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Journey as a source o f inspiration, as a topic and as 
work o f literature. M arco Polo, Hum boldt, Goethe, 
Twain, and thousands of others. One needs to m a 
ture into traveling -  journey represents much more 
than movem ent from place to place, more than tour
ism . ... A  journey is a pregnant experience o f  the 
world, a w ay o f learn ing its m ysteries and truths, 
o f finding answ ers to the question  it p o se s. Jou r
ney u nderstood in th is m anner is a reflection, it is 
a philosophical act.1

The situ a tio n  o f  journ ey  alw ays en ta ils the qu estion  o f 
its  goal. S o m e tim e s it w ould  seem  th at the w andering 
itse lf is  a goal that does not require further justification. 
In th ose  case s, however, there ar ise s the question  o f  its 
cause. The place that the traveler seeks to  learn  about is 
n o t ch o sen  accidentally, even i f  the act o f  choice itse lf  
w as not fully conscious.2 The question  grow s even m ore 
pertin en t w hen the new ly en coun tered  sp ace  b eco m es

1 R. K apuściński. Lapidarium . C zytelnik, W arszaw a 1990. 165.

2 G. Green Transl. by H. O lędzka. In stytu t W ydaw ncizy Pax, W arszawa 
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an  object o f description , as the reason  for choosing a particular area directly 
affects its perception. The reason  for m aking a particular journey is especially 
in terestin g  w hen it re su lts in  a  descrip tion  th at u su rp s  the right to  convey 
objective observations -w h ich  is w hat the literary reportage does.

I w ould  like to d iscu ss three descrip tio n s o f  A frican  journ eys. The first 
one is p art o f Rondo de Gaulle’a  [De Gaulle's R oundabout], a  reportage series 
by Olga Stan isław ska chronicling her yearlong journey from  C asablan ca (be
lieved by  S tan isław sk a  to b e  an  in term ed iary  stage  betw een  the E uropean  
culture and A frica) to K inshasa. The secon d  portrayal ap pears in  the novels 
by Ryszard K apuścińsk i w here he shares the years o f h is A frican  experience. 
It w as A frican  experience, too, that resulted  in tw o series o f short sto ries by 
W ojciech Albiński. Different m otivations that brought those authors to Africa 
and m eth ods o f description  unique to each o f th em  converge in one point: in 
the answ er why it w as th is particu lar p lace that they found interesting. Why 
does the Dark C ontinent continue to fascinate and attract travelers, why does 
gettin g  to know  it b ecom e an  experience so  valuable th at it is  risk in g one's 
w ell-being and even life? W hat is the source of the “m agic” of Africa expressed 
in  the w riting o f  S tan isław ska and K apuściński, one that w ith equal force af
fects th ose  who spen d  in  A frica large parts o f their lives?

In order to  an sw er th o se  qu estio n s w e m u st  con sider the im age o f  the 
A frican  lan d  th at attracted  the w riters along the p o ssib ility  th a t they  m ay 
have treated this im age as a challenge to prove its stereotypical character. Such 
approach  w ould be understandable especially  in the case o f reportage, repre
senting a form  o f w riting that cannot use fiction un less the conjured situation 
is u se d  to express a  gen eral truth, or is n ecessary  to introduce a (authentic) 
historical docum ent.3 This im age o f Africa w as shaped as a result o f two types 
o f  con tact -  the con tin en t attracted  b oth  travelers, eager to  discover other 
cultures, an d  colonizers, w hose in terest w as m otivated  by search  for profit. 
Even today, Africa's phenom enon relies on its otherness which itse lf h as been  
un dou bted ly  affected  b y  the failed  attem p ts to “civilize” it. H ostile  n atural 
con dition s and resistan ce  o f the native peop les prevented the changes that 
took  place across centuries from  spread in g over the entire A frican  territory, 
an d  so  they w ere alw ays superfic ial an d  tem porary  (K apuściń sk i sp eak s o f 
Africa's “eternal persisten ce”).

O th ern ess con ceived  in  th is  fa sh io n  is  a  ch arac te ristic  tra it  o f  A frica. 
D esp ite  cen tu ries o f  dom in ation , E uropean  culture d id  not m an age to  re 
sh ape  it. The d efeat is  even larger, a s  it  created  h o stility  tow ard  the w hite 
m an  am o n g  the in h a b itan ts  o f  lan d s  th a t  w ere co lo n ized  m o st  brutally .

1 1 0  n o n f i c t i o n , r e p o r t a g e  a n d  t e s t i m o n y

3 Com pare: M. W ańkow icz. „O poszerzaniu konw encji reportażu.” [On Broadening o f the Re

portage Form] Reportaż. W ybór tekstów  z  teorii gatunku. Rzeszów, 1992.
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The con sequ en ces o f  colon ization  affected  n ot only the su b ju gated  n ation s 
-  the entire  percep tio n  o f  A fr ica  today  can n ot rid  i t s e lf  o f  the  colonizer's 
com plex th a t b u rd en s a lm o st every observer. The erasure  o f  th is com plex 
seem s im p o ssib le  in  a situ a tion  w here the debt resu ltin g  from  the y ears o f 
exp lo ita tio n  o f  A frican  lan d  rem a in s u n paid , or rather, can  never b e  paid  
b ack  a s  even the in su ffic ien t a tte m p ts  a t  m ate ria l h elp  can n o t take  aw ay 
the d isgrace  o f colonization .

This is an  issu e  ra ised  already by Joseph  C onrad in  Heart o f Darkness. M ar
low  journ eys up the Congo River follow ing h is childhood fan tasy  o f  filling 
“blank spaces,” o f learning about and, in a way, conquering the yet unknow n 
lands. He quickly finds out that the D ark Continent is explored m ostly  not out 
o f curiosity  or the n eed to share the achievem ent o f  civilization but because 
o f poten tial m ateria l ga in s and the n eed  to solidify  the dom ination  over the 
native peop les.4

A nother problem  o f describ ing Africa, em ph asized  by K apuścińsk i in  The 
Shadow Under The Sun, is  the “m o sa ic ” nature o f  its space, the im possib ility  o f 
placing the continent w ithin any sort o f clearly defined fram e. K apuściński's 
A frica is  characterized by eternal p ersisten ce , bu t a lso  by con stan t m otion, 
as in  such  h arsh  con dition s it is  m obility  th at the local pop u lation  ow es its 
survival to. Perhaps th is is  the quality that attracts reporters, as their literary 
form, through its complexity, is  b est suited to reflect the incom plete character 
of know ing Africa.

