has been 

experienced. The debate stirred up by this account of Heart of Darkness has 

by no means been resolved; for some like Mensch consider that Conrad in 

‘his fictionalized account of his experiences in the Congo’ relates Kurtz, his 

company back home in the mother country, and indirectly the mother country 

itself to the conquering Romans who used their ‘overwhelming technological 

advantage over the natives’ merely to squeeze (2003:127-128). According to 

Edward Said, who proposes an alternative between the ‘politics of blame’ 

and that of confrontation, Achebe’s position entails that ‘he either says 

nothing about or overrides the limitation placed on Conrad by the novel as 

an aesthetic form’ (Said 1994:76). Both Edward Said and Jonathan Arac 

(1998:60) are prepared to read Achebe’s Things Fall Apart with Conrad’s 

work as a background, and thus see the postcolonial work as engaging an 

older one which comes from the age of colonialism and the cultural 

metropolis of the colonial power, by that token bearing the values and 

projecting the power relations associated with that system. For Said, the 

mediation of the values of colonialism and empire in the works of a great 

writer like Conrad is inevitable but unconscious – this is an attitude which 

Marrouchi accounts for as being motivated by the desire ‘to circumvent the 

“politics of blame”’ (1998:226). But Arac agrees that Conrad is critical of 

colonialism, but ‘the almost tragic limitation’ of that writer is his not being 
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able to imagine an alternative (1998:60), a thing he could not really be 

blamed for. 

 Conrad does evoke quite different feelings in other critics like John Marx, 

who writes that:  

His novels refashioned a habitual conceptual geography by telling love 

stories set in the colonies and depicting Englishmen more savage than 

any colonial subject (2005:62). 

Many more nationalities and groups could complain of ill-treatment at 

Conrad’s hands for there is none featuring in his works that does not at one 

point or another come under sarcasm or a condescending regard. We see an 

example of portrayal of European tourists and their women in Lord Jim: 

there were small parties and large parties, and lone individuals dining 

solemnly or feasting  ... and just as intelligently receptive of new 

impressions as their trunks upstairs. Henceforth they would be labelled 

as having passed through this and that place, and so would be their 

luggage. They would cherish this distinction of their persons, and 

preserve the gummed tickets on their portmanteaus as documentary 

evidence, as the only permanent trace of their improving enterprise....  

[N]ow and then a girl’s laugh would be heard, as innocent and empty as 

her mind.... [Then there appeared] two nomadic old maids, dressed up to 

kill, worked acrimoniously through the bill of fare, whispering to each 

other with faded lips, wooden-faced and bizarre, like two sumptuous 

scarecrows (58-59). 

The kind of sharp tongue, possibly related to what Adam Zachary Newton 

regards as ‘Conrad's ambivalence about cultural or national loyalties’ 

(1997:73), is seen most frequently in the Marlow stories, where we see that 

Western civilization itself is not spared. We read of ‘the haggard utilitarian 

lies of our civilisation’ in Lord Jim (205), and see them unfold often, as in 

the last movement of Heart of Darkness (125-130). We do not see the 

sarcastic attitude in as high a relief in other works like Nostromo. A 

comparative study of Conrad’s own works may be quite enlightening.  

 

Patterns of Resemblance 

My interest here, however, is with a different work than Heart of Darkness, 

namely Lord Jim. I find this novel quite fascinating to read side by side with 

Achebe’s No Longer at Ease. Ostensibly, they are both exercised and driven 

by ‘the necessity to save the history of the defeated and the lost’ (m 1984:75) 

and have their focus on the protagonist, who in each case experiences failures 

with system-wide reverberations. The cost of upsetting the system is 

grievous to both of them and seals their fates. Given the many features which 
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these two works seem to have in common, a comparative study is both 

irresistible and advantageous.  A comparative study of African and non-

African literary works is always helpful in that it underscores that these are 

things of the same kind and subject to the same norms. An additional 

advantage is by virtue of close reading, which should normally go with 

comparative studies, as it makes possible ‘new critical discoveries’ (Frye 

1957-1971: 17), by laying bare much of what is being said at the ‘depths of 

discourse’ (Foucault 2002-2005: 325). 

 The language is one of the things Achebe complains of in Conrad’s art. 

