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國立政治大學英國語文學系博士班 

博士論文提要 

論文名稱：現代性及其失落:康拉德作品中的內在/外在流亡 

共同指導教授：齊東耿先生，羅狼仁先生 

研究生：高珮文 

論文摘要內容： 

    喬瑟夫‧康拉德(Joseph Conrad)自稱為「雙面人」，因為在他的人生及作

品中處處展現了「無法妥協的對立面」，而且充滿了似是而非的矛盾與隱晦。這

位以其作品複雜、雙面著稱的跨世紀作家結合了對立的元素，例如：希望與懷疑，

道德觀與憤世嫉俗。基於這樣的特色，我的論文旨在探討康拉德作品中現代性帶

來的災難與其後救贖可能性的關聯。一方面，我會聚焦於康拉德如何於作品中呈

現現代性的負面，尤其是如洪水猛獸般襲來的工業化科技、殖民事業、以及資本

主義式的經濟體系等等，這些現代性的負面性同時催毀了來自歐洲的殖民者與殖

民地居民的生活。另一方面，我會嘗試發掘康拉德筆下堅忍的角色，如何於現代

性所造成崩壞的人群關係後，所產生的悲觀與失敗的表面之下，仍然懷抱希望與

救贖。我的中心論點在於闡釋康拉德小說中的人物在面對現代性的暴力所造成的

災難與失落時，如何選擇以外在流亡（離群索居）以及內在流亡（心智孤獨）來

救贖原本和諧而受到現代性催毀及剝奪進展的人群關係；這些堅忍的角色最終以

英雄式的救贖之姿承受痛苦、歷經告白懺悔、甚至是接受死亡痛楚，以達到最終

的救贖理想，並贖回曾喪失的人性尊嚴。 

    我的方法論主要取經於阿多諾(Theodor Adorno)以及可拉考斯基

(Kołakowski)兩位學者的現代性理論。這兩位學者對於現代性所帶來的危機抱持 
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迥異的態度─如此的差異正恰如其份的展現康拉德於作品中處理現代性問題時

所抱持的矛盾態度。阿多諾哀悼現代性的啟蒙文化已倒退至充滿迷思的野蠻思維，

並且反對經由宗教尋求可能的出路。相對地，可拉考斯基求援於基督教精神，以

解救啟蒙文化免於墮落。阿多諾精確地檢視現代啟蒙文化所隱含的極權主義傾向，

但卻只於他的論述中模糊指出一個經由否定現狀而實現烏托邦未來的可能性（通

常是經由美學的途徑來完成），並未明確指出具體的方法以達到這樣的烏托邦社

會目標。藉由引用兩位學者的方法理論，我的論文將先援引阿多諾的論述以檢視

康拉德作品中所描述現代性所帶來的種種災難，尤其是經由科技發達、資本主義

競爭以及官僚體制帶來的悲劇。其次，我將援引可拉考斯基的「流亡神話」理論

以闡釋康拉德作品中所隱含的救贖可能性，以突破現代性所造成的悲慘現代社會

的狀態。 
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Abstract 

As a “homo duplex” (the double man), Joseph Conrad in his life and works displayed 

the “irreconcilable antagonisms” that feature in paradoxes and ambiguities.  Drawing 

on the complexity and janiformity characteristic of the works of this border-crossing 

writer that combine the contradictory senses of hope and skepticism, of moral vision 

and cynicism, my dissertation aims to explore the relation of the disasters of 

modernity and the consequent possibility of redemption in Conrad’s works.  On the 

one hand, I will focus on Conrad’s representation of the underside of modernity – 

especially its monstrous manifestations in industrial technology, the colonial 

enterprise and the capitalist economic world system – that destroys the lives of both 

the European whites and the colonial natives in the modern world.  On the other 

hand, I will attempt to tease out the possibility of hope and redemption demonstrated 

by Conrad’s stoical and enduring characters beneath the pessimistic surface of defeat 

and downfall of all human relationship that modernity entails.  My central argument 

is to demonstrate how, when faced with the disasters and losses brought about by the 

violence of modernity, Conrad’s characters either choose external exile of physical 

separation or internal exile of mental solitude to redeem the evils of modernity that 

disrupt the harmony of human relationship and deprive the rights of living a better life, 

culminating in the stoical characters’ heroic act of atonement through suffering, 

confession, or even death to achieve the ideal of redemption and recover the lost sense 

of human dignity. 

My theoretical approaches are mainly borrowed from Theodor Adorno’s and Leszek  

ix 
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Kołakowski’s theories of modernity.  The two sources are very different in their 

attitudes toward the crisis of modernity, which in a sense shows the contradiction 

inherent in Conrad’s treatment of the problems of modern world in his works.  

Adorno laments the regression of the modern Enlightenment culture toward mythical 

barbarism and denies a possible solution based on a religious framework; while 

Kołakowski resorts to the thoughts of Christian religion to rescue the Enlightenment 

culture from its degradation.  Adorno gives trenchant analysis of the totalitarian 

tendency inherent in the enlightened modern culture, but only proposes a vague hope 

in the realization of a utopian future as a negating of existing situation, hinted at the 

aesthetic realm, but without pointing out a concrete way to reach such a goal in 

society.   Accordingly, in my application of the two approaches, I shall first rely on 

Adorno’s theory to examine the disastrous consequences of modernity in terms of its 

technological advances, capitalist competition and bureaucratic regime as represented 

in Conrad’s works; then secondly turn to Kołakowski’s theory of the “myth of exile” 

to expound the possibility of redemption embedded in Conrad’s works as a way out of 

the miserable condition of modernity. 
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Prof. Duncan Chesney & Prof. Brian Phillips 

Pei-Wen Clio Kao 高珮文 

Modernity and Loss: the Internal/External Exiles in Joseph Conrad’s Works 

Introduction 

    As the “homo duplex,1” or the double man, Joseph Conrad in both his life and 

works displays features of paradox and contradiction – “irreconcilable antagonisms” – 

that defy any simplistic definition or interpretation.  Cedric Watts attempts to capture 

the “janiformity” of Conrad by describing the man as “moralist and sceptic; 

traditionalist and modernist; … pessimistic and humane,” endowed with “a 

commitment to solidarity and preoccupation with isolation” as well as “traditional 

moral affirmations and radically sceptical insights” (Joseph Conrad 1).  A 

remarkable artistic technique wielded by Conrad in his major phase is “janiformity.”  

A “Janiform Novel” is set in the image of the two-face Roman god Janus and 

characterized by “paradoxical or self-contradictory” natures (Watts, The Deceptive 

Text 13).  Watts gives the prime example of “Heart of Darkness” as Conrad’s 

“Janiform Novel” which has a janiform figure – Mr. Kurtz – at the center of its plot 

development.  The personality and meaning of Kurtz are torn by the pressure of 

thematic paradox, so that he can been seen both as “a contemptible hollow man” and 

“an impressively full man” (13-4).  The janiformity of Kurtz’s character lies in the 

central “moral paradoxicality” of the tale itself (22).  Marlow’s interpretation of 

Kurtz vacillates between a “hollow sham” and a “remarkable man” as the former is 

torn by the diverse ideologies of “liberal moral values” and more subversive and 

                                                      
1
 Conrad in a letter to his Polish friend called himself a “homo duplex,” which becomes a widely used 

term to describe Conrad’s works and personality by critics after Cedric Watts’ extensive discussion of it 

in A Preface to Conrad.  The “homo duplex” is blessed by the Roman god Janus, who looks in the 

opposite ways at the same time to capture the paradoxical nature of the world.  Henceforth, Conrad’s 

works are featured in the characteristics of paradox, ambiguity, and the irreconcilable conflicts that 

makes him a janiform writer.   
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alternative view of morality (22).  Conrad’s duplexity or janiformity serves not only 

as contradiction in the formation of the writer, but complementary parts that become a 

wholeness of his aesthetics.  The positive and negative, sceptical and humanist, 

pessimistic and hopeful – those dialectical parts, or opposite elements, are combined 

and in necessary struggle to the making of the complicated moral nature and the 

sophisticated writing of Conrad.  It is this paradoxical sense of humanity and 

skepticism in Conrad’s vision and his mixed world-picture of nihilism and hope that 

form the core of this project’s engagement with Conrad’s complex and ambivalent 

relationship to modernity, especially its manifestations in science and technology.  

As a border-crossing writer at the turn of the century, Conrad was situated in a time 

characterized by “the burgeoning of European industrial technology” backed up by 

the dominant “capitalist economies” that were transforming the shape of civilization 

and the foundation of human relationships (Watts, A Preface to Conrad 64).  Faced 

with the atrocities of two world wars – the first one experienced by Conrad himself – 

people came to realize that “advances in science” do not necessarily contribute to 

“advances in civilization” and that “human kindness” matters more than “scientific 

qualification” for the betterment of human life (Watts, A Preface to Conrad 64).  

Concomitant with the burgeoning of modern technology is the prevalence of scientific 

or pseudo-scientific theories, for example, the post-Darwinian science and Lord 

Kelvin’s “second law of thermodynamics” (or “law of energy dissipation”) and social 

Darwinism, which influenced Conrad’s pessimistic sense of a godless universe and 

skeptical view of human progress, as well as his recognition of “the limitations of 

scientific methodology when applied to human problems” (Rubery 239, 240).  This 

dissertation aims to dissect Conrad’s works in which disasters are caused by the 

technology of modernity, and Conrad’s characters, who consequently choose 

self-exile in isolation and solitude in a complex manner. 
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    The works of Conrad usher in the beginning of “Anglo-American literary 

modernism” in experimental innovation of narrative techniques as well as thematic 

concern with “epistemological skepticism” that focuses on the changing relationship 

between “self and other” in the modern world based on what Andrea White describes 

as the “insular metropolitan assumptions [that] were being challenged increasingly 

from within and without” (White 163, 164).  Conrad’s “searing skepticism” pioneers 

the “fragmentation, contingency, and provisionality that [underlie] the main 

Modernist writings of the 1920s” (Graham 206).  Conrad’s pessimism and 

skepticism can be traced back to the “fin-de-siècle cosmic bleakness” (Davies 149) 

that was caused by a sense of crisis permeating turn-of-the-century Western society 

undergoing dramatic change.  This is a rapidly changing society characterized by 

urbanization, industrialization, capitalization, and technological innovation.  In the 

face of the phenomena of modernization grounded on technology and capitalist 

economies, the artists as well as intellectuals entertained two opposite sentiments 

toward modernity – one is exemplified by the Futurists led by F. T. Marinetti that 

embrace the technological progress of industrialism; the other is represented by the 

“Primitivist” artists and writers who reject the impact of modernization and 

technology, and celebrate the “primitive” images of the noble savage in the colonized 

people or aspire a return to the golden age of the European past (Lewis 11-12).  

Conrad falls in the group of the “modernist Primitivism,” which turns its back on the 

modernizing European and American societies, while drawing inspiration from “an 

encounter with pre-industrial, pagan and non-European peoples” in his overseas 

exploration in the far-away territories of Southeastern Asia and Africa during his life 

as a seaman (Levenson 185).  Although in reaction to the losses and disasters 

brought about by modernity Conrad inevitably expresses a deep sense of pessimism 

and skepticism characteristic of the general intellectual ethos of the fin-de-siècle, his 
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visions of modernity are much more complex and contradictory than the 

generalization of a fin-de-siècle ennui or langor.  Michael Levenson points out the 

tensions and contradictions prevalent in Conrad’s works.  On the one hand, he 

registers a skeptical view toward humanity and solidarity originating in his 

“post-religious, post-metaphysical, post-Darwinian bewilderment” (Levenson 185).  

On the other hand, he insists on the ethical importance of “certain root values – 

honour, fidelity, work” that may resist the external world of despair and skepticism 

(Levenson 185).  Conrad’s paradoxical insistence on both individual free will and 

determinism of fate is his great contribution to the modernist sensibility of ambiguity 

and ambivalence (Graham 203-6).  Bearing in mind Conrad’s paradoxical nature and 

the “janiformity” in his engagement with modernity, this dissertation will investigate 

the complex ways of reaction against the technology of modernity displayed by his 

characters.  Inundated by the losses and sufferings brought about by modern science 

and technology, the heroes and heroines are not defeated by their sense of nihilism 

and skepticism, but undergo torturous and chastising internal and external exiles to 

confront adversity and to seek redemption.  Kenneth Graham indentifies Conrad’s 

contradiction in his inheritance of the nineteenth-century “images of heroism and 

meaningful action” and his acceptance of the twentieth-century modernist “distrust of 

action” (205, 204), which may explain the “irreconcilable antagonisms” at work in his 

fictions. 

    In his study of the dissatisfaction of European intellectuals with modernization in 

European society, Robert Pippin intensely examines the dangers of Western 

Enlightenment culture while severely interrogating and questioning claims of progress 

based on modern science and technology.  Contrary to the perceived progress of 

Western civilization, Enlightenment culture only produced the experiences of 

“modernization as a kind of spiritual failure, of modernity as a loss” (Pippin xi).  
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Pippin attributes the “problems” of modern society to its total recourse to 

“rationalization and productive efficiency,” which in turn produced the destructive 

effects of “anomie, consumerism, alienation, disaffection, … [and] a commercialized 

culture of kitsch” (Pippin 7).   Confronted with the disasters brought about by 

modernity, European high cultures in the name of “aesthetic modernism” voiced their 

intense dissatisfaction with the “bourgeois form” of social modernization (Pippin 

29-38).  The “masters of suspicion” served as the vanguard to criticize the 

undersides of Enlightenment culture, aiming their arrows at its failed attempts to build 

up “social or existential self-direction and autonomy” (Pippin 38).  As the 

distinguished dissenting voice, Nietzsche denounced the institutions of modernity as 

degraded for a kind of “herd society” with “failed independence,” causing a feeling of 

“worthlessness and enervation” that is called “nihilism” (Pippin 39, 83).  In reaction 

against the debasement of Enlightenment culture and the servitude of the masses, the 

high priests2 of modernism created “figures of the ever alienated artist” with his 

imaginative independence to combat the evils of modernity, only at the price of 

“loneliness and isolation” (Pippin 39).  Conrad’s lonely figures in practice of internal 

and external exile are likened to this category of the “alienated artist” in the spiritual 

sense in their dissatisfactions with the technological dominance in modernity.  

However, Conrad’s characters are not mere “masters of suspicion” imbued with 

nihilistic worldviews – they are more active and stoical heroes and heroines in the 

hope of redemption, however futile or illusory, in contrast to the cynical renunciation 

lamented by Nietzsche.   

    Since the high-water mark of theoretical impact on literary studies in 1980s, 

                                                      
2 Those Modernist high priests include novelists like James Joyce and Virginia Woolf and the poet T. S. 

Eliot, whose major works were published around 1920s to 1930s.  This period is also known as “High 

Modernism” as distinguished from the continuous tradition of Modernism in the later period. 
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Conrad criticism has been influenced and enriched by the contemporary theories 

(Purssell 83).  Generally, the field of Conrad studies is split between the text/context 

divide.  On the one hand, critics focus on Conrad’s techniques drawing on the theory 

of dialogism by Mikhail Bakhtin and the narrative discourse of Gérard Genette, for 

example, Aaron Fogel’s study of “socio-political elements of language production” in 

Coercion to Speak: Conrad’s Poetics of Dialogue (1985), and Jakob Lothe’s Conrad’s 

Narrative Method (1989) which “[situates] Conrad narratologically in his ideological 

context” (Purssell 85).  On the other hand, starting with Fredric Jameson’s 

provocative poststructuralist Marxist study of Lord Jim and Nostromo in The Political 

Unconscious (1981), much of the critical attention has been paid to the contextual 

dimensions of Conrad’s ideology and politics.  Tim Middleton categorizes 

contemporary theoretical analysis of Conrad’s works into four thematic concerns: 

nation and location, colonialism and postcolonialism, politics and revolution, and 

gender and sexuality (158-67).  “Nation and location” is mostly associated with the 

biography studies of Conrad regarding his Polish heritage and his adopted 

Englishness.  The most established critic in this specific area is the Polish scholar 

Zdzisław Najder, whose Conrad’s Polish Background (1964), Conrad Under Familial 

Eyes (1983) and Conrad in Perspective (1997) lend trenchant insight into Conrad’s 

engagement with his Polish inheritance in his work and life.  “Colonialism and 

postcolonialism” has become a heated topic since Chinua Achebe’s controversial 

essay “An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s ‘Heart of Darkness’” (1977) that calls 

Conrad a “bloody racist.”  Later critical studies on Conrad’s relation with empire and 

colonialism take more diversified stances, some questioning his imperialist ideology 

(Benita Parry’s Conrad and Imperialism (1983)) while others affirm his attempts to 

demythologize colonialist discourse (Andrea White’s Joseph Conrad and the 

Adventure Tradition (1993) and Christopher GoGwilt’s The Invention of the West: 
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Joseph Conrad and the Double Mapping of Empire (1995)) as well as his legacy to 

postcolonial writers (Gail Finchman and Myrtle Hooper’s Under Postcolonial Eyes: 

Joseph Conrad after Empire (1996)).  “Politics and revolution” is the arena where 

Conrad’s political attitude toward anarchy and revolution is intensely interrogated, 

especially during and after the period of global Cold War, such as Eloise Knapp Hay’s 

The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad (1963) and Avrom Fleishman’s Conrad’s 

Politics: Community and Anarchy in the Fiction of Joseph Conrad (1967).  “Gender 

and sexuality” draws on gender studies, especially its inflection of queer theory, to 

address the long-neglected issues of women and homosexuality in Conrad’s works, of 

which the ground-breaking studies include Susan Jones’s Conrad and Women (1999) 

and Andrew Michael Robert’s Conrad and Masculinity (2000).  

    Compared to the popularity of contemporary theoretical approaches to Conrad as 

aforementioned, the theoretical area of this dissertation is untapped based on 

Theodore Adorno’s and Leszek Kołakowski’s theories of modernity.  I will at the 

same time combine the insights from biography studies of Conrad in my interpretive 

process.  This dissertation is aimed to make the most of the contemporary theories to 

address the conflicting and self-contradictory nature of Conrad’s works on the topic of 

modernity and technology as well as their potential implication with redemption.         

    In the critical studies of Conrad’s relationship to modernity and the lonely and 

isolated figures in his fictional worlds who seek for interpersonal ties and ethical 

values, a few works are noteworthy and will contribute to the formation of ideas in 

this dissertation.  Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan’s Joseph Conrad and the Modern Temper 

(1991) explores Conrad’s relationship to modernity from the angle of a 

pre-modernity/modernity dichotomy manifested in Conrad’s works in the form of a 

Copernican (scientific) worldview in opposition to a Ptolemaic (poetic) one.  

Erdinast-Vulcan argues that the core of Conrad’s project is to “suspend the 
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Copernican and reinstate the Ptolemaic system” – which seems a kind of “Sisyphean 

task” considering Conrad’s “temperamental skepticism” and the cultural legacy of 

Nietzsche regarding the crisis of civilization in the nineteenth century (3).  

Nevertheless, Erdinast-Vulcan also points out the ambiguity of Conrad as a “homo 

duplex,” a “modernist at war with modernity” (5) who heroically rejects a 

Nietzschean outlook and pursues instead an ethical awakening.  In Conrad’s revolt 

against the modern temper and his determination to reinstate an “integrated and 

anthropocentric” Ptolemaic universe, he is deeply influenced by his Polish Romantic 

heritage that treats “writing as an act of redemption” – the moral responsibility on the 

part of the writer (Erdinast-Vulcan 4, 20).  Thus it can be understood why Conrad 

chooses to reject modernity and defy Nietzschean nihilism at the same time.  

Erdinast-Vulcan’s emphasis on Conrad’s return to the Ptolemaic system lends support 

to my argument regarding Conrad’s ethical concerns in his confrontation with the 

problems of modernity.  Her suggestion of the Polish Romantic sensibility in Conrad 

also gives inspiration to my study of Conrad’s relationship to modernity from the 

perspective of his Polish inheritance. 

    Daniel R. Schwarz’s Rereading Conrad (2001) aims to address Conrad’s works 

through an approach based on “humanistic cultural criticism” (12).  While insistent 

on the humanistic poetics of studying literature – “literary works are by humans, 

about humans, and for humans” (7) – Schwarz is attentive to the contemporary 

theoretical approaches (such as deconstructive reading, feminist reading, and 

postcolonial reading) that he integrates theoretical ideas in his rereading of Conrad.  

In this book’s essays on Conrad’s individual works, Schwarz engages on a form of 

“empathetic” as well as “resistant” reading that not only encompasses multiple 

cultural assumptions but also challenges the traditional views by authoritarian 

interpretation through say, feminist, ethnic, and gay perspectives (8).  Schwarz also 
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pays great attention to the historical background of literary work so that he attempts to 

contextualize Conrad’s life and works in a historical as well as literary period 

characterized as modernism.  The thrust of this dissertation is greatly inspired by this 

book’s agenda.  I also read Conrad through the lens of contemporary theoretical 

approach aiming to reach a humanistic conclusion of the writer’s life and works.  

Although traditionally contemporary theory and humanistic approach are in conflict 

with each other in their methodology and aim of interpretation, in this dissertation I 

will benefit from this contradiction to highlight the complicated “janiformity” and 

“duplexity” of Conrad’s visions.  In doing so, I hope to combine the grandeur of 

Conrad’s ethical and humanistic concern with the critical as well as skeptical sparks 

of contemporary theory, culminating in a sophisticated interpretation relevant to our 

cherished human values.   

    Zdzisław Najder’s Conrad in Perspective: Essays on Art and Fidelity (1997) is a 

project that attempts to transcend the limitation of biographical study on literary 

works to encompass the breadth and depth of a study of culture.  Accordingly, 

Najder contextualizes both Conrad and his works in the legacy of Polish literature and 

culture the writer had inherited from both his patriotic parents and his guardian-uncle.  

We found the repeated ethical as well as moral themes in Conrad’s novels abound in 

Polish literary tradition, including the “motifs of fidelity and solidarity, of obligations, 

of honor defended or lost, of treason, escape and political double-dealing, of 

confession, patriotism, sacrifice and exile” (Najder 15).  The complicated Polish 

history of consecutive partition by foreign empires has cultivated a unique Polish 

mentality among its people – they set in high regards of communal values and 

national belongings.  The exile of Conrad’s parents from Poland ruled by Russian 

autocracy made the writer distrust of any form of authority and recognize the nobility 

of sacrifice, which can be detected in the ethical concerns in his works.  Najder is 
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among the pioneering critics who first points out the importance of Conrad’s Polish 

background and his Polishness that makes the him an “anachronistic writer” 

transcending the bounds and limitation of English parochialism or European 

universalism, as manifested in the writer’s unusual treatment of colonial issues that is 

ahead of his times (9).  Najder’s essays contribute to my inquiry into Conrad’s 

inheritance of Polish Romanticism and Messianism that in turn fosters the writer’s 

noble sense of suffering, sacrifice and consequent redemption.       

    The central task of this dissertation is to demonstrate how Conrad’s characters, 

after experiencing the losses and disasters brought about by the instrumental 

rationality of modernity – in the fields of science and technology, the capitalist 

economy, and bureaucratic administration – choose to exercise either internal exile in 

moral solitude and mental isolation, or external exile in separation from homes and 

motherland in quest of the possibility of redemption realized by confession, sacrifice, 

atonement, or death.  My theoretical framework is mainly borrowed from two 

sources.  One is from Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s elaboration of the 

dangers of enlightenment culture in the name of progress and civilization, and its 

manifestations in the workings of the “culture industry” from their collaborative 

Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944).  The other is from Leszek Kołakowski’s 

examination of modernity and the crisis of humanism and enlightenment to turn into a 

condition of “moral nihilism” when severed from religious origins.  In my attempt to 

combine these two heterogeneous approaches, it is necessary to clarify their different 

positions toward the issues of human suffering and the consequent possibility of 

redemption in the modern world that are central to this dissertation’s argument.  

From Adorno’s perspective, it is the responsibility of works of art to depict the 

suffering of the world; but unlike Kołakowski, he rejects any direct solution to the 

problems through a religious framework.  Adorno contends that the aesthetic truth 
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lies in the art’s autonomy, which denies “immediate accessibility and popular impact” 

(Jay 159).    The notions of “radical evil” and “death” exemplified by Auschwitz 

impel Adorno to dismiss traditional religion and deem it as a “false attitude” (Hammer 

65, 75).  Take the concept of “epic death” for example, Adorno does not believe in 

the Christian justification of a heroic death or stoical suffering, which renders the 

miserable events of the death camp “sacrilegious” (Hammer 71).  Adorno’s stance is 

totally opposed to Kołakowski’s vision of a Christian redemptive framework that 

seeks meaning in death and suffering.  Nevertheless, this does not mean Adorno 

accepts the dismal status quo and gives up the hope for social change.  Overwhelmed 

by the modern experience of “negativity,” Adorno is attuned to the “metaphysical 

need” that envisions the “alterity” or “otherness” which might confront and resist the 

evil situation of an administered and instrumentalized late-capitalist society (Hammer 

72, 67).  This distinguishes Adorno from the postmodernist thinkers, whose 

celebration of “meaninglessness” is apart from the former’s call for resistance and 

hope amidst despair and negativity (Hammer 74).  The distinctiveness of Adorno’s 

hope for an alternative to modern experience is grounded on the redemptive vision of 

the aesthetical artworks, which is quite different from Kołakowski’s one based on 

Christian religion.  Although Adorno is often criticized for his “negative” and 

“minimalist” ethics that degrades the possibility of living a good and right life in 

modern capitalist society, (Freyenhagen 109-11), he is not totally adverse to my 

project designed to tease out the “redemptive” and sacrificial aspects in Conrad’s 

works.  Notwithstanding Adorno’s apparent objection to a reconciliation brought 

about by the Christian belief of redemption, he affirms the value of human solidarity 

generated within the context of “physical suffering” witnessed by fellow human 

beings (Freyenhagen 108).  Adorno anchors his hope on the “identification-based 

solidarity” to confront the evils of “bourgeois coldness” (Freyenhagen 108), which is 
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compatible with Conrad’s ethical vision of human solidarity conveyed in his 

aesthetical manifesto.   

Adorno holds in high regard of those works of art that render suffering through a 

specific kind of aesthetic technique, or form, such as the drama of Beckett or the 

atonal music of Schoenberg.  By contrast, in his critique, Kołakowski calls 

enlightenment culture a “reconsidered Christian heritage,” whose “humanist or 

reactionary shape” in the form of “Reformation” is reduced to a kind of 

“non-Christian or anti-Christian” status (“Looking for the Barbarians” 30).  The 

outcome is the “moral nihilism” of the Enlightenment in its last stage, in which 

human beings are treated as “instruments to be manipulated” (Kołakowski, “Looking 

for the Barbarians” 29).  In reaction against the dire condition of modernity and its 

dilemma between “total perfection” (of Enlightenment) and “total despair” (of moral 

nihilism), Kołakowski proposes recourse to the “tradition of Christian teaching” for 

human beings to be situated in this world where there are “cares without end, 

incompleteness without end” (“Looking for the Barbarians” 31).  Bearing in mind 

the contradiction between Adorno’s critical theory and Kołakowski’s philosophy set in 

a religious frame, which corresponds to the contradiction in Conrad’s works 

themselves, in this dissertation I shall first apply Adorno and Horkheimer’s critique of 

enlightenment to my examination of the dangers and threats posed by the technology 

of modernity in Conrad’s works.  Then I shall appropriate Kołakowski’s ideas on the 

Christian tradition in the modern world to dig out the possibility of redemption 

embedded in Conrad’s works.  My attempted reading of the redemptive meanings in 

Conrad’s works is also inspired by the biography of Conrad’s assimilation of Polish 

Romanticism and Catholicism in his life and vision.                 

In the late nineteenth century, the advances in science and technology 

encouraged the circulation of the belief in the “universe as a vast mechanism” and 
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“man himself not as the image of God with an immortal soul but as [a] mechanism 

endowed with consciousness” (Watts, The Preface to Conrad 49).  This widespread 

belief contributed to the growth of skepticism, and in turn, Conrad’s deep sense of 

personal pessimism.  Leszek Kołakowski in “Modernity on Endless Trial” 

denounces the “destructive effects” of modern science on Western civilization that 

result in the “progressive evaporation of our religious legacy, and the sad spectacle of 

a godless world” (7).  Kołakowski attributes the survival of totalitarian systems in 

the twentieth century, in which human beings are reduced to “machinery” and 

“instruments,” to the “triumph of rationality” (“Modernity on Endless Trial” 13).  To 

solve the dilemma, Kołakowski proposes the third alternative to either total agreement 

or total disagreement with modernity by maintaining a critical distance from the 

rampant development of technology in modernity (12).  This claimed third way out 

of the predicament of modernity corresponds to Conrad’s mentality as a “homo 

duplex” in his complex and ambivalent attitude toward the modern temper. 

    Central to Adorno’s system of thought is his negative critique of mass culture, 

bureaucratic domination and technological, instrumental rationality (Jay 17).  The 

main thrust of Dialectic of Enlightenment lies in the critique of instrumental 

rationality embraced by Enlightenment culture which ends in regression and barbarity 

instead of progress.  Adorno in his “Introduction” to the book calls for a 

self-examination of the Enlightenment, which is aimed to “prepare the way for a 

positive notion of enlightenment which will release it from entanglement in blind 

domination” (xvi).  The “pernicious effect of rationality” in Enlightenment is caused 

by the espousal of the “exchange principle” based on calculated interests and 

instrumental rationality, and by a “domination of nature” that leads to the “domination 
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of subjects through reification” (Jay 37, 38).3  Enlightenment’s self-proclaimed 

“progress” brings about its opposite of “barbarism” in the society’s blatant use of 

technological control – “Science, rather than being an unequivocal force for human 

betterment, proved to contain the seeds of a new form of dehumanization” (Jay 38).  

In Conrad’s Marlovian tales4, we encounter a series of technological advances that 

brings about not “progress” but “degeneration” of human nature as well as social 

reality.  In Lord Jim, the steamship supposed to be the technological invention that 

furthers mankind’s outward journey and his conquest of nature only accelerates the 

deterioration of the protagonist’s inward journey and a “reification” of his body and 

soul.  In “Heart of Darkness,” the use of modern-day firearms by the European 

“pilgrims” in Africa brings about not “progress” of the colonized people, as claimed 

by the “civilizing mission” but generates the spiritual “darkness” of the European 

colonizers.  The Europeans’ intended domination of the colonial land and control of 

its resources by the use of modern technology only exacerbates the European 

colonizers’ “reification” and enslavement by the capitalist endeavors in accumulating 

more ivory.  In Chance, Mr. de Barrel’s financial speculation and Mrs. Fyne’s 

voracious feminist campaign both contribute to the sufferings of the heroine Flora 

rather than her marital happiness.  In the Malay trilogy (Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast 

of the Island, and The Rescue), Captain Lingard’s use of technological tools and 

capitalist calculations to set up his trading post in the Far East does not improve the 

social conditions of the colonial land through his paternalistic rule, but disintegrates 

the reciprocal relationship of mutual benefits between the Europeans and the natives. 

                                                      
3 Here “reification” means the objectification of the human consciousness through commodity 

fetishism based on exchange-value, so that human labor lost their use-value as a thing-in-itself and has 

become the commodity to be sold in the marketplace. 
4
 Here the “Marlovian tales” refer to the novels whose framing narrators are the same Conradian 

character Charlie Marlow, serving as a mouthpiece of Conrad the writer. 
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    Adorno’s critique of the “culture industry” is targeted at the dark side of 

contemporary mass media based on the “calculation of effectiveness” and “the 

techniques of production and distribution,” whose manipulation and distortion of 

bourgeois psychology ends in the “idolization of given existence and of the power 

which controls technology” (xvi).  Here I shall appropriate and slightly modify 

Adorno’s critique of the “culture industry” as “mass deception” in my application of it 

to Conrad’s works.  The criticism takes the example of mass media of the “culture 

industry” as a springboard to encompass any field of the “administered society” 

propelled by technological industry and capitalist interests, such as the maritime 

culture, colonial enterprise, and bureaucratic regimes.  The technology of the 

“culture industry” is grounded on the “standardization and mass production, 

sacrificing whatever involved a distinction between the logic of work and that of the 

social system” (Adorno 121).  The produced effects of “standardization” and 

“pseudo-individualization” precipitate the individuals to the state of victimhood in an 

“administered world” in which “the permeation of ideology had gone so far that all 

resistance was virtually eliminated” (Jay 38).  In Conrad’s political novels, the 

bureaucratic regime, like the “culture industry,” also thrives on the “standardization” 

and “pseudo-individualism” of the mass consciousness, which in the long run will 

lead to the horrors of the totalitarian systems.  In Under Western Eyes and The Secret 

Agent, the political struggles of the different partisans as well as political entities have 

reduced the individual lives to standardized mechanical parts in an “administered 

world.”  In Nostromo, the capitalist competition for the material interests embodied 

in the San Tomé silver mine has enslaved everyone involved in the trade so that they 

lose their individuality and are controlled and “reified” by the materialist regime 

buttressed by calculations and instrumental rationality. 

   In spite of Adorno’s pessimism in the face of the manipulation of the “culture 
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industry” and his doubts of the possibility to challenge “the total reification of 

consciousness” (Jay 121), in my reading of Conrad’s works the latter’s attitude toward 

the disastrous domination of science and technology is relatively redemptive and 

hopeful.  In the face of the losses caused by the technology of modernity, Conrad 

chooses to celebrate the golden age5 preserved in the thinking of “anti-rational 

primitivism” (Watts, A Preface to Conrad 74-9).  In fact, Conrad’s thoughts of 

primitivism and anti-rationalism are in conflict with Adorno’s on this issue.  In his 

criticism and lamentation of the separation of subject and object in modern world, 

Adorno neither holds a naïve hope of a reunion of the two concepts, nor envisions a 

return on the part of the human subject to the pre-lapsarian oneness with Nature (Jay 

63-8).  Kołakowski criticizes Adorno’s “negative dialectics” as a kind of theoretical 

“helplessness and despair” that gives an “overpowering impression of sterility” in that 

its claimed “non-reified freedom” neither lies in a former golden age nor looks 

forward to a utopian future in human history (Main Currents of Marxism 369, 366).  

However, regarding the dilemma of subject-object separation, Adorno himself 

proposed a possible “reconciliation” realized in a status of “peace.”  Adorno defines 

it as “the realization of peace among men as well as between men and their Other.  

Peace is the state of distinctness without domination, with the distinct participation in 

each other” (Adorno, “Subject and Object” 500).6  In his elaboration of Adorno’s 

idea of “peace,” Jay emphasizes the “restoration of difference and non-identity to their 

proper place in the non-hierarchical constellation of subjective and objective forces” 

                                                      
5
 The “golden age” refers to the pre-capitalist status of the native society, where social harmony has 

not been destroyed by the force of technological advancement and colonial enterprise based on the 

interest-driven instrumental rationality of capitalist system.  
6 Adorno’s phrasing of “participation in each other” means the mutual recognition and identification of 

the subject and the object, where their co-existence is realized with their disparate entities maintained 

and respected.  
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(68).  In an important way, the consideration of both the concepts and praxes of 

“difference” and “non-identity” in a “non-hierarchical” status echoes Conrad’s 

concern with the intersubjective communion and mutual respect characterizing his 

later works that will be discussed below.  In such a connection of Adorno’s concept 

of “peace” and Conrad’s vision of personal ties, the theoretical conflicts between 

Adorno’s criticism of the dialectics of enlightenment and Kołakowski’s redemptive 

framing of modernity may be reconciled at this particular juncture.   

    Both Adorno and Kołakowski object to the totalitarian regime in the making of 

modernity, which turns human beings into instrumental machine based on rules of 

sameness or uniformity.  Adorno’s negative dialectics emphasizes on the concepts of 

non-identity, heterogeneity, and particularity to spell out the importance of individual 

differences.  Likewise, Kołakowski calls for the tolerance and respect of differences 

in terms of culture, race and nation.  Both of them resort to the importance of 

differences and individuality in the face of modernity grounded on instrumental 

rationality which aims to unify individual consciousness.  Another aspect that 

Adorno and Kołakowski overlap is their philosophy about the intervention or 

mediatedness of external force to propel the move of human history and to reach truth.  

For Adorno, he believes in the dialectical movement of thesis and antithesis to reach 

reconciliation – through the process of negative dialectic to negate the negative 

present situation, to change the status quo, and to reach the utopian negativity.  As 

for Kołakowski, his religious framing stresses on the intervention of divine force in 

human history, through Christ the Redeemer to save human beings from their dire 

situation.  Both of them object to the giveness or immediateness of truth, and hold 

belief in the necessary change to move human history forward.  Adorno’s possible 

answer to Kołakowski’s critique of his “moral nihilism” may start from the belief of 

utopian negativity, which is not a nihilistic belief in the unchangeable dire situation of 
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the status quo.  There is always the dialectical force behind human history to negate 

the negative presence in order to reach a utopian world, although Adorno envisions its 

happening only in an aesthetical sense.  Although I have spent some space to clarify 

the possible reconciliation of Adorno and Kołakowski, this does not mean their 

disparate approaches to the problems of modernity need to be absolutely compatible 

with each other.  Their contradiction and divergence may well reflect the 

self-contradictory nature of Conrad himself, whose “janiformity” explains the inner 

struggle and conflict of the phenomenon of modernity in the process to find a way out 

of its disasters.  

    In Adorno’s philosophy of negative dialectics, the final reach of a utopian world 

seems to be never fulfilled but only in the realms of aesthetics and literature.  In this 

regard, Adorno’s theory is relatively pessimistic compared to Kołakowski’s theory of 

“myth of exile,” which confirms the final reach of reconciliation and redemption as 

the universal human fate.  Due to their disparate attitudes toward the possibility of 

redemption, I have found Kołakowski’s philosophy is more congenial with Conrad’ 

ethical visions as conveyed along the course of his three phases.  Although like 

Adorno in his distrust and criticism of the evils of capitalist system based on 

instrumental rationality, Conrad still believes in the root values of moral commitment 

and communal love as the hard-won gain through men’s sufferings and consequent 

sacrificing.  Accordingly, in this dissertation I shall resort to Kołakowski’s 

philosophy to find a solution for the moral dilemmas experienced by Conrad’s 

characters in their endurance of all the sufferings and tortures under the context of 

modernization.       

Cedric Watts states that Conrad holds to a “hard version” of primitivism that 

identifies the Golden Age in the “location of toil and austerity” (A Preface to Conrad 

76).  Accordingly, Conrad’s characters are able to entertain a kind of stoical heroism 
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in their practice of self-exile to confront losses and adversity.  We encounter a series 

of heroes and heroines in their solitary internal and external exiles, ranging from Jim’s 

retreat in the out-of-way Patusan to redeem his disgrace; Captain Antony’s recoil from 

marital consummation to spare his bride’s conflicted feelings; Razumov’s intense 

confession and moral solitude to repent his past guilt; Nostromo’s suicide to 

compensate his avarice and his betrayal of his class; to Heyst’s isolation in the 

deserted island to come to terms with his agonies over existential grimness and quest 

for a romantic ideal with his beloved.  According to Kołakowski, there are two 

interpretations of the “myth of exile”: one is the Buddhist resignation in its contempt 

of earthly reality; the other is the Judaeo-Christian version that treats exile as a 

prelude to the return to the lost paradise (56-7).  The exiles practiced by Conrad’s 

characters resemble the latter version in that being outsiders or misfits in modern 

society, his characters endure sufferings and losses in this world in quest for 

redemptive meaning, however futile or illusory this sense of redemption might be.  

