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Conrad's m
iddle period 

C
onrad is best know

n for the w
ritings of his m

iddle period, w
hich ranges 

from
 approxim

ately 1899 to 1911. This period w
as C

onrad's m
ost productive 

and has generally been seen as com
prising his m

ost artistically accom
plished 

w
orks. C

ertainly, he w
rote his m

ost frequently read and frequently studicd 
w

orks during this period. 

"Y
outh" and T

w
o O

ther Stories 

"Y
outhu is one o

f C
onrad's best short staries and is the first of four tales 

("Y
outh:' "H

eart of D
arkncss," Lord Jim

, and C
hance) in w

hich C
harlie 

M
arlow

 serves as the chief narrator. T
he story is a fram

e narrative in w
hich 

~
~

)ens his tale to several listeners, on~ of ~
-~.?m

 rec~--n
ïëT

ale, 
a

c
t~

~s era-~
-~âfr~§f.""Râi:rc;W-tèlls-hls listeners about an expeiiëflce he 

had som
e tw

enty years earlier. H
e had just joined the crew

 as second m
ate 

of the Judea, bound for B
ankok w

ith a cargo of coal. From
 the outset, the 

joum
ey is beset w

ith difficulties. T
hey leave L

ondon for N
ew

castle to collect 
their cargo but encounter bad w

eather and arrive late. M
ore delays occur, 

including the Judea being bit by another vesse!. Final!y, setting off som
e 

three m
onths after leaving L

ondon, the Judea again encountcrs bad w
eather 

in the English C
hannel and begins leaking, forcing yct another delay of 

several m
onths w

hile they aw
ait repairs. M

ter the rcpairs are com
pleted, the 

Judea finally sets off for its original destination. The ship encounters no 
m

ore problem
s until it gets near Java H

ead, w
hen the crew

 discovers a tire 
in the cargo hold. T

hey are forced to pum
p w

ater into the hold to try to put 
out the tire. T

hey believe they have succeeded, w
hen the ship suddenly 

explodes. A
 nearby m

ailboat attem
pts to tow

 the fudea, but the tire grow
s 

w
orse, and the crew

 is forced to abandon ship. T
hey escape in the lifeboats, 

one of w
hich M

arlow
 com

m
ands. A

fter w
atching the ship sink, the crew

 
m

em
bers in the boats head for land. M

any hours latcr, they reach land at 
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night. M
arlow

's tale ends w
ith bis aw

akening the next m
om

ing to his tirst 
view

 of the exotic East. 
A

s the title suggests, the story concem
s the issue of youth and those ideas and 

feelings associated w
ith it. T

he story's prim
ary value is in the irony C

onrad 
achieves in having an aider M

arlow
 relate and com

m
ent upon his actions and 

feelings as a young m
an. Sorne com

m
entators have seen the story as a paean to 

youth, and the story is certainly that, as M
arlow

 recounts his youthful exuber-
ance. T

he young M
arlow

's excitem
ent and w

onder at w
hat he experiences 

resurrect pleasant m
em

ories in M
arlow

, his listeners, and presum
ably C

onrad's 
readers as w

ell. Even the young M
arlow

's igqorance and naïveté are rrm
em

bered 
fondly and evoke pleasant em

otions in M
arlow

's listeners. T
he tale and the 

m
em

ory, though, are also bittersw
eet because they invoke a tim

e and state of 
m

ind and em
otion that have disappeared into the past, never to be recovcred. 

Furtherm
ore, in the background of this tale of youth lies the inevitable 

m
ovem

ent tow
ard old age and death. Im

ages of aging and death abound: the 
aging captain, bis aging w

ife, the aging first m
ate, the aging ship, even 

M
arlow

's aging clothes, and by the tirne M
arlow

 tells his tale ail are dead, 
including bis ow

n youth: "youth, strength, genius, thoughts, achievem
ents, 

sim
ple hearts -

ail die ... N
o m

alter" (7). 
C

onrad evokes the w
onder of youth as be narrates his responses to his 

surroundings as a young m
an. T

he Judeàs m
otta is "D

o or D
ie,U

 and M
arlow

 
rem

arks, "I rem
em

ber it look m
y fancy im

m
ensely. T

here w
as a touch o

f 
rom

ance in it, som
ething that m

ade m
e love the old thing -

som
ething that 

appealed to m
y youth!" (5). W

hen M
arlow

 finally reaches land in the 
lifeboat, he is fiU

ed w
ith w

onder: 

A
nd this is how

 I see the East. 1 have seen its secret places and have 
looked into its very soul; but now

 I see it alw
ays from

 a sm
all boat, a 

high outline of m
ountains, blue and afar in the m

orning; like faint m
ist 

at noon; a jagged w
all of purple at sunset ... W

e drag at the oars w
ith 

aching arm
s, and suddenly a puff of w

ind, a puff faint and tepid and 
laden w

ith strange odours ofblossom
s, of arom

atic w
ood, coin.es out of 

the stiU night -
the first sigh of the East on m

y face. T
hal I can never 

forge!. li w
as im

palpable and enslaving, like a charm
, like a w

hispem
! 

prom
ise of m

ysterious delight. 
(37) 

