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Abstract 

In the 1899 novel Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad writes a seminal work of 

early modernism, which is dealing with the complexities of human nature and 

the moral ambiguities of European colonialism. The story tells of a seasoned 

sailor called Charles Marlow, who sets off up the Congo River to find the 

enigmatic Kurtz, and it critiques the brutal realities that colonization introduces 

as well as questions the ethical foundation for imperialism. Conrad uses 

Marlow's experience in the novella as a platform to symbolize the vain and 

corrupt morality that Europeans attribute to their so-called "civilizing mission". 

Taking place amidst the Scramble for Africa, the novella explores the destructive 

impact of colonialism on both the colonizer and the colonized. Conrad 

humanizes his European characters with the very presentation of moral 

disintegration and the dehumanization of the African people as strong allegory, 

which questioned the moral premise upon which colonial projects were justified. 

Further, the themes of moral ambiguity and darkness in humanity are highlighted 

by the narrative techniques of the novella, which include unreliable narration 

and symbolic imagery. Much more than that, Heart of Darkness is an evocative 

indictment against imperialism and a deep exploration of human fate: it conjures 

readers to confront the ethical problems and complexities of colonial 

exploitation. 

 

Keywords: Colonial Exploitation, Moral Ambiguity, Human Nature, Critique 

of Colonialism 

 

I. Introduction 

Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness is a novel published for the first time in 1899, 

which represents one of the most prominent writings of early modernism and 

expresses the complications of human nature and the darkness at the very core 

of European colonialism. Charles Marlow, a seasoned sailor, narrates his 
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harrowing journey up the Congo River in Africa to locate Kurtz, a man of great 

repute for trading in ivory who has ostensibly fallen into madness. As Marlow 

travels further and further into the African interior, he is confronted with the 

brutal realities of colonial exploitation, the futility of European imperialism, and 

the all-consuming moral disintegration that is concomitant with what European 

powers claim to be the "civilizing mission."  

Heart of Darkness is framed within the context of the Scramble for Africa—a 

period that arrived during the late 19th century, characterized by the aggressive 

colonization of African territories by European powers. It is within this period 

that the most conspicuous features are presented by the Berlin Conference, 

which was held in the period between 1884 and 1885. Here, European countries 

sat down to partition Africa without consideration given to indigenous cultures 

and political bodies. A good example is Belgium under King Leopold II, who 

took the Congo Free State as his personal domain; it became world-famous for 

exploitation and unspeakable atrocities committed against the people.  

Adam Hochschild, in his 1998 book King Leopold's Ghost: A Story of Greed, 

Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa, documents that under the white Belgian 

rule in the Congo, a frightful human cost was paid in the deaths of millions who 

had perished under forced labor, disease, and brutal punishment. General Survey 

Thomas Pakenham's The Scramble for Africa: White Man's Conquest of the 

Dark Continent from 1876 to 1912, written in 1991, is a most accurate report on 

the epoch—geopolitical maneuvres of changing borders, migration, and labor 

forces, together with human suffering generated by European colonial 

ambitions.  

Now, this novella is an abstraction of the same, developed from his experiences 

as a mariner in the Congo River in the year 1890, in which personal encounters 

with the ruthlessness of the colonial administration and the suffering of the 

Congolese people are mirrored in Marlow's narrative. It thus stands among 

strong and powerful allegories into the core of the Dark Continent—one that 

denotes the darkness inside humanity and the moral ambiguity of imperialist 

endeavors. So, whereas Conrad condemns the European colonialism that 

pretended to civilize and enlighten Africa, his work itself engenders destruction 

and moral corruption.  

As Peter Firchow states in Envisioning Africa: Racism and Imperialism in 

Conrad's Heart of Darkness (2000), Conrad's work exposes the ethical 
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justifications of colonialism, at the same time it shows the complexities and 

contradictions necessarily built into such imperialist enterprises. On a similar 

note, Patrick Brantlinger's "Rule of Darkness: British Literature and 

Imperialism, 1830-1914" published in 1988 concerns the general literary milieu 

within which Conrad was writing, taking into account the prevalent attitudes 

toward empire and race.  

Placing Heart of Darkness within the context of late-19th-century European 

imperialism makes it possible to better understand how the novella treats of the 

destructive effects of colonial exploitation and the deep moral ambiguities it lays 

bare. This not only questions the ethical foundation of colonialism but it also 

delves deep into the complexities of human nature, making it a profoundly deep 

critique of the times and a literary masterpiece of all times.  

For his part, Edward Said furthers into such ideas in the influential Culture and 

Imperialism (1993), showing how even literary texts like Heart of Darkness were 

to be read as an implicit critique of the imperialist ideologies of the time by the 

reader, to reflect on the enduring implications of colonialism for colonizers and 

colonized. 