Echoing the theme of the “felix culpa,” Conrad’s characters have to tread the hell of 

exile to find the way toward redemption.  Watts points out the contradictory 

paradigms espoused by Conrad: on the one hand, he accepts the “deterministic 

paradigm” that laments the universe as a soulless machine; on the other hand, he 

retains the “solipsistic paradigm” that confirms the individual will in its solitary 

practice of isolation (A Preface to Conrad 79-82).  In fact, exile can be either 

“misfortune” or “challenge” – the former being the existentialist gloomy insight of 

exile as “despondency and sorrow,” the latter being the “painful encouragement” that 

is similar to Conrad’s inherited sensibility of Polish Romanticism in the individual’s 

willed, or “solipsistic,” practice of exile.  Conrad’s heroes and heroines must endure, 

must suffer, must conquer; they cannot indulge in cynicism or nihilism to avoid losses 

and sufferings in their experience of modernity, but have to confront it bravely and 
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stoically to seek the possibility of redemption.  In other words, the dark isolation in 

Conrad’s works paves the way to solidarity and stability – losses and hopes form the 

complementary nature of Conrad’s conflicting visions. 

Throughout the three phases of Conrad’s writing career, we can follow a 

trajectory of his ethical vision: from the moral nihilism and skepticism in the early 

period to the commitment to human solidarity in the later period.  There are 

divergent viewpoints among critics regarding the changed subjects and techniques in 

Conrad’s later fictions (Hampson 140).  Among the critical voices, Thomas Moser 

establishes the paradigm that treats Conrad’s later works as his unsuccessful foray into 

the “uncongenial subject” of love and romance.  On the other hand, an opposite 

voice comes from critics like Daniel Schwarz who spells out the “moral affirmation” 

in these later works where “passionate love and deep feeling temporarily rescue life 

from meaninglessness” (xiii).  In this dissertation my reading of Conrad’s works is 

aimed to trace out the development of Conrad’s ethical vision and identify his 

formation of the motifs of redemption throughout the three phases of his writings.  In 

the early phase, the first two of his Malay trilogy – Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of 

Islands – are permeated with a gloomy sense of moral despair and existential solitude.  

The external exiles of Almayer and Willems in the out-of-the-way colonial outposts 

fail to alleviate their agonies over lives damaged by capitalist enterprise and 

materialist competition.  Even familial warmth and interpersonal affection cannot 

save them but only accelerate their mental as well as physical downfall in the end.  

The fictional world of the early period is a universe of existential darkness and 

insecurity where no light of redemption or hope is glimpsed.   

In Conrad’s middle phase in which his “major” works are written, we can sense 

the writer’s struggle to test his characters’ wills and consciences amid the turmoil of 

an “administered world.”  We encounter a series of heroes and heroines who take 
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pains to demonstrate their dignity and rectitude through losses and sufferings.  Jim’s 

sacrifice of his life and his loss of political status in Patusan bring back the organic 

harmony of the native society and the mutual recognition among people.  

Nostromo’s refusal to be cured and his acceptance of death serve as the compensation 

for the disasters brought on by his avarice and corruption.  His sacrifice is a victory 

of human dignity reinstated after the intrusion of modernity.  Razumov’s confession 

to both Natalie and the revolutionary community redeems his past guilt as a 

double-dealing agent.  Although his atonement brought about his separation from his 

beloved Natalie and a broken physique, it endows him with a final sense of peace and 

identity as he lives as a recluse in the Russian countryside.  Even in the seemingly 

most grim and doomed Marlovian tale “Heart of Darkness,” we can glimpse a 

glimmer of redemption in Marlow’s assumed responsibility for his fellow human 

beings in the guise of a “Buddha preaching in European clothes.”  Thus we find his 

attempt to save Kurtz’s soul from degradation, his chivalric protection of the Intended, 

and his ethical imperative to tell the story of his initiation into knowledge and wisdom, 

which are all the signs of redemption of his internal as well as external exile into the 

darkness of human nature.  The one exception in the middle phase is The Secret 

Agent, which ends with the disintegration of the family unit and the total despair of 

Winnie, the victim of the self-interested political struggle, who chooses to take her 

own life after taking revenge for her beloved brother.   

Conrad’s late phase is characterized by his employment of the subject matter of 

love and romance and by the influences of “novels of manners,” in which the 

emphasis on “personal ties” takes the lead (Schwarz xiii-xiv).  In works like Chance 

and Victory the struggles of loss and the pains of suffering in the “administered 

world” prefigure the hope of redemption realized by interpersonal bonds and mutual 

understanding based on love and tolerance.  Heyst’s mistrust of the modern world 
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and his distaste of its evil forces embodied in Mr. Jones and Ricardo are wiped out by 

Lena’s love in her sacrifice for the sake of her beloved’s well-being.  Heyst’s sense 

of Nietzschean existential despair is defeated by this woman’s love and sacrifice.  

Flora first emerges as the helpless victim of the financial speculation and capitalist 

competition of the modern world, but later transforms into a heroine in her endurance 

of the difficulties and her insistence on marital love.  The love between her and 

Captain Anthony saves both characters from degradation in a soulless “administered 

world” and boosts their spirit to undergo life’s pains and sufferings.  When viewed in 

a big picture, Conrad’s works display the thematic evolution of man’s situation in the 

modern world from helpless surrender to persevering struggle, and finally to a 

hard-won status of solidarity and stability after losses and sufferings.         

I have borrowed the materials of the biographical study of Conrad’s cultural 

inheritance of Polish Romanticism to strengthen this dissertation’s argument, and I 

shall spare room to explore the relation between Conrad’s Polish background and my 

reading of his works.  I am trying to apply the Polish national characteristics to her 

people, in which case the national identity played an important part in the formation 

of its people’s mentality and political visions.  It is because Poland’s history of 

partition and annexation by foreign powers that makes the oppressed people identify 

with the religion and culture of their lost nation, which is non-existent in a political 

sense.  In Conrad’s case the identification with Polish Romanticism and Messianism 

enables him to combine the multicultural traditions of native country and adopted 

country to transcend the limited vision of European universalism.  This is another 

example of the display of “janiformity” and “duplexity” in Conrad the man and the 

writer.   Zdzisław Najder calls Conrad an “anachronistic writer” who was ahead of 

his time – being “steeped in tradition, he was not bound by fashions and conventions 

of his time” (9).  Being an “émigré-writer,” Conrad was able to “bring to bear on the 
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culture a range of experience … which went beyond its parochial limits, and with 

which England could be fruitfully compared” (Eagleton 14).  Thus in his works 

Conrad could transcend the worldviews of British imperialism and commercialism 

and European universalism, and examine the underside of Western civilization from 

the vantage point of an “émigré-writer.”  The legacy of Polish Romanticism is 

characterized by the messianic vision of “Poland as the Christ of nations, as a country 

which by her martyrdom has opened the road to salvation” (Najder 20), which 

endowed Conrad’s works with a redemptive vision.  Conrad’s father Apollo 

Korzeniowski, a patriotic poet and political dissident against Russian authority, and 

the “antithesis of [a] political Darwinist,” embraced the political ideals of “liberty, 

human dignity, tolerance and piety,” which also greatly influenced Conrad’s political 

vision based on “ethical principles” (Najder 16).  Conrad’s Polishness has become an 

important factor in fashioning the “janiformity” and paradox of his life and writings 

that are able to examine the dark side of modern European civilization by 

transcending the limitations of a British nationality, and also able to go beyond the 

prevalent Nietzschean skepticism of European high culture to deal with the losses and 

sufferings in a tolerant and humane tone. 

Chapter One, “‘Homo Duplex’ and Conrad’s Relationship to Modernity,” traces 

the biographical as well as historical backgrounds of Conrad’s paradoxical 

relationship to modernity that encompasses both dark sides and bright sides, which is 

different from the totally nihilistic outlook of the existentialist philosophers such as 

Nietzsche, Schopenhauer and Sartre of his times.  Chapter Two, “Losses and 

Sufferings in the Modern Administered World,” examines the representation of the 

disastrous world of modernity in Conrad’s works, based on Adorno and Horkheimer’s 

concept of the “dialectic of Enlightenment” and their criticism of the “culture 

industry” produced by the capitalist market system.  Chapter Three, “the Possibility 
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of Redemption amidst the Darkness of Modernity,” combines Kołakowski’s theory of 

the “myth of exile” with Conrad’s inheritance of Polish Romanticism to explore the 

potential of redemption and reconciliation in Conrad’s works.  Chapter Four, “the 

Internal/External Exiles and the Return to the Lost ‘Home’,” deals with the motifs of 

redemption in Conrad’s works through the lens of the Christian myth of exile and 

return, and identifies the development of Conrad’s ethical visions as represented in the 

three phases of his works.          
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Chapter One: 

“Homo Duplex” and Conrad’s Relationship to Modernity 

    In Joseph Conrad’s novels, we can discern his sense of skepticism toward 

technological progress and his distaste of technological dominance over human life.  

The most striking example could be the depiction of the explosion scene of the 

Greenwich Observatory in The Secret Agent – where the symbol of the “nation’s 

time” and its “transport, trade and industry across the world” is implicated with the 

manipulating force of the political intrigues that bring about the disruption of the 

family unit and personal ties (Rubery 237).  Another example is the conquest scenes 

in his colonial novels – where the “technological superiority in terms of weaponry and 

transport” has destroyed the organic harmony of the native societies (Rubery 243).  

An added example is the Kodak camera represented in The Inheritor that suggests the 

author’s perception of artistic superiority over “mechanical reproduction” in capturing 

the “interior world” of human psyche (Rubery 238).  Conrad’s pessimistic attitude 

toward modern science and technology is worsened even more by the prevalence of 

the scientific theories such as Darwinism and the second law of thermodynamics as 

well as other pseudo-scientific ideas that proclaim the contingencies of human fate 

against the background of an indifferent and mechanic universe.  All these scientific 

thoughts together with the historical disasters caused by the First World War 

contributed to Conrad’s pessimistic outlook of the modern world concerning its 

technological advances and scientific burgeoning.  

    In fact, Conrad’s life and work doesn’t present a black and white world-picture 

that could be simplistically categorized as either skeptical or traditionalist.  Conrad’s 

complexity lies in his position as a border-crossing figure that spans the periods of 

nineteenth-century Victorianism to turn-of-the-century fin-de-siècle and early 

twentieth-century Modernism.  We can identify two forces in a tug of war 
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manifested in his works: on the one hand, there is a sense of “impersonal destiny and 

doom” characteristic of late nineteenth-century pessimism; on the other hand, a 

confidence in personal free will and “personal responsibility” inherited from 

nineteenth-century liberal tradition (Graham 205).  The contradictory combination of 

an “insistence on the individual’s responsibility” and an acceptance of the “blanketing 

determinism” specifies Conrad’s “paradoxical contributions to Modernism” (Graham 

206).  When it comes to Conrad’s reaction to the technological progress and 

scientific advances of his day, his attitude exemplifies the “Conradian contradiction” 

in his simultaneous “belief in order, duty, solidarity” and his perception of the 

“primary chaos that negates all order, duty, and solidarity” (Graham 215).  Conrad 

does not easily give up his faith in individual responsibility and human solidarity 

when threatened by the dangers of modernity.  Nevertheless, modern readers seem to 

be more familiar with the other side of Conrad – his skepticism and pessimism over 

the modern crisis that represent the hallmark of Modernism continuing from 

Schopenhauer and Nietzsche to later Modernist writers (Graham 206).  As a writer 

who launched his literary career in the Nineties, Conrad inevitably assimilated the 

fin-de-siècle pathos and the “narrative of degeneration” that “deplored the vulgarity 

and venality of contemporary life” (Davies 148).  The “world-weariness and sense of 

decline and degeneration” of the fin-de-siècle sentiment is the factor that destabilizes 

the “Victorian belief in progress” and stimulates the growth of skepticism in early 

Modernism (White 164).  To rectify the stereotyped impression of Conrad’s 

inveterate skepticism, Laurence Davies argues that Conrad’s work is neither an 

affirmation of the aesthetic banners of the Nineties nor a negation of its “motifs and 

cultural obsessions” (150).  In other words, he is neither a self-confident 

“counter-decadent” nor a self-indulgent “aesthete,” but represents an amalgam of 

“indirection and unknowing” (Davies 153).  
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    This chapter first introduces the contemporary intellectual background of 

Conrad’s times that has a great impact on the “janiformity” and paradox of the life 

and work of this “homo duplex.”  Next is a review of the history of the development 

of technology in Conrad’s times in connection with men’s doomed fate in their 

confrontation with modernity as represented in his novels.  Lastly, I will present an 

in-depth comparison of the prevalent Nietzschean thoughts on nihilism influenced by 

Schopenhauer’s philosophy and Conrad’s ambiguous outlook regarding the issues of 

the loss and sufferings of modernity.  

 

I. The Paradox and “Janiformity” of the “Homo Duplex” 

    The “epistemological ambiguity” of Modernism (Graham 213)7 defines 

Conrad’s complex relation to modernity and the loss it brought on human life.  When 

faced with the undersides of the modern world that boasts of its progress and 

civilization, Conrad eschews both the extreme poles of “aesthetic position” and the 

“counter-decadent position” (Davies 150).  Instead, he chooses to stand with the 

“disregarded multitude of the bewildered, the simple, and the voiceless” with an 

“invincible conviction of solidarity … that binds together all humanity” (“Preface to 

The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’” 146).  In a time of modernity’s crisis, Conrad neither 

smugly celebrates the progress of modern technology, nor nihilistically escapes from 

the disastrous scene of civilization’s ruin.  Conrad’s faith in human solidarity and his 

respect for human dignity eventually lead him to go beyond skepticism and seek the 

possibility of redemption in his work, which makes him stand out as a complex writer 

                                                      
7
 The term “epistemological ambiguity” refers to the philosophical relativism of worldview widely 

spread during the Victorian Age due to the scientific inquiry and the loss of belief in a divinely 

controlled world. The philosophy of that time held that there is no possibility to reach objective and 

absolute truth; everything is relative and contingent, as determined and perceived by the different 

perspectives of different consciousness.  
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of paradox and contradiction. 

    The complicated reactions of Conrad’s characters in their response to the 

disastrous consequences brought about by the influences and progress of modern 

science and technology form the core my thesis argument.  This can be explained by 

the author’s complexity as a “homo duplex” and the “janiformity” of his works 

combining the opposite qualities of “skepticism” and a “sense of humanity and 

beauty” that remove him from the “facile endorsement of absurdity and nihilism” as 

some critics contend (Watts, Joseph Conrad 1).  As a “janiform writer,” Conrad in 

his life and works displays pessimism, or even “pyrrhonism,” tempered with “moral 

affirmation” that makes him seem “radically paradoxical or self-contradictory” (Watts, 

A Preface to Conrad 42).  Terry Eagleton defines Conrad’s complexity as an 

exhibition of “disjunction between fact and value, ideal and reality, matter and spirit, 

Nature and consciousness” (qtd. in Watts, A Preface to Conrad 42).  Cedric Watts 

suggests that Conrad’s “janiformity” – his ambiguity and paradox – cannot be 

attributed to the author’s “uncertainty” or “ideological fence-sitting,” but can shed 

light on “an uncompromising commitment to the actual complexities of human 

experience” (A Preface to Conrad 55).  When challenged by the losses in modernity, 

this hallmark of “janiformity” as well as “homo duplexity” spells out Conrad’s 

complicated attitude that transcends simplistic pessimism or nihilism. 

    In the late nineteenth century, the prevalence of scientific ideas and empirical 

observation contributed to a sense of determinism.  Conrad’s pessimism is part of the 

late Victorian and post-Darwinian worldview that laments the stark contrast between 

the lonely individual and an indifferent universe (Watts, A Preface to Conrad 44-7).  

Watts identifies the sources of Conrad’s pessimism in the “powerful sense of the 

universe as a soulless mechanism determining human lives” (A Preface to Conrad 65).  

In a much quoted letter to his socialist friend R. B. Cunninghame Graham, Conrad 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 29 

 

describes the universe as a “knitting machine” that inhumanly and unrelentingly 

weaves the fate of human beings, which can be deemed as the most forcible manifesto 

of Conrad’s pessimism and skepticism:      

          There is a – let us say – a machine.  It evolved (I am severely scientific) 

out of a chaos of scraps of iron and behold! – it knits.  I am horrified at 

the horrible work and stand appalled.  I feel it ought to embroider – but 

it goes on knitting.  […].  You cannot by any special lubrication make 

embroidery with a knitting machine.  And the most withering thought is 

that the infamous thing has made itself; made itself without thought, 

without conscience, without foresight, without eyes, without heart.  It is 

a tragic accident – and it has happened.  You can’t interfere with it.  

The last drop of bitterness is the suspicion that you can’t even smash it. 

It knits us in and it knits us out.  It has knitted time space, pain, 

death, corruption, despair and all the illusions – and nothing matters.  

(Joseph Conrad’s Letters to R. B. Cunningham Graham 56-7) 

    In the context of fin-de-siècle determinism, literary writers created the figure of 

the “Superfluous Man” representative of the modern men “isolated from society” with 

“an egoistic sensibility” (Watts, A Preface to Conrad 65-7).  There are two choices 

possible for this “Superfluous Man” when confronted with the plight of modern world: 

one is Hamlet-like passivity; while the other is the Quixotic irrationality (Watts, A 

Preface to Conrad 67-74).  Watts terms this “Hamlet/Don Quixote dichotomy” as a 

“pessimistic disjunction” between “rationality that leads to inaction” and “activity that 

is deluded” (A Preface to Conrad 68).  However, in my study of Conrad’s work there 

exists an alternative to the “Hamlet/Don Quixote dichotomy” that characterizes the 

behaviors of Conrad’s characters in their reaction to the disasters and loss in 

modernity.  This is the central argument of this dissertation: Conrad’s characters are 
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able to demonstrate themselves as stoical heroes who patiently endure suffering and 

learn practically from life’s tribulations.  In his essay “Books” Conrad claims the 

positive vision of fiction-writing that is opposed to the pessimistic and fatalistic 

worldview he expresses in the afore-cited correspondence to Graham.  In a negation 

of the “moral Nihilism” espoused by many of his contemporary artists, he advocates 

instead a sense of “undying hope” to be transmitted by fiction-writers: “It must not be 

supposed that I claim for the artist in fiction the freedom of moral Nihilism.  I would 

require from him many acts of faith of which the first would be the cherishing of an 

undying hope; and hope, it will not be contested, implies the piety of effort and 

renunciation” (Notes on Life and Letters 8).  In a passage from “Henry James” we 

can more clearly and confidently look into Conrad’s penchant for “stoical heroes” in 

his characterization that demonstrates his faith in the resilient spirit of mankind to 

survive the harsh realities of everyday life in the modern world: “When the last 

aqueduct shall have crumbled to pieces, the last airship fallen to the ground, the last 

blade of grass have died upon a dying earth, man, indomitable by his training in 

resistance to misery and pain, shall set this undiminished light of his eyes against the 

feeble glow of the sun” (NLL 13) .  Conrad’s non-fiction writings serve as supporting 

materials for my textual analysis of his novels in the later chapters.  At best, they can 

reflect the working consciousness of a writer behind his fictive creations.  Take 

Nostromo for example.  We can see the vivid representation of the aforementioned 

three types at work: Martin Decoud as the inactive and sceptical Hamlet type who in 

his marooned despair kills himself; Charles Gould as the passionate but irrational 

Quixotic type who remorselessly devotes his body and mind to the silver mine; 

Antonia Avellanos as the stoical type who embodies the redemption and hope born 

out of this world’s sufferings. 

    Ludwig Schnauder investigates the “failure” or “helplessness” experienced by 
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Conrad’s characters in terms of a “freedom-of-the-will problem” in their confrontation 

with the external forces besieging their lives.  Schnauder’s study is focused on the 

“status of morality and moral responsibility” registered by human beings situated in a 

“materialist-deterministic universe” (8).  Schnauder’s inquiry into the 

“freedom-of-the-will problem” is relevant to my concern with the opposite elements 

of determinism and solipsism that decide the attitudes of Conrad’s characters against 

the disasters engendered by modern science and technology.  The former element 

represents the “impersonal forces” that determine the fates of human beings, while the 

latter includes “individualism” and “subjectivism” that entail the moral responsibility 

of mankind (Schnauder 72).  There are generally three ways to consider the 

“freedom-of-the-will problem”: hard determinism, soft determinism, and 

libertarianism (Schnauder 10-12).  While the first and the last types are 

“incompatible” in their rigorous advocacy of universal causation and free will 

respectively, the second type is rather flexible in its combined affirmation of free will 

and belief in caused events.  The “soft determinism” was the typical Victorian 

mindset in reaction against the determinist science of their times.  Schnauder terms it 

a “Victorian Synthesis” that “combined elements of scientific materialism with 

remnants of the theological world picture” – a form of social ambience that was to be 

criticized by the fin-de-siècle Nietzschean thoughts (48, 53).  Schnauder further 

points out Conrad’s ambivalent situation regarding this issue as neither a “traditional 

conservative” nor a “radical sceptic” (81).  Rather, Conrad holds a “sincere” or 

humanist concept of morality that defies “divine, absolute decrees” but anchors “our 

understanding of what it means to be human” (Schnauder 95).  Although Conrad is 

well known for his preoccupation with moral ambivalence, he affirms that moral 

values are the “only guarantors of our humanity” (Schnauder 95).  In a nutshell, 

Conrad does not buy into either “Victorian sentimentalism” or “Modernist 
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detachment;” his affirmation of “moral values” is apart from “moral didacticism” 

(Schnauder 96).  Although Schnauder comes to the conclusion of viewing Conrad as 

an “incompatibilist” who either holds determinism of universal causation and 

skepticism of free will, or espouses radical indeterminism and free will that denies 

caused events (101), in this dissertation I follow the argument that Conrad leads the 

third way out of the determinism/solipsism dilemma – an ambivalent reaction to 

modernity that combines a nihilistic awareness of the determinist environment and a 

noble perseverance on the individualistic moral principles and responsibilities. 

    In a way similar to my thesis statement, Torsen Pettersson defines Conrad’s 

philosophy as the late Victorian response to the “bleak conception of the world” and 

the scientific world-picture, coupled with his “attempts to find some foundation for 

purposeful existence” (15).  Here we can clearly comprehend Conrad’s ambivalence 

and ambiguity engaging in the tug-of-war between a scientific determinist worldview 

and a humanist moral affirmation.  Pettersson lays bare Conrad’s ethical dilemma 

between his tendency of nihilism and his insistence on the notions of “solidarity” and 

“fidelity” (38-9).  Furthermore, Pettersson argues that the moral concerns of 

Conrad’s “moral nihilism” are stronger than those of the “modern existentialists” in 

that “he adds a dimension to the desperate ethical affirmation” such as human 

solidarity that is lacking in existentialist philosophy (41).  In her study of Conrad’s 

relation to modernity, Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan argues that Conrad in his work aims to 

“suspend the Copernican” or scientific worldview and “reinstate the Ptolemaic 

system” that is focused on poetic and humanist values (3).  This is a tension of the 

“homo duplex” that recognizes the Nietzschean worldview of a chaotic and 

meaningless universe and at the same time embraces the Ptolemaic worldview of 

order and humanity (Erdinast-Vulcan 3-4).  Nevertheless, Erdinast-Vulcan 

designates Conrad’s aspiration as a kind of “Sisyphean task” that is nothing but 
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“homesickness” and a “noble failure” (3).  Against this defeatist respect I shall argue 

that the nihilistic and pessimistic elements in Conrad’s work serve not as examples of 

doomed failures but as the traces left by the trajectory of his visions that start from 

nihilism, go through intense struggle between surrender and perseverance, and finally 

end in the hard-won redemption. 

    The trajectory of Conrad’s moral as well as ethical vision shall be the focus of 

Chapter Four and the main thrust of this dissertation.  Here I conclude this section 

with a brief summary of the transition of Conrad’s treatment of the problems of the 

loss of modernity as represented by his characters’ different responses to this great 

challenge and trial.  In Thomas Moser’s study of Conrad’s “achievement” and 

“decline,” he resorts to John Galsworthy’s suggestion of a “curve of his friend’s 

[Conrad’s] career” that marks the year 1914 of Chance’s publication as the watershed 

separating his accomplishment and his decline (2).  Moser attributes Conrad’s 

“uneven” writing and the “inferiority” of his later works to his clumsiness and 

“evasiveness” at the “subject of love” (3-4).  Therefore, the later works are treated as 

a kind of artistic failure that loses the epistemological sophistication8 and moral 

complexity of his earlier works.  By contrast, in my study I do not view Conrad’s 

transformation as the sign of his “decline,” but that of the ethical evolution of the 

writer’s vision on life and art, as well as on men’s response to the challenges of 

modernity.  The early phase represents his skepticism of men’s power to confront the 

devastating force of modernity; the middle phase evidences his view of men’s 

painstaking struggle against the sufferings and losses brought about by the civilization 

                                                      
8
 Here the “epistemological sophistication” of Conrad’s works referts to his ambiguous and ambivalent 

treatment of the ethical issues of morality, identity and redemption, etc.  In his early works he gives no 

definite solution to the ethical problems encountered by modern people, but leaves them entangled in 

the complicated web of moral dilemma and conflicts.   
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and progress of modernity; the late phase finally ushers in Conrad’s belief in the 

possibility of human love and communion to redeem the grim existence of modern 

men.  In Daniel Schwarz’s study of Conrad’s later works, he stresses the 

“continuities” of Conrad’s writing in “biographical, thematic, and formal” terms 

(Conrad: the Later Fiction 33).  Instead of revealing a fault-line in his career, the 

later novels demonstrate an “evolution and development” of his early and major 

works, focusing on men’s epistemological loneliness and exploring men’s moral 

behavior based on communicative necessity and difficulty (Schwarz, Conrad: the 

Later Fiction xi).  The great strength of Conrad’s later novels lies in their extension 

of the Conradian theme of men’s reaction to an “amoral cosmos” and their insistence 

on the paradox of humanism “tempered by skepticism and tentativeness” (Schwarz, 

Conrad: the Later Fiction 33).  My study is not mainly concerned with Conrad’s 

psychological consciousness, or the psychoanalytic biography regarding his 

transformed ethical vision along his writing career; but at best my attempt is to reflect 

his literary trajectory as a “sceptical humanist” who in his distrust of universal 

goodness and his belief in the virtue of human love shows both the worst and the best 

of men in their inevitable fate to combat the loss and disasters of modernity.  The 

next section will tackle with such dark sides of modernity in terms of its technological 

development and progress, and give some concrete examples of Conrad’s works. 

     

II. The History of European Technology and Modernity 

    The advancement in technology and science in Western civilization is 

inextricable from that civilization’s overseas expansion in empire-building and 

commercial transaction. The advancement of communication technology such as 

steamship and the invention of weaponry facilitates the Western country’s penetration 

into other seas and territories to build up their colonial empire.  The development of 
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industry in the areas of domestic communication system and urbanization, and state 

administration also enables the expansion and consolidation of that civilization 

internally.  Accordingly, the development of industry and technology is manifest in 

the Enlightenment culture of Western civilization externally (imperialist empire) and 

internally (state administration). The coordinating and pivoting area that combines 

those phenomena of modernity is the capitalist market system based on exchange 

value, which is a driving force that enables the European modernization to thrive and 

flourish since the beginning of Industrial Revolution.  And it is just this coordinating 

concept of capitalism that links the violence of modernity with the pre-modernist 

violence.  Most of the disasters of modernity are triggered by the competition of 

capitalist interests based on instrumental rationality and advanced technology, while 

the pre-modern violence tends to revolves around tribal warfare and its attempt to 

control over natural world out of pre-modern men’s rational calculation.  Although 

the development of technology differentiates the violence of modernity from 

pre-modern problems, the problems of the two periods overlap in their common 

reliance on the instrumental rationality and exchange value of capitalism.    

    In their tracing of the development of technology in Western history, T. K. Derry 

and Trevor I. Williams point out the mutual influences of political changes and 

technological revolution that created modern Western civilization (275-6).  The 

historical facts of technological intervention in political events were manifested in 

international and domestic spheres.  On the international level, technological 

development is inextricable from warfare such that every fruit of men’s invention 

seems to contribute to the “unending struggle for power which grew from intertribal 

to international politics” (Derry and Williams 706).  The international wars among 

Western countries and the colonial conquests of Africa and the East in modern history 

testify to the interlocking relation of armament invention and the development of 
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imperialism.  In the domestic sphere, the improvements in transport and 

communications stimulate the activities of commercial trade and the thriving of 

capitalist market economy.  The collateral consequences of the technological 

progress in domestic area also include the urbanization and the growth of big cities 

and the bureaucratization of the state administration.  In Conrad’s novels, we can 

clearly identify the markings of technological development in both international and 

domestic spheres, often depicted in deprecating and skeptical lights.  For example, 

the transportation medium of the steamship is used as a tool to facilitate the bloodless 

colonization of Africa in Heart of Darkness, and commercial engagement in the Far 

East disrupts the harmony of the native society in the Malay trilogy.  The 

urbanization of the Western cities foreshadows a standardized and dehumanized life 

under the modern regime as portrayed in The Secret Agent and Under Western Eyes.  

In Chance, speculation and calculation of the capitalist market set in motion the crash 

and bankruptcy of the financier and destroys his familial wellbeing.  Lastly, the 

implicit problem of the “struggle of classes – social units that technology helped to 

form” (Derry and Williams 707) – is engendered by the fact of the capitalist 

entrepreneur’s exploitation of the labor force as demonstrated by the disgruntling of 

the working class in Nostromo.   

    In History of Political Economy in Europe (1837), the French historian and 

economist Adolphe Blanqui invented the term “Industrial Revolution” to designate the 

rapid technological change and its social consequences that occurred during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (Boon and Bud 8-13).  The Scottish town 

planner Patrick Geddes in 1915 further coined the phrase “Second Industrial 

Revolution” to characterize the rapid industrial movement facilitated by the use of 

chemistry and electricity during the closing decades of the nineteenth century (Boon 

and Bud 98-100).  The “Industrial Revolution” is specifically associated with the 
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widespread use of machine in manufacturing that had drastically replaced the manual 

labor.   This period of rapid technological advance generated opposite views from 

different groups.  For some, the blooming of factories and the dramatic change of 

human activities signal the coming of progress; for others, the heyday of the machine 

is concomitant with the decline of human spirit, arts and morality as well as the 

emergence of social tensions such as the protests voiced by the workers and social 

reformers (Boon and Bud 36).  In Conrad’s works, he depicts the phenomena of 

industrial revolution and technological progress that are covered in areas as diverse as 

transport and communication, urbanization, state administration and capitalization – I 

shall discuss later in this section the incurred problems and consequences of which 

rendered by Conrad.  The development of transport and communication includes the 

invention and access of railway and steamship, whose new transport routes stimulate 

the thriving of trade and promise the prosperity of the industrialized society (Boon 

and Bud 82).  Specifically, railways establish the networks and necessitate 

“standardization of time;” while the steamship facilitates the development of 

international trade.  In the area of urbanization, elaborate urban planning was 

designed, such as water supplies, sewerage, and electricity (Boon and Bud 46).  The 

growth of cities attracted the attention of both pessimists who saw the underside of 

filth, disease, and poverty, and optimists who deemed urban development as the 

gateway to modern life (Boon and Bud 49).  The capitalization of Western countries 

began with the growth of the international economy in the late nineteenth century that 

includes activities of international trade, investment and migration.  During this 

period the most remarkable phenomenon is the emergence of multinational enterprises 

with the remarkable example such as the American corporation leading the world’s 

commercial activities and capitalizing the raw materials in far-away regions of the 

colonial settlement.   
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    In his study of the correlation between the “mechanical age” and war, Daniel 

Pick points out their polar roles to contribute to the “constitution of collective 

identity” and the “advance of ‘civilization’,” and to strengthen “war’s intrinsic 

capacity to undermine” (7).  Given this fact, in the early nineteenth century both 

“eulogies” to celebrate the might of technology and “diatribes” to denounce the 

devastating force of the “machine age” were commanding critical attention (Pick 

175-6).  This ambivalent attitude toward technology in the “machine age” is akin to 

the opposite voices in the early twentieth century uttered by Italian futurism and high 

modernism I have discussed in the Introduction.  To dig into the question of “why 

war?” on the ground of the conjuncture of technology and warfare, Pick posits two 

explanations from modern European history – one is the “military-industrial complex” 

to showcase European technological advances; the other is the issue of “human 

agency or responsibility” that lies behind the fact of racial desire and feelings of racial 

superiority (11).  Certainly it is historically true that Britan takes the lead in 

European Imperialism while France is hot on its heels and German left far behind 

during the nineteenth century.  Therefore I should clarify the development of Britain 

and France during the course of history before plunging into taking the Germanic race 

as the prime example in the big picture of the war machine of European imperialist 

expansion.  According to Pick, France suffered from martial defeat and consequent 

national degradation as early as the ancient time when the Celts of Gaul were 

threatened by “Tartarian invasions by the Slavons and Teutons” (89).  France’s 

defeat in the Franco-Prussian War once more testifies to “French degradation” and 

“Teutonic ascendency” (Pick 90).  As to the fate of Great Britain, her national 

history demonstrates the combination of “republican democracy” and “hereditary 

aristocracy” that entitles her to be the “savior of the European march of progress” 

(Pick 91).  Apart from the wax and wane of the British and French empires, 
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Germany remains a relentless foe as exemplified by the political chapter written by 

Bismarck that confirms the “pugnacity” of the Germanic race (Pick 92-3).  

Accordingly, Pick gives the example of Franco-Prussian War in the second half of the 

nineteenth century to analyze the aggressive nature of German and Prussian 

nationality.  The warfare engaged in by Germany is attributed to its warlike 

mentality and its technological merits – a combination of “war psychology” and 

“machine mentality” that forms a “scenario of manipulation and power, but also a 

vision of anarchy and rampaging technology”  (Pick 99, 110).  Indeed, Pick also 

mentions Conrad’s vehement comments on the German national character and its 

relationship to martial affairs.  Conrad’s concern lies in the distorted relationship 

between human beings and the machine, as well as the former’s recourse to war to 

survive characteristic of the political policy of the German state (Pick 105).  For 

example, in “Autocracy and War” Conrad focuses on the evils of inter-European wars, 

the Napoleonic Wars, and the Russo-Japanese War for their disasters and catastrophe.  

Conrad’s main target of accusation includes three Empires – German, Prussian, and 

Russian.  He criticizes their engagement in the inter-European and colonial wars 

backed up by industrialism, commercialism and modern science: 

          Industrialism and commercialism – wearing high-sounding names in 

many languages (Welt-politick may serve for one instance) picking up 

coins behind the severe and disdainful figure of science whose giant 

strides have widened for us the horizon of universe by some few inches – 

stand ready, almost eager, to appeal to the sword as soon as the globe of 

the earth has shrunk beneath our growing numbers by another ell or so.  

(Conrad, NLL 107)  

The European empires only tried to keep the façade of peace for the sake of “material 

interest” to hide their ready “preparedness for war as its ideal” (Conrad, NLL 107).   
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In fact, in the literature review of war historians, Germany is seen as the “emblem of 

the modern state” with its rational and expansionist nature – an incarnation of “war 

machine” grounded on “irresistible weapon of political power and economic 

self-interest” (Pick 101). 

    Following this historical review, we can clearly grasp how Daniel Pick highlights 

the “tradition of war theory” to explain the Western history during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries.  We can conclude that back then war was buttressed by the 

conviction of “enlightenment rationalism” and the circulation of “natural sciences,” 

which sheds light on the connection of technology and warfare along the course of 

Western civilization.  If we take the argument a step further, it is possible to see that 

the influence of industrial technology reaches beyond the waging of inter-European 

wars to encompass the domination of Africa and Asia in the nineteenth century 

(Headrick 3).  Instead of bringing civilization and enlightenment to the “dark places 

of earth,” Western imperialists rendered the East and Africa places of misery and 

cruelty through their mechanical power (Headrick 209).  Daniel Headrick’s study of 

empire and technology underlines the fact that the development of new imperialism is 

linked with the prevalence of the idea of racism and that “Europeans … began to 

confuse levels of technology with levels of culture in general, and finally with 

biological capacity” (209).  In this complex web interwoven by war, technology and 

empire, we can identify the historical pattern of nineteenth-century European 

civilization as “an age enslaved by its own ‘racial’ desires for conquest and war, 

armed with ever greater industrial destructive potential” (Pick 114; my emphasis).  

J.A. Hobson has termed this racist and militarist drive the “psychology of jingoism,” a 

mindset produced in the civilized societies prompted by mass communications and 

urban experiences that causes the “neurotic disposition of the city dweller” (Pick 112).  

In Conrad’s novels, we can find vivid examples of the complicity of the civilized 
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minds and technology that contributes to the outbreak of war – such as the 

confrontation between the tsarist officers and the revolutionaries shuttling between the 

metropolitan cities in Under Western Eyes; the civil war of a South American country 

intervened by the European colonialists and American capitalists in Nostromo; and the 

colonial war waged in the dark continent between the disarmed natives and the 

well-equipped white colonizers in “Heart of Darkness.” 

    Finally we shall enumerate the technologies depicted in Conrad’s works and give 

concrete textual examples of their representation.  But the details of the disastrous 

consequences brought about by the modern technology will not be fully explored until 

later in Chapter Two.  The examples of industrial technology covered in Conrad’s 

works include the steamship, railway construction, mining, state administration, 

urbanization, and capitalization.  The steamship is represented in many texts.  In the 

Malay trilogy, Captain Lingard’s steamship navigating the trading posts in the Far 

East is an epitome of the British merchant marine, whose commercial activity 

represents the penetration of Western technologies and capitals into the native land 

that interrupts the harmony of the native society.  Likewise, in Nostromo the 

European immigrants’/entrepreneurs’ setup of the OSN Company (Oceanic Steam 

Navigation Company) in Sulaco – the Occidental Province of the fabricated South 

American country, Republic of Costaguana – connotes the intrusion upon as well as 

control of the native state and nature by the technology of Western capitalist 

enterprises.  In Lord Jim, the steamships that we encounter in Jim’s former marine 

career, especially Patna whose accident destroys Jim’s career, are the embodiment of 

the instrumental rationality of the modern Western society that dominates and 

standardizes the body and mind of the maritime labor forces.  The maritime court’s 

arbitrary trial of Jim’s case of desertion furthermore exposes the dehumanizing effects 

of the culture of rationalization of modern technology.  In “Heart of Darkness,” the 
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warship and steamship emerging in the Dark Continent gloomily forebodes the 

exploitation and plundering of the native resources by the colonialists’ advanced 

technology. 