T
he older M

arlow
 tells his listeners, "B

ut for m
e ail the East is contained in 

that vision of m
y youth. It is ail in that m

om
ent w

hen [ opened m
y young 

eyes on it" (42). H
ow

cver, M
arlow

 rem
em

bers bis tirst experience w
ith the 

East w
ith a touch of sadness. H

e recognizes the naïveté of bis view
 of the 

w
or!d as a youth and can laugh at it, but he also feels regret: 
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I remember my youth and the feeling that will never corne back any 
more - the feeling that I could last for ever, outlast the sea, the carth, 
and all men; the dcceitful feeling that !ures us on ta joys, to perils, ta 
love, ta vain effort - ta dcath; the triumphant conviction of strength, 
the hcat of life in the handful of dust, the glow in the heart that with 
every ycar grows dim, grows cold, grows small, and expires - and 
expires, too soon - beforc life itself. (36-7) 

Marlow's listeners also experience mixed emotions as they remember their 
own youths, as the frame narrator concludes the story by saying, "our faces 
marked by toi!, by deceptions, by success, by love; our wcary eyes looking 
still, Iooking always, looking anxiously for something out of life, that while it 
is expected is already gone - bas passed unseen, in a sigh, in a flash - together 
with the youth, with the strcngth, with the romance of illusions" (42); and 
althougb this story contains none of the bittemess of old age, it faithfully 
reprcsents the nostalgia and sadness of a lost youth and a clear awareness of 
an inexorable death. 

"Heart of Darkness" is a dark, densely packed, and slow-moving story 
about a journey up the Congo River, in wbich Conrad investigates colonial-
ism, self-knowledge, and th~oundings of Western civilization. The story is 
loosely based upon Conrad's <>~«>-irnlre-€ongo, and he notes in 
the "Author's Preface" that the story "is experience pushed a little (and only 
very little) beyond the actual facts of the case" (xi). There is no doubt that 
Conrad's own experience in the Congo had a profound affect on him; he is 
reputed to have once told Edward Garnett, "Before the Congo I was just a 
mere animal," and it is this effect that Conrad tries ta transmit ta bis readers. 

The story begins with four men sitting on the deck of the Nellie, anchored 
on the river Tbarnes and waiting for the tide to change. Among them is an 
unnarned frame narrator, who recounts the tale that Marlow tells them. 
Marlow bad been having trouble finding work when he finally got cornmand 
of a stearnboat on the Congo river and sets off on his joumey to Africa. Wben 
he arrives at the company's Outer Station, he finds a combination of waste 
and decay. He !caves shortly thereafter for the company's Central Station to 
take command of his stearnboat. Upon arriving, he finds his stcamboat sunk 
and is forced to waît several months for repairs, after which Marlow and the 
others finally set off up river for the company's lnner Station to relieve Kurtz, 
the station manager there. Just below the station, they are attacked by 
Africans, during which Marlow's African helmsman is killed. Expecting 19 
find the Inner Station destroyed, they are surprised to discover it intaci. 
Marlow meets the Russian therc, a disciple of Kurtz, who confidentially 
informs Marlow that Kurtz bas taken a seat as one of the local deities among 
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the Africans and that he had ordered the attack because he did not want to be 
taken back clown river. Kurtz, who had been ilI for some lime, dies during 
the return voyage, bis last words being "The horror! The horror!" Marlow 
also falls il! and barely escapes with his lifc, after which be is sent back to 
Europe. Before Kurtz died, a subtle bond had developcd betwccn Marlow and 
Kurtz, and Kurtz entrusted Marlow with some lettcrs and papers. After 
recovering from his illness, Marlow decides to return a thin paclcct of letters 
from Kurtz's fiancée (his Intended). Wbile visiting her, it becomes clear tbat 
she knows only the idealistic Kurtz who set out for Africa, not the one who 
was worsbiped like a god. At one point, r,1arlow lets slip that he bad heard 
Kurtz's last words. Upon learning this, the still grieving woman demands that 
Marlow tell them to her. After some hesitation, he tells ber that Kurtz's last 
words were her name and then !caves. Marlow condudes by tdling his 
listencrs that he could not bring bimself to tell ber the truth. 

"Heart of Darkness" is Conrad', most well-known story, in which he 
considers such significant issues as the nature of hurnan existence and the 
nature of the universe. The story is also Conrad's first attempt to implement 

I Cully the narrative methods with wbich be had becn experimenting in his 
previous fiction· narrative, multiple narrators, achronological narra-
tive, and yed dec · onrad had alrcady used frame narratives in 
other staries, u m of Darkness" he expands the narrator's role such 
that a disparity arises between Marlow's view of events and the frame narra-
tor's (at least at the beginning of the story). These disparate views provide the 
impetus for the story, but they aise serve to present contrasting points of 
view. This effect is augmented by Conrad's use of multiple narrators. He 
would refine this technique in later works, but even in "Heart of Darkness" 
Conrad presents different information from different sources. Sirnilarly, the 
narrative chronology Conrad employs is unique. As early as Alm~•s Fol/y, 
Conrad had experimented with narrative chronology, but not until "Hcart of 
Darkness" does he introduce a trîily wucjÜe-v;;;:r,;tion. The chronology of the / 
story is a direct indirection, in wbich Marlow appears to tell a chronological 
tale but in fact does not. The narrative proceeds not according to the \ 
sequen°; of '."'ents but according to the sequence of M~low's thougbts. 
Almost mvanably when Marlow mentions women, for example, it is not 
when they actually appear in the story but rather wben he happens to think 
of them. Finally, Conrad had used delayed decoding in some of his carlier 
works, and it appears prominent!y in "Hcart of Darkness," again in a 
more fully developed forrn, when during the attack, for instance, Marlow 
initially secs sticks llying about and only afterwards secs those abjects 
as arrows. 
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C
onrad also returns to a fuller investigation of im

