
Introduction 

             The purpose of this thesis is to examine Joseph Conrad's ironic use of racism in  

Almayer's Folly (1895), Heart of Darkness (1902), and The Nigger of the Narcissus (1898), in 

which he subverts many of the racist stereotypes about people of color that were commonly held 

by nineteenth-century Europeans. Conrad primarily uses stable irony, in which “the speaker or 

author makes available to the reader an assertion or position which, whether explicit or implied, 

serves as firm ground for ironically qualifying or subverting the surface meaning” (Abrams 136). 

I choose to characterize the racism in the aforementioned works by Conrad as stable irony 

because Conrad ironically subverts the surface meanings or stereotypes of racism. On the surface, 

Almayer's Folly, Heart of Darkness, and The Nigger of the Narcissus may appear as if Conrad is 

writing from a typical nineteenth century racist European point of view. However, on closer 

examination, Conrad uses racism in a much more complex and sophisticated manner, one which 

subverts racist European assumptions about people of color through irony. 

            In Almayer's Folly (1895) and Heart of Darkness (1902), Conrad's ironic use of racism 

reveals ideas about the "savage" non-westerners and the "civilized" Europeans that echo Jean 

Jacques Rousseau's ideas about the savage and the civilized. In The French Face of Joseph 

Conrad, Yves Hervouet reveals that Conrad was familiar with Rousseau's work. In a letter 

written to a friend, Conrad reveals that he had read Rousseau's Les Confessions and Emile and in 

Under Western Eyes, he directly refers to Rousseau's Le Contrat social (Hervouet 252). 

Therefore, it is probable that Conrad was familiar with Rousseau's ideas on morality in relation 

to the savage and the civilized. 

           Rousseau's ideas on the morality of the savage and the civilized are evident in his 

"Discourse on the Moral Effects of the Arts and Sciences" (1750) and "Discourse on Inequality” 



(1754). In Rousseau‟s discourses, he attacked decadent mid-eighteenth century Parisian society. 

Jean Guehenno notes that in an untitled 1749 poem, Rousseau enumerates the problems plaguing 

Parisian society:  

O city in which arrogance prevails, in which the greatest rogues in France lord it 

over decent, upright citizens; in which the virtuous poor are objects of scorn. A 

city in which charlatanism, a haughty tone and an insolent air crush humble 

talents and force the hand of fortune (Guehenno 206).  

 

First, Rousseau observes that Parisian rulers and leaders are effete and unfit to govern the good 

denizens of Paris. Second, poor people are marginalized, including himself. Rousseau 

sympathized with the poor because he was very poor for the majority of his life (Guehenno 206). 

Third, artists with true talents are crushed by powerful people who arbitrarily judge their works 

(Winwar 202). Rousseau concluded that civilization created these problems and people were 

better off without it. He believed that civilization limited the physical and intellectual liberty of 

individuals because they had to conform to the rules and dictates of their civilized society. 

Moreover, conformity compromised their liberty and morality.   

             Rousseau is known for his idea that savages are morally superior to the civilized, 

because civilization, instead of improving morals, has corrupted people's morals. Rousseau's idea 

that savages are morally superior to the civilized is known as the "myth of the noble savage" 

which he discusses in his discourses. According to the OED, the popular eighteenth century 

definition of “noble” is “illustrious or distinguished by virtue of position, character, or exploits.” 

The definition of “savage” is “uncivilized; existing in the lowest stage of culture.” Although the 

“savage” lacks the outward or physical appearances of civilization, he is a good and decent 

person on the inside. Rousseau‟s main objective is not to idealize and simplify people who had 

very complex societies and cultures, but to contrast their strong sense of morality with that of 

civilized man, who demonstrated a lack of morality. In Almayer's Folly and Heart of Darkness, 



Conrad's ironic use of racism reveals that the "savages" are morally superior to the "civilized," 

while the "civilized" have very little morality. Through Conrad's ironic use of racism, the so 

called "savages" such as Dain Maroola in Almayer's Folly and the Africans in Heart of Darkness 

are shown to be morally better than the Europeans.  

            In "Discourse on the Moral Effects of the Arts and Sciences" Rousseau argues that, 

although Europeans have the appearances of being civilized, on the inside they lack all the 

virtues that they profess to have on the outside. Rousseau observes that "Civilized peoples, 

cultivate such pursuits” as "delicacy and exquisiteness of taste,…sweetness of disposition, and 

urbanity of manners…the appearance of all the virtues, without being in possession of one of 

them" (Rousseau 1).  

           The discrepancy between appearance and reality among civilized peoples is a major 

theme of Rousseau's discourse. He continues that people would be far happier if they were 

inwardly what they appeared to be on the outside: "what happiness would it be for those who live 

among us, if our external appearance were always a true mirror of our hearts; if decorum were 

but virtue; if the maxims we professed were the rules of our conduct" (Rousseau 1). According to 

Rousseau, if a stranger came to Europe and judged European morals, based on the appearances 

of being civilized, he would be incorrect:  

Suppose an inhabitant of some distant country should endeavour to form an idea 

of European morals from the state of the sciences, the perfection of the arts, the 

propriety of our public entertainments, the politeness of our behaviour, the 

affability of our conversation, our constant professions of benevolence…Such a 

stranger, I maintain would arrive at a totally false view of our morality (Rousseau 

3).  

 

 

Rousseau tells the reader to "contrast" the "civilized" and their morals with the "morals of those 

few nations which being preserved from the contagion of useless knowledge [civilization], have 



by their virtues become happy in themselves and afforded an example to the rest of the world" 

(Rousseau 3). The morals of the savages remain intact, because they have been untouched by 

civilization, unlike the civilized. Rousseau examines the labels of "savage" and "civilized" and 

deconstructs them. He shows that on closer examination, they do not have any association to 

their connotations.  

            Through his ironic use of racism, Conrad shows, like Rousseau, that the "savage" is 

neither morally sinister nor unevolved, but better than the civilized. The civilized are not morally 

superior to the savages although they think they are. Conrad was incensed because of the way 

language was used to justify European control of colonies, such as in Africa. The Europeans 

distorted, manipulated, and falsified language to cover up their primarily capitalistic imperialistic 

intentions in Africa and other countries. In many of Conrad‟s works, including Almayer’s Folly 

and Heart of Darkness, he passionately exposes the falsity of racist labels such as “savage” and 

“civilized” which were used primarily by Europeans to dominate others in order to gain money.  

            Nineteenth-century Europeans labeled themselves “civilized” and others “savages,” in 

order to justify their power, superiority, and control over others. They were able to use language 

to justify their presence as being purely benevolent in places such as Africa. The Europeans 

wanted others to believe that they were in Africa to help civilize the “savages,” when in reality 

they were only there to make money. The word “savage” has the connotations of being backward, 

sinister, unevolved, and non-white or non-European. According to the OED, the nineteenth 

century denotations for the aforementioned words are as follows: “savage” is “uncivilized; 

existing in the lowest stage of culture,” “backward” means “towards a worse state,” “sinister” is 

“evil,” “unevolved” is an absence of evolutionary development, and “civilized” is “a developed 

or advanced state of human society.” The word “savage” and its associations, “backward” 



“sinister” and “unevolved” convey a common characteristic which is a lack of being civilized. 

Moreover, “savage” is the antonym or opposite of “civilized.” It is interesting, but not 

coincidental, that “savage” and its associated words are connected with whether or not one is 

civilized. John W. Griffith notes that in the late 1900‟s, European imperialists relied on 

anthropological theories to justify their colonization of Africa and other parts of the world 

(Griffith 82). Many of these theories argued that Europe had reached the highest level of 

civilization and Europe had to help “savage” nations also become civilized (Griffith 83). Conrad 

is deeply interested in the terms "savage" and "civilized," not to reflect and reinforce their 

popular racist denotations and connotations of the time but to challenge them. According to 

Dorothy Trench-Bonett, Conrad "understood, in a visceral way, how language can make you 

'other,' and he mistrusted it under the best of circumstances" (Trench-Bonett 7). Heart of 

Darkness is Conrad‟s most powerful exploration of how language was employed by nineteenth-

century imperialistic Europeans in order to dominate others for primarily financial gain.  

            In the "Discourse on Inequality," Rousseau observes that primitive man's innate goodness 

or morality prevents him from hurting others, unlike civilized man, who needs the threat of "civil 

institutions" to keep his behavior in check: "Equally confined by instinct and reason to the sole 

care of guarding himself against the mischiefs which threaten him, he is restrained by natural 

compassion from doing any injury to others, and is not led to such a thing even in return for 

injuries received" (Rousseau 5). Rousseau contends that "so long as men remained content with 

their rustic huts…they lived free, healthy, honest and happy lives," like the savages (Rousseau 5).        

            Conrad echoes Rousseau's view about the relatively innocuous moral nature of primitive 

or savage man. According to Hervouet, Conrad believes that "primeval man did not go to the 

trouble of inventing tortures. He was indolent and pure of heart and never killed with malice" 



(Hervouet 154). Conrad's view about the characteristic lack of evil among primitive people, 

which echoes Rousseau's similar view, will be exemplified in Heart of Darkness, when Conrad 

portrays Europeans, specifically Kurtz, venturing into a realm of immorality that savages could 

never even fathom.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One: Almayer’s Folly  

            It is quite interesting that Joseph Conrad would be accused of being a “bloody racist” by 

Nigerian author Chinua Achebe in his 1975 lecture at the University of Massachusetts, when 

Conrad started his literary career with Almayer’s Folly, which establishes his non-racist views 

about race and racism (Achebe 256). Conrad‟s first work, Almayer's Folly, published in 1895, is 

actually counter-racist. The Europeans, such as Almayer, who is the main protagonist of 

Almayer's Folly, view and refer to the native Malays, such as Dain Maroola, as "savages." 

Almayer, the only European in Sambir, an inland trading post in Borneo, views Dain and the 



other Malays as "savages" who are inferior to him. However, ironically, Dain Maroola is 

portrayed as morally superior to Almayer. Conrad reveals that Europeans such as Almayer are 

blinded by their racism. They only see the Malays as savages, when in actuality, the Malays, 

such as Dain, are morally superior to the Europeans, such as Almayer. Conrad's portrayal of 

Dain reflects and reinforces the Rousseauian idea of the noble savage. In addition, it is ironic that 

the racism that Almayer fervently adheres to in his life, actually destroys him. 

 

Dain Maroola, the "Savage," is Morally Superior to Almayer, the "Civilized" 

            It is ironic that Almayer calls Dain a savage, because Dain has been portrayed as morally 

superior to Almayer. When Almayer locates his daughter Nina after she has run away from home 

to be with Dain, Almayer tells Nina that she should not be with Dain, because she is superior to 

Dain, because she is half European: "what made you give yourself up to that savage? For he is a 

savage. Between him and you there is a barrier that nothing can remove" (178). Almayer and 

Dain follow parallel courses in life, which allows one to compare their morality. Both come to 

Sambir with specific intentions. Also, the courage and strength of both men are a topic of 

discussion among the people of Sambir and finally they both find wives around and in Sambir.  

          As a youth, Almayer comes to Borneo, in order to make money: "clad in all white and 

modest looking, landing from the Dutch mail-boat on the dusty jetty…coming to woo fortune" 

(5). After Almayer marries the adopted Malay daughter of his mentor, Tom Lingard, Almayer 

moves to Sambir to run Lingard's trading shops and dreams of his impending wealth: "in a flash 

of dazzling light, great piles of shining guilders, and realized all the possibilities of an opulent 

existence" (10). However, after twenty years in Sambir, Almayer lives in a dilapidated house and 

has failed as a trader. Lingard's shops have been driven out of business because of competition 



from the Arabs, who are better traders than Almayer. Almayer does not have the drive to be a 

trader: "Almayer went on struggling desperately, but with a feebleness of purpose depriving him 

of all chance of success…against his rivals…the Arabs" (25). The only thing that has remained 

the same is that Almayer still dreams of becoming rich, as he relaxes in his hammock all day and 

fantasizes about being wealthy: "Almayer's thoughts were often busy with gold; gold he had 

failed to secure…He absorbed himself in his dreams of wealth and power" (3). Almayer is 

obsessed in getting rich, because he thinks that the money will solve his problems. However, his 

problems and misery are caused by his lack of morality, which will be highlighted throughout the 

rest of this chapter, rather than his lack of finances.   