    The example of the railway appears in a couple of texts.  In “Heart of 

Darkness” the construction of the railway serves as the façade of the “civilizing 

mission” based on science and technological progress.  However, the absurdity and 

futility of the detonation at the construction site only reveals the fact of the 

exploitation and torturing of the native laborers in the name of enlightenment and 

technological advancement.  In Nostromo, the undertaking of the National Central 

Railway in Sulaco is endorsed by the local dictator, the web of which forms a 

complicity of Western technology, native state power, and European colonialists.  

The omniscient narrator tells us that “the power of the local authorities [was] 

vindicated among the great body of strong-limbed foreigners who dug the earth, 

blasted the rocks, drove the engines for the ‘progressive and patriotic undertaking’” 

(Nostromo 24).  In the cooperation of the OSN Company and the railway business, 

we can see the yoking of Western capitalist interests, technologies, and the native 

political power attempting to extract the most profits from the native land.  In this 

novel we also have the most remarkable emblem of the modern technology – mining.  

The history of the San Tomé mine in the Occidental Province tells the stories of 

atrocious exploitation of native slaves, exposing the dark and ugly side of modern 

technology coupled with capitalism.  The American financier Holroyd, who in the 

name of civilization and religion, backs up and invests in Charles Gould’s silver mine 

business, and thereby taps into the rich resources of the native land blatantly.  Mr. 

Holroyd is the embodiment of the American capitalist government that intervenes in 

the political and economic activities of the South American states – “the head of 

immense silver and iron interests” veiled with the aura of the “religion of silver and 
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iron” as the Goulds commented (Nostromo 49). 

    The example of urbanization is associated with the myth of the “Monstrous 

Town” employed by Conrad in many of his works, which is centered on a dichotomy 

between the city or town as oppressive and the countryside or nature as serene and 

soothing (Watts, “Conrad and the Myth of the Monstrous Town” 17-8).  In The 

Secret Agent, London as a murky and densely-populated town corresponds to the 

theme of moral murkiness of the novel.  In the modern cityscape, political intrigues 

are linked with modern technology as embodied in Vladimir’s plan to blow up the 

Greenwich Observatory – the symbol of the technological precision and 

standardization of the clock-time of modern society.  Consequently, the 

technology-ridden political struggle in the public sphere shatters not only the bomber, 

but also the family unit pitilessly in the private sphere.  In “Heart of Darkness,” 

London is depicted as the ambiguous locus of light and enlightenment juxtaposed 

with gloom and benightedness.  In light of Marlow’s tale, London is the heartland of 

the British Empire, which launched its colonial enterprise based on the dubious 

banner of “civilizing mission.”  Besides, the unidentified Continental city [Bruxelles] 

as the headquarters of the Company engaged in overseas enterprise is depicted by 

Marlow as a “sepulchral city” immersed with its macabre and moribund atmosphere, 

and fraught with ignorant people living complacent life made possible by the overseas 

plundering of the colonial land.  In Under Western Eyes, Conrad presents us with a 

pair of modern metropolises: St. Petersburg and Geneva.  On the surface, there exists 

contrasting images of St. Petersburg as site of despotism and totalitarianism and 

Geneva as site of liberty, democracy and solidarity.  However, when looked into 

deeply, both urban scenes are negatively depicted, exposing the flaws of tsarist 

autocracy and western democracy respectively.  The modern urbanization of St. 

Petersburg is represented as a vast, oppressive and indifferent landscape; while 
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Geneva is rendered a drab, boring and monotonous cityscape. 

    The state administration and its bureaucracy are closely related to the 

phenomenon of urbanization.  In the big city scenes, we can find the location of the 

state administration whose workings are based on the principles of rationalization and 

standardization of modern technology.  In Nostromo, the Occidental Province, 

Sulaco, with its abundant natural resources and booming commercial as well as 

industrial activities, is the coveted site of bastion competed by the dictatorial 

government and the revolutionary groups.  The imagined South American state, 

Costaguana, is undergoing incessant coup d’états and relay of powers in an extremely 

precarious status that jeopardizes the lives of the native people and the foreign 

residents alike.  In The Secret Agent, we are presented with the sordid political 

struggle between European state powers – the confrontation between the liberal and 

the totalitarian political entities exacerbated by the destructive activities engaged by 

terrorists and anarchists of the late nineteenth century.  The people and their familial 

life in the private sphere have become the victims of the power struggle in the public 

sphere; and the state power contributes to the languishing of its people rather than 

their flourishing.  Likewise, in Under Western Eyes, the confrontation between the 

autocratic regime and the revolutionary communities destroys the familial union of 

the people, as in the case of Mrs. Haldin and Miss Haldin with their loss of a son and 

a brother respectively. 

    The last example of capitalism in the realm of economic activities is perhaps 

most sweeping in its influences and consequences.  Almost all of the modern worlds 

of Conrad’s works are involved with capitalist activities and enterprises, which are a 

ubiquitous product of modern Western civilization.  Chance is the most 

representative work that explores the themes of the self-interested financial commerce 

and the risky capitalist market.  Mr. de Barral’s financial speculation brought about 
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his downfall and imprisonment, and precipitates his family into disintegration, 

especially his daughter Flora’s situation of a miserable adolescence.  Other works 

dealing with capitalization ranges from the Malay trilogy, in which the colonial 

enterprise based on capitalist interests debilitates the mutual trust between the 

colonizers and the native people; “Heart of Darkness,” where the shameless and 

unscrupulous struggle for capitalist interests in the name of “civilizing mission” is 

best embodied in the Eldorado Exploring Expedition, aimed to “tear treasure out of 

the bowels of the land” to gain infinite capitalist interests (“Heart of Darkness” 177); 

to Lord Jim, whose British Merchant Marine episode vividly depicts the capitalist 

logic that standardizes and rationalizes the maritime culture, as the dehumanizing and 

depersonalizing effects of the investigation case conducted by the maritime court 

testifies.  Another outstanding text is Nostromo, which shifts its focus to American 

capitalism and imperialism that intervenes and cashes in on the commercial as well as 

political activities of its neighboring countries in the name of technological progress 

and political stability.  

 

III. Conrad’s Modernist Dissatisfaction 

    Continuing the discussion from the Introduction of European high culture’s 

dissatisfaction with the consequences of Enlightenment, this section delves into 

Conrad’s reaction to Enlightenment culture and its disastrous effects on human life, 

which is characteristic of the modernist dissatisfaction with the contemporary status 

quo.  As Robert Pippin puts it, there exists a culture of suspicion in the nineteenth 

century designated as “Nietzschean and Heideggerian, [a] dissatisfaction with the 

affirmative, normative claims essential to European modernization,” suspecting that 

the two great accomplishments of modern culture – technology and democracy – pose 

a threat rather than contribute to the welfare of human life itself (xi, xii).  The 
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so-called “masters of suspicion” from Marx and Nietzsche to Freud in the realm of 

high culture proposed severe critiques of the bourgeois modern culture, denouncing 

the value of that culture’s hallmark of “rationalization” and “productive efficiency” 

which brought about “anomie, consumerism, alienation, disaffection… [and] a 

consummerized culture of kitsch” (Pippin 7).  The culture of modernism in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries best represents such an ethos of 

dissatisfaction with the “sterile, exploitative, commercialized, or simply ugly forms of 

life” reflected in the “bourgeois forms of modernization” (Pippin 29).  In reaction to 

the Enlightenment culture of bourgeois modernity featuring self-complacent liberty, 

progress, and democracy, the arts and literature of modernism employ “difficult, 

opaque, strange, elitist, self-defining” forms and contents to display the spirits of 

autonomy and integrity negated by the bourgeois culture (Pippin 31-2).  As a 

forerunner of literary modernism, Conrad is inclined in his works to advocate this 

attitude of modernist dissatisfaction heralded by the “masters of suspicion” with the 

bourgeois Enlightenment culture.  Nevertheless, we must be mindful of the subtle 

distinction between the Nietzschean outlook of nihilism as well as the 

Schopenhauerean one of pessimism and the Conradian outlook of an amalgam of 

skepticism and hope, in their respective reaction to and reflection of the catastrophes 

of modernization. 

    The “destroying fathers” (or the “masters of suspicion” mentioned above) in 

their writings disseminated the culture of “Counter-Enlightenment” in a tone of 

“pervasive skepticism, relativism, and despair” (Erdinast-Vulcan 11).  As a 

contemporary to those nineteenth-century “destroying fathers,” Conrad naturally 

occupied the “landscape of ruins” as his “cultural habitat” (Erdinast-Vulcan 10).  

Fertilized by the spreading of new scientific theories that refuted the existence of a 

divine universe, this “landscape of ruins” became the breeding ground of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 47 

 

epistemological uncertainty that denies any meaning and purpose to the lives of 

human beings.  Erdinast-Vulcan points out that among the “destroying fathers” faced 

with the universe of despair, Nietzsche was the first thinker “who refused all 

metaphysical consolations, and pursued the implications of the death of the Absolute” 

(15).  Specifically on this point of the “ethical implications of the death of God,” 

Conrad and Nietzsche seem to share the common ground since the former too is a 

“disillusioned moralist” who wrestles with the universal despair and skepticism 

(Erdinast-Vulcan 18).  In his survey of the analogy between Conrad and Nietzsche 

Edward Said points out the former’s familiarity with the latter’s ideas of “the will to 

power,” the “Overman,” and the “transvaluation of all values” (65-6).  Said traces 

Conrad and Nietzsche’s intellectual inheritance to Schopenhauer and describe them as 

the “disaffected” followers of the great pessimistic thinker (65).  Both Nietzsche and 

Conrad in their works disagreed with Schopenhauer’s insistence of the Will as blind 

and contended instead that Will inevitably leads to the “acquisition of power” (Said 

65).  Besides, both of them were dissatisfied with their mentor’s “cowardly retreat 

from life by preaching stoic withdrawal” (Said 65).  My intention here is not to trace 

the philosophical genealogies of Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Conrad, but to present 

a connection of Conrad’s works to the thoughts of the other two thinkers.  I admit 

Said’s suggestion of Conrad’s rendering of the Will as the instrument for the 

fulfillment of men’s desire of power is true, as demonstrated by Kurtz’s indomitable 

will to conquer the native land to gain more power, interest, and universal fame.  

Nevertheless, I cannot fully agree with the judgment that Conrad echoed Nietzsche’s 

point of departure from Schopenhauer’s idea of “stoic withdrawal.”  By contrast, I 

believe Conrad in his works also portrays his heroes/heroines as the lonely exiles not 

in a gesture of hopeless surrender but in pursuit of individual chastisement and 

redemption of life’s meanings.  I will give an in-depth study of the themes of exile 
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and redemption below in Chapter Four, which forms the core of my thesis argument 

and the main thrust of this dissertation. 

Both Schopenhauer and Conrad viewed the universe as dominated by a dark 

force that unrelentingly drives the destiny of human beings, which is termed “the 

will” by the former and “the darkness” by the latter (Panagopoulos 19).  This “blind, 

amoral force” disheartens modern man and thwarts his will to subsist in this cruel 

world (Panagopoulos 19).  In this regards, both in Schopenhauer’s philosophy and 

Conrad’s fiction world, man has become a solitary existence that attempts to escape 

from this world of dark forces overriding moral principles and human reason.  

Nevertheless, as Nic Panagopoulos points out, the theme of exile bears different 

meanings for the two writers.  For Schopenhauer, the exilic pursuit is derived from a 

wearied pessimistic worldview and “a desire for annihilation;” while for Conrad, the 

gesture of self-exile is a heroic action to “redeem and re-affirm existence” however 

futile it might be proved at last (Panagopoulos 19).  In light of the two writers’ 

nuanced variation toward human being’s reaction to his own undesired situation, 

Panagopoulos argues that Conrad’s perception of the world is more akin to that of 

Nietzsche for both of them express a sense of “affirmation” of human will to 

surmount its difficulties rather than that of the Schopenhauerean pessimism to escape 

from this world in total withdrawal (21).  However, we should also be cautious of the 

points where Nietzsche and Conrad might diverge.  In other words, my attempt here 

is to show the nuanced difference between Conrad’s and Nietzsche’s reactions to 

modernity and the “modern temper.”  Unlike Nietzsche, Conrad is not only a 

nihilistic witness to the modern temper; Conrad’s works also represent a “revolt” 

against the modern temper based on his solid moral and ethical grounds 

(Erdinast-Vulcan 18-9).  Erdinast-Vulcan points out the fact of Conrad’s Polish 

romantic heritage that sets him apart from the Nietzschean nihilism (20).  I will 
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discuss the religious face of Conrad in his relation to the Nietzschean conception of 

the “death of God” below. 

    Nietzsche’s influence on the generation of the fin-de-siècle and the First World 

War is far-reaching.  His disbelief of all established institutions – from Christianity, 

nineteenth-century “idées reçues,” to the traditional morality – and his quest instead 

of “aristocratic radicalism” are echoed in the contemporary philosophy of 

Existentialism (McFarlane 79).  Indeed, the urgency of Nietzsche’s prophecy of the 

arrival of nihilism caused by an “anomic, directionless ‘herd society’” eclipsed the 

importance of Christian religion in men’s confrontation with a modern world 

dominated by mechanic and indifferent science (Pippin 83).  Nietzsche’s famous but 

almost clichéd “death of God” bespeaks the failure of any traditional moral or 

philosophical values attached to “allegiance and commitment,” and calls instead for 

an attitude of “transvaluation of values” to think “beyond good and evil” (Pippin 146, 

83).  Viewed in a big picture, Nietzsche’s thought is interpreted by Heidegger as a 

form of nihilism that sees no “hope for some divine, eternal, or even subjectively 

necessary warrant” (Pippin 146).  A first glimpse of Conrad’s works seems to 

confirm the skepticism of religion welcomed in the contemporary thoughts of 

Nietzsche and Schopenhauer – the “predicament of the Conradian character” can be 

easily interpreted to “reflect the uncertainties of humanity in a new faithless age” 

(Lester 234).  Nevertheless, Conrad’s attitude toward religion in general and 

Christianity specifically is far more complex and ambivalent than one imagines.  On 

the one hand, from the perspective of psycho-biography, Conrad’s sense of religious 

uncertainty came from his mother’s untimely death and his father’s consequent 

disappointment in the Roman Catholic Church (Lester 230-1).  On the other hand, 

according to John Lester, Conrad’s object of criticism is confined to the institution of 

Christian religion.  Despite his distaste for the worldly trappings and ornamental 
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ceremonies of Christianity that were “stifling spirituality,” he remains a believer of 

God (Lester 231, 235).  His religious faith can be explained as his inheritance of the 

“passionate religious nationalism” of Polish Romanticism, in which Catholicism was 

“integral to nationalistic identity” (Lester 229).  Conrad’s sense of Catholic identity 

will be further discussed in Chapter Three in which Polish Romanticism and 

Messianism play important parts.  Besides Conrad’s heritage from a literary tradition 

that gives equal weight to scripture like the English literature, he is also influenced by 

the modernist trend of immersion in the language of the Scripture (Purdy 8, 5).  

Although the modernist writers are inclined to use scripture in a “displaced or 

disguised” manner, Conrad in his works is more straightforward in his use of the 

scriptural metaphors (Purdy 6).  Conrad’s familiarity with the English Bible may 

shed a clearer light to the positive side of his ambivalent relation to the Christian 

religion. 

    In Nietzsche’s search for a “transvaluation of values” mentioned earlier that 

promotes thinking “beyond good and evil,” he is aspiring to a kind of “noble” 

independence, an “active nihilism” based on “modern, secular goal of autonomy” 

(Pippin 93).  In other words, Nietzsche is opposed to the “slave revolution” waged 

by the weak, the powerless, for an moral ideal based on “resentment, fear, envy, and 

even self-hatred” as their “will to power” (Pippin 94).  On the contrary, Nietzsche 

advocates the “noble,” the “high-minded,” masters to “create values” and “coin names 

for values” to distinguish themselves from the “low-minded” and the “plebian” 

(Pippin 108).  Indeed, Nietzsche’s role as a proponent of the strong and the powerful 

is very different from Conrad’s position as an ally to the oppressed and the silenced 

victims.  As Panagopoulos points out, Nietzsche’s “man-artist,” or “Übermensch,” 

never ceases his will to power to dominate nature and other people, which is opposed 

to Conrad’s vision of “humanity” and “solidarity” that will curb the growth of 
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rampant egoism (19).  Conrad’s perception of human nature is in common with the 

Schopenhauerean “compassionate man” who offers civilization a glimmer of 

redemption as opposed to the Nietzschean “superman” whose will to power only leads 

to “self-destruction” (Panagopoulos 20).  A good example of these two types of 

human behavior and interpretation of human nature is “Heart of Darkness,” where 

Marlow and Kurtz assume the models of “compassionate man” and “superman” 

respectively.  Kurtz has become a demigod in the jungle and is corrupted by his will 

and desire that goes beyond the “ethical notions of right and wrong;” while Marlow 

can identify with Kurtz’s predicament and attempt to rescue him from his 

degeneration that makes the former “restrained and compassionate toward others” 

(Panagopoulos 99, 104).  Fred Madden also confirms Conrad’s attempt to search for 

“ethical mechanism” in the novella corresponds to Schopenhauer’s inquiry of the 

internal basis of morality in “The Foundation of Ethics.”  Madden picks up the fact 

of Marlow’s “lie” to the Intended to demonstrate man’s capacity of “sympathy” that 

restrains himself from imposing suffering and pain to others.  This again testifies to 

Conrad’s conviction in “compassion” and “altruism” as the noble and indispensable 

human dispositions to combat the dark will of the universe and the “rampant egoism” 

it engenders (Madden 58).  His sympathy for the colonial natives and his resentment 

on behalf of them expressed in “Heart of Darkness,” and his concern of women’s 

plight in The Secret Agent and Chance all testify to Conrad’s ethical vision of justice 

to help and support the needed.  In his Preface to “The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’” 

which is often regarded as his aesthetic manifesto, Conrad also proclaims his aim to 

give voice to the “disregarded multitude of the bewildered, the simple, and the 

voiceless” (146).  The similarity between Conrad and Existentialism lies in their 

attempt to address the individual agonies over the dilemma of life; both the Conradian 

heroes and the existentialist hero are involved with the themes of “death, suicide, 
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isolation, despair, courage and choosing to be” (Watt 14).  However, we also have to 

bear in mind their difference in Conrad’s deviation from a willed, violent, and proud 

existentialist hero espoused by Nietzsche and the former’s pursuit of human solidarity 

and affirmation of individual fidelity to his fellow human beings driven by his inner 

consciousness of “restraint and honor” (Watt 14). 

    A number of critics suggest a reading of Conrad’s works from the perspective of 

skepticism and moral nihilism.  Suresh Raval emphasizes the “moral paralysis” 

experienced by Conrad’s characters and calls for a deconstructive reading to analyze 

the “epistemological impasse” inherent in Conrad’s fictional world (3, 6).  Perhaps 

the most well-known cynical reader of Conrad is the deconstructive critic J. Hillis 

Miller.  Miller grounds his own philosophy on the conceptions that “the human 

world is a lie” and refutes the viability of all human ideals, which endows him with a 

skeptical vision of the Conradian world (Poets of Reality 17).  Miller contends that 

Conrad’s fiction is aimed to make his readers disillusioned of this world through an 

unveiling of the dark truth behind the illusions in an attempt of “demystification” 

(Poets of Reality 18-9).  The Conradian universe is depicted as a berth of darkness 

that relentlessly devours the individuals who inhabit it (Poets of Reality 28).  Miller 

poses the question regarding the Conradian dilemma – “Is there no way to remain in 

touch with the darkness without being engulfed by it, no way to be actively engaged 

in life without becoming part of an empty masquerade?” – and then abruptly negates 

the possibility of any way out (Poets of Reality 34).  In his deconstructive 

masterpiece “Heart of Darkness Revisited” Miller maintains Marlow’s narrative is 

given in a consistent “ironical” tone, aimed to reveal truth and defend against truth at 

the same time in a status of undecidability characteristic of the human world in 

general (219).  In the skeptical readings of Conrad by the poststructuralist critics, it 

seems there is no hope to transcend the dilemma of moral complexities in this 
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enlightened world of despair and disaster, since every possibility is always already 

negated and questioned.  Although I admit that the representation of moral 

complexities and moral ambiguities renders it difficult to treat Conrad’s works in a 

simplistic and optimistic manner, the Conradian world is not necessarily reduced to 

one of total nihilism and defeatism.  We need more efforts to distinguish the subtle 

difference between the existentialist vacuity of nothingness and the Conradian 

complexity of opposite forces in struggle.  In his study of Conrad’s obscurity in 

terms of lexicon and register, Allon White affirms the writer’s simplicity and clarity in 

his “moral purpose” based on the simple ideas of “Fidelity, Duty, Courage, Honest 

Work” in spite of the equivocal and multiplied meanings derived from his difficult 

wordings (108).  Adam Gillon points out the idealistic perspective of the Conradian 

world in its protagonists’ dauntless confrontation with failure and futility, and 

highlights the fact that “defeat may sometimes be an affirmation of the ideal value of 

things” (58).  Furthermore, Gillon forcefully singles out the differences between the 

Conradian moral dilemma and Sartrean moral despair.  Conrad’s central themes of 

“freedom” and “negation” distinguish his worldview from Sartre’s philosophy in that 

for the former “metaphysical emptiness” is fatal and destructive rather than normal 

and self-evident, and it is through certain “ethical code of behavior” that the 

Conradian hero may achieve freedom and moral redemption that are totally lacking in 

the existentialist hero (Gillon 168).  Even though Conrad’s characters may suffer as 

much as Sartre’s in their solitude and anguish, for the former the moments of 

“extreme state of isolation or defeat” can be an “affirmation of human fidelity and 

compassion” (Gillon 172). For example, in spite of the torturing and defeats during 

the long process, Jim’s and Razumov’s life of isolation and exile will lead to their 

deep repentance and ultimate salvation.  To sum up the diverse critical points of 

view cited above regarding the philosophy of Conrad’s fictional world, moral nihilism 
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is only one facet of its moral complexity which has the nuanced difference from the 

Existentialist philosophy of void and despair.  To grasp the essential point of 

Conrad’s writings, the readers have to pay equal attention to its cynical and idealistic 

sides, which is a prerequisite for my thesis argument to read out the possibility of 

redemption and salvation under the surface of Conrad’s modernist dissatisfaction. 

    In regard to Conrad’s modernist dissatisfaction with the Victorian culture of 

enlightenment and progress cultivated by the advances in science and technology, and 

his subtle difference from the Nietzschean reaction to modern civilization, Ian Watt’s 

elaboration of the Conradian conflicted vision of alienation and commitment is highly 

relevant here.  On the one hand, in his affirmative moments of heroic and romantic 

representation, there are hints of moral ambiguities; on the other hand, the negative 

tones of alienation and despair in his representative works are diluted by the 

persevering quest for human solidarity or commitment (Watt 11-2).  The conflicted 

attitude was defined by E. M. Forster as Conrad’s vacillation between his “further 

vision” and “nearer vision” (Watt 2).  His further vision is reflected in the 

late-Victorian worldview of despair cultivated by the sense of insecurity and 

purposelessness of human destiny in a world dominated by scientific progress and 

industrialism (Watt 3).  By contrast, the sense of alienation is counteracted by his 

nearer vision of social and personal commitments developed during his years at sea to 

devote “to his career, to his fellow-seamen, to his adopted country” (Watt 7).  Ian 

Watt highlights the importance of the theme of solidarity in Conrad’s works, in which 

the “isolated and alienated” characters are engaged in an unremitting attempt to reach 

other human beings in their moral and ethical quest, however torturing or harrowing 

the process may be (12).  Watt adroitly puts the question of the legitimacy of 

Conrad’s movement from alienation to commitment: “alienation, yes, but how do we 

get out of it?” (13). The core of my thesis argument echoes Watt’s concern in that 
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while recognizing the disasters of human alienation and estrangement brought about 

by the technology in the name of enlightenment, one is never discouraged in 

searching through Conrad’s heroes and heroines for way out of the dilemma: through 

the endless trials they can finally find the hard-won redemption in their wayfaring or 

seafaring internal/external exiles.    
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Chapter Two: 

Losses and Sufferings in the Modern Administered World 

    Baudelaire claims that there are two parts of modernity: one the “transient, the 

fleeting, the contingent” – the most recent, most changeable, the urban, developing 

now ; the other is “the eternal and the immovable” – the centuries-old human nature 

as firm as evil, sin, and desire etc. (403).  In a similar way, Matei Calinescu contends 

that there are two modernities: one is the bourgeois idea of modernity based on the 

development of science and technology and the concern with “measurable time;” the 

other is the aesthetic modernity featured in “radical antibourgeois attitudes,” whether 

they come from avant-gardists or writers of high modernism (41-6).  In their 

dissatisfaction with the bourgeois values of scientific and technological progress and 

capitalist economic expansion, both Conrad and Adorno (like Baudelaire) belong to 

the camp of aesthetic modernity.  In his nostalgia for the lost innocence of a 

pre-industrial state of primitivism, Conrad’s anti-bourgeois attitude is derived from 

his faith in the unchanging and simple ideas of, say, solidarity, fidelity and honor, that 

are eroded by a progressive and utilitarian modern society.  On the other hand, 

Adorno’s thesis of the dialectic of enlightenment makes his case complicated.  He 

not only condemns the perils of the “administered world” brought about by bourgeois 

civilization in the name of enlightenment and progress, but also denies the possibility 

of a return to a prelapsarian state of the golden age where the subject and the object 

are unified9.  Instead, his (negative) utopian vision would be a world that is the 

negation of the present damaged one which might take place in the future.  Besides 

                                                      
9
 According to the philosophical tradition from Plato and Aristotle, the human subject and object world 

are unified in the golden ages before man’s fall from Eden.  It is long believed until the advent of 

capitalism dominates the bourgeois consciousness that makes the alienation of human beings from their 

environment.  
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Conrad’s and Adorno’s attitudes toward the issue of modernity, there is still another 

posture assumed by the avant-gardist artists.  Avant-gardists challenge the 

instrumental rationality of technical industrialization embraced by the bourgeois 

enlightenment through a radical and subversive incorporation of technology and art to 

bridge the gap between art and life (Huyssen 3-15).  Conrad’s and Adorno’s 

overlapped aversion against technological progress and the expansion of the capitalist 

market makes their ideas about bourgeois enlightenment converge, which lends 

support to my application of the latter’s philosophical theory to the former’s literary 

representation as the methodology of this dissertation.   

    This chapter is focused on Adorno’s theoretical unraveling of the dialectic of 

enlightenment, which demonstrates that the envisioned progress of modern world on 

the basis of instrumental rationality only results in regression to the contrary, 

irrational barbarism.  In the same Marxist light, Marshall Berman defines the 

experience of modernity as a “paradoxical unity,” a “unity of disunity” in which every 

attempt to succeed and move forward turns out to be a step backward toward 

destruction and disintegration – so that “all that is solid melts into air” (5).  Berman 

mentions Marx’s imagery of the “bourgeois sorcerer” who after conjuring up the 

“mighty means of production and exchange” finds himself unable to control the 

demonic power from underground that goes amok (101).  Berman gives the example 

of the Haussmannization of Baudelaire’s Paris, where the project of urban 

modernization only brings up poverty in every metropolitan corner (131-71).  In 

Adorno and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, the prime example of this 

self-defeating “bourgeois sorcerer” is the “culture industry” flourishing in Western 

society, whose trend of standardization, repetition and reification only retrogrades 

toward the totalitarian drive of fascism. 

    The chapter first elaborates on Adorno’s thesis of the dialectic of enlightenment 
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based on his philosophy of negative dialectics, and discusses the critiques of the 

strength and weakness of Adorno’s theory.  The next section is focused on Adorno’s 

interrogation of the “culture industry” and its relevancy to other realms of industry 

and technology in modern society.  The last section goes back to Conrad’s works to 

analyze the representative images of science and technology that contribute to the 

making of an “administered world” where losses and sufferings prevail. 

 

I. Adorno’s Thesis of the Dialectic of Enlightenment 

    In Conrad’s works, the underside of modernity is embodied in the dark and brutal 

images of science and technology, capitalist commercial activities, colonial enterprise, 

and state administration, all of which end up being manifestations of the regression of 

modern enlightenment culture toward the irrational status of barbarity and atrocity.  

Theodor Adorno’s critical theory offers a pertinent method to address the regressive 

tendency of modernity through the lens of negative dialectics as expounded in 

Dialectic of Enlightenment co-authored with Max Horkheimer.  Adorno and 

Horkheimer belonged to the academic school of the Frankfurt Institute for Social 

Research, whose work dealt with the evil tendency of bourgeois society to lapse into 

an “authoritarian state” and pointed out the contradictory nature of democratic 

society – its promise of “human fullness” is built on an “inhuman, repressive social 

formation” that betrays its self-proclaimed progress to a better future 

(Schweppenhäuser 3; 6).  The institute’s aim was to develop the studies of ideology 

critique, especially critique of “Enlightenment’s self-enslavement” (16-7).  The 

groundbreaking piece of the Frankfurt School – Dialectic of Enlightenment – is 

focused on the intractable problem of modern society whose enlightenment culture 

paradoxically regresses into the irrationality and barbarity – “a new kind of 

barbarism” – of pre-history as manifested in the totalitarian state of both fascist nation 
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and democratic countries (Adorno and Horkheimer xi). 

    The Dialectic of Enlightenment is aimed at exploring the “history of rationality;” 

its central argument is focused on the tendency of “reason” to become “irrational” by 

virtue of its negation of any “non-rational moment” from its constitution (Jarivs, 

Adorno: a Critical Introduction 13).  Consequently, a kind of “unreflective 

rationality” is produced as a “tool” that is termed “instrumental reason” by Adorno 

and Horkheimer (14).  Contradiction between the philosophy of  

Enlightenment and the real situation of the enlightenment culture arises because of the 

latter’s foundation on “instrumental reason” (Held 148).  Accordingly, Adorno and 

Horkheimer aim to find a way for that culture to escape from the domination of 

instrumental rationality to reach a final emancipatory and liberatory sense of 

enlightenment (148-9).  They lament the “instrumentalization of science” operated 

by “calculating reason” in modern-day society that expels any philosophical thought 

based on “theoretical faculty” as opposed to scientific facts buttressed by “rules of 

computation and utility”; “number became the canon of the Enlightenment.  The 

same equations dominate bourgeois justice and commodity exchange” (Adorno and 

Horkheimer xii, xiii, 6, 7, 32).  This instrumental rationality is qualified as a kind of 

subjective reason separate from its “dialectical antithesis” of objective reason, the 

former in turn “regress[ing] into … an instrument for ends” without capability for 

autonomy (Schweppenhäuser 45-6).  Concerning the rampant growth of instrumental 

rationality in modern society, Adorno and Horkheimer announce two general theses 

about the dialectical relation of the modern and the ancient: “myth is already 

enlightenment; and enlightenment reverts to mythology” (xvi).  Simon Jarvis 

explains such a dialectical relation in two senses.  On the one hand, the “positivistic 

and rationalistic” nature of enlightenment culture is not “enlightened” enough for it 

irrationally attempts to get rid of the elements of “myth” and “tradition” from itself; 
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while myth in its prototypical models of “ordering, classifying and controlling the 

world” is already a form of rationality (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 22-3).  

For example, the enlightenment culture’s triumph of subjective rationality is paid by 

its obedient subjection of reason to the given, which is just the essence of mythology 

in its faith in fate, or the status quo deprived of hope of change as its way to organize 

the world: “The more the machinery of thought subjects existence to itself, the more 

blind its resignation in reproducing existence.  Hence Enlightenment returns to 

mythology. […].  For in its figure mythology had the essence of status quo: cycle, 

fate, and domination of the world reflected as the truth and deprived of hope” 

(Adorno and Horkheimer 26-7).  On the other hand, the superstitious praxis of 

domination already reveals its rational means, while the modern rationality is 

entangled with two forms of domination, including “social domination” and 

“domination of nature” (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 24).  The bourgeois 

conception of the predominance of culture over nature enthrones the “knowing 

subject,” which dismisses the “variety of qualities in an object” and treats them as 

“identical” in an effort to “[quantify] nature, thus [make] it controllable” 

(Schweppenhäuser 46, 83).  The domination of nature through modern rationality is 

further extended to (a.) “mastery over human nature,” (b.) the “repression of 

impulse,” and (c.) “mastery over other humans” (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical 

Introduction 27).  As to the ancient form of domination, the mythological attempt to 

dominate nature and the objective of self-determination is replaced by modern 

“technology and industry,” which displays its will to dominate through the destructive 

force of industrial production as realized in modern warfare, or the “industrially 

organized mass murder of human beings,” which is “Enlightenment’s antithesis” in 

that Enlightenment reverts to mythology (Schweppenhäuser 29-30).  Gerhard 

Schweppenhäuser indicates that the violent “development and intensification of the 
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subject” is the driving force of the Enlightenment’s dialectic, in which the subject’s 

domination of nature backfires by its own subordination to the “rigified institution of 

domination (40).  In Enlightenment culture technology is the essence of scientific 

knowledge, by which men register their desire to dominate nature and other men: 

“What men want to learn from nature is how to use it in order wholly to dominate it, 

and other men;” in other words, “exploitation of other’s work” by destructive 

productive process (Adorno and Horkheimer 4).  Since the mindset of modern men 

is grounded on the scientific knowledge of technology, i.e., “instrumental rationality,” 

the restriction of their thought to organization and administration has confined their 

spirit to the apparatuses of domination and self-domination.  Accordingly, the 

complicated social and economic apparatuses in the name of progress ironically and 

poignantly brought about the impoverished experience of the dominated: “The 

over-maturity of society lives by the immaturity of the dominated.  The more 

complicated and precise the social, economic, and scientific apparatus with whose 

service the production system has long harmonized the body, the more impoverished 

the experiences which it cannot offer” (Adorno and Horkheimer 36).  The increase 

of men’s power of domination is paid by their “alienation” from nature; progress of 

power brings its contrary into being so that “irresistible progress is irresistible 

regression” (9, 36).  The attempt of modern world to eradicate superstition through 

the domination of nature only signifies the progress of power.  As a result, 

Enlightenment is reduced to “distinct representation of nature in its alienation” (39).   

    Another important criterion of Enlightenment culture lies in a condemnation of 

anyone who “resigns himself to life without any rational reference to 

self-preservation” as a regression into prehistory (Adorno and Horkheimer 29).  

Jarvis elaborates on the idea of enlightenment’s “self-preservation” as a form of 

“mimesis” that is characterized by an “attempt to become like nature in order to ward 
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off what is feared” culminating in a status of “death” as an “inextinguishable reminder 

of the nature in culture” (Adorno: a Critical Introduction 31).  Since such a 

self-preservative mindset mimics death in its paradoxical attempt to become 

“inorganic” and “object-like” to ward off death, self-preservation turns into 

“self-destructiveness” (31).  In another aspect, Adorno and Horkheimer contend that 

“the history of civilization is the history of the introversion of sacrifice” (55).  Given 

the fact that enlightenment is “enmity of the self to sacrifice [which in turn] implied a 

sacrifice of the self” (Adorno and Horkheimer 54), Jarvis reminds us that such 

sacrifice in civilization is already anticipated in the mythological practice of 

“sacrificial substitution” that “treats its object as a representative, not as an 

individual” (Adorno: a Critical Introduction 29) – which clearly indicates the 

objectification of the individual as commodity in an exchange system.  Accordingly, 

sacrifice not only anticipates “commodity exchange” in the capitalist marketplace, but 

also welcomes a form of “classificatory thinking” – a thinking that concerns about not 

what something is but what is comes under as a “representative” or an “example” 

(Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 29).  In other words, objects, including 

human beings, are not treated as things-in-themselves (use-value), but are turned into 

a thing that is commensurable with other thing (exchange-value).  This is related to 

Luckács’s concept of “reification”10 which refers to the commodification or 

objectification of human consciousness by means of the universal social principle 

based on commodity form.  The process of self-preservation entails the 

“self-alienation” of the individual by “[modeling] their body and soul according to the 

technical apparatus” based on exchange principle; subjectivity is reduced to the 

in-organic status of “automatic control mechanism,” which can be defined as the 

                                                      
10

 Luckács developed Marx’s idea of “reification” in relation to class consciousness in his book 

Hisotry and Class Consciousness (1923).  
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process of reification (Adorno and Horkheimer 29-30).  As Adorno and Horkheimer 

put it,  

Animism spiritualized the object, whereas industrialism objectifies the 

spirits of men.  Automatically, the economic apparatus, even before total 

planning, equips commodities with the values which decide human 

behavior.  Since with the end of free exchange, commodities lost all 

their economic qualities except for fetishism, the latter has extended its 

arthritic influence over all aspects of social life.  Through the countless 

agencies of mass production and its culture the conventionalized modes 

of behavior are impressed on the individual as the only natural, 

respectable, and rational ones.  He defines himself only as a thing, as a 

static element. (28) 

In fact, in late capitalist society, political domination is inextricable from capitalist 

production that has produced the administered world.  Jarvis appropriates Fredrick 

Pollack’s theory of the cooperation of “state power” and “concentrated capital” in late 

capitalism to demonstrate the alliance of “political administration” and “economic 

activity” that brought about the disasters of Enlightenment culture (Adorno: a Critical 

Introduction 57).11  We can see numerous concrete examples in Conrad’s political 

novels, especially in Nostromo, where state administration works hand in hand with 

capitalist interests that make an “administered world” unbearable to modern people.  

It seems Adorno and Horkheimer’s critique of instrumental rationality is deeply 

entangled with the operation of the capitalist market system where economic activity 

based on exchange value plays an important role in Enlightenment culture.  As a 

result, self-preservation in the service of a “free market economy” is analogous to the 

                                                      
11

 See Friedrich Pollock, “The Current Situation of Capitalism and the Prospects for a New Planned 

Economic Order,” Stadien des Kapitalismus, ed. Helmut Dubiel (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1975), 22-38. 
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“survival affirmed by reason” (or the “reified drive of the individual bourgeois”) with 

the development of an economic system that leads to self-destruction (Adorno and 

Horkheimer 90).  “On the one hand the growth of economic productivity furnishes 

the conditions for a world of greater justice; on the other hand it allows the technical 

apparatus and the social groups which administer it a disproportionate superiority to 

the rest of the population” (xv).  The insidious nature of economic productivity in 

enlightenment culture has devalued the individual with the help of the technical 

apparatus.  It becomes a process of reification of the individuals as the latter turns 

into exchangeable human labor in capitalist marketplace. 