portant ideas that he had 
considered in his previous w

orks. Early in the story, the fram
e narrator-

com
m

ents on the fam
ous adventurers and conquerors w

ho had set forth 
from

 the T
ham

es. T
he narrator's laudatory description of these past adven-

turers causes M
arlow

 to contrast contem
porary England w

ith the E
ngland 

that the R
om

ans encountered w
hen they cam

e to conquer it som
e tw

o 
thousand years earlier. T

hus begins M
arlow

's inquiry into the basic assum
p-

tions about W
estern civilization of the fram

e narrator and the other m
en on 

board, as w
ell as those o

f C
onrad's reading public. A

t the tim
e of the story's 

w
riting, E

ngland w
as the m

ost w
ealthy and pow

erful nation on earth. It w
as 

also the epicenter of W
estern civilization and represented the height of 

civilized progress, and ~
'
 w

h
e
r~

.:~
Jre

 is apc)lorec:1,_~_
th~_pj.!IW

l-
cle of English s

o
~

 as w
ell as the literai and ~

~
o

lic
 source from

 w
hich 

civilized progress issued forth to the rest of the w
orld. Marfow, how

ëver, 
points ouïiîiâttci iïië.éëm

quering R
om

ans the B
ritisf~ould have been m

ere 
, savages and B

ritain a m
ere w

ilderness. In fact, M
arlow

's description of the 
: E

ngland that the R
om

ans w
ould have encountered seem

s strikingly sim
ilar to 

the description o
f the C

ongo that M
arlow

 gives later in the story. M
arlow

 
does suggest a distinction betw

een the R
om

an conquerors and the E
uropean 

colonizers, arguing that the R
om

ans' rule "w
as m

erely a squeeze .
.. T

hey 
grabbed w

hat they could get for the sake of w
hat w

as to be got;' w
hile of the 

E
uropeans he says, "W

hat saves us is efficiency -
the devotion to efficiency" 

(50). M
arlow

 concludes: 

T
he conquest of the earth, w

hich m
ostly m

eans the taking it aw
ay from

 
those w

ho have a di.fferent com
plexion or slightly flatter noses than 

ourselves, is not a pretty thing w
hen you look into it too m

uch. W
hat 

redeem
s it is the idea only. A

n idea at the back of it; not a sentim
ental 

pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea -
som

ething you 
can set up, and bow

 dow
n before, and offer a sacrifice to. 

(50-1) 

T
his seerningly contradictory statem

ent form
s one of the critical cruxes of the 

story. If the "conquest of the earth ... is nota pretty thing w
hen you look into it 

too m
uch;' theii can it really be redeem

ed? D
oes M

arlow
 accept colonialism

, 
reject colonialism

, or reject continental colonialism
 but accept B

ritish colonial-
ism

 because of its "devotion to efficiency" and "unselfish belief in the idea"? A
n 

answ
er to this question becom

es crucial in determ
ining how

 one interprets 
"H

eart of D
arkness:' B

efore answ
ering this question, though, one m

ust first 
determ

ine w
hat this "unselfish belief in the idea" is. B

ased upon w
hat oci:urs 

later in the story, it seem
s that this "idea" is the idealistic goal of im

proving the 
non-W

estern w
orld through the d.issem

ination of W
estern culture, society, 
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education, technology, and religion. G
iven M

arlow
's treatm

ent of the colonial 
endeavor, as he experiences it in A

frica, w
e can only conclude that he is highly 

critical of il T
he m

ore subtle nuances of this conclusion, though, are less 
clear. D

espite M
arlow

's w
ithering critique of colonialism

, it rem
ains unclear 

w
hether colonialism

 in general is under attack or only continental colonialism
 -

particularly B
elgian colonialism

. ln other w
ords, by insisting that colonialism

 
can be redeem

ed, M
arlow

 leaves open the possibility that he exem
pts the B

ritish 
from

 his otherw
ise unrelenting ind.ictm

enl 
Leaving this question aside, how

ever, w
hat rem

ains is a clear criticism
 of 

W
estern civilization as M

arlow
 encounters it in A

frica. T
he w

hole colonial 
endeavor, at least as it was represented ,h the tim

e, consisted of an uneasy 
m

arriage betw
een com

m
ercial colonial trade and an altruistic attem

pt to 
im

prove A
frican life, as K

urtz is quoted as saying: "E
ach station should 

be like a beacon on the road tow
ards better things, a centre for trade o

f 
course, but also for hum

anizing, im
proving, instructing" (91). Even if one 

grants the Eurocentric assum
ption that the non-W

estern w
orld needed im

-
proving, the difficulty of m

arrying such incom
patible m

otivations as eco-
nom

ics and education seem
s to have proven to be beyond the abilities o

f even 
the m

ost sincere colonizers. Invariably, the colonial endeavor ultim
ately 

becam
e one of exploitation, and this exploitation becom

es prom
inent in 

"H
eart of D

arkness:• T
he public perception o

f colonial activities w
as one o

f 
paternalism

, as M
arlow

's aunt dem
onstrates w

hen she talks of M
arlow

's 
"w

eaning those ignorant m
illions from

 their horrid w
ays", (59). M

arlow
 

discovers, though, that the reality of the colonial experience in A
frica is 

anything but "hum
anizing, im

proving, instructing." M
arlow

's firem
an best 

exem
plifies this problem

: 

