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Introduction

Heart of Darkness is a psychological masterpiece, revealing the relationship between
subconscious life and conscious motivations. In the text, Conrad reviews the
memories of his journey to the Congo: personal nightmare is mixed with his own
psychological complexities. He is looking for self-understanding, and showing his
own mental picture of the conflicts between savagery and civilization. Many critics
have called it the best short novel written in English. It involves the reader in dramatic
and decisively difficult moral judgments, which are in parallel with the central
characters: Marlow and Kurtz. It is a dramatic, layered, paradoxical and problematic
novel: a mixture of autobiography, adventure story, physiological odyssey, comedy,
religious drama and a symbolic text.

It is a book about the discovery of an unknown Africa and the vagueness hidden in the
human soul. It emphasizes the interface of personal and social experiences in different
conditions: conflicts between personal and public codes. It is about Kurtz, a
sophisticated and civilized man whose work in Africa appears to be more of a
missionary work. On the other hand, it is a story of identity and a voyage to the inner
self. The story is divided into two journeys: a journey into the heart of the Congo, and
a journey into the soul of man; implying ethical and psychological darkness. In this
story, Conrad looks into the human mind, and has a pessimistic view of it. The mood
of the novel is horrific, making a reader think about his/her heart, but it leaves him/her
with a glimmering sense of hope.

Undeniably, Heart of Darkness can be analysed in terms of its focus on an historical
period, imperialism, colonialism, and cultural events of the era. The theme of
European’s travelling to underdeveloped, savage, and uncivilized countries is
noticeable in the text, which had a wider social and artistic scope. Conrad’s works, in

particular, provide a link between Victorian values and the ideals of Modernism.



The novel contains a vast subject, and this thesis is not going to analyse more than two
aspects: 1) The characters of Marlow and Kurtz. 2) A review of some literary
criticisms, and Freud’s notion of human psyche. Marlow travels to the Congo in
search of Kurtz. Eventually these two characters are transformed into different
personalities at the end of the journey. Kurtz’s role in the tale is symbolically
important; his dark evil face and the hollowness in himself which Marlow shares.
Marlow has been compared to Kurtz in many parts of the novel, and his thoughts were
obsessed with Kurtz. Marlow is faced with a critical moral dilemma. He doubted how
he would evaluate Kurtz’s personality. The longer he is obsessed with Kurtz, the more
he sets himself for the horror of life. Marlow disliked Kurtz’s actions, but loved his
dominant power with which he controlled the Congo. The reference to Freud and to
dreams is not fortuitous. Freud and Conrad were contemporaries. Freud did his work
on the definitions of dreams (Interpretation of Dreams) in the 1890s, the same time
that Conrad developed ideas about the Congo, through his personal and political
experiences in a nightmarish world. Freud’s book appeared in 1900, only months after
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.

Despite praise from many authors, such as Hemingway and Fitzgerald, Conrad’s
reputation rose only after his death in 1924. Recent criticisms have divided his works
into two parts: psychological analysis and political explanations. However, this thesis
will try to have its own interpretation of the psychological analysis based on Freud’s

techniques.



Joseph Conrad

Jozef Teodor Konrad, originally named Nalez Korzeniowski was born of polish
parents on 3 December 1857 in Berdiczew. English was not even his second language.
He grew up in a patriotic home. His father, Apollo, was a poet, playwright and a
translator of English and French literature. His parents believed in liberating Poland.
Apollo devoted himself to the literary and political interests. Apollo’s political
activities led to his exile with his family to Vologda in northeast Russia. As a young
boy, he read Polish and French versions of English novels with his father’s help.
Conrad experienced the loss of his mother due to tuberculosis at the age of eight. In
1869, his father passed away when Conrad was twelve, due to the same disease. These
traumatic experiences lived with Conrad for his whole life. As an orphan at the age of
twelve, Conrad went under the patronage of his wealthy uncle, Thaddeus Bobrowski.

When he was sixteen, he went to France to fulfil his desires: to become economically
independent, live out adventures, and escape political turbulences. Since his uncle had
acquaintances in the shipping industry and French was his second language, Conrad
joined a ship in Marseille. He spent twenty years, travelling mainly to and from the
West Indies. The four years he spent on French ships gave him the experiences he
longed for. During this time, he was involved in gun running, as well as accumulating
huge gambling debts. In 1878, he tried to kill himself; but he had an astonishing
escape, when the bullet missed his heart. After his encounter with death, he
determined to start a new life. In 1878, Conrad joined to the British Merchant Navy,
where he remained for the next sixteen years, and was promoted eventually to the
position of Master Mariner. When he was twenty years old, he switched allegiances to
Britain by becoming an English seaman. It was at this time that Conrad learned
English. It seems fair to say that if he had not joined the British navy, he would not

have undertaken his writing career in English. Conrad served on British ships for



twelve years. After twenty years of life on the deck, he transformed his sailing life
into literature. In 1890, he piloted a river boat to the Belgian Congo, an area which
was Heart of Darkness. The voyage had the greatest impact on his life, its
consequences influenced his life from being a seaman to a writer and from a bachelor
to a husband. The journey motivated him to write the Heart of Darkness. By 1894,
his sea life finished and he dedicated himself to literature in England.

The polish-born Joseph Conrad may have been surprised to become a published
English author in 1895 at the age of thirty-seven, given the extraordinary varied and
cosmopolitan influences on his works, but it was not surprising that he should turn out
to be a novelist of paradox and riddle. The logic connecting the various diverse phases
of his life often appeared so mysterious to Conrad himself that he would repeatedly
speak and write about it in terms of a dream-like affair.® He is one the greatest
novelists and short story writers, and his language contains rich atmospheric
phraseology. Conrad was identified as a writer of sea stories in his own time. He
sailed to many parts of the world: Australia, the Indian Ocean, Borneo, the Malay
states, South America, and the South Pacific Island. His life was as adventurous as the
stories he had written.

Joseph Conrad’s visit to the Belgian Congo had a twofold effect on his life. The
positive phase of the travel was that he gained the ability to write a well-known novel
filled with petrifying commentaries about his daily experiences among the natives of
the Congo. As he was in the Congo, he underwent a physical and mental breakdown
that affected his health for the rest of his life. When he returned from the Congo to
resettle in London, his mind and thoughts were fragmented.?

During his literary life, he made friendships with H.G Wells, Ford Madox Ford, Henry
James, and Stephen Crane; but he lived outside the mainstream of literary life. He was

not aware of Freud’s work or James Joyce, Virginia Woolf and D.H. Lawrence,

! J.H Stape. The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad (Cambridge, Cambridge university press, 1996).
2 Frederick R Karl. Joseph Conrad: “The Three Lives” (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1979).



whereas his works have been compared with theirs. Like other writers of adventure
stories, Herman Melville and Jack London, Conrad infused his work with
psychological and moral connotations. His stories’ characters often face deep
problems, related to the course of their lives. His fictions have almost two levels: the
adventure is one level, and to challenge of life is another level. Reading a work by
Conrad needs diligence, tolerance and concentration. His most famous texts are:
Nostromo, The Karain: A Memoir, The Lagoon, An Outpost of Progress, The Return,
Amy Foster, The Secret Sharer, and Youth.

In 1924, Conrad died at his desk at the age of sixty-six. By transforming his
experiences into literature, he has become as a leading twentieth-century British

novelist.



1. Africa is a Literal Place

1.1 It is a Dark Continent

Joseph Conrad’s African experiences were short, from mid June to early
December 1890. In order to explicate his six months of African experiences, he
wrote Heart of Darkness which was and (is) for the Europeans a geographical
mysterious location. Literary critics, for example, Chinua Achebe, a Nigerian
writer have criticized Conrad for having a racist bias throughout the novel.
Despite the book’s intentions to expose the atrocities in the Congo, critics have
objected to the depiction of Africans as primitives, and savages. According to
Achebe’s vision that image of Africa is negative, a portrait of a dark continent
which lack prestige, and language. Some critics claim that Conrad portrays
Africa as it existed in his own mind. It represents the deepest fears in his and his
readers’ psyches. The title implies that Africa is the Heart of Darkness, where
white people (Marlow and Kurtz) go there to save Africans. Defenders of Conrad
argue that the narrator does not speak in Conrad’s voice and paradoxes cover
Conrad’s real view of Africa. His experiences of the question of who we are, the
exploitation of the hidden dark regions of the inner selves, are presented more
powerfully than any aspects of the novel.
Darkness is conceptually part of the book’s title. However, it is difficult to
determine what it means; everything in the book is shrouded in darkness. Africa,
England, and Brussels are all described as depressing and gloomy, even if the sun
Is shining intensely. Darkness might be the description of the human condition
which has thoughtful implications. Conrad’s main purpose is not to express the
Iinhabitants’ condition; it must react imaginatively and assess aesthetic rather than
sociological or ideological conditions. Heart of Darkness has been accounted by
many critics as being a very mixed work, a fiction full of ambiguities and
6



contradictions. It exposes not only a single symbol, but also reveals the
conflicting and incomprehensible world they lived in. It makes the reader see

reality and concurrently the accuracy of the imagination.