    The social theory Adorno elaborated in Dialectic of Enlightenment and his 

philosophical system of negative dialectics have been subjected to criticism from a 

number of theoretical voices.  Axel Honneth points out the lack of “social 

intersubjectivity” in Adorno’s social theory that is totally and only focused on social 

domination as well as domination over nature (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 

35). 12 One of the prime examples of this strand of criticism comes from Jürgen 

Habermas’ inquiry into the positivity of “communicative rationality” that is ignored in 

Adorno and Horkheimer’s one-sided evaluation of rationalism in general.  Habermas 

condemns Dialectic of Enlightenment as the “blackest book” written by Adorno and 

Horkheimer, influenced by the “‘black’ writers of the bourgeoisie” such as Nietzsche 

(106).  The main thrust of Nietzsche’s critique of modern culture lies in a 

demythologizing project to debunk the sanctity of science and morality in European 

civilization as the “ideological expressions of a perverted will to power,” which is 

similar to Adorno’s denunciation of the institutional structure of “instrumental reason” 

(128, 129).  It is this same “cramped optics” that induces Adorno to ignore the 

                                                      
12

 See Axel Honneth, The Critique of Power: Reflective States in a Critical Social Theory, Tran. 

Kenneth Baynes (Cambridge, Mass: MIT P, 1991), 51-2. 
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positive potential of “communicative rationality” and downplay the prospect of the 

project of enlightenment (129).  Accordingly, Habermas laments the dire situation 

Dialectic of Enlightenment opens up before our eyes that forecloses “any prospect for 

an escape from the myth of purposive rationality that has turned into objective 

violence” (114).  Habermas complains that Dialectic of Enlightenment is biased 

toward the “rational content of cultural modernity that was captured in bourgeois 

ideals,” such as the universal validity claims embodied in law and morality of the 

democratic constitutional government (113).  Here Habermas is referring to the 

communicative power of rationality that helps consolidate a developed modern 

welfare state.  However, it seems all these achievements of “Occidental rationalism” 

are denied by Adorno and Horkheimer; rather they reduce cultural modernity to a 

“binding of reason and domination, of power and validity” (Habermas 121).  In 

Adorno’s defense, Simon Jarvis points out that the problem of the second-generation 

critical theorists (like Habermas) is their determination to “free [themselves] from 

metaphysical commitments” through a “linguistic turn” to highlight the 

“intersubjective” aspect of modernity (“Adorno, Marx, Materialism” 99).  

Nevertheless, they were unaware that in their linguistic reform metaphysical problem 

is only “suppressed” not fully resolved (99).  In this regard of the tension between 

the metaphysical and the empirical leads us to the other debate surrounding Adorno’s 

approach to critical theory. 

    Adorno is also criticized in his tendency to substitute aesthetic experience for the 

empirical experience truly surveyed by social theory (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical 

Introduction 35).  In response to criticism of Adorno’s penchant for an aesthetic 

theory that lacks an “appreciation of communicative function,” Jay clarifies Adorno’s 

understanding of aesthetic experience as an impure state of being, because it can be 

damaged by “changes beyond aesthetic confines, such as modern warfare and 
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capitalist exploitation” (“Is Experience Still in Crisis?” 139). Adorno repeatedly 

contended that art’s “truth content” can be realized only by “an accompanying 

philosophical cum social theoretical analysis” (139), which allows us a glimpse into 

his attitude toward the relation of the metaphysical and the sociological.  Although 

Adorno’s critical theory is widely criticized for its philosophically charged tone that 

lack concrete social and political concern, his approach is actually based on a 

“materialism” that aims to eliminate the “deluded beliefs in immaterial entities” or 

“‘ideological’ conceptions of society” (Jarvis, “Adorno, Marx, Materialism” 79).  

Adorno is himself dedicated to the formulation of an “undogmatic materialism,” 

which is a kind of “interpretation” that does not subordinate philosophical texts to 

external “sociological or historical theses” but attempts to bring out the “historical 

experiences sedimented inside [philosophical texts]” (81, 85).  This emphasis on the 

linkage of the abstract concepts and the concrete experiences reveals Adorno’s 

unusual perspective on the interpenetration between the theory and practice.  Under 

Horkheimer’s influence, Adorno treats materialism not as “a body of metaphysical 

doctrine” but a “practice of thinking” committed to the “utopian goal of the end of 

suffering” (Jarivs, “Adorno, Marx, Marxism” 84).  Therefore, Adorno envisions a 

kind of materialism that will bring about the utopian state of “undeluded happiness” 

realized at the end of all suffering (80).  This spells out the socio-political aspect of 

materialism, especially its interpersonal concern to end human suffering and form a 

happy life for all.  In a special issue of New German Critique dedicated to Adorno, 

the editor Christian Gerhardt also came to his defense when the former is viewed as 

the “most philosophical and least political of the Frankfurt School theorist” by 

pointing out the intertwinement of the two categories in his system of thought (3).  

One of the voices defensive of Adorno in this special issue is J. M. Bernstein, who 

gives the example of Adorno’s reflection on Auschwitz that provides a “reflective 
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critique of atemporal reason” – or universalistic rationality based on the 

exchange-value of capitalist production – to help us develop new angle of thought and 

action that might bring change to the damaged status quo (31).  Adorno aimed to 

bring out a “specification of the form of reasoning” that pays special attention to the 

suffering of others as a form of the necessary “particularity” that has been hitherto 

eclipsed by the “universalistic reason” (31).  In Adorno’s ongoing effort to prevent 

the possible repetition of Auschwitz and his “unwillingness to make Auschwitz into a 

metaphysical trope” (52), he is engaging in a political campaign to call for our social 

responsibility to our fellow human beings that contributes to the transformation of not 

only our thought but also our action – the mission of a thinking activist who has 

combined theory and practice in his commitment. 

    Adorno’s philosophy never includes a theory of political action, for he gave up 

his belief in the revolutionary power of the proletariat after the disasters of Hitler 

regime and the outbreak of WWII (Buck-Morss 24-5).  For Adorno, the foundation 

of truth is “rational” rather than “pragmatic” so that theory cannot be enslaved to the 

goal of political and revolutionary actions (25).  If Adorno had placed any hope in 

the role of proletariat, it would be the avant-gardist writers and artists in the guise of 

“productive workers” (32).  The revolutionary role of the artists lies in the facts that 

their works are based on “modern aesthetic techniques” to dialectically transform the 

status quo through their fulfillment of “human liberation” in aesthetical terms (33).  

Such avant-gardist art reveals “social contradictions” rather than proposes “aesthetic 

resolution” for the society dominated by the bourgeois consciousness (33).  

Although Adorno never explicitly points out the relation between theory and social 

change, he affirms the power of “critical negativity” to change the social 

consciousness and at the same time to attain the knowledge of truth (36).     

    While Adorno’s approach in Dialectic of Enlightenment is widely criticized for 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 69 

 

its lack of hope or a possibility to escape the despairing present situation, those 

critical voices only ignore or misconstrue the essential strength in Adorno’s 

philosophy of negative dialectics.  As opposed to “constructive criticism” that is 

aimed to improve things, Adorno’s critical theory is focused on “negativity” 

(Schweppenhäuser 12-3).  Nevertheless, the ultimate objective of negation is to 

produce something positive, which points out the interrelation of criticism’s negative 

and positive sides as well as the fusion of the theoretical self-reflection and political 

engagement in Adorno’s dialectical thought (13, 15).  In fact, Adorno’s utopian 

negativity indicates that utopia could be reached only “negatively,” the aim of which 

is not to provide a “blueprint for what the good life would be like, but only examines 

what our ‘damaged’ life is like” (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 8, 9).  

Indeed, the harrowing experience of Auschwitz makes Adorno hesitant to envision a 

rosy picture of the utopian future, rather he contends the necessity of absolute 

negativity as the guideline for society – “after Auschwitz our feelings resist any claim 

of the positivity of existence as sanctimonious, a wronging of the victims” (Negative 

Dialectics 361).  In Adorno’s philosophical system of negative dialectics we can 

only reach truth through negation of untruth, thus we may understand his objection to 

turn negation into an always-already fulfilled reconciliation – “The self-satisfaction of 

knowing in advance and the transfiguration of negativity into redemption are untrue 

forms of resistance against deception” (Adorno and Horkheimer 24).  In a nutshell, 

Adorno’s ideal thought is an act of negation, of “resistance to that which is forced 

upon it;” the “effort implied in the concept of thought itself, as the counterpart of 

passive contemplation, is negative already – a revolt against being importuned to bow 

to every immediate thing” (Negative Dialectics 19).  Adorno does not bear a naïve 

vision in the golden past which might be “restored” or “returned to” by a reversal of 

the Enlightenment – what he possesses is the hope of power of reason that might 
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“change” both the negative status quo and the benighted past (Jarvis, Adorno: a 

Critical Introduction 30).  Thus Adorno advises that “Enlightenment must examine 

itself,” which is “to be accomplished [through] not the conservation of the past, but 

the redemption of the hopes of the past” (Adorn and Horkheimer xv).  That is to say, 

in Adorno’s philosophical thought, the utopian vision of a better world is only 

achieved through the “negation of existent negativity,” through “specific negative 

insights” to fulfill the “overcoming of the prevailing negativity” (Schweppenhäuser 

20).  Adorno’s negative dialectics is deeply influenced by Hegel’s dialectical model 

of history; while the former departs from the latter in his refusal to celebrate an 

absolute truth that is already achieved (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 16).  

On the contrary, Adorno believes in the possibility of “change” in society that might 

eradicate the evils standing in our way toward the absolute truth (16).  Thereby 

Adorno’s conviction in the fact that “truth will change” as the basis of the dynamics 

of dialectic thought: “Truth has coalesced with substance, which will change; 

immutability of truth is the delusion of prima philosophia.  The invariants are not 

identically resolved in the dynamics of history and of consciousness, but they are 

moments in that dynamics; stabilized as transcendence, they become ideology” 

(Negative Dialectics 40).  Accordingly, the main target of criticism in Dialectic of 

Enlightenment lies in the blind faith in the permanent status quo, which is 

unchangeable and fated to doom.  Regarding the possibility of transformation of the 

present social condition, Adorno’s attitude is different from that of both positive 

thinkers and Nietzsche.  Adorno criticizes positivism’s elevation of facts to the status 

of given immediacy without mediation of concepts, which has mystified social facts 

into “timeless invariance” and eliminated the possibility of change of facts (Jarvis, 

Adorno: a Critical Introduction 88).  On the other hand, Nietzsche’s conception of 

the “transvaluation of values” does not seek for an elimination of domination but 
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celebrates it as the endowment of the socially privileged, which is totally opposed to 

Adorno’s severe criticism of domination and his sympathy for the victims who have 

suffered from domination by the powerful (67).  In this point of his sympathy for the 

dominated and repressed, Adorno is congenial to Conrad.  In view of Adorno’s 

steadfast belief in the force of change of society’s negative existence, who can blame 

him for his total despair and helpless surrender when faced with modern-day social 

issues?  Although Adorno does not optimistically give a detailed vision of utopia, he 

never denies the necessity of utopian negativity as a “defined negation of what 

actually is” – a double critique to existing society and critique of an imagined 

progressive counterpart to it (Schweppenhäuser 78).  “The accompanying critique of 

enlightenment is intended to prepare the way for a positive notion of enlightenment 

which will release it from entanglement in blind domination” – which explains how 

Adorno’s objective of negation is to pursue something positive and better than the 

existing negative one (Adorno and Horkheimer xvi). 

    The methodology of Adorno’s negative dialectics can be described as “immanent 

critique,” a kind of philosophy that puts great emphasis on “particularity,” 

“heterogeneity,” and “non-identity” as opposed to the traditional transcendent critique 

that is centered on the abstract and the general (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 

5-6).  This is what distinguishes Adorno’s materialist thinking from the idealist 

tradition which pivots on the “giveness,” “immediacy” and “transcendence” of 

conceptuality that only cares about universal and general rules (149-50).  Instead, 

Adorno’s materialist thinking asks how thoughts are “mediated” by their antithetical 

counterparts to reach reconciliation.  Adorno inherits from the Hegelian dialectical 

thought about the “mediatedness” of all identity: dialectic is characterized by this 

implicatedness or “mediatedness” of “whatever is offered up as something pure, 

‘immediate,’ or self-sufficient” (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 166).  
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Accordingly, negative dialectics is the defined negation of idealist dialectics, which 

aims to “liberate the specific, the non-identical from subordination to conceptual 

identity and generality” (Schweppenhäuser 38).  The antithesis of the universal and 

the particular does not eliminate the potential for their reconciliation because 

“[n]either one exists without the other – the particular only as defined and thus 

universal; the universal only as the definition of something particular, and thus itself 

particular” – Adorno once again reminds us the dangers inherent in the antithetical 

separation of the universal and the particular in idealist dialectics (“Subject and 

Object” 510).  We can find the importance of concepts such as “non-identity,” 

“contradictoriness” in Adorno’s negative dialectics that set apart its fundamental 

heterogeneous principle attempting to preserve the moments of differences, the 

individual, and the particular.  “Contradiction is nonidentity under the aspect of 

identity; the dialectical primary of the principle of contradiction makes the thought of 

unity the measure of heterogeneity”; “Dialectics is the consistent sense of 

nonidentity”; “What we differentiate will appear divergent, dissonant, negative for 

just as long as the structure of our consciousness obliges it to strive for unity: as long 

as its demand for totality will be its measure for whatever is not identical with it;” 

“Identity and contradiction of thought are welded together” (Adorno, Negative 

Dialectics 5, 6).  Negative dialectical thinking stresses the importance of 

non-identity and particularity, but it attempts not so much to eliminate all 

“misidentification” as to recognize the “insufficiency of any given identification” that 

points out the “inequality in apparently fair exchange” (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical 

Introduction 167).  Adorno’s negative dialectic aims not to exclude all contradictions 

in philosophical thinking to reach a final non-contradictory status, but to reveal the 

real antagonism in order to accomplish the “reconciliation of antagonism in reality” 

(170).  In short, Adorno’s dialectical thought is the “non-identity of identity and 
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non-identity” (173).  Adorno contends that nonconceptuality, individuality and 

particularity in philosophical thinking have been ignored and dismissed since Plato as 

“transitory and insignificant”: “The matters of true philosophical interest at this point 

in history are those in which Hegel, agreeing with tradition, expressed his disinterest.  

They are nonconceptuality, individuality, and particularity” (Negative Dialectics 8).  

In order to “extinguish the autarky of the concept” in philosophy, it is necessary for 

the concept to be intertwined with the nonconceptual whole; in other words, to give 

the conceptuality a non-identity (non-conceptuality) as the essential drive of negative 

dialectics (12).  Schweppenhäuser suggests there exists a kind of “identity 

compulsion” in idealist thinking that tends to classify objects according to 

“normalizing and deviant characteristics” based on the “criterion of identity and 

nonidentity” (41).  Adorno’s project of non-identity thinking is aimed to deconstruct 

such classificatory thought, to grasp “the nonidentical as the authentic identity in 

opposition to its categorical identifications” (48).  Adorno’s utopian negative 

dialectical thinking is opposed to the classificatory subsumption of identity-thinking, 

which can be represented as the contrast of “use-value” and “exchange-value” in 

Marxist terms – “the ineffable part of the utopia is that what defies subsumption under 

identity – the ‘use value’ in Marxist terminology – is necessary anyway if life is to go 

on at all, even under the prevailing circumstances of production” (Negative Dialectics 

11).  In its recourse to the general and the universal, identity-thinking embodies the 

violence of the established authorities against the particular that destroys the power of 

resistance on the part of the individual: “The pressure exerted by the prevailing 

universal upon everything particular, upon individual people and individual 

institutions, has a tendency to destroy the particular and the individual together with 

their power of resistance” (Adorno, “Education after Auschwitz 193).  Given the 

harrowing experience of Auschwitz, Adorno objects to the recourse to “bonds” as a 
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solution to social disintegration and atrocities, which is only a submission to authority 

in the form of “heteronomy” as opposed to autonomy as the only way to resist the 

principle of Auschwitz (194-5).  There is a final necessity to distinguish between 

Adorno’s “speculative differentiation” of negative dialectics and Hegel’s “speculative 

identification” of idealist dialectic to set apart the former’s non-identity thinking.  

Hegel’s idealist philosophy is an “identity of identity and non-identity” centered on 

identification; while Adorno’s is a “non-identity of identity and non-identity” that 

highlights the interrelation of identical and non-identical thoughts that “have no 

copula and no main verb – but are negatively articulated by constellations of 

propositions” (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 230).  Under Benjamin’s 

influence, Adorno’s materialism holds the “minute particulars” in historical and 

philosophical experiences in high regard as opposed to the transcendent and universal 

principles of abstract concepts (Jarvis, “Adorno, Marx, Materialism” 84).  Such a 

form of materialism is called “aporetic” materialism characterized by its necessarily 

“contradictory” nature, which cannot be reduced to the same and invariable identity 

(86, 80).  Jay points out Negative Dialectics is exactly based on the “nonidentity of 

subject and object,” in which one is destined to encounter “what is truly different and 

alien” (“Is Experience Still in Crisis?” 136).  Adorno’s deep concern with 

non-identity thinking in negative dialectics actually corresponds to Conrad’s 

humanitarian vision of mutual recognition and communion among people of different 

racial, cultural, and religious backgrounds that explains both writers’ affirmation of 

the importance of heterogeneity, particularity and contradictoriness in a modern world 

of globalized context composed of diverse individuals and nations. 

    Adorno is not ignorant of one of the main objections against the Frankfurt 

School thinkers about their doubt of the “possibility of radical change,” namely, their 

willing “resignation” (“Resignation” 165).  In response to the charge of critical 
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theory’s partiality to theory and their incapability of practical action, Adorno remains 

resistant to the idea of the primacy of practice or any misplaced efforts to blindly 

identify the theory and practice (Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 188).  

Instead, Adorno envisions a form of active theory that would not be “immediately 

subservient to falsely theorized practical ends or uses” (189).  There are dangers 

inherent in the predominance of praxis over theory and the subordination of the latter 

to the former.  The problem to be solved is the separation of praxis and theory: 

“Thinking activists answer: among the things to be changed is that very separation of 

theory and praxis” (Adorno, “Resignation” 165).  Thinking theory is the only way to 

escape from the tyranny of present situation, including the domination of action: “It is 

the responsibility of thought not to accept the situation as finite.  If there is any 

chance of changing the situation, it is only through undiminished insight” (166-7).  

Against the charge of hopeless “resignation,” the truly uncompromising critical 

thinkers never give up and hold “a firm grasp upon possibility” that transforms 

thinking to a force of resistance. In his essay “Marginalia to Theory and Praxis” 

Adorno re-asserts the transformative power of theory and criticizes the interest-driven 

nature of praxis that is closely related to instrumental rationality.  The shortcoming 

of pure practical reason and praxis is the same as that of manufacturing and industry 

that is “devoid of quality and ready for processing” only to cater to the demands of the 

market place (Adorno, “Marginalia to Theory and Praxis” 259).  Drawing upon the 

philosophical thought of non-identity thinking centered on contradictoriness and 

heterogeneity, Adorno insists on the indivisibleness of theory and practice as well as 

the continuum of subject and object, so that the separation of the two will only cause 

harm to the other: “Thinking has a double character: it is immanently determined and 

rigorous, and yet an inalienably mode of behavior in the midst of reality.  To the 

extent that subject, the thinking substance of philosophers, is object, to the extent that 
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it falls within object, subject is already practical” (261).  Nevertheless, the 

conception of the unity of theory and praxis is a kind of undialectical dogma, for their 

relationship should be that of “contradiction” rather than “simple identity” (277).  

Although theory cannot be extracted from social process, it has to remain an 

independence from the latter to preserve its own autonomous integrity.   

Through its difference from immediate, situation-specific action, i.e., 

through its automization, theory becomes a transformative and practical 

productive force.  If thinking bears on anything of importance, then it 

initiates a practical impulse, no matter how hidden that impulse may 

remain to thinking.  Those alone think who do not passively accept the 

already given. (“Marginalia to Theory and Praxis” 264-5)  

Here Adorno once again confirms the contribution of thinking to action, or the 

“contradictory” cooperation of theory and praxis, in which theory becomes the truly 

transformative and productive force.  

    In Jarvis’ interpretation of Adorno’s idea of the utopian in his negative dialectics, 

the concept could never be realized but serves only as a “perennial corrective against 

any claim that a natural or equitable social order had been finally achieved” (Adorno: 

a Critical Introduction 218).  It seems Adorno’s “utopian negativity” denotes some 

ideal social state that would never come true, but only promises that “the possibility 

of really new experience” would never be eliminated by any authorial power (222).   

Nevertheless, Adorno’s confirmation of “reconciled non-identity” signifies the 

undying “hope” of reconciliation in his thought which cannot easily be denied by the 

readers and other critics (231).   To reach the desired reconciled non-identity, 

Adorno suggests we could follow the model of “constellatory thinking,” in which 

particular and individual concepts converge together without denying one another to 

form a kind of thinking which is “against itself” (Schweppenhäuser 48).  In this ideal 
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status, the thinking subject and studied object can communicate with each other to 

form a non-identical unity that combines their disparate elements, which is 

approximate to the “reconciled nonidentity” imagined in Adorno’s utopia of 

heterogeneous coexistent entities:  

As the subject-object dichotomy is brought to mind it becomes 

inescapable for the subject furrowing whatever the subject thinks, even 

objectively – but it would come to an end in reconcilement.  

Reconcilement would release the nonidentical, would rid it of coercion, 

including spiritualized coercion; it would open the road to the multiplicity 

of different things and strip dialectics of its power over them.  (Negative 

Dialectics 6) 

Jay identifies the threats of capitalist industrialization as the origin of the “decay of 

something called experience” in Adorno’s thoughts (“Is Experience Still in Crisis?” 

131).   In Negative Dialectics “metaphysical experience” is defined as a condition of 

utopian “happiness,” which is an “Adamic, prelapsarian language of mimesis before 

the fall into arbitrary language” (140).  In the mimetic relation of the subject and the 

external object, the utopian “experience” is realized through “an encounter with 

otherness” that the “self no longer remains the same” – a “non-dominating 

relationship between subject and object” (140, 144).  Jay identifies this moment of 

“experiential happiness” in aesthetic terms, where the subject is changed and moved 

by the suffering of others represented in the works of art (144).  Nevertheless, 

Adorno’s prospect of the utopian experience seems eclipsed by his sober sense of the 

unrealizable fact of an identity between “works of art” and “redeemed life,” so that 

this vision of an “undamaged experience” remains unreconciled in Adorno’s picture 

of a utopian future (144). 

    In the final stage of reconciliation, the goal of a “just society” and “free society” 
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could be reached only by terminating the interest-driven production of goods based on 

exchange-value, a phenomenon which is predominant in late capitalist society 

(Schweppenhäuser 78-9; Jarvis, Adorno: a Critical Introduction 188).  Indeed, 

Schweppenhäuser’s reading of Adorno renders a much clearer picture of the latter’s 

imagined utopia, which can be portrayed as a life of “just living … built from the 

closest relationship of human beings” (70).  This could be viewed from the 

perspective of Adorno’s unusual analysis of subject-object relation.  He criticizes the 

first principle of idealist philosophy, for in its quest for general conceptual grounds it 

only enthrones the knowing subject while devaluing the particular object (42).  On 

the contrary, Adorno affirms the “primacy of the object” to protest Kant’s reduction of 

objects to the passive status of being studied by an autonomous subject (45).  This 

leads us back to Adorno’s non-identity thinking which values the heterogeneities and 

coexistence of disparate entities; reconciled non-identity could be experienced as 

“positive” only through the cooperation of subject and object without harming the 

unique quality of each of them:  

From the difference between the so-called subjective part of mental 

experience and its object will not vanish by any means, as witness the 

necessary and painful exertions of the knowing subject.  In the 

unreconciled condition, nonidentity is experienced as negativity. […]. 

The less identity can be assumed between subject and object, the more 

contradictory are the demands made upon the cognitive subject, upon its 

unfettered strength and candid self-reflection. (Negative Dialectics 31) 

The reconciliation of the subject and its other paves the way towards 

“communication” – it denotes neither an “undistinguished unity between subject and 

object,” nor an “antithetical hostility” would prevail in such reconciled relation 

(Adorno, “Subject and Object” 499).   Adorno further points out that the ideal 
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relationship of subject and object lies in a state of “peace among men as well as 

between men and their Other” – “Peace is the state of distinctness without domination, 

with the distinct participating in each other” (500).  Even in traditional epistemology, 

the correspondence between the subjective and objective guarantees the realization of 

communication and reconciliation (508-9).  Concerning Adorno’s serious concern 

over the relationship between subject and object and its Other, Schweppenhäuser 

suggests Adorno actually offers a vivid picture of the “just society” in his short essay 

“Sur L’eau,” which is not only a vaguely defined negation of existing condition of 

bourgeois mode of production, but also an ideal status of “eternal peace,” of a 

“naturaless at peace, released from constraint” (86).  Mankind in this “fulfilled 

utopia” would find himself in a situation “Rien faire comme une bête, lying on water 

and looking peacefully at the sky” – an idyllic status of being where the subjective 

human being and objective natural world are wedded together (Adorno, “Sur L’eau” 

157).  According to Schweppenhäuser, the concept of “eternal peace” signifies not 

only “the end of all hostilities” but also the being of “freedom, pleasure and 

contemplation” (89).  In Schweppenhäuser’s positive as well as constructive reading 

of Adorno, the critical thinker’s negative philosophy positively envisions “lives of 

liberated, peaceful and mutually supportive human beings” out of the negative 

condition of present society, which sparks a glimpse of hope amid despair and 

darkness (158). 

    When confronted with the charge of “resignation,” or a retreat to the impractical 

as well as inactive realm of theory, Adorno is uncompromising in his insistence on the 

transformative power of the thinking activist, and of dynamic theory as discussed 

earlier in this section.  In fact, the realization of such a “transformative power” of 

theory can be detected in his analysis of “culture industry” and the critique of present 

situation of Western democratic society, which will be explored in next section.  The 
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possibility of change is looming in his critical theory that is concerned with how to 

change the status quo of contemporary democratic society to avoid its degradation to 

totalitarianism.  Although in Adorno’s conception of utopian negativity a utopia 

world is not yet achieved, there is the possibility of fulfilled reconciliation, which at 

this specific point reminds us of Kołakowski’s very different vision of reconciliation 

through redemption.  Both thinkers agree on the possibility and necessity of 

reconciliation to propel human history toward a better life, a just life – at this juncture 

both are pertinent to Conrad’s humanitarian vision of a better world based on the root 

values of human dignity, fidelity and solidarity to redeem the dilemma of modernity. 

 

II. Adorno’s Interrogation of the “Culture Industry”  

    This section is an analysis of Adorno’s theory of the culture industry as mass 

deception, and of other critics’ responses to Adorno’s critical theory in which elitist 

high arts dominate.  My connection of Adorno’s interrogation of the “culture 

industry” of 1930s American society to Conrad’s representation of the technological 

industry in early twentieth-century Western societies is grounded on the overlapping 

concept of the “industry” flourishing in modernity.  Although this concept is literal 

in the case of Conrad, while mainly metaphorical in Adorno, they can be linked 

together by their common traits and impacts upon modern life.  Adorno and 

Horkheimer recognize the similarities between “industrial and cultural production” in 

that both share the utilitarian function of social “homogenization and control” 

(Kellner 96).  The mass deception characteristic of the culture industry is parallel to 

the “false promises” and “manipulation” in the “economic, political, and social 

spheres” as the phenomena of modernity (97).  Those spheres are included in my 

inquiry of the dark sides of modern scientific and technological industry as 

represented in the context of the fin-de-siecle and early twentieth century in Conrad’s 
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novels.  The insights of Adorno’s theory of the culture industry come from the 

historical context of the wartime employment of mass media, in which capitalist 

manipulation of entertainment industries was aimed to achieve social control, in both 

Nazi Germany and WWII America (Kellner 99).  This historical fact corresponds to 

the empire’s manipulation of the imperialist ideology of expansion and progress based 

on modern science and technology to control domestic as well as overseas peoples as 

contextualized in many of Conrad’s works.  As far as the concept of “industry” is 

concerned, Adorno’s employment of it is confined to the sociological sphere – “It is 

industrial more in a sociological sense, nothing is manufactured … rather than in the 

sense of anything really and actually produced by technological rationality” – while 

my application of it is related to the technical sphere of modernity as the industrial 

and technological products represented in Conrad’s works (“Culture Industry 

Reconsidered” 101).  My approach here is nonetheless consonant with Adorno’s in 

the emphasis on the concept’s anti-enlightenment aspect.  Adorno’s concern lies in 

the commodity fetishism in popular culture as a form of mass deception and capitalist 

manipulation; while I focus on the technological industries’ mastery and consequent 

destroying of human nature by means of instrumental rationality. 

    Adorno’s theory of the culture industry is based on the analysis of the “dialectic 

of enlightenment,” in which the claim to progress and reason is reversed to its 

opposite.  As already discussed in Section One, Enlightenment has a self-destructive 

tendency so that its aim of mankind’s emancipation from mythic power only induces a 

return to myth and new forms of domination.  “Enlightenment reason” is a form of 

repressive rationality based on the “subsumption of the particular under the universal” 

so that the intrinsic and particular values of things are suppressed for the sake of the 

“self-preservation” of the subject under the guise of universality (Bernstein, 

Introduction 5).  In the realm of modern capitalist economy as the foundation of the 
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culture industry, its operation is also based on “instrumental reason” and the 

“self-destruction of Enlightenment,” which sets the importance of universal 

exchange-value of production above every particular use-value (5).  Accordingly, 

culture is no longer a sanctified terrain of “beauty and truth,” but is regresses to the 

status of “rationalization, standardization, and conformity” by virtue of the reign of 

“instrumental rationality” for utilitarian ends in the capitalist marketplace (Kellner 87).  

Adorno contends that the total effect of the culture industry is “anti-enlightenment” in 

that enlightenment is turned to “progressive technical domination of nature” and the 

fettering of human consciousness, which has become a form of “mass deception” 

(“Culture Industry Reconsidered” 106). 

The culture industry is wedded to the capitalist market in search of “business 

interests” (Kellner 94).  Driven by the bourgeois values of capitalist modernity, in 

the regime of the culture industry “aesthetic truth [is] bound to the expression of the 

untruth of bourgeois society” (Adorno, “The Schema of Mass Culture” 77).  The 

autonomy of the work of art is destroyed by the culture industry, which only seeks 

profit and the further accumulation of capital.  When the concept of culture is 

derailed from “the actual processes of life,” or from praxis, by virtue of the “rise of 

the bourgeoisie and the Enlightenment,” it is possible to integrate it into the 

organization of culture industry calculated to meet the consumers’ needs (Adorno, 

“Culture and Administration” 117).  In the culture industry “culture” or cultural 

goods are degraded into “administered culture” or cultural products that are “imposed 

from above, as instruments of indoctrination and social control” rather than a 

facilitator of social “harmonization and emancipation” (Kellner 94).  In the age of 

twentieth-century capitalism, culture and the economy are “reunified” so that the 

former is subsumed under the logic of commodity and becomes homogenized, 

standardized, and administered for the sake of social control (Huyssen 21).  The 
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culture industry dictates a form of life in which the people are obligated to obey 

authority instead of enjoying a “blissful life”: “The connections of the culture industry 

are neither guides for a blissful life, nor a new art of moral responsibility, but rather 

exhortations to toe the line, behind which stand the most powerful interests.  The 

consensus which it propagates strengthens blind, opaque authority” (Adorno, “Culture 

Industry Reconsidered” 105).  The productive process of the culture industry follows 

the model of factory production “where everything is standardized, streamlined, and 

coordinated, and planned down to the last detail” (Kellner 96).  The meaning of 

“industry” in the culture industry lies in its “standardization of the thing itself” 

through the “rationalization of distribution techniques” which aims to produce effects 

of “individual air” – but only results in pseudo-individuality (Adorno, “Culture 

Industry Reconsidered” 100-1).  In short, the culture industry works to produce a 

society of “totalitarian capitalism,” whose characteristic principles are 

“standardization, homogenization, and conformity” (Kellner 96).  The progress of 

culture industry masks the fact of its “eternal sameness” that “has changed just as 

little as the profit motive itself” (Adorno, “The Schema of Mass Culture” 100).  In 

this situation of universal standardization and eternal sameness, the customers are 

trained to “accept existing society as natural” by the culture industry’s “endless 

repeating and reproducing similar views of the world” as the only and real way of the 

world (Kellner 98).  This explains the culture industry’s appeal to order and 

dissemination of norms as its desire to maintain the status quo and the conformity of 

the consumers to general rules at the expense of their individuality:  

The concepts of order which it [the culture industry] hammers into 

human beings are always those of the status quo.  They remain 

unquestioned, unanalyzed and undialectically presupposed, even if they 

no longer have any substance for those who accept them. […]. The power 
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of culture industry’s ideology is such that conformity has replaced 

consciousness. […]. In products of the culture industry human beings get 

into trouble so that they can be rescued unharmed, usually by 

representatives of a benevolent conflict; and then in empty harmony, they 

are reconciled with the general, whose demands they had experienced at 

the outset as irreconcilable with their interests. (Adorno, “Culture 

Industry Reconsidered” 104-5)   

The culture industry’s principles of “exchange and equivalence” are parallel to 

the nature of fascism which through exertion of instrumental rationality aims at 

domination by “integration and unification” – a “negative integration of society” 

(Bernstein, Introduction 4).  Culture thus “assimilated” and “integrated” has reduced 

every cultural entity, including human beings, to totally objectified commodities: “In 

so far as culture becomes wholly assimilated and integrated in those petrified relations, 

human beings are once more debased.  Cultural entities typical of the culture 

industry are no longer also commodities, they are commodities through and through” 

(Adorno, “Culture Industry Reconsidered” 100).  The culture industry assumes an 

“illusory universality” of aesthetic value, which is “the universality of the 

homogeneous same, an art which no longer even promises happiness but only 

provides easy amusement as relief from labour” (Bernstein, Introduction 7).  This 

represents the degradation of the culture industry which produces the “false identity of 

the general and the particular” in order to subsume the particular and makes 

everything the same: “The striking unity of microcosm and macrocosm present men 

with a model of their culture: the false identity of the general and the particular.  

Under monopoly all mass culture is identical” (Adorno and Horkheimer 120).  The 

violence of identity and sameness is formed by virtue of the predominance of the 

exchange value in the market, which has reduced all products in the culture industry, 
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or even industry in general, into a state of uniformity.  Through the triumph of this 

“subsumptive reason” that seeks “unification” and “accommodation” to the general, 

the culture industry can thrive on the “schematizing,” “patterning” or “pre-forming” 

of all experiences (Bernstein, Introduction 11).  “All mass culture is fundamentally 

adaptation.  However, this adaptive character, the monopolistic filter which protects 

it from any external rays of influence which have not already been safely 

accommodated within its reified schema, represents an adjustment to the consumers 

as well” (Adorno, “The Schema of Mass Culture” 67).  This “adjustment to the 

consumers” of the culture industry is only a “mass deception” to create an illusion of 

“relative autonomy of consciousness” (Bernstein, Introduction 21).  This is a process 

of reification of the consumers by means of “classifying, labeling and organizing” 

their consciousness and need so that they can only choose products “freely” as long as 

the latter are designed for his type: “Everybody must behave (as if spontaneously — 

in accordance with his previously determined and indexed level, and chose the 

category of mass product turned out for his type” (Adorno and Horkheimer 123).  

While the real fact is that the culture industry does all the schematizing for the 

consumers that leaves the latter nothing to classify or choose by means of reason 

(124-5) – a point which is criticized by latter-day critics of popular culture that stress 

the subversive, mobilizing force of that culture.  The consumers of the culture 

industry can only react “automatically” since the latter has modeled men as a “type” 

that can be reproduced to fit in with any specific product (127).  Within the market 

of the culture industry, every individual becomes a “customer” or an “employee,” and 

is thus reduced to the status of object: “Industry is interested in people merely as 

customers and employees, and has in fact reduced mankind as a whole and each of its 

elements to this all-embracing formula” (147).  Consequently, “the possibility of 

becoming a subject in the economy, an entrepreneur or proprietor, has been 
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completely liquidated” (153).  This is the feature of “pseudo-individuality” produced 

by the culture industry, which is generated not only by “the standardization of the 

means of production,” but also by the individual’s “complete identification with the 

generality” (154).  Pseudo-individuality is thereby formed by the “fictitious 

character of the ‘individual’ in the bourgeois era, where a “dreary harmony of general 

and particular” is prevalent – “The individual who supported society bore its 

disfiguring mask: seemingly free, he was actually the product of its economic and 

social apparatus” (155). 

Adorno calls the entertainment industry a “culture industry” or “mass culture” is 

because its products do not come from “below,” or from the people, but are associated 

with the interests of the power and the market (Witkin 2).  In this administered world 

the individual is like a “dis-skilled and disempowered cog in the machine” which is 

“conformist and dependent” by nature (2).   All the creative and unique individual 

qualities based on “personal initiative,” “spontaneity and expressivity” are purged off 

in this administered world, where everyone and everything is calculated, programmed, 

and prefigured by machine (6).  The “assembly-line character” of the culture 

industry itself is affiliated with advertising, both of which are based on the technical 

effectiveness that turns “technology” into “psycho-technology” to manipulate mass 

consciousness:  

Advertising and culture industry merge technically as well as 

economically.  In both cases the same thing can be seen in numerable 

places, and the mechanical repetitions of the same cultural product has 

come to be the same as that of the propaganda slogan.  In both cases the 

insistent demand for effectiveness makes technology into 

psycho-technology, into a procedure for manipulating men.  (Adorno 

and Horkheimer 163)  
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By degrees, the culture industry renders people totally helpless and deprived of 

resistance even in the face of suffering, since they are already “adjusted” to or 

“programmed” by the pleasure provided by the mass media: “Pleasure always means 

not to think about anything, to forget suffering even where it is shown.  It is flight, as 

is asserted, flight from a wretched reality, but from the last remaining thought of 

resistance” (144-5).  

In contrast to Adorno’s severe criticism of the culture industry for its regression 

to “anti-enlightenment,” Walter Benjamin entertains an alternative view of popular 

culture that is against the separation of “authentic art” and “mass culture” (Kellner 87).  

While Adorno criticizes the regressive nature of mass culture that contributes to the 

totalitarian “standardization” and the “loss of aesthetic quality,” Benjamin celebrates 

mass culture’s loss of “auratic quality” that helps to fill the gap between the culture 

and the masses and thereby raise the “political consciousness” of the latter (89).  

Benjamin’s “aura” generally refers to the authentic quality and “history-soaked 

image” of artworks that sets a distance between the everyday life and the ritualistic 

tradition of art (Witkin 50).  The “decay of the aura” takes place when art becomes 

reproducible and multiplied with the advent of modern technology that brings about 

the “democratization of arts practice” and the “heightened degree of participation by 

the ‘masses’” (51).  This destruction of aura brings art object back to “ordinary 

consciousness” of “ordinary people” which in turn has mobilized their political 

awareness (53).  In the face of Benjamin’s optimistic vision of the oppositional 

potential of popular culture, Adorno offers the cases of modern music and film as 

examples of the regression of the culture industry to totalitarianism and fascism.  