H
e w

as an im
proved specim

en; he could tire up a vertical boiler ... 
A

 few m
onths of training had done for that really fine chap. H

e 
squinted at the steam

-gauge and at the w
ater-gauge w

ith an evident 
effort of intrepidity -

and he had filed teeth, too, the poor devil, and 
the w

ool of his pate shaved into queer patterns, and three ornam
ental 

scars on each of his cheeks ... H
e was useful because he had been 

instructed; and w
hat he knew

 was this -
that should the w

ater in that 
transparent thing d.isappear, the evil spirit inside the boiler w

ould get 
angry through the greatness of his thirst, and take a terrible vengeance. 
So he sw

eated and fired up and w
atched the glass fearfully. 

(97--8) 

C
learly, the firem

an's education is m
erely an expedient one for the colonial 

officiais. T
hey m

ake no real attem
pt to "im

prove" him
. T

hey sim
ply play 

upon his ow
n beliefs and replace them

 w
ith sim

ilar ones, and so M
arlow

 



58 
The C

am
bridge Introduction to Joseph C

onrad 

refers to "the philanthropie pretence of the w
hole concern" 

(78). T
he 

com
pany is only interested in cheap labor, not in educating the M

ricans 
about W

estern values and beliefs. 
Further qucstioning of colonialism

 appears in the role of W
estern civiliza-

tion in A
frica. From

 the m
om

ent M
arlow

 steps ashore in A
frica, W

estern 
civilization appears to be absurd, out of place, or detrim

ental. W
hcthcr it be 

the "objectless blasting" ( 64), the chief accountant's attire ( 67-8), or the grove 
of death (66-7), W

estern civilization does not im
prove A

frica or the A
fricans, 

and this initial representation only strengthens as the story progresses. If 
W

estern civilization is grounded in absolute truth (as m
ost W

esterners 
assum

ed), then it should thrivc w
herevcr dissem

inated. T
hat it docs not 

thrive in A
frica calls into question any absolutc quality. Furtherm

ore, M
arlow

 
sees that not only does W

estern civilization not benefit the A
fricans, it does 

not benefit the E
uropeans either. C

onsistently, he observes that W
estern 

values and m
orals have little or no play in the lives of the Europcans w

orking 
in the C

ongo. Instead, M
arlow

 finds "a flabby, pretcnding, w
cak-eyed dcvil 

of a rapacious and pitiless folly" (65). Far from
 obscrving a "devotion to 

efficiency" (50) or centers "for hum
anizing, im

proving, instructing" (91), the 
E

uropeans seem
 generally devoid of W

estern values. O
n several occasions, 

one of the E
uropeans observes that W

estern m
orality does not corne into 

play in A
frica, as w

hen the uncle of the C
entral Station m

anager says, 
"A

nything -
anything can be done in this country" (91). M

arlow
 recognizcs 

this dearth of m
orality and notes that w

ithout external restraints in the forrn 
of public opinion and law

 cnforcernent the Europeans do w
hatevcr they 

w
ant. T

hey have no "inbom
 strength" (97) to fight unchccked desires. A

s a 
result, the E

uropeans appear m
ore savage than the A

fricans, w
hom

 the 
E

uropeans consider savages. M
arlow

 underscores this point in the incident 
w

ith the cannibals. ln this scene, M
arlow

 show
s the cannibals first to be m

ore 
rational than their E

uropean em
ployers and second to be m

ore m
oral. 

D
uring the concern over a possible attack, the head cannibal says to M

arlow
, 

"C
atch 'im

 ... G
ive 'im

 to us." M
arlow

 replies, "To you, eh? W
hat w

ould you 
do w

ith them
?" to w

hich the cannibal replies, "Eat 'im
!" (103). M

arlow
 then

. 
continues: 

1 w
ould no doubt have been propcrly horrified, had it not occurred to · 

m
e that be and bis chaps m

ust be very hungry: that they m
ust have been 

grow
ing increasingly hungry for at least this m

onth past ... and of 
course, as long as there w

as a piece of papcr w
ritten over in accordance 

w
ith som

e farcical law
 or other m

ade dow
n the river, it didn't enter 

anybody's head to trouble how
 they w

ould live ... they had given them
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every w
eek threc pieces of brass w

ire, eacb about nine inches long; and 
the theory was they w

ere to buy thcir provisions w
ith that currency in 

river-side villages. Y
ou can see how

 that w
orked. T

here w
ere either no 

villages, or the people w
cre hostile ... So, unless they sw

allow
ed the 

w
ire itself, or m

ade loops of it to snare the fishes w
ith, I don't see w

bat 
good their extravagant salary could be to them

. I m
ust say it w

as paid 
w

ith a regularity w
orthy of a large and honourable trading com

pany. 
(103-4) 