1.2 The Congo and an Image of Africa in Heart of Darkness

An historian of hearts is not an historian of

emotions, yet he penetrates further, restrained as

he may be, since his aim is to reach the very fount

of laughter and tears.

Conrad, “A Familiar Preface”

Congo was the centre of colonial separation in Africa that started in 1880 and
continued until 1890. The map of Africa for Europeans was the one with blank spots
on it. Before colonization, natives were living in a district where a political
construction functioned all over the country, and was divided into four groups:
villages, districts, provinces, and kingdoms. Portugal had ruled them since the
fifteenth century and the main reason was the slave trade. King Leopold Il of the
Belgians became the emperor of the Congo in 1870’s. The area was rich in ivory and
other natural resources. The British, French and Germans became aware of it and set
up an international conference in Berlin to discuss it in 1884. In the conference,
King Leopold Il who possessed the Congo pledged that all the European nations
could_enter and trade freely there. After one year in 1885, King Leopold made the
Congo a Free State. He had divided the country into sixteen districts, each governed
by a leader. Leaders built personal fortunes by charging taxes from people and
labours. He controlled the Congo until his death in 1908.
The Congo was emancipated from Belgium on June 30, 1960. The Belgians did not
bring wealth to the colony, and the native Congolese were hoping to enjoy their own
economic prosperity. They had been through conquest from foreign countries, the
depression, horrible colonial rule, World War | and World War Il. The Congolese
people were ready for independence. The problems of racism, the treatment of the

native population as second-class citizens, and the lasting effects of World War I



helped other countries side with the Congolese people in their fight for
independence.?
Conrad’s main purpose in Heart of Darkness is to convey a vision of Africa rather
than to give a description of its geography or socioeconomic state. In reading Heart of
Darkness, we are not searching for what the real Africa looked like; but we want to
know how Conrad envisioned Africa as he imaged it to the readers. He made up some
symbols to link to the real world, especially when he made Kurtz see social,
economical and psychological problems through his character.
Many travellers to Africa in the nineteenth century such as Henry Stanley described
the same situation as Stanley wrote in his book, The Dark Continent published in
1897. It is possible to think that Conrad had read these books and had been influenced
by the images of Africa. It is assumed that going through that river was like travelling
back to the earliest time of the world. The following quotation represents Europe in a
steamer travelling to the Congo:

We were wanderers on a prehistoric earth, on an earth that wore the

aspect of an unknown planet. We could have fancied ourselves the

first of men taking possession of an accursed inheritance, to be

subdued at the cost of profound anguish and of excessive toil. But

suddenly, as we straggled round a bend, there would be a glimpse of

rush walls, of peaked grass-roofs, a burst of yells, a whirl of black

limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies

swaying, of eyes rolling, under the droop of heavy and motionless

foliage. The steamer toiled along slowly on the edge of a black and

incomprehensible frenzy. The prehistoric man was cursing us,

praying to us, welcoming us— who could tell. We were cut off

from the comprehension of our surroundings; we glided past like

® Didier Ch, Gondola. The History of Congo (Westport: Greenwood Press, Connecticut, 2002).



phantoms, wondering and secretly appalled, as sane men would be

before an enthusiastic outbreak in a madhouse. We could not

remember because we were travelling in the night of first ages, of

those ages that are gone, leaving hardly a sign—and no memories.”
Africans in Heart of Darkness are seen as primitives, savages and inhuman. Savagery
and primitiveness are present in every part of the story. Conrad respects savages
clapping their hands, stamping their feet, and maintaining their own cultural values
and costumes. On the other hand, the feelings of the Africans in Heart of Darkness
are not Conrad’s, but those of his narrator Marlow. Marlow is the first narrator and
Conrad himself is another shadowy narrator. Marlow’s role in the story is not only an
observer of truth, but also the one who sees the attack of the Congo by King Leopold:

They were all dying slowly—it was very clear. They were not

enemies, they were not criminals, and they were nothing earthly

now— nothing but black shadows of disease and starvation, lying

confusedly in the greenish gloom. Brought from all the recesses of

the coast in all the legality of time contracts, lost in uncongenial

surroundings, fed on unfamiliar food, they sickened, became

inefficient, and were then allowed to crawl away and rest. These

moribund shapes were free as air-and nearly as thin.’
Chinua Achebe explicitly examines the racism of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. In
Achebe’s view, the image set of the book is negative, a portrait of a dark, irrational,
timeless place populated by a dehumanized race of savages who were lacking
language. This image of Africa was and is as Achebe tells us “the dominate image of

Africa in the Western imagination and Conrad merely brought the peculiar gifts of his

* Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995)62.
* Ibid, 35.
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own mind to bear on it.” ® Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as the
antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where man’s vaunted
intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant bestiality. Conrad spent
half a year or more in Leopold II’s L’Etat Independent du Congo or “Congo Free
State” as English speakers tended to call it. These Crucial experiences were not the
only consistent element in establishing Conrad’s imaginary Africa. Among other
important differences between Conrad’s actual experiences and his rendering
experiences is the striking figure of Kurtz.’

In contrast, it seems that the intention of the author was not only to show Africa as a
place of wickedness and savagery, rather Conrad might want to show how the white
man confronts his primitive nature to find his true inner self. He mostly focused on the
conflicts and moral ambiguities of Europeans’ explorations and development of their
colonial empires. Heart of Darkness is not just a novel, but also it portrays a real story
of the Africa in which many people suffered, tormented and died because of

Europeans’ violence during the time of slavery and colonization.

® pPeter Edgerly Firchow. Envisioning Africa, racism and imperialism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
(Kentucky: the University Press of Kentucky, 1999)22.
7 .

Ibid
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1.3 Conrad in the Congo

Why did Conrad go to the Congo? Why would he want to ride a steamboat into
troubled Africa? Perhaps it was his life long fascination with maps “When | grow up |
shall go there,” he said. He later wrote; “there could hardly have been imagined a
better book for letting in the breath of the stern romance of polar exploration ...the
great spirit of the realities of the story sent me off on the romantic exploration of my
inner self”. He finally travelled to the Congo in 1890 on the steamer Rio des Belges.
Conrad claims that:

It was in 1868, when | was nine years old or thereabouts, that white

looking at a map of Africa of the time and putting my finger on the

blank space then representing the unsolved mystery of the

continent, | said to my self with absolute assurance and an amazing

audacity which are no longer in my character now: “When | grow

up | shall go there.”
Joseph Conrad’s own experiences during his trip through the Congo helped him form
a base for the writing of Heart of Darkness. He became a master of English ships
from 1878-1889. He travelled all over the globe for fifteen years. He returned home
to Europe, and started writing his first novel Almayer’s Folly. His journey into the
heart of Africa took place in 1889. The first place of his trip was Brussels, where he
would sign the final contract. After reaching Boma in 1886, he took a trip to Matadi,
the terminating point of navigation on the Lower Congo where he would begin to
write his famous diary. His diary can be considered ambiguous. It describes Africa
and certain people and places. In Matadi, Conrad met the chief of the station of the

Societe Anonyme Belge pour le Commerce du Haut-Congo, Mr. Grosse, and a Mr.

& Murfin Ross.C, Ed Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness, Case studies in contemporary Criticism (Boston:
Southern Methodis University,1989).
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Roger Casement. In his diary, he cited very pleasant feelings of living among those
people.

His next destination after thirty-five days of travelling was Kinchassa. When he
arrived there, he met with the acting vice manager of the port, M. Camille
Delcommune. After travelling on the ‘Roi des Belges’ for months, Conrad returned to
take command of the Florida, the ship originally assigned to him. He left Kinchassa
for Boma, where he waited for a steamer to take him back home to Europe. Conrad
had changed at the end of his journey through Africa, something he wrote about the
personal concord: “I arrived at that delectable capital Boma, where, before the
departure of the steamer which was to take me home | had the time to wish myself
dead over and over again with perfect sincerity”.® The trip completely changed
Conrad. His Congo experiences altered his mentality and made him to transform his
job from being a sailor into a writer. Undeniably, Conrad was curious about the
location of the Congo in what was then considered psychology and socially, an

isolated, mysterious part of the world.