Adorno’s interrogation of the culture industry is mainly based on the Institute theory 

about the former’s tendency of “rationalization,” “reification” and the “resultant 

decline of the individual” (Kellner 88).  Adorno argues that the “overcoming of the 
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distance” between the subject and the object would only result in “identification with 

the aggressor” and a surrendering to the “collective force” of culture industry that 

might destroy any critical consciousness (Witkin 54).  Adorno’s prime examples are 

mainstream big-band and commercialized jazz and Hollywood films driven by 

capitalist market that aim to produce certain “effects” on the psyche of the individual, 

and thus “disempowers” both producers and customers (12).  Adorno and 

Horkheimer see the culture industry as the embodiment of the “regression of 

enlightenment to ideology” as realized through the “calculation of effectiveness” and 

the “techniques of production and distribution” (xvi).  For example, with the 

calculated aim of social conformity and domination, the experience of musical 

listening “regresses to mere reaction to familiar and standardized formulas” (Kellner 

90).  Adorno and Horkheimer offer the case of jazz musician playing the familiar 

tunes of Beethoven’s work as an example of the status of standardized “sameness” 

produced by culture industry, which is a kind of “unity of style” degrading into 

“stylized barbarity” (128).  Adorno particularly emphasizes the necessity of the  

jazz musician to “[accommodate] himself most efficiently to the team” in order to 

serve the collective at the expense of the individual (“The Schema of Mass Culture” 

88).  Accordingly, when people dance to jazz, they cannot enjoy the sensuous 

pleasure but only wear the standardized “culture-masks” symbolic of “collective 

power and terror” (Witkin 62).  In the case of film, it serves the “commercial” 

instead of “cultural” purposes; while its massive financial investments on 

reproducible technology help exert the power of technology and capital over the 

individual psyche (63).  Another example is the popularity of radio in American 

society, whose free and widespread use assumes the illusory form of “disinterested 

and unbiased authority” that is analogous to Fascism (Adorno and Horkheimer 159). 

    Adorno defends the high position of the “authentic art” as the “preserve of both 
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individuality and happiness, as well as a source of critical knowledge” in stark 

contrast to the utilitarian function of mass culture that only reproduces the “status 

quo” and encourages the passive personality to accept the world as it is (Kellner 92).  

Apart from “commodification” and “integration” characteristic of culture industry, 

authentic art employs “avant-garde technique” to achieve “shock-value” and “critical, 

emancipatory effects” (92).  Adorno envisions the “de-aesthetization” of art to 

unmask the “false veils of harmony and beauty” and to reveal “ugliness, dissonance, 

fragmentation” as the bloody truth of contemporary society which needs to be 

examined and transformed (Kellner 92) – “Works of art are ascetic and unabashed; 

while culture industry is pornographic and prudish” for “it does not sublimate; it 

represses” (Adorno and Horkheimer 140).  The authentic art should maintain the 

“discrepancy” of “form and content, within and without, of individual and society” 

without the illusory “striving for identity” (131).  Instead of seeking for 

“abstractness and self-sameness” as mass culture does in a standardized society, 

authentic art aims for “sensuous individuation” (Adorno, “The Schema of Mass 

Culture” 65) – or the “sensuous particularity” excluded by Enlightenment’s 

instrumental rationality based on the principles of universality and generality 

(Bernstein, Introduction 6).  Adorno’s vision of authentic art in this age of 

administration and reification would be art that is able to carry truth-value as 

embodied in the “coded language of suffering” while “expressing the life-process that 

had been mutilated by it” in order to transform the existing world (Witkin 9).  

Adorno insists on the “autarchy of Culture” that forms a world of “self-sufficiency 

and internal consistency” and a “distance from the world of practical and mundane 

experience” (26).  Although Adorno endows the Culture of high art with a capital 

“C,” in his thought of negative dialectics the Culture has not yet achieved 

reconciliation between the individual and society with the desired ends of individual 
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freedom (30). 

    Adorno distinguishes the “authentic art” of high modernism (such as the works 

of Schoenberg in music and Kafka in literature) from the pseudo-art produced by the 

culture industry.  Calinescu’s analysis of “the avant-garde” and “kitsch” as the 

prominent phenomena of modernity corresponds to Adorno’s separation of authentic 

art and the culture industry in post-war Western society.  Although in literary history 

it is widely accepted that there is a dichotomy between high modernism and the 

avant-garde, the two terms overlap in the former’s employment of the latter’s 

technique of experimentation and shock-effects (Lewis 95-7).  It is the same in 

Adorno’s case, where he celebrates modernist art’s employment of avant-garde 

techniques of radical negativity and experimentation to represent the existing reality 

of suffering and the wish to negate, or change, this status quo.  The theory of the 

avant-garde is known for its use of “subversive” and “disruptive” artistic techniques 

to challenge the accepted standards and conventions (Calinescu 96).  It is based on 

the “revolutionary” and “future-oriented” philosophies which seek to arrive at the 

moment of Utopia (101) – which is parallel to Adorno’s idea of a Utopian future as 

the negation of the existing society.  Although both the sociological and aesthetic 

varieties of avant-gardist approaches are “iconoclastic” in tone and gesture, 

Baudelaire had already identified their aporia in that “systematic nonconformism … 

generates a new type of conformity” (111).  This presages the critique of Adorno’s 

ascetic and elitist tendency to sanctify the avant-gardist art that has confined it to a 

universalist elitism.  Calinescu argues the concepts of mass culture and kitsch are 

replaceable in that both are founded on a “parody of aesthetic consciousness,” which 

is a form of “distraction” facilitated by “an all-too-human readiness for 

self-deception” through the process of mass production and consumption in 

Adornoian sense (241, 242).  Based on the “aesthetic of deception and 
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self-deception,” kitsch can be defined as an aesthetic form of lying that treats beauty 

as socially distributed like commodities in the market place (229).  Like the products 

of the culture industry, kitsch suggests “repetition, banality, triteness” (226).  Its easy 

access and predicable effects of psychological escapism make it a commercial success 

in the modern world.  The “kitschification” of culture is attained by the mass 

distribution of art through mass media, which in turn contributes to the 

“homogenization of culture” that has unified and standardized the tastes and 

responses of the audience by means of manipulation (255, 256) – a “mass deception” 

representative of Adorno’s “culture industry” alike.  Through the modern technology 

of reproduction, kitsch can successfully imitate the original artwork and even the 

“beauty” embodied in the genuine art (252) – which is the end-product of the 

cooperation of kitsch and cultural industrialization.  The culture industry fuses 

together the spheres of high and low art, the “seriousness” of both of which is thus 

destroyed:  

The culture industry intentionally integrates its consumers from above. 

To the detriment of both it forces together the spheres of high and low art, 

separated for thousands of years.  The seriousness of high art is 

destroyed in speculation about its efficacy; the seriousness of the lower 

perishes with the civilizational constraints imposed on the rebellious 

resistance inherent within it as long as social control was not yet total. 

(Adorno, “The Schema of Mass Culture” 98-9)  

    Radical cultural criticism today oppose to Adorno’s pessimistic view of the mass 

media as an instrument used by the ruling class to control and manipulate people.  

The former tends to see mass culture as sites of “contradictions, articulation of social 

conflicts, oppositional moments, subversive tendencies” (Kellner 100).  They 

criticize Adorno’s one-dimensional theory of the culture industry that sees it as the 
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agent of “monolithic, dominant ideology,” and instead focus on the “conflicting 

ideologies” in the culture industries of today’s heterogeneous capitalist society (103).  

Douglas Kellner claims that the major problem of Adorno’s theory lies in the latter’s 

insistence on the truth-value of “authentic art,” which is limited to the avant-garde 

examples that make his aesthetic model “intolerably ascetic and narrow” (105).  

Andreas Huyssen points out the contradictory nature of Adorno’s theory of culture 

industry, which is “both too Marxist and not Marxist enough”: “one the one hand, it 

imposes Marxist doctrine of commodity fetishism on the products of culture industry; 

on the other hand, it leaves out Marxist emphasis on the praxis that represents 

moments of conflicts and struggles in social and cultural formations which cannot be 

contained by mass media” (22). 

    In defense of the Institute Theory, Bernstein contends that Adorno’s theory of the 

culture industry is more complicated than his critics have assumed.  Adorno does not 

believe in the power of the culture industry to totally and completely deceive its 

customers into accepting what is given to them – instead, there is always “the linkage 

of simultaneously seeing through and obeying, … not believing and believing at the 

same time” on the part of the consumers (Bernstein 13).  There is a split 

consciousness of the consumers between their “prescribed fun” and their “well-hidden 

doubt” towards the schemes and manipulations of the culture industry:  

People are not only, as the saying goes, falling for the swindle; if it 

guarantees them even the most fleeting gratification they desire a 

deception which is nonetheless transparent to them.  They force their 

eyes shut and voice approval, in a kind of self-loathing, for what is meted 

out to them, knowing fully the purpose for which it is manufactured. 

(Adorno, “Culture Industry Reconsidered” 103) 

Kellner also points out that Adorno did qualify his “one-dimensional condemnation of 
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popular culture” and recognize the possibility of resistance by the audience, as 

realized in the film-technique of montage or socially progressive cinema (102).  In 

Adorno’s view, the renunciation of resistance by the subjects in the monopolized 

society indicates men’s total adjustment to technical forces of production.  However, 

as subjects men still have the force to decide their own identity which cannot be 

wholly grasped by mass culture in its futile efforts of endless repetition:  

But since as subjects men themselves still represent the ultimate limit of 

reification, mass culture must try and take hold of them again and again: 

the bad infinity involved in this hopeless effort of repetition is the only 

trace of hope that this repetition might be in vain, that men cannot wholly 

be grasped at all.  (Adorno, “The Schema of Mass Culture” 93) 

Adorno’s critical insights and intransigent stance indicates that “Adorno can be read 

against the grain” – it is possible that he places his hope in the “repetiveness of 

reification” which leaves room for resistance on the part of the once manipulated 

human subject (Huyssen 20, 26).  Despite the fact that Adorno focuses on the 

homogenizing tendency of the culture industry, his theory clearly contributes to our 

understanding of the differences between “pseudo-individuality and individuality, 

pleasure and happiness, consensus and freedom, pseudo-activity and activity, illusory 

otherness and non-identical otherness” that are often disguised as the same by the 

manipulation of the culture industry (Bernstein, Introduction 26). 

    Adorno’s theory of the culture industry is not designed to refute mass culture 

altogether, but to set Culture “proper” in high relief from pseudo-culture (Witkin 24).  

Culture “proper” suggests “a coherent system of reflection, a body of interrelated 

ideas and values that mediates the individual’s response to empirical reality” based on 

the principles such as autonomy, spontaneity and criticism (24).  Adorno’s faith in 

culture with truth-value lies in his appreciation of serious art’s contribution to the 
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“process of active engagement, thinking, self-development and understanding in the 

subject,” as opposed to the conformist and submissive personality engendered by 

mass culture (55).  Adorno sees the generalizing, objectifying and reifying effects of 

the administered world as the arch-adversary of Culture “proper” (“Culture and 

Administration”).  How to survive in the administered world where the adverse 

effects of both technological industry and the culture industry are rampant and 

ubiquitous have become the serious agenda for both Adorno and Conrad.  Both are 

concerned with the possibility of change of the dismal situation we live in – while 

Adorno aims to delineate a utopia through negating the existing society; Conrad 

envisions a world that might be redeemed by enduring suffering and reaping the 

hard-won fruits of human solidarity and communion.  

  

III. The Representation of the Disasters of Modernity in Conrad’s Works 

    As a staunch member of the British Merchant Navy, Conrad in his early life 

witnessed scientific and technological developments in mid- and late-nineteenth 

century Europe that made white men the supreme race in control of the globe.  

Conrad’s reaction to contemporary science and technology was far from optimistic 

and affirmative.  As apprehensive as the latter-day theorist Adorno, Conrad was 

aware of the “rollercoaster” feature of modernity, a “voluntary ride, thrilling because 

it jested with disaster” (Peter Conrad 6).  The technological progress of 

transportation in Conrad’s day included the invention of the steamer, the automobile, 

and the airplane, which in turn facilitated the “territorial expansion” of European 

countries (Rubery 241-2).  The technological advancement in weaponry and 

transport propelled the development of European civilization in Africa and the Far 

East, which explains the connection between imperialism and technology as severely 

critiqued by Conrad in his colonial novels (243).  European superiority in technology 
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actually moved that culture and civilization back into the primitive and savage past in 

the evolutionary sequence, a vivid example of the Adornoian dialectic of 

Enlightenment as represented by Kurtz the “mechanical barbarian,” who conquers the 

jungle with modern firearms but is also converted by its barbarian ritual to become the 

man-god of the head-hunting tribe (Peter Conrad 76).  Conrad’s attitude toward the 

scientific ideas of his day was likewise pessimistic and skeptical.  For example, the 

idea of the dying sun derived from the Second Law of Thermodynamics sparked 

Conrad’s sense of pessimism, which is manifest in his penchant for describing 

“nightscape” in his works to express his fear of the futility of human civilization 

against a relentless dark natural environment (Watts, A Preface to Conrad 87).  

Another example is the prominent theory of Darwinism that reflected the essence of 

“Victorian laissez-faire capitalism,” setting privileges of competition over cooperation 

(88).  According to Cedric Watts, Conrad is both “Darwinian” and “anti-Darwinian” 

in that he not only accepts the truth of struggle for survival in the jungle, but also 

maintains that struggle is a violent and savage chapter in colonial history rather than a 

necessity to make mankind a higher species (89).  Indeed, Conrad has a great sense 

of skepticism over the applicability of Darwinism to all aspects of human life so that 

he often gives ironic twist of the scientific source and cliché in his works, a 

“re-application of scientific theory to the ‘real’ world” (Hunter 12, 6).  Many of 

Conrad’s works can be seen as an inheriting of the “romantic anti-Newtonian 

response” to the prominent scientific discourse that over-emphasized the “abstract, 

quantitative analysis” for utilitarian ends while neglecting “phenomenological, 

qualitative experience” treasured by human kind (Black 138, 135).  The complexity 

of Conrad’s response altogether demonstrates the “paradox” of modernity, which 

brings together “scientific progress and moral regression,” “technology and cruelty” 

(Peter Conrad 224), by virtue of the flourishing of instrumental rationality so that 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 96 

 

“myth is already enlightenment; and enlightenment reverts to mythology” (Adorno 

and Horkheimer xvi). 

    Adorno’s theory of the dialectic of enlightenment is aimed to investigate the 

nature of rationality in modernity, which is a kind of “unreflective reason” that 

attempts to dispel any un-rational elements of tradition and myth from its constitution.  

The outcome is that reason becomes ir-rational by its clinging to sheer numbers and 

computation – the so-called “instrumental rationality” based on the identical 

principles of exchange-value.  Adorno’s investigation of the “instrumental 

rationality” enables him to formulate the dialectical relation between the ancient and 

the modern: “myth is already enlightenment; and enlightenment reverts to 

mythology.”  On the one hand, while the subjective rationality of enlightenment 

culture is desperate to get rid of any un-rational or superstitious elements of 

mythology from itself, this triumph is paid by reason’s subordination to the given and 

the immediate without any possible mediation, which is the very essence of 

mythology.  In its insistence on the given and the invariable, instrumental rationality 

actually follows the steps of mythology in its belief in fate, the cycle, and the status 

quo that is deprived of any hope of change, or any mediation from without.  On the 

other hand, the superstitious practice of myth to dominate nature is already a rational 

prototype by virtue of its way of classifying, ordering and controlling the external 

world.  Accordingly, we can see the dialectical relation of myth and enlightenment 

which are inextricably connected by their mutual reliance on instrumental rationality.  

In Conrad’s works, both the enlightened colonizers and the primitive natives are 

involved in the corruption and deceit of political intrigues and competition for 

commercial interests, which in a way demonstrates the dialectical relation of 

enlightenment culture and native myth, as both groups are driven by the exchange 

principles of instrumental rationality to seek material interests.  Another dialectical 
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aspect of the enlightenment culture is its insistence on self-preservation that attempts 

to stave off any threats from death.  To achieve this goal, the self-preservation 

mimics death to become “inorganic” and “object-like” so that self-preservation lapses 

into self-destructiveness.  The process of self-preservation thus entails self-alienation 

as individuals are treated like objects that are measurable and exchangeable in the 

marketplace – a form of objectification or reification driven by the principles of 

commodity exchange.  Many of Conrad’s works are focused on the capitalist 

colonialism and imperialism of modernity, where the competing colonizers and native 

leaders are involved in the bloody struggle to protect their own commercial interests 

in a dehumanized and zombie-like manner so that they are “reified” or “objectified” 

by the capitalist mechanism of exchange-value.  In Adorno’s analysis of 

late-capitalist society, capitalist production and political domination collude to 

engender an administered world.  In this collusion of political administration and 

economic activity, the boundary between Western democratic society and autocratic 

regime is hard to define since both are oriented by the exchange- and 

identity-principles of totalitarianism.  Conrad’s political novels deal with such 

corrupting and degrading tendencies of modern administrative institutions as 

manifested in aspects of urbanization, colonization, and capitalist market economy. 

    Adorno’s investigation of the “culture industry” in 1930s American society 

serves as his classic example of the anti-enlightenment tendency of modernity, in 

which culture and economy are unified so that the former is subsumed under the logic 

of commodity exchange.  The consequence is that culture becomes commodified, 

homogenized, and standardized by virtue of its subordination to the general rule of 

commodity fetishism and exchange value.  Everything and everyone involved in the 

culture industry, including human beings, are dictated by the universal rules of 

conformity and uniformity so that they themselves become objectified and reified, 
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with illusions of relative autonomy and individuality.  In short, the culture industry 

functions as a mass deception in order to homogenize and manipulate individual 

consciousness to meet the interests of the capitalist marketplace.  In the 

late-capitalist society of modernity, everything seems to be subsumed and controlled 

by the logic of capitalism and commodity culture, ranging from the domains of 

culture, technology, politics, and social institutions.  Accordingly, in my following 

analyses of Conrad’s representation of the disasters of modernity, capitalist economy 

based on exchange-value and instrumental rationality has become the core and 

coordinating concept that links all operations of modernization to drive enlightenment 

culture to revert to its opposite.  Starting from the maritime technology of steamboat, 

firearms and gunpowder employed by colonial enterprise as well as cultural 

imperialism represented in colonial and Malay novels, to the financial speculation of 

capitalist marketplace in Chance, finally to the administrative institutions such as state 

government, police stations, urban planning and political sects represented in the 

political novels, every domain of modernity is contaminated by the operation of 

capital distribution and commodity fetishism so that the individuals become helpless 

victims struggling in the mercenary and interest-driven world of a degraded 

enlightenment culture.       

    In “Heart of Darkness” Conrad invokes a series of images of technology and 

science that are representative of the cruelty of colonial domination.  From the very 

beginning of the tale, the frame narrator’s admiration of Sir Francis Drake and Sir 

John Franklin – “the great knights-errant of the sea” – is questioned by Marlow, the 

author’s mouthpiece (“Heart of Darkness” 137, 139).  The ships of the kings and 

queens navigated by these sailors to conquer the earth in early colonial times 

foreshadow the violence of modern-day colonization that uses advanced maritime 

technology to build up the British Empire.  For example, the Trading Company 
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joined by Marlow uses a steamboat on the unidentified Congo to facilitate their task 

of colonial exploitation of the native resources and labors.  The 

“two-penny-half-penny river-steamboat with a penny whistle attached” captained by 

Marlow has played an important part in the power struggle of the Belgian colonial 

enterprise in Congo, which represents the corrupting and decaying tendency of the 

advanced European technology when applied to the colonial territory (“HOD” 149).  

Another negative example of such maritime technological power comes from 

Marlow’s ironical comments on the French man-of-war which was “incomprehensible, 

firing into a continent” only to display its power to intimidate the defenseless 

“enemies” (“HOD” 152).  This suggests Conrad’s condemnation of the destructive 

force of European technology that intrudes into a silent and disarmed continent, the 

fact of which is cruel and absurd by nature, for what they call “enemies” are nothing 

but a horde of defenseless natives.  A third example is the pilgrim’s use of 

Winchesters to shoot the natives onshore frantically and impulsively, which shows the 

violence and absurdity of colonist’s use of modern weapons to dispel the so-called 

“enemies” who are neither offensive nor harmful.  The aggressive nature of modern 

technology is reflected in the images of its users as the savage barbarians furiously 

killing their fellow human beings rather than civilized people soberly helping each 

other for mutual benefits.  In the Company’s Central Station in Africa, Marlow 

encounters a bunch of malfunctioning machinery transported from Europe, from the 

“undersized railway-truck,” the “decaying machinery” to the “dull detonation” aimed 

to build a railway (“HOD” 153, 154).  All this demonstrates the decaying of 

European technology in Africa, with its adverse effects of reification of the natives 

and the land – both the imported machinery and the native labor force are deteriorated 

in the context of an exploitative colonial enterprise backed up by automatic and 

inhuman laboring.  Furthermore, Marlow is bewildered by the natives futilely 
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digging a hole demanded by the colonist’s “philanthropic desire of giving the 

criminals something to do,” together with “a lot of imported drain-pipes” scrambled 

around the construction site designated as “grove of the death” (“HOD” 155-6).  

This represents the duplicity of the “civilizing mission,” for the delivery of 

technology and progress into the Dark Continent only brings about its disintegration 

and disorder – a vivid example of the regression of the Enlightenment project caused 

by the inefficiency and corruption of colonialism so that the ideals of “civilizing 

mission” is degraded into the barbaric state of dominance by sheer power.  The 

plotted events by the station’s manager, including the wrecked steamboat to be piloted 

by Marlow and the long-delayed arrival of rivets demanded by Marlow, are also 

symbols of technological impediments to human progress – once again we can discern 

how enlightenment is degraded into a fated mythological past of power struggle and 

domination over nature and other human beings, when that culture is corrupted by 

colonial greed and violence and thereby loses its force of self-examination and the 

dynamics to move forward .  The native fireman on Marlow’s steamboat who 

operates the boiler in a superstitions and frantic manner serves as the indication of the 

effect of Western technology to estrange the native people from their own cultural and 

natural environments and invalidate their primitive vitality.  The native fireman has 

lost his primeval vitality and become enslaved to the advanced technique of 

machinery.  A final example of the abuse of modern firearms in colonial enterprise is 

embodied in the paradoxical and complicated figure of Kurtz, who raids the African 

land by his resort to advanced firearms to exploit the native land with brutal force.  

Ironically, Kurtz is acclaimed by the colonial agents as “an emissary of pity, and 

science, and progress” (“HOD” 169).  This best demonstrates the dialectic of 

Enlightenment in Adornoian sense: under the banner of progress and civilization to 

enlighten the backward people, Kurtz has plundered the native land and has himself 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 101 

 

regressed to barbaric savagery quite literally.  Sharon Stockton argues that Conrad’s 

(Marlow’s) trust in white man’s technology is undermined by the technology’s decay 

and its tendency to create an undesired “heterogeneous community” where white and 

black are mingled (187).  In my view Stockton is misreading Conrad in a racist light: 

she contends that Conrad is criticizing public transport technology for its 

“contaminating” tendency that brings the two worlds (white and black) together, 

which are supposed to be segregated to maintain the white’s integrity.  This is a 

blatantly racist and cruelly reductive reading of Conrad’s representation of technology, 

whose real target of criticism is the degradation of Enlightenment culture that 

damages the lives of the native people and the whites alike, rather than the other way 

round.  Another important aspect of modern technology criticized by Conrad in this 

novella is the administrative work running as the foundation, or “façade”, of the 

colonial enterprise.  Marlow’s signing of the company’s contract is involved with the 

process of repetition and standardization that is characteristic of the reifying tendency 

of administrative institution of modern democratic society – Marlow is automatically 

and inevitably complicit in a conspiratorial project dealing with sordid and 

surreptitious matters.  The Company’s chief accountant is the perfect product of such 

administrative business, whose ability to “[keep] up his appearance” in “the great 

demoralization of the land” is sardonically phrased by Marlow as a “backbone” 

(“HOD” 158).  The whole empire’s colonial enterprise is buttressed by a vast system 

of administration, which is the façade of civilizing mission only to keep the 

appearance of progress and benevolence.  Nevertheless, the company’s chief 

accountant is reduced to a “hairdresser’s dummy” by the dehumanizing, 

de-subjectifying and reifying effect of the administrative system (“HOD” 158).  The 

“correct entries of perfectly correct transaction” made by the agents are based on the 

principles of “instrumental rationality” to keep at bay anything irrational at the cost of 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 102 

 

a return to barbaric cruelty and inhumanity (“HOD” 160).  Ian Watt suggests Conrad 

in this respect echoes Marx’s and Max Weber’s views of civilization: on the one hand, 

modern capitalism “[turns] people into mere objects in a system of economic 

relations;” on the other hand, modern bureaucratic administration results in the 

“dominance of a spirit of formalistic impersonality” (Conrad in the Nineteenth 

Century 194).   

Conrad’s severe criticism on the pseudo-science of his day includes the theory of 

phrenology when he depicts the company doctor’s measurement of Marlow’s skull 

shape (“HOD” 147-8).  Instead of instrument of objective knowledge and scientific 

truth, such scientists base their theory on racist prejudice and inhuman indifference – 

they can be compared to Kurtz as “headhunters” for both presuppose skulls as 

“objects … readily obtainable” without “human significance” (Hunter 25).  Another 

example of Conrad’s rejection of contemporary scientific theory is his turning 

political Darwinism on its head.  The late-nineteenth century supporters of 

“aggressive imperialism” appeal to Darwinism to justify their political motives (Watts, 

Conrad’s “Heart of Darkness” 91).  However, Conrad refutes this theory by 

implying in the novella that the “goal of the evolutionary process … of equilibrium 

between the creature and its environment” is reached by the vital and vigorous natives 

rather than the flabby and pestilence-stricken Europeans in Africa (92).  When 

challenged by the new science of X-ray machines and the wave theory of the universe 

that assumes “the eternal something that waves and the eternal force that causes the 

waves” proposed by Dr. John McIntyre, Conrad resorts to a sense of solidarity to 

confront the “common enemy” of the dark cosmos itself (Benson 161, 162).  To 

solve the problem of men tested and menaced by nature with “magic and demonic 

powers,” Conrad envisions a solidarity between men and nature to be achieved in 

“Heart of Darkness” as exemplified by the congeniality and affinity between the 
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native crew and the African landscape – there forms “a continuity between the seen 

and the unseen, the known and the mysterious” (162).  This line of thought 

corresponds to Adorno’s concept of the peace and co-existence between the subject 

and object, which envisions an unhierarchical situation where heterogeneity and 

differences prevail.  Contrary to be affirmative of the peaceful scene between the 

natives and its fecund mother Earth, Conrad seems deeply suspicious of the function 

and achievement of modern technology employed by colonial administration.  

Instead of brining progress and civilization to the native land, modern technology 

disrupts the serenity and harmony of the native community, for the modern 

technological instruments are ironically imagined as the superstitious and demonic 

powers in the minds of the natives as the steamboat is deemed as the “river-demon” 

(“HOD” 235).  Situated in the context of the colonial territory, enlightenment culture 

is degraded to and treated as a form of doomed fate or invariable cycle by virtue of 

that culture’s tendency of corruption and violence – it has become equivalent to the 

mythic praxis of domination and faith in brutal power that are exercised and espoused 

by the natives. 

    Fredric Jameson states that “sea” functions in Conrad’s novels as the place to 

deploy the works of “imperial capitalism” through the navigating sailing ships’ 

fulfillment of the “penetration of the outlying precapitalist zones of the globe” (213).  

Lord Jim can be treated in this light as a novel that “persistently queries … the 

imperialist endeavor” – a trenchant critique of European imperialist ideology as 

exemplified in the scenario of the scandal of the abandoned pilgrim ship Patna (Stape 

68).  The first part of this novel represents Conrad’s deep reflection over the sinister 

nature of European capitalist imperialism facilitated by the advanced maritime 

technology, such as the streamer and the maritime court as the emblem of the West’s 

high civilization of enlightenment and progress.  Jim’s involvement in the Patna 
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case for his derelict abandonment of the ship only reveals the unfair judgment by the 

maritime Inquiry Court, which merely cares about “facts” supported by the 

instrumental reason of enlightenment culture.  Therefore, Jim is de-subjectified and 

reified as an “instrument” of capitalist imperialism, only a “product of imperialism’s 

Service Classes” (Parry 79).  The frame narrator delineates Jim’s inner 

consciousness of the need of “better information of these men who wanted facts” 

(Lord Jim 65; emphasis added): 

After his first feeling of revolt he had come round to the view that only a 

meticulous precision of statement would bring out the true horror behind 

the appalling face of things.  The facts those men were so eager to know 

had been visible, tangible, open to the senses, occupying their place in 

space and time, requiring for their existence a fourteen hundred-ton 

steamer and twenty-seven minutes by the watch. (LJ 65)   

The work ethic of the British Merchant Navy is based on “utilitarian imperatives and 

institutional needs” representative of the spirit of rationality and progress based on 

quantitative generality; while the true nature of virtue and value should lie “outside 

the confines of the pragmatic rules” (Parry 88) to include the particular and the 

heterogeneous elements of human experiences.  Accordingly, Marlow the moral man 

incisively criticizes the instrumental reason employed by the Inquiry Court, which can 

possibly know the “facts” of reflexive action of human behavior, but never the 

“truth-content” of the profound soul and its spontaneous feelings.  Marlow is 

sarcastic of the official judgment of the Patna case: “Their business was to come 

down upon the consequences, and frankly, a casual police magistrate and two nautical 

assessors are not much good for anything else” (LJ 84).  Marlow’s perception of the 

Patna case bears no illusion of “fixed and invariable points of reference” that 

indicates the need to search an “alternative epistemology” beyond the “familiar 
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vocabulary of empiricism” (Parry 81).  Jim’s affinity and fraternity with Marlow 

enabled him to explain his painful experience expressively and spontaneously; while 

in the maritime court the former is silenced and defeated by the law’s instrumental 

reason which tends to reify and objectify people by its demands of pure facts and 

numbers without appeal to qualitative values.  In Marlow’s understanding, Jim’s 

original intention was to take responsibility to save the passengers; but he failed to do 

it by his sense of helplessness induced by the impact of the shock which was too 

much for his inexperienced youthfulness: “He [Jim] told me that his first impulse was 

to shout and straight away make all those people leap out of sleep into terror; but such 

an overwhelming sense of his helplessness came over him that he was not able to 

produce a sound.  This is I suppose, what people mean by the tongue cleaving to the 

roof of the mouth” (LJ 105-6).  J. H. Stape also affirms Jim’s failure as the 

“universal condition of youth,” whose “doom of youthful ambitions” impels Marlow 

to identify Jim as “one of us” (70).  Regarding Jim’s jump and abandonment of the 

ship, Conrad turns a twist on the scientific theory of reflex actions – “[it] could 

happen to anyone who aspires to heroism and fidelity, but who is not quite good 

enough” – to distinguish Jim from the other crew who are merely cowards (Hunter 

34).  Thus Marlow interprets Jim’s disgraceful act of abandoning the ship as the 

latter’s striving for self-preservation, an instinct shared by all people threatened by 

impending death.  In other words, Marlow seeks other standards to judge Jim’s 

flawed characters and acts that might challenge the “commandments of imperialist 

society” (Parry 85).  Besides, the inexplicable and obscure facts about the Patna 

incident in the French lieutenant’s recollection also explain the unreliability of one’s 

memory and the incommunicability of some mysterious disasters – one’s ability to 

express and communicate clearly and honestly may severely damaged by the cruel 

indifference and numbness of the instrumental rationality based on calculation and 
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manipulation rather than genuine human feelings.  In this sense Lord Jim enacts a 

radical critique of imperialist ideology that condemns a “spiritually repressive culture 

demanding unreflective obedience to the laws of order and progress” (Parry 97). 

    Russel Wallace’s study of The Malay Archipelago (1869) is an Orientalist 

representation of the Malayan people and country that greatly influenced Conrad’s 

Malay tales (GoGwilt 90-1).  However, Conrad in Lord Jim disrupts the scientific 

claim of objective truth of this book by complicating the “paradigmatic problem of 

naming and classification” that was once based on the complicity of 

power/knowledge (91).  First of all, Jim’s eastward wandering not only denotes a 

gesture to “conceal the proper name of the father, and by extension the proper name 

of the father land” but also indicates an uncertainty over the “hegemony” of British 

Empire to control international trade and commerce (91).  Second, Jim’s Malay title 

“Tuan” contains a double-edged overtone that undermines his greatness among the 

Malay natives, for the Malay term involves the “combination of irony and prestige” 

that is difficult to transmit in English translation (101).  Lastly, Conrad’s design of 

“hidden possibility” of Patusan deconstructs the Orientalist discourse of the “dialectic 

between self and other, master and slave, colonizer and colonized, lordship and 

bondage” that is inherent in Wallace’s The Malay Archipelago (101).  Jim’s 

friendship with Dain Warris and his love with Jewel are devoid of the unequal 

power-relations characteristic of the Orientalist discourse of nineteenth-century 

imperialist ideology.  By contrast, we could even discern an overturn of the binary 

hierarchy in Conrad’s depiction of the white/Malay relation:  

all his conquests, the trust, the fame, the friendship, the love – all these 

things that made him master had made him a captive too.  He looked 

with an owner’s eye at the peace of the evening, at the river, at the houses, 

at the everlasting life of the forests, at the life of the old mankind, at the 
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secrets of the land, at the pride of his own heart; but it was they that 

possessed him and made him their own to the innermost thought, to the 

slightest stir of blood, to his last breath.  (LJ 225-6) 

Besides, Conrad’s representation of the Eastern ports as the emblem of “eternal 

serenity” and “smiling peace” is set in stark contrast to the chronometrical 

advancement of the capitalist Western world (LJ 52).  The Eastern scenario in Lord 

Jim registers a sense of silent protest and resistance against the impingement of 

colonial modernity.  Christopher GoGwilt concludes his essay with the narrative’s 

“fantasy of resistance to all European forms of domination in the Malay Archipelago” 

where the sense of patriarchal foundation of European imperialism is displaced and 

overthrown (104, 103).  In addition to the novel’s understated critique of imperialist 

modernity to conquer and interfere with the Eastern world, it also overtly indicts the 

white men’s disruption of the harmony of native land with their supreme firearms, as 

in the cases of the paternal leadership of Jim and Stein, as well as the evil destructive 

force of Gentleman Brown, have demonstrated (Hunter 47).  In this regard Lord Jim 

and “Heart of Darkness” converge in their condemnation of the abuse of modern 

technology to conquer and devastate the non-Western worlds. 

    Chance mainly depicts the world of the heroine Flora de Barral that is destroyed 

by the modern system of capitalism – “threatened by materialism, political ideology 

and uncontrollable historical forces” (Schwarz, Conrad: the Later Fiction 52).  

Marlow’s narrative of Flora’s story seems to be contextualized in a respectable and 

well-to-do urban London city; however, as the story gradually unfolds, one can 

“[discover] a heart of darkness beneath the civilized exteriors of Edwardian London” 

(53).  This façade of Edwardian peace and prosperity is best embodied in the 

snobbish middle-class relative of Mr. de Barral, the “respectable member of society”: 

“His industry was exemplary.  He wished to catch the earliest possible train next 
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morning – It seems that for seven and twenty years he had never missed being seated 

on his office-stool at the factory punctually at ten o’clock every day” (Chance 100-1).  

The capitalist economic system that shores up the whole respectable middle class with 

the effects of reification, de-subjectification and repetition is actually based on the 

“instrumental rationality” of enlightenment culture embraced by the modern British 

civilization.  Allan Simmons calls Flora an “economic victim” who is “vulnerable 

and trapped” in the capitalist world made up of commercial interests and calculations 

without human warmth or affection (Joseph Conrad 179).  Flora is a victim of a 

world which “existed only for selling and buying,” and those who have nothing to do 

with the movement of merchandise were of no account (Chance 157-8).  This is a 

world where rapacious struggles and swindling of capitalist markets and the monetary 

system are the backbone of modern British and European civilization.  Even the 

swindling financier Mr. de Barral is himself the victim of his own financial 

speculation.  He is like an unsubstantial automaton in dealing with his business 

without getting any concrete profit or any real pleasure from it, a sheer victim of the 

totalitarian regime of financial investment depriving human will and autonomy that is 

characteristic of modern capitalist society as Adorno has argued:  

He had bought for himself out of all the wealth streaming through his   

fingers neither adulation nor love, neither splendor nor comfort.  There 

was something perfect in his consistent mediocrity.  His very vanity 

seemed to miss the gratification of even the mere show of power. […].  

He had handled millions without even enjoying anything of what is 

counted as precious in the community of men, because he had neither the 

brutality of temperament nor the fineness of mind to make him desire 

them with the will power of a masterful adventurer.  (Chance 65-6) 

Mr. de Barral seems only involved with the inorganic monetary items of the capitalist 
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world so that he is severed from his human or familial relations, which is the effect of 

“reification” and “desubjectification” of the culture industry in particular or industry 

in general: “One somehow never thought of de Barral as having any children, or any 

other home than offices of the ‘Orb’; or any other existence, associations or interests 

than financial” (Chance 54).  In her deconstructive reading of reality as mere 

“construct rather than a given objective state,” Erdinast-Vulcan identifies Mr. de 

Barral’s financial enterprise as constructed by the “power of words;” his 

advertisement campaign helps consolidate his “financial empire,” whose final 

collapse only “exposes the sham” (159).  This reading reminds one of Adorno’s 

concept of the “culture industry” as mass deception, which is built upon insubstantial 

advertising stunt to manipulate human consciousness without tangible objective truth.   

[Mr. de Barral] was a mere sign, a portent.  There was nothing in him.  

Just about that time the word Thrift was to the fore.  You know the 

power of words.  We pass through periods dominated by this or that 

word – it may be development, or it may be competition, or education, or 

purity or efficiency or even sanctity.  It is the word of the time.  Well 

just then it was the word Thrift which was out in the streets walking arm 

in arm with righteousness, then inseparable companion and back-up of all 

such national catch-words, looking everybody in the eye as it were the 

very drabs of the pavement, poor things, didn’t escape the fascination … 

However! … Well the greatest portion of the press were screeching in all 

possible tones, like a confounded company of parrots instructed by some 

devil with a taste for practical jokes, that the financier de Barral was 

helping the great moral evolution of our character towards the newly 

discovered virtue of Thrift.  He was helping it by all these great 

establishments of his, which made the moral merits of Thrift manifest to 
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the most callous heart, simply by promising to pay ten per cent. interest 

on all deposits.  (Chance 58). 

Mr. de Barral’s involvement in commercial and financial activities has reduced him to 

a status of pseudo-individuality and de-subjectivity for he is “a mere sign, a portent.”  