 

Research Objectives 

1. To Explore Themes of Colonial Exploitation 

2. To Analyze the Moral Ambiguity Presented in the Novella 

 

C. Thesis Statement 

The main argument of this research paper is that Heart of Darkness by Joseph 

Conrad, through its powerful criticism of the brutal realities of colonial 

exploitation, at the same time delves deep into the profound moral ambiguities 

intrinsic to human nature. The novella describes the journey of Marlow into the 

African interior and serves as a metaphor for the hypocrisies and cruelties of 

European imperialism. In Conrad's creation of the ivory trade, his 

dehumanization of African people, and his presentations of power/greed 

corruption, he delivers a scathing attack on the treatment of colonies. Yet, the 

characterization of Marlow and Kurtz, as complex humans, provides a balanced 

discussion of moral ambiguity. He wants the reader to explore humanity and the 

labyrinth of righteousness for themselves. By interweaving these themes 

together, Heart of Darkness is a critique not only of the historical context of 
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colonialism but something that evokes timeless questions regarding morality and 

the human condition. 

 

Colonial Exploitation in 'Heart of Darkness' 

A. Depiction of Colonial Enterprise 

In Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad portrays European colonizers as the very 

personification of rapaciousness, savagery, and moral degeneracy. The novella 

compares Marlow's experiences on the Thames River with his journey on the 

Congo River, showing the vast differences and core similarities between the 

supposedly "civilized" Europe and the barbarity it exports to Africa. Very 

frequently in the novella, the European characters seem very superficially 

civilized, carefully disguising their original savagery.  

An illustration is Mr. Kurtz, who appeared upon first observation as a cultured 

and enlightened European but eventually became a case of a mind-driven mad 

and morally degenerate. As Marlow travels deeper into the Congo, he finds that 

Kurtz has abandoned all forms of morality as a European and placed himself as 

a demigod among the savages, perpetrating horrible acts intended to become a 

wealthy ivory trader. For instance, Kurtz's journey into savagery and his savage 

actions are a succinct statement against the moral degradation spawned by 

colonial power.  

Other European characters, such as agents of the company and the station 

manager, are illustrated to have been indifferent to the suffering that befell the 

African people, focusing on resource extraction only. They have been described 

as hollow with a lack of empathy, thus building on the message of Conrad on 

the inhumane effects of colonialism. Cedric Watts in Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness: A Critical and Contextual Discussion (2012) finds Conrad to be 

disillusioned with the imperialist mission; his point is that this reflects in the 

characters he has created, where the novella reveals the inherent inconsistencies 

and moral futility of the colonial enterprise.  

The Company in Heart of Darkness symbolizes the greed and exploitation 

driving European colonialism in Africa. It functions with a single-minded 

pursuit of profit, which is epitomized by its indefatigable pursuit of ivory, much 

of which it acquires in brutal and inhumane ways. The Company's inefficiency, 

corruption, and complete disregard for the well-being of the indigenous people 

become evident.  
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Marlow observes these instances of Company work at being oppressive 

throughout his journey. For example, the "grove of death" illustrates an instance 

where African laborers are overworked to death or die out of neglect at the hands 

of the Company. This most dreadful scene goes to show the inhumane nature of 

colonial exploitation: African lives are sacrificed for the sake of European profit. 

In contrast, company administrative centers, both the Outer and Central Stations, 

are described in a disorderly state of decomposition, which is so evocative of the 

moral and organizational putrefaction of the colonial undertaking. The action of 

the company's employees, much more interested in personal gain than in the 

claimed civilizing mission they represented, serves to point up only further the 

inefficiency and corruption of the Company. The Company's agents tend to be 

idle and incompetent, something Marlow believes adds to the sense of futility 

and moral void that pervades this colonial project at its heart.  

In The Congo: Plunder and Resistance (2010), David Van Reybrouck adds 

historical context that mirrors Conrad's fictional one. While he does describe the 

real atrocities that the Congolese people faced at the hands of the Belgians, 

economic exploitation resulting in untold suffering and death in the Congo, all 

this furthers the argument this history underlies, because of the reality of 

Conrad's criticism and the continued relevance of the novella as an indictment 

of colonialism.  

Through such characterizations of the European colonizers and their operations, 

Conrad's Heart of Darkness is a refutation of justifications for noble intentions 

through colonialism. It exposes vividly the avarice, violence, and moral rot upon 

which the imperialist mission is based and, hence, provides a strong, classic 

critique of the colonial enterprise. 

 

B. Impact on Indigenous Peoples 

Joseph Conrad creates vivid images of African characters and how they are 

treated in Heart of Darkness to truly show the dehumanizing effects of 

colonialism. The indigenous were most times described in ways that reflected 

the prevailing racist attitudes of that time. They were most commonly alluded to 

in animalistic or demeaning terms which render them impersonal and inhuman. 

As an example, Conrad refers to the African laborers as "black shapes" and 

"shadows," thus emphasizing their alienation and dehumanization (Conrad, 

1899).  
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As depicted in the novella, African characters are depicted as people who are 

abused and exploited. The slavery of Africans led to extremely horrible 

conditions, where in a "grove of death," one is left to succumb to overwork, 

starvation, and disease. This makes the reader feel like they are seeing the true 

barbarities of the colonial time in history. Such portrayals, as Patrick Brantlinger 

describes in Victorians and Africans: The Genealogy of the Myth of the Dark 

Continent (1985), were all too common for European literature, which tried to 

justify colonialism through the dehumanization of African people and a 

portrayal of them as needy and requiring help from the Europeans.  