N
ot only does this incident reveal the absurdity of W

estern civilization in an 
A

frican setting (since the W
estern econonùc system

 m
akes no sense here), 

but it also show
s the cannibals to be tnore rational than the E

uropeans. 
M

arlow
's point becom

es even m
ore em

phatic because E
uropeans considered 

cannibalism
 to be the m

ost savage behavior and the furthest rem
oved from

 
civilized behavior. T

hal the cannibals act m
ore rationally than the E

uropeans 
m

akes C
onrad's com

m
ent on W

estern civilization that m
uch m

ore telling. 
C

onrad does not stop there, though. Shortly after the above exchange, 
M

arlow
 very reasonably w

onders: 

W
hy in the nam

e of ail the gnaw
ing dcvils of hunger they didn't go for 

us -
they w

ere thirty to five -
and have a good tuck-in for once, am

azes 
m

e now
 w

hen I think of it. T
hey w

ere big pow
erful m

en, w
ith not m

uch 
capacity to w

,eigh the consequences, w
ith courage, w

ith strength ..
. 

A
nd I saw

 that som
ething restraining, one of those hum

an secrets that 
baffle probability, had corne into play there ... R

estraint! W
hat possible 

restraint? W
as it superstition, disgust, patience, fear -

or som
e kind of 

prim
itive honour? N

o fear can stand up to hunger, no patience can w
ear 

it out, disgust sim
ply does not exist w

here hunger is; and as to 
superstition, belicfs, and w

hat you m
ay call principles, they are Jess than 

chaff in a breeze. D
on't you know

 the devilry of lingering starvation, its 
exasperating torrnent, its black thoughts, its som

bre and brooding 
ferocity? W

eil, I do. 1t takes a m
an ail his inbom

 strength to fight hunger 
properly. It's really easier to face bereavem

ent, dishonour, and the 
perdition of one's soul -

than this kind of prolonged hunger. Sad, but 
true. A

nd these chaps, too, had no earthly reason for any kind of 
scruple. R

estraint! I w
ould just as soon have expected restraint from

 a 
hyena prow

ling am
ongst the corpses of a battlefield. 

( 104-5) 

Ironically, the restraint that the cannibals exhibit appears to be the only 
e~

~
p

le of re~traint in the story. T
he E

uropeans, w
ho are supposed to be 

ctvtlized, cons1stently Jack any restraint except w
hen confronted w

ith external 
checks. In this case, the canru'bals have no external restraints upon them

, and 
yet thcy exhibit an internai restraint. A

gain, the fact that cannibals, w
hom

 the 
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Europeans thought w
ere the m

ost savage of beings, act the m
ost civilized of 

any of tbe hum
an beings M

arlow
 encounters em

phasizes the utter savagcry at 
the heart of tbe Europeans w

hen rem
oved &

om
 the external restraints of 

W
estern civilization. 
Experiences lilce this one, along w

ith the general disorder, w
aste, and 

degencration am
ong the im

ages of W
estern civilization, serve to erode M

ar-
low

's confidence in an orderly and absolute foundation for W
estern civiliza-

tion. This erosion culm
inates in M

arlow
's experienœ

 w
ith K

urtz and the 
C

entral Station m
anager. K

urtz is presented as the high point of W
estern 

l
dvilization. M

arlow
 is careful to note that "ail E

urope contributed to the 
m

aking of K
urtz" ( 117), and that K

urtz is "a prodigy;• "an em
issary of pity, 

and science, and progress" (79), and a "universal genius" (83). H
e is one of 

"the gang of virtue" (79), going out into tbe A
frican w

ilderness "eqw
pped w

itb 
m

oral ideas" (88) and w
ith the purpose of dissem

inating W
estern values. 

Som
ething goes w

rong along tbe w
ay, though. R

em
oved &

om
 the external 

restraints o
f W

estern civilization, K
urtz has no interna! restraint to keep him

 
from

 doing w
hatever be pleases. T

he result is that rather than exerting '"a 
pow

er for good practically unbounded" (118), K
urtz concludes by presiding 

"at certain m
idnight dances ending w

ith unspeakable rites, w
hich ... w

ere 
offered up to him

" (118). Far &
om

 being an "august B
enevolence" (118), he 

ends up raiding the countryside in quest of m
ore ivory. M

arlow
 clearly 

disapproves of K
urtz. so it cornes as som

e surprise that M
arlow

 sides w
ith 

him
. It is im

portant to rem
em

ber, though, that in si ding w
ith K

urtz., M
arlow

 is 
sim

ply choosing one "nightm
are" (138) over another. K

urtz represents good 
intentions gone terribly w

rong. H
e had begun as a m

oral being w
ith benevo-

lcnt intentions but ultim
ately could not m

aintain his ideals once invested w
ith 

absolute pow
er. ln the end, nothing w

as at the back of K
urtz -

no solid 
foundation, as M

arlow
 says, "H

e had kicked him
selfloose of the earth" ( 144). 