In this matter, his and Conrad’s art are poles apart. But patterns of 

resemblance are discernible in big and striking incidents as well as in 

circumstantial details, such as the intense interest generated by the cases 

involving the two protagonists and the high attendance at the legal 

determination of the case. We read in Lord Jim, for instance, 

The inquiry was.... held on the appointed day to satisfy the law, and it 

was well attended because of its human interest, no doubt. There was no 

incertitude as to facts—as to the one material fact, I mean. How the Patna 

came by her hurt it was impossible to find out; the court did not expect 

to find out.... Yet, as I’ve told you, all the sailors in the port attended, and 

the waterside business was fully represented. Whether they knew it or 

not, the interest that drew them here was purely psychological—the 

expectation of some essential disclosure as to the strength, the power, the 

horror, of human emotions (43). 

Similarly, in No Longer at Ease, ‘there was no incertitude as to the facts – as 

to the material fact’. The people come, however, drawn to Obi’s sentencing 

by some interest or some curiosity which seems to go beyond the simple 

desire ‘to hear the judgement’. And so the court is full to overflowing. We 

read that, 

The case had been the talk of Lagos for a number of weeks and on this 

last day anyone who could possibly leave his job was there to hear the 

judgement. Some civil Servants paid as much as ten shillings and 

sixpence to obtain a doctor’s certificate of illness for the day (1). 

The material facts in Lord Jim are that Jim taking his turn on the lookout on 

the deck of his ship the Patna fails to notice wreckage on the path of the ship, 

resulting in a collision which cripples the ship. The absconding of the ship’s 

officer from a ship with ‘human cargo’ comprising eight hundred pilgrims is 

the case for which a judicial inquiry has been instituted. But first of all the 

crew has to endure bitter humiliation that the ship given up for lost, with its 

eight hundred passengers is found and towed to port. In Obi’s case, he has 

fallen victim in a sting operation and accepted a bribe. In both cases, the 
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significance is not so much in the act itself or in the immediate consequences 

but in the system-busting failure in ‘fidelity to fixed standard of conduct’ 

(Lord Jim 39). The narration is in fact set in motion by this single incident 

and it is in both cases sustained by a quest on the part of the narrator to gain 

an understanding of the reasons why: hence a basic similarity in narrative 

structure between No Longer at Ease and especially the first part of Lord 

Jim, before the escape into Patusan to become its one-man colonizer.  

 In both Lord Jim and No Longer at Ease, the processes of criminal 

investigation and determination of the case and the assigning of punishment 

are briskly carried out and in a disinterested manner. The narrators, however, 

take up the question at a level it could be of very little interest to legal 

officialdom because of their interest in the characters as fellow humans. In 

the process they unveil the rich interaction of the man and his circumstances 

in which the human monster constructed by the criminal investigation 

appears once again in his ordinary human individuality, without necessarily 

escaping responsibility for his action or inaction. Charlie Marlow in Lord 

Jim, for instance, highlights about his man that,  

The commonest sort of fortitude prevents us from becoming criminals in 

a legal sense; it is from weakness unknown, but perhaps suspected, as in 

some parts of the world you suspect a deadly snake in every bush—from 

weakness that may lie hidden, watched or unwatched, prayed against or 

manfully scorned, repressed or maybe ignored more than half a lifetime, 

not one of us is safe. We are snared into doing things for which we get 

called names, and things for which we get hanged, and yet the spirit may 

well survive—survive the condemnation, survive the halter, by Jove! 

And there are things—they look small enough sometimes too—by which 

some of us are totally and completely undone. I watched the youngster 

there. I liked his appearance; I knew his appearance; he came from the 

right place; he was one of us. He stood there for all the parentage of his 

kind, for men and women by no means clever or amusing, but whose very 

existence is based upon honest faith, and upon the instinct of courage 

(34).  

In the above, Jim makes an appearance and captures Marlow’s attention as 

an individual whose story somehow implicates the story of everyman. Still 

Jim remains a spectacle – all the more striking because though the contrast 

in him between the inner man and his own perception of himself has 

manifested from his earliest appearance, nevertheless his confidence in 

himself is unshaken; he even commands instinctive trust. Hence having just 

flunked his first emergency as a little boy training for the sea and known 

defeat, his reflection on the incident is that,  
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 He could affront greater perils. He would do so—better than 

anybody. Not a particle of fear was left (8). 