This insatiable greed of the European colonizers for the resources available in 

Africa directly brings suffering to these African characters. This physical and 

mental destruction of native life, as portrayed in Conrad's narrative, reveals a 

moral cost for colonial exploitation. Such brutal behavior also exposes the 

hypocrisy of the colonial mission, trying to clothe itself as civilizing and 

enlightening Africa when it was actually bringing suffering and death to the 

people.  

How Marlow regards and treats the natives is a complex and often contradictory 

affair. He at times reveals some sympathy to the plague that people in power are 

undergoing, but he also shows the influence of pervasive racism of his time. As 

Marlow sailed deeper into the Congo, his experiences offered a view into the 

real face of colonial rule, interspersed with critical visions of the system even as 

he failed to rise above the prejudices of his time. Another significant scene in 

the novella would be when Marlow happens to see the chained African laborers. 

He refers to them as "criminals" being punished for minor offenses. This incident 

draws out, for Marlow, the horror of the colonial regime and the suffering it had 

imposed on people under its rule. One of horror and helplessness, which reflects 

his inner conflict and growing disillusionment with the colonial enterprise, 

mirrors his growing reaction. As the scholar, Edward Said has noted in his book 

Culture and Imperialism (1993), that Marlow's story is the mixed, contradictory 

varieties of experience of imperialism, that Marlow was at once an agent and a 

self-reflexive critic of imperialism.  

Furthermore, Marlow's attitude towards his African helmsman mirrored his 

ambivalent attitude. In the beginning, Marlow did not even think of him as a 

human being but just a piece of machinery; nevertheless, this soon changed as 

Marlow began to appreciate the helmsman's skill and courage. However, this 
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respect is still laced with a sense of racial superiority since Marlow is unable to 

realize the full humanity of the helmsman. This scene shows how deep and 

distorting colonial ideology and influence is within Marlow's mentality even as 

he tries to criticize the system openly.  

According to Patrick Brantlinger, in his 1988 book Rule of Darkness: British 

Literature and Imperialism, 1830-1914, Marlow's narrative serves more as a 

vehicle for Conrad's intentions with criticism of colonialism. He goes further to 

indicate that in Marlow's reportage, Conrad places bare moral contradictions and 

an innate violence that inhere in the colonial enterprise, thereby forcing readers 

to question afresh the moral consequences of imperialism. 

 

C. Economic Motivations and Greed 

In Heart of Darkness, the pursuit of ivory represents the main form of economic 

motivation that drives European colonial exploitation in Africa. This expensive 

thing symbolized wealth, power, and always being hungry for more, which was 

the insatiable greed of the colonizers. The scramble for ivory speaks not only to 

the economic imperatives at work in colonialism but to how far human moral 

considerations are thrown aside in the ruthless scramble for profit.  

Joseph Conrad illustrates how the zeal of getting ivory in a mad pursuit goes 

through the likes of Mr. Kurtz and the other company agents. Kurtz, with great 

intentions upon his arrival in Africa, is consumed by the desire to gain more 

ivory and eventually leads him to the loss of any human notion or facades of 

being an idealist. He obtains ivory through any means of ferocious brute force 

and use of the native people, which pinpoints the catastrophic lengths that 

colonizers were ready to go to serve their economic interests. Kurtz's famous 

last words, "The horror! The horror!" can be seen as an acceptance of the moral 

decay his greed has brought about (Conrad, 1899). 

The ivory trade has so many consequences. It is associated with environmental 

degradation, disruption of local economies, and drives violence and exploitation. 

In Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (1992), Mary Louise Pratt 

investigates how European travel literature—specifically in a book such as Heart 

of Darkness—romanticizes the search for exotic goods and the savage realities 

associated with that search. This avarice, through ivory, points to a larger 

colonial tool in the plunder of resources as a motive that benefits the colonizer 

at the expense of the colonized. 
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The economic exploitation, as depicted in Heart of Darkness, has some very 

dehumanizing effects on both groups: colonizers and colonized. For the latter, 

the more ivory demanded, forced labor, violence, and little regard paid to 

humanity. Conrad paints the picture with scenes such as the "grove of death," 

where African workers, weakened by malnutrition and overwork, are abandoned 

to die. Such horrifying pictures reiterate the physical and psychological costs of 

economic exploitation to the native population. This dehumanization extends to 

the European colonizers themselves, who become morally bankrupt in the quest 

for wealth. The Company agents are portrayed as hollow men with a consuming 

greed and no ethical principles. Marlow saw it for himself, as the Company's 

single-minded pursuit of profit resulted in an ethos of corruption and cruelty. 

The dehumanization of human lives as mere tools for economic gain on the part 

of the colonizers is indicative of more thoroughgoing dehumanizing 

consequences of capitalism and imperialism. 