% Joseph Conrad. A Personal Record (New York: Harper, 1912) 14.
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2. Character Review

2.1 Marlow: The Main Character

The novel reflects Conrad’s state of mind and his values. Conrad works on his own
psychic and moral confusion. Charlie Marlow, the protagonist of Heart of Darkness is
looking for Conrad’s values and the presence of Conrad is undeniable in each event.
Marlow who narrates four of Conrad’s novels has been considered to be Conrad’s
alter-ego; an experienced and thoughtful captain with sunken cheeks, a yellow
complexion, and an ascetic who is honest, smart, rough, and sympathetic. He is
described as a civilized man who always speaks in a gentle manner and a good
example of a man of his time. As Marlow goes deeper into the heart of the jungle to
search for this elusive figure (Kurtz), he starts to know that savagery is a primitive
form of civilization. When he is wandering in the jungle, he comments:

| have seen the devil of violence, and the devil of greed, and the

devil of hot desire, but by all the stars! These were strong, lusty,

red-eyed devils, that swayed and drove men - men, | tell you. But as

| stood on the hillside, | foresaw that in the blinding sunshine of that

land I would become acquainted with a flabby, pretending, weak-

eyed devil of a rapacious and pitiless folly. How insidious he could

be, too, | was only to find out several months later.™
It is important to note that Marlow’s awareness of truth in terms of civilization
changes: what he thought as rational and superior was irrational. When Marlow
learned of Kurtz’s activities in the jungle, he had criticised Kurtz’s moral collapses
because of his separation from civilization. Marlow was not treating the blacks in a

cruel way and considered the pain of the native workers.

19 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 34.
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During the journey through the jungle, Marlow is quiet. He has special feelings
toward the world:

There were moments when one’s past came back to one, as it will

sometimes when you have not a moment to spare to yourself; but it

came in the shape of an unrest and noisy dream, remembered with

wonder amongst the overwhelming realities of this strange world of

plants, and water and silence. And this stillness of life did not in the

least resemble a peace. It was the stillness of an implacable force

brooding over an inscrutable intention.™
The critic Guerard suggests that, “Heart of Darkness is not primarily about Kurtz or
about the brutality of Belgian officials, but about its narrator: Marlow. To his listeners
this narrator appears like a ‘Buddha’ without the lotus flower. This introduces a
meditative frame that helps add to a simple tale of action an inquiry into its moral and
philosophical implication.”** Marlow and Kurtz deal with a conflict between their
images of themselves, and the appeal of abandoning principles and morality when
they try to leave European culture. They like to civilize African people. Marlow hates
the cruel treatment of the natives that work for Kurtz. Marlow tries to get Kurtz out of
the Congo River, but Kurtz dies. During Marlow’s mission to find Kurtz, he is trying
to find his true-self too. Marlow’s journey can be interpreted as a descent into the
unconscious. Conrad deals with moral conflicts of the human mind: conscious and
unconscious. Marlow’s journey into the Congo characterizes the human’s hidden
mind. The result of all the pains he had endured was the discovery of self-hood. When
Marlow returned to Europe, he found people’s behaviour offensive. This could be the
reason why in the opening page of his narration, Marlow speaks of England when

Romans conquered it: “one of the darkest places of the earth.”

11 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 60.
12 Farn Regelind. “Colonial and Postcolonial of Heart of Darkness”: A century of Dialogue with Joseph
Conrad, (http://www.erinatranslations.de).
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2.2 Marlow’s Humanity

Marlow considered the natives as humans and respects their behaviour. Kurtz and
Marlow themselves discovered their relationship with the natives: Marlow with his
Helmsman and Kurtz with his African mistress. When Marlow visited a graveyard of
dead blacks, he had felt pity for the people who did not die in tranquillity, and lived in
a desert where they could be demoralized.

Marlow lied to Kurtz’s fiancé because he could not break her heart and preserved the
good memory of Kurtz. Marlow’s feeling was clear early in his adventure. “You know
| hate, detest and can not bear a lie, not because | am more straighter than the rest of
us, but because it appals me There is a taint of death, a flavour of mortality in lies, —
which is exactly what I hate and detest in the world — what | want to forget. It makes
me miserable and sick...”*®* What Marlow tried to hide was the presence of
immorality in one’s heart. Such a truth would surprise Kurtz’s fiancé: knowing that
Kurtz was evil could make her see the world a hell.

Marlow’s character can be matched with Pip in Great Expectations, who finds the
dark covering of death which is displayed in Mrs. Havisham’s horrible world. Marlow
is shocked by the same effect that Kurtz’s mistress influenced on him. “I asked myself
what | was doing there, with a sensation of panic in my heart as though I had
blundered in a place of cruel and absurd mysteries.” ** Marlow understood his
similarity with Kurtz who was a dark shadow of European imperialism, and became
alienated and more savaged. This savagery was shown particularly in the death of the

Helmsman which Marlow’s epiphany took place.

13 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 50.
 1bid.119
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2.3 What “The Horror” Meant to Marlow

There are probably many answers to this question. One horror Marlow noticed was the
accountant. The accountant was very professional, but he let the savages die in his
office. Throughout the whole story, Marlow and Kurtz met many other people at
different stations. These people themselves were representing the horror in different
ways. In Africa, Marlow frequently encountered natives and his crew consisted of
twenty cannibals. As they travelled deeper into the heart of the jungle, it was evident
that black people are dehumanized. The natives were treated barbarically, which made
Marlow feel horror in his heart.
Another instance of the horror was the cannibals. After the Helmsman died, Marlow
threw his body overboard and he stated, “You should have seen the pilgrims stare!
They had no heart to grin, or even to revile me: but | believe them though me gone
mad- with fright.” >As Gene M.Moor has stated:

Conrad hated imperialism in central Africa because of its

savageness, selfishness and devastation. Kurtz’s final words, “the

horror”, “the horror”, are about how a civilized man can change to

savagery when there is no restriction. Every one recognizes that

king Leopold’s philanthropic society was responsible for “The

Horror” that Kurtz was able to perpetrate in the Congo.™®
There are many critical debates on what Marlow heard of Kurtz’s last words: “The
Horror! The Horror”. Kurtz’s exclamation might want to show his failure to respect
the action of separation from the colonies, or it could refer to the personal failure of
Kurtz: his failure to participate in a colonial praxis. Kurtz finally recognized his
failure to fulfil the obligations of a metropolitan traveller in the colonies. As
S.Shankar has noted:

15 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 73.
16 Gene M Moore. “Conrad’s Critics Essays for Hanz Van Marle” (Amsterdam/Atlanta: GA: 1992)127.
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Thinking back what he has become by crossing over the line

separating black and white, Kurtz breathes a repentant confession

before a representative of his own kind, Marlow. Marlow

understands Kurtz’s final words as a summation of his life or life in

common. Marlow has been attracted to him who thinks that Kurtz

Is a remarkable man. “He had something to say”. Marlow, who is a

sympathizer of Kurtz, snuffs out the candle on his death and

consigns him to the darkness hose depth he has plumped. Marlow

proceeds to do what Kurtz has not been able to do, and then he

returns home.*’
Kurtz’s last words “The horror!” “The horror!” magnify two aspects: 1) Marlow’s
experiences that represent the changes in Kurtz’s personality 2) the invasion of the
Congo. Kurtz was a noble man before coming to the Congo. He was a man who
thought that each station should be like a beacon, but he lost his personality.
Marlow understands that searching for one’s true self is not following her/ his morals,
but having the ability to judge one’s self and discover the reality. Marlow states that
Kurtz’s last words are “a moral victory paid for by innumerable defeats”. Despite

Kurtz’s immoral ways, he is successful because he did not run away from the truth.

175 Shankar.Textual traffic Colonialism, Modernity, and the Economy of the text (New York: Sunny press,
2001) 106.
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2.4 Kurtz’s Character

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness paints a portrait that
only partially corresponds to the change in
behaviour and personality structure that affected
lonely agents, and in the interior almost all of them
were lonely. His picture is overdrawn.

Henry Drummond, Tropical Africa

Kurtz is a fictional character who stands as a major example of a civilized man, who
yields to his barbaric nature because of the Congo’s environment. The model for
Kurtz was made by literary and sophisticated tradition, and the behaviour of many
Europeans in Africa. A man who exemplifies Western civilization: his mother half-
English, his father half-French. All Europe contributes to make Kurtz. He is a man of
talent who reads and writes poetry. Additionally he is on a mission and accumulates a
report for the international society for the suppression of savage customs. He is a
hollow man who becomes frenzied by his greed for ivory. This is the reason why he
gives up willingly to his primitive instincts, gets involved in the dreadful rites of the
natives, and let his dark essence become the core of his actions. Marlow’s first
physical description of Kurtz’s as follows:

And the lofty frontal bone of Mr. Kurtz! They say the hair goes on

growing sometimes, but this—ah—specimen was impressively

bald. The wilderness had patted him on the head, and, behold, it

was like a ball—an ivory ball; it had caressed him, and—Ilo!—he

had withered; it had taken him, loved him, embraced him, got into

his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul to its own by the

inconceivable ceremonies of some devilish initiation. *®
Kurtz is the chief of the Inner Station and the reason for Marlow’s trip. He is a man of

talents. He has the ability to lead men, and control the natives. He did whatever he

18 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 81.
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wanted, because there were no laws to restrain him. He was struggling with the
darkness in himself; but at the end before he dies, he was able to recognize and
confess to it.