T
he C

entral Station m
anager, how

ever, is another case entirely. H
e com

m
its 

none of K
urtz's evil acts and thoroughly disapproves of K

urtz and K
urtz's 

m
etbods for collecting ivory. Y

et, M
arlow

 sicles w
ith K

urtz. M
arlow

 does so, 
though, because of w

hat the C
entral Station m

anager represents. In a telling 
conversation 

betw
een 

the 
tw

o, 
the 

m
anager 

rem
arks, 

"B
ut 

there 
is 

no disguising the fact, M
r. K

urtz bas donc m
ore harm

 than good to the 
C

om
pany. H

e did not see the tim
e w

as not ripe for vigorous action ... The 
district is closed to us for a tim

e. D
eplorable! U

pon the w
hole, the trade w

ill 
suffer ... L

ook how
 precarious the position is-

and w
hy? B

ecause the m
ethod 

is unsound" (137). M
arlow

 com
m

ents conccrning this conversation, "It 
secm

cd to m
e I had never breathed an atm

osphere so vile, and I turned 
m

entally to K
urtz for relief -

positively for relief" ( 138). T
he relief M

arlow
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seeks is in the w
orld of m

orality and im
m

orality that K
urtz represents. In

; 
contras!, the m

anager represents a w
orld of am

orality. T
his w

orld o
f arnorality, 

had been evident for som
e lim

e in the story. T
he m

ost glaring exam
plc of it 

appears early in the story in the chief accountant's attitude tow
ard an invalided 

agent and the A
&

ican w
orkers. H

e says of the agent, "T
he groans of this sicle 

persan distract m
y attention. A

nd w
ithout that it is extrem

ely diflicult to guard 
against clerical errors in this clim

ate" (69). Sim
ilarly, he rem

aries of the noise 
the A

fricans m
ake, "W

hen on
e has got to m

ake correct entries, on
e cornes to 

hate those savages -
hate them

 to the deatb" (70). T
he tone of the C

entral 
Station m

anager's com
m

ents resem
bles ~

a
t o

f the chief accountant. \V
bat 

M
arlow

 refers to as K
urtz's raiding the country (128) the m

anager calls 
"vigorous action" (137), and the m

anager's objection to K
urtz's actions is 

n
ota m

oral objection but rather an cconom
ic one. H

e is unconcem
ed w

ith the 
im

m
orality of K

urtz's actions. Instead, he recognizes that because of K
urtz's 

m
ethods trade in the area w

ill suifer in the long run. For M
arlow

, tbe C
entral 

Station m
anager and so m

any o
f the other E

uropeans associated w
ith the 

com
pany appear outside m

orality. They are neither m
oral nor im

m
oral but 

rather am
oral, concem

ed only w
ith the econom

ics o
f the colonial endeavor -

divorced &
om

 any altrw
stic feeling. In fact, they scoff at such ideas (e.g., 79, 

91). K
urtz is w

holly im
m

oral, but his is the story of good m
orals gone baci In 

contrast, the C
entral Station m

anager and alm
ost every other E

uropean that 
M

arlow
 encounters in A

frica has neither m
oral nor im

m
oral intentions. 

C
onsequently, they seem

 inhum
an and utterly destroy any confidence M

arlow
 

m
ight have had concerning the altrw

sm
 of colonialism

. 
As a result ofhis experience in the A

frican w
ilderness, M

arlow
's confidence 

in W
estern civilization and in any transcendental truths disappcars, so m

uch 
so that he concludes

1 "D
roll thing life is -

that m
ysterious arrangem

ent of 
m

erciless logic for a futile purpose. T
he m

ost you can hope from
 it is som

e 
know

ledge of yourself -
that cornes too late -

a crop of unextinguishable 
regrets" ( 150). M

arlow
 bas w

itnessed the stripping aw
ay of his civilized values 

and view
s, and he discovers that nothing lies beneath. K

now
ledge o

f this 
crucial truth is also exactly w

hat the Europeans lack. O
nly K

urtz seem
s to 

recognize fully the naked truth concem
ing him

self and his ideals w
hen hc 

sum
s up, "T

he horror! T
he horror!" ( 149). T

he rest of the Europeans in 
A

frica rem
ain oblivious to the things that M

arlow
 learns. N

or do they seem
 

to care to investigate such issues. W
hen M

arlow
 returns to E

urope, he finds it 
no different: 

I found m
yself back in the scpukhral city resenting the sight of people 

hurrying through the streets to filch a little m
oney from

 each other, to 
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devour their infamous cookery, to gulp their unwholcsomc beer, to 
drcam their insignificant and silly dreams. They trespassed upon my 
thoughts. They were intruders whose knowledge of life was to me an 
irritating pretencc, because I felt so sure they could not possibly know 
the things I knew. Tbeir bearing, which was simply the bearing of 
commonplace individuals going about their business in the assurance of 
perfect safety, was offensive to me like the outragcous flauntings of folly 
in the face of a danger it is unable to comprehcnd. ( 152) 

Marlow sees these people as deluded and criticizes them because they do not 
know wbat he knows: that the truths of Western civilization are facades that 
bide an empty universe and that human existence has no u]timate meaning. 
While Marlow thinks that one should see the world as it is, at the same time 
he also wishes to keep such a bleak view at bay. As occurs so often with the 
characters in Conrad's works, Marlow seeks shelter from such witheririg 
knowledge. For him, this sheltcr seems to exist in the idealistic world of 
the lntended. Marlow's lie to the lntended bas been the subject of some 
spcculation. Clcarly, he wishes to protect her and to spare her feelings, but 
Marlow also wants to protect himself. Thal his lie is significant is clear from 
bis earlier comment: "Yon know I hate, detest, and can't bear a lie" (82), and 
yet he lies to the lntended about Kurtz's last words. Earlier, Marlow had 
remarked, "We must help them [women] to stay in that beautiful world of 
their own, lest ours gets worse" ( 1 15 ), and when he cornments on bis lie 
he says, "I could not tell ber. It would have been too dark - too dark 
altogether . .. " (162). By telling the Intended the truth, Marlow would have 
shattered the pristine world that she and other women inhabit. By lying to 
ber, he preserves that world of ideals, which acts as a psychological refuge for 
Marlow from the blcak truths he bas discovered outside it. 

The story ends with a picture of the Thames that resembles the darkness of 
the Congo river far more than it does the origins of "the sacred lire" ( 47) 

c of civilization. Marlow's joumey, as well as that of his listeners, bas been 

j one of discovery - discovery of the nature of his self, his existence, and bis 
world. 

1 "The End of the Tether" is anotber tale that investigates moral and 
psychological dilemmas. Captain Whalley has an almost obsessive devotion 
to bis daughter lvy and intends to provide for her. After a lifetime of bard 
work and honorable actions, Captain Whalley !oses most of bis savings in a 
bank failure. He sells bis ship and sends the money to lvy so that she can 
open a boarding bouse. Whalley then signs on as captain of the Sephora, 
which is owned by Mr. Massy, a notoriously shady individual. Whalley 
invests his last iS00 in the Sephora with the understanding that after he bas 
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served a three-year term as captain bis investment will be paid back to him. 
During his time as captain, Whalley's eycsight bcgins to fail drastically, but he 
continues in bis position in order lo receive back his investment (which 
would have been delayed if he had left his position carly). After they ncarly 
run aground near Balu Beru, Mr. Sterne, the mate, suspects a problem with 
the captain's eycsight and tells Massy. Massy does nothing because he hopcs 
to take advantage of the situation. Having alrcady lost Whalley's invcstmcnt 
gambling, Massy bangs pieces of iron ncar the compass to throw the ship off 
course and sink it in order to collect the insurance money. Unable to sec the 
rcef and deceived by the compass, Wh31ley runs the ship aground. Whalley 
discovers Massy's trick, but he chooses to go down with the ship. 

Most commentators have viewed "The End of the Tether07 as one of 
Conrad's lesser works, but during the course of the story Conrad investigates 
several important issues in unique ways. For example, Whalley's plight is a 
stark reminder of the frailty of hurnan existence. lo one blow, Whalley's 
world is unalterably changed; and the bank failure demonstrates that human 
beings have little control over their existence and are ultirnately at the mercy 
of the whims of fatc. Conrad further emphasizes this idea through the 
gambling motif that runs throughout the story. Both in Massy's gambling 
with money and in Whalley's gambling with the ship's safety, chance rcmains 
in the forefront of the action of the story. 

Conrad also investigates the relationship between loyalty to a social code 
and loyalty to an individual. Conrad considers this conflict in a number of 
bis works, although he nevcr seems to corne ta a defi.nitive conclwion. ln 
such works as Lord Jim, Nostromo, and Under Western Eyes, Conrad secms to 
privilege loyalty to an individual. ln Nostromo, for instance, the narrator 
comments: ''A man haunted by a fixed idea is insane. He is dangerous even if 
that idea is an idea of justice; for may he not bring the heaven down pitilessly 
upon a loved head?" (379). In "The End of the Tether;' howcver, despite 
obvious sympathy for Whalley's plight, Conrad clearly condemns Whalley's 
actions. By signing on to work for Massy, and especially by continuing in his 
position once bis eyesight had deteriorated, Whalley compromises bis honor 
and principles, which had been the basis for his life. He exchanged his 
principles for bis daughter, and he fully recognizes the import of this 
transaction: "He had nothing of his own - even his past of honour, of truth, 
of just pride, was gone. Ail his spotless life had fallen into the abyss" (319). 
Although Whalley remains loyal to his daughter, he risks the lives of bis crew 
and the property of Massy. ln this case, the price Whalley pays in sacrificing 
the social code is too high, and Conrad further emphasizes his disapproval by 
portraying lvy as unworthy of Whalley's sacrifice. "The End of the Tether" is 
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unique because it represents one of the very few
 tim

es w
hen C

onrad sicles 
w

ith an idea over a hum
an relationship. 

LordJim
 

Lord Jim
 deals w

ith the problem
s of!ost honor, R

om
antic idealism

, and the 
conflict betw

een hum
an relations and ideas. lt is a nove! that chronicles the 

experiences of a seam
an nam

ed Jim
. A

t an early age, Jim
 w

ants to go to sea to 
experience the adventures he reads about in popular literature. H

e goes to a 
training school and later enters the B

ritish M
erchant M

arine service. Shortly 
thereafter, he accepts a position as second m

ate aboard the Patna. The ship 
has been engaged to carry som

e 800 M
uslim

s on a pilgrim
age to M

ecca. O
ne 

night, the P
atna collides w

ith som
e object (perhaps a partially sunken w

reck) 
and begins taking on w

ater. Jim
 goes below

 and sees that nothing can be 
done, given the vessel's poor condition. H

e goes back on deck and initially 
w

aits for the inevitable end. In the m
eantim

e, the other officers busy them
-

selves trying to flee the ship. They low
er one of the Jifeboats and jum

p in. A
t 

the last m
om

ent, Jim
 also jum

ps in. Later, they are rescued, believing that the 
ship bas sunk. Ironically, defying ail probability, the ship does not sink, and 
w

hen the officers reach port new
s of the P

atnds rescue has already arrived. 
The other officers abscond, but Jim

 stays to stand trial. H
is certificate is 

revoked and for the next several years he w
anders about various seaports 

throughout the East drifting from
 one job to another, each tim

e leaving w
hen 

his sham
eful past arises. In the end, M

arlow
, w

ho has befriended Jim
, . 

arranges through Stein to have Jim
 sent out to be in charge of an obscure 

trading post in Patusan. Jim
 arrives and leads one of the local villages against 

their oppressor, Sherif A
li, and succeeds in routing his forces. In so doing, 

Jim
 becom

es a hero to the people and achieves an alm
ost legendary status. 

Jim
 continues in this position until a renegade nam

ed G
entlem

an Brow
n 

cornes up the river in search of food and spoils. Jim
 is aw

ay w
hen Brow

n 
arrives, and w

hen he returns, Brow
n and his m

en have been repulsed and arc 
under siege. Jim

 m
eets w

ith Brow
n, and Brow

n convinces Jim
 either to fight 

it out or to let Brow
n and his m

en leave unm
olested. Brow

n intuitively plays 
upon Jim

's continuing feelings of guilt over the Patna incident, and Jim
 

convinces the people of Patusan to allow
 B

row
n to leave. U

nknow
n to Jim

, 
C

ornelius (w
hom

 Jim
 had been sent to replace as Stein's agent) show

s Brow
n 

another w
ay out, and Brow

n takes the opportunity to arnbush a group of 
Patusani w

arriors during their rctreat. The son of D
oram

in, the leader of 
Patusan, is killed in the am

bush, and Jim
, w

ho had pledged his life on his 

11 
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decision, Jeaves his com
m

on-law
 w

ife, Jew
el, and goes to D

oram
in, w

ho 
shoots and kills him

. 
This sum

m
ary of the book's plot, though, is far m

ore direct than the 
narrative itself. A

lthough C
onrad had previously experirnented w

ith innov-
ations in narrative technique, such as m

ultiple narrators and achronological 
narration, thesc innovations first appear fully developed in Lord Jim

. C
onrad 

em
ployed m

ultiple narrators in "H
eart ofD

arkness;' for exam
ple, but his use 

there w
as rnuch m

ore tentative and m
uch m

ore lim
ited. In Lord Jim, how

-
ever, 

this technique blossom
s into a 

pow
erful and effective m

eans 
of 

conveying the novel's difficult and crucijtl concem
s. Jirn's story cornes from

 
various narrative sources, am

ong them
 an om

niscient narrator, M
arlow

, 
G

entlem
an B

row
n, Ëgstrom

, Tam
b' Itarn, Stein, Jew

el, and Jim
 hirnself. Ali 

of these narrators (and others as w
ell) tell a part of Jim

's story, but m
ore 

particularly they represent a perspective on Jim
's story. In other w

ords, 
besicles providing inform

ation, they also provide a point of view
 on that 

inform
ation. As a result, the story of Jirn is not a sum

 of parts adding up to a 
relative w

hole but rather a sum
 of perspectives adding up to an aggregate. O

f 
course, such a narrative technique represents reality, since it resem

bles the 
w

ay any story is usually a collection assem
bled from

 various sources. M
ore 

than this, though, by em
ploying m

ultiple narrators, C
onrad em

phasizes the 
uncertainty of the final aggregate, suggesting that since ail inform

ation is 
filtered through a hum

an consciousness, know
ledge can never be certain. 

Tied to C
onrad's use of m

ultiple narrators is bis use of achronological 
narration. W

here "H
eart of D

arkness" w
as subtly achronological, Lord /im

 is 
bew

ilderingly so. Particularly during the chapters narrated by the om
niscient 

narrator but even after M
arlow

 takes up the narrative, m
ost readers com

ing 
to the nove! for the first tim

e find it difficult to follow
 the sequence of events. 

The achronology occurs in part because of m
ultiple narrators tclling different 

parts of the story non-consecutively, and it also occurs because M
arlow

's 
listeners know

 parts of the story that the reader does not. C
onrad's reasons, 

how
ever, for em

ploying an achronological narrative are another m
alter. Like 

m
ultiple narrators, C

onrad represents the w
ay one usually learns of an event, 

that is by learning segm
ents of it and only in the very rarest instances 

encountering those 
segm

ents 
in chronological order. 

M
ore 

im
portant, 

though, by using this m
ethodology, C

onrad can represent in narrative forrn 
the issues raised in the nove!. In other w

ords, the confusion of the narrative 
technique m

irrors the confusion of the m
oral issues considered. Further-

m
ore, like m

ultiple narrators, fracturing the narrative sequence represents the 
fracturcd facts that M

arlow
 m

ust piece together and that can lead to only a 
tentative know

ledge of w
hat happened. A

gain, the narrative m
ethodology 