In his The Intimate Enemy: Loss and Recovery of Self under Colonialism 

(1983), Ashis Nandy gets to the psyche of colonialism that remained the role of 

both the oppressor and the oppressed. Nandy, on the other hand, supports the 

idea that in the process of dehumanizing others, the self is also dehumanized, a 

theme evident in "Heart of Darkness." The novella's portrayal of the European 

characters' moral disintegration serves to underline the corrosive effects of 

unchecked greed and exploitation. 

 

Moral Ambiguity in 'Heart of Darkness' 

Character Analysis 

The protagonist in Heart of Darkness is Marlow, who exemplifies moral 

ambiguity as he grapples with the ethical puzzles regarding colonialism and his 

place in it. In the process of journeying through the Congo, Marlow reflects and 

observes a conflict of conscience between being an employee of the Company 

and growing disillusioned with the imperialist enterprise. 

Marlow's moral ambiguity is clear from the very beginning of the novella. When 

telling the story to friends on the Nellie on the Thames, he mentions that part of 

him wanted to get involved in the mysterious and the unfamiliar, one reason 

which propelled him to set out on the mission to the Congo. Still, any desire on 

his side to find the unknown gets sabotaged by his awareness regarding the 

darkness inherent in the exploration. "It seemed somehow to throw a kind of 
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light on everything about me – and into my thoughts. It was sombre enough too 

– and pitiful – not extraordinary in any way – not very clear either. No, not very 

clear. And yet it seemed to throw a kind of light" (Conrad, 1899, p. 9). The 

setting of Marlow's narrative is fixed by his conflicting emotions and an obscure 

stance toward morality. 

However, as Marlow travels deeper into the Congo and observes what the agents 

of the Company are doing, he becomes a much more morally complex character. 

The "grove of death" and its attendant suffering of the African laborers fills 

Marlow with horror even as he takes no steps to remove himself from the system 

that causes their pain. His relationship to Kurtz also shows his moral ambiguity. 

There is an abomination of what Kurtz has done, but in this, Marlow still holds 

a certain degree of respect for the character. He feels like Kurtz was brutally 

honest and laid bare the true nature of colonialism. The admiration mixed with 

horror describes Marlow's inner conflict. 

The ambiguity of Marlow is bolstered by his narrative style characterized by 

introspection and a peculiar lack of explicit moral judgment. As literary critic 

Ian Watt suggests in Conrad in the Nineteenth Century (1980), Marlow's 

narration precisely mirrors the fractured and ambivalent moral terrain of the 

book. In his view, the unwillingness of Marlow to provide clear interpretations 

permits the audience to have a closer engagement with the ethical questions 

created by the telling and therefore highlights the ambiguity that exudes from 

the novella. 

Kurtz is the enigmatic and central figure in Heart of Darkness, a person who 

stands at the very extremity of moral ambivalence. The character undergoes a 

sharp transformation, from an idealist to a character of utter moral degradation, 

representing the corrupted impact of unrestrained power and colonial greed. 

Initially, Kurtz is presented with the help of reverential and awestruck 

descriptions from others; he emerges as a man of enormous abilities and 

ambitions—he who goes to the Congo to spread the light of civilization. 

Approaching Kurtz's station, Marlow discovers how his chief has fallen victim 

to madness and how Kurtz had proclaimed himself god among the heathen 

natives. Kurtz's development began with his gradual abandonment of European 

morals and culminated in the final embracing of absolute power, which finally 

brought him to perpetrate horrific acts in his collection of ivory and the 

maintenance of the control.  
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The famous exclamation of Kurtz—"Exterminate all the brutes!"—the very 

bottom of the abyss in moral degradation in his report to the International 

Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs, maybe explains everything 

(Conrad, 1899, p. 50). This chilling order points to his total moral collapse and 

the process of dehumanization that his obsession with power and profit has 

ignited. Kurtz's last words, "The horror! The horror!" tell of the pit he had fallen 

into and of the coming to terms with himself as monster (Conrad, 1899, p. 68).  

The great complexity of Kurtz is that he could articulate the truth about the 

colonial enterprise himself being the worst example of its excesses. He tears the 

mask of civilization down to reveal the cruel realities of imperialism. In a critical 

and contextual argument in Heart of Darkness (2012), Cedric Watts unravels the 

duality of Kurtz, who, for him, only exposes the basic contradiction within 

colonialism: the thin veneer of European enlightenment hiding the core of 

exploitation and violence. What he suggests happens with Kurtz is a decline into 

madness that mirrors the moral abyss at the heart of the colonial project.  

In Marlow and Kurtz, the characters within Heart of Darkness, Conrad explores 

these deep moral ambiguities concerning colonialism; he challenges the reader 

to confront the ethical webbing and dark truths entangling the imperialist 

venture. 