In short, he has lost his sense of autonomy as an individual by being controlled by the 

rules of the monetary game in financial industry.  The repetition of the catch-word 

“Thrift” for the promotion of de Barral’s financial business is like the effect of the 

monotonous repetition and sameness produced by the culture industry.  It makes 

people ingrained with false concepts of freedom, liberty and choice, but actually they 

have become automatons programmed to adapt to the “types” of the culture industry 

customized for them.  The reader is easily impressed by the three repetition of the 

catch-word “Thrift” in Conrad’s depiction of de Barral’s advertising campaign:  

One remembers his first modest advertisements headed with the magic   

word Thrift, Thrift, Thrift, thrice repeated; promising ten percent. on all 

deposits and giving the address of the Thrift and Independence Aid 

Association in Vauxhall Bridge Road. […].  He didn’t even explain what 

he meant to do with the money he asked the public to pour into his lap. 

(Chance 61). 

The advertisement with the repeated catchword “Thrift” is parallel to the uniform and 

monotonous advertising stunt prevalent in the culture industry that has brainwashed 

its listeners to suit the needs of the general (or the abstract concept of “Thrift”) in a 

totalitarian way that tends to sameness and identity.  The investors are behaving in a 

zombie-like or automatic manner to pour their money into the hands of the financier 

de Barral. 

    As Amar Acheraïou puts it, “material interests” and “colonial trade” are the focus 

of Conrad’s Lingard Trilogy and most of his Malay fictions (38).  On the whole, 
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Conrad’s Malay Trilogy explores how Captain Lingard’s trading posts in the Malay 

Archipelago are based on advanced Western technology to fulfill his dreams of 

capitalist interests, which inevitably is implicated with the complicated local political 

intrigues that demonstrates the dark side of Enlightenment culture to disrupt the 

harmony of human relations.  The geographical setting of Almayer’s Folly is located 

in the fictional “Sambir” in Borneo, which is the “site of competing commercial and 

political interests” (Hampson, Cross-Cultural Encounters in Joseph Conrad’s Malay 

Fiction 101).  Based on historical facts, Conrad renders the Dutch colonial authority 

a prominent force in the Malay Archipelago by virtue of its advanced military power 

and its exploitation of the political struggles between local leaders (Acheraïou 14).  

In Almayer’s Folly, the “Dutch mail-boat” of the old Hudig’s trading company as well 

as the “man-of-war boats” of the Dutch government (104) are the symbol of European 

high technology to penetrate into the Eastern land, which facilitates the colonist’s 

dream to gather wealth and fame back to European civilization as does Almayer.  

This shows how the realization of Enlightenment culture is dependent on colonial 

exploitation of native resources and labor powers – a domination of both nature and 

human nature originated in ancient society of superstitious practices and echoed in the 

modern world of high technology.  Due to the contamination of colonial and 

Enlightenment culture, Sambir is reduced to a place of “lawlessness,” where activities 

of “slave trade, warfare with and among native tribes, smuggling of gunpowder, 

intrigue and deceit” are rampant (Krenn 27).  In addition to the Dutch colonial 

authority, Tom Lingard’s trading empire in Sambir built on his sailing vessel – the 

“brig Flash” – represents the competing force of British colonial enterprise.  

Although Lingard’s sailing boat is nothing to a fortified Dutch steamer or man-of-war, 

it boasts of advanced navigating technology compared to the humble “prau” or 

“canoe” of the natives.  The trading kingdom established by Lingard – “Lingard and 
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Co.” – is shored up by his sailing vessel to penetrate into the “promised land” of the 

great river Pantai, where he is engaged in trade of “assorted cargo of Manchester 

goods, brass gongs, rifles and gunpowder” (AF 7).  Heliéna Krenn argues that 

Captain Lingard is the prime example of “European imperialist ambitions” grounded 

on material “self-interest” which renders the colonists “suspect even in their most 

benevolent form” (15).  As an heir to Lingard’s fortune and power, Almayer from the 

very beginning is willing to marry Lingard’s native adopted daughter at the expense 

of true love and genuine feelings.  The exchange of human love with commercial 

profits is involved in the relentless colonial enterprise, where marital relationship and 

humanity are destroyed by materialism and calculation driven by “instrumental 

rationality.”  Almayer’s dream of commercial and material prosperity is engendered 

by modern technology and progress:  

He was gifted with a strong and active imagination, and in that short 

space of time he saw […] great piles of shining guilders, and realized all 

the possibilities of an opulent existence. […] – his ships, his warehouses, 

his merchandise […], and, crowning all, in the far future gleamed like a 

fairy palace the big mansion in Amsterdam, that earthly paradise of his 

dreams, where made king among men by old Lingard’s money, he would 

pass the evening of his days in inexpressible splendor.  (AF 8-9) 

Almayer only thinks of the material profits at the expense of sincere human 

relationship so that he is “reified” and “objectified” by the commercial fetishism in an 

administered world.  This fetishism is especially manifested in “Almayer’s Folly,” 

the new house built by Almayer for the expected British trading post which serves as 

a symbol of the decay and disillusionment of the colonial enterprise on the native land.  

Krenn suggests that “Almayer’s new construction [is] an image of the dilapidated 

state of the trading station in general and of Almayer’s condition in particular” (14) – 
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the dream of enlightenment civilization and progress only turns out a foolish illusion.  

Almayer’s folly and misery as well are driven by his material desire for the “gold 

mine” hinted at Lingard’s notebook – “that place where he had only to stoop to gather 

up an immense fortune and realize the dream of his young days” (AF 50) – that he 

must set alliance with the different native political sects.  This is an example that 

shows how the collusion of materialism, colonialism and political intrigues engenders 

the misfortune of Almayer and the demise of the harmony of native land.  Since 

“greed is not only the white men’s vice” (Krenn 21), the complicated political 

struggles among the native leaders and white colonizers has destroyed the peace and 

serenity of Sambir.  Once again we can see how material interests facilitated by 

advanced technology of, say, steamship and gunpowder, can contaminate the distant 

land, which represents the destructive force of modernity that degrades the ideals of 

Enlightenment into violent power struggle and competition for mercenary interests – 

instead of generating progress and civilization, we find only the dialectical movement 

of enlightenment culture to its opposite side.   Regarding the force of material 

corruption on the human psyche and human nature, Almayer’s foolish dream of “the 

mountain of gold” in Gunong Ma (AF 66) is parallel to Charles Gould’s degraded 

fascination to the San Tomé silver mine in Nostromo.  The last example of the 

regression of the ideal of Enlightenment culture is Nina’s education at a Protestant 

school in Singapore, which is prepared by Lingard for the Eurasian girl as a 

stepping-stone to the prosperity and civilization awaiting her in Europe.  The 

hypocrisy of civilization and moral teaching only destroys Nina’s adolescence and 

represses her true nature in a cruel manner:  

[Nina] seemed to have forgotten in civilized surroundings her life before 

the time when Lingard had, so to speak, kidnapped her from Brow.  

Since then she had had Christian teaching, social education, and a good 
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glimpse of civilized life.  Unfortunately, her teachers did not understand 

her nature, and the education ended in a scene of humiliation, in an 

outburst of contempt from white people for her mixed blood.  (AF 33) 

Under the banner of civilization and progress, in Nina’s mind European culture is as 

degraded as that of the barbaric natives for the same sake of accumulating material 

interests:  

Her young mind having been unskillfully permitted to glance at better 

things and then thrown back again into the hopeless quagmire of 

barbarism full of strong and uncontrolled passions, had lost the power do 

discriminate.  It seemed to Nina that there was no change and no 

difference.  Whether they traded in brick godwons or on the muddy 

river bank; whether they reached after much or little; whether they made 

love under the shadows of great trees or in the shadow of cathedral on the 

Singapore promenade; whether they plotted for their own ends under the 

protection of laws and according to the rules of Christian conduct, or 

whether they sought the gratification of their desires with the savage 

cunning and the unrestrained fierceness of natures as innocent of culture 

as their own immense and gloomy forests, 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.  (AF 34) 

The Enlightenment culture holds fast to the rational behavior and instrumental 

calculation at the cost of all irrational cultures and practices, which only makes the 

people of civilization regress to irrational dominance over other cultures and over 

human nature alike.  On the other hand, the barbarian culture in its desire to classify 

and subsume things according to the beneficially material principles is corresponding 

to its civilized counterpart.  Accordingly, we can discern the “dialectics of 
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Enlightenment” at work in the major theme of the novel, where “enlightenment 

returns to mythology” while “myth is already enlightenment.”  In a similar light, 

Robert Hampson argues that “the savage/civilized binary is problematised” with the 

foreground of Malay characters which enables the reader to see things in perspective 

as in the case of Nina’s point of view. 

    Andrea White argues that Conrad’s writing of An Outcast of the Islands is aimed 

at calling into question the “benevolent paternalism” of colonial adventurers in distant 

lands as represented by Tom Lingard (135).  Lingard’s “good intentions” in bringing 

civilization and prosperity into Sambir only turn out a “misguided” idealism and a 

form of “meddling” that prefigures “British imperial enterprise” (142).  Instead of 

bringing about the desired enlightenment to the colonial land, Lingard’s rule only 

contributes to the “chaos of the local rivalries and intrigues that plague Sambir” (142).  

Lingard’s brig Flash is the sailing-boat that serves as the symbol of Western 

technology to penetrate to the Eastern Sea to set up trading post in colonial territories 

to achieve the goal of gaining commercial profits from transaction with native people: 

The little brig Flash was the instrument of Lingard’s fortune. […].  

Always visiting out-of-the-way places of that part [the Eastern Sea] of the 

world, always in search of new markets for his cargoes – not so much for 

profit as for the pleasure of finding them – he soon became known to the 

Malays, and by his successful recklessness in several encounters with 

pirates, established the terror of his name.  (An Outcast of the Islands 

15)  

Behind the idealist banner of enlightenment and civilization, Lingard’s colonial rule 

represents the collusion of capitalism, colonialism and technology in modernity that 

attempts to meddle with the native land.  Another vivid example of the meddling 

force of colonial authority is Willems, who is “not just a symptom of the disease 
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imperialism proliferates, [but] a contributing force” (White 137).  In the degraded 

figure of Willems, we can discern the “civilized and savage selves” in struggle to 

control the colonial mindset, which indicates the “easily corrupted and divided 

natures” of imperialist enterprise that had eclipsed the benevolence of “civilizing 

mission” (140).  The divided “civilized and savage selves” of Willems best 

illustrates the “dialectic of enlightenment,” which demonstrates the regression of the 

civilized mind to barbaric intentions and practices that defiles the sanctity of the 

enlightenment project.  The illegal commercial dealings committed by Willems 

suggest the corrupting force of modern capitalist economy; the double-dealing and 

dishonesty involved in commercial transactions reveals the degradation of 

enlightenment culture to barbaric lawlessness and impudence as embodied in 

Willems:   

He [Willems] disapproved of the elementary dishonesty that dips the 

hand in the cash-box, but one could evade the laws and push the 

principles of trade to their furthest consequences.  Some call that 

cheating.  Those are the fools, the weak, the contemptible.  The wise, 

the strong, the respected, have no scruples.  Where there are scruples 

there can be no power.  (OI 10). 

Robert Hampson observes that “gun-running” as the covert but recurrent theme in 

Conrad’s Malay writings (Conrad’s Secrets 27).  The white men’s transaction of 

contraband cargoes in Eastern ports indicates “how legal and illegal trading were 

closely intertwined;” how technology and political intrigues are highly connected (44).  

We can see once more the dialectic of Enlightenment at work here, how civilization 

works hand in hand with bloodthirsty lawlessness: “He [Willems] thought of the trip 

to Lombok for ponies – that first important transaction confided to him by Hudig; 

then he reviewed the more important affairs: the quiet deal in opium; the illegal traffic 
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in gunpowder; the great affairs of smuggled firearms, the difficult business of the 

Rajah of Goa” (OI 10).  Ranging from the colonial adventurers to the local political 

figures and traders, every important character in the novel is involved in the 

employment or transaction of weaponry and firearms to consolidate their own 

material as well as political positions, including the white colonial adventurers Hudig 

and Lingard, the Arabian trader Abdulla, and the native political leader Lacamba.  

The introduction of European technology to the native land destroys the Arcadian 

nature of the pre-colonial world – both civilized and uncivilized men are threatened 

by the advent of Enlightenment culture.  The white colonizers regress to selfish and 

barbaric struggles for commercial profits; the native leaders are enabled to expand 

their political power and their desire to domination through the instruments of 

modernity.  The novel ends with the suicide of Willems by a bullet produced in 

European factory, which tells us how “the West defeats itself” through its boast and 

abuse of technology in the modern times in order to dominate both the natural world 

and human nature itself (Krenn 70). 

    In The Rescue the covert plots of gun-running take an unexpected twist: it is no 

longer a “trading venture” but a “secret political project” to support the local leaders 

to fight the Dutch colonial authority (Hampson, Conrad’s Secrets 51).  Lingard’s 

friendship with the Malay prince and princess is accentuated by his generous gifts of 

guns and firearms, which bespeaks his “commitment to this other world of local 

struggle and intrigue” (49).  Modern technology is involved not in the improvement 

of civilization but the struggle for domination – another manifestation of the dialectic 

of Enlightenment in Conrad’s Malay fiction.  The white men are dragged into the 

mire of native political intrigues and internecine civil war (“enlightenment reverts to 

mythology”); while the native people resorts to modern instrument to fulfill their 

desire to dominate other human beings (“myth is already enlightenment.”)  The old 
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schooner Emma invested by Lingard and equipped with weapons and firearms to help 

the political restoration of Hassim to Wajo kingship is the embodiment of modern 

technology and power of industry to destroy human bonds and the peaceful relations 

of friendship (The Rescue 115-6).  The deserted warship Emma still carries the 

instrumental function of modern technology to conquer and colonize the Eastern 

world:  

The old hulk was the arsenal and the war-chest of Lingard’s political 

action; she was stocked with muskets and gunpowder, with bales of long 

cloth, of cotton prints, of silk; with bags of rice and currency brass guns.  

She contained everything necessary for dealing death and distributing 

bribes, to act on the cupidity and upon the fears of men, to march and to 

organize, to feed the friends and to combat the enemies of the cause.  

She held wealth and power in her flanks […].  (The Rescue 278).  

The final explosion of Emma by Jörgensen to end all the political strife seems all the 

more tragic and poignant.  Obviously Conrad does not mean to suggest that through 

the eradication of technological instrument it is possible to end all the disasters caused 

by it.  Lingard’s Malay friends have to die; his romantic relationship with Mrs. 

Travers has to come to an end – it seems the disasters of modernity are beyond repair 

and redemption.  Nevertheless, there are still notes of hope in the text, which shall be 

analyzed in Chapter Four.  Although the theme of the final piece of the Malay 

Trilogy remains colonialism and racism, this time Conrad’s target of criticism is not 

so much the paternalistic Lingard but the imperialist Travers and the high social class 

they represent.  In this regard, there exists a symbolic contrast between Lingard’s 

brig Lightening and the Travers’ yacht Hermit: the former represents trustfulness, 

straightforwardness and good will; while the latter reminds one of suspect, 

sophistication and distrustfulness.  Both white men rely on modern technology to 
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meddle in the native life and politics; however, Mr. Travers is the real figure who is to 

be blamed for the disruption of genuine human relationship based on friendship and 

fidelity.  Krenn observes that Mr. Travers functions as an “advocate of European 

policies that aim at the centralization of power and capitalistic exploitation” (109).  

The final disaster of the Malay royals Hassim and Immada and the tragedy of 

Lingard’s breaking of loyalty to his Malay friends are mainly set in motion and due to 

the intrusion of the Travers into the scene of the Shore of Refuge.  Mr. Travers best 

serves the principle of instrumental rationality grounded on manipulation and 

calculation of the enlightenment culture: “Mr. Travers, whose life and thought, 

ignorant of human passion, were devoted to extracting the greatest possible amount of 

personal advantage from human situations” (The Rescue 123).  As a man of 

European high society on behalf of the Dutch colonial authority, Mr. Travers is 

objectified and reified by the ideology of colonial regime that he explicitly reveals his 

despise of the primitive way of life and native cultures as well.  In his boast of 

enlightenment civilization based on progress and rationality, he is barbarically 

destroying human nature to maintain the façade of the civilization and its ideals – an 

attitude severely criticized by Adorno in his examination of enlightenment.  Mr. 

Travers impudently asserts his fascist credo: “And if the inferior race must perish, it is 

a gain, a step toward the perfecting of society which is the aim of progress” (The 

Rescue 148).  By contrast, in Mrs. Travers’ mind Lingard is viewed as a man apart 

from the instrumental rationality and administration of modern institution.  He is 

represented as a simple man with candid mind: “Mrs. Travers found that Lingard was 

touching, because he could be understood.  How simple was life, she reflected.  She 

was frank with herself.  She considered him apart from social organization.  She 

discovered he had no place in it.  How delightful!” (The Rescue 167).   

    In Nostromo the major embodiment of the disastrous influence of modern 
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technology and industry is the coveted San Tomé mine of Sulaco in an invented South 

American country, Costaguana.  Eloise Knapp Hay claims that the silver is the “real 

hero” in the novel, with its “material interests” representative of the “rationale of 

modern economics and politics” (The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad 162).  With 

the bloody political struggles of civil wars to gain control of the mine and the lost 

lives of the native labors exploited by the mining industry, the “material interests” 

represented by the silver mine grips the lives of the natives and the foreign investors 

alike, in a form more “inhuman and arbitrary than any human despot of the past” 

(163).  In the mind of Emilia Gould, “[s]he saw the San Tomé mountain hanging 

over the Campo, over the whole land, feared, hated, wealthy; more soulless than any 

tyrant, more pitiless and autocratic than the worst Government; ready to crush 

innumerable lives in the expansion of its greatness” (Nostromo 348).  Hay gives the 

footnote to the moral lesson of the novels: “progress [when] leashed to faith in 

material interests, is inhuman, without rectitude, continuity or force” (The Political 

Novels of Joseph Conrad 170).  Serving as the moral conscience of the novel, Dr. 

Monygham talks about the sufferings and losses engendered in the pursuit of progress 

and material interests as manifested in the prosperity of the San Tomé mine:  

There is no peace and no rest in the development of material interests.  

They have their law, and their justice.  But it is founded on expediency, 

and is inhuman; it is without rectitude, without continuity and the force 

that can be found only in a moral principle. […] the time approaches 

when all that Gould Concession stands for shall weigh as heavily upon 

the people as the barbarism, cruelty, and misrule of a few years back.  

(N 341).  

In the banner of material progress and political stability – “their law, their justice” – 

the San Tomé mine leads the whole country back to revolutionary chaos and the 
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individual to moral corruption – “the barbarism, cruelty, and misrule” of the dismal 

historical past.  This situation best illustrates the “dialectic of Enlightenment,” where 

the claim to civilization and progress brought about by material prosperity only 

reverts to the barbaric and cruel struggle of an age without moral principles and 

restraints.  The American financier Mr. Holroyd, the “head of immense silver and 

iron interests,” is also interested in reforming the religious practice of the native 

country besides his intervention of its economic development.  Hay observes that 

Holroyd’s intention to revolutionize all Latin America with a “purer form of 

Christianity” is an example of “cultural imperialism” (“Nostromo” 86).  In Holroyd’s 

vision to create “an internationally oriented and economically directed future over the 

ecclesiastical past,” he represents the “imperial exploitation” of the third world by the 

capitalist countries (Miller 18).  Contrary to the imperialist as well as enlightenment 

discourse of bringing civilization and progress to the backward worlds, the pursuit of 

economic and material well-beings brings about the objectification and reification of 

both native and civilized people, as in the cases of the idealist-materialist Charles 

Gould, the once “incorruptible” Nostromo, and the bloodthirsty revolutionist Montero.  

Gould’s transformation from “idealism” to “fetishism” by the corrupting force of 

capitalism is especially remarkable in that he deflects from his faith in material 

progress and political stability to a “fixation on [capitalism’s] means rather than its 

objectives” (Millers 20).  Mr. Holroyd feels that “he was not running a great 

enterprise there; no more railway board or industrial corporation.  He was running a 

man [Charles Gould]!” while Mrs. Gould “had watched [the silver mine] with 

misgivings turning into a fetish, and now the fetish had grown into a monstrous and 

crushing weight” (N 56, 150).  Besides the San Tomé mine engineered by Gould of 

English descent, Sulaco is invaded by other force of modern technology from abroad, 

such as “Oceanic Steam Navigation Company” (the OSN) and the “National Central 
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Railway” headed by an Englishman Sir John.  Sir John boasts of a world of material 

progress and technological advancement ahead of the backwater state ruled by 

Catholic church: “We can’t give you your ecclesiastical court back again; but you 

shall have more steamers, a railway, a telegraph-cable – a future in the great world 

which is worth infinitely more than any amount of ecclesiastical past” (N 26).  Hay 

maintains that “imperialism” functions as the main focus of the novel with two 

representative “imperialists” as the American financier Holroyd and the British 

railway manager Sir John (“Nostromo” 82, 83).  Both of them attempt to transform 

the Latin American country with their imperialist intervention: the former in his 

“Protestant and North American” way; the latter in his “technological and British” 

manner (90).  In addition to the representation of technology and industry in 

Nostromo, Jacques Berthoud explores Conrad’s idea about the modernization of 

Sulaco in the writer’s portrayal of the urbanization of Sulaco, which is rendered a 

“product of economics, politics and history” (147).  Berthoud argues the planning 

and architecture of the city represents the “social relations and classes” as well as the 

“collective identity” of Sulaco (142).  Accordingly, we can see the city is composed 

of social as well as geographical divisions of foreign immigrants and entrepreneurs, 

the native laborers, and foreign working-class men.  The “rectilinear geometry” of 

the city has become a metaphor of “centralized political and military power” 

(Berthoud 147); in the case of Sulaco urbanization vividly bespeaks the 

bureaucratization of state power that aims to standardize and administer the citizen’s 

lives.  Besides the ruling force of state administration, the Spanish-American cities 

are also known as “instruments of colonial mercantilism” controlled by “an overseas 

bureaucratic élite and quasi-feudal landlords” (149).  In Conrad’s association of this 

post-colonial city with progress and modernity, a deep pessimistic sense of 

“instability” still prevails that conveys the writer’s skepticism of the discourse of 
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enlightenment. 

    In Under Western Eyes the modernizing phenomenon of urbanization is 

inextricable from that of state administration as well as political embroilment.  The 

physical pairing of the two cosmopolitan cities suggests a metaphorical divide 

between St. Petersburg and Geneva: oppression versus liberation; alienation versus 

reunion.  However, when looked at in depth, the metaphorical pairing of the two 

cities goes beyond simple bifurcation and displays an ambivalence characteristic of 

the two poles.  The comparison of St. Petersburg and Geneva demonstrates how 

Conrad’s settings are designed to move beyond physical landscape to become 

transformed as a metaphysical mindscape, reflecting in perspective the writer’s views 

on urbanization and bureaucratization.  Conrad’s representation of St. Petersburg is a 

city imbued with gloomy, mysterious and mystical atmosphere, a place that is in lack 

of attachment and community for individuals who live in anonymity within the crowd 

of modern city.  Razumov’s orphaned existence in St. Petersburg is the best example 

of this sense of estrangement from one’s surroundings, with which he has no relations 

or connections to turn to when troubled by his involvement in Haldin’s escape.  The 

people in St. Petersburg are nothing but a crowd of strangers, of unknown faces for 

him; even the state institutions in the metropolitan city are as unfamiliar and cold as 

machines which might wipe him out as if killing an insect.  As Agata Izabela 

Szczezak has put it, “[t]he Modernist metropolis … is a repulsive habitat of 

machine-like creatures incapable of passionate feelings and indifferent to emotional 

relationship” (270).   In the case of St. Petersburg, the “blights of early industrial 

revolution” were made visible everywhere in the city, especially in the lives of the 

proletariat, who suffered from the horrible conditions of “the city’s belching factories” 

and the “crowded tenements and cellars” (George 328).  Another aspect of of city 

life is the infiltration of urban crime, which needs modification considering the 
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novel’s anti-tsarist revolutionary context.  The metropolitan city St. Petersburg is not 

a sheer space where urban crime might take place, but the target of terrorist violence 

for the sake of the revolutionary cause to overthrow the old autocratic regime.  The 

city has become the place where revolutionary energy is accumulated and then 

explodes.  In Raymond William’s words, there is a “persistence of an imagery of the 

inhuman and the monstrous,” in which the “crowding of cities” is identified as “a 

source of social change: from the loss of customary human feelings to the building up 

of a massive, irrational, explosive force” (216, 217).  The historical uniqueness of St. 

Petersburg made it the site where conservative autocracy and radical revolutionism 

collided.  in Under Western Eyes it is Russia’s autocratic tyranny that provokes the 

revolutionary violence against the state, in which both the revolutionary extremist 

(Haldin) and the conservative man of reason (Razumov) are destroyed: “within the 

tyranny and moral anarchy of Russian society, the man of reason is not only unable to 

aid the misguided extremist … but is himself necessarily undone by the violence and 

irrationality of revolutionary acts” (Kaplan 101).  Haldin’s murder of the tsarist 

authority figure Mr. de P____  in St. Petersburg is the epitome of revolutionary 

energy and monstrosity.  Conrad’s representation of Geneva is relatively more 

positive, although not without flaws and ironies.  Bearing in mind the complexity 

and ambivalence of the metaphorical divide between St. Petersburg and Geneva, we 

must understand that the representation of the two cities transcends a simple binary 

polarity of good/evil. Najder contends that Conrad’s novel cannot be simplistically 

divided into a “ ‘bad’ Russia” and a “ ‘good’ West,” for the bourgeois democracy 

embodied in Switzerland is “an object of sarcastic gibes” (120).  Accordingly, the 

ironies revealed in Conrad’s representation of Geneva shall draw our attention to the 

façade of a comfortable and complacent metropolitan life. There are new possibilities 

of unity in Conrad’s representation of urban city, which seemingly could be found in 
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the solidarity of the revolutionary organization in Geneva.  Idealistically, the 

revolutionary community in Geneva is a close-knit group bound by its common cause 

to overthrow Russian autocracy.  In Geneva Razumov’s “egoistic nationalism” is 

“modified by [his] need for fraternity” (Fleishman 29).  There is an evolution of his 

political beliefs in the course of the novel: from his solitary “liberal individualism” to 

“autocratic absolutism” for the sake of “a personal need for security,” and finally 

towards the revolutionary community (Fleishman 226).  Although Avrom Fleishman 

argues that Razumov’s exile from St. Petersburg to Geneva has made him turn from 

his alliance with the “repressive autocracy” to the “association with a genuine 

community” (232), the image of Geneva as communal fraternity and revolutionary 

unity is complicated by Conrad’s ironic rendering of a fanatical revolutionary 

community nestled in a politically anaesthetized city.  The revolutionaries’ “blind 

faith in the efficacy of revolution” (Carabine, “Under Western Eyes” 128) is mocked 

by the languid and boring air of freedom in Geneva.  In Paul Kirschner’s trenchant 

study of Conrad’s representation of the geographical spaces in Geneva, he points out 

the correlation between the thematic development and the spatial transformation that 

forms a kind of “topodialogic narrative” in Under Western Eyes.  Drawing on 

Kirschner’s thematic analysis of the city spaces of Geneva, here I shall discuss four 

important settings which reflect the undermined sense of unity and integration in the 

city of democracy.  The first scene is “the Boulevard des Philosophes,” the dwelling 

place of the Haldins which is “a singularly arid and dusty thoroughfare” (UWE 115).  

The name of this sterile and drab place also indicates the futile consolation by 

Western philosophers of a bereaved Russian mother (Kirschner, “Topodialogic 

Narrative in Under Western Eyes” 225).  The second scene is “La Petite Russie,” the 

Russian community in Geneva that is haunted by “the shadow of autocracy”; for the 

Russians it is a place of autocracy “tinging their thoughts, their views, their most 
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intimate feelings, their private life, their public utterances” (UWE 107).  The vicinity 

between “La Petite Russie” and “the Boulevard des Philosophes” signifies the 

vacillating spiritual condition of the Haldin women – they are trapped in “an empty 

no-man’s land between the old faith of Russia and the new, represented by Victor 

Haldin” (Kirschner, “Topodialogic Narrative in Under Western Eyes” 228-9).  The 

third setting is “Château de Borel,” a dilapidated bourgeois villa that is tainted with 

bourgeois hypocrisy as the centerpiece of Western liberalism (229).  The mercenary 

tone and gaudy beauty of Château de Borel represents the repellent aspect of Western 

democracy shored up by middle-class mercantilism: the chateau’s “precise, orderly 

and well-to-do beauty must have been attractive to the unromantic imagination of a 

business man” (UWE 143).  In the narrator’s portrayal of this place, it is imbued with 

an atmosphere of depravity and desertion suggestive of the degraded and unreliable 

nature of Westernized democracy: “One went to it up a gravel drive, round a large, 

coarse grass-lot, with plenty of time to observe the degradation of its stuccoed front.  

Miss Haldin said that the impression was unpleasant.  It grew more depressing as 

one come nearer” (UWE 144; emphasis added).  The last setting is Ile Rousseau, 

where Razumov as a spy working for autocracy ironically takes shelter under the 

monument of liberty to write his police report.  According to Najder, Razumov’s 

report to the Russian police serves as a kind of distorted “confession,” which turns the 

significance of the autobiographical work of Rousseau on its head (143).  Ironically, 

as “the author of the Social Contract,” Rousseau’s idea about the nation is “an 

agglomeration of the loyal inhabitants of a state” (141), while the ultimate cause of 

the revolutionary refugees under his patronage is the subversion of the state power.  

This poignant disparity between the ideal of democracy and the reality of anarchic 

destruction only exposes “something of naïve, odious, and inane simplicity about that 

unfrequented tiny crumb of earth named after Jean-Jacques Rousseau” (UWE 290).  
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According to Kirschner, the series of geographical transformations in Geneva endows 

each place with a “‘voice’ in the dialectic of autocracy, revolution and materialist 

democracy” (229).  With the juxtaposition of different settings carrying different 

political ideologies, the central image of Geneva as the city of revolutionary unity and 

interpersonal integration is made ambiguous and capped with layers of multiple 

meanings.  Conrad’s representation of the two cities beyond the binary opposition of 

good/evil demonstrates his dark view on modernity, especially its issues of 

urbanization and democracy: the progress and civilization of Western enlightenment 

culture remains the same as the cruelty and barbarity of autocratic regime.  The 

vision of Western modernization is not as bright as imaged by the West as testified by 

the dark side of urbanization and the overlap of totalitarianism and democracy 

represented in the novel.  Both St. Petersburg and Geneva are involved in the process 

of administering and reifying its citizens; the affinity of totalitarian and bourgeois 

cultures has anticipated Adorno and Horkheimer’s apprehension over the degradation 

of Western civilization and democracy to a totalitarian nightmare. 

    London in The Secret Agent is termed as “Monstrous Town” by Watts borrowing 

from Conrad’s description of it in “Heart of Darkness” (“The Myth of the Monstrous 

Town”).  The urbanization of the city does not guarantee a better life for its denizens, 

but brings about a life that is “unnatural, voracious, actively oppressive” as 

represented in The Secret Agent where bloodthirsty political struggle dominates and 

has destroyed any aspiration for moral sensibility (18).  It seems Conrad’s rendering 

of London makes it an “inert terrain of hopelessness” apart from the brightness of city 

life engendered by modern urbanization (Epstein 195).  The urbanization and 

democratization of the metropolitan city is not a guarantee of enlightenment 

civilization of better human life, but has become the breeding ground for dark and 

malicious struggle between forces of liberalism, autocracy, and anarchism, which in 
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turn will destroy the happiness and well-being of a familial life.  In addition to the 

degradation of the urban life generated by modern technology, another aspect of 

modernization under severe criticism is “chronological precision” of the clock-time 

embodied by the Greenwich Observatory (Watts, “The Myth of the Monstrous Town” 

27).  The scientific precision emphasized by Great Britain represents the country’s 

complacency in “chronological imperialism” to develop its overseas colonies and 

expand its international commerce (28).  Hay suggests that Conrad’s sense of 

resentment is directed toward the “fetish of science,” which is “universally 

worshipped” (The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad 243, 244).  Such confidence 

and faith is explained by Mr. Vladimir, who is plotting to destroy the national 

embodiment of science – the Greenwich Observatory:  

Artists – art critics and such like – people of no account.  Nobody minds 

what they say.  But there is learning – science.  Any imbecile that has 

got an income believes in that.  He does not know why, but he believes 

it matters somehow.  It is the sacrosanct fetish.  All the damned 

professors are radicals at heart.  Let them know that their great 

panjandrum has got to go too, to make room for the Future of the 

Proletariat.  A howl from all these intellectual idiots is bound to help 

forward the labours of the Milan Conference.  They will be writing to 

the papers.  Their indignation would be above suspicion, no material 

interests being openly at stake, and it will alarm every selfishness of the 

[middle] class which should be impressed.  They believe that in some 

mysterious way science is the source of their material prosperity.  They 

do.  And the absurd ferocity of such a demonstration will affect them 

more profoundly than the mangling of a whole street – or theatre – full of 

their own kind.  (The Secret Agent 24-5) 
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   This fetish of science is parallel to the commodity fetish in the culture industry, 

where science and commodity owns the supreme power to dominate, standardize, and 

homogenize human consciousness.  The bourgeois culture is best illustrated by its 

worship of science and commerce, as manifested in their insistence on the 

chronological precision of time and the universal sameness of commercial goods.  

As opposed to the lively heterogeneous subjective time of human psyche, clock-time 

aims to reify and homogenize human behavior and human response.  In a word, 

human beings are “objectified” as in the case of the culture industry, where 

“pseudo-individuality” is substituted for real freedom and choice by virtue of the 

commodity’s force to schematize and subsume.  The sense of irony of the afore-cited 

passage derives from the supposedly pious status of science: contrary to its sanctity 

related to enlightenment culture, science is used or manipulated as an instrument to 

fulfill brutal and barbaric act of terrorism.  In a sense, enlightenment reverts to 

barbarism.  Almost all the political figures in the novel are poked fun or mocked 

cruelly by the author, whether they are autocratic regime, liberalist police institution, 

or revolutionary anarchists.  Two of the anarchists particularly stand for the ideas of 

science that is interrogated by Conrad.  One is Comrade Alexander Ossipon,  

nicknamed the Doctor, ex-medical student without a degree; afterwards 

wandering lecturer to working-men’s associations upon the socialistic 

aspects of hygiene; author of a popular quasi-medical study (in the form 

of a cheap pamphlet seized promptly by the police) entitled ‘The 

Corroding Vices of the Middle Class;’ special delegate of the more or less 

mysterious Red Committee, together with Karl Yundt and Michaelis for 

the work of literary propaganda – turned upon the obscure familiar of at 

least two Embassies that glance of insufferable, hopelessly dense 

sufficiency which nothing but frequentation of science can give to the 
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dullness of common mortals.  (SA 34-5) 

This “ex-medical student” in his espousal of the quasi-scientific theory of 

“Lombroso,” called Stevie’s drawing behavior “[t]ypical of this form of degeneracy” 

(35, 34).  Here is Conrad’s insinuatingly ironic comment on science and 

quasi-scientific theory: it is the scientific-minded Ossipon who is morally degenerate 

rather than the half-witted but innocent and compassionate Stevie.  Conrad’s target 

of criticism is the arbitrariness and reductiveness of scientific theory that is devoid of 

human warmth and human feelings.  The other example of science-worshipper is the 

Professor, whose “perfect detonator” as a “timing device” is designed to destroy 

history and society (Hay, The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad 262).  His design 

bears an unexpected resemblance to that of the “archconservative” Mr. Vladimir, who 

also intends to use a bomb to solve his political problem – it once again shows 

Conrad’s “jests at science” in that the bomb is employed to serve both sides of the 

political opposites blindly without any concern of moral conscience, let alone the 

ideals of enlightenment culture (262).  

    The first-person narrator in Victory sets a frivolous tone in alluding to science 

throughout Part I of the novel, which in a sense throws light on the author’s skeptical 

and incredulous view toward scientific objectivity.  For example, in a passage 

describing the bankruptcy of the Tropical Belt Coal Company, the narrator makes an 

analogy to the “playful inversion of the laws of physics” (Erdinast-Vulcan 173): “The 

Tropical Belt Coal Company went into liquidation.  The world of finance is a 

mysterious world in which, incredible as the fact may appear, evaporating precedes 

liquidation.  First the capital evaporates, and then the company goes into liquidation.  

These are very unnatural physics” (Victory 3).  As Erdinast-Vulcan points out, the 

thematic concern of the whole novel is demonstrated by the fact that “even the laws of 

physics – ‘discovered’ by science and therefore ostensibly objective and immutable – 
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are presented as a system of signs, human constructs which function by human 

consent and can be inverted at will” (173).  The theme of uncertainty in scientific 

truth and objective authority is extended to the issues of the writer’s skepticism over 

the success of Western industrial and commercial imperialism in general, a deep sense 

of distrust in the self-proclaimed progress and civilization of Enlightenment culture.  

From the beginning of the novel, the narrator’s derision at “the very close chemical 

relation between coal and diamonds” can be viewed as his acerbic evaluation of the 

cooperation, or complicity, between science and commerce that back up Europe’s 

overseas empires (V 3).  The principles of commerce and science are based on the 

“exchange-value” of instrumental rationality that standardizes human experiences and 

reifies human consciousness.  The protagonist Heyst is represented as a victim of 

such chemical interplay between science and commerce, so that he is trapped literally 

and physically by the failure of his coal-mine station in an Eastern island, Samburan: 

“there is a fascination in coal, the supreme commodity of the age in which we are 

camped like bewildered travelers in a garish, unrestful hotel.  And I suppose those 

two considerations, the practical and the mystical, prevented Heyst – Axel Heyst – 

from going away” (V 3).  This shows the alluring but reifying effects of commercial 

activity by which Heyst is objectified and enslaved.  Heyst’s sense of “persistent 

inertia” (V 3) can be explained to be derived from the schematizing and standardizing 

force of industry as parallel to that of the “culture industry” interrogated by Adorno, 

which has deprived the particularity and individuality of Heyst’s life while subsuming 

it under the generality of commodity culture.  The original Heyst before meeting the 

sacrificing heroine Lena is enchanted by the scientific and objective “facts” based on 

instrumental rationality so that he is obsessive with the coal-mine and sticks to the 

bankrupt company as one will fixate on a fetishized object: “ ‘Facts,’ broken in Heyst 

in his courtly voice.  ‘There’s nothing worth knowing but facts.  Hard facts!  Facts 
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alone!” (V 6).  The commercial activities of the Tropical Belt Coal Company are 

further linked to the European imperial power in the East: the desert island Samburan 

has become the territory of Heyst’s one-man imperialism, as the case of Tom Lingard 

in Sambir.  Robert Hampson interrogates the issue of European capitalist 

imperialism from the light of the “ghostly, disembodied servant” in Victory, whose 

transparent existence is engendered by the violence of the imperialist racist ideology 

(Cross-Cultural Encounters 156).  The prime example in Victory is Wang, who 

represents the category of the colonized people – “if Conrad does not make much 

space for their voices, he at least makes visible the invisibility of servants and subject 

people” (156).  Colonization is part of the “civilizing mission” of Enlightenment 

culture aimed at progress and betterment of the colonized society.  Contrary to its 

desired effects, it only engenders the “invisibility” of the colonized people in their 

objectification and reification; they are subsumed under the generality of the racist 

ideology of imperialist culture and have lost their individuality and particularity as the 

victims of the dialectic of Enlightenment. 