It is  also  the reason  why an  analysis o f th is literary form  becom es a chal
lenge, especia lly  a s  the genre rem ain s peripheral to the in terests o f  literary 
criticism . This w as poin ted  out by K apuścińsk i already in  Lapidarium  alm ost 
tw o decades ago:

W hat is  the reason for the weak position of literary reportage? It is prob
ably caused  also  by the fact that there are few w riters practicing it. ... 
Why are so few interested in w riting reportage? For starters, because in 
this case gathering information requires physical effort, good health, and 
often endangering one's life ... 5

The position  o f the narrator is particularly  problem atic in  interpreting liter
ary reportage. The m eth od o f  gathering m ateria ls is  not w ithout im portance 
for their descriptive strategies. In her book, O lga Stan isław sk a does not d e
sire to beco m e som eon e special, convinced th at th is strategy  w ill gran t her

4 See: I. W att. Conrad w w ieku dziew iętnastym . [Conrad in the 19th C entury] Transl. 

M. Boduszyńska -  Borow ikowa. W yd aw nictw o M orskie, G dańsk 1984. 266.

5 R. K apuściński. Lapidarium . 178-179.
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a percep tion  o f  reality  th a t is  le a s t  b u rden ed  w ith  stereo ty pes. But freeing 
on ese lf from  the influence o f  stereo types is  im possib le  even w hen the n ar
rator a im  is  to revise  older percep tion s. R eporters m u st  take in to  account 
not only their ow n know ledge and experience but also  the perceptions o f  the 
readers w hose know ledge differs largely from  theirs.6

The role o f  the m edia in  the shapin g o f im ages o f particu lar p laces leads 
m an y  rep orters to  rely on  th ose  ste reo ty p es so  th a t they  can  be debunked 
after their ex isten ce  h ad  b een  b ro u gh t to  atten tio n . S te re o ty p e s  can n ot 
be ign ored  (even by  the n arrator), a s  m uch  b etter cognitive re su lts  can  be 
achieved through acknow ledging the binary character o f n am es that are used 
to describe space and em phasizing the difference betw een  particular places 
and that which we grew  u se d  to associate  w ith them .7

A lready  the choice o f  d e stin ation  itse lf, the n e cess ity  to  an sw er to  the 
qu estion  w hy the journ ey  tak es p lace in  th is  particu lar area  is  a  cogn ition  
burdening factor. The specific nature o fth e  situation  o f  the author o f Rondo de 
Gaulle'a forces to answ er indirectly -  her answ er can be found in  the reappear
ing recollections o f the im ages o f A frica in  the w orks o f C onrad and Blixen, 
as w ell as Greene an d  Forsyth. This literary context reveals the portrayal of 
A frica th a t S tan isław sk a  trie s  to challenge an d  the conventions she enters 
a debate with. H er encounters with the inhabitants o f the Dark C ontinent are 
both  an  ongoing attem pt to com bat stereotypes and an  attem pt to prove that 
as a reporter she did not y ield  to them .

Ryszard K apuściński follow ed an  entirely different path, adm itting openly 
that h is w riting w as m ore than  an  account of experiences, being a reconstruc
tion  o f experiences.

He does not invent the story but relates events that took place in a certain 
fashion. However, he does not always d iscuss them  as a direct p artic i
pant (witness) which m eans that a  reconstruction takes place, either from 
m em ory or b ased  on collected docum entary m em ories and reports of

6 The problem  o f p ercep tio ns w as d iscussed by Ewa Rewers in Post-polis. W stęp do filozofii 

p onow oczesneg o m iasta. [Post-Polis: Introduction to Philosophy o f Postm odern City] Univer

sitas, Kraków 2005. 10. "Perceptions often described as public refer to the m ost basic features 

o f the natural and anthropogenic environm ent. Perceptions described as stereotypical pre

sen t a sim plified and selective image, often shaped by the m edia.”

7 See: A. Schaff. Stereotypy a d ziałania  ludzkie. [Stereotypes and Hum an Behavior]. Książka 

i W iedza, W arszaw a 1981. "The m ain th erap e utic (and preventive) procedure relies on making 

people aware o f the stereotypical nature o f their v ie w s and attitudes, on m aking them  aware 

o f the difference betw een notional know ledge actualized in their co n scio u sn ess by the verbal 

stim u lus o f the sam e sound (or graphical) shape and the em otional-volitional state, related 

to the stereotype." 144.
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other people, as well as an inclusion of other non-fictional and fictional 
narratives.8

Such  ap pro ach  is c learly  u n d erstan d ab le  i f  w e take in to  acco u n t the d ra 
m atic  difference b etw een  S tan isław sk a 's an d  K apuściń sk i's descrip tio n s -  
the latter were w ritten  as a resu lt o f m any y ears spent observing Africa. This 
is  w hy in  The Shadow Under the Sun one fin ds rem ark s requ irin g know ledge 
th at exceeds the describ ed  situ ation s. S im ilar d ifferen ces can  be n oted  on 
the level o f  the w ork's structure -e v e n ts  dep icted  by K ap uściń sk i are con 
n ected  on ly  b y  tw o e lem en ts: A fr ica  an d  the p e rso n  o f  the n arrator. H is 
descriptive strategy  is entirely different from  the one in Stan isław sk a w hose 
reportage cycle, despite  its n on -chronological order, is  in ternally  connected 
by  the s itu a tio n  o f  jo u rn ey  th a t  from  its  very  n atu re  req u ire s continuity. 
K apuściński, describes A frica a s a m o sa ic  o f peop le  and events, a constantly 
changing w hole th at d esp ite  its variety  h as certain  un ch an geable features. 
A s  an  exam ple , K ap u śc iń sk i m e n tio n s for in stan c e  its  lack  o f  h isto ry  -  
conveyed orally, con stan tly  m od ified  by each  gen eration  h istory  eventually 
tran sfo rm ed  into m yth.