 

Narrative Techniques 

Unreliable narration is principally created by Joseph Conrad through the 

character of Marlow, whose perspective of events is dependent on subjective 

experiences and biases. The technique seems to introduce ambiguity and 

convolution that challenges the genuineness and morality of the narrative, thus 

presented. Unreliability in Marlow becomes evident through his narrations of 

his experience while in Congo. His storytelling is characterized by a disjointed 

structure, frequent digressions, and an ambiguous tone that is open to more than 

one reading. For instance, Marlow continually allows that he is not able to 

explain his experiences for what it was really or is: "I don't like work. I had 

rather laze about and think of all the fine things that can be done. I don't like 

work—no man does—but I like what is in the work, —the chance to find 

yourself" (Conrad, 1899, p. 15). This self-awareness makes clear his challenge 

in expression of what this experience was like, showing that what he tells is an 

expression of an emotional and psychological state of being.  
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Marlow's view of the characters he comes across, for example Kurtz, is distorted 

by regular admiration and horror; this serves as a hindrance to him and shows a 

turn of events. For instance, he describes Kurtz as a man of "great eloquence" 

and "extraordinary vision," yet admits the darkness that envelops him (Conrad, 

1899, p. 45). This duality creates a tension between Marlow's reverence for 

Kurtz and the brutal reality of his actions, forcing readers to navigate the moral 

ambiguity of both characters.  

As literary critic F. As R. Leavis noted in his 1948 essay "The Great Tradition," 

the use of unreliable narration in Heart of Darkness serves to complicate not only 

the motives of the characters but also gets the readers to engage with active 

interpretation. Leavis goes on to demonstrate that the general theme of 

uncertainty and existential questioning, present throughout the novella, is 

manifest in the device of narrative itself: readers have to come to terms with 

dissonance between Marlow's perceptions and the dismal reality of colonialism.  

The ambiguity of Marlow's narrative allows for a multi-layered account in which 

he seems to ask of the reader a reflection on their concept of colonialism and 

their concept of truth. This reluctance toward any concrete answer or moral 

judgment makes the novella even more convoluted and keeps readers thinking 

critically to engage with it. 

Throughout the story, Marlow uses ambiguous phrasing and metaphor, which 

helps to underline ambiguity in the experiences. For instance, he commonly uses 

the imagery of darkness and light as a symbolism that expresses the moral 

ambiguity of his journey. He reflects, "The fascination of the abomination—you 

know, imagine the feelings of a man in the midst of the incomprehensible, who 

is called upon to understand the unspeakable" (Conrad, 1899, p. 38). This 

ambivalence therefore indicates far more than a personal struggle of Marlow's; 

it signifies the larger issues of existence in what relates to human nature and 

morality.  

The very ambiguity of Marlow's story necessitates that readers themselves 

confront their own assumptions and biases about colonialism. By spinning a yarn 

not easily categorizable, Conrad forces readers to confront and come to terms 

with the unsavory truths of imperialism. Scholar Robert Hampson, in Joseph 

Conrad: A Critical Biography (1990), argues that it is the ambiguity of such a 

narrative style of Marlowe which makes the readers identify with the dilemmas 
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it represents in the novella, rather than them being passive consumers of a 

straightforward tale.  

Furthermore, the unfinalizable quality of the conclusions reached by Marlow 

questions the very nature of civilization and the darkness present within 

mankind. Marlow's last words, "The horror! The horror!" So much in these but 

yet so little. There can be varied interpretations of the meaning of Kurtz's 

realization and the paradoxes of colonialism in general (Conrad, 1899, p. 68).  

By the use of unreliable narration and the ambiguity that Marlow emits in his 

story, Conrad created a tapestry of the story that sucks readers into deep 

questions of morals and philosophies on colonialism. This narrative technique 

does not just serve the purpose of increasing the density in Heart of Darkness 

but also makes it everlasting as a critical overview of the imperial project. 

 

Themes of Darkness and Light 

Joseph Conrad, through the use of darkness and light as symbols, carries out 

complex moral themes and underlines ambiguity in human nature in Heart of 

Darkness. The play of these two elements acts as a main motif in this novella, 

which emphasizes the moral uncertainties in colonial enterprise.  

More importantly, darkness in the novella is used to represent the unknown, 

unconscious, morally ambivalent sides of the African continent, and the human 

psyche. Conrad describes the Congo River, along which Marlow's travel lies to 

the center, where Kurtz is to be found, as "an immense snake uncoiled, with its 

head in the sea, its body at rest curving afar over a vast country, and its tail lost 

in the depths of the land" (Conrad, 1899, p. 11). It creates an implication of 

mystery and premonition whereby the reader is able to infer some hidden 

dangers and moral complexities which the protagonist is supposed to experience 

in his journey.  

On the other hand, light is easily associated with European civilization, 

symbolizing the untroubled spread of enlightenment and morality. However, the 

conventional contrast with darkness goes to pieces as the author questions the 

very notion of the "light" of civilization, baring its pretense and underlying 

darkness and crime. This uncovers the hypocrisy of the colonial mission in how 

it was handling the Company's operations and the exploitation of the African 

people. He writes, "The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it 

away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than 
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ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much" (Conrad, 1899, 

p. 8). Here, the so-called "light" of civilization is revealed to be a guise for greed 

and brutality.  

As critic Cedric Watts maintains in Joseph Conrad: A Literary Life (1989), 

Conrad's play between darkness and light serves to force the reader out of any 

preconceived notions of what is truly good or bad, right or wrong, moral or 

civilized. Watts sees the fable's symbolism as emphasizing just how ambiguous 

and unclear moral judgments must necessarily be—no characters or action can 

be said to be purely 'good' or 'evil'.  