          On the other hand, John A. McClure notes, Dain Maroola comes to Sambir to save his 

people from the Europeans, because "hostilities between Dutch and Malays threatened to 

spread…over the whole [Malay] archipelago" (81). He comes to Sambir looking for help in 

smuggling gunpowder in order for his people to defend themselves against imperialistic 

Europeans. Because Almayer is the only person with connections to those Europeans who can 

help Dain acquire the gunpowder, they go into a partnership:  

Dain had found all the big traders deaf to his guarded proposals, and above the 

temptation of the great prices he was ready to give for gunpowder. He went to 

Sambir as a last and almost hopeless resort, having heard in Macassar of the white 

man there, and of the regular steamer trading from Singapore (81).  

 

Lorie Clark discusses Rousseau's view on primitive man's behavior towards his peers which is 

characteristic of Dain Maroola's concern for his people: "In the state of nature, the savage man's 

natural sympathy for his fellows--his natural commiseration with their sufferings stems from 

his…inability to differentiate himself from other human beings" (Clark 123). Dain's instinctual 

concern and sympathy for his people is characteristic of Rousseau's noble savage. The fact that 



“savage” man primarily thinks of the welfare of others, instead of himself, unlike Almayer, the 

civilized European reflects and reinforces “savage” man‟s nobility or virtuousness.   

            In contrast, according to Clark, Rousseau notes that civilized man is "greedy, acquisitive, 

self-serving and murderous" like Almayer (Clark 124). For example, in the gunpowder 

smuggling partnership between Dain and Almayer, Dain emerges as a loyal defender of his 

people, whereas Almayer is shown as a traitor, helping to smuggle gunpowder that will be used 

against Europeans in order to make money. Nina points out to Almayer his treachery to his 

fellow Europeans: “Only a few days ago you were selling the powder of their [the Europeans] 

destruction” (181). In contrast to Almayer's selfish and dangerous motivations, "Dain's more 

human preoccupations make him and the culture he represents seem superior" (McClure 106).  

            Dain's strength and bravery also differs from those of Almayer. Nina loathes her 

European descent, because Almayer represents it: "she became gradually more indifferent, more 

contemptuous of the white side of her descent represented by a feeble and traditionless father," 

unlike her Malay ancestors (43). Her mother tells her stories of the glories of her Malay 

ancestors: "she listened with avidity to the old woman's tales of the departed glories of the 

Rajahs, from whose race she had sprung" (43). Dain continues the Malay tradition of bravery and 

glory. According to James M. Johnson, "Conrad intensifies his critique of his protagonist 

[Almayer] by providing largely positive representations of Dain Maroola and Nina. Indeed, one 

can sense the Malay emerging in this text as a desirable alternative to a discredited European 

heritage" (Johnson 74). Dain's bravery is evident when his "brig" is intercepted by a European 

ship as he returns home with the gunpowder. He escapes attack and kills a few of the Europeans. 

Todd G. Willy points out that "We, as well, as the heroine Nina, are supposed to be attracted to 

the carefree, handsome, bold, innocent, sagacious, manly and proud Dain Maroola" (Willy 2). 



Dain "reaffirm [s] the stock virtues which are characteristic of any Rousseauistic primitive" 

(Willy 2). 

               The contrast between Almayer's weakness and Dain's strength is also emphasized when 

Almayer tries to force Nina to return home with him, rather than follow Dain. Almayer tries to 

kill Dain with a gun, whereas Dain easily overpowers him using only his strength. Dain is never 

afraid of Almayer, during their confrontation, although Almayer has a gun, because Almayer's 

"hand shook much" (177). Andrea White argues that Almayer's Folly is a "subversion" of the 

conventions of travel writing and adventure fiction popular in Conrad's time that glorified the 

heroism of the European colonist:  "Almayer's Folly is a subversion of the genre that had always 

depicted the benevolent heroism and achievements of the white man in the outposts of empire. 

The European is represented by the most unheroic Almayer" (White 121).  Moreover, according 

to White, Almayer's lack of good traits reflects negatively on the society that has produced him 

"as the white man [Almayer] is unreliable, impotent, and indecisive, so European civilization is 

scrutinized unsympathetically; as to its benefits, there is not a glimmer" (White 129).     

         Both Almayer and Dain find their wives in Sambir. However, Almayer marries for money, 

whereas Dain falls truly in love with Nina (McClure 104). Almayer is reluctant to marry 

Lingard's adopted Malay daughter, but when Lingard promises Almayer unlimited wealth and 

money, Almayer consents. However, he quickly plots to get rid of the Malay girl after marrying 

her, because he feels she is inferior to him: "He had a vague idea of shutting her up somewhere, 

anywhere, out his gorgeous future. Easy enough to dispose of a Malay woman, a slave, after all" 

(11). Almayer is never able to have a meaningful relationship with his wife, because of his 

racism. Willy observes that Almayer's moral failings "arise directly out of his blind and fatuous 

racism" (Willy 5). He views her as someone who is unworthy of his companionship, because he 



is European. He treats her like one of his domestic slaves, who only cooks and cleans for him 

(McClure 105). 

            Almayer's love for Nina is also questionable. McClure argues that Almayer does not 

recognize Nina as a separate individual who has her own dreams and ambitions (McClure 106). 

He wants her to share his dreams of wealth. However, Almayer's most damaging wish is that he 

and Nina will eventually live among Europeans. He does not realize that the Europeans reject 

Nina because she is half Malay. When Almayer tells Nina that she should reject Dain because of 

their racial difference, Nina reminds him that the Europeans reject her because of her racial 

difference: "Scorn for scorn, contempt for contempt, hate for hate. I am not of your race. 

Between your people and me there is also a barrier that nothing can remove" (179). Almayer 

does not see that other Europeans also use his own racial prejudices against the Malays against 

his daughter.  

         On the other hand, Dain's love for Nina is comparably better than Almayer's love for her 

and his lack of love for her mother. Almayer only recognizes his own feelings and needs and not 

those of his wife and daughter. Unlike the Europeans who scorn Nina, Dain embraces her: "he 

took me into his arms, he laid his life at my feet." (180). Unlike her father's feelings for both her 

and her mother, Dain‟s love recognizes Nina's own needs and desires: "I am the slave of this 

woman's [Nina] desire, and she wills it so" (181). 

            Some critics have pointed out that Dain is attracted to Nina because he feels she is better, 

because she is half-white. If this is true, then Dain would be no better than the racist Almayer. 

However, Priscilla L. Walton believes that Dain "accepts Nina, but he accepts her by 

acknowledging her difference, as she does his" (Walton 106). He does not necessarily see Nina's 

racial difference as better or worse. However, the fact that Dain embraces Nina because of her 



difference makes him better than Almayer, who rejects others, such as Nina's mother, for their 

racial difference. Moreover, Conrad's portrayal of their love does not appear to be a comment on 

the psychology of miscegenation, but on the universal emotions of love that are common to all 

men and women. Dain and Nina simply fall in love with each other. They have the type of love 

that wracks their souls:  

She drew back her head and fastened her eyes on his in one of those long looks 

that are a woman's most terrible weapon; a look that is more stirring than the 

closest touch, and more dangerous than the thrust of a dagger, because it also 

whips the soul out of the body, but leaves the body alive and helpless, to be 

swayed here and there by the capricious tempests of passion and desire (171).  

 

The "long looks that are a woman's most terrible weapon" produce the same results in all men. 

According to Conrad, "It has the same meaning for the man of the forests and the sea as for the 

man threading the paths of the more dangerous wilderness of houses and streets" (171). Conrad 

conveys that love is a universal emotion. 

             Conrad ironically reverses the symbolism of the wilderness, which has racist 

stereotypical connotations of darkness and evil, because of the race of the people that inhabit it, 

and associates it with Europe and Europeans. It is interesting that Conrad discloses that the 

civilized world with its "houses and streets" is a more "dangerous wilderness" than the primitive 

man's environment, which is physically dominated by forests and seas, unlike the civilized world. 

The Europeans view the physical wilderness, where primitive peoples live, as dark and evil and 

associate the inhabitants as well with those traits, because of their non-white color. However, 

Conrad believes that the "houses and streets" where the civilized live is metaphorically a 

wilderness. The wilderness lies within the Europeans, because they are morally dark and evil, 

and hence their environment is also sinister, more so than the physical wilderness that primitive 

peoples inhabit. Conrad echoes Rousseau's central idea in "Discourse on the Moral Effects" that 



civilized Europe and Europeans are not morally superior to the savages although they think they 

are.    

 

 

 

Nina's Choice  

           Nina is caught between Almayer, the civilized European, and Dain, the primitive savage, 

because she is half Malay and half European. In the beginning of the novel, McClure points out, 

Nina sees both Malays and Europeans as the same, because they are motivated by the same 

impulses: "Nina saw only the same manifestations of love and hate and of sordid greed chasing 

the uncertain dollar in all its multifarious and vanishing shapes" (43). However, Nina views the 

Malays as better, because they don't hide their "love" "hate" and "greed" in "polite disguises" and 

"virtuous pretences" like the Europeans (McClure 102). Similarily, in Rousseau's "Discourse on 

the Moral Effects" Rousseau affirms the civilized man's proclivity to conceal his true nature 

through his politeness: "Jealousy, suspicion, fear, coldness, reserve, hate, and fraud lie constantly 

concealed under…that deceitful veil of politeness" (Rousseau 2). On the other hand, according to 

Rousseau, primitive man appears the same on the inside as he does on the outside (Rousseau 3). 

Nina, like Rousseau, prefers those, such as the Malays, who do not hide who they are. The way a 

person acts on the outside, should be the same way they are on the inside. In the end of the novel, 

Nina chooses Dain, the primitive "savage," and her Malay roots over her father, the "civilized" 

European, who tries to force her to return home with him when she asserts to her father, "I am a 

Malay" (180). Nina recognizes that Dain is a far better person, morally, than her father. 

 



Almayer's "Folly" Is His Racism   

          Almayer‟s "folly," which is his racism, ironically destroys him. Almayer's racism not only 

hinders him from having meaningful relationships with his wife and Dain, who is morally better 

than Almayer, instead of inferior, because of his Malay race as I have already pointed out. It also 

contributes to Almayer‟s laziness, which contributes to his lack of success in Sambir. Almayer's 

racism also destroys his relationship with Nina.   

          Almayer was raised by parents who believed their white race exempted them from 

working hard, unlike people of color: “the father grumbled all day at the stupidity of native 

gardeners, and the mother from the depths of her long easy-chair bewailed the lost glories of 

Amsterdam, where she had been brought up, and her position as the daughter of a cigar dealer 

there” (4). Almayer wants to be rich, but he does not attribute hard work with his race. 

According to Jacques Berthoud, Almayer's "ambitions hopelessly outstrip his capacities" 

(Berthoud xxxi). When Lingard promises Almayer great wealth for marrying Lingard‟s adopted 

Malay daughter, Almayer imagines the wealth he will receive and the easy (non-hardworking) 

life it will entail for him: “the indolent ease of life –for which he felt himself so well fitted” (10). 

Almayer's parents set a bad example for him, because they showed him that their race gave them 

the privilege of shirking hard work and they sat around all day and ordered the natives around to 

do their work. Since Almayer is basically lazy, it is not surprising that as economic competition 

stiffens in Sambir, Almayer soon falls out of the race, because of his “feebleness of purpose” 

(25).            

           Almayer's racism destroys his relationship with his daughter and thus secures his own 

destruction, since his relationship with Nina keeps him alive and happy. When Nina runs away 

and chooses Dain over her father, Almayer does not stop her because he cannot bear the shame 



of the Dutch officers finding his daughter with a “savage:” “I am a white man, and of good 

family. Very good family…It would be a disgrace…all over the island….the only white man on 

the east coast. No, it cannot be…white men finding my daughter with this Malay" (184). Willy 

believes Almayer is "a fool because of his innate lack of good moral sense," and he is twice a 

fool, because "he is oblivious to those aristocratic and manly virtues which comprise the 

standards governing morality in the savage environment. Almayer Scorn[s]… the ethical values 

which are personified in the noble savagery of the native prince, Dain Maroola" (Willy 8). I do 

not think Almayer scorns the "ethical values" that Dain embodies, because in order to scorn them, 

he would have to recognize they exist in Dain, which he cannot. Almayer is so blinded by his 

racism that all he can see is Dain's color and in Almayer's mentality that is the only factor he sees 

as important in judging Dain and everybody else. He is outraged that Nina has tainted his racial 

prestige by running away with Dain. Berthoud affirms that "Almayer's inability to countenance 

his daughter's love for Dain shows that he cannot bear the disgrace of her commitment to a racial 

inferior" (Berthoud xxxv).    

            Disowning Nina and telling her he will forget her, Almayer burns down his old house that 

he shared with Nina and moves into his "new" house, which is in as much decay as his old house, 

in order to forget her: "He took possession of his new ruin, and in the undying folly of his heart 

set himself to wait in anxiety and pain for that forgetfulness which was slow to come…He 

wanted to live only long enough to be able to forget" (201). However, much to Almayer's dismay, 

he cannot forget his daughter: "the tenacity of his memory filled him…he would have to 

remember forever" (201). Almayer spends the rest of his life trying to forget his daughter, whom 

he cannot forget and becomes addicted to opium. Almayer's racism destroys him, because it 

destroys his relationship with his daughter, who kept him alive and meant everything to him. 



According to Johnson "the reader is encouraged to see a pathetic man confirming a life-long and 

ultimately self-destructive pattern of behavior" because of his "racial attitudes" (Johnson 73). 

Johnson also points out that Almayer's "ethnic insularity is a rejection of the challenge of life, 

and ultimately leads Almayer nowhere" (Johnson 74). Conrad reveals that racism leads one to a 

lonely, sad, and depressing life.  

          Sanford Pinsker notes that Conrad comments about Almayer, his protagonist, in one of his 

letters: "You were always an unlucky man, Almayer. Nothing was ever quite worthy of you. 

What made you so real to me was that you held this lofty theory with some conviction and with 

an admirable consistency" (Pinsker 200). Pinsker believes that "the novel is at once an 

identification and a judgment" of Almayer's lofty theory (Pinsker 200). I have argued that the 

"lofty theory" that Almayer held with "some conviction…and admirable consistency" is his 

racism. I agree with Pinsker that it is a judgment, but I would argue that Conrad reveals his 

judgment of Almayer and his racism through Conrad's depiction of how Almayer is undone by 

his racism. Johnson notes that "for Conrad, such a limited identity reveals an 'unnatural rigidity' 

that can deny humanity a meaningful existence" (Johnson 77).  

           Berthoud believes that Almayer becomes an absurd and ludicrous figure, because he is so 

convinced of his white superiority, although the reality of his life contradicts his claims of being 

better: "his self-image is totally disaligned from his actual life" (Berthoud xxxi). I have already 

explored Almayer's "moral seediness," as Berthoud describes Almayer's ethics, by comparing 

him to Dain Maroola and exploring his racist attitudes, but he is also poor. He lives in an old and 

dilapidated house and he builds a new house, which is in the same condition of his old house. 

Although he is morally bad and poor, Almayer's "pretensions" of being better than the natives 

makes him a "figure of absurdity" or a "joke" (Berthoud xxxii).      



          In Almayer’s Folly, Conrad‟s ironic use of racism reveals that Dain Maroola, the 

“primitive” savage is morally superior to Almayer, the “civilized” European. Moreover, 

Conrad‟s ironic use of the racist term “savage” reflect and reinforces Rousseau‟s views on the 

savage and the civilized. In addition, Conrad shows the destructive nature of racism on its 

fervent followers such as Almayer. Conrad‟s ironic use of racism, which challenges racist 

stereotypes of people of color, which is evident in his first novel, Almayer’s Folly, will 

consistently re-emerge in his other novels such as Heart of Darkness and The Nigger of the 

Narcissus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two: Heart of Darkness 



             In Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness, racism and racist stereotypes of Africans, such as 

savagery and darkness, become associated with European whites through irony. Conrad reveals 

that the Europeans view the Africans as savages, because of their outward customs. The Africans 

only appear savage in their observed behaviors to the Europeans, such as Marlow. However, 

ironically, the behavior of the Europeans, when subjected to moral analysis turn out to be worse 

in every way. Through the character of Marlow, Conrad reveals that the inner moral truth is 

much more important in judging a person than his outward customs. Conrad illustrates that the 

Europeans are savages, who are actually worse than the Africans, because they exercise moral 

savagery, whereas the Africans and their customs only appear savage to the Europeans. 

Moreover, the Europeans perceive the Africans as evil, because they are black or dark. However, 

evil and darkness, like savagery, become primarily associated with the Europeans.  

 

The Africans Appear Savage to Marlow 

         When Marlow observes the Africans, they appear as savage animals to him. As he is 

traveling to Kurtz's station, he describes the Africans on the shore as: "a burst of yells, whirl of 

black limbs, mass of hands clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies swaying....They howled and 

leaped and spun and made horrid faces" (32). Marlow's description is more fitting for a group of 

animals, than human beings performing their tribal customs. At the end of the story as Marlow 

prepares to leave Kurtz's station, he comments about the Africans he sees watching them: "they 

covered the slope with a mass of naked, breathing, quivering, bronze bodies...They stamped their 

feet, nodded their horned heads, swayed their scarlet bodies" (66). The way Marlow describes 

the Africans they seem less like human beings and more like a herd of savage wild animals, and 

one should get out of their path before they trample one to death. 



          Marlow not only describes the Africans as animals but also consistently refers to them in 

subhuman terms. He not only calls the Africans "niggers," but also refers to them as 

"prehistoric," "sorcerer" "witchman" and later comments they have "rudimentary souls." Marlow 

uses every opportunity he has to belittle the Africans. Another instance is when he refers to the 

fireman on the boat as an "improved specimen" (Conrad 52). Marlow insults the “fireman” by 

calling him “improved” because he is able to do a basic task, such as making sure the “water-

gauge” on the boat‟s boiler does not decrease (52). Marlow implies that the Africans are 

completely unskilled and ignorant in order to emphasize their intellectual difference from the 

Europeans. Moreover, according to the OED a specimen is "an animal, plant, or mineral, a part 

or portion of some substance or organism serving as an example of the thing in question for 

purposes of investigation or scientific study" (OED). To refer to the fireman as a "specimen" is 

to convey that he is not human. Marlow consistently describes the Africans as a whole as 

animals, and constantly refers to them in sub-human terms, because he believes that they are 

savage animals, and not human. 

             Marlow also feels the Africans are below him. After he calls the fireman an "improved 

specimen" he says of the fireman "he was there below me." One can say Marlow is just 

conveying the physical positions of himself and the fireman on the ship. However, the fact that 

he has just conveyed that the fireman is ignorant and not human, but an "improved specimen" 

leads one to conclude that Marlow feels that blacks are inferior to whites.  

 

The Africans: Appearance vs. Inner Truth 

           As Marlow travels towards Kurtz's station, he realizes that the "savage" Africans, who 

make-up his crew on the boat are not as "savage" as they appeared to him and he is shocked and 



awestruck at the revelation. According to Ian Watt, Marlow realizes that the Africans are not 

savages in the moral sense: "Marlow's European conception of blackness as inferior or evil is 

undermined when he finds no moral blackness in the black inhabitants of Africa, but is forced to 

link many of the traditional negative connotations of darkness with the color white" (Watt 249).  

         On the way up the Congo River, Marlow realizes that his hungry African crew, who are 

cannibals, demonstrate restraint. They have not eaten for months and Marlow is awestruck that 

they do not try to kill him and the other four Europeans on board the boat for food. The Africans 

clearly outnumber the Europeans and could easily overpower them: "Why in the name of all the 

gnawing devils of hunger they didn't go for us--they were thirty to five--and have a good tuck-in 

for once, amazes me now when I think of it" (57). According to Marlow, hunger would drive 

anyone to become immoral: "No fear can stand up to hunger, no patience can wear it out...Don't 

you know the devilry of lingering starvation, its exasperating torment, its black thoughts, its 

sombre and brooding ferocity? Well, I do. It takes a man all his inborn strength to fight hunger 

properly" (57). According to Marlow, hunger is such a strong physical sensation, that it would 

make a man lose complete control, because of the instinct to survive, which all humans have. 

Moreover, hunger makes a man think “black” or evil thoughts (57). Therefore, hunger attacks 

one both physically and psychologically. Indeed, one can only nod in agreement when Marlow 

utters “It takes a man all his inborn strength to fight hunger properly” (57).  

            However, much to Marlowe's shock and surprise, the Africans do not lose control 

because of their hunger, but demonstrate: "Restraint! I would just a soon have expected restraint 

from a hyena prowling amongst the corpses of a battlefield" (57). He does not expect it from 

them, because they are black and supposed to be savage animals, who indulge their basest 

instincts and impulses. Marlow acknowledges that the African crew overcame the human instinct 



to eat and kill to survive. The fact that the Africans showed restraint in a situation difficult for 

anyone shows that they are not animals. Marlow becomes an ironic commentator or narrator 

showing the absurdity of racism. C.P. Sarvan affirms that "one" of the important "themes" in the 

novel is the discrepancy between appearance and reality; between assumption and fact; between 

illusion and truth" (Sarvan 282). Although the Africans appear as savages to Marlow, because of 

their outward behavior and customs, such as cannibalism, they have proven they are not savages 

in the moral or ethical sense, which Marlow conveys to the reader. According to Jacques 

Berthoud, the Africans' show of restraint "sets them above the very moralists [the Europeans, 

who show no restraint] who condemn them" (Berthoud 48). The Africans do not overpower a 

small group of vulnerable Europeans in the middle of the African jungle, although they have the 

opportunity and a strong motive.  

           Conrad's view on primitive man, which is exemplified in his portrayal of the Africans' 

moral restraint appears to echo Rousseau's mid-eighteenth century sentiments on the same 

subject. Conrad's portrayal of the African's moral restraint is certainly in line with his view that 

"primitive man was indolent and pure of heart and never killed with malice" (Hervouet 154). 

Similarily, Rousseau in his "Discourse on Inequality" agrees that "nothing is more gentle than 

man in his primitive state" and primitive man is "restrained" by "natural compassion from doing 

injury to others" (Rousseau 5).  

 

The Europeans are the Savages 

            Ironically, it is not the Africans who are evil, but the Europeans, such as Kurtz, because 

Kurtz and the European's behavior, when subjected to moral analysis by Conrad, via the 

character of Marlow, turn out to be worse in every way. Sarvan believes "the contrast between 



'savage' and 'civilized' European, in light of that greedy and inhumane colonialism, is shown to 

be appearance rather than reality" (Sarvan 283). In addition, Andrea White comments that 

Marlow "suggests that 'civilization' is exactly the term that needs redefinition…Marlow exposes 

the fine words as simple pretty fictions" (White 183). The Africans only appear savage, because 

of their customs, whereas the Europeans are savages, because they are completely immoral.   

             At the Central Station, the Brickmaker tells Marlow that Kurtz wants to foster European 

civilization and progress on the "dark" continent: "he [Kurtz] is an emissary of pity, science, and 

progress" (41). Marlow is eager to meet Kurtz, because he is "curious to see whether this man 

[Kurtz], who had come out equipped with moral ideas of some sort, would climb to the top after 

all, and how he would set about his work when there" (46).  

          However, ironically, instead of spreading light and civilization, Kurtz becomes a moral 

savage. Kurtz "is intended as the climatic example of the inner moral void which Marlow has 

found in all the representatives of Western progress" (Watt 233). Kurtz gains power over the 

native tribes, because he has guns: "he came to them with thunder and lightning" (72). He elicits 

fear, because as the Russian Harlequin comments, Kurtz did not hesitate to kill others: "he [Kurtz] 

had a fancy for it, and there was nothing on earth to prevent him killing whom he jolly well 

pleased" (72). Kurtz's lust for ivory, rather than spreading civilization and progress motivates 

him in Africa. According to the Russian Harlequin, Kurtz's greed for ivory was insatiable and he 

"raided the country" for it (73). Kurtz's "articulateness and his claims to virtue are shams; his 

behavior when compared to others [the Africans] has not been better...but much worse" (Watt 

240). 

            However, it is not only Kurtz's greedy and murderous impulses that demonstrate his lack 

of restraint and evil nature. Kurtz uses his power to set himself up as a type of God. Marlow 



imagines that Kurtz presided at "certain midnight dances ending with unspeakable rites" which 

were "offered up to him" like a God (66). He also demanded an "aggravated witch-dance in his 

honour" (67). Kurtz demanded that tribal chiefs "crawl," when they approached him (74). The 

heads that surround Kurtz's house finally demonstrate to Marlow Kurtz's complete lack of self-

control and moral restraint. Through his binoculars, Marlow views "heads on...stakes," whose 

"faces" were "turned" towards Kurtz's house (74). According to Marlow, the heads "showed that 

Mr. Kurtz lacked restraint in the gratification of his various lusts, that there was something 

wanting in him" (74). Sarvan comments that the image of the heads is "ironic, apt and powerful" 

because it is "ironic when one considers that Kurtz and many others like him had come to 

'civilize' the non-European world; apt when one recalls what they really did" (Sarvan 285). Kurtz, 

the European, who is supposed to be the embodiment of civilization, progress, and enlightenment, 

is the actual evil savage, who succumbs to his primitive instincts. Conrad shows that all humans 

have primitive instincts, specifically individuals who think they are immune to these instincts, 

such as Kurtz, because they are “civilized.” Being civilized conveys that one is supposed to be 

able to control one‟s primitive instincts. However, the majority of the European characters, such 

as Kurtz, would never admit that they were not civilized, in spite of the fact that they are unable 

to control their primitive urges. On the other hand, the Europeans believe that the Africans are 

uncivilized, but the Africans are able to control their instincts, such as Marlow‟s African crew. 

Ironically, the Africans are actually civilized while the Europeans are not. In Rousseau's 

"Discourse on the Moral Effects of the Arts and Sciences" Kurtz exemplifies the Europeans that 

as Rousseau discusses, have all the appearances and rhetoric of being civilized but on the inside 

lack everything they profess to be on the outside (Rousseau 1). Berthoud reveals that the 

Europeans, such as Kurtz, profess to be civilized and good, but inside their hearts, they are not 



good: "[the] ideals of European life form no part of man's essential self--that the heart of the 

European for all [his professions of goodness] remains an abode of darkness" (Berthoud 60). 

           Rousseau's idea that Europeans believe that because they have the appearances of being 

civilized, that they are morally good, when in reality they are not seems to apply appropriately to 

Kurtz (Rousseau 1). Kurtz's mother was half-English and his father was half-French, which 

prompts Marlow's to state that "All Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz" (66). However, 

Marlow's comments take on an underlying meaning in light of Rousseau's statement that 

Europeans believe that the appearances of being civilized are an indication of morality. Kurtz 

"convinced of his own benevolence, comes to the Congo to grow wealthy and play the role of 

god-the-giver-of-light to the ignorant blacks" and fails miserably (McClure 136). Kurtz and the 

Europeans automatically equate the appearances of being civilized with being morally good, yet 

these do not equate. Moreover, according to Marlow, Kurtz has been writing an essay for “The 

International Suppression of Savage Customs” which begins: "By the simple exercise of our will 

we can exert a power for good practically unbounded" (66). Kurtz "mouths the moral platitudes 

of his civilization like an automaton; but they remain so totally unconnected with the realities of 

his life" (Watt 235). When he writes his essay, while in the midst of doing all his evil deeds, 

Kurtz still believes in his "goodness" because he is "civilized."   

         Marlow makes an important distinction among the outward "savage" customs of the 

Africans, the heads on the stakes, and Kurtz, who demonstrates an interior moral savagery, 

which is worse. Marlow tells the Russian Harlequin to not divulge anymore details about Kurtz's 

evil deeds, because he has seen and heard enough:  

This feeling that came over me that such details would be more intolerable than 

those heads drying on the stakes under Mr. Kurtz's windows. After all, that was 

only a savage sight, while I seemed at one bound to have been transported into 



some lightless region of subtle horrors, where pure, uncomplicated savagery was 

a positive relief (75). 

 

 

Sarvan believes that "If a judgement has to be made, then uncomplicated 'savagery' is better than 

the 'subtle horrors' manifested by almost all the Europeans Marlow met on that ironic voyage of 

discovery" (Sarvan 283). John A. McClure concurs with Sarvan that Marlow makes a distinction 

between the African customs that Marlow only perceives as savage and Kurtz's inner moral 

savagery: "Marlow does not see Kurtz's savage passions and deeds as identical with those of the 

Congolese. When a man like Kurtz surrenders to his appetites and fantasies, it is not to the 

savagery of 'primitive' peoples that he reverts, but to a savagery that seems instead to bear the 

'subtle' marks of a morally bankrupt civilization," which is Europe (McClure 133). Kurtz's 

savagery is clearly in the realm of transgressing morality, whereas only the African customs 

appear savage.    

            Conrad believes that the civilized are worse than the savages are, because the civilized 

are morally corrupt. Hervouet traces the influence of Anatole France, a French fiction writer on 

Conrad and his works (Hervouet 149-164). He shows the similarities between France's ideas 

expressed in his novels and Conrad's ideas in his own respective novels. However, he fails to 

connect an idea that France expresses in his work that bears a striking resemblance to Conrad's 

view that the "uncomplicated savagery" of the Africans is preferable to the "subtle horrors" or 

moral savagery of the Europeans (75). In France's Le Mannequin d' osier, one of the characters 

named M. Bergeret "contends" that "barbarism is less cruel than civilization and that civilized 

peoples show a form of ferocity which passes the imagination of savages" (Hervouet 154). 

Conrad seems to be reiterating France's view that the "civilized" like Kurtz transgress moral 

boundaries that the savages could never even imagine, which is so characteristic of Rousseau's 



views on the morality of the civilized and savage. In Rousseau's "Discourse on Inequality" he 

believes that civilized man's morals are corrupted by civilization. On the other hand, primitive 

man's morals are intact, because he has not been exposed to civilization.    

         Marlow believes that Kurtz has a moral victory at the end of his life. As Kurtz dies, 

Marlow believes Kurtz looks back at all his evil deeds and passes judgment on his evil actions 

when he utters "the horror, the horror" (86). Marlow comments "It was an affirmation, a moral 

victory paid for by the innumerable defeats, by abominable terrors, by abominable satisfactions. 

But it was a victory" (88)! Marlow believes Kurtz has a morally victory at the very end of his life, 

because he is able to recognize or judge the immorality of his behavior and actions. He 

recognizes the darkness that lies in his own heart. Sung Ryol Kim argues that Marlow's 

recognition and admiration of Kurtz's moral victory at the end of his life, "renders insignificant 

and meaningless the lives of the African natives" and undermines the "moral framework of the 

novel" (Kim 7). Marlow's admiration of Kurtz does not necessarily diminish the evil actions of 

Kurtz towards the Africans as Kim argues, because as White points out, Marlow states that Kurtz 

is a "choice of nightmares" (93). Kurtz is still a nightmare, but the nightmare Kurtz represents is 

not as scary as the other choice of nightmares, which includes people, such as the manager and 

the accountant, who are amoral. White suggests that Marlow prefers and admires Kurtz, because 

he is able to    

finally recognize, with horror, the enormity of his own lack of restraint, his 

capabilities, his behavior, and this illumination turns him into a moral being for 

Marlow, and for us. The pretence of the others (the manager, the accountant, etc.), 

their blatant cynicism, and their refusal to recognize any wrong-doing, contrast 

with Kurtz's admission and make Kurtz Marlow's  'choice of nightmares' " (White 

185).  

 

Marlow is caught between a rock and a hard place. Both of his choices, Kurtz and the others, are 

terrible people, but Marlow chooses Kurtz because he is able to at least recognize the immorality 



of his actions. He still can recognize right from wrong, whereas the others, such as the manager 

are amoral. One would rather be stuck on a deserted island with someone who at least had some 

recognition of right and wrong, rather than with an individual who has no moral sense.     

        The European accountant that Marlow encounters at the first station also demonstrates his 

savage nature. The accountant's only purpose in life is to make correct "transactions" and guard 

against "clerical errors" (30). The accountant is completely indifferent to the horrors that are 

occurring right outside his office. When a "caravan" filled with people arrives at the station and 

makes a lot of noise, the accountant comments to Marlow: "When one has got to make correct 

entries, one comes to hate those savages-hate them to death" (34). It is ironic that the accountant 

calls the Africans, savages, because he is the savage. Marlow comments that "fifty feel below the 

doorstep" of the accountant's office, Marlow "could see the still tree tops of the grove of death" 

(34). When Marlow had first arrived at the station, he encountered a group of Africans who he 

depicts as "black shadows of disease and starvation....bundles of acute angles" dying in a tree 

grove, right outside the accountant's office (Conrad 31). Marlow also describes his encounter 

with the dying Africans in the tree grove as stepping into "the gloomy circle of some Inferno" 

(Conrad 31). The Africans "are being mercilessly destroyed by a system which is administered 

by whites who make a point of not noticing what they are really doing" (Watt 220). Watt also 

conveys that Marlow is "surrounded by beings who are emotionally, morally, and spiritually 

void" such as accountant (Watt 222). Terence Bowers goes further than Watt on European 

immorality and states that imperialism, which is administered and practiced primarily by 

Europeans in Heart of Darkness, such as Kurtz and the accountant, has created an environment, 

where morality has been "inverted" (Bowers 93). He argues that Marlow's allusion to Dante's 

Inferno, when he steps into the tree grove offers a contrast in the relationship between morality 



and hell in the Inferno and Heart of Darkness. In the former, a person's morality determines 

whether or not he goes to hell. On the other hand, in Heart of Darkness "in the hell created by 

European imperialism death and torment are meted out in an arbitrary, irrational fashion…thus 

revealing a monstrous inversion of the moral principle governing Dante's Hell" (Bowers 93). The 

Accountant does not care about the effect of imperialism on the Africans, which he witnesses 

right outside his office. They only bother him, because they disturb him from making correct 

accounting entries. Bowers believes that "such indifference to human suffering is logical when 

God has been replaced by money, which, Conrad shows, is the guiding idea-indeed, the religion-

of imperialism" (Bowers 93).  

         The majority of all the European characters in Heart of Darkness are only in Africa to 

satisfy their greed for money. Marlow comments that the Europeans are not in Africa for any 

moral purposes. They are in Africa only to steal and rob, like the imperialistic Romans who had 

colonized Britain in the past: "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" (46). It is 

the "white invaders...who are the embodiments of cruelty" (Watt 249). The idea that the 

Europeans are in Africa to do anything more than make money is also ludicrous to the manager 

of the central station. The manager comments that Kurtz envisioned each trading station to be a 

"beacon on the road towards better things, a center... for humanizing, improving, instructing" 

(48). The manager refers to Kurtz as an "ass" because of Kurtz's absurd vision (48). They are in 

Africa to make money and all the talk about bringing civilization and progress is pretence to 

cover up the real reason they are in Africa. Juliet McLauchlan reveals that the manager's 

sentiments reveal his inhumanity: "he is coldly malevolent, motivated only by greed and ruthless 

ambition, he sees humane and idealistic notions as no better than noxious nonsense" 



(McLauchlan 389). However, the Europeans have to keep the truth under wraps, because they 

might look like primitive and savage animals, who will murder and kill to satisfy their basest 

instincts. Greed blinds the Europeans and reveals their animalistic nature: "It was just robbery 

with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale, and men going at it blind-as is very proper for 

those who tackle a darkness" (21). They rob and murder without a second thought to make 

money and they are supposed to be men or human beings, but act more like savage animals. The 

"European conquerors' ruthless and violent imperialism unleashes their latent savagery, making 

them more monstrous than those they profess to civilize" (Thomas 247).   

           Critics who claim Heart of Darkness is racist, such as Frances Singh and Nigerian author 

Chinua Achebe, argue that Conrad implicates the Africans in the Europeans' moral downfall, 

such as Kurtz. Singh argues that Conrad blames the Africans and their customs for making Kurtz 

evil (Singh 272). Nigerian author and critic Chinua Achebe states that Heart of Darkness is 

meant to convey "keep away from Africa or else" (Achebe 261)! According to Achebe, Conrad's 

work is a warning to all Europeans to stay away from Africa and imperialism or they will 

become like Kurtz and be morally corrupted by the Africans. Many critics such as Singh and 

Achebe believe Conrad was reflecting and reinforcing Degeneration theory or Atavism, which is 

the basis of their respective arguments, although they describe it and do not directly refer to it as 

degeneration theory. Degeneration theory believed that European contact with "uncivilized" or 

"lesser breeds" such as Africans made Europeans degenerate from civilized to brutal and evil 

beasts (Kershner 433). The Europeans believed that Africans were the symbol of the primitive, 

unevolved, and evil because of their race and society (Kershner 433). Degeneration theory was a 

very popular fear in Conrad's time because of daily European contact with other "inferior" races 

because of colonialism and imperialism in the late nineteenth century (Kershner 433). However, 



Robert McGill notes that although Conrad's fiction evinces an awareness of discourses of 

contamination, and is itself contaminated by them, [Conrad] transforms them and upsets 

expectations. It asks who is being infected and by what" (McGill 52). Conrad challenges 

degeneration theory in his works such as Heart of Darkness.  

            Kurtz's moral transgressions are his insatiable greed and lust for power. According to 

McClure, European society is responsible for Kurtz's greed and lust for power, because the 

Africans' in the novel do not display these traits: "Conrad suggests, then, that two of the 

colonialist's most savage traits, their unbounded lusts for power and for wealth, are qualities for 

which European society must assume responsibility" (McClure 137). The Africans in Heart of 

Darkness do not display these traits and "when the Europeans act on these impulses, they are 

exploiting the Africans' weakness, not emulating their 'savagery'" (McClure 137). Marlow 

characterizes Kurtz‟s sins as “going native,” which conveys that Marlow is blaming the Africans 

for Kurtz‟s evil sins. However, the fact that the Africans never display Kurtz‟s evil traits, 

suggests that “going native” does not mean that Kurtz became evil because of his association 

with the Africans. Kurtz‟s “going native” means he succumbed to the primitive impulses that is 

present in all humans. All humans have animal and savage instincts, but one chooses whether or 

not to act on them, because one‟s morality keeps one‟s instincts in check or because of fear of 

punishment from external institutions. Unfortunately, Kurtz‟s morality was not powerful enough 

and they were no external institutions to keep his behavior in check and both contributed to his 

“going native.” Similarly, in the past, when the Romans attempted to colonize England, Marlow 

conveys that a young imperialistic Roman who came to England to make his fortune was also 

faced with the savage wilderness. Marlow never conveys that the English made him evil, but it 

was the environment that forces him to control his own behavior, which he was also unable to do. 



            In Rousseau's "Discourse on the Moral Effects…" he suggests that European greed is 

directly fostered by European civilization. He maintains that one of the "evils" that the progress 

of the arts and sciences has produced in Europe is the hunt for "luxury" which is believed to 

"contribute to the splendour of States" (Rousseau 1). If luxury is stressed to support empires and 

not "rectitude" or moral uprightness, Rousseau wonders what will happen to "virtue" if "riches 

are to be acquired at any cost" (Rousseau 1)? Conrad answers Rousseau's question and shows 

that European morality is destroyed, not by coming into contact with Africans, but in their quest 

for riches, which is a trait that is fostered by European society. McClure argues that Kurtz's 

moral downfall "falls primarily on European society, which legitimates avarice and domination, 

instead of instilling in men a clear conviction that these are dangerous appetites" (McClure 136).  

 

The Ironic Reversal of the Darkness/Evil Association 

            Conrad, through irony, reverses the idea of savagery and associates it with Europeans. 

Similarly, darkness, which is symbolic of evil, becomes associated with Europeans, instead of 

blacks. In Heart of Darkness, ironically, darkness does not lie in Africa and Africans, because of 

their skin color, but becomes associated with Europeans, because they engage in imperialism. 

The association of darkness with imperialism is apparent when Marlow explains to his peers on 

the ship that England "has [also] been one of the dark places of the earth," because the Romans 

had tried to colonize England (22). Imperialism increases the darkness in any country where it is 

practiced. Therefore, England was not as morally dark until the Romans came, and similarly 

Africa was not as morally dark until the Europeans arrived. Marlow explains to his peers on the 

ship, as a boy, he loved looking at maps and dreamed of exploring different parts of the world, 

which were blank spaces on the map, because they had not been explored. However, when 



Marlow grows up, Africa, one of the blank spaces on the map he dreamed of exploring was no 

longer unexplored: "It had ceased to be a blank space of delightful mystery-a white patch for a 

boy to dream gloriously over. It had become a place of darkness" (22). Singh, who concludes 

that Heart of Darkness is racist, admits Conrad's ironic reversal of darkness: "what is apparently 

black is really white, and what is apparently white is really black" (Singh 270).               

           Marlow states that the people who engage in imperialism become evil, such as the 

Romans and the Europeans, such as Kurtz. Marlow is critical of imperialism in general, which he 

feels is the real “darkness” that turns men into animals. The darkness is not in Africa, because of 

the black skin color of its inhabitants as many people assume. The darkness lies in imperialism, 

which is evident when Marlow talks about the Roman imperialists in England. He describes 

England as a savage wilderness when the Romans arrived to colonize it: “Imagine him [an 

imperialistic Roman] here [England] –the very end of the world…sandbanks, marshes, forests, 

savages-precious little to eat for a civilised man…” (20). However, according to Marlow, the 

Roman “did it,” which means that he survived the savages and the wilderness, because he and 

the other imperialistic Romans “were men enough to face the darkness,” which was imperialism 

(20). In the past, the Romans tackled imperialism in “savage” England. The Europeans now do 

the same in “savage” Africa. Imperialism unleashes the darkness or evil in those who practice it, 

such as the imperialistic Romans in England and now the Europeans in Africa.                             

            Marlow also believes when there are no institutions to police people, and their activities, 

a person will become evil, which occurred to the Romans, and the Europeans, such as Kurtz. 

Marlow comments that when there is no "policeman" or the "warning voice of a kind neighbor," 

one has to "fall back upon" one's "own innate strength" to morally guide one (65). The "police," 

the "neighbors," the "lunatic asylums," and the "gallows" all serve as warnings to people to not 



act on the dark instincts and impulses in one's heart, because there will be severe repercussions 

(65). When there are no institutions to police one's actions, one is more likely to succumb to the 

evil temptations in one's heart, like Kurtz. McGill states that "the implication is that civilized 

humanity lacks the capacity to survive outside its own artificially codified existence. Europe 

is…not so distant from savageness as it thinks" (McGill 54). The linear progress of civilization 

does not necessarily also correlate to a similar progress in morality as many “civilized” people 

would like to assume and which Rousseau challenges in “Discourse on the Moral Effects of the 

Arts and Sciences.” 

             In the following quote, Daniel Brudney interprets Marlow's ideas on European 

civilization and its influence on a person's morality:  

Virtuous conduct…is dependent on our sense of other's presence. If you see 

others keeping up their end, you will keep up yours…rather, others' presence 

shows what can be done, so sustains you, helps you resist temptation. However, 

when others are gone, 'you must fall back upon your own innate strength, your 

own capacity for faithfulness' (Brudney 7).  

 

Brudney conveys that when other Europeans are not present, it is harder for a fellow European to 

uphold his morality. However, there are many problems with Brudney's idea. When Brudney 

refers to others, he seems to specifically mean Europeans. He argues that it is a harder for a 

European, who is surrounded by fellow Europeans, to deviate from his morals. He excludes the 

morality of the Africans. One could argue, in defense of Brudney's exclusion of the Africans' 

morality that the majority of the Europeans, unlike Marlow, cannot see past the African's skin 

color so they are unable to acknowledge the Africans' morality. Therefore, the Africans' morality 

is irrelevant. However, Brudney blames the African jungle for "sapping" Kurtz's "high ideals," 

and reveals that Marlow's work ethic is "proof against the wilderness." In addition, Brudney 

conveys that Marlow never detaches himself from his fellow Europeans, although they are 



thousands of miles away, and therefore Marlow is "never forced to choose, with no eyes on him, 

between the dictates of morality and a howl and a dance" which is a negative reference in Heart 

of Darkness that Marlow makes about African customs and conveys that he views the customs as 

somewhat sinister (Brudney 8). Brudney is clearly equating immorality with the African 

wilderness and also African customs, because he evokes the same negative and sinister meaning 

that the phrase “a howl and a dance” conveys in Heart of Darkness about African customs. He 

also implies that when other Europeans are not present, European colonists lose control of their 

morality. However, Brudney overlooks the fact, that European colonists surround each other at 

the central station and they still become evil. Marlow states it is the threat of European penal 

institutions, which the policeman represents, and it is not the physical presence of the neighbor, 

but the neighbor's possible opinion of one that causes one to maintain one's morality. Marlow 

conveys that it is the threat of the law and others' opinion that keeps morality in check. However, 

Brudney claims Marlow means it is the moral examples of other Europeans that keeps one's 

behavior in check, which is not evident in Marlow's remarks.        

          Kurtz, the representative of civilization, requires external institutions to keep his behavior 

in check. Conrad affirms similar sentiments in a letter to his friend Cunninghame Graham. 

Conrad states in his letter to Graham "Man is a vicious animal. His viciousness must be 

organised. Crime is a necessary condition of organised existence. Society is fundamentally 

criminal- or it would not exist" (Mozina 28). Conrad believes that a characteristic trait of 

"organised existence" or civilization is crime. Similarily, Rousseau argues in "Discourse on 

Inequality" that the justice system only becomes necessary in a "civilized" society, because man 

is corrupted by civilization. Rousseau states many writers "hastily conclude" that "man is 



naturally cruel, and requires civil institutions to make him more mild" (Rousseau 4). Rousseau 

disagrees and states that man "in his primitive state" is good (Rousseau 4).  

         In Heart of Darkness, Conrad's ironic use of racism reveals that the Africans only appear 

savage because of their outward customs to the Europeans. On the other hand, the Europeans are 

savages because when their behaviors are subjected to moral analysis, they turn out to be worse 

than the Africans. Conrad's ironic reversal of savagery and darkness challenges racist European 

stereotypes of blacks. In addition, Conrad's portrayal or comparison of savage and civilized 

morality reflect and reinforce Rousseau's ideas.   

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three: The Nigger of the Narcissus     

            In Joseph Conrad's The Nigger of the Narcissus, racism is used to structure the character 

of James Wait as "other." However, Wait's construction as the "other" is ironic, because Wait 

reveals to the other men their most intimate feelings and fears about death. As the “other” he is 

supposed to be the total opposite and completely different from the white crew, because of his 

black race. However, Wait is their mirror image, looking back at them.  

 

The Narrator and Crew's View of James Wait as "Other."     

             Throughout The Nigger of the Narcissus, the narrator and the crew's use of racist 

language and stereotypes when they physically describe James Wait construct him as the racial 

"other." When James Wait arrives late on the ship, he creates a curious suspense among the crew 



because, at first, they only see his body. When they finally see his face, they are "amazed," 

because "it was black. A surprised hum- a faint hum that sounded like the suppressed mutter of 

the word " 'Nigger' -ran along the deck and escaped out into the night" (17). James Wait's race is 

emphasized to show that he is different or an anomaly among the white crew. Ian Watt agrees 

that "the narrative begins by insisting on Wait's blackness, Wait's colour dramatically establishes 

his difference" from the crew (Watt 105). Conrad is intentionally stressing Wait's racial 

difference, because ironically, Wait is going to be revealed as not being different at all from the 

crew. Wait‟s racial difference is also emphasized when the crew, united by their common white 

race, stand together, while Wait, because of his black race, stands alone, because he is the 

"other." When Wait arrives on the ship, he stands apart from the other men, who stand behind 

him in "a body" (18). Wait's race is used to exclude him from the crew of white men. He is 

excluded, ostracized, and rejected by the white crew, because he the black “other.”  

            When the narrator and members of the crew describe Wait's African/ black face and 

features, they primarily use racist stereotypes. The fact that they describe him using racist 

stereotypes of Africans/blacks reveals that they view him as the "other." When Wait first arrives 

on the ship, the narrator comments about Wait's face:  

                         He [Wait] held his head up in the glare of the lamp-a head vigorously   

                         modelled into deep shadows and shining lights-a head powerful and   

                         misshapen with a tormented and flattened face-a face pathetic and brutal:  

                         the tragic, the mysterious, the repulsive mask of a nigger's soul" (18).  

 

The narrator's description of Wait's face and color as a "mask" is ironic, because Wait's color is 

going to be revealed as being "only a mask" (Watt 270). The narrator and the crew are going to 

undergo an experience in which Wait reflects their own feelings and fears about death and 

becomes their mirror image. Hence, Wait's color, as Watt suggests, is only a "mask." Underneath, 



Wait, the black "other," and the white crew have the same feelings and fears, specifically about 

death. 

           The narrator's continued description of Wait as the black "other" through stereotypical 

racist descriptions of Wait's face and features is also evident when the narrator describes Wait's 

cheekbones and full lips. When Wait declares to Captain Alistoun that he is feeling better and 

wants to go back to work on the ship, the narrator offers a description of Wait's prominent 

cheekbones: "His cheekbones glistened as though they had been varnished" (120). Wait is 

described, not as a human, but as a carving or statue. He also describes Wait's full lips: "His 

heavy lips protruded in an everlasting black pout" (135).    

            Wait is also described in animalistic terms. When he tells the crew to be quiet because he 

is trying to sleep, the narrator comments: "In the blackness of the doorway a pair of eyes 

glimmered white, and big, and staring" (34). When Wait gives his version of his rescue during 

the storm, the narrator comments: "He groaned, snapped his big white teeth, and gazed with 

scorn" (106). After Podmore tries to force Wait to repent for his sins, because Podmore thinks 

Wait is the devil, because he is black, Wait is described as a wounded animal:  

…the white corner of one eye gleamed blindly at them. He was afraid to turn his 

head, he shrank within himself; and there was an aspect astounding and animal-

like in the perfection of his expectant immobility. A thing of instinct-the 

unthinking stillness of a sacred brute" (118). 

 

Wait's construction as the racial "other" will become ironic, because he will reflect to the crew 

their own feelings and fears. He will become their mirror image. H.T. Webster states that Wait's 

race blinds us from seeing how Wait represents everyone, regardless of color:  

the Nigger [Wait] is rendered to us in such artful individuality -a St. Kitts 

blackamoor in every phrase - that we are dazzled by the surface and only 

recognize in retrospect that he is all people who can never reconcile themselves to 

death and never cope with it" (Webster 128). 

 



In addition, the fact that the narrator describes Wait as “sacred” is important because it 

foreshadows the religious symbolism of Wait as a Jesus Christ figure or a scapegoat which will 

be discussed in depth at the end of this chapter. According to the OED, sacred means “deserving 

request…connected to God and religion” (OED). Sacred has religious connotations, which is 

important because Wait will be sacrificed or become a scapegoat in order to save the crew from 

their emotional instability, which is caused by their fears and feelings about death, which they 

cannot handle and threatens to emotionally destroy them. From the very beginning of the novel, 

Conrad is subtlety alluding to and developing Wait as a religious symbol in the story. 

 

James Wait Reveals to the Crew Their Own Fears about Death 

              When Wait boards the ship, he tells the crew that he is dying and constantly reminds 

them of this fact. Wait's introduction of the idea of death forces the crew to confront their 

feelings about their own mortality:  

It was just what they expected, and hated to hear, that idea of a stalking death, 

thrust at them many times a day like a boast and like a menace by this obnoxious 

nigger…It interfered daily with our occupations, with our leisure, with our 

amusements (36). 

 

Unable to deal with their feelings about death, the members of the crew start to unravel 

emotionally. The narrator comments, "they grew desperate" (37). Belfast, who is devoted to Wait 

because he thinks he is dying, wishes he could kill him: "I would knock his ugly black head off" 

(37). The narrator admits that James Wait "became the tormentor of all our moments; he was 

worse than a nightmare" (44). The crew eventually finds relief when Wait is removed from their 

sleeping quarters and placed alone in a smaller room. They are "delighted to have him removed 



from the forecastle" because they believe his physical absence will help them to forget their own 

fears about death (46).  

            However, out of sight does not necessarily mean out of mind. Wait and his death 

continue to make them confront feelings and fears they have but are unable to handle. They 

realize their own fear and cowardice when confronting thoughts of their own mortality, which 

emotionally overwhelm them: "He overshadowed the ship. Invulnerable in his promise of speedy 

corruption he trampled on our self-respect, he demonstrated to us daily our want of moral 

courage; he tainted our lives" (47). The fact that Wait is black and he makes them confront fears 

and feelings about death that he is also experiencing conveys that all humans experience the 

same fears, regardless of race, which makes the book much more profound. It is not only about 

death, but death becomes a vehicle in which Conrad explores the absurdity of racism as well. If 

Wait was a white character, the book would simply be about death and although it would still be 

an insightful story, it would be not as three-dimensional and brilliant. Critics would not have had 

much to argue about, because it would be a more straightforward or one-dimensional story about 

death. The fact that Conrad created Wait as a black character, when he could have easily made 

him white, showcases not only his genius as a writer, but the magnitude of his intelligence that 

allowed him to think and create dimensional stories.    

            The ship encounters a dangerous storm and severe headwinds that reflect and reinforce 

the emotional condition of the crew. First, the storm almost destroys the ship. Similarily, the fact 

that the crew cannot emotionally handle their fears and feelings threatens to destroy them. In 

addition, the image of the stuck ship also reflects the emotional condition of the crew. After the 

storm, the ship encounters head winds. The ship is stuck because the winds have been too weak 

to move it. The ship is drifting in the ocean, unable to make any significant progress towards its 



destination, which is London (48,130). Wait reveals to the crew their own fears, which torture 

them. They do not know how to deal with their fears and feelings. They, like the ship, are stuck. 

However, they are stuck confronting their fears and feelings about death.  

          As Wait reveals and reflects to the crew their own fears and feelings about death, the crew 

fail to find any significant meaning about their experience. Watt believes that the crew's 

emotional instability "will triumph until the crew learns that, behind a mysterious St. Kitts Negro 

[Wait], there is only a common human predicament" (Watt 106). The crew has to get over their 

obsession with trying to place responsibility for their fears and feelings on Wait, and realize that 

their fears and feelings about death are common to all men, regardless of one's race as Watt 

suggests. According to Webster, the crew should "recognize that he [Wait] is all people who can 

never reconcile themselves to death and never cope with it" (Webster 128). Only when the crew 

admits responsibility for their own fears and feelings can they start to make sense of them and 

come to a meaningful realization about death. However, throughout the novel, they do not take 

responsibility for their fears and feelings and they take the easy way out and blame Wait, who 

becomes their scapegoat.  

             Many critics, such as Vernon Young, have claimed that Wait should be blamed for the 

fears and feelings of the men. Young's article, which was written in the sixties, is shockingly 

racist. According to Young, Wait represents an evil force, because he is black:  

he [Wait] is an embodiment of the subconscious, instinctual but regressive quality 

in man. Conrad's experience with African backcountry savages certainly justified 

his using the type [Wait] as illustrative of the black-magical and unevolved" 

(Young 59). 

 

Young continues that Wait actively elicits the men's negative and instinctual feelings: "James 

Wait…brings out their egoism, solitude, laziness, anarchy, fear," which Young believes are the 

"instinctual and regressive qualities" in men (Young 59). Young also suggests that Wait 



represents our "human blackness" (Young 62). Young argues that Wait's black race, which is 

associated with evil, darkness, and the primitive, makes him an actively evil force that lures the 

crew to indulge in their instinctual feelings. Young, like the crew, blames Wait for the fears and 

feelings that exist within the crew. Young, also like the crew, uses Wait's black race, which is 

stereotypically associated with evil, as an excuse to transfer responsibility to Wait for the crew's 

fears and feelings.  

               In his preface to The Nigger of the Narcissus, Conrad comments on Wait's role in the 

novel: "he is the centre of the ship's collective psychology" (xxxvii). Conrad affirms that Wait 

embodies or mirrors the crew's fears and feelings. Young says that Wait is actively and 

intentionally eliciting these feelings from the men, when Conrad states that Wait only mirrors 

those feelings. In reaction to Young's argument that Wait represents an evil force, Watt 

challenges Young's assessment of Conrad's portrayal of Wait: "Conrad does not …believe in any 

absolute or transcendental evil, and his Negro [Wait] has not done any" (Watt 270). Moreover, 

Watt comments that Wait's "influence" on the crew stems from the crew's "projection of their 

own collective fear,” which is in accordance with Conrad's view of Wait as reflecting the crew's 

fears and feelings (Watt 106).  

         Young misses the point that Conrad tries to make, which is that the crew have fears and 

feelings about death, that are ironically reflected to them through Wait, the black "other." Wait is 

actually "set-up" by Conrad to bear the "burden that the white man perceives blackness or 

darkness to be" (Redmond 361). The negative connotations associated with Wait's black race 

gives the crew an easy excuse to connect their fears and feelings, which they view as dark and 

scary, as originating from him and not them. Racism gives them an excuse to blame Wait. 



Conrad exposes a fundamental idea about racism, which is that racism exonerates one from 

responsibility for one's own feelings and actions. It is always easier to blame someone else.  

 

Wait's Refusal to Accept that He is Dying 

            Wait is unable to accept that he is dying because he is afraid of death. The crew sees 

Wait's inability to accept that he is dying as reflecting their own fears. Although Wait's illness is 

never named in the novel, he is dying of tuberculosis. He is in denial that he is dying, so he 

pretends that he is only acting sick to get out of working on the ship. When he arrives on the ship 

and enters the sleeping quarters, he has a fit of coughing that wakes up some of the other men: 

"James Wait had a fit of roaring, rattling cough, that shook him, tossed him like a hurricane, and 

flung him panting with staring eyes headlong on his sea-chest" (24). He explains to the other 

men, he has a cold. However, one of the crewmembers challenges Wait's explanation: "Cold! 

you call it, should think 'twas something more…" (24). Wait does not allow the man to finish. He 

interrupts him, and challenges the man's diagnosis of his cough: "Oh! you think so" (24).  

            Wait cannot work because he is sick and dying, but he cannot admit or accept that he is 

going to die. Therefore, to excuse the reason why he has to stay in bed to himself, he convinces 

himself of his lie that he is only acting sick to get out of doing work. He tries to convince the 

crew that he is actually dying so his lie can be more believable to himself. He thinks he is 

tricking the crew. Donkin is the only crewmember who actually confronts Wait about his "lie": 

"You have done this afore ' aven'tchee" (111)? Wait admits that he only did it on his last ship: "I 

was out of sorts on the passage. I got my money all right. Laid up fifty-eight days! The fools! 

Paid right off" (111). Wait is ecstatic that his trick worked, but ironically, he is the fool, because 



he cannot accept that he is dying. However, a fit of coughing jolts Wait back to reality and he 

insists "I am as well as ever" which he is not (111). 

           Wait's diminishing appearance eventually betrays his illness and impending death to the 

crew. According to the narrator, the crew realizes that Jimmy (the narrator and crew's pet name 

for Wait) is dying. However, more importantly, they realize that Jimmy cannot accept that he is 

dying because he is afraid of death: "Jimmy's steadfastness to his untruthful attitude in the face 

of the inevitable truth had the proportions of a colossal enigma--of a manifestation grand and 

incomprehensible that at times inspired a wondering awe" (138). Wait's steadfast refusal to 

accept that he is dying, also reveals to the crew their own fears about dying: "we understood the 

subtlety of his fear, sympathized with all his repulsions, shrinkings evasions, delusions" (139). 

They see their own fears about death reflected through Wait. 

           Although the crew knows Wait is dying, they consistently support Wait's claim that he is 

not dying: "We lied to him with gravity, with emotion, with unction, as if performing some 

moral trick with a view to an eternal reward. We made a chorus of affirmation to his wildest 

assertions" (139). They humor him, because they understand that his refusal to accept death 

mirrors or reflects their own fears. Watt concurs that Wait symbolizes his and the crew's fear of 

death:  

 

Wait is a symbol, not of death but of the fear of death, and therefore, more widely, 

of the universal human reluctance to face those most universal aspects of 

anticlimax, the facts, and the facts find him out, as they later will the crew, and 

everyone else" (Watt 106).    

         

            The fact that James Wait reflects their own fears and feelings and becomes their mirror 

image is reinforced by the fact that they physically watch and stare at him constantly. They are 

worshipping their own mortal selves and their fears about death, which Wait reflects. The fact 



that he is black or "other" is ironic, because on the inside he is not different from them at all. 

Nigel Messenger notes that " 'black' becomes a rich scene of writing for [Conrad], a sign of 

'otherness' that also implicates the deepest self" (Messenger 4). The irony of the "other" is that 

one is supposed to be the "other," because of one's skin color, but those who perceive the "other" 

as the "other" can see themselves in the "other." The crew can see their fears and feelings in Wait. 

He is the crew‟s mirror image looking back to them and although Wait is black, his race becomes 

absolutely irrelevant. The “other” does not exist among human beings and no matter how much 

people try to make other human beings “other” because of race and other factors, they must be 

prepared to undergo an experience, like the crew, which highlights that there is no “other,” 

because all humans are the same underneath.  Like Wait, the white crew is also afraid of death. 

According to the narrator, "in the evening, in the dog-watches, and even far into the first night-

watch, a knot of men could always be seen congregated before Jimmy's cabin. The little place, 

repainted white, had, in the night, the brilliance of silver shrine where a black idol, reclining 

stiffly under a blanket, blinked its weary eyes and received our homage" (105). He reveals to 

them their own fear about death, which fascinates them and draws them to Wait. They [the crew] 

"watched him intently" (140). Torchiana affirms the role of Wait as the crew's collective mirror 

image: "the black…dying image to whom they do obeisance reflects each man's sentimental 

concern with the possible extinction of his very precious self" (Torchiana 277). Belfast, one of 

the crewmembers, spent "every moment of his spare time in Jimmy's cabin" (140). They talked 

about him and "nothing else"(140). They would congregate in Wait's cabin "in the evening 

between six and eight, the cabin was crowded…Everyone stared at the nigger" (118).  



            Nathalie Martinre argues that cabins in the ships of Conrad's work, such as the cabin in 

which James Wait lays dying, allows the other members of the ship, such as the crew, to 

"confine" a negative influence that "contaminates" the crew 

to a closed space, thus as much as possible avoiding spreading its contaminating 

influence on deck…Wait's influence…thanks to his confinement…can be toned 

down and controlled: men remain at a safe distance from him, and the coherence 

of the group can be reasserted. Thus, the cabin fulfills its role as a prison: it 

isolates the outsider at the far end of the ship (so much so that his companions 

later forget him) and preserves the community" (Martinre 5). 

 

Martinre argues that Wait does not affect the crew because he is isolated in his cabin. The crew 

does not appear to feel that Wait is isolated and also death is more isolated. In the beginning of 

the story when James Wait is moved into his own separate cabin, although the men do not 

physically see him, they still constantly confront their fears and feelings about death, which Wait 

reflects. They thought and hoped they would find some mental relief in Wait‟s physical isolation, 

but they don‟t. Martinre also states that the cabin "enables the characters to preserve a distance 

from the uncanny, for the danger is then circumscribed, and thus exteriorized and separated from 

oneself" (Martinre 5). However, Martinre‟s argument that the cabin is meant to make it easier for 

the crew to maintain a distance between themselves and death is not supported by the evidence in 

the text, because the crew go voluntarily to see Wait in his cabin at every opportunity they have. 

The crew consistently sees their own fears and feelings about death reflected through Wait. They 

do not see him as a separate person, which is an indication of the crew's narcissism, which 

Conrad critiques.    

             According to Jacques Berthoud, Conrad critiques the crew's narcissism. They show Wait 

sympathy, not because they are thinking about him, but rather, because they are thinking about 

themselves. They "pity" their own mortal selves, whom James Wait reflects for them, and they 

offer him compassion and sympathy, because they are also eventually going to have to face death 



and all the fears associated with it. They only look at Wait in relation to their own selves. This is 

not true compassion. According to Berthoud, Conrad believed that "disinterestedness is a 

precondition of true compassion" (Berthoud 3). They only offer Wait pity because they see their 

own fears and feelings in Wait. They do not see him as someone separate from themselves, who 

is dying and scared. Young sees the crew's sympathy towards Wait as "the near undoing of the 

crew" which "is the "result of their returning good for evil" (Young 33). According to Young, the 

goodness of the crew is evident in their sympathetic actions towards the dying Wait, who has 

only exerted an evil force on the crew. I would argue that if Conrad is talking about goodness 

and evil, he is actually saying that the crew's sympathy is bad or evil. Conrad is saying that the 

crew's expressed pity towards Wait is not sincere, because they only pity him because they can 

only see their fears and feelings about death in him. Watt confirms that "pity…may seem to be 

based on a wholly altruistic concern for the welfare of others, but in reality it is intimately 

connected with the individual's unconscious fear of his own sickness and death" which Conrad 

reveals and critiques (Watt 109).     

           Captain Alistoun is the only one who shows true compassion for Wait, because he thinks 

of Wait and not himself, unlike the crew (Berthoud 33). The difference between compassion and 

pity is in thinking about oneself. When one shows compassion towards another person, he does 

not do it because he thinks that eventually he might undergo a similar experience. He 

understands the other person‟s experience without relating it to himself. On the other hand, when 

one pities another person, he is thinking about himself and that he also will have to go through a 

similar experience, which is the primary reason he offers sympathy towards the other person.  

Torchiana states that even Captain Alistoun sees Wait as a mirror of what will eventually happen 

to him and all of us: "When I saw him standing there, three parts dead and so scared--black 



amongst that gaping lot--no grit to face what's coming to us all--the notion came to me all at 

once, before I could think…I thought I would let him go out in his own way" (127). Captain 

Alistoun appears to also see Wait as his mirror image: "Captain Alistoun's cryptic explanation of 

his own brief Narcissism makes him too a fellow gaper at the mirror" (Torchiana 284). Allistoun 

momentarily reveals that he also sees Wait as his mirror image and that he pities him. Allistoun 

sympathizes with Wait‟s fear of death because he recognizes that everyone, including himself, 

will have to go through Wait‟s experience. However, Allistoun only pities Wait for a moment 

and he never places his own needs over Wait's, unlike the crew. Captain Allistoun "shields Wait 

from trying to work because he would fail, and then be forced to face the unwelcome truth before 

the whole ship" (Watt 108). On the other hand, the crew wants Alistoun to permit Wait to go 

back to work on the deck, because they would no longer have to confront their fears and feelings 

about death. James Wait will no longer have the threat of death lingering over him and everyone 

could return to their normal routines. The crew is always thinking about themselves, while 

Alistoun thinks about what is best for Wait.     

     

James Wait as Scapegoat 

            Wait becomes the crew's scapegoat, which is confirmed by Conrad's religious allusion to 

Wait as a Jesus Christ figure. When the crew members consult Singleton on whether or not Wait 

will die, Singleton proclaims that Wait will surely die: "Why, of course he will die" (42) Later, 

Singleton tells them that Wait is the reason why the ship is stuck and he is a curse. He reveals to 

them one of his superstitions, which is that mortally sick and dying men prevent wind so the ship 

does not move, because at the first sight of land, the dying man will surely die (142). Singleton 

implicitly suggests that Wait must die in order for the men to be physically saved. Andrew 



Mozina notes that "assigning the scapegoat magical powers, such as the ability to affect the 

progress of the ship, is a key step in making the scapegoat responsible for the community's 

problems" (26-27). The crewmembers blame him for making them confront their own fears and 

feelings about death. Mozina observes that "the victim [the scapegoat] is not desired for its own 

sake; all its value emanates from the desires it animates and magnetizes" (Mozina 22). He 

mirrors or reflects their own fears and feelings about death, which threaten to emotionally 

destroy them, because they cannot derive a significant meaning about death, which their 

experience with James Wait provides. The fears and feelings involved with death are common to 

all men. The crew, "weary, hungry, and thirsty,” starts to wish for wind, although it could mean 

the death of Wait (143).  

             Eventually Wait does die and when they bury him overboard, "the ship rolled as if 

relieved of an unfair burden; the sails flapped" (160). A "week afterwards the Narcissus entered 

the chops of the Channel" (161). Singleton thinks Wait is a curse and the narrator comments that 

Wait was a "burden" on the ship (160). The crew blames him for their fears and feelings about 

death. James Wait becomes a scapegoat or someone the white men can conveniently blame for 

their own fears and feelings that they possess but cannot handle. At the end of the novel, Belfast 

confirms the religious symbolism of Wait as a Jesus Christ figure in the novel: “I never touched 

him-never-never!…He went for me like…like…a lamb” (171). The men want Wait to be a 

Christ figure, who dies so they can be saved from confronting their fears and feelings that 

threatened to destroy them. Wait reveals to them feelings and fears that they possess, but they 

realize they cannot handle or make sense of their fears and feelings, which overwhelm and 

disturb them.  



          According to Rene Girard in his work The Scapegoat, Jesus Christ is the standard example 

of a scapegoat. Girard states that he does not necessarily have to prove that Jesus is a scapegoat, 

because this is explicitly expressed in the Gospels:  

 I am not being particularly perceptive in calling Jesus a scapegoat since        

 the text makes that point as explicitly as possible by calling him the lamb    

 of God, the stone rejected by the builders, the one who suffers for  

 everyone (Girard 117-118).  

 

Similarly, Conrad refers specifically to Wait when he dies as the Lamb of God, when Belfast 

comments "He went for me like…like…a lamb” (171). Wait, like Jesus Christ, is the "one who 

suffers for everyone" else to be saved (Girard 117).      

           In The Nigger of the Narcissus, the fact that Wait is a scapegoat can be confirmed through 

Conrad's allusion to him as a Jesus Christ figure. However, I will also show that the text itself 

depicts Wait as a scapegoat. In The Scapegoat, Girard argues that to determine if a scapegoat 

exists within a text, three stereotypes must be present. These include, a "crisis" that is "evidenced 

by the disappearance of the rules and 'differences' that define cultural divisions" (Girard 12). The 

second stereotype is the "victim…is usually accused of crimes that eliminate distinctions" 

(Girard 21). Finally, the third stereotype is the choice of victim, who is selected because they 

"belong to a class that is particularly susceptible to persecution" (Girard 23). Moreover, the 

"victim is never reproached for their difference, but for not being as different as expected, and in 

the end for not differing at all" (Girard 22). Girard's three stereotypes that characterize a 

scapegoat all converge on the idea that the scapegoat challenges the difference, which he 

represents. Wait eliminates the distinction between himself and the crew by revealing their 

similarity, which lies in the fact that regardless of one's race, all of them are going to eventually 

die. The difference that Wait eliminates is between the living and the dying which reinforces the 

fact that Wait is not different or the "other" because of his black race. 



           In The Nigger of the Narcissus, the first stereotype, which is a crisis that dissolves 

“cultural differences” and “distinctions” is apparent (Girard 12). James Wait eliminates the 

distinction between people who live and people who die. The crew's anxiety is caused from the 

breakdown between the living and dying. The crew realizes that Wait is a man who is going to 

die and eventually they are also going to die. The crew and Wait are all confronting their own 

fears and feelings about death. There is a lack of cultural "differentiation" among the men, 

because they are all going through the same experience (Girard 14). According to Girard "the 

similarity of behavior creates confusion and universal lack of difference" and "everything is 

reduced to an extreme confusion" (Girard 14). The crew members are not only thrown into 

"extreme confusion" emotionally, which has already been illustrated at the beginning of this 

chapter, but the hierarchical order of the ship is also disrupted, when Donkin persuades the crew 

members to engage in a mutiny of the ship, which is instantly squashed by the captain (121-14).  

            The second stereotype is the type of “crimes” or accusations, which are usually the ones 

that “transgress the taboos that are considered the strictest in the society in question” (Girard 15). 

In The Nigger of the Narcissus, the crew blames Wait for making them confront their fears and 

feelings about death. Although they are alive and not facing death, they constantly confront their 

own fears and feelings about death like Wait, who is actually dying. Therefore, Wait is implicitly 

being blamed for “eliminating distinctions” between the living and the dying (Girard 21). 

According to Girard, “in order to blame victims for the loss of distinctions resulting from the 

crisis, they are accused of crimes that eliminate distinctions” (Girard 21).  

            The third stereotype is the choice of victims, who are usually chosen because: 

they belong to a class that is particularly susceptible to persecution rather than 

because of the crimes they have committed…. In addition to cultural and religious 

there are purely physical criteria. Sickness, madness, genetic deformities… in 

general tend to polarize persecutors” (17-18).  



 

James Wait is sick and dying of tuberculosis. Girard believes that "all persecutors tend to project 

the monstrous results of some calamity or public or private misfortune onto some poor 

unfortunate who by being infirm or a foreigner, suggests a certain affinity to the monstrous" 

(Girard 34). The monster is death and Wait comes to symbolize this monster, because he is the 

only one who is sick and dying. The crew is thrown into emotional because they cannot handle 

and make sense of their fears and feelings about death. Wait is an easy target for them to blame 

because he is sick and dying. The “monstrous” results of the crew‟s experience are blamed on 

Wait only because as Girard states, the victim “suggests a certain affinity to the monstrous,” 

which is death in The Nigger of the Narcissus (Girard 34).    

             William A. Johnsen uses Girard's ideas on rivalry and the scapegoat and argues that Wait 

becomes the crew's scapegoat because of his race. He conveys that Wait and the crew engage in 

a racial rivalry, which becomes "metaphysical," because the rivalry comes to be based on them 

being rivals in itself (Johnsen 6). He argues that the crew hates Wait because of his race. He cites 

the narrator's first description of Wait's face as a mask when Wait first arrives on the ship as a 

"toxic passage" which depicts "racial hatred" (Johnsen 7). However, his argument falls apart 

when he tries to account for the fact that the crew also shows Wait kindness and love. He seems 

to be more interested in applying Girard's idea about the divine ruler to Wait and the crew than to 

give a plausible explanation of why the crew both love and hate Wait. His central argument is to 

show the "amalgamation" of the Girardian concepts of the scapegoat and the divine ruler than to 

present a coherent and logical thesis that focuses primarily on Conrad's work. Instead, Johnsen 

subordinates Conrad's work in order to highlight Girardian concepts. I highlight Johnsen's work 

because the inclination to convey that Wait becomes a scapegoat because he blurs a racial 

division is too simplistic. The crew is thrown into an emotional frenzy because Wait reflects to 



them their own fears and feelings about death, which reflects and reinforces the fact that Wait is 

not the racial "other." He becomes the crew's scapegoat, because he eliminates the distinction 

between the living and the dying. He makes them confront their fears and feelings about death, 

as he does, although they are not dying. The crew‟s inability to handle their fears and feelings 

threatens their emotional stability, which is the reason Wait becomes their scapegoat. Johnsen‟s 

argument conveys that Wait becomes the scapegoat because he blurs a racial division. However, 

his claim subordinates the major theme of the work which is about the universality of death 

among men.       

         Interestingly, Girard points out a characteristic of scapegoats that exists in myths, that is 

also characteristic of Wait. According to Girard, the association "in myths of a very guilty victim 

with a conclusion that is both violent and liberating can only be explained by the extreme force 

of the scapegoat mechanism" (Girard 42). The scapegoat mechanism reveals that "the order that 

is either absent or compromised by the scapegoat once more establishes itself…The same victim 

restores the order" (Girard 42). Although, the crew does not physically kill Wait, Donkin 

symbolically kills him with his violent and hateful words. There is no doubt that Wait‟s death is 

not violent, and that it frees the crew from confronting their fears and feelings, which threaten to 

destroy them.  

             At the end of the novel, Donkin visits Wait and confronts him with the truth that he is 

going to die. Donkin‟s words are like daggers that stab and stab Wait until he cannot bear it any 

longer and dies. When Wait enthusiastically tells Donkin that the ship will arrive in England in 

ten days, Donkin shatters Wait‟s hopeful reverie: “Ten days. Strike me blind if I ever!..You will 

be dead by this time to-morrow p‟r‟aps…Blamme if yer don‟t look dead already” (150). James 

Wait musters some energy to protest which taxes his strength: “His emaciated back was shaken 



in repeated jerks by the panting catches of his breath” (150). However, Donkin continues his 

verbal attack: “Ye‟re done” (151)! Donkin‟s verbal assault is like a dagger being plunged into 

James Wait heart and killing him slowly:  

James Wait rallied again. He lifted his head and turned bravely at Donkin, who 

saw a strange face, an unknown face, a fantastic and grimacing mask of despair 

and fury. Its lips moved rapidly; and hollow, moaning, whistling sounds filled the 

cabin with a vague mutter full of menace, complaint and desolation, like the far 

off murmur of a rising wind. Wait shook his head; rolled his eyes; he denied, 

cursed… (151). 

 

Wait violently struggles to hold onto life and resist death. Wait is terrified of being buried 

overboard when he dies and Donkin taunts him: “Feet fust, through a port…Splash! Never see 

yer anymore. Overboard! Good „nuff fur yer” (153). However, Donkin‟s hateful and evil words 

finally take their toll on Jimmy and he dies: “Jimmy‟s head moved slightly and he turned his 

eyes to Donkin‟s face; a gaze unbelieving, desolated and appealing of a child frightened by the 

menace of being shut alone in dark” (153).  

          After Wait dies, everything goes back to normal on the ship. Mozina agrees that James 

Wait, the scapegoat, is "both 'contagion' and cure" (Mozina 23). The crew no longer has to 

confront their fears and feelings: "he took away with himself the gloomy and solemn shadow" of 

death (156). The ship is no longer stuck and arrives in England one week after Jimmy's death 

(161). According to Girard, "the transgressor restores and even establishes the order he has 

somehow transgressed in anticipation" (Girard 42). Moreover, "the greatest of all delinquents 

[the scapegoat] is transformed into a pillar of society" (Girard 42). Belfast, Wait's most devoted 

sympathizer, asks for a belonging of Wait's when he is collecting his pay at the shipping office. 

Wait becomes sacred to Belfast in a positive religious sense. He not only asks for a belonging of 

Wait's, but Belfast is also the one who equated Wait as the Lamb of God or a Jesus Christ figure. 

According to Girard, this is the "paradoxical" nature of scapegoats: they restore [through death] 



the order that has been upset by their presence, and they become deified by those who blame 

them (Girard 42).  

           In The Nigger of the Narcissus, Conrad's ironic use of racism reveals that James Wait is 

not the racial "other." Conrad shows that regardless of one's race, all men have the same fears 

and feelings, specifically about death. These fears and feelings about death are common to all 

men, which is a powerful challenge to the racist notion that people of color are different or 

"other." In addition, Rene Girard's three stereotypes that are characteristic of scapegoats 

reinforce the idea that Wait is not different or the "other" because of his race. Wait blurs the 

division between those who are living and those who are dying like him. There is no distinction 

between the dying Wait and the members of the crew, who are physically healthy, because they 

are all confronting their fears and feelings about death. He eliminates the distinction between the 

living and the dying which reflects and reinforces the fact that he is not innately different from 

the crew because of his black race.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

            In conclusion, Conrad uses racism ironically, in order to undermine it in his works, such 

as Almayer's Folly, Heart of Darkness, and The Nigger of the Narcissus. In Almayer's Folly, 

Dain is referred to as a "savage" but ironically, he is depicted as morally superior to Almayer, the 

"civilized" European. Conrad's portrayal of Dain illustrates Rousseau's idea of the noble savage. 

Moreover, Almayer's racism, which he zealously maintains, actually destroys him. Conrad's 

challenge to racism, which he establishes in Almayer's Folly, his first novel, re-emerges in his 

later works, such as Heart of Darkness and The Nigger of the Narcissus.  

          In Heart of Darkness, the Africans only appear savage because of their customs or 

outward behaviors. However, ironically, the Europeans are savages because, when their behavior 

is subjected to moral analysis, they turn out to be worse in every way than the Africans. The 

inner truth is what is important to Conrad when judging people and not their outward customs. 

The Europeans view the Africans as savages because they practice cannibalism instead of eating 

in restaurants, like the Europeans. The Europeans judge the Africans as evil based on solely on 

the Africans' customs. However, Conrad believes that it is the good or the evil that lies in one's 



heart and not one's outward customs or behaviors that are more important in determining if 

someone is good or bad. The Europeans eat at restaurants, but they venture into a realm of 

immorality that the so- called savages could not ever imagine transgressing. The "savages" are 

not capable of the type of evil that the Europeans commit.  

           In Almayer's Folly and Heart of Darkness, Conrad's portrayal of the morality of the 

savage and the civilized reflects and reinforces Rousseau's ideas. Rousseau believes that civilized 

people lack morality, because they have been corrupted by civilization whereas the savages' 

morality remains intact because they have been untouched by civilization. Both Conrad and 

Rousseau challenge the denotations and popular connotations associated with the words "savage" 

and "civilized." They show that the "savage" is actually good and "pure" and the "civilized" is 

evil and corrupted.   

          Finally, in The Nigger of the Narcissus, James Wait is constructed as the racial "other." 

However, ironically he reveals to the crew their own fears and feelings, specifically about death. 

He is their mirror image, looking back at them. However, the crew blames Wait, who becomes 

their scapegoat, because the crew cannot deal with their own fears and feelings about death. 

René Girard's three stereotypes of a scapegoat reveal that Wait blurs the division between the 

living and dying. Wait and the crew are all undergoing the same experience in which they 

confront their fears and feelings about death, which further reinforces that Wait is not different or 

the "other" because of his black race.   

           In Conrad's "Author's Note" to Almayer's Folly, his first published book, he states that a 

lady showed her disapproval of "literature," such as his own works that focuses on "strange 

people and prowls in far-off countries" because these types of tales were "decivilized" (1xi). 

Conrad believes she not only condemned the tales, but "the strange people and the far-off 



countries also, are finally condemned in a verdict of contemptuous dislike" (lxi). However, 

unlike his contemptuous female critic, Conrad is prepared to affirm that there is a "bond" among 

people, regardless of color: 

And there is a bond between us and that humanity so far away … I am content to 

sympathize with common mortals, no matter where they live; in houses or in huts, 

in the streets under a fog, or in the forests behind the dark line of dismal 

mangroves that fringe the vast solitude of the sea. For, their land--like ours--lies 

under the inscrutable eyes of the Most High. Their hearts-like ours-must endure 

the load of the gifts from Heaven: the curse of facts and the blessing of illusions, 

the bitterness of our wisdom and the deceptive consolation of our folly" (1xii). 

 

Conrad affirms that everyone has to face the same experiences in life, regardless of one's color 

and geographical location. He says he "sympathizes" with all people, regardless if they live in 

houses or huts.   

           In Conrad's aforementioned works, he does sympathize with those that live in houses and 

those that live in huts. He depicts common racist European sentiments about people of color, like 

the feelings of his female critic, who readily dismisses the literature that features the 

"decivilized" as she refers to those who are foreign to her, in order to undermine it. Nineteenth-

century Europeans want to believe that people in far-off countries, who live in huts in forests, 

instead of in houses on paved streets, are different and inferior to them, and want to readily 

dismiss them, like the female contemptuous critic. However, Conrad shows that they are not 

different, and in many cases, who are better than the Europeans. One of the main objectives in 

his work is to show the common bonds among people, or human beings, instead of reflecting and 

reinforcing differences that are based on racist notions and ideas, as did his contemporaries.  
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