But the perception  o f  A frica does n ot alw ays have to expose its specificity. 
In h is short stories, W ojciech A lbiński p resen ts the readers w ith a continent 
view ed very differently. The universal character o f A lbiński's w riting does not 
stand in contrast with the rather exotic scenery. This effect results m ostly  from 
the author's frequent references to the description  of fam ily ties -  for instance 
in the eponym ous Kalahari,9 portraying a father's journey through the harsh  
desert to see h is son, suffering from  cerebral m alaria . The situation  o f illness 
so typical o f the clim ate, resu lting in  a learning o f other custom s (including 
ones th a t are as strange to  u s as m agic) is un derstan dable  even for a  reader 
unfam iliar w ith  A frican  realities.

In h is sh o rt s to r ie s , A lb iń sk i d ep ic ts  A frica  th a t he cam e to  kn ow  d u r
in g the  y e ars  o f  w ork for the go vern m en t in  B o tsw an a  w here he m arked  
out lan d  for ro ad s, v illag es an d  m in es. B io grap h ica l e lem en ts in fo rm  a l
m o s t  each  o f  h is  s to r ie s . Th e au th or an d  the  n arra to r  o ften  w o rk  in  the 
sam e  p ro fe ss io n .10 P re sen ted  even ts are n ot an  a ttem p t to  create  a single  
im age o f  A frica, bu t rather p re sen t its character. The situ a tion  o f  search in g

8 E. Dąbrowska. „Od rzeczy w isto ści do języka i tekstu.” [From reality to language and text] 

W ędrować, p ielgrzym ow ać, być turystą. [Journeying, Pilgrim aging, Being a Tourist] Ed. P. Kowal

ski. W yd aw nictw o U niw ersytetu O polskiego, O pole 2003. 97.

9 W. Albiński. Kalahari. Twój Styl, W arszaw a 2003.

10 W. Albiński. „M ina” in ibid.
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for an  execu tion er (a lm o st u n th in kable in  the largely  ab o litio n ist Europe, 
esp ec ia lly  a s  the  choice in  qu estio n  is m ade a lm o st  th rough  com petition ) 
in  Królestwo potrzebuje kata  [The K in gd o m  N e e d s an  E xecu tion er] in tro 
duces the reader to  an  entirely  a lien  w orld  w here the  b e lie f  in  bu rden in g  
peop le  w ith  b ad  en ergy  is so  stro n g  th at it re su lts  in  exp u lsio n  o f  fore ign  
v is ito rs  (w hich  re su lts  in  a d ip lo m atic  c r is is) an d  sh a m an istic  p rac tice s 
en forced  by  the in h ab itan ts  (an d  fully accep ted  by the s ta te ) . O nce again , 
it is  h ard  to  re s is t  the im p re ss io n  th at the  ch an geab le , “m o sa ic ” character 
o f  the  D ark C on tin en t is  b e st  conveyed th rough  sh o rt literary  fo rm s that 
allow  for the w ith draw al o f  the n arra to r an d  a p re se n ta tio n  o f  particu lar 
s itu a tio n s, o b served  an d  d escrib ed  in  the  t in ie st  detail b u t n ot a ssu m in g  
the right to  m ore gen era l con clu sio n s.

Participation  a s  a  C ognitive S tra te gy
The unique character o f  reportage originates in  the com plicated  sta tu s o f  the 
narrators who on the one hand, are obliged to retain  u tm ost objectivity (they 
are n o t allow ed to  u se  fiction), b u t on the other, m u st  be aw are th a t  their 
works have to reveal why this and not any other object of description had been 
chosen . The in itia l choice o f  A frica a s  the go al o f  the journ ey  an d  ob ject o f  
cognition bears im pact on the future strategy o f describ ing the space -  a dou
bly sub jectiv ized  space , n o t only due to the narrator's p re -ex isten t n otions 
o f A frica but also  because  o f the ran dom n ess resu lting from  the situation  of 
journey that enforces description  from  several positio ns: that o f  a passer-by, 
traveler or observer.

In the  case  o f  cu ltu res en tire ly  d ifferen t fro m  the  one re p re se n te d  by 
the narrator, it is  a lm o st im p o ssib le  to  avoid the influence o f  preconceived  
n otion s. S tan isław sk a  a ttem p ts to  overcom e their in fluence through direct 
p a r t ic ip a tio n  in  the  d e sc rib e d  even ts, re lin q u ish in g  h er ow n su b je c t iv 
ity. H er ro le in  the  cu ltu ral circle she  is  learn in g  ab ou t p ro tec ts  h er both  
from  lo n e lin e ss  an d  from  su b scr ib in g  to  a p a rticu la r  so c ia l g ro u p  w hich 
w ould  h am p er h er con tact w ith  each  en cou n tered  p e rso n : “It w as a p r iv i
lege -  n ot to  fit com pletely  in to  any role, n ot to  b e  a m an  or a w om an  only. 
To have acce ss  to  b oth  w orlds, s ittin g  w ith  so ld ie rs  in  the d e se rt an d  w ith  
a y oun g m other giv in g  birth .”11 T his is  w hy we can  speak  o f  the exceptional 
force o f  literary  rep ortage  -  it is  an  accou n t o f  experien ce  w h ose  au th en 
tic ity  is  g ran te d  by  the  n arra to r : the  p a rt ic ip a n t  an d  ob serv er o f  even ts. 
Su ch  cogn itiv e  m eth o d , how ever, is  n o t  ob jective  a t  all -  p a r t ic ip a tio n  
is  a  m e th o d  co m p le te ly  e n g a g in g  a  p a rt ic u la r  p e r so n , a  m e th o d  w h o se