Marlow’s overall assessment of him is thus posited at the first unfolding of 

the narrative: that he is the man who has ‘ability in the abstract’ (5). In 

narrative terms, it is the first word as it were about Jim, but in terms of his 

encounter of Jim, it is really the last word. It is the word, therefore, that 

enfolds Jim. In Lord Jim we have a story of dashed hopes – the hopes being 

those of Marlow who in becoming fascinated with Jim enough to dig into his 

story is to discover that he had in fact been hoping –  

for the impossible—for the laying of what is the most obstinate ghost of 

man’s creation, of the uneasy doubt uprising like a mist, secret and 

gnawing like a worm, and more chilling than the certitude of death—the 

doubt of the sovereign power enthroned in a fixed standard of conduct. 

It is the hardest thing to stumble against; it is the thing that breeds yelling 

panics and good little quiet villainies; it’s the true shadow of calamity 

(39). 

To this extent, Lord Jim is as much Marlow’s story as Jim’s. He is 

investigating himself, analysing his motives, and documenting all, a 

procedure that has also been remarked about Heart of Darkness (Guerard 

1958). Although he is not at the scene of the dire incident on the Patna, he 

does attain a private insight that who issues the orders and to whom is really 

incidental. This kind of close relationship in which mutual substutability is 

at least theoretically possible does not function in No Longer at Ease. The 

narrator remains detached, poking occasional fun at Obi’s expense. But he is 

sensitive and sympathetic to Obi’s predicament.  

 

Anatomy of Defeat 

To Marlow, Jim is so much ‘one of us’ that he experiences terror in tracking 

his story. What is more, if Jim is one of them, so is the Captain, much derided, 

who gives him the assignment in which he so spectacularly fails: 

I tell you I ought to know the right kind of looks. I would have trusted 

the deck to that youngster on the strength of a single glance, and gone to 

sleep with both eyes—and, by Jove! it wouldn’t have been safe. There 

are depths of horror in that thought. He looked as genuine as a new 

sovereign, but there was some infernal alloy in his metal (36). 

In Jim the whole establishment of commercial seafaring exposes itself to its 

own questioning gaze and pronounces itself guilty. Captain Montague 

Brierly, first-rate seaman, who has the misfortune of serving at the judicial 

inquiry as one of the nautical assessors in Jim’s case obviously experiences 

torture throughout the hearings and ‘was probably holding silent inquiry into 
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his own case. The verdict must have been unmitigated guilt [but] he took the 

secret of the evidence with him in the leap into the sea’ (45). 

 On the other hand, getting to know the meaning of what has really 

happened to Obi Okonkwo appears to be the end of the narrative effort in No 

Longer at Ease and marks the narrator’s moral victory over the expatriates 

who take an interest in Obi’s case for their own purposes and in the light of 

their own prejudices: 

Everybody wondered why. The learned judge, as we have seen, could not 

comprehend how an educated young man and so on and so forth. The 

British Council man, even the men of Umuofia, did not know. And we 

must presume that, in spite of his certitude, Mr Green did not know either 

(154) 

The narrator in his detailed exploration of Obi’s relationship to Clara, his 

mother and other members of his family, his friend Joseph and the Umuofia 

union that had sponsored his studies overseas, his financial support to his 

parents and sibling John, his emotional struggles and the psychological toll 

of all this, including self-disesteem resulting from having to give up Clara, 

does not produce what Marlow would call a ‘convincing shadow of an 

excuse‘. The most that could be said is that he has found ‘some merciful 

explanation’ (Lord Jim 39), for the breach of the standard of conduct the 

expatriates expect of their educated Africans, but which Marlow knows from 

the spectacle of Jim to be ‘a most obstinate ghost of man’s creation’.  