    Adorno’s concern for non-identity thinking pays high regard to ideas such as 

difference, heterogeneity and particularity culminating in a reconciled relation 

between the non-identical subject/object, which shows his respect of human 

differences in terms of culture, race, religion and class.  This corresponds to 

Conrad’s vision of a harmonious human relation in the modern world where culturally, 

ethnically, and religiously different people have to get along.  Adorno’s concept of 

the reconciled non-identity highlights his belief in a just and ethical relation between 

self and other, which is a redeemed world apart from conflicts and hostilities.  This is 

associated with Kołakowski’s redemptive vision of a better world for human beings to 

live in as Christian brothers and sisters in a communal society.  Both Adorno and 

Kołakowski believe the necessity of change to propel the progress of human history.  
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In Adorno’s case, the driving force of his negative dialectics is a conviction in the 

possibility of change, the force to transform the negative status quo and damaged 

present existence to achieve truth.  Likewise, Kołakowski’s theory of “myth of exile” 

rejects the idea of human perfection and instead calls for human beings to amend their 

imperfect and guilty past through atonement and suffering.  Both philosophers have 

faith in the possibility of change to bring about a desired better world out of the 

negative and imperfect one. 

   However, Kołakowski’s vision is based on a religious frame, which is quite 

different from Adorno’s resort to aesthetical and theoretical approaches.  

Kołakowski’s “myth of exile” envisions a universal human condition as the essence of 

human history, which is a general and abstract idea by nature.  By contrast, Adorno’s 

negative dialectics stresses non-identity thinking, which covers the moments of 

particularity, heterogeneity, and individuality rather than universality and generality.  

Despite their different agenda of the universal and the particular respectively, this 

does not mean their philosophies diverge from each other hopelessly.  Adorno’s 

negative dialectics proposes a “non-identity of identity and non-identity,” which 

explains the unidentical unity of the universal and the particular, the theoretical and 

the political, the negative and the positive, that forms a complementary whole at the 

core of the dialectical process without sacrificing either side of the antithesis.  On the 

other hand, Kołakowski’s theory of “myth of exile” with its emphasis on the universal 

human condition also harks on the contingent histories of human beings to embrace 

the individual and the particular in its general frame.  Regarding the issue of a 

utopian future as the telos of human history, Kołakowski and Adorno propose their 

philosophies from different grounds.  In Kołakowski’s Christian economy, the 

paradise can be regained through human suffering and redemption – it is a felix culpa 

embedded in the progress of human history that promises the utopia in a religious and 
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spiritual base.  Adorno’s “utopian negativity” is a consistent negation of the existent 

negative situation, a utopia that will never be “always-already achieved” but remains 

in the process of progress by negating the negatives along the course of history.  This 

does not mean Adorno refutes the achievement of a utopian future – it is a possibility 

that will never be eliminated.  Adorno’s hope of “reconciled non-identity” envisions 

a world where heterogeneous elements form a non-identical unity, which is an ethical 

vision that corresponds to both the spirit of Christian fraternity and Conrad’s maritime 

code of human solidarity.  Despite their disparate methods to achieve a reconciled 

world, the fact that Adorno and Kołakowski possess a common goal to build a just 

and better society reveals the overlap of their ethical visions of peace between self and 

other, subject and object, which is the major theme of human solidarity explored by 

Conrad.  In Conrad’s works the disasters brought about by modern technology and 

industry destroy the fundamental human relation so that people of different races, 

cultures and classes wage wars against each other.  To solve this dilemma of the 

dialectic of Enlightenment that engenders brutal war and barbaric domination, Adorno 

proposes his non-identity thinking based on negative dialectics to be realized in 

aesthetical works.  However, while bearing in mind of Adorno’s relevancy to this 

problematic issue, it is Kołakowski’s religious frame of the “myth of exile” I shall 

turn to in my attempt to find a third way out of the Enlightenment dilemma in 

Conrad’s works.   
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Chapter Three: 

The Possibility of Redemption amidst the Darkness of Modernity 

    Despite the fact that we can find abundant examples of Conrad’s representation 

of the disasters of modernity in his works, the readers can detect the writer’s undying 

hope for the rescue and redemption of human beings from their doomed fate through 

trials and sufferings, as exemplified by the writer’s recurrent themes of exile, sacrifice, 

honor, fidelity and regained human dignity.  The theme of exile functions as the 

pivot of Conrad’s works that balances the skeptical and the humanistic elements and 

thereby reconciles the tragic conflicts in human destiny.  The characters in Conrad’s 

works have erred, suffered and endured the trials of exile before they can recapture 

the sense of human dignity and redeem their past guilt.  Najder points out the 

Conradian obsession of the “voluntary exile” as a heritage of Polish literature 

inextricably linked with its national history (Conrad in Perspective 13).  The 

importance of Conrad’s Polish background is mainly derived from the “intellectual 

and moral legacies” Conrad inherited from his parents and his uncle guardian (9).  In 

the face of the literary critical tradition of “the intentional fallacy,” Najder wisely 

encourages Conrad scholars and critics to treat the writer’s biography as an extension 

from “individual into collective, and from psychological into cultural” inquires so that 

a study of biography is transformed to a “study of culture” that includes issues of 

“social and intellectual history” as well as “ethics and politics” (15, 17).  The history 

of Poland’s tragic partition and annexation by foreign empires since the eighteenth 

century onwards has left profound marks on the Polish mentality so that their 

individual spiritual life is combined with “communal obligations, national yearnings, 

social needs and strivings” (14).  The long-established literary as well as national 

tradition of Polish Romanticism and Polish Messianism carries strong religious 

overtones of a “suffering nation” and a “martyr” of Roman Catholic Church – through 
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her endured suffering and ennobled martyrdom “Poland would in time not only 

redeem herself but by doing so save all Europe” (Stape, The Several Lives of Joseph 

Conrad 6-7).  This line of thought is instilled in Conrad’s mind from his early 

childhood experience of an exilic life with his parents so that in his works we can 

trace the Polish romantic theme of redemptive exile and suffering involved in one’s 

pursuit of liberation and freedom. 

    This chapter first elaborates on Leszek Kołakowski’s theory of “myth of exile” 

through a quasi-religious perspective to serve as a frame to interpret Conrad’s major 

themes of exile and (possible) redemption.  Next section deals with the biographical 

study of Conrad’s inheritance of Polish Romanticism and Messianism, in which his 

parents and uncle had played foremost roles.  

 

I. Kołakowski’s Theory of the “Myth of Exile” 

    Leszek Kołakowski is known for his contradictorily multiple roles as “a socialist, 

a Catholic, an atheist” (Connelly par. 2).  He called himself “conservative-liberal 

socialist” who floated from his early communist denouncement of Christianity to his 

later-day belief in the existence of God (par. 2).  His ambiguous attitude toward 

Christian religion and his wavering of political stance makes him a counterpart to his 

Polish predecessor, Joseph Conrad – an exile in Britain who straddles between 

aristocratic conservatism and democratic liberalism; and a born Catholic later shows 

his skepticism of Christian belief.  Kołakowski’s transformation from a communist 

dedicated to “demystifying religion in Poland” to a devout defender of a reactionary 

Polish pope (Connelly par. 4) is parallel to the development of Conrad’s moral and 

ethical visions, starting from a skeptic of human virtues to culminating as an advocate 

of human solidarity and communal love.  Kołakowski’s awakening from “sterile 

Stalinism” took place during his three-month stay in Moscow in 1950, a time when he 
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was disillusioned by the “enormity of material and spiritual desolation caused by the 

Stalinist system” (The Library of Congress par. 1).  During this transitional period, 

Kołakowski developed interest in the “religious dimension of human experience” and 

the Christian legacy of European civilization (par. 8).  He was influenced by the 

early Dutch mystic thinkers apart from the Catholic and Protestant churches, 

“affirming a religion of grace against the religion of law” (Connelly par. 19).  In 

reaction against the external forms of dogma, hierarchy and religious rituals, 

Kołakowski embraced “mysticism” as the “truest form of faith” (par. 19) – which 

reminds us of Conrad’s distaste of religious institutions in favor of individual faith in 

the divine force.  Kołakowski emphasizes several aspects of Christian teaching, such 

as the wretchedness of human beings caused by original sin and their need of 

redemption (Connelly part. 21).  In his writings he reveals his interests in religious 

myth and its “power for ordering human relations” (par. 21), which may explain his 

celebration of “the myth of exile” in Christian theology and his affirmation of its 

relevance to the contemporary world ravaged by the problems of modernity.  In 

contrast to the playful or cynical tone of most of the postmodernist or 

deconstructionist thinkers in facing a world whose core values are crumbling down, 

Kołakowski’s defense of traditional values of religion and humanism makes him stand 

out from his contemporaries (Library of Congress par. 14).  

    Arthur C. Danto in his review observed that Modernity on Endless Trial “a very 

pessimistic book” which provides no solution for our world and could at best suggest 

people to “make do … with a few human values and some tentative norms” (par. 3).  

These values and norms are indeed the religious and moral teachings of Christianity 

and humanism, without whose support and dictate the whole world will be threatened 

by the danger of “the disappearance of taboos” resulting in the rampage of immoral 

violence and the flourishing of oppressive regimes.  Although Kołakowski is 
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relatively reactionary in recommending the enhancement of society by traditional 

values, he is not advocating an “external moral authority” in judging human behaviors 

(Danto par. 9).  Rather, he maintains an uncertain attitude in adjudicating moral 

affairs by virtue of his respect for human dignity (par. 9).  His complex attitude 

toward human affairs corresponds to the world of moral ambiguity and paradox 

represented by Conrad, whose characters when viewed through the lens of “the myth 

of exile” are treated with a relenting and understanding way with mercy, sympathy 

and love, while their errors and guilt have become their inevitable fate to be mended 

and redeemed. 

    Kołakowski’s deep concern over the underside of modernity in Western 

civilization is mainly about that civilization’s disrespect of its “religious legacy” and 

the consequent gloomy prospect of a “godless world” (Modernity on Endless Trial 7).  

The undesired situation of modernity is particularly manifested in the “triumph of 

rationality” that drives people to become machinery or instruments in the “totalitarian 

system” of scientific rationality (13).  In a light similar to Adorno, Kołakowski 

denounces the “ir -rationality” of the rational culture, which ir-rationally dismisses the 

values of “human life” and “human personal rights” under the banner of rational 

progress to dispel any un-rational elements in our civilization (13).  We can see how 

the dialectic of Enlightenment works here: by virtue of its sheer emphasis on the 

number and the exchange-value, rationality in the Enlightenment culture succumbs to 

the given and the immediate so that the former turns into ir-rationalism very much 

like the despotic domination in ancient mythology.  In addition to the barbarity of 

science and technology, such as the fervor of social Darwinism in favor of imperialist 

expansion, modernity is also indicted for its barbarity of totalitarianism, where state 

power imposes the violence of universalism on all peoples and nations disregarding 

their differences and disparities (Kołakowski, MET 25).  Kołakowski identifies “the 
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drive to dominate nature” as the origin of the degradation of the Enlightenment 

culture, whereby human respect of religious legacy is eradicated by a haughty desire 

to govern the natural world (97-8).  In the face of the great loss in mankind’s 

confrontation with modernity, Kołakowski proposes an alternative to the “either ‘for’ 

or ‘against’ modernity tout court” by adopting a critical distance from the 

development of technological progress (12), which corresponds to Conrad’s 

ambivalent attitude toward modern temper with an amalgam of hope and pessimism.  

Kołakowski points out that a trend of “ancient myth” is formed in reaction against the 

cult of progress, the former of which voices “a universally human, conservative 

mistrust of changes, a suspicion that ‘progress’ … is no progress at all” (4).  

    The tendency to resort to mythical thinking bespeaks the significance of religious 

values in the era of modernity.  Kołakowski laments the violence of modern science 

that endangers the existence of religious belief since people are merely obeying “a 

few simple and all-explanatory law of mechanics” in a “soulless” world (MET 8).  

The loss of moral and ethical lessons derived from religious faith has deteriorated the 

humanitarian as well as humanistic values in the modern world, where human beings 

are reduced to “instruments to be manipulated” (29).  In his defense of religious faith, 

Kołakowski conveys his affirmation of the Christian origin of humanism, which is at 

the risk of degrading to “moral void” when being “obliterated all traces of its origins” 

(29).  The crisis of the Enlightenment culture thus takes place when Reformation is 

stripped off all its religious overtones to become “non-Christian or anti-Christian” 

(30).  This is the “self-destructive process” of Enlightenment whereby humanism 

turns out to be a form of “moral nihilism” (30).  Much of the evil of modernity 

derives from its claimed “autonomous status” which is deprived of “divine and 

ecclesiastical supervision” and will expose human beings to “diabolic temptation” and 

their own “rotten nature” as well (176, 177).  Once again, we are faced with the 
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dilemma of “total perfection” prided by Enlightenment and “total despair” bemoaned 

by moral nihilism (31).  This time Kołakowski unswervingly champions the value of 

the “tradition of Christian teaching” which may serve as a kind of “taboo,” or moral 

restraint, which teaches us how to respect “traditional human bonds” to survive in a 

“communal life” (31, 30, 13).  Kołakowski’s solution by religious frame in the face 

of the degradation of the Enlightenment culture corresponds to Conrad’s return to the 

humanistic and religious sensibility endowed in the tradition of Polish Romanticism – 

both of which harken to the redemptive force of exile as the historical fate of the 

“Christian nation” and the universal condition of human beings alike. 

    Kołakowski points out that there are two types of interpretation of the “myth of 

exile”: one is the Buddhist “contempt of earthly realities” in quest for a retreat in 

silent “Nirvana” in the afterlife; the other is the Judaeo-Christian framing that treats 

exile as a “way back to the Father,” a kind of felix culpa, which asks mankind to tread 

the hell of suffering to lead the way toward heavenly redemption (MET 57).  Exile 

can be viewed either as a kind of “misfortune” in light of the skeptical existentialist 

philosophy; or it can be seen as a “challenge” in the aforementioned Judaeo-Christian 

form of “painful encouragement” along the course of searching for salvation (58).  

Viewed through the religious lens of the “myth of exile,” Conrad’s characters are 

outsiders or misfits undergoing painful experiences of internal and external exiles to 

seek for final redemption realized in a home promised and returned to.  Conrad’s 

stoical heroes and heroines must suffer, must endure, must conquer; they cannot 

espouse existentialism to negate the trial of suffering and loss, but have to confront it 

bravely in their quest for the (possible) redemption and a way of home-coming.  

Contemplating the misfortunes of the oppressed nations of Central and Eastern 

Europe which are robbed off their statehood and undergo the status of “half-exile,” 

Kołakowski writes: “We live in an age of refugees, of migrant, vagrants, nomads 
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roaming about the continents and warming their souls with the memory of their – 

spiritual or ethnic, divine or geographical, real or imaginary – homes.  A total 

homelessness is unbearable; it would amount to a complete break with human 

existence” (MET 59).  The rise of totalitarianism in the modern world generates the 

exilic and wandering fates of many of the people on earth, including Conrad’s early 

childhood experience of exile with his parents in northern Russia.  Conrad’s 

experience as a son of patriotic revolutionaries exiled by the Russian authority 

contributes to his view of the inevitability of losses and sufferings in the pursuit of 

human freedom and liberation.  Conrad’s elevation of the situation of exile to the 

universal fate of human struggle for salvation corresponds to Kołakowski’s query 

about the significance of exile in modernity, where the historical condition is merged 

with ontological existence: “Is the entire world going to be driven into an internal 

half-exile? Does God try to remind us, somewhat brutally, that exile is the permanent 

human condition?” (MET 59).  Kołakowski seems to conflate the particular history 

of Central and Eastern Europe with the universal “mythological history” designed in 

the economy of Christianity, which devotes itself to “tying people together” by 

enhancing their “awareness of common destiny and common responsibilities” (159).  

Likewise, in Conrad’s oeuvre, his personal sense of exile under the history of Polish 

partition and annexation by foreign powers is overlapped with the “myth of exile” 

echoed in his characters’ lives of painful internal and external exiles in a quest for 

reconciliation and redemption.  The entwinement of suffering and redemption in 

Kołakowski’s “myth of exile” is explained by the two “complementary ideas” 

essential to Christian culture: the sinned humanity to be saved by Christ’s sacrifice 

and the lesson of exile from paradise as a hard-won gain acquired by redeemed 

mankind (MET 77).  Kołakowski is attentive to the Christian myth of the “struggle 

between the devil and God,” where mankind is allowed to participate in the contest in 
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the course of history (191) – which highlights the philosopher’s affirmation of human 

agency despite the fact of the universal human condition, a hope in the transformation 

of the status quo to redeem oneself through moral conscience, religious faith and 

dignified humanity.  The emphasis on the human agency once more demonstrates the 

dialectical force of Kołakowski’s philosophy and the theory of the “myth of exile,” 

where the historical and the ontological, the particular and the universal, are 

interpenetrated to propel the progress of human destiny. 

    Kołakowski’s theory of “the myth of exile” is firmly embedded in the Christian 

narrative of the “universal symbol of Exile and the Great Return” and the “story of 

Redemption” (Religion 51).  The symbol of Exile tells the story of “felix culpa,” in 

which the guilt committed and the loss endured will promise the “hope of Return to 

the lost home and the confidence that human suffering will not turn out to be in vain;” 

the evil we encountered along the way of our fall and suffering will not impel us to 

return to a prelapsarian innocent status, but will lead our soul to an elevated status of 

refinement and advancement as the true “Return to the lost home” (51).  The 

universal destiny of human fate indicates the inevitable suffering as a trial to test and 

refine human soul; while the loss of human race requires a “divine figure” to redeem 

our sin and guilt (50) – the sacrificing and suffering “Redeemer” are embodied in 

many of Conrad’s exilic figures who have sinned, suffered and is redeemed eventually, 

including Lord Jim, Razumov, Tom Lingard, etc. 

    The historical experience of exile has long shaped the contour of Judaism and 

Christianity (Scott 2).  The “paradigm of exile and return” serves as the pillar of 

Judaism as recorded and prophesied in the Five Books of Moses (Neusner 221).  The 

history of Judaic exile and return happened between 586 and 450 BCE, during which 

the Judaeans of Israel were dispelled from their land and exiled to Babylonia and 

returned to rebuild their temple with the help of Persian emperor Cyrus (221-2).  No 
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matter whether they corresponded to the Jewish actual situation, the events from 586 

to 450 BCE became the “generative and definitive pattern of meaning” for the Jewish 

worldview and identification (224).  In other words, the origin and historical 

experience is transformed into universal paradigm of “alienation and reconciliation” 

in Judaic religious system (222-3).  The particular history of Jewish people is 

transformed by the religious system to become the ontology of the “myth of exile” 

carrying universal meaning.  According to Jacob Neusner, in the case of Judaism, 

“religion shapes the world” and not the other way round (225).  Here it demonstrates 

a conflation of the ontological (universal) with the historical (conditional), as in the 

case of Kołakowski’s elaboration of the “myth of exile” that combines the universal 

meaning of theology with the historical fact of the Eastern European countries that 

suffer from “half-exiles.”  The theological teaching of the “moral existence of sin 

and punishment, suffering and atonement and reconciliation” is fused with the social 

facts of the “uncertain and always conditional national destiny of disintegration and 

renewal of the group,” which reduces the particular historical experience to the 

abstract meaning of mythology (Neusner 228).  Likewise, in my interpretation of the 

internal and external exiles suffered by Conrad’s characters and the possibility of their 

return to the lost home, I attempt to endow the contingent and particular lives of those 

characters with the universal destiny of the “myth of exile,” showing how the 

historical facts are inevitably affected and contained within the big picture of a 

universal framework of human fate.  In the Christian inheritance of the Judaic 

paradigm of exile and return, it is believed that the exile of Israel had not yet come to 

an end until God redeemed his people (Evans 311).  The Christian discourse about 

the ongoing exile and oppression of Israel implies the “hopes of redemption and 

restoration” (312).  The Christian gospels prescribe the necessary condition of the 

repentance of God’s subjects before they are eligible to be redeemed (315).  In fact, 
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Jesus’ preaching of repentance corresponds to the Jewish belief of the necessity of 

repentance as “a prerequisite for ending the exile” (325).  The Matthean genealogy 

also suggest the appearance of Jesus, the “Davidic Messiah,” ushers in the ending of 

exile and the beginning of redemption (326).  In the Christian tradition, Jesus has 

become the “agent of redemption,” the Redeemer who suffers and sacrifices for 

people and thereby purges and redeems their sins (328).  In my interpretation of the 

exilic heroes and heroines of Conrad’s works, they have sinned and erred, and they 

must suffer, endure, and repent before they can finally return to their lost home and 

redeem their past guilt.  They are the Christian heroes who suffer and who sacrifice 

in a gesture of atonement – they have become the Christ figure that may redeem their 

own and other people’s souls through their noble endurance of suffering and 

acceptance of sacrifice before their final return to the home as well as paradise lost.     

    Concerning the redemptive vision of the “myth of exile,” Kołakowski delves into 

the theme of “felix culpa.”  Kołakowski is apprehensive about the dark force of the 

“evils of the human condition” and concerned about the possibility of an “ultimate 

salvation” amidst such unfavorable outer environment (MET 75).  He raises the 

question about “devil’s presence” as to whether evil can be eradicated completely and 

“universal reconciliation” be achieved certainly (77).  Kołakowski’s deep concern 

and solicitude even makes me suspect about the philosopher’s pessimistic view about 

“original sin” and the possibility of “redemption” notwithstanding his avowed 

religious faith.  In fact, there is always already “opposing doctrine” in the cosmic 

destiny (Kołakowski, MET 80).  Nevertheless, such contradiction forms part of the 

divine design in the “ultimate balance,” where “all is justified, each element and event, 

struggle and contradiction will appear as an individual contribution to the same work 

of salvation” (77).  This demonstrates the complementary existence of the opposing 

doctrine that forms a totality toward universal synthesis.  One may ask how 
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Christianity can justify the existence of evil, or the “negative energy,” since the 

Creator is unique and omnipotent (Kołakowski, MET 77-8).  This actually fits into 

the divine design of Christianity, whose faith of redemption by suffering dictates that 

“without dissatisfaction – without some form of suffering – there can be no creativity 

no love” (81).  This combination of hope and despair, love and hatred, suffering and 

salvation, is echoed in the “myth of exile,” where the toils and adversity of internal 

and external exiles is a promise leading people back home to find peace and love in 

belonging and community – as the suffering endured by Conrad’s heroes and heroines 

will be compensated by their eventual spiritual as well as physical home-coming after 

long period of exile and wandering.  In other words, the “brutal forces” has become 

a stepping-stone in human history to enable us leap back to lost home and paradise as 

long as we “fight against social oppression and human misery” along the course of 

our movement (Kołakowski, MET 85).  Kołakowski recommends the doctrine of 

evangelical Christianity as a model of Christianity, in which “faith” leads people to 

have “trust in divine mercy,” to believe in the “effectiveness of the ace of 

redemption,” and to practice “moral observance” (88).  Kołakowski conceives his 

theory of “myth of exile” on the basis of the story of redemption, arguing that all 

moral evils must be redeemed by suffering while God may act as an “external 

intervention” in human history in the image of “Christ the Redeemer” (90).  

    To fulfill the vision of a better world of utopian future as the ultimate goal of the 

“myth of exile,” Kołakowski advises people to get inspiration from “socialist thought” 

in addition to Christian faith in order to implement the values of justice and freedom 

(MET 85).  Accordingly, Kołakowski attempts to refurbish the meaning of Christian 

faith in our century that is overshadowed by the underside of modernity and disgraced 

by the degeneration of the Enlightenment culture.  The essence of Christianity lies in 

its power of all-encompassing love to serve as a “barrier against hatred in the 
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consciousness of individuals” (Kołakowski, MET 92).  Kołakowski invokes 

Bultmann’s definition of faith to re-think the meaning of Christian faith, which should 

be a kind of life experience altered to each believer rather than a rigified dogma 

obeyed by all (101-2).  Bearing in mind the new approach to define the Christian 

faith in the new era, Kołakowski elaborates on his vision of the utopia, qualified as a 

just and perfect world earned by “human effort,” a termination of “all mankind’s 

predicament” (132).  Kołakowski is particularly aware of the pitfall of an unqualified 

call for fraternity in the utopian world, whose prospect may be threatened by both the 

violence of totalitarianism and the avarice of capitalism.  Kołakowski contends that 

the two basic tenets of the Christian utopia are “self-contradictory”: “fraternity by 

coercion” and “equality imposed by an enlightened vanguard” (MET 140).  He 

criticizes the daydream of a “perfect and everlasting human fraternity,” which tends 

easily to turn into a “despotic society” backed up by totalitarian rule (138).  The 

ideal of equality, when deprived of the respect for difference and highlighted by 

imposition of identity, will be degraded to “institutionalized” fraternity before its total 

depravity to “totalitarian despotism” (139).  Kołakowski vehemently rejects the 

establishment of “egalitarian utopias” based on the “aesthetics of impeccable 

symmetry and ultimate identity,” where all traces of difference, variety, and 

dissidence are mercilessly wiped out (140) – a situation similar to the world modeled 

on “identity-thinking” and “exchange-value” denounced by Adorno as the origin of 

the debasement of Enlightenment culture.  In modernity the totalitarian regime of 

Sovietism and the liberal democratic society have become the two main sources of the 

world’s lapse into ancient form of domination: the former treats human beings as 

“replaceable parts of the impersonal state machine;” the latter’s “openness” turned out 

to be a form of “paralysis” (149, 162).  Under the banner of enlightenment and 

progress, the liberalism of democratic society put together the power of political and 
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economic exploitation that has caused the “self-destruction” of the Enlightenment 

culture.  Viewing to the losses and miseries engendered by the Enlightenment 

culture’s self-destruction, Kołakowski envisions a “true” utopia modeled on Christian 

teachings as the outcome of the “myth of exile.”  He declares that a true utopian 

society should always be open to the needs of “variety,” “personal self-assertion,” and 

“distinctiveness” (Kołakowski, MET 141).  The prime example of a well-functioned 

commune is “Jewish kibbutzim” that combines the “socialist and Zionist ideals” 

(144) – a realization of the “myth of exile” in its home-coming and home-settling 

after years of arduous wandering.  Kołakowski reminds us the tendency to privilege 

the collective over the humanity in the establishing of a utopian community, where the 

value of personality should be preserved through our respect to “personal dignity” and 

“human rights” (152).  This set spotlight on Kołakowski’s concern over the 

importance of human agency and initiative to make transformation of social injustice 

and change the status quo – which is central to the theory of “myth of exile” that 

emphasizes the individual’s pursuit of a better life after his amelioration of conduct 

and repentance over past guilt.  In Kołakowski’s religious vision, a true “open 

society” requires the ethical system of early Christian virtues that include 

“self-sacrifice” and “selflessness” (MET 163-4).  This denotes the necessity of a 

“strong base of a traditional authority” to set the principles of “universal moral 

standards” that is derived from “great universal religions” (172).  Nevertheless, the 

situation of real-life experience is often too complicated to stick to clear-cut moral 

standards, as exemplified by the ethical dilemma encountered by Conrad’s characters, 

so that they suffer from the anguish of moral ambivalence and ambiguity as well.  As 

a philosopher of Christian religion, Kołakowski believes in the mystique of 

“Revolutionary Messianism” in the hope of a “radical discontinuity in history” that 

may usher in the coming of “New Time” (MET 221).  The Messiah is believed to be 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 148 

 

“incarnate in one sect, race, class, or party” that bears the burden of “truth” through 

the messianic technique of “destruction” (221-2).  The fulfillment of “New Time” by 

“destruction” is perfectly echoed in the philosophy of “myth of exile,” where painful 

struggle and suffering functions as a preface to the consequent achievement of 

reconciliation and redemption.  Confronted by the modernity where “hatred-charged 

and conflicting demands and resentments” prevail in all corners of the world, 

Kołakowski encourages us to embrace the religious as well as philosophical teaching 

in “searching for an alchemical formula for the fire of purgatory, a fire that cleanses 

and carries pain only with hope” (MET 261).  In the works of his late phase, Conrad 

seems to reach a final reconciliation with the human world in his belief in the power 

of love and communion, which demonstrates the redemptive nobility of human being 

to discard hatred and embrace love along his painful course of home-coming after the 

purgatory trials of exiles. 

    Kołakowski enumerates three main interpretations of religious myths along the 

course of human history: (a) the Enlightenment philosophers who treated myth as a 

kind of “pseudo-science” that informs “rational learning with arbitrary fantasies” in 

the minds of the unenlightened savage men. (b) An alternative to the Enlightenment 

view that takes emphasis on the “emotional” rather than “cognitive” function of myths 

that integrates the collective emotions of the society as a whole through its consoling 

and soothing elements. (c) A return to the “cognitive” interpretation in the last decade 

of the twentieth century that attempts to find out the “hidden structure” behind 

mythological discourse to classify or explain social relationship (Religion 13-4).  All 

the aforementioned interpretations revolve around the “functional approaches” of 

myths that tends to stress the importance of “latent meaning” while dismissing the 

“ostensible meaning” as mere ignorance or self-deception of the unenlightened mind 

(15).  That is to say, the raison d’être of God is reduced to empirical function to 
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explain or justify “social conflicts” and “sexual inhibitions” or codify natural 

phenomena (16).  The discourse on the “secular” functions and needs of religion in 

Kołakowski’s view, are totally “illicit statements” since religion is everything about 

faith and the spiritual and nothing about the empirical and the cognitive (10).  The 

debates around the irreconcilable tendency in the creed of God’s “infinite goodness” 

and the ubiquity of evil in the world are also set on the spotlight in Kołakowski’s 

defense of religious faith (19).  He resorts to Leibniz’s view of a world divinely 

designed to “equip” human beings with “free will,” including the will to sin, rather 

than a world “inhabited by sinless automata,” the former of which is a better choice 

according to the teaching of theodicy (20).  Theodicy attempts to reconcile God’s 

wisdom and good will with human suffering by explaining the existence of evil as 

necessary in leading people toward a future perfection through the trials of misery and 

misfortune (35).  Kołakowski advocates the importance of religious faith in 

providential wisdom as “a technique for survival,” which enables people to endure 

suffering with courage and perseverance instead of plunging into despair and 

despondency (38).  In other words, Christian faith (as well as Buddhist tradition) 

teaches us “how to be a failure,” to learn the arts of humility and stoicism, to face the 

challenge of misery and suffering with a humble mind in order to be reborn as a soul 

of wisdom (40). 

    The Judaeo-Christian theme of exile and return takes a turn and twist in Conrad 

the man as an exilic Pole “re-territorialized” in the land of Britain, which might sheds 

light in our understanding of the theme developed in the writer’s works.  George 

Gasyna’s article offers a trenchant analysis on the topic of Conrad’s exile and 

home-coming.  He argues that Conrad holds a dual subject position, which is split 

between an “espousal of an urbane post-national cosmopolitanism” and the “paralysis 

by assorted recursive enticements of nostalgia” (212).  Gasyna invents the term 
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“strategic return” to describe Conrad’s resolve of the split loyalties between a newly 

adopted home and a homeland left behind (212).  Such tension can be detected in 

Conrad’s “Polish writings,” where the narrative is vacillated between “the collective 

experiencing of deterritorialization” (such as “Amy Foster” and other political essays 

on the Polish problem) and “the excruciatingly individualistic, and … uncanny 

experience of homecoming” (such as the essay “Poland Revisited”) (217).  

Concerning the relationship between Conrad’s exilic tropes and his symbolic home, 

Gasyna suggests Conrad integrates his inheritance of “Polish nobles” into his adopted 

“British peerage” that set in high relief the “affinities” of these two social systems 

(222).  As recorded in “Poland Revisited,” where Conrad’s return to Cracow in 1914 

is tinged with his sense of alienation as a “foreigner” of “cultural hybridity,” the 

writer attempts to reconcile the opposition between his “Fatherland” (of Polish 

national and cultural pride) and his “exilic space of potential new identities” (228).  

In light of the “luminal space” occupied by Conrad the man in his straddling of a 

return to an old home and a search of a new home after the arduous periods of exile, 

my interpretation of the works of Conrad the writer also focuses on the “hybrid” 

nature of the theme of home-coming, which explores the potential of new identity in a 

new-found home while assimilating the lessons learned in the old home after one’s 

repentance and chastisement.  This dual focus corresponds to the Christian paradigm 

of exile and return that stresses on the “rebirth” of a new soul endowed with new 

identity and potentiality, rather than a return to a prelapsarian status of innocence and 

purity.  Accordingly, in Chapter Four I shall demonstrate how Conrad’s characters 

bear the burdens of their past (old home) in their way to find a potential (new home) 

with their repentant and redeemed selves. 

    Poland’s long history of partition and occupation by foreign powers frustrated 

the mind of the young Conrad, whose sense of insecurity was exasperated by his bitter 
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childhood memories of exile with his parents.  Conrad’s “revolt” against Poland in 

his decision of self-exile was taken place after his loss of faith in changing the 

unalterable fact of his country’s disintegration (Gurko 24).  In his exile from his 

motherland while undertaking his maritime career, Conrad first set foot in France and 

then in England, where he became a “complete stranger” after his landing (44).  

Conrad is fully aware of the difficult process of integrating into a new home and 

taking roots after long periods of exile, which is reflected in the wandering and exilic 

situations of most of his characters (46).  Leo Gurko suggests that the foreigners in 

Conrad’s works find “they are foreigners to themselves as well,” an indication of the 

intertwinement of the “external exile” and “internal exile” where the struggle for 

“social roots” is overlapped with the quest for “self-knowledge and self-recognition” 

(46).  This implies the difficulty in finding a new home and taking roots after exile, 

which is an arduous trial for the wandering men leaving his old home behind while 

painstakingly seeking for a new home along the way of his exile.  Conrad finally 

became a British citizen in 1886, a milestone that points to his finding a new home in 

his adopted country.  Nevertheless, one cannot underestimate the difficulty of taking 

roots and finding sense of belonging in one’s quest of a new home as an exile.  

Conrad remains estranged from his adopted country throughout his life, and assumes 

a posture of cultural hybrid with ambivalent and split loyalties between his Polish old 

home and an English new home.  Conrad’s complicated case of “exile and return” 

testifies to the plausibility of a “strategic return” elaborated by Gasyna 

aforementioned, where the return means not merely a retrieving of lost home but a 

finding of new home with new potentials – a combination of old ethos and new hopes 

in one’s restoration from exile.  

 

II. Conrad’s Inheritance of Polish Romanticism and Messianism 
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    From 1795 to 1945 Conrad’s country home, Poland, was in a stateless condition 

partitioned by three powers: Russia, Prussia and Austria.  At best, it could be 

described as a “cultural, linguistic, or administrative area” under the control of 

partitioning powers (Norman Davies 6).  Under such a political atmosphere, the 

political activists employed Polish Nationalism as the rallying point to cohere the 

national consciousness of the subordinated Poles – Conrad’s father Apollo 

Korzeniowski was an important figure among such revolutionary activists.  

According to the nationalist argument, “Polishness” was defined as people using the 

same Polish language united against the oppression of foreign enemies and remaining 

loyal to their Polish community (Norman Davies 13).  In fact, the modern-day Polish 

nation is the outcome of the endeavors of Polish nationalism (13).  Ever since 1717 

when the Polish King and the Republic became the puppet of Russian Tsar, a sense of 

“religious and cultural bonds” was formed as the backbone of “revolutionary 

nationalism,” under whose calling Polish patriotism is involved with “dissidence and 

insurrection” (15-6).  The prime time of Apollo Korzeniowski’s life was engaged in 

such patriotic conspiratorial activities; this was the environment under which the 

young Conrad was raised and inculcated as a “Pole-Catholic and Gentleman.”  

Owning to the absence of statehood, Polish national consciousness was mainly 

derived from four sources: Church, Language, History and Race (Norman Davies 18).  

The importance of the Roman Catholic Church in rousing Polish national 

consciousness is beyond doubt, which will be discussed in detail later.  The Polish 

language became an instrument of the literary imagination in the service of the 

national cause, as the literature of the Romantic period demonstrates (Norman Davies 

21).  The representative Romantic authors such as Adam Mickiewicz and Juliusz 

Słowacki employed recurrent Romantic themes to express their patriotic feelings 

(21) – a type of literature termed as Polish Romanticism or Polish Messianism that 
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will be explored later in the section.  Polish History is closely associated with the 

Polish language to record the nation’s past glory in artistic and imaginative forms (22).  

Polish racial theorists drew on different sources to develop their own ideas on racial 

identity: while some believed in a distinct ethnic origin to form a Polish identity, 

others embraced the “Pan-Slav concepts” calling for racial integration (24-5).  From 

the mid-nineteenth century onwards, Polish patriotic revolutionaries withdrew into the 

“‘poetical-political dream world’ of literature” that stresses on “inner spiritual life” 

modeled on “aesthetic and moral values” (37).  Much of the strength of the Polish 

insurrectionary tradition thereby comes from the moral support and spiritual 

consolation of a “Romantic approach to Literature and History” (41), a breed of 

literature that deeply influenced Apollo Korzeniowski’s poetic and dramatic works, 

which in turn is inherited by Conrad as his inalienable “Polishness.”              