Kurtz has many facets an in Marlow’s shifting presentation of him,

but a major one is that of the specifically modern hero: diabolic in

the concentration of his deviant will and his intellectual gaze,

pursuing forbidden experience with the inverted dedication of a

questing knight —at-arms, contemptuous of others and of himself,

radical and un satisfied, without outer convention of inner core, the

lonely alien in our midst. He is the subverting stranger, the man

without qualities (in Musil’s phrase), who overthrown all the

impostures and seeming values of the world around him.*
The company described him as the best agent, and an extraordinary man. He went to
the jungle to get money for the company and himself, but he was changed when he
became dominated by the evil within his soul:

Kurtz resembles the archetypal “evil genius”: the highly gifted but

ultimately degenerate individual whose fall is the stuff of legend.

Kurtz is related to figures like Faustus, Satan in Milton’s Paradise

Lost, Moby-Dick’s Ahab, and Wuthering Heights’s Heath cliff. Like

these characters, he is significant both for his style and eloquence

and for his grandiose, almost megalomaniacal scheming. In a world

of mundanely malicious men and “flabby devils,” attracting enough

attention to be worthy of damnation is indeed something. Kurtz can

be criticized in the same terms that Heart of Darkness is sometimes

19 J.H Stape. The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996)210.
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criticized: style entirely overrules substance, providing a

justification for amorality and evil. %
There are no restrictions to keep him conventional. Both Kurtz and Marlow must face
the darkness within themselves, while Marlow leaves the darkness as early as he
arrives. He takes lessons from Kurtz, and notices the corruption of his colleagues.
Kurtz is a gifted man, writer, publicist, an artist and explorer. He had gone further
than the conventions of his culture regarding prohibited knowledge. Conrad deals with
the dark heart of humanity in this novel. He tells us that man has also an evil side that
Is masked by civilization.

2 URL: http://www.sparknotes.com/
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2.5 African Kurtz

He is a man of talents. He has the capability to guide men, and control the natives.
The company described him as the best agent, a professional man in his career, of
great importance to the company:

This is the reason why | affirm that Kurtz was a remarkable man.

He had something to say. He said it. Since | had peeped over the

edge my self, | understand better the meaning of his stare that could

not see the flame of the candle, but was wide enough to embrace the

whole universe piercing enough to penetrate all the hearts that beat

in the darkness. He had summed up- he had judged. The Horror! He

was a remarkable man. After all, this was the expression of some

sort of belief; it had candour, it had conviction, it had a vibrating

note of revolt in its whisper, it had the appalling face of a glimpsed

truth- the strange commingling of desire and hate.?
The people assumed Kurtz to be a noble man. On the coast, the Company’s Chief
accountant notified Marlow that; “In the interior you will no doubt meet Mr. Kurtz a
first class agent. He is a very remarkable person, at the very bottom of there. Sends in
as much ivory as all the others put together” Kurtz’s cousin claimed that Kurtz had
been a great musician. “There was the making of an immense success.”? He
represented many things: a symbol of the wilderness, a god-like being, an imperialist,
and a representative of power to the natives. Kurtz lived with his power in the jungle
for a long time. Kurtz was a bright man who could not adapt himself to the
environment. His hut was surrounded by the skulls of men who had betrayed him,

which served as a reminder to anyone in the jungle who contemplated going against

2! Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 113.
% 1bid.115
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his will. Once Kurtz considered the world is in a fixed way: birth, life, and finally
death. In his quotes: “I am lying here in the dark waiting for death”.

Kurtz utilized severe violence in not only taking the ivory from the Africans, but also
mistreating his fiancé and colleagues. Throughout his time in the Congo, he became
very unsympathetic. His hut was decorated with skulls which showed his brutality and
cruelty towards the natives. Finally, Kurtz’s greed, curiosity and desire for the ivory
were the main reasons why he came to Africa. The way he wanted to get ivory was the
way imperialism demanded. The barbarity of his deeds, cruelty, and greed made him
mentally ill and led to his failure and finally to his death. The colonial expansion
resulted in extreme cruelty and left the native people in a ruined state. Six million
Africans died during the trade, many of them were enforced to move cargos or help
smuggling supplies into the jungle. These dilemmas helped the formation of Kurtz’s

personality.
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2.6 What the Horror Meant to Kurtz?

The expression: “The horror! The horror!” has led to an enormous amount of critical
commentary. It may refer to Kurtz’s greed for ivory or the means he desired to obtain
them. “The horror” can be the reason why Kurtz becomes like the Africans:

| was within a hair’s-breadth of the last opportunity for

pronouncement, and | found with humiliation that probably | would

have nothing to say. This is the reason why | affirm that Kurtz was a

remarkable man. He had something to say. He said it. . . . He had

summed up—he had judged. ‘The horror!” He was a remarkable

man.”
Heart of Darkness is not a legend. One of its themes is the darkness inside Kurtz,
which is potentially in everyone’s heart. Kurtz may be observing the motive for which
his life is dedicated and the facts that he will not live long enough to finish his plans.
Marlow is the only character who is aware of what Kurtz has done.
As he dies on the steamer taking him down the Congo, his last words are “The horror!
The horror!”. These words might represent his judgment on the unworthiness of his
end, or a comment on the human condition, a statement about life with real terror and
horror. At the end of the story, Kurtz was not repentant. The life made him weep. He
comprehends this unfortunate truth with “The horror” in his eyes. Moreover, it can be
inferred that the horror triggered by king Leopold’s invasion to the Congo is the same
horror that is personified in Kurtz’s last words. Kurtz chose to abandon civilization.
The natives recognized that their leader was not alive anymore, and soon afterwards
they ran into the forest and demolished their own place, which indicates the necessity

of having a dictator to control the wilderness and savagery.

2 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 113.
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Marlow interprets Kurtz’s last words as a self-refinement. “a judgment upon the
adventures of his soul upon this earth”:
Kurtz’s final image is both of a human predicament and of his own experience which

is simultaneously personal and general.
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3. A Psychological Reference

3.1 A Journey in Quest of Self

Although this story sounds frightening to readers of the twentieth century compared to
Conrad’s time, it has an exciting adventure atmosphere in the centre of an unexplored
continent. The title of Heart of Darkness was a perfect headline for a magazine-serial,
and the novel first appeared in Blackwood magazine. This is the most famous of
Conrad’s personal short novels, “before the Congo | was just a mere animal” Conrad
stated. It is Conrad’s longest journey into self, a recorded history of human conscience
and geographical exploration. It seems obvious that the story is not about Kurtz or
about the brutality of the Belgians, but it is about Marlow’s journey into the
unconscious, and confrontation of an entity with the self. The text is actually a
description of a human’s morality and psychological deterioration and intellectual
journey to understand the essential self.

Kurtz has a symbolic role, and is a ghost in Marlow’s nightmare. This is clear when
Marlow mentions; “No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey the life-sensation
of any given epoch of one’s existence -- that which makes it s truth, its meaning -- its
subtle and penetrating essence. It is impossible. We live, as we dream -- alone.”®* Up
to this point, Heart of Darkness is an attempt to do the impossible; provide a meaning
to a dream. The tale has a double fold message in this context: the first is Marlow’s
dream and the second is Marlow’s journey to Africa. After three months, Marlow goes
up river with the aim of relieving Kurtz at the inner station. His journey is both literal
and symbolic:

Going up to that river was like travelling back to the earliest

beginnings of the world, when vegetarian rioted on the earth and the

2 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 50.
26



big trees were the kings. An empty stream, a great silence, an

impenetrable forest. The air was warm, thick, heavy, and sluggish.

There was no joy in the brilliance of sunshine. The long stretches of

the waterway ran on, deserted, into the gloom of overshadowed

distances. On silvery sandbank hippos and alligators sunned

themselves side by side.?
Marlow’s journey to the Congo River is a discovery of self. His aim is acquiring self-
knowledge, and understanding the mystery of existence; but Kurtz affects him.
Kurtz’s crucial role in the tale lies in his symbolic importance: in the signification of
his history, in his role in the personification of darkness itself, and a potential image of
Marlow’s self-hood. This enigmatic man was acting like a God to the natives. Marlow
encountered reality in two ways: the reality of ethics and the reality of darkness.
The story is like a dream as Marlow talks about his experiences. In the theme of the
story, Conrad introduces the alertness from silence and stillness to noise:

...a cry, a very loud cry, as of infinite desolation, soared slowly in

the opaque air. It ceased. A complaining clamour, modulated in

savage discords, filled our ears. The sheer unexpectedness of it

made my hair stir under my cap. | don’t know how it struck the

others: to me it seemed as though the mist itself had screamed, so

suddenly, and apparently from all sides at once, did this tumultuous

and mournful uproar arise.?
Finally, Marlow understands that the greatest adventure of his life is death. According
to Conrad, every man has darkness in him/her self, but it is masked by civilization.
The aim of the whole adventure that Marlow went through was searching for the
meaning of a true self. Marlow quotes this sentence when he encounters the nature of

a man: “Dark human shapes could be made out in the distance, flitting indistinctly

% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 59.
% 1hid.68
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against the gloomy border of the forest.”?’ The story ended as Marlow and his
listeners were looking to the waterway of the Thames flowing on to the heart of a
massive darkness. One can conclude that Heart of Darkness shows how the forces of

nature control the man. The jungle exposes man’s weakness.

%" Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 98.
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3.3 The Dark Soul of Man exposed in Heart of Darkness

Heart of Darkness is a novel based on Conrad’s diary written while he was in Congo.
He wrote about Marlow who would take a journey into the Congo and into his own
soul, in an attempt to converse with the evil promoted in Africa. For Marlow the
jungle is a representative of evil. As the steam ship moved stealthily towards Kurtz,
the darkness which is patent in the jungle, within the self, becomes an increasing
menace to Marlow’s truth, a truth which he searches for escaping both from and into
the depths of his inner self:

The steamer toiled along slowly on the edge of a black and

incomprehensible frenzy. The prehistoric man was cursing us,

praying to us, welcoming to us- who could tell? We were cut off

from the comprehension of our surroundings; we glided pas like

phantoms, wondering and secretly appalled, as sane men would be

before an enthusiastic out break in a mad house. We could not

understand because we were too far and could not remember,

because we were travelling in the night of first ages, of those ages

that are gone, leaving hardly a sign- and no memories.?®
The other aspect is, as Marlow blindly searches the jungle, he recognizes the truth of
his long journey’s endeavour, which he calls the inner strength. He describes a man in
terms of worthlessness and hollowness: the manager, the brick maker and Kurtz too.
In his description of his struggle, Marlow presents the horrifying character of Kurtz:

| had to deal with a being to which | could not appeal in the name of

anything high or low. | had, even like the niggers, to invoke him-

himself-his own exalted and incredible degradation. There was

% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 62.
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nothing either above or below him, and | knew it. He had kicked
himself loose of the earth. Confound the man! ?°

Kurtz is not a symbol of evil, though isolation and the absolute freedom afford that
when he confronts it, makes him be an evil to the natives. It is reasonable to suggest
that a man in a state of absolute liberty will not act properly. There is a different
hollowness in different characters of the novel. The manager and brickmaker show
emptiness, while Kurtz’s hollowness involves the meaninglessness of the universe,
and everyman’s desire to take the highest place among the devils of the earth. Unlike
Kurtz, Marlow chooses the good instead of the evil to rescue Kurtz. Kurtz spent all of
his time in the jungle, and he forgot his civilized life. Kurtz is also a liar and Marlow
too. It is obvious that the atmosphere of the novel will help the reader in finding out
one’s soul. The snake is an image of evil, which can show that the inner-self of a man
is complicated and twisted.

It is noticeable that the theme of Heart of Darkness has similarities with the Lord of
the Flies. Both novels deal with civilization against savagery. Both imply that every
soul of a man has a dark side that is usually covered by civilization. Civility makes the
basic structure for goodness; therefore, a lack of civility results in a lack of morality
and leads to chaos. In Heart of Darkness, as Marlow goes further away up the river
and far from the land, he becomes more savage. It is a journey into darkness, a
darkness where morality has no value and is taken over by savagery. Indeed, the
Congo in this fiction and the island in the Lord of the Files represent the absence of
restraint and order, a lack of civility. In the Lord of the Flies, boys stayed on an island
and became more savage. It is revealed in the Heart of Darkness that Marlow
increases his knowledge of this savage land as he becomes closer to Kurtz’s camp.
After Kurtz’s death, Marlow spends a long time dangled between life and death. Upon
his return to Brussels, he feels a different person with a new perspective toward life.

While he enters Kurtz’s fiancé’s house, he expressed this sentence to the listeners: “It

» Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 107.
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was a moment of triumph for the wilderness, and invading and vengeful rush which, it
seemed to me, | would have to keep back alone for salvation of another soul.”*
Marlow is confronted with a critical moral dilemma, and refuses to tell the truth to
Kurtz’s fiancé. Moreover, darkness which Marlow is searching for exists in every

man’s soul. A careful reader can get the insights that Marlow gets from his journey.

% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 117.
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3.4 Freud, Conrad, and Heart of Darkness

The minimum unit of a society is a person: what is the connection between a man and
the society? How does a man contribute to the configuration of the society? Does the
selfhood become distorted, sublimated, restrained? Kurtz, the main character, was an
enlightened man, painter, poet, when the chief accountant called him as a remarkable
individual. Therefore, what happens to him or which reasons make him change or
think to be changed? Freud says, “Life is too hard for us, it brings too many pains,
disappointments and impossible tasks. In order to bear it we can not dispense with
palliative measure.”* Kurtz was unable to marry his fiancé because of financial
constraint, so he joined a Belgian company in search of his destiny. Kurtz has been
away from everything, mostly alienated from his social life. It could be a reason why
he became disappointed and went mad. Freud says; “Civilization describes the whole
sum of the achievements and regulations which distinguish our lives from those of our
animal ancestors and which serve two purposes-namely, to protect men against nature
and to adjust their mutual relations.”*?

When Kurtz enters Africa, his thoughts regarding the society structure were more like
a normal Europeans. But as he was the absolute ruler for nine years those thoughts
gradually faded to become more like what Freud calls the original personality: the
basis...of hostility to civilization. Kurtz is an individual whose consciousness is
dominated by a European ‘id’, and the ‘ego’ cannot balance between the two ‘ids’.
Especially after he was left alone in the jungle, his inner self drives the irrational “id’,
while Marlow’s “id’ remains in harmony with his ‘ego’.

As Marshall W.Alcorn notes: “Like Freud, Conrad felt that the self should grow by
virtue of the pressure and conflicts imposed on it by external reality. Its functions of

self-regulation and reality perception should become more complex and coordinated

*! Harold Bloom. Modern Critical Interpretations Heart of Darkness (New York: Chelsea House, 1987).
% pamela Thurschwell. Sigmund Freud (UK; Routledge, 2000)105.
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through increased exposure to the reality of principle. Like Freud, Conrad believed
that exposure to reality should stretch the ego’s capacity to understand reality.”

If we look at Heart of Darkness and apply Freud’s notion of the human psych, we can
consider Marlow’s journey as a psychological journey. Kurtz and Marlow both are
seduced by unexplored Africa. Marlow and Kurtz portray two different aspects of
man’s personas. Marlow reflects the ‘ego’, the more rational side and Kurtz represents
the ‘id’ that is man’s primitive force. Kurtz is Marlow’s ‘alter ego’. By viewing
Freudian’s tripartite model of the mind as being in Kurtz’s psyche, we can conclude
that the ‘id” of a person is separated from his ‘ego’ and ‘superego’ in the African

jungle.

¥ Marshall W. Alcorn. “Narcissism and the Literary Libido” (New York: New York University Press, 1997)
179.
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4. Literary Criticisms of Heart of Darkness

4.1 Colonialism

It can be considered that Heart of Darkness has been written in the era of anxiety.
There are some arguments among critics whether the novel is a moral lesson about
human self-indulgence or a sociological commentary upon the morality of colonialism
and imperialism. It is claimed that the novel is about both self-discovery and also
colonialism and imperialism. Heart of Darkness attacks colonialism, its effects on the
natives and the Congo. Conrad experienced colonization as a young boy when Poland
was under Russian occupation. Conrad gives the reader an overview of how the
Africans were mistreated during colonization. The horror is described in the book,
when Marlow discusses about the Roman colonization of ancient Britain:

They grabbed what they could get for the sake of what was to be

got. It was just robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great

scale, and men going at it blind....The conquest of the earth, which

mostly means the taking away from those who have a different

complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty

thing when you look into it too much. *
Therefore, Marlow talks about his experiences in Africa by referring to the life of
Roman soldiers and their difficulties. Terry Eagleton, a Marxist, declared that
Conrad’s work was an art of ideological contradiction resulting in stalemate:

Conrad neither believes in the cultural superiority of the colonialist

nations nor rejects colonialism out right. The Message of Heart of

Darkness is that Western civilization is at base as barbarous as

% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 20.
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African society- a view point which disturbs imperialist

assumptions to the precise degree that it reinforces them. *
The title of the book is a metaphor. The real darkness cannot be in Africa, but is
originally from Europe. The title could refer to either the evil of the Congo’s
colonizers, their mistreatment of the natives or the geographic location of the Belgian
Congo and the colour of its residents. The heart is not for black Africans, but all the
whites who get involved in the colonialist expedition. When Marlow described
Eldorado exploring journey, it can be inferred as an ironic attack on colonialism:

This devoted band called itself the Eldorado Exploring

Expedition and | believe they were sworn to secrecy. Their talk

however was the talk of sordid buccaneers. It was reckless

without hardihood, greedy without audacity, and cruel without

courage. There was not an atom of foresight or of serious

intention in the whole batch of them, and they did not seem

aware these things are wanted for the work of the world. To tear

treasure out of the bowels of the land was their desire, with no

more moral purpose at the back of it than there is in burglars

breaking into a safe. Who paid the expenses of the noble

enterprise | do not know; but the uncle of our manager was

leader of that lot.*
Edward Said wrote in Culture and Imperialism that “colonialism is chiefly about
political and economic relationships, some of which may or may not continue after a
state gains independence. The postcolonial era, on the other hand, is about the

intrusion and colonization of minds with ideas. Kenyan writer Ngugi WA Thiong'o,

% J.H Stape. The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996)
53.
% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 54 -5.
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often speaks of “decolonizing the mind” -- that the colonizer and the colonized both
carry colonialism in their minds long after the state has gained independence.” '

As Marlow is shocked by observing the evil nature of colonialism as he travels up the
river, his real challenge grows with the idea of colonialism. In this novel, Conrad

himself is recognised as critical of colonialism.

37 http://www.utm.edu/staff/lalexand/brnovel/Heart.htm
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4.2 A Postcolonial History of Heart of Darkness

Postcolonial theory became part of the critical theory in the 1970s, and many critics
see Edward Said’s book Orientalism as the first book of postcolonial theory. In the
nineteenth century, postcolonial critics attempt to describe novels with more
dimensions, and place it in a context that clarifies imperialism through its ideology
and form.
The critical postcolonial approach to Heart of Darkness was declared by Chinua
Achebe in a lecture in 1975. According to him, the novel portrays the image of
Africa as the other world, and contradictions between Europe and Africa. Like an
analogue of Heart of Darkness, the postcolonial theory sees the nineteenth century
as a kind of unexplored territory to be discovered and used:

Marlow’s memory of a map: when | was a little chap I had a

passion for maps. | would look for hours at South America, or

Africa, or Australia and lose myself in all the glories of

exploration. At that time there were many blank spaces on the

earth and when | saw one that looked particularly inviting on a

map. | would put my finger on it and say: When | grow up | will

go there.*
Conrad’s narrative makes it possible for the readers to analyse the text in two
different ways; first, it allows the imperialism to offer the world for the Europeans.
They leave their old colonies, but they preserve them not only as markets but as a
place on the map which they continue to rule ethically and psychologically.
Secondly, Conrad saw Marlow and himself restrained to time and place.
In the fiction, women also have two personifications; they live their life based on
both the Victorian and the post-colonial values. Victorian readers consider the

Intended as feminine, beautiful and pious. His Intended symbolises civilisation, but

% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 21.
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his mistress is savage and impure. The post-colonial readers regard Intended as a
foolish person, who mourns a man that is known to her. Kurtz’s mistress lives
independently without Kurtz. The African woman signifies the fact that Africa does

not need salvation from other territories.
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4.3 Imperialism

Imperialism is the ideology of empire and submits to its maintenance. Imperialism is
based on setting up the control of supplies and goods in weaker countries. During
imperialism, some countries have tried to bring civilization and Christianity to savages
all over the world. Heart of Darkness is derived from Conrad’s experiences of his
visit to the Congo during the imperialistic reign of King Leopold Il of Belgium. Itis a
story about a man’s journey into the centre of Africa where he encounters the evils of
imperialism and the darkness that pierces the hearts of people. The book has been
interpreted as an attack on imperialism, a journey into the unconscious and a
legendary decent into the unknown world. In this fiction, Europe does not present
itself as the primary force of progress as proposed by the imperialist. It is apparent that
the title of Heart of Darkness itself signifies not only a geographical place, but also
moral and ethical immorality and addresses itself to Europe’s explorations of Africa in
the 19th century. The imperialist imagination that perceived a world of materialistic
morality, inappropriate social modes and aggressive values has registered in this
fiction. The Domino pieces, the keyboard, an altercation between an African and
European over two black hens, the Belgian woman wearing a white dress and knitting
black wool, dark eyes in a pale face, shrunken black heads with white teeth signify the
imperialistic mentality.

Conrad had imperialistic views on the differences between cultures of the Europeans
and the Africans. He described Europeans as being of a higher race than Africans are.
He described European’s with white colour skin, hard-working, and upper-class
citizens who dedicated themselves to establishing imperialism in the Congo. Conrad
portrayed the chief accountant as a white person who is a hard working upper-class
citizen.

Few scholars claim that Conrad’s narrative is about imperialism, a view which is

controversial. There are also extensive studies on the discourse of Africa and

39



imperialism, which have included Heart of Darkness. Brantlinger in his essay pointed
out that Conrad exposes the moral bankruptcy of imperialism. He indicated that the
novel is anti-imperialist in some aspects.

Unlike Kurtz, Marlow symbolizes a man who travelled to Africa to help the
uncivilized and he did not change when he arrived there. He is able to see through the
materialistic ideals that people are fascinated with. Marlow has the tolerance and the
sensitivity, but he does not have the courage or power to stop the exploitation. Marlow
proved that man’s evil side is terrifying.

In Heart of Darkness, Kurtz is an imperialist who recommends bringing
enlightenment and improvement to Africa; but when he reached the country, his greed
motivated him to go after wealth and power. Kurtz himself is aware of the two
different intentions in inner self, when he writes; “Each station should be like a
beacon on the road towards better things, a centre for trade of course, but also for
humanizing, improving, instructing”.*®

Marlow hates his colleagues’ behaviours and their greed. Consequently, it is annoying
for him to see black slaves chained together. As he goes through the station, he detects
how the slaves are unhealthy and skinny and some of them are waiting to die. He
gives a biscuit to a boy and the boy describes the biscuits as black bones. Marlow is
considered to be in a situation where his standards are compromised and his beliefs
remain faithful; while Kurtz is in the pursuit of imperialistic ambitions. Kurtz is a
musician, poet, artist and colonial agent and because of this he may be a representative
of Western culture.

The manager is the epitome of the negative effects of Imperialism. He is a self-centred
corrupted and arrogant man. He represents the egotism of Europeans, while his good
health symbolizes the ability of Europeans who invaded Africa and he is also the real

symbol of the evil and cold-heartiness of imperialists.

% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 58.
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The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it

away from those who have a different complexion or slightly

flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look

into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the

back of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and as

unselfish belief in the idea- something you can set up, and how

down before, and offer a sacrifice to. *°
Overall Kurtz symbolizes Europe as it is moving towards the end of imperialism when
the Europeans recognize their harmful actions. Throughout Heart of Darkness,
Conrad is challenging to convey the message to his readers that imperialism is
immoral. Most likely Conrad does not oppose imperialism, but he indicates that the
white man is too money-orientated to understand how spiritually motivated the
natives are. Conrad’s main message is that man’s greatest sin is his violence against
the weak.
A number of scholars claimed that there is a link between racism and imperialism.
Some argued that European racism occurred during the expansionist era in the late
fifteenth century when Europeans began to come upon and defeat large numbers of
non-Europeans.
Heart of Darkness is even more direct about imperialism. In the earlier 19th century,
a political system of controlling weak nations came progressively to influence a
system of economic and political rights of those countries. Conrad’s novel identifies
both of these aspects, where European powers are in search of establishing political

control over the African continent.

“0 Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 20.
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4.4 Psychoanalytic Criticism

Psychoanalytic literary criticism has its origin in the work of Sigmund Freud (1856-
1936) who established the technique of psychoanalysis and many critics have been
influenced by his work. He spent his life discovering the unconscious. In Heart of
Darkness, Marlow’s pursuit of identity is consistent with the psychoanalytic theory
that human identity is inside the psyche.

The novel is like a dream and Marlow’s travel of self-discovery is like the author’s
and the reader’s own journey. The insistence on dream in Heart of Darkness predicts
some of the interest in Freud’s book (The Interpretations of Dreams). He argued that
dreams are in conflict within the unconscious self. Some Freudian critics argue that a
text echoes the psychological confusion of the author. These critics work in the area of
psychobiography. As Ross Murfin observes, an author may write in order to “gratify
secretly some forbidden wish”. This unconscious wish makes its way into the text by
the process of displacement. Murfin remarks that in order to uncover an author's wish,
a critic would utilize some of the methods which Freud used to uncover the dream
wish. By employing some of Freud’s techniques, the critic may discover that a text,
initially ambiguous in meaning, involves several different meanings.**

The novel registers a psychological journey into the centre of evil in one’s mind. As
Marlow advances through the jungle, his psychological desires are obviously
changing. Kurtz is the purpose of Marlow’s psychological desire. It can be stated that
from a Freudian point of view, the darkness of African’s nature in the tale stands for
unconscious fear and Kurtz’s female African mistress stands for his sexual desire.
After Kurtz’s death, Marlow finds himself transformed into an individual whom he

thought he would never become — a liar. When he returns to Europe, he lies to Kurtz’s

* Ross C Murfin. “Psychoanalytic Criticism and Heart of Darkness™. A Case Study in Contemporary
Criticism (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989)113- 123.
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fiancé about his last words. His primary values and principles converted into a savage,
evil state of mind:

Guerard believes Marlow’s voyage of self-discovery is largely

successful and that he returns to Europe a much-changed man.