 The narrator of No Longer at Ease does not explain all the mysteries that 

could possibly arise with respect to the actions of his characters. For instance, 

there is the issue of Mr Green overworking himself habitually for a country 

he does not believe in.  In general, how are the expatriates able to maintain 

faithfulness to the fixed standard of conduct with respect to corrupt practice; 

or are they really able to do so, considering that some characters claim to 

have evidence of their failing in this regard? For part of the conversation at 

the Umuofia Progressive Union meeting ahead of Obi’s interview for a civil 

service job is: 

‘Of course those of you who know book will not have any difficulty,’ 

said the Vice-President on Obi’s left. ‘Otherwise I would have suggested 

seeing some of the men before hand.’ 

‘It would not be necessary,’ said the President, ‘since they would be 

mostly white men.’ 

‘You think white men don’t eat bribe? Come to our department. They 

eat more than black men nowadays’ (30). 

 A related question is dealt with in Lord Jim, where no recourse is made 

to mystery. In the discourse of Captain Brierly, the myth of racial superiority 
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is the source of strength. At least, as professionals serving an Empire (Marx 

2005:16-17), they are trusted, the truly professionals as well as the ‘anointed 

scoundrels in the lot’ (Lord Jim 52); and this is more than anything. He 

charges Marlow who has declined to contribute money and arrange for Jim 

to abscond from the inquiry: 

The worst of it [ ] is that all you fellows have no sense of dignity; you 

don’t think enough of what you are supposed to be (51). 

Breaking the norms involved in attending a judicial inquiry by one under 

investigation is a much lesser evil than dragging the dignity of the white man 

and the professional seaman in the dust.  

This infernal publicity is too shocking: there he sits while all these 

confounded natives, serangs, lascars, quartermasters, are giving evidence 

that’s enough to burn a man to ashes with shame. This is abominable. 

Why, Marlow, don’t you think, don’t you feel, that this is abominable; 

don’t you now—come—as a seaman? If he went away all this would stop 

at once (51). 

He himself cannot live with the shame, even if Jim and Marlow and all the 

others could. But what is even more terrible for him is that it has destroyed 

his confidence (52). He takes his own life. 

 The narrator of No Longer at Ease does seem to find what he is looking 

for as his search is fairly limited in scope; Marlow in Lord Jim does not, 

because of the many curious circumstances associated with the case. For 

example, the lights of the ship are noticed to go out all at once by the escaping 

crew, leading them to believe that the ship has gone down like a stone and 

they have had the narrowest of escapes. Also Jim’s immobility during the 

crisis while the other panic-stricken crew members are struggling to release 

the escape boat from the side of the ship suddenly lifts and he finds himself 

jumping the side into the boat as it is paddling away, without any conscious 

volition on his part. Marlow finds all this to be intriguing, as though ‘a special 

arrangement of a malevolent providence’ (117). He also finds it intriguing 

that ‘the irrepressible Patna case’ (111) seems to attach itself to Jim and 

follows him everywhere, as Marlow would say, like a malignant influence, 

but not apparently the Captain of the Patna and the other crew members, who 

are able to go elsewhere and resume their lives, even if in reduced 

circumstances; and those who know Jim’s story, Marlow not excepted, 

always find it awakening ghosts in their own souls. What then is the meaning 

of the story: is it about Jim; is it the story of humanity, as the French 

lieutenant is inclined to think; or is it the story of a certain class of 

individuals, as Mr Stein suggests? Is it the story of civilization or is it rather 

a freak event? Marlow is not prepared to rule out any of these, nor the 
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possibility of an iron necessity dogging Jim and able to interfere with both 

reason and emotion and bring about actions which confound even the subject 

himself. 

 In Achebe’s work, the narrator assigns himself a mission with ideological 

relevance. He has to delve into Obi’s personal history and the varied 

experiences and emotional turmoil he has recently gone through in search of 

explanation not only because there is genuine puzzlement expressed by 

people like the newly arrived British Council officer at what Obi has done, 

but also because of the racist explanation offered by Obi’s immediate 

supervisor in the office, Mr Green.  

 The judge who sentences Obi raises the question of education, as if 

British education ought to have worked the magic and taught Obi fidelity to 

the fixed standard of conduct. The British Council man who raises the 

question thoughtfully during this evening relaxation following the sentencing 

does so with the air that it could not be a failure of British education; so there 

must be another reason: 

‘I cannot understand why he did it’.... He was drawing lines of water with 

his finger on the back of his mist-covered glass of ice-cold beer (2). 