    Both of Conrad’s parents, Apollo Korzeniowski and Ewa Bobrowski, came from 

families that belonged to Polish ruling and landowning class of “szlachta,” which 

denotes the combination of the statuses of nobility and gentry in the Polish language 

(Najder, Conrad in Perspective 19).  Members of the szlachta class were aware of 

their social and national responsibilities and are proud of their liberal ideas against 

any political entities that threaten “absolute monarchy” (Najder, Joseph Conrad: a 

Chronicle 3).  Accordingly, Conrad’s parents were revolutionaries who are actively 

involved in political conspiracies against the Russian autocratic rule after the partition 

of Poland by foreign empires.  Due to her tragic history of partition and annexation 

by Russia, Prussia and Austria, Poland held a long tradition of “patriotic conspiracies” 

that worshipped the “heroic virtues of duty, fidelity and honor” (Najder, Joseph 

Conrad: a Chronicle 4).  Within such a high-handed political ambience, Polish 

literature took the role of suppressed national institutions “to encourage its readers to 

remember the country’s past glory and the responsibility of its citizens to restore its 
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independence” (4).  As a poet and literary translator, Apollo followed the literary 

custom of post-partition Poland to assume the social and national responsibilities 

self-imposed by men of letters (Najder, Conrad in Perspective 26).  Apollo’s poetic 

practices emulated the tradition of Polish Romanticism, which involves a Messianic 

vision of the country’s Roman Catholic background to serve the role of “the Christ of 

Nations” that might redeem the suffering and miseries of other oppressed countries by 

her act of martyrdom (20).  Such romantic ethos endows the Polish mentality with a 

“sacred duty to fulfill their mission of redemption and salvation” (21).  Apollo’s 

inheritance of the tradition of messianic visions gave his poems strong moral and 

religious overtones set after the model of the great Polish romantic poet Adam 

Mickiewicz (21).  On the other hand, Apollo’s Polish romantic thought was termed 

as “szlachta revolutionaries” – which aims to rebuild an independent Poland where all 

citizens share political liberties and class equality (28).  To be specific, his political 

vision is a mixture of “revolutionism” and “traditionalism,” in which a call for armed 

national rebellion against Russian autocratic rule and the abolition of serfdom are 

combined with “traditional szlachta democracy” aimed to extend liberties to all social 

stratum (Najder, Joseph Conrad: a Chronicle 15).  In particular, Apollo’s 

traditionalism should be distinguished from the political conservatism espoused by his 

brother-in-law Tadeusz Bobrowski, which will be clarified later.  In support of the 

emancipation of peasantry, Apollo envisioned a form of “utopian agrarianism” as his 

political ideal, which denounces industry as the “source of materialism, corruption 

and breakdown of social cohesion” as expressed in his writings (Najder, Conrad in 

Perspective 26).  In his political essay “Poland and Muscovy” Apollo conceives that 

the modern world is composed of a “struggle between barbarism and civilization,” in 

which Tsarist Russia is the “contemporary embodiment of Asiatic, Tartar, and 

Byzantine barbarism” (Najder, Joseph Conrad: a Chronicle 19).  Apollo’s 
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revolutionary ideal of national uprising against Russian autocratic authority is 

modeled on the idea of “common human dignity and brotherhood,” which is a basic 

tenet not of communist Marxism but of Polish Romanticism in pursuit of “patriotism, 

piety, fidelity and honor” (Najder, Conrad in Perspective 42).  All in all, the literary 

as well as psychological heritage that Conrad inherited from his father encompasses 

the political ideas of patriotism and democracy against Russian autocracy; the literary 

love of romanticism; and the mental propensity of spontaneous feelings and solitary 

meditation in the face of irreconcilable conflicts that shatter human hopes (Najder, 

Joseph Conrad: a Chronicle 28-9).  Apollo’s embrace of Polish Romanticism and 

Messianism can be traced in Conrad’s rendering of the redemptive meaning of human 

suffering and human misfortunes; while the former’s political ideals of “utopian 

agrarianism” based on democracy and brotherhood is echoed in the latter’s distaste of 

“material interests” in the capitalist culture and his humanitarian vision of a 

breakdown of class, racial and cultural hierarchies in the name of human solidarity. 

    As the son of a revolutionary dissident, Conrad is known for his “dislike of all 

things Russian” his indictment against the autocratic regime that destroyed his family 

and his childhood (Smith 1).  Indeed, Conrad’s political sense of anti-tsarism was 

inherited as part of his Polish patriotism and nationalism, a romantic spirit of 

insurrection against the oppressor which “left him with a lifelong suspicion of 

Russia,” as expressed in his political novels and essays (Simmons 196).  On the 

other hand, Conrad’s attitude toward revolutionary activities was all the same never 

far away from distrust and skepticism, due to his awareness of the futility of his 

father’s revolutionary ideas – a sense of bitterness that was stimulated by his 

conflicting loyalties between the political faith of Korzeniowski and Bobrowski 

(Crankshaw 94).  David Smith has called Conrad’s wavering between anti-tsarist 

revolutionism and anti-revolutionary conservatism the “Bobrowski-Korzeniowski 
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dilemma”: the conflicting pulls of his father’s and guardian uncle’s political espousals 

enacted in his life and works.  Najder categorizes the Polish political mentalities 

under the period of partition into three types: the appeasers, the “Whites,” and the 

“Reds” (Introduction 4).  The Bobrowskis represent the “appeasers” who quested for 

Polish national identity but supported the status quo under Russian occupation; while 

the Korzeniowskis are the “Reds” who fought for national independence through 

radical revolution and campaigned for social reform (4).  Conrad’s guardian uncle 

only held a “passive” attachment to Polish culture and tradition in that he succumbed 

to an enforced Russification and relinquished the cause of national self-defense 

(Najder, Conrad in Perspective 51).  Although Conrad diverged from his uncle’s 

illusion about Russia, the two men share the belief in the tradition of Polish 

Romanticism (66, 65).  Although Apollo’s as well as Conrad’s “romanticism” were 

in stark contrast to Tadeusz Bobrowski’s “realism,” the guardian’s rationalist and 

matter-of-fact philosophy of life inevitably inculcated his conflicted ward with “deep 

skepticism frequently tinged with pessimism” as expressed in his works (Najder, 

Introduction 19).  Bobrowski’s influence endows Conrad with “tragic tensions” or a 

sense of “internal strife,” which in turn has become the hall mark of the writer’s 

works – a tension between men’s perfectness and the weakness in heroic mind; 

between a belief in justice and an awareness of the futility of change; between an 

ardor of patriotic fidelity and a despair of political struggle (Najder, Conrad in 

Perspective 67).  The legacy of the “Bobrowski-Korzeniowski dilemma” functions 

as the cornerstone of the principle of “irreconcilable antagonism” of universal human 

condition borne by Conrad the “homo duplex.”  Accordingly, even in the sacred 

moments of redemption and sacrifice registered in his works as inherited from the 

tradition of Polish Romanticism and Messianism, we can still find a sober sense of 

skepticism that challenges the hope of change and the success of human endeavors.  
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    Polish romantic literature combines the features of Romanticism, Nationalism 

and Messianism to characterize the patriotic Polish mentality that glorifies in heroic 

insurrection and redemptive exile (Milosz 200).  This breed of literature sanctifies 

the myth of “golden freedom” that distinguishes Poland from her autocratic neighbors 

and shapes her in the image of “an innocent victim suffering for the sins of humanity” 

(200-1).  The romantic poets are treated as the spiritual leaders of the country and 

acclaimed as “national bards,” among whom Adam Mickiewicz, Juliusz Słowacki and 

Zygmunt Krasiński are best recognized and remembered by contemporaries and later 

generations (203).  Under the tutorship and influence of his father Apollo 

Korzeniowski, himself a patriotic poet following the vein of Polish Romanticism, 

Conrad was acquainted with the literary tradition of Poland based on moral and 

political ideals – with Mickiewicz and Słowacki as his confessed literary progenitors 

(Najder, Introduction 16, 15).  Mickiewicz’s long poem Konrad Wallenrod tells the 

story of a Lithuanian-born hero who serves in Teutonic army and deliberately leads 

the troop to disaster for sake of his mother-country (Milosz 220-1) – a complicated 

theme of the entwinement of fidelity and betrayal in patriotic behavior, as echoed in 

Conrad’s conflict-ridden hero Razumov and his many other characters modeled on the 

spirit of the “homo duplex.”  Słowacki’s drama Kordian also depicts the patriotic 

action of its protagonist, who conspires to assassinate the Russian czar for the national 

cause, but fails in the end due to his moral scruples (234-5) – whose portrayal of the 

paradox and duplexity of human nature even in the pursuit of a noble cause has great 

influence on Conrad’s design of the estimable characters with inner struggles, such as 

Lord Jim’s dilemma of conscience in his encounter with Gentleman Brown.  The 

heritage of the Polish romantic tradition has a deep impact on Conrad’s treatment of 

issues of “moral responsibility,” which centers on the values of “duties and 

obligation” based on communal ideals rather than “conscience and self-perfection” in 
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terms of individual merits (Najder, Introduction 31).  The redemptive vision of 

Polish Romanticism is also echoed in Conrad the man besides his literary works.  As 

an uprooted Polish nobleman he always cherished the chivalrous values originated in 

his motherland – “honor, duty, fidelity, friendship” – which in the long run become 

the embedded message of his literary works veiled with pessimistic and skeptical 

surfaces.        

    The Roman Catholic Church was closely knit to the life and politics of Poland 

during its long period of occupation by foreign powers.  During the dismal period of 

Poland’s partitions, the three powers blatantly intervened in the country’s religious 

affairs, particularly its ecclesiastical matters (Norman Davies 209).  In the face of the 

humiliation of foreign meddling and persecution however, the Vatican remained 

ambiguous or even “negligent” to the suffering of her Catholic daughter (212).  On 

the part of the oppressed Polish Catholics, they always held their religious faith as the 

sacrosanct harbor where they can take refuge and consolation from the tribulations of 

mundane life.  The Polish clergy shared the “radical ideals of national and social 

reformers” (216).  In this particular juncture, Polish nationalism and Polish 

Catholicism were merged to serve as the distinctive Polish identity (222).  Despite its 

occasional “ambiguities,” the Roman Catholic Church has become the beacon of 

traditional Polish life and illuminated the souls of her patriotic subjects, as realized in 

the spirits of Polish Romanticism and Polish Messianism, which are highly charged 

with religious overtones. 

    Since Polish Catholicism functions as an indispensible religious element in the 

making of Polish Romanticism and Polish Messianism, it is necessary to look into the 

role religion played in Conrad’s inheritance of the tradition of Polish culture and 

literature.  Conrad’s earliest religious background is Polish Catholicism, which 

carries “intensely nationalistic” overtone to back up the spiritual life of its people 
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oppressed by foreign powers (Lester, Conrad and Religion 1).  The nationalistic 

tendency of Polish religion has elevated the status of the nation to become “an object 

of veneration and awe” (4).  Through the ideas about the Messianic role of Poland 

propagated by her romantic poets, Poland comes to embody the “Christ of nations” 

who suffers for the sin of the world but would rise on the Third Day to usher in 

“God’s Kingdom on Earth” (4).  Such strong link of religious belief and nationalistic 

sentiment can be seen in Adam Mickiewicz’s Books of the Polish Nation (1831), 

which attracted the devotion of patriotic revolutionaries such as Apollo Korzeniowski 

(4).  Nevertheless, Apollo’s espousal of the Polish cause induced his familial 

miseries and disaster, which is deemed by some critics as the direct reason of 

Conrad’s “dislike of Christianity,” a religious faith deeply entangled with his 

childhood tragedy and misfortunes (10).  Conrad’s later emigration to England and 

conversion to British nationality enabled him to immerse in a Protestant environment 

of Christianity; while the only fact we are certain about his attitude toward Victorian 

religion is his dissatisfaction with its incorrigible hypocrisy (12).  Our knowledge 

about Conrad’s comments on Christian doctrines is mainly derived from his 

correspondence with Marguerite Poradowska, an “aunt” who later turns out to be his 

intimate friend and literary mentor as well (13).  For example, Conrad’s thought on 

the doctrine of “expiation through suffering” is to treat it as “a product of superior but 

savage minds,” which “is quite simply an infamous abomination when preached by 

civilized people.  It is a doctrine which, on the one hand, leads straight to the 

Inquisition and on the other, leads to possibilities of bargaining with the Eternal” 

(Letters of Joseph Conrad to Marguerite Poradowska 36).  However, this denial of 

Christian expiation expressed in the private correspondence seems to contradict with 

the recurrent theme in the writer’s fictions, where we could trace the redemptive 

meaning of suffering, as exemplified by the repentant heroes such as Lord Jim and 
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Razumov.  Another dismal example is Conrad’s belief in fatalism that makes him 

discredit the existence of a benevolent Creator:  

For here there is always the thought of what might have been, the regret 

for things unaccomplished, the despair over the useless sacrifice of love 

on which depended the happiness of those who remain stunned with 

astonishment at the inexplicable cruelty of the Invisible that guides 

inanimate things to destroy a life necessary to the happiness of innocent 

beings, of that being not yet conscious! Truly we are the slaves of fate 

before our birth, and we pay tribute to misfortune before we have known 

what it is. (Letters of Joseph Conrad to Marguerite Poradowska 31) 

Such hopeless awareness of human destiny pre-ordained by fate which is incapable of 

any change or improvement on the part of human and divine endeavors alike can only 

find correspondence in the writer’s early Malay fictions (Lester, Conrad and Religion 

17).  Despite Conrad’s apparently gloomy outlook on religious affairs expressed in 

his correspondence, we have to take the context of his letters into consideration.  

Most of his letters to Poradowska were written between 1890 and 1895, a difficult 

period of his career crisis – including the slow progress of Almayer’s Folly and the 

harrowing experience of his Congo journey – which had caused his long-term 

depression and despair (Lester, Conrad and Religion 16).  There exists a deep gap of 

Conrad’s religious stance between his fiction and non-fiction writings.  In his 

fictional writings, we can trace such themes as suffering and redemption, honor and 

fidelity, which are characteristic of Polish romantic tradition; while in his 

non-fictional writings, especially his correspondence, the reader is easily astounded 

by the writer’s atheist thinking.  John Lester points out that Conrad’s use of religious 

terminology is often applied to his two vocations – the craft of the sea and the craft of 

the writer (Conrad and Religion 21).  Accordingly, the gloomy and dark 
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contemplation of religious matters can be explained as the writer’s painful undergoing 

of crisis over his career transition, which must have caused many moments of 

uncertainty and skepticism.  Lester concludes that Conrad’s anti-Christian comments 

should be viewed as moods related to a period of frustration and inactivity rather than 

“taken as a profound statement of loss of faith” (Conrad and Religion 15).  When 

looked from a bigger picture of his writing career, I argue that Conrad’s religious 

attitude is manifested in the trajectory of his three phases – from the sense of despair 

and lost hope in his early works, to the redemptive vision of his major phase, and 

finally to the messianic tone of love and communion in the final phase – which will be 

fully explored in Chapter Four. 

    Amar Acheraïou argues that Poland has become as if a “repressed” trauma in 

Conrad’s subconscious, assuming a “suspected rather than a seen presence” in the 

writer’s works (“The Shadow of Poland” 47).  Accordingly, Conrad in his narratives 

employs the strategy of “ellipsis” and “elision” to represent the image of Poland, 

which is always obliquely revealed except in the short story “Prince Roman” based on 

a direct reference to the national history of Poland (48).  Although Acheraïou argues 

that Poland is an “unsayable” presence in Conrad’s works demanding the reader’s 

“inference” and “deduction” of its existence, he admits that Poland forms an essential 

“concept metaphor” at the core of Conrad’s aesthetics (50, 56).  We can identify the 

serene and idyllic images of Patusan and the pre-civil-war Costaguana as Conrad’s 

pre-partition Poland in disguise; while the ideas and credos of Polish Romanticism 

abound in works such as Under Western Eyes and Lord Jim.  In fact, besides his 

indirect reference to Poland and his inheritance of Polish literary tradition in his 

fictional works, Conrad is sincerely concerned with the Polish problems and feels 

nostalgic about his Polish past as revealed in his non-fiction writings, ranging from 

his comments on contemporary international politics regarding Poland’s destiny in 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 162 

 

“Autocracy and War,” “The Crime of Partition,” “Note on the Polish Problem,” to his 

reminiscence of Polish memories in “Poland Revisited” and A Personal Record.  

Hay qualifies Conrad’s wartime essays on Poland aforementioned as the writer’s 

long-deferred “return to his roots from self-imposed exile” (“Reconstructing ‘East’ 

and ‘West’ in Conrad’s Eyes” 39).  In “Note on the Polish Problem,” Conrad 

distinguishes Polish identity from Slavonism and identifies her temperament as 

“Western” by nature – the legacy of Polishness is called “Polonism” to signify the 

Polish identity in racial, cultural, and national terms (Notes on Life and Letters 135-6).  

In Marian Dąbrowski’s interview with Conrad, the then-established English writer 

speaks of the “immortality of Poland” as the remarkable Polishness in his writing 

style that is distinct from an English strain: “English critics – and after all I am an 

English writer – whenever they speak of me they add that there is in me something 

incomprehensible, inconceivable, elusive.  Only you can grasp this elusiveness, and 

comprehend what is incomprehensible.  That is Polishness.  Polishness which I 

took from Mickiewicz and Słowacki” (199).  Conrad’s deep identification with the 

heritage of Polishness, or Polish identity, can also be traced from his embrace of the 

moral as well as ethical visions of Polish Romanticism, a national heritage that is 

immersed in values of democracy, solidarity, community, and a humanitarian concern 

of the rights of the oppressed and the weak:  

Nothing is more foreign than what in the literary world is called 

Sclavonism, to the Polish temperament with its tradition of 

self-government, its chivalrous view of moral restraints and an 

exaggerated respect for individual rights […].  An impartial view of 

humanity in all its degrees of splendor and misery together with a special 

regards for the rights of the unprivileged of this earth, not on any mystic 

ground but on the ground of simple fellowship and honourable 
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reciprocity of services, was the dominant characteristic of the mental and 

moral atmosphere of the houses which sheltered my hazardous 

childhood: – matters calm and deep conviction both lasting and consistent, 

and removed as far as possible from that humanitarianism that seems to 

be merely a matter of crazy nerves or a morbid conscience.  (A Personal 

Record viii-ix) 

Concerning the preponderance of Polishness as well as Polish legacy in Conrad’s life 

and works as argued in this section, it befits to conclude with a balanced view over 

the writer’s “dual loyalty” to his adopted country and his mother land.  Acheraïou 

argues that in Conrad’s personal and fictional worlds the images of England and 

Poland “merge into one single entity,” where “Poland being the haunting shadow and 

England the incarnation or resuscitated body of an idealized Poland” (“The Shadow of 

Poland” 56).  Conrad himself maintains that Polonism has long served “as a barrier 

or perhaps better … as an outpost of the Western Powers” – designating Poland as the 

faithful defender of Western values and bearer of Western civilization against the 

encroachment of Russian barbarism (NLL 137).  From this identification of 

Polishness with the Western values we can discern how Conrad esteems both the 

merits of his mother-land and his adopted country.  In his confessed personal pride, 

the roles of Polish and English are overlapped in their glory: “Two personal things fill 

me with pride: that I, a Pole, am a master in the British merchant marine, and that I 

can write, not too badly, in English” (Dąbrowski 201).  As acclaimed as a “universal 

genius,” Conrad is capable to transcend both his native and adopted cultures to 

become a “worldly author,” whose breadth and depth makes him possess the 

“both-and” complexity as well as ambiguity characteristic of his writings and 

personality (Acheraïou, “The Shadow of Poland” 65).  Conrad’s wandering in the 

luminal space between the Polish and the English sets in high relief his duplexity and 
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janiformity, which can be explained as his two-fold visions of Poland as a paradise 

lost and England as a paradise regained or home returned – the heart-rending 

experiences of loss and regain, suffering and redemption, exile and home-coming, as 

realized by his heroes and heroines I shall explore in the next chapter.  
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Chapter Four: 

The Internal/External Exiles and the Return to the Lost “Home” 

    The long-standing myth of Paradise lost, the fall from Eden, testifies to the 

pertinence of the Christian paradigm of “exile and return” in the context of modernity 

and modernization.  Both the story of the Eden and the “myth of exile” are based on 

the concept of “fortunate fall” that seeks the possibility of redemption for man who 

had sinned, erred, and suffered before he could find a way back to the lost paradise.  

The return to the home is parallel to the regain of the paradise lost, which is a 

changing and upward movement for human beings but not the maintenance of the 

innocent status of being.  Since the eighteenth century onwards, the myth of Fall has 

been secularized to describe universal human condition in literary and artistic works 

(Otten 4) – which accounts for my deep concern of the thematic recurrence of the 

“myth of exile” in Conrad’s works that explores the universal predicament of human 

fate and the possibility of redemption for human beings.  According to David Adams, 

the motif of “Home” is recurrently explored in modernist and colonial fiction – it 

encompasses the “geographical home” of London or England, and the “historical 

home” of Greece, revealing the social and metaphysical imagination of the Westerners 

when it comes to the nostalgic topic of return to one’s roots (45-9).  The physical and 

metaphysical imagination of “Home-coming” corresponds to my categorization of the 

internal and external forms of exile experienced by Conrad’s characters before they 

succeed to restore a lost home, which in turn is parallel to Wisław Krajka’s analysis of 

the external (geographical) and internal (psychological) isolation suffered by Conrad’s 

heroes and heroines along their quest of a sense of belonging (Isolation and Ethos).  

In contrast to the literary trope of “exile” and “return” that covers both the physical 

and metaphysical levels, Said in his elaboration of the theme of exile tends to confine 

it to the literal experience of “long-term physical absence from one’s native country” 
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(Adams 49).  Moreover, he takes an alternative view of the significance of “return” 

in that he places a priority of “exile” over “rootedness” (51).  Said imagines a kind 

of “alternative community” that is “heterogeneous” as opposed to the traditional 

“rooted homogeneity” that defines a community (52-3).  In Said’s epistemology13 as 

well as historical experience, “homes” are always “provisional” while the exiles 

“cross borders” to embrace the “nomadic, decentered, contrapuntal” dimension of 

multiple cultures similar to the experience of “cosmopolitanism” (“Reflections on 

Exile” 185-6).  It is the same in Conrad’s case, who inherits the tradition of Polish 

Romanticism while assimilating the culture of his adopted country that he is eligible 

for the title of a “cosmopolitan” writer with multicultural visions.  Conrad’s 

experience of a “cosmopolitan” new home is also reflected in his works, where his 

principal characters as vagrant Europeans in exile finally return to a new “home” in 

the far-flung territories away from their origin.  That said, the motifs of “exile” and 

“home-coming” are intertwined in Conrad’s works viewed from the lens of the “myth 

of exile” elaborated by Kołakowski as the simultaneous punishment and reward of 

human destiny.   

    Poland’s role as the “Christ of Nations” bears strong reflections in Conrad’s 

stoical and sacrificing figures.  Their sacrificing and suffering shall in the long turn 

redeem the guilt of the whole community and their fellow countrymen.  For example, 

Razumov’s role as the sacrificing Christ figure in Under Western Eyes serves to save 

the degenerate souls of both the revolutionaries and the autocratic regime; while 

Nostromo the working-class hero in Nostromo is ill-used by both the European 

colonizers and the native political regime before he sacrifices his own life to make a 

                                                      
13

 Here the umbrella term “epistemology” denotes to the overall philosophical system and knowledge 

of Said’s worldview and identity politics. It refers to the conceived relativism of Said’s perspective, 

which is formed on behalf of the interests and posture of the postcolonial identity.  
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protest against the “corrupting force” of capitalism and state administration that 

destroys the life of the underprivileged people like him.  Stevie in The Secret Agent 

is also like the sacrificing lamb, whose destruction serves as a condemnation against 

the scientific-minded and interest-driven political figures of whether democratic 

administration or autocratic regime or anarchist community.        

    Krajka argued the Conradian “isolation” and loneliness of exile is necessarily 

compensated by “identifying with a community and accepting its ethos” (Isolation 

and Ethos 3).  The redemptive power of the “definite ethos of collective values” 

explains the importance of “home,” which is to be restored with tremendous 

“concentration, effort, and heroism” (111).  Although “moral darkness and warfare” 

are the keynotes that compose Conrad’s fictions, George Panichas affirms the writer’s 

extra-religious quest for “moral and eternal verities” that ends in the rediscovery of 

“self-meaning” by his heroes and heroines (xi, xii).  In other words, “moral effort 

and recovery” are requisite elements in Conrad’s works that celebrate the humanistic 

values of “responsibility, honor, fidelity” (xvii).  Bearing in mind the redemptive 

meaning of Conrad’s works, I have to stress the complexity of the religious theme of 

felix culpa that underlies the moral as well as ethical visions of Conradian heroes and 

heroines.  The “myth of exile” presupposes the guilt and consequent suffering of 

human beings before he can redeem his past and return to his lost home.  The 

intertwinement of sin and repentance, erring and suffering, loss and compensation, 

bespeaks the “doubleness” of the scapegoat theme in Conrad’s works, where the 

scapegoat, the victim, functions as an “oxymoronic figure” who “has to fail in order to 

succeed, who is both guilty and innocent, who both betrays and unites the 

community” (Mozina xiii, xx).  The “double” interpretation of sacrifice takes heed to 

both its Christian message of the innocence of the victim and the pagan ritual of just 

killing of the cause of the communal problem (xiv).  The combined nature of 
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sacrifice actually conveys the significance of the story of felix culpa and the “myth of 

exile” that stresses that fact that one’s guilt prepares one’s salvation; it also refers to 

the importance of the Christ figure as the Redeemer of human suffering.  The fact 

that Conrad’s characters combine these two contradictory sides explains the 

complexity of human nature depicted by Conrad the “homo duplex,” as well as the 

harsh context of modernity that destroys the ideas once entertained by human beings 

that makes their redemption such an arduous and toilsome endeavor. 

    In this chapter about the fulfillment of redemption through sacrificing and 

suffering, the female characters especially play influential and pivot roles in their 

performance of the arts of self-sacrificing.  The heroines of the works of Conrad’s 

late phase, such as Chance, Victory and The Rescue, are all the feminine figures who 

combine the opposite characteristics of masculine brevity and feminine sensitivity, 

which in a way reflects the “janiformity” or “duplexity” of Conrad’s works and 

visions in humanity.  Conrad the male writer in his belief of moral affirmation and 

communal love as expressed in the writings of his late phase demonstrates the 

importance of feminine sensitivity in the making of a male writer’s ethical vision to 

become mellower and more mature along the course of men’s suffering and enduring.  

    This chapter is composed of two sections.  Section One explores the “myth of 

exile” and the motifs of redemption embodied in Conrad’s works, including the 

internal exile of mental solitude and mental isolation entailed by individual 

conscience, and external exile of separation from one’s home and mother-land in 

tormenting self-exile.  The internal and external exiles precede the accomplishing of 

the theme of redemption, as manifested in acts of confession, sacrifice, atonement, 

and even death.  Section Two traces the trajectory of the ethical vision in Conrad’s 

writings, spanning from his early phase, major phase to late phase. 
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I. Motifs of Exile and Home-coming: Suffering, Enduring and Redeeming 

    In the world of modern technology and industry that has destroyed the physical 

as well as psychic well-being of its people, Conrad’s characters are depicted as 

victims undergoing tremendous disasters and irrevocable degradation as explored in 

Chapter Two.  In confrontation with the rage of “advanced theories” ranging from 

structuralism, poststructuralism to postmodernism that argue for the culturally and 

socially produced reality of everyday existence and that deny the possibility of 

authorial agency, Schwarz proposes the poetics of “humanistic pluralist criticism” that 

emphasizes the importance of “human agency” and “ethical commitment” in the 

profession of literary interpretation (Rereading Conrad 42, 36).  Faced with the 

critical trend to treat modern literature as the production of a dismal modern society 

devoid of human voice and human will, I am inspired and moved by Schwarz’s 

insistence to make individual voice heard and ethical principles respected in order to 

change the despairing status quo and find the glimmer of hope to move forward.  

Although in light of Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis of the dialectics of 

Enlightenment modern world is in the name of science and progress relentlessly 

reverting to its barbaric past of dominance and reification, Kołakowski’s theory of the 

Christian “myth of exile” lends hope to the dismal present situation and contributes to 

my agenda to tease out the possibility of redemption embedded in Conrad’s works, as 

demonstrated by his principal characters’ repentant acts of suffering, sacrificing and 

atoning before they can return to the lost home and find spiritual peace, if not physical 

rest.  The dual visions of disasters of the world inflicted by modernity and the hope 

of redemption consequent to the inevitable erring and suffering testify to the 

complexity and genius of Conrad as a “homo duplex” in rendering the depth and 

profundity of human life. 

    There are two great exiles in “Heart of Darkness” who suffer along their 
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wanderings and undergo spiritual transformation: Marlow and Kurtz.  According to 

the “night journey” theory, “Heart of Darkness” represents the “story of an essentially 

solitary journey involving profound spiritual change in the voyager” (Watts, Conrad’s 

“Heart of Darkness” 141).  Marlow and Kurtz represent two individual white men 

travelling to the heart of the Dark Continent, where they witnessed horrendous 

atrocities and underwent downright degeneration respectively, before they can learn 

the spiritual wisdom and gain the moral maturity from their experience of exile to the 

“heart of darkness.”  In contrast to thematic morality emphasized in my reading 

strategy, Peter Brooks adopts post-structuralist ideas to analyze the complex formal 

structure of the novella that is focused on the “notable uncertainties” of modernist 

narrative (239).  Brooks suggests the applicability of the “unreadable report” to 

Marlow’s retelling of Kurtz’s story, which spells out the contradictory nature of the 

experience of Marlow’s journey and story-telling much the same way as Kurtz’s 

Report reveals the conflicts at the core of his civilizing mission (214).  In light of 

Brooks’ deconstructive reading of the function of narrative technique, the significance 

of Kurtz’s life as well as Marlow’s journeys will be complicated as discussed later.  

Kurtz is an extremely complex figure from the various sources we heard about him – 

“an emissary of pity, and science and progress” who is “equipped with moral ideas of 

some sort” (“HOD” 169, 178).  Despite the high praises lavished on him by other 

colonists there in Africa, we subsequently learn from Marlow that Kurtz was 

practicing cannibalism and plundering the country for its ivory and other resources – a 

total depraved man due to his long-term isolation in the wilderness separate from the 

restraints of civilization.  Indeed, through the lens of Marlow, we are given a “dual 

Kurtz – a hollow man and a full man” who demonstrates the “protean mnemonic of an 

arbitrary quality about the relationship of morality to experience” (Watts, Conrad’s 

“Heart of Darkness” 110, 120).  From the metaphysical light of interpretation, we 
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might perceive Kurtz as the embodied paradox of human nature and human morality.  

On the other hand, from the socio-historical perspective as argued by Jeremy 

Hawthorn, Kurtz “represents an attempt to combine trade with idealism,” a kind of 

“symbiosis” at the core of British imperialism (176, 173).  Nevertheless, within the 

context of imperialism, idealism is always defeated and betrayed by the selfish 

“material interests” of trade – so that Kurtz is banished from the innocent status of an 

idealist missionary of civilization to undergo exile in the wilderness to thrive on trade 

and materialism.  Yet in Kurtz’s external exile in Africa wilderness as well as in 

internal exile in moral lassitude, he is not acting without self-examination and 

self-judgment.  Indeed, he is struggling with his own soul to choose between the 

idealism of “civilizing mission” and the temptation of power and instinct: “He 

struggled with himself, too. […].  I saw the inconceivable mystery of a soul that 

knew no restraint, no faith, and no fear, yet struggling blindly with itself” (“HOD” 

235).  Kurtz is struggling with his soul and conscience, a conflict between the ideals 

of the “original Kurtz” and the corruption of the “hollow sham” is enacted at his 

deathbed moment (“HOD” 237).  The Conradian crux “The horror! The horror!” 

(“HOD” 239) represents the inner struggle of Kurtz, a self-judgment or even 

self-condemnation of his past guilt and degradation with the sonorous echo of “moral 

victory”:  

He had summed up – he had judged. ‘The horror!’ He was a remarkable 

man.  After all, this was the expression of some sort of belief; it had 

candor, it had conviction, it had a vibrating note of revolt in its whisper, it 

had the appalling face of a glimpsed truth – the strange commingling of 

desire and hate.  […].  It was an affirmation, a moral victory paid for 

by abominable satisfactions.  But it was a victory!  That is why I have 

remained loyal to Kurtz to the last.  (“HOD” 241)   
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According to Brooks, Marlow’s re-telling of Kurtz’s death-bed words is 

always-already an act of “belatedness” or “secondariness” that only repeats Kurtz’s 

story (244).  Any interpretation of the ethical implication of Kurtz’s last words 

serves only as a kind of “cover-up” of the contradictory nature of language that makes 

Kurtz’s cry not so much a cry of victory as a “primal cry” – “a blurted emotional 

reaction of uncertain reference and context” (249-50).  Therefore, “The horror!  

The horror!” designates a “fall from language”: “what stands at the heart of 

darkness – at the journey’s end and at the core of this tale – is unsayable, 

extralinguistic” (250, 251).  Marlow’s summing up of Kurtz’s final words is always 

on the crisis of losing a “coherent and significant” ethical meaning because Kurtz’s 

articulation is entangled in a deconstructive “process of suspension and deferral” that 

defies any certainty and finality (252, 253).  Marlow’s final re-telling of Kurtz’s last 

words as a “lie” to the Intended thus adequately exposes the “unspeakable” nature of 

language as a “system of social communication and transmission,” whose repetition 

and recount only function to “cover up the unnamable” (255).  This deconstructive 

insight of language highlights the “potentially interminable” possibility of any speech 

act that makes Marlow’s repetition of Kurtz’s life and words an open-ended story 

(260).  In contrast to Brooks’ formal analysis of the meaning of “Heart of Darkness,” 

Hawthorn in his thematic concern argues that Kurtz’s cry can be seen as a “moral 

victory” in so far as “it involves a perception and recognition of the betrayal of his 

previous ideals” – an “openness” standing for a form of “repentance” (196).  

Accordingly, Kurtz’s soul after long term of harrowing exile and isolation has finally 

returned to its lost home of “idealism,” a spiritual elevation admired by Marlow as 

providing a hope to make our world better (195).  Marlow’s choice of the nightmare 

of Kurtz thereby equals his choice of idealism over materialist trade, even he is 

conscious of its “complicity in imperialism’s wrongdoing” (191-2).  Kurtz’s degree 
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of repentance and possible redemption can also be evaluated from his “essential 

differences” from other pilgrims – he is a man equipped with “moral ideas” but 

betrayed his ideals; his deathbed cry “is in the realm of moral discourse” in spite of its 

semantic ambiguity (Hampson, Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity 111).  As a 

“moral center of gravity” in a dismal and despairing narrative (Watts, Conrad’s 

“Heart of Darkness” 141), Marlow’s experience of exile strikes a very different note 

from that of Kurtz, the former of which serves as an innocent abroad who turns to be a 

matured man with moral wisdom.  Marlow is not a cynical spirit who takes 

everything ironically, but a “most discreet, understanding man” in Conrad’s mind 

(“Author’s Note” 4).  Marlow’s exile to the wilderness of Africa forms a voyage of 

“self-discovery,” a learning process undertaken by an innocent Adam who is initiated 

into the rite of passage before attaining a matured mind and soul.  Hampson 

interprets “Heart of Darkness” as a multi-layered journey, including Marlow’s 

physical journey; Marlow’s moral journey; and the psychological journey undertaken 

by Marlow’s audience and the reader (Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity 108-9).  

Marlow’s external and internal exiles therefore assume a form of “quest” or a 

“Buddhist teaching story” endowed with philosophical and metaphysical meanings 

(109).  When leaving Europe for his wandering in the “Dark Continent,” Marlow is 

buying the imperialist ideology of the marriage of idealism and trade like Kurtz.  He 

differentiates British imperialism from other degraded versions like Roman or Belgian 

imperialism by virtue of the “redeeming idea” at the back of the British Empire: 

“What redeems it is the idea only.  An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental 

pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea – something you can set up, 

and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to …” (“HOD” 141).  However, in his 

physical journey along the Congo River, he has witnessed the atrocity and inhumanity 

of colonial enterprise that totally smeared the sanctity of civilizing mission; the ideals 
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of progress and humanitarianism is reverted to the violence of modern technology and 

the corruption of capitalist competition.  Marlow’s physical wanderings entail his 

moral solitude – he is disillusioned by the blatant facts of colonial exploitation and 

corruption.  After the agony of his external and internal exiles in the colonial 

territory, Marlow finally returns home in Europe with his learned lesson of wisdom 

and acquired bitter sense of resentment.  He can never return to his former status of 

innocence, but has found a new home in his mental maturity and sobriety:  

I found myself back in the sepulchral city resenting the sight of people 

hurrying through the streets to filch a little money from each other, to 

devour their infamous cookery, to gulp their unwholesome beer, to dream 

their insignificant and silly dreams.  They trespassed upon my thoughts.  

They were intruders whose knowledge of life was to me irritating 

pretence, because I felt so sure they could not possibly know the things I 

knew.  (“HOD” 242)  

    Many critics seem to doubt the significance of Jim’s sacrifice in Patusan and the 

possibility of hid redemption.  Hampson is hesitant about the virtues of Jim’s 

sacrificing action to recompense the loss of the people in Patusan.  By doing so with 

a heroic and altruistic mind, Hampson argues, Jim is doing harm to anther human 

being – his bride Jewel who is left behind for the sake of Jim’s “egoistical” desire to 

fulfill his vision of romantic ideals and redemption (Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and 

Identity 136).  Even the arch-humanist Conradian Schwarz demands the reader give 

harsh “absolute judgment on Jim’s behavior” (Rereading Conrad 79).  He argues 

that the function of the omniscient narrator is to “indict Jim and imprison him” 

designed by Conrad to prevent the reader from “fully joining Marlow’s subsequent 

apologia for him” (84).  Nevertheless, I think the involuted narrative technique gives 

multiple perspectives, indicating the incertitude and paradox of moral behavior, and 
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the openness rather than fixedness of truth involved.  J. Hillis Miller and Ralph 

Rader represent the two commentators of the 1980s whose different interpretations of 

Lord Jim form a critical spectrum of the text (Phelan 41).  On the deconstructive end, 

Miller argues the “indeterminate” nature of the text determined by “the multiplicity of 

possible incompatible explanations;” on the humanistic pole, Rader judges the novel 

as “determinate” despite of its “unambiguous ambiguity” (41).  Assuming a 

mid-point in the critical spectrum, James Phelan argues the “textual recalcitrance” of 

Lord Jim, whose rhetorical strategy defies “interpretive mastery” but achieves certain 

thematic significance made possible by artistic suggestiveness (42).  The “rhetorical 

action” of the narrative forms a text of “multilayered communication” that involves 

the “authorial audience’s cognition, emotions, and ethical values” (44).  That 

Conrad’s audience cannot fully trust Marlow’s interpretation as a reliable narrator is 

due to Marlow’s personal favor of Jim and the “Rule of Hubris” that denies the 

wishful thinking of a happy life forever (50).  Although Phelan confirms the 

impossibility to reach a definitive interpretation of Jim, he sees something 

“significant” and “moving” out of the “uncertainty” of the meaning of Jim’s sacrifice 

(57).  Marlow’s telling invites the reader to share the ethical values he extracts from 

Jim’s life story, no matter how that life is beyond the grasp of “any definitive 

formulation” (57).  Marlow’s telling ethics of telling eventually incite the reader’s 

“ethical engagement and ethical admiration for the open-endedness” that endows the 

“textual recalcitrance,” or the insistence on interpretive difficulty, a sense of thematic 

grandeur (58).  Schwarz goes so far as to argue that the readers should “strive for 

distance and judgment and […] avoid the radical empathy that leads to flagrant 

misreading” – the “omniscient reader” is expected to be “as unforgiving and 

unyielding in [his] judgments as the omniscient narrator” (Rereading Conrad 86, 87).  

In contrast to Schwarz’s hard-line position, I would lay a tolerant and sympathetic eye 
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on Jim’s errors and guilt.  Based on the theory of the “myth of exile,” my thought is 

that all human beings are prone to err and to sin, so we must learn