Thoughts/Discussion on Heart of Darkness (pp. 92-132)

One general remark…


In a letter to publisher, William Blackwood, Conrad wrote,



The title I am thinking of is The Heart of Darkness but the narrative is not 

gloomy.  The criminality of inefficiency and pure selfishness when tackling the civilizing work in Africa is a justifiable idea.  The subject is of our time distinctly.


This discussion of his intent has led to tremendous speculation on whether Conrad

was anti-imperialism completely or just against some forms of imperialism.  

1. On pages 98-99, Marlow seems to have sympathetic feelings for the natives when 

he writes, “their pure, uncomplicated savagery was a positive relief, being something that had a right to exist—obviously—in the sunshine.”  We could even interpret this passage as Marlow being sympathetic to the freeing of the natives from Kurtz’s fetters.  This passage also led me to think back to the 30 cannibals on Marlow’s ship who had restraint.  I’m pretty sure this is the only time that Marlow recognizes restraint in the natives.  It’s interesting that the group of natives least affected by imperialism was the group that impressed him.  In addition, look at what Marlow has to say about the helmsman on page 86.  The helmsman “had no restraint, no restraint—just like Kurtz—a tree swayed by the wind.”  I think Conrad is telling us that the more people are exposed to imperialism, the more they depart from their traditional restraints.  Kurtz and the helmsman were both relying more on instinct than restraint.  

2. Page 105 is a terribly important page in the second half of Heart of Darkness.  

First, note how Marlow’s view on efficiency has changed when he’s discussing Kurtz’s stash of ivory with the manager.  The romantic view of the “idea” has given way to a realization that the idea is “[n]o method at all.”  This discussion is important in making sense of his concluding line that “…it was something to have at least a choice of nightmares.”  


Why does Marlow decide to choose the nightmare of Kurtz over the nightmare of the Company?  It seems to me that Marlow picks Kurtz’s poison because he’s inspired by Kurtz’s passion.  Even though Kurtz is a criminal, he’s at least passionate; the Company’s nightmare simply judges actions on the grounds of efficiency, and this is deplorable for Marlow.


Marlow is appalled by Kurtz’s barbarism, but he’s also disgusted by the Company’s hypocrisy.  At the end of the day, he chooses Kurtz because he fits in better with the “gang of virtue.”  He feels some kind of solidarity early on when he shares tobacco with the Russian, and he’s sick of the Company.  

3. What is Kurtz’s crime?  Conrad never really specifies what exactly he’s done 

wrong?  In the secondary literature, some critics speculate that the midnight dances that Marlow observes are human sacrifices that Kurtz has been participating in.  I think the answer might lie in two other passages where Marlow says, “…he had taken a high seat amongst the devils of the land—I mean literally” (p. 82) and “the thunderbolts of that pitiful Jupiter” (p. 101).  Kurtz arrogantly regarded the natives not as fellow humans but as worshippers, and this was his crime.

4. On page 109, why is Marlow loyal to Mr. Kurtz?  This has baffled critics for 

decades, and one of the leading explanations is that Kurtz and Marlow shared a similar English identity.  They stuck together because of their faith in the universal principles of “pity, science, and progress” even though they were realizing that these principles were culturally sensitive.  Any other explanations?

5. We don’t get the clearest picture of Kurtz’s character, but on page 123 we are told 

that he has populist tendencies.  Kurtz sounds like somewhat of a demagogue capable of motivating people anywhere.  Was it the color of his skin or his oratory flare that led to thousands of natives following his lead?

6. EXCELLENT PAPER TOPIC: Compare and contrast Kurtz’s idealism and 

faith in the Enlightenment with Marlow’s view of human nature.  Remember, Marlow’s always talking about man’s need for restraint, innate strength, and character.  Marlow also has a fatalistic attitude that can be observed on page 119 with his “Droll thing life is…” quote.  

7. Why doesn’t Marlow tell the Intended what Kurtz really said?  I think this can be explained as loyalty to Kurtz.  Maybe Conrad is trying to tell us that loyalty and friendship can get in the way of truth and justice.  Any other thoughts?

8. Is Conrad opposed to all forms of imperialism?

9.  Most importantly, why is Heart of Darkness relevant for us today?