In Heart of Darkness, the themes of darkness and light add to ambiguity in 

judgment pertaining to morals within the novella. Such is the case with 

characters like Marlow and Kurtz, whose actions and motivations get blurred 

across what is right and wrong. Marlow is also a member and critic of the 

colonial system. His voyage to the Congo also opens up to him the moral 

degradation of the Company and the darkness which exists within himself. In 

Marlow's meditation over Kurtz, one sees his inner tension, his indecision in 

front of the moral absolute. He says, "All Europe contributed to the making of 

Kurtz," accepting that it was the shared responsibility which led to Kurtz's moral 

depravity and European civilization's active hand in the crimes committed 

against Africa (Conrad, 1899, p. 49). 

Kurtz is the pivot of the novella's moral ambiguity and is depicted as a man of 

great promise and ideal at the beginning. His descent into insanity and despotism 

essentially represents the ruinous effect that unchecked power and greed can 

have on the morality of men. His closing words "The horror! The horror!" is his 

concluding realization of the moral void he had entered into forever (Conrad, 

1899, p. 68). Readers are dared to be forced into admitting the darkness in 

humanity and the impossibilities of moral judgment by the character, Kurtz. 

The ambiguity of moral judgments throughout Heart of Darkness is furthered 

with the narrative structure within the novella and Marlow's unreliable narration. 

While Marlow tells of his experiences, there is much reflection upon how one 

could differentiate between what is right and what is wrong in this world filled 

with elusive moral certainties. His story makes the reader pause and think about 

all of these ethical ramifications that the text is making, and human nature is 

nothing more than complex. 
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Edward W. Said's 1986 Joseph Conrad and the Fiction of Autobiography takes 

a look at the moral dualism in Conrad's works, where he claims that it is his 

output that represents this sort of tug of war – between civilization and savagery, 

a play of darkness and light. This tension is what Said focuses on to highlight 

the work's critique of imperialism and the way in which it explores moral 

contradictions within the colonial project. In the themes of darkness and light, 

Conrad's Heart of Darkness deals with deep research in morality and invites the 

reader to perceive how many ambiguities and complications human nature 

includes and what ethical consequences follow from imperialism. 

 

Interplay Between Colonial Exploitation and Moral Ambiguity 

A. Contradictions and Conflicts 

In Heart of Darkness, Marlow's literal journey into the Congo can be viewed as 

a symbolic journey into his own mind, in which new aspects of his character are 

opened by evolving understandings of colonialism. At first, Marlow is attracted 

to the offer of adventure and the tantalizing promise of unknown, exotic lands. 

But as he treks deeper into the heart of the continent, his experiences of the brutal 

realities of colonial exploitation start to shake his preconceived notions and force 

him to confront the moral ambiguities of his position.  

Marlow would encounter firsthand the manifestation of his inner turmoil as he 

saw how humanely native populations were being mistreated at the hands of 

European colonizers. He feels uncomfortable viewing the Africans working as 

slaves, stating that they are "black shadows of disease and starvation" and 

"bundles of acute angles" (Conrad, 1899, p. 26). With descriptions like these, 

Marlow is left feeling guilty and complicit as he realizes he is also part of this 

system that is responsible for inflicting such pain.  

It's exactly with the increasing proximity to Kurtz, as Marlow begins to witness 

more and more of his moral degradation, that the impression of inner struggle 

becomes ever more forceful. He is awed by Kurtz's charisma and eloquence but 

horrified by the encroachment of madness on him, as well as by ruthless 

exploitation of African people. The shifting perceptions of Marlow signify the 

development of awareness of the moral dark realms of colonialism which 

provokes his questioning of the very foundation of imperialist enterprise. As the 

critic J. In Heart of Darkness Revisited, (1999), Hillis Miller argues that through 

Marlow's internal struggles of the psychological and moral problems of those 
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entrapped by the colonial system, Conrad emphasizes an exploration of moral 

ambiguity in the novella.  

Kurtz is not in any way a simple character; his idealistic views sharply contrast 

his brutal actions. He began life at the very outset with immense potential and 

high ideals; he was sent to the Congo for the very purpose of civilizing and 

enlightening it. But as the power accumulated and he became isolated from 

European society, the idealism is turned into a more savage and oppressive one 

over the native population.  

The transformation of Kurtz is underlined by his abandonment of the morals that 

define superiority of Europe and having succumbed to the lust of absolute 

power. His slide into barbarism is represented in the ways Marlow describes his 

approach: "There was nothing either above or below him, and I knew it. He had 

kicked himself loose of the earth. Confound the man! He had kicked the very 

earth to pieces" (Conrad, 1899, p. 51). What Kurtz did is quite evident from the 

description: he tells how power that is not in check corrupts and has led to his 

descent into the moral abyss.  