But Frederick R.Karl sees the text as an expression of Conrad’s

unconscious impulse, his view as a self-conscious artist who

employs images analogous by Freud to present a diagnosis of

modern European society as fundamentally driven by irrational

impulses.*?
Charlie Marlow’s trip in search of mysterious Kurtz is in fact a quest for himself. He
says: “Droll thing life is-that mysterious arrangement of merciless logic for a futile
purpose. The most you can hope from it is some knowledge of yourself--that comes
too late--a crop of inextinguishable regrets.”* The novel invites psychoanalytic
readings from many perspectives. For example, as Booker writes: “Guerard’s readings
see the African jungle essentially as a metaphor for the unconscious mind and
therefore Marlow’s treacherous and nightmarish trip as a metaphor for his attempt to
probe the depths of his own unconscious mind. He notes that Kurtz himself can be
read as a dramatization of Marlow’s unconscious desire, as the Freudian id.”** It
seems fair to say that Marlow’s psychological experiences are closely corresponding
with Freud’s idea of a dream. Marlow stresses his inability to convey the truth of his
experiences to his listeners. “...No, it is impossible; it is impossible to convey the life
sensation of any given epoch of one’s existence,--that which makes its truth, its
meaning... its subtle and penetrating essence. We live as we dream —alone.”*
According to Freudian ideas, the truth of human experiences and difficulties in

communication appear in dreams. Freud tackled to depict the dreams which are

*2 Frederick Karl. “The power of Darkness™, Partisan Review34 (United Sates: fall, 1967).

*% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 112-3.

* M. Keith Booker A practical introduction to literary theory and criticism (New York: White Plains,
Longman, cop, 1996).

*® Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 50.
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consistent with Marlow’s suggestion that in dreams the truth of human experiences
lie. The motif of dreams has been a major focus of psychological critics of Heart of
Darkness. For instance, Frederick Crews considers the novel as an oedipal fantasy
which is stimulated by Conrad’s sexual insecurities.

Marlow and Kurtz can be inferred as two diverse aspects of the self. Kurtz stands for
the id (the desire to satisfy instinct) and Marlow stands for the ego (the human
unconscious). Although the theme of the story is about the human quest for self-
discovery in general, Marlow’s quest to get a vision of his self-hood is diverged to the

history, imperialism, colonialism and sexuality of the novel.
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4.5 Cultural Criticism

Cultural criticism developed first in Great Britain and later in the European continent.
Cultural criticism is based on the definitions of culture. They analyze human
subjectivity as an artefact of culture. Cultural critics accentuate on the practice of the
routine life. They try to realize the social context in which a literary work has been
written. They never consider a work as the best one by a certain culture. They are
descriptive in evaluating the culture as a high or low culture. They also intend to find
out why a certain kind of work is valuable in comparison to the other works. Cultural
criticisms attempt to realize the political reasons behind every literary work. They
continue to recommend that a literary work be in relation with the social context; such
as economics, the political conditions and educational system.

Jacque Lacan, a structuralist psychoanalytic theorist argued that the unconscious is
formed like a language and dreams are signs of social discourses. In general,
psychoanalytics come to know the world through the language. Michel Foucault,
whose thought is associated with structuralism and post structuralism, viewed all
things in their own discourses.

Cultural critics should be updated because culture is not fixed, but living and
developing. Cultural criticism owes much to the work of scholars like Bhabha, Said,
Gates, Brantlinger, Anzaldua, and Spivak. They recognized boundaries between high
and low culture, although cultural definitions are politically defined what disturbed
Conrad to write Heart of Darkness is a recognition of European’s action toward
humanity.

The novel’s theme is an impression that is taken from the real life. Heart of Darkness,
as a psychological masterwork, shows the relations of the imperceptible to the
noticeable life, and the sub-conscious to the conscious life, the intuitions, feelings and
outlook. All these examples imply the white man’s behaviour with the blacks, and
finally the white man’s ‘morale’. The invasion is a challenge to cultivate a culture.
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The natives are described as inhuman and monsters while ancient civilization is more
cultural. The Africans are observed as beasts, not as an ancient race to admire for their
own customs and cultures. Conrad himself depicts the natives as uncultured people
with the words that he uses: such as wild and intense. Finally, culture decides how it
will treat other civilizations, costumes and people. In the text, Marlow did not
understand the native’s traditions and Marlow’s culture persuaded him to think of the
natives as evil while the natives simply had their own culture. In this novel, the
attempt to explain cultural differences ends with finding corruption, greed, and evil in
the two white men as well as in the Africans.

Heart of Darkness is not only a literary modernist work, but also the best English
short novel publicized by newspapers and mass cultural events, which shows the
cultural reality of that time. In conclusion, Conrad shows that evil exists in both the
African as well as in the European culture, because some white men behave like the

Africans in the novel.
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4.5.1 The New Historicism and Heart of Darkness

New historicism is acknowledged by the post structuralist, reader response theory
and Feminist theory as well as cultural and Marxist critics. New historicists see
history as progressive in terms of time, place and circumstances. They consider
history as a social science and believe that social sciences are chronological.
Among new historicists, Greenblatt has established himself as the major figure of
the new historicism with brilliant studies of the Renaissance. He stated that
literature is not a separated form of history, but is totally related. The new
Historicism has reminded us that it is difficult to reconstruct the past as it really
was.

Foucault, a French philosophical historian, is possibly the most influential critic
of the last quarter-century who liked to think of himself as an archaeologist of
human knowledge. He brought incidents and phenomena from eras of inquiry
and orders of life that we normally regard as being unrelated. He encouraged a
new historicism critique of literature to redefine the boundaries of historical
inquiry more than anyone. He attempted to understand events in terms of some
great evolutionary process. In Discipline and Punish: The British of the prison
(1975), Foucault admitted that his own interest in the past was fuelled by a
passion to write the history of the present. *° His interests in issues of power,
epistemology, subjectivity and ideology have influenced critics of political
science, history, and anthropology. According to his view, there are no particular
reasons why some historical events have taken place. Historical event has not a

single reason, it is connected with economic, social, and political issues.

*® Ross C Murfin. “Psychoanalytic Criticism and Heart of Darkness™. A Case Study in Contemporary
Criticism (New York: St. Martin’s Press. 1989).
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New Historicism is linked to Marxism, whereas Marxism see literature as part of
an economic base and new historicist thinkers tend to notice literature throughout
society.

Conrad who inclined to his own culture, showed fiction as a history, and
provided a history of history. He illustrates how the civilized men are inhuman in
Africa. Conrad’s work includes many characteristics of both the sophisticated
texts of modernism and culture.

As lan Watt noted, Conrad’s work is powerfully informed by a growing
scepticism toward the notion of limitless progress. For example, Watt notes that
the pessimistic tone in Heart of Darkness “is largely reflecting the much bleaker
and more threatening ideological perspective on human life which followed from
new developments in physical science. In evolutionary theory, and in political
life, during the last half of the nineteenth century”.*’

Some other critics have commented that Heart of Darkness makes us understand
a number of certain points within contemporary discourses. For example,
mistreating the African is a typical behaviour of European discourse in the late-
nineteenth and early twentieth—century. European discourse on Africa envisioned
it as separated from Europe in terms of their improvements. Moreover, while
Conrad was portraying the character of Kurtz, he showed the concept of
degeneration which happened in the last nineteenth century in Europe.

Brian W.Shaffer demonstrates that Conrad’s opposition between Europe and
Africa in Heart of Darkness clearly echoes Spencer’s contrast between primitive
and advanced societies. However, as Shaffer notes, Conrad again complicates
this opposition by attributing the book’s greatest savagery to sophisticated

Europeans. Thus, Conrad’s African fictions inquire into Spencer’s typology of

" Booker, M.Keith. A Practical Introduction to Literary Theory and Criticism (University of Arkansas:
Longman, 1996).
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civilization, both incorporating and criticizing it, both absorbing its rubrics and
parodying its resolutions.*®

After all, Conrad’s text deals with imperialism, capitalism, racism, and gender.
Conrad showed the European discourses and conditions of the time. In the
description of European discourses, the Europeans have a tendency to see
African as primitive and immature.