Mr Green, however, has reached his own conclusion long ago and 

accordingly ‘did not believe in the country’ nor that education can change 

anything. What he can’t understand is rather that his fellow countrymen and 

expatriates have failed to attain the same insight he has so effortlessly gained 

from: 

‘The fact that over countless centuries the African has been the victim of 

the worst climate in the world and of every imaginable disease. Hardly 

his fault. But he has been sapped mentally and physically. We have 

brought him Western education. But what use is it to him (3). 

Far from being disturbed about what has happened, Mr Green considers it an 

object lesson for those who refuse to face the ‘facts’. 

 In the case of Lord Jim, Marlow knows all the facts, the material as well 

as the psychological ones. But the case of Jim leaves him no peace. He 

therefore follows it compulsively. But since the questions thrown up have 

reference to things concerning which there could be no direct proof, it almost 

goes without saying that it is a search in a bottomless pit. This is also 

something on which Achebe has questioned him, charging: 

When a writer while pretending to record scenes, incidents and their 

impact is in reality engaged in inducing hypnotic stupor in his readers 

through a bombardment of emotive words and other forms of trickery, 

much more has to be at stake than stylistic felicity (1988:3). 
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In the specific case of Heart of Darkness, he connects this to the desire on 

the part of Conrad to purvey to like-minded European readers ‘comforting 

myths’. The matter may probably be seen in a different light if it be 

understood that there is no fact as such underlying these ‘incidents’ and that 

the interest that drives this writing is not ‘description as in realist writing’ 

(Potolsky 2006:110; Harré 2001:24). Unsupported by fact, what we are faced 

with is ‘writing, as writing’ (Benjamin 1991:202). In this regard, the search 

in both Lord Jim and No Longer at Ease has the structural function as the 

energy that sustains the writing. 

 

The Self and the Witness 

Obi’s sympathetic third person chronicler is prepared, when it suits his 

purposes to show the inner workings of his subject’s mind. For example, we 

have an unrestricted access into his mind with respect to Mr Green who is 

his real antagonist in this narrative. Similarly, in his struggles with his father, 

we know exactly what he feels at any point and his assessment of his 

performance. On the issue of the bribe, however, the narration is entirely 

from the outside, the inner working of his mind kept entirely from view. In 

the upshot, we find him a captive of the law he has infringed, already 

observing the rule of silence that incarceration would impose. Obi’s failure, 

therefore, has a clear finality about it. The metaphor of going down in the sea 

like lead occurs in Lord Jim in terms of what the escaping crew believe has 

happened to the Patna. Obi disappears from the social and discursive spaces 

in just that way. Jim, for his own part imagines he has opportunity to ‘live 

down’ (98) his failure and is followed by Marlow’s attentive gaze as if to 

watch him live it down. But the Patna case dogs him, always catching up 

with him and stopping him bedding down anywhere. With ‘the jeering 

intention of a spiteful and vile vengeance’ (78), it pursues him all around the 

Pacific, reduces him to a vagabond (130), and wearies him. Jim’s failure 

actually costs him his life, although the physical taking of that life is delayed 

several years.  

 We meet Jim at a point at which the law is still exploring the incident in 

which he has failed to play an expected part to determine culpability or 

otherwise. His training requires that in an emergency such as the one which 

has overtaken the Patna, his first thought should have been as regards the 

safety of his poor passengers; and so to have survived without them needs 

explanation. But his reaction is totally different. Throughout the inquiry, he 

is answering the questions of the judicial assessors truthfully, apparently, but 

it is to Marlow that he reveals that he has been examining himself. He is 

surprised at himself, but has no feelings of guilt. Apparently, the force and 
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speed of events had taken from him the very power to make a decision for 

which he would have been accountable:  

‘“I saw as clearly as I see you now that there was nothing I could do. 

It seemed to take all life out of my limbs....  

‘“I thought I would choke before I got drowned,” he said. 

‘He protested he did not think of saving himself. The only distinct 

thought formed, vanishing, and re-forming in his brain, was: eight 

hundred people and seven boats; eight hundred people and seven boats. 