11 O. S tanisław ska Rondo de Gaulle'a. Twój Styl, W arszaw a 2001. 114.
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re su lts  b e ar  the  m a rk  o f  su b je c tiv ity  th a t  the  n arra to r  m ay  n o t b e  fully 
aw are of.™

S tan isław sk a  is  con sc io u s o f  the fact th a t her experience can n ot be ex
pressed  by the w ord, or that it lo ses a lot w hen it is. This seem s clear already 
from  the title  o f  her book : S ta n is ła w sk a s  de G aulle's ro u n dab ou t is  n o t in 
France an d  it is  n o t a  ro u n d ab ou t b u t a  fla t p iece o f  d e se rt b etw een  large 
dunes. A  p lace like m any others in  A frica. But even th is place h as a  certain  
characteristic feature: “N one o f  u s w ould recognize it the next day, as there 
is  noth in g ab ou t it th a t w ould m ake it d ifferent in  our eyes from  the lan d 
scape surrounding it. But th is is  w here trails cross.”™ A  place that is  difficult 
to find w ithout a com pass b eco m es the key elem ent o f every journey -  it a l
low s one to take a rest, protects one from  getting lo st. W ords only com plicate 
u n derstanding, they are a burden that m issh ap es reality  and that cannot be 
abandoned: “I look at the blank areas o f yellow  on m y m ap, m arked here and 
there w ith black stitches o f letters. The utopia o f m aps is hopeless, the in com 
patibility  o f w ords and things absurd.”™

The ability to com m unicate is  n ecessary  in  the attem pt to understand oth
er custom s, and th is is why S tan isław ska devotes a lot o f attention  to speech 
-  it is through dialogue that she characterizes not only particular people but 
a lso  a  certain  type o f culture described  precisely  as a  culture o f  dialogue, of 
openness to every person  encountered. The incom patibility o f w ords becom es 
a problem  only in S tan isław sk as relation  w ith the reader, it is  not an  obstacle 
experienced in  her conversations with the people m et in  Africa. The language 
she u se s  in  h er b o ok  chan ges depen din g on the events, accen tu atin g  their 
character, it seem s to add w hat the author did not w ant to express explicitly. 
A nd language itse lf  b eco m es an  object o f description  and, at the sam e tim e, 
yet another factor authenticating the encounter.

The S itu ation  o fJo u rn ey  and Perception  o f  Reality
But it is not only language that determ ines cognition -  the situation of journey 
as such influences the w ays o f perceiving reality, since every strange space is

12 Cf. H.-G. Gadam er. Praw da i m etoda. Transl. B. Baran. PWN, W arszaw a 2004. 112. „If som ething 

is called or cinsidered an Erlebnis, th at m eans it is rounded into the unity o f a sig nificant whole. 

... Thus it is quite und erstandable th at the w ord em erges in biographical literature and ulti

m ately stem s from  its use in autobiography. W hat is called an exp erien ce co n stitu te s itse lf in 

m em ory.” [English version based on the translatio n by Joel W einsheim er and Donald G. Mar

shall. Truth and M ethod. Bloom sbury A cadem ic, 2004. 57-58.

13 O. Stanisław ska. R o n d o ... 115.

14 Ibid.
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im m ediately internalized and assessed .15 This is the cause of fundam ental dif
ferences betw een descriptive strategies in Stan isław ska and K apuściński -th e  
form er is in  constant m otion, her reportages are an account o f a w andering, 
and so  the encountered people are m et only to som e degree, only to an extent. 
Nothing can be said  about them  apart from  providing an  account o f the m eet
ing b ecau se  otherw ise it w ould be easy  to lose  the sen se  o f the journey that 
allow s only to “brush  again st” another culture, n ot to learn  about it in  depth. 
M eanwhile, K apuścińsk i p resen ts p laces that he h ad  a chance to observe for 
a long tim e, noting the changes, em ergence o f new  legal orders the activities 
o f which he com m ents on. Consequently, a reater am ount o f com m entary  is 
not su rprising -  K apuścińsk i is  an observer o f Africa's “eternal persistence,” 
its continuously changing history. A lbiński's situation  is yet different, in  his 
work, the categories o f tim e and space are usually  not determ ined clearly, the 
author d oes n ot w ant to distract the reader from  the presen ted  events w hose 
m ean in g is in no w ay dependent on those categories.

Defining A frica a s a place is, thus, another problem  that renders an  ob jec
tive description  im possib le . It is  a space that cannot be contained  by a c la ss i
cal definition, since after we abandoned the conviction expressed  by Einstein  
that a place “is a sm all part o f the surface o f the Earth recognized by its nam e,” 
its actu alization  b e in g  a  “m ateria l ob ject,” it h a s  b een  n oted  th at a  p lace is 
som eth ing m ore and som eth ing different at the sam e tim e. The b inary char
acter o f  the notion  b eco m es problem atic in  itself, even w hen it is  fully con 
scious. In the case o f  literary reportage, it beco m es even m ore com plicated  
-  it seem s im possib le  to separate  the subjective elem ents, in troduced by the 
narrator, from  the objective ones, shaped  directly by the described spaced6

The value o f journey lie s in  the attem pt to  learn  about (and consequently, 
in  a  way, “take  p o s se s s io n  o f ”) o ther cu ltu res. It is  the only chance to b e 
com e aw are o f the d ifferences b etw een  our preconceived  n otio n s o f a place 
and the p lace itself. This is  probably  why travels to  entirely new  an d  exotic 
co u n tries con stitu te  perfec t rep o rtage  m ate ria l -  b o th  S tan is ła w sk a  and

15 Cf. J. S łodczyk „Percepcja p rzestrzeni w  badaniach geograficznych." [Perception o f space in 

geographical research] W ędrow ać, p ielgrzym ow ać... 17. "Evaluation o f p articular places in the 

geographical environ m ent is d e p en de nt on several factors, such  as: e ducation, previous expe

riences, contem porary material situation, age and location o f the person perform ing a sse ss

ment. Perception is also influenced by the social enviro n m ent surrounding the described unit, 

by its position and belonging to a certain  circle."