Duality in Kurtz is further reveled by his final report to the International Society 

for the Suppression of Savage Customs, wherein he inscribed: "Exterminate all 

the brutes!" (Conrad, 1899, p. 50). It is this chilling injunction that reveals how 

deeply morally degenerate and completely alienated from the colonial mission 

Kurtz had become. In as much as Kurtz's idealism is pitted against the stark 

contrast of his savage actions, he becomes a microcosm of the inherent 

contradiction and ethical failure of colonialism. In Joseph Conrad and the 

Adventure Tradition (1993), Andrea White suggests that Kurtz's character 

symbolizes the struggle between the perceived ideals of imperialism and the 

brutal realities of its practice, hence indicating the novella's criticism of the 

moral ambiguity of colonialism. 

 

B. Ambiguity in Condemnation of Colonialism 

Heart of Darkness is often read as an attack on colonialism, laying bare the 

greed, brutality, and moral corruption that underlie the imperialist enterprise. All 

of these things work in tandem with Conrad's treatment of the dehumanizing 

nature of colonial exploitation and the psychological burden it places upon 

characters like Marlow and Kurtz in order to reinforce the novella's critique of 

European imperialism.  
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Still, the novella is also problematized by certain elements that run parallel and 

aid in complicating the critique of colonialism. Conrad's portrayal of African 

characters as silent, unnamed figures whose basic purpose is to constitute the 

background of the European story is often considered as the racily stereotyping. 

Chinua Achebe, in his pioneering 1977 essay An Image of Africa: Racism in 

Conrad's 'Heart of Darkness, argues that Conrad's failure to give a voice to the 

African viewpoint is in itself Eurocentric and actually serves, by that token, to 

dilute the anti-colonial message of the novella. Achebe goes on to say that, at 

the root of it, Conrad is critical of the overreach of colonialism in a way that 

ultimately reinforces colonial hierarchies and essentially silences the colonized.  

The ambiguity in Heart of Darkness bleeds into the reader's interpretation since 

the novella possesses ethical dilemmas that do not yield to any kind of 

resolution. Readers are presented with the task of working their way through 

such moral problems and inconsistencies as caused by Marlow and Kurtz, 

questioning civilization, savagery, and human evil.  

This open-ended narrative, along with the unreliable narrator, invites readers to 

critical engagement with the text where most of their assumptions about 

colonialism and morality are put into question. As Peter Brooks notes in Reading 

for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (1984), the very fact that Heart of 

Darkness poses such ethical quandaries would seem to point to a necessary 

tension that develops between the imperatives of narrative coherence and moral 

ambiguity so that the story can both illuminate and serve to obfuscate the truth. 

 

Critical Perspectives and Interpretations 

A. Postcolonial Critique 

In a postcolonial theory view, the Heart of Darkness is a complex text that 

exudes an understanding of taking the stand for critiques on colonialism while 

at the same time being the very vice of perpetuating colonial ideologies. 

Postcolonial critics look at how Conrad's text elaborates and criticizes the power 

relationships and cultural stratifications that are characteristic of imperialism. 

One of the central concerns of postcolonial critique is the depiction of Africa as 

an uncharted primitive landscape and the portrayal of Africans as faceless 

masses without individuality or a voice. This would serve to perpetuate the 

colonial stereotype that Africa is the other – mysterious, savage, and uncivilized. 
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Edward Said, in his epic Orientalism (1978), explains that Western literature has 

time and again constructed the non-Western world as an inversion to the West 

for the sake of justifying colonial domination. In Culture and Imperialism 

(1993), Said further explains that while Heart of Darkness is a critique of 

colonial practices, it still beautifully depicts this conception of Africa being 

gazed at through an imperial gaze where it is conceived as a 'blank space' or 

'dark continent' that has to be colonized and exploited. Said argues that in its 

attempt to reveal colonial ruthlessness, Conrad's story is trapped within the very 

same imperialist matrix it is in opposition to. 

The most celebrated criticism of Conrad's picture of Africa and Africans is found 

in Chinua Achebe's essay An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness (1977). Achebe argues that Conrad's vision of the African continent as 

a setting for contests among Europeans deprives African people of their human 

nature, positioning them as hardly vocal, insignificant others. Achebe criticized 

Conrad for using Africa as a kind of symbolic space, representing the darkness 

within the Europeans themselves, rather than its culturally rich continent. He 

says the novel "eliminates the African as human factor," leaving it only in the 

backdrop of the setting of Africa (Achebe, 1977, p. 783). Hence comes the 

ethical responsibility of the authors to represent these marginalized voices with 

dignity and complexity. 

On the other hand, some critics, for instance, Patrick Brantlinger in Rule of 

Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism (1988), argue that Heart of 

Darkness expresses ambivalence in the Victorian attitude toward imperialism. 

Brantlinger maintains that though Conrad brings forth the exploitation and moral 

deterioration suffered in the pursuit of colonialism, his portrayal of Africa as a 

disordered, savage landscape is congruent with other contemporary ideologies 

that justified colonial rule over primitive and undeveloped societies. 

B. Moral and Philosophical Interpretations 

Heart of Darkness has also been treated in the light of existentialism and 

psychoanalysis, elaborating the inner conflicts and moral dilemmas placed 

before characters such as Marlow and Kurtz. The novella concerns itself with 

questions of identity, alienation, and pursuit of meaning in a world where 

conventional moral boundaries have been whittled away.  