‘“Somebody was speaking aloud inside my head,” he said a little 

wildly. “Eight hundred people and seven boats—and no time! Just think 

of it.” He leaned towards me across the little table, and I tried to avoid 

his stare. “Do you think I was afraid of death?” he asked in a voice very 

fierce and low (65). 

Jim’s great regret is that the sheer force of this event had robbed him of the 

chance to put into action his well-rehearsed and utterly fearless response to 

an emergency at sea. But the dimension of romance does introduce 

something new. The state of mind of this romantic figure has a shaping 

influence on his fate. The Patna incident is not to him defeat: simply, he has 

been taken advantage of by forces he does not understand. The incident with 

Brown in Patusan is for him real defeat and anagnorisis and has taken all 

fight out of him. 

 With Obi, we are left with facts. Possibly, the narrator alone knows the 

meaning of these facts; for they are facts to be interpreted. He has teased out 

a great many other facts of Obi’s personal history, which those who judge 

and wonder at the protagonist and those who are committed to defending him 

at all costs could not know – not that these would have changed the outcome 

had they been known to the persons who decide his case. But he is keeping 

his interpretation to himself, which means that whatever interpretation the 

reader may reach is unverifiable. Marlow, however, explains what has 

befallen Jim:  

He was not afraid of death perhaps, but I’ll tell you what, he was afraid 

of the emergency. His confounded imagination had evoked for him all 

the horrors of panic, the trampling rush, the pitiful screams, boats 

swamped—all the appalling incidents of a disaster at sea he had ever 

heard of. He might have been resigned to die but I suspect he wanted to 

die without added terrors, quietly, in a sort of peaceful trance (66). 

Marlow’s relationship to Jim is not to be explained in terms of sympathy. 

Jim does not want sympathy: he thinks that the facts are his vindication. Not 

only has he no sense of guilt, he believes that knowing the facts of the case 

should erase any accusation or suspicion from any fair mind. He relentlessly 
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supplies the facts. In the case of Obi Okonkwo, being reduced to utter silence 

means that the bribery sting has revealed to the interested Lagos public – and 

he has been forced to see himself through the eyes of that public – that there 

is a difference between the inner and the outer man, that the inner man lacks 

a moral fibre and that the outer man is a tissue of pretences. The incident has 

revealed in Marlow words, ’the secret truth of his pretences’ (Lord Jim 10). 

Jim, on the other hand, clings to the illusion of indomitable strength inside 

and in Patusan strives, quite ‘titanically’ (Nietzsche 1999), till the incident 

with Brown drives home to him that ‘he is not good enough’ (Lord Jim 232) 

not just for sea faring but constitutionally. With this, he takes his way to 

Doramin and fairly demands execution. 

 

Untamed Wilds 

Attention has often been called to the apparent break between the first and 

second ‘parts’ of Lord Jim to the effect that there is:  

a qualitative shift and diminution of narrative intensity as we pass from 

the story of the Patna and the intricate and prototextual search for the 

"truth" of the scandal of the abandoned ship, to that more linear account 

of Jim's later career in Patusan, which, a virtual paradigm of romance as 

such, comes before us as the prototype of the various "degraded" sub-

genres into which mass culture will be articulated (adventure story, 

gothic, science fiction, bestseller, detective story, and the like) (Jameson 

1981:206-207). 

This comparative reading with No Longer at Ease brings out an important 

fact about this second part of Lord Jim. In the first part was the scandal of 

abandoning an imperilled ship with eight hundred persons on board. But Jim 

protests that the event befell him and the jump was not an act really 

performed by himself. This protest goes on throughout the second part. That 

is what gives resonance to his words here:  

“I am satisfied … nearly. I’ve got to look only at the face of the first man 

that comes along, to regain my confidence. They can’t be made to 

understand what is going on in me. What of that? Come! I haven’t done 

so badly.” (233) 

The romantic part of the narrative has provided the hero the real challenge of 

a heroic sequence, the untamed wild which he confronts and brings under 

rule. Patusan is isolated from outside influence and almost untouched by 

European colonizers, the kind of environment which Obi imagines would 

have suited his boss Mr Green’s temperament. Jim’s entry into Patusan is 

really immersion into the destructive element (Lord Jim 156). Hence he is 

caught up in the sequence of the Year God: 
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[growing] in beauty and strength, he conquers, he wins his bride, he commits 

the sin of Hubris or excess, he transgresses the law, and thereafter must of 

necessity suffer defeat, and die (Murray 1962:6). 