It is assumed that this text can never come to a firm conclusion implied by some
theories, because Conrad has a complicated technique and irresolvable

ambiguities while the text reveals the historical and universal truths of the era.

“ 1bid.
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45.2 Heart of Darkness and the Nineteenth-Century
Thought

Conrad grew up in the time of evolutionary theory. The evocation of human
history is a part of Conrad’s evolutionary theory in the text. Heart of Darkness is
representative of high Victorian culture and Conrad highly attempted to show a
link between science and culture. The belief in the Victorian time was the view in
which there was one unique entity in the world who is a creator of a man and the
universe. In the nineteenth century, the geologists stated that the earth and a man
is a transitory trend. On the contrary, the strongest belief in the Victorian time
was economic expansion to which natural sciences provided a rational and public
prestige.

Conrad rejected the material and quantitative values of a commercial and
industrial society: “the blind trust in mere material and appliances”; he warned
against “carrying humility towards that universal provider, science, too far,” and
he viewed the Victorian hope that progress would automatically result from “the
peaceful nature of industrial and commercial competition” as an incredible
infatuation.* Darwin and Herbert Spencer introduced the new terms of evolution
theories to general currency in 1854. Spenser in his First Principles (1862)
applied the “‘Survival of the Fittest’, a term that later Darwin was accepted too.
The evolutionary ideas suggested a way in which traditional thoughts about the
human fate would be retrieved; there are no boundaries to achieve. There were
more logical reasons for the gap between civilized men and his animal
antecedents. The most important evidence occurs during Marlow’s trip up the
river. As Marlow travelled up to the river, he stated, “Going up that river was like
travelling back on the earlier beginnings of the world...” It was the primeval

world which Marlow faced.

* Harold Bloom. Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. lan Watt, Heart of Darkness and Nineteenth-century
Thought (New York: Chelsea House, 1930).
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There were internal conflicts in Africa when Conrad wrote Heart of Darkness. In
this period, small groups of writers became well known such as Rider Haggard,
and Rudyard Kipling. Conrad did not approve of Kipling’s superiority towards
‘the lesser breeds without the law’, while he combined his idea with social
Darwinism and imperialism. In this novel, he applied the political and
evolutionary thought of his era. Conrad’s obsession with solidarity positioned
him on the side of Kipling. The novel presents imperialism and colonialism in a
way that historians can recognize. His perspective was representative of current
thought in the late nineteenth century in England. In broader terms, it might be
considered an influential attack on the Belgian Congo and European expansion.
Conrad gave the universal implication to Marlow’s judgment when he
mentioned: “the conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away
from those who have a different completion or slightly flatter noses than us, is
not a pretty thing when you look into it too much.” *°

Conrad remembers his own experiences and he does not mistreat Africans. He
reminds us that his distance from political involvement or any other fixed
ideological position often has its dialectical complement in the revealing
directness of his power of imaginative projection; and it surely endures as the
most powerful literary indictment of imperialism.>* Lionel Tilling in his essay
‘The Modern Element in Literature’ stated that Conrad’s message to life follows
the tradition of Blake and Nietzsche in which Kurtz finds his identity in
disobedience of social and traditional values.

Both Conrad and Freud share the same idea in social ethics: similar reformation
of the Victorian trinity of work, sense of responsibility and self-control. Kurtz

left home to make money, to find a way to exploit ivory and finally got power.

% Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness with the Congo Diary, 20.
* Joseph Conrad. Ed. Elaine Jordan. Watt, lan. Ideological Perspectives: Kurtz and the Fate of Victorian
Progress (London: Macmillan Press: 1996).
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Accordingly, he is representative of economic individualism and the one whose
final quest for absolute liberation from all the constraints of civilization makes

him turn into a horrifying character.
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Conclusion

The book is a record of events experienced by Conrad when he was in the Belgian
Congo. Marlow, the main character, personifies Conrad himself who appears in the
story and talks about his philosophical views. Conrad made the journey into the
Congo in 1890 and he returned ravaged by the scars, mental distraction and illness.
Marlow experienced the violent menace of nature, the insensibility of reality and the
moral darkness.

Civility, civilization and civilize are man’s resistance against the power and mystery
of the nature of the self. The tragedies of a hero and heroism are obvious in the novel.
As Marlow fights against the enemy, the more he begins to be like the enemy; the
more he kills beasts, the more he becomes like a beast.

Conrad also focuses on the conflicts and moral ambiguities of European
investigation and development of its colonial empires. Kurtz is an anti-civilization
figure. During the trip into the wilderness, they discover their true selves while they
keep in contact with savage natives. Both Marlow and Kurtz search for truth, both
suppose that they know the truth about their good and moral intentions. When
Marlow encounters the white agents, he is shocked and turns away from the civilized
men. Marlow finds out that there is a savage monster in him, and in all men in his
mind. He is forced to accept his disenchantment with Kurtz, and is terrified of the
identification. Defenders of Conrad argue that the narrator does not speak in
Conrad’s voice. His experiences of the question of who we are, the exploitation of
the hidden dark regions of the inner self, are presented more powerfully than any
other aspects of the novel.

Conrad wrote this novel to examine civilization and as Freud says; “Civilization

describes the whole sum of the achievements and regulations which distinguish our
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lives from those of our animal ancestors and which serve two purposes-namely, to
protect men against nature and to adjust their mutual relations.”

If we look at Heart of Darkness and apply Freud’s notion of the human psyche, we
can consider Marlow’s journey as a psychological journey. Kurtz and Marlow both
are seduced by unexplored Africa. Marlow and Kurtz portray two different aspects of
man’s personas. Marlow reflects the ‘ego’, the more rational side and Kurtz represents
the “id’ that’s man’s primitive force. Kurtz is Marlow’s ‘alter ego’. By viewing
Freudian’s tripartite model of the mind as being in Kurtz psyche, we can conclude that
the “id’ of a person is separated from his ‘ego’ and “‘superego’ in the African jungle.
This essay does not want to argue that the novel is a journey or fall to hell, but that it
describes, directly or indirectly, a voyage within, like Marlow’s self-discovery. Every
person has a lighter and darker side. As Marlow’s obsession with Kurtz increases, it
shows us how much he wants the truth.

Therefore, Kurtz serves as the personification of man’s capability for evil and a
symbol of the European colonist as well. Marlow’s acceptance of Kurtz at the end of
the novel shows his approval of his own potential for the evils of colonialism too.
Both men had seen the spectacle of human ability for evil, and they had recognized
‘the horror, the horror’. Marlow says about him, “I was getting savage”, that he was
becoming like Kurtz. Inside of every human soul is a savage evil that is repressed by
the society. Marlow and Kurtz can be inferred as two diverse aspects of the self. Kurtz
stands for the id (the desire to satisfy instinct) and Marlow stands for the ego (the
human unconscious). Although the theme of the story is about the human quest for
self-discovery in general, Marlow’s quest to get a vision of his self-hood is diverged
to the history, imperialism, colonialism and sexuality of the novel.

As it is pointed out in the novel, this evil side flourishes during one’s isolation from

culture and civilization. History is full of such examples that have occurred when

*2 Harold Bloom. Modern Critical Interpretations Heart of Darkness (New York: Chelsea House: 1987).
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someone encounters another culture, so it makes people discover something about
their true selves.

The founder of the Congo Reform, Edmund Dene Morel, described Heart of
Darkness as the most powerful thing ever written on the subject and the title became
synonymous with the tortured African world of the Congo, suffering under the
autocratic rule of King Leopold, a man described as having “a great genius for
evil”.®

The title of the book is a metaphor. The real darkness is not in Africa, but has been
originated from Europe. It can be associated with the evil of the Congo’s colonizers
and their mistreatment of the natives. Heart of Darkness will remain as one of the
most profoundly significant landmarks between European and African. The
imperialist imagination that perceived a world of materialistic morality, inappropriate
social modes and aggressive values has registered in this fiction. The Domino pieces,
the keyboard, an altercation between an African and European over two black hens,
the Belgian woman wearing a white dress and knitting black wool, dark eyes in a
pale face, shrunken black heads with white teeth signify the imperialistic mentality.
In conclusion, Heart of Darkness is not just a fiction, but it is about a real continent
on which millions of Africans suffered and died because of European brutality
during centuries of slave trading and colonization.

This essay concludes with “Joseph Conrad’s; what makes mankind tragic is not that
they are victims of the nature, it is that they are curious of it. To be part of the animal
kingdom under the condition of this earth is very well- but as soon as you know of

your slavery, the pain, the anger, the strife- the tragedy begins.>

%% http://www.boondocksnet.com/congo/congo_heart.html.
% peter Edgerly Firchow, Envisioning Africa, “A mere animal in the Congo” (Kentucky: University Press of
Kentucky, 1999) 31.
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