The existential readings will probably focus on the fact of Marlow's journey as 

a metaphor for the human condition: the quest for truth as an encounter with the 
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absurd and the unknowable. That darkness which Marlow had to go through 

consisted not only in the literal one in the African jungle, but also in the symbolic 

one in the human soul. Jean-Paul Sartre, in "Being and Nothingness" (1943), 

talks of the nonsensical situation where humanity is fated to reside in the world 

minus inner sense. It resonates about Marlow's reflections on Kurtz's final 

words, "The horror! The horror!" alluding to an end to the inner moral compass 

and facing the abysses of the unknown (Conrad, 1899, p. 68).  

The psychological readings that come after the psychoanalytic ideas of Freud 

look at the novella as an exploration into the darkest corners of the mind. The 

transformation is such an unleashing of the repressed that it finally leads to his 

moral disintegration: The Congo River symbolizes the journey into the 

unconscious and brings forth all the latent darkness within the human mind. As 

per the discussion of Albert J. Guerard, in "Conrad the Novelist" (1958), the 

novella portrays a study of duality in human nature and the thin veneer of 

civilization separating the order from chaos. 

 

2. The Ethical Implications of Moral Ambiguity in the Novella 

Moral ambiguity in Heart of Darkness thus raises moral issues of responsibility, 

complicity, and the extent to which evil is possible for one person and society. 

Marlow compels the reader to grapple with the complexities characteristic of the 

process of moral judgment and, hence, the difficulty one faces while 

distinguishing between good and evil in a world where ethical boundaries are 

mostly blurred.  

The ambiguous moral landscape of the novella reflects the nature of uncertainty 

and confusion with which characters walk, trying to avoid moral dilemmas 

associated with colonialism. Marlow always remains very reluctant to provide 

direct answers or moral appraisals, leaving it open for readers to think about the 

ethical overtones of the text and their inferences with respect to the condition of 

colonialism.  

In "Achievement and Decline," Moser argues that the ethical issues proffered in 

Heart of Darkness make readers reflect on the limits of human understanding 

and the consequences that moral ambiguity might yield. Moser opines how 

fragile moral codes are and how deep the potential for darkness inside any 

person is. It argues that a call to self-awareness and ethical reflection is clearly 

heard. 
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VII. Conclusion 

The analysis of Heart of Darkness points toward Joseph Conrad's subtle criticism 

of colonial exploitation through the depiction of European imperialism in Africa. 

The novella represents colonialism as a morally bankrupt and exploiting activity 

propelled by economic greed, personified by the dogged pursuit of ivory. 

However, this pursuit is not only at the expense of the degradation of land but 

involves dehumanization and misery for the indigenous population. Powerful in 

its description, Conrad describes the brutal treatments of the African workers; 

for example, they are described as "black shadows of disease and starvation" 

that colonial rule has imposed under inhuman conditions (Conrad, 1899, p. 26).  

The representation of the European characters, mainly the Company and its 

agents, describes the hypocrisy and moral bankruptcy of the imperialist mission. 

Kurtz and the others, who degenerate themselves into madness and savagery, 

serve as a very good example of the destructive result of unbridled power and 

moral decline that follows the state of colonial domination. The story of Conrad 

seems to converge at an obvious point: rather than a civilizing force, colonialism 

is a vehicle of exploitation and oppression that allows human nature, quite dark 

under the surface, to be exposed.  

Heart of Darkness also delves into deeper levels of morality and forces the reader 

to question shades of human nature and the moral repercussions of colonization. 

Central characters in focus in this book are Marlow and Kurtz. Marlow's trip to 

Congo exposed the internal struggles and a changed view on what is right and 

wrong in a world where conventional truths on morals were blurred. His 

reflections about Kurtz and the imperialist enterprise show a man fighting to 

establish borders between what is right and wrong in the dark world of morals. 

More essentially, this kind of ambiguity is fully manifest in Kurtz, who was an 

idealist in the beginning until he became overwhelmed by his brutal actions and 

going down into madness. His final words, "The horror! The horror!" epitomize 

the existential experience of the moral abyss that has engulfed him (Conrad, 

1899, p. 68). In other words, with these characters, Conrad develops the duality 

of human nature and the thin veneer that separates order from chaos 

underpinning civilization.  

The novella is shot through with unreliable narration and symbolic imagery: 

darkness and light come to be inextricably linked with moral ambiguity, and the 

author leaves the final answer up to the readers themselves as they engage with 
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the ethical issues raised in the text. By blurring the lines between civilization 

and savagery, Conrad forces readers to reckon with their own darkness and the 

greater darkness connoted by imperialism.  

Heart of Darkness is hence a masterpiece—enduring and intense, as it raises 

serious, critical questions with regard to colonial exploitation on the one hand 

but also the moral entanglements of the human experience. The complexity in 

its representation of imperialism and moral ambiguity keeps inspiring critical 

debate, forcing readers to reflect on ethical concerns regarding power and 

darkness that could possibly be within every person. 
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