In No Longer at Ease, the uncultured environment is pictured in realistic 

terms; and Obi’s sense is that Mr Green is bitterly resentful; for Africa had 

played him false. This level is also at play contemporaneously with the 

mythic in Lord Jim. Unlimited power may be exercised only in a myth 

environment. Jim exercises the nearest equivalent of unlimited power in 

Patusan, using it especially against people who had moved in earlier and 

ruthlessly exploited the local people. But his conception of force is in 

defensive terms, for the protection of the abused and dispossessed. His 

achievement in the mythic environment, however, cannot stand up to the 

demands of the real world, and the scandal on the Patna remains uncancelled. 

Thus he volunteers to Marlow: 

 ‘But all the same, you wouldn’t like to have me aboard your own ship 

hey?’ 

‘Confound you!’ I cried. ‘Stop this.’ 

‘Aha! …’ he said…. ‘Well, then let me always remain here’ (223) 

Obi Okonkwo notes that in the age of colonialism, which is already fabled in 

his discourse, the white men have unlimited freedom of movement. Patusan 

is really that age and space, and Jim is able to enjoy unlimited power there 

despite the scandal of the Patna. In the world of No Longer at Ease, both the 

freedom of movement and freedom of action have become severely curtailed: 

It was clear he loved Africa, but only Africa of a kind: the Africa of 

Charles, the messenger, the Africa of his garden-boy and steward-boy. 

He must have come originally with an ideal – to bring light to the heart 

of darkness, to tribal head-hunters performing weird ceremonies and 

unspeakable rites. But when he arrived, Africa played him false. Where 

was his beloved bush full of human sacrifice? There was St George 

horsed and caparisoned, but where was the dragon? In 1900 Mr Green 

might have ranked among the great missionaries; in 1935 he would have 

made do with slapping headmasters in the presence of their pupils; but in 

1957 he could only curse and swear (96-97). 

Mr Green may therefore not believe in a country and yet overwork himself 

for it for the alternatives now are quite few. For Obi, however, there is 

nothing to protest against and nowhere to go once he has fallen into the law’s 

net.  
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Conclusion 

The movement of No Longer at Ease is dominantly in the realistic trend; 

from this realist perspective, Obi comes through as a constricted persona 

‘struggling with social conventions and boundaries’ (MacKay 1987:149-

150). He has sought with all his energy to avoid being taken on the wing by 

the expatriates as their creature and on the other hand by the people of 

Umuofia in Lagos who want him as the projector of their town’s claims to 

achievement. In short, both sides want him as a representative individual, 

whereas he wants to be only himself (see Akwanya 2006). His sudden eclipse 

is a real disaster to these people. He is to them a lone ‘palm-fruit’ (No Longer 

at Ease 7); and they can’t think of giving up the case for lost. As Obi falls 

silent, activity is transferred to the Umuofia Union. It is not so much Obi who 

has eclipsed: it is the Umuofia Union, and Umuofia itself. According to one 

of their elders,  

Many towns have four or five or even ten of their sons in European posts 

in this city. Umuofia has only one. And now our enemies say that even 

that one is too many for us (7). 

In narrative terms, Obi’s sequence as a figure of the Year God is hereby 

appropriated on behalf of Umuofia itself, a movement which is compensated 

in ‘the transference’ (Lacan 1981-1998) to Mr Green in fantasy the conquest 

of the uncharted wilds which properly belongs to him as a romantic hero.  

The result is that in Obi Okonkwo, Umuofia has briefly shone brightly like 

the sun at noon and has abruptly gone down. This narrative is ‘a socially 

symbolic act’ (Jameson); it is Umuofia itself that has symbolically run the 

career of the Year God, a mythic entity which Jim, an ‘expansive’ modernist 

persona (MacKay 1987:150), accommodates within himself, whereby he 

displays in his person a certain ‘ideality’ (Nietzsche). The narrative act in 

Lord Jim is equally expansive and complex: first unfolding the signifying 

system of realism, it transforms and calls into play the conventions of 

romance and high mimetic literature. 
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