16 E. Rewers. Post-polis. 167. "The fundam ental q ue stio n s co ncern the s h ift from  the universalist 

and o b je ctivist notion o f place as a point in the m a th em atical-carto g rap h ic system s to the 

discovery o f place as a fragm ent o f hum an experience. Put differently, it is about capturing the 

process o f overlapping o f tw o p ersp ectives: the u niversalist-o bjective one and the s itu a tio n 

al-subje ctive  one, outlin ing the space o f hum an activity."
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K ap u śc iń sk i relate  th eir jou rn ey  as a  “c la sh ” w ith  o th ern ess: “People here 
th ink th at one can n ot live differently, th a t there is  only one life. But those 
who have traveled  know  th at there are tw o lives, m aybe even three, m aybe 
four.”17

Alienation an d  th e  Experience o f  O th ern ess
Stan isław sk a  does n ot h esitate  to relinquish  her E u rop ean n ess to be closer 
to  A frica . She d o es n ot feel su p erio r ity  an d  the o th ern ess o f  w h at she  e n 
cou n ters evokes re sp ec t an d  ad m iratio n , n ot a lien atio n . H er ow n o th e r
n e ss  is  a lso  received  positively . But the co n sc io u sly  revoked literary  c o n 
tex ts  in d icate  th at the p rob lem  could b e  conceived  in  an  entirely  different 
way. Jo sep h  C on rad , b e liev ed  to  be the fath er o f  the  m yth  o f  A p ocaly p tic  
A frica , c o n sid e rs  the exp erien ce  o f  u n ity  w ith  the  d ark  p eo p le  o fA fr ic a  
to  be  terrify in g , d iscoverin g  in  it the e lem en t th a t m ay  n ot create  evil in 
i t s e l f  b u t th a t  c a lls  it fo rth  an d  a llo w s it  to  e x is t . Im m e rs io n  in  A fr ica  
an d  its  law s se e m s n o t on ly  d ifficu lt b u t, f ir s t  an d  fo rem o st, d an gerou s. 
Jo sep h  C on rad  se e s  in  A frica  n o t only g rea t opportun ity , he se e s  in  it the 
b eg in n in g  o f  everything.

The earth seem ed unearthly. We are accustom ed to look upon the shack
led form  o f a conquered m onster, but there -  there you could look at 
a thing m onstrous and free. It w as unearthly, and the m en  w ere -  No, 
they were not inhum an. Well, you  know, that w as the w orst o f it -  this 
suspicion of their not being inhum an. ... The m ind o f m an is capable of 
anything because everything is in it, all the past as well as all the future. 
W hat w as there after all? ... truth -  truth stripped of its cloak of tim e.18

The truth  sup p osed ly  h idden  in  the jungle  is so  terrify ing th at Kurtz's soul, 
struck by it, go es m ad. “Being alone in  the w ild ern ess, it h ad  looked w ith in  
itself, and, by h eavens! I tell you, it h ad  gone m ad.”™ It is  a tru th  th at M ar
low  fears to know  an d  ta in ted  by it, decides n ot to  tell anyone. For Conrad, 
en countering A frica is the terror o f en coun terin g on eself. But even C onrad 
does n o t believe th a t  h eart  o f  d a rk n ess is u n av o idab le , su g g e stin g  rather 
th at it is  a potentiality , a kernel n estled  in sid e  each  o f  u s, one th at can  take

17 O. Stanisław ska. Rondo... 62.

18 J. Conrad. Jądro ciem ności. Transl. I. Socha. Zielona Sowa, Kraków 2004. 41. [here after the origi

nal -  AW]

19 Ib id .75.
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over the entire  so u l an d  d estro y  it w hen  w e are le ft  en tire ly  to  ourselves, 
w hen the only s ign p o sts  are th ose  th at w e carry w ith in  us, w hen no law  nor 
propriety  b ind  us. This does not m ean  th at ga in  is the only factor determ in 
in g our cho ices -  som e  o f  th em  are its d irect con trad iction . S tan isław sk a  
m en tion s a s im ilar prob lem  describ in g y oun g people dam aged  by w ar and 
cruelty (the p artic ipan ts of Tuareg rebellion) w hose ethical sy stem  h as been  
w arped  as a result.

Karen Blixen p resen ts an  entirely different approach. She resem bles one 
o f the w om en described  by C onrad w ho creates her ow n w orld by ad justing 
everything she se e s to an  ideal m odel. Blixen's w hole b ook  is a  story  o f  her, 
o f her percep tion  o f A frica (which is why S tan isław sk a  describes her as the 
creator o f the m yth o f  G en esis-A frica), open ing w ith a som ew hat fairy-tale 
introduction: “I had a farm  in  Africa at the foot o f the N gong Hills.” Blixen talks 
ab out the native peop le  w ith  u n question ab le  fo n d n ess b u t it is  a  fon d n ess 
delineated and restricted by a sen se  o f separaten ess. The first sentence o f  the 
novel in troduces an  A rcad ian  atm osph ere  an d  p resen ts her m ain  ob ject o f 
description : the sta te  o f  p o ssessio n . Or rather, as S tan isław sk a observes, the 
im possib ility  o f  p o ssessio n . This elem ent, according to Stan isław ska, unifies 
both  great v ision s o f  Africa; at som e point she experiences it h erse lf (follow 
ing her ow n w ish to break the sequence of “identical days,” leaving the friendly 
house o f Lili M akate.)

In Stan isław ska's journey, a breakthrough m om ent com es w hen her 
traveler status, in stead  of allow ing her to be adm itted to both  the male 
and fem ale circles, leads to com plete separation.
In the great square m en were sitting down in a circle -  I sat behind them 
in darkness. In the center, women danced in rows, in unison, moving their 
hips forw ard ... I suddenly felt asham ed to talk to men. All wom en were 
dancing. A nd there I w as, strange, non -existen t am ong the people, no 
more than ju st a shadow.20

Her alien ation  is n ot cau sed  by a  tran sien t em otion. Leaving the circle, she 
m eets a  m an  w ho ad d re sse s  her a s  “m a d am e ” -  from  th at m o m en t on he 
treats her as a “m a'am ,” som eone deserving respect and care but both  o f these 
com e from  her separaten ess. This m ixture o f feelings reappears throughout 
S tan is ła w sk as  b ook  m ore than  once. Earlier, the n arrator evokes the in ter
est o f the native girls bein g a gu est from  a different w orld in  the presence of 
w hom  they can  pretend to be som eone else. Her very n am e indicates exoti
cism , som eth ing fascinating, attractive but entirely alien. This attitude is best

20 O. Stanisław ska. Rondo... 89-90.
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seen  in  the reason in g o f an  encountered girl w ho is ju st about to be m arried 
and w ho p ities the w riter for having to travel on her own, w ithout protection 
from  her husband, father or brother, w ithout a person  who w ould solve for her 
potential conflicts and d ilem m as.

The sen se  o f  lon eliness grow s stronger w hen her conversation  p artn ers 
attem pt to convince Stan isław sk a that they know  her culture w hich is good 
an d  valuab le , an d  centered  arou n d  n igh t clubs, m ak e-u p , an d  m u sic . T h is 
evokes resistan ce  in the author, as -  in  a w ay -  they belittle the im portance 
of the cultural circle she re p re se n ts^  but at the sam e tim e they are a source 
of know ledge about the m entality  that h as created th is stereotype^2

Still, th ose  experiences o f o therness resu lt from  the separaten ess o f cul
tures, not from  the im possib ility  to understand or hostility. It is  the latter that 
at som e point becom es unbearable for S tan isław ska and causes her to finish 
her journey. Traveling along the Congo River grow s challenging, and Kurtz's 
w ords b egin  to soun d  ever m ore sin ister:

People here don't like strangers. One might think it is the jungle that made 
them  so. Or perhaps it w as the m assacres and conquers, com merce and 
blessings? .

-  Trust m e -  he added -  it's not easy  to be a stranger here.
“The horror, the horror” are the only words whispered by Kurtz, the stran
ger of Conrad's story, as he dies in the jungle.23

Otherness spares only those for w hom  jungle is a novelty, som ething different 
and unknow n, b u t it defeated  even Kurtz -  a  m an  “o f  gen ero u s m in d ” w ho 
entered it as i f  it  w as h is ow n an d  w an ted  to rule it. A lthough  he exercised 
absolute pow er over h is station , he w as eventually defeated, unquestionably  
obeyed by the native people but noneth eless a stranger.

In the d isc u sse d  tex ts, the prob lem  o f alien ation  can  analyzed  from  two 
p ersp ectiv e s. O n  the one h an d , the n arra to rs  are tre a te d  a s  the O ther, as

21 E. Rewers co m m e nts on the problem : "Thus, the co n cep t o f m u lticu lturalism  not only 

stre ng th en s the existing boundaries o f reluctance and lack o f und erstanding, but also helps 

-  conscio usly  or u nco nscio usly  -  to develop ideologies basing on cultural fundam entalism , 

separatism , finally -  racism . This is because a cceptance for the m u ltitude o f cultures is not 

autom atically accom panied by tolerance for othern ess, its acceptation and true u n d erstand

ing." Post-polis... 199,

22 Cf. Z. Benedyktow icz. Portrety obcego. W yd aw nictw o  U niw ersytetu Jagiellońskiego, Kraków 

2000. 83. "S tereotypes reveal little about those they portray but a lot, even if only indirectly, 

about those w h o  created them ."

23 Ib id .159.
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som eon e b e lon gin g  to  a different culture, an d  on the other hand, they c an 
n o t rid  th e m se lv e s  o f  the sam e  attitu d e  tow ard  the  loca l p eo p le . Im ages, 
m ultip lied by both  sides, express feelings and fears related to som eon e rad i
cally different from  u s.24 Even today, w e continue to  describe A frica from  the 
perspective o f the “w hite m an,” furtherm ore, a “w hite m a n ” w ho recogn izes 
n ot only h is or her oth ern ess, but a lso  superiority . Ryszard K ap u śc iń sk i is 
aw are th at th is is  w hat an n u ls the possib ility  o f  cogn ition  an d  contact:

To describe the transform ation  o f the white m an into the WHITE m an. 
White m an  in Europe is unaw are o f h is w hiteness. He does not think 
about it, does not live for that thought. In the Third World, however, he b e
comes, with time, increasingly white. He is separated and isolated by the 
fact that he is white but he will also strengthen his whiteness, as to him, 
it signifies superiority (or illusion of superiority).25

A lb iń sk i d e sc r ib e s  th e  p e r s is t ie n t  ra c ia l d iv is io n s  in  a  s im ila r  fash io n , 
although  from  the p o sit io n  o f  A frica 's in h ab itan ts, w hich se e m s to  w eaken 
the  d iv is io n  an d  le s se n  the  se n se d  d iffe ren ces. “ -  W h ite? -  a sk e d  Je a n 
L u is -  Look  in to  the  m i r r o r .  A frican  su n  h a s  a lready  darken ed  you ! You 
an d  y o u r frien d , G len , are our b ro th e rs  from  the  S o u th ’’^  B u t A lb iń sk i's  
p o sit io n in g  is  un ique -  h is d e scrip tio n s are w ritten  n eith er from  the p e r 
spective  o f  a traveler, n or a colon izer. The D ark C on tin en t is  m uch  closer 
to A lb iń sk i th an  it is  to  S tan is ław sk a  or K ap u ściń sk i, and it is  not b ecau se  
o f  the tim e he sp e n t there b u t b e ca u se  A frica  w as w here he w orked. A c 
cord in g to Ian  W att, it w as w ork th at p rovided  p ro tectio n  from  b arbarism , 
b rutally  im p osed  civilization  and p an gs o f  conscience. It w as through work 
th at M arlow  m a n a g e d  to  re s is t  the p ro c e ss  o f  “n ativ ization ,” it w as w ork 
th at p ro tected  h is  eth ics, a lth ou gh  it w as com b in ed  w ith  a sk ep tica l p a s 
siv en ess tow ard  other p eop le . It w as, th us, a m ean s th at p revented  a co m 
plete  re jec tion  o f  id e a ls  a s  w ell a s  th e ir full accep tan ce , k eep in g  M arlow  
in  co n stan t sta te  o f  ten sio n . S im ilar  te n s io n  can  be se e n  a lso  in  A lb iń ski, 
w ho can n ot re lin qu ish  a certa in  d o se  o f  su p erio rity  tow ard  th o se  w ho try 
to  live th eir lives differently.

24 Ibid. 24-25. "The image in question is not a faithful reflection o f reality. It also is not an em o

tionally neutral system atization o f exhaustive know ledge o f p sychology and cultural proper

ties o f neighboring groups. ... In the shaping o f such  im ages, tradition plays a m uch bigger role 

than the individual experience and judg m e nt. An im age o f th is kind is sim ply  a stereotype."

25 R. K apuściński. Lapidarium . 17-18.

26 W. A lbinski. „O baw iam y się buntu żandarm ów ." [We fear the gendarm e rebellion] Królestwo  

p o trz e b u je ... 46.
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The M yth o f  Africa and th e  Q u estion  o f  Identification  w ith  th e  O ther
The un ique p o sitio n  o f  A frica  a s  an  ob ject o f  descrip tion  o rig in ates in  the 
conviction th at encounter w ith it is  never a im ed  only to satisfy  curiosity  or 
desire  for the exotic. The choice o f  A frica as a  destin atio n  derives from  the 
belief that by understanding the cradle o f civilization one can understand not 
only one's con tem poran eity  b u t a lso  the future. This approach  seem s to be 
shared by S tan isław ska and Greene, a sim ilar one can be found in C onrad -  
the goal o f M arlow 's journey w as to realize the childhood d ream  o f filling the 
“blank spaces,” o f m eeting the m agical, m ysterious p lace that fascinated  h im  
as a hypnotizing snake -  it is  also  probably the reason  why M arlow  rem em 
bers the entire journey as a dream  and nightmare.27

Graham  Greene explained h is travel with the desire to understand the core 
o f  h im se lf  -  we do n ot know  w hether C onrad's h eart o f  darkn ess w as su p 
p o sed  to be th is center. However, contrary to M arlow, he begin s h is journey 
aw are o f  its  sym bolic, m etaph y sical character. M arlow 's journ ey  h a s  been  
taken  to  reach p laces never seen  by a w hite m an  but w e cannot forget that it 
also  h ad  an  entirely pragm atic  goal -  th is, perhaps, is the reason  why he feels 
such a deep discrepancy betw een perform ed work and expectations regarding 
the discovery o f  unreachable places.

S tan isław sk a  attem p ts to avoid form u lating expectation s regarding the 
p laces she describ es. She d oes n ot h esita te  to cro ss the b ou n dary  se p ara t
ing the “civilized” A frica from  the “w ild” one. She feels no desire to evaluate 
or classify  that which she encounters. But even S tan isław ska y ie ld s at som e 
poin t. She can n ot con tin ue the jou rn ey  after she rea lizes th a t  w h at m ay 
aw ait her, m ay  a s  w ell be C onrad 's h eart o f  d arkn ess. Then, w ords uttered  
by a custom s official encountered earlier, daw n on her: having heard  where 
Stan isław ska w as returning from , he looks doubtfully at the m ap depicting the 
river described by Conrad and says “You like m onstrosity, m a'am .” It is  difficult 
to re s is t  n oticin g the resem b lan ce betw een  th is utterance an d  the “horror” 
seen  by Kurtz in  the m om en t o f h is death. Greene's Africa, on the other hand, 
is hom ogeneous, inherently coherent and all that fails to m eet this criterion 
is seen  as unnatural, a denial o f Africa's characteristic features. It seem s clear 
that th is h om ogeneity  results from  prim ality, as d ivision  and differentiation 
concern already developed things.

K aren B lixen h as a  con trastin g v iew  o f  Africa. In S tan is ła w sk as  book, it 
represents an  entirely different u n derstan d in g o f the continent. Blixen's a p 
proach  is  describ ed  b y  the con tem porary  author a s  a  turn  tow ard  G en esis 
and Ju n gian  archetypes. But B lixen saw  in  A frica exactly  w hat she w anted  
to see -  freedom  from  propriety, honesty, an d  se lfle ss curiosity, attributing

27 I. W att. C onrad w w ieku...
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all th ose  features to the native people. A frica w as su pp osed  to be her escape 
and shelter, a return to the land o f innocence.

Dark C ontinent is  view ed highly subjectively not only by Blixen and C on 
rad w hose w ays o f thinking about A frica in fluenced its contem porary recep
tion, but also  by the reporters. For an  asse ssm e n t o f the influence o f subjec- 
tiv ization  on the reportage  prose, it is  im p ortan t to  note th a t it is  precisely  
sub jectiv ization  th at contribu tes to the unique sta tu s o f  literary  reportage. 
If the latter is to be defined as a “journalistic account o f  real events, enriched 
w ith a detailed  description  o f the environm ent, characterization  o f  the p a r
ticipants and im pression s o f the reporter who conveys to the readers in a (not 
necessarily  direct) w ay h is attitude tow ard  the portrayed  reality,”28 then  we 
have no right to consider even an entirely subjective description  o f a situation 
to be a fault, as long as the reporter inform s u s about it.

Consequently, the experiences o f journ alists introduce the elem ent o f  au 
thenticity to the portrayed events. This does not relieve the reporters from  the 
genre requirem ent to produce a “w ell docum ented  account o f  real events.”29 
The latter, however, does not exclude the possib ility  o f turning reportage into 
artistic  prose  by ad optin g  a  chosen  narrative strategy, or by focu sin g partly 
on the character o f the reporter, h is w ays o f  establish in g contacts w ith other 
people and gathering inform ation .30

It se e m s th at by  con cen tratin g p recise ly  on th ose  factors, S tan isław sk a  
tries to m inim ize the influence o f  stereotypes. Journey as an  attem pt to find 
on eself in  the described w orld lasts  as long as long she feels a sen se  o f com 
m unity w ith the encountered people. It would perhaps be worthwhile to con 
sider, w hether the sen se  o f  con n ection  S tan isław sk a  experien ces is  really 
desired  by th o se  other peop le, w hether her partic ipation  is n ot an  attem pt 
to invade the area  th at w ill rem ain  forever alien  to her. Is it, perhaps, an  in 
stance o f voyeurism ?31

28 K. W olny-Zm orzyński. „Reportaż.” [Reportage] D ziennikarstw o i św iat m ediów. [Journalism and 

the w orld o f media] U niversitas, Kraków 2004. 174.

29 Ibid. 181.

30 Z. Żabicki. Proza... proza... [ P ro s e . p r o s e .]  W arszaw a 1966. 148.

31 Com pare: E. Rewers. Post-polis. „To identify w ith  m eans, first and forem ost, to identify  with 

the Other. O ften, th is strategy leads as far as to affixation, to an apparent death o f the identi

fying subje ct stripped o f the possibility  o f choice. ... But to identify w ith  m ay also mean: to an

sw er the q ue stio n 'w ho can be identified w ith  to reaffirm one's ow n identity?' ... At the basis of 

appropriation, as w ell as identification, there lies the claim  for recognition. The difference is in 

the om ission o f the other person, w ith in  the culture entitled to affirm ation and a ssign m e nt of 

identity, th at all strategies o f appropriation a ttem p t to erase.” 293-294.
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The author o f  Rondo de Gaulle’a  took  u pon  h erse lf  a particu larly  difficult 
task , try ing to  subjectively describe the journey in  a w ay th at w ould debunk 
the stereotypes that characterize our attitude to Africa. But S tan isław ska did 
not m anage to  free h erse lf from  those -  even the act o f overthrow ing stereo
typ es is  a testim on y  to  their stron g p resen ce in  the cognitive p rocess. It is 
hard to re sist  the im pressio n  that the experienced events w ere recon stru ct
ed to  reaffirm  the author's positio n  w ith even m ore force. The in itial m yth of 
otherness and sep araten ess o f the D ark C ontinent is ju x tapo sed  again st the 
experien ces th at contribute to  an oth er m yth  -  the m yth o f com plete id e n 
tification  an d  fam iliarization  w ith in  other culture. It seem s th at the w riter 
rem ain s on the border betw een  “iden tification  th at reaffirm s iden tity ” and 
an  attem pt to appropriate  som eon e else's life. W hat S tan isław sk a perceives 
as  a  p ro o f o f  her a ss im ila t io n  (the p o ss ib ility  to  p a rtic ip a te  in  situ a tio n s 
closed  to  p articu lar groups w ith in  a com m unity) is, in  fact, an  argum en t for 
her oth ern ess -  n ot belon gin g  to  any specific group w ith in  a society  m ean s 
not b e lon gin g  to  any group, to rem ain  a v isitor, an  observer th at ge ts  to  see 
only as m uch a s  o thers w an t h im  to see.

K apuściński's p ositio n  w as sim ilarly  com plicated: as a correspondent, he 
w as separated  from  the new  culture from  the onset, firstly  as a stranger, se c 
ondly, as som eone who evaluates. H ence, he w as also  gran ted  special rights. 
But in  this case, h is role o f  a reporter w as a factor enabling an  objectivization 
of reporting (especially  by separatin g  inform ation  from  com m entary).32

The tran sp aren cy  o f  the observer an d  event partic ip an t is  a  fiction , e s 
pecially  w hen they describe the experiences as som eth in g special and rare. 
A nd th is is, after all, how  all o f the d iscu ssed  w riters talk  about their contacts 
w ith Africa. One clearly cannot see fault in  their b e lie f that there is a unique 
value in the possib ility  to observe Africa. It becom es equally clear why m ost of 
them  y ielded  to the illusion  o f u n m ediated  encounter -  after all it is  awe and 
ad m iration  th at sh aped  their percep tion  o f  the described  events. But while 
feelin gs such  a s  th ose  encourage sub jectiv ization , it is  n ot too  high a  price 
for giving the readers a chance for a contact w ith som eth ing entirely alien.

A s a result of the unique position  of literary reportage as a genre, described 
events becom e closer to the audience through the person  o f the narrator w ith
out lo sin g  their real presence. The road  to u n derstan d in g  the phenom enon  
o f  the d escrip tion  o f  A frica is  im p o ssib le  for th o se  w ho do n o t have actual 
con tact w ith  it. W hat sh ap ed  the percep tion  o f  th is con tin en t in  reportage 
prose w as not an  attem pt to deal away w ith  the stereotypes (destined  to fail 
from  the onset) but w ith the distance. The illusion  o f u n m ediated  encounter

32 Cf. W. Pisarek. „Kodeks etyki dziennikarskiej." [Jorunalist code o f ethics] D ziennikarstw o i św iat 

m ediów. 430.
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seem s to be retained  on purpose, as it is the only w ay to bring the alien space 
closer to the readers:

At any rate, it is not by chance that literature is the place where art and 
science merge. ... The written word and what partakes of it -  literature -  is 
the intelligibility of m ind transferred to the m ost alien medium . Nothing 
is so  purely the trace o f the m ind as w riting, but nothing is so  depend
ent on the understanding m ind either. In deciphering and interpreting 
it, a m iracle takes place: the transform ation of som ething alien and dead 
into total contem poraneity and familiarity.33

Translation: Anna Warso

33 H.-G. Gadam er. P ra w da im etod a.2 38 . [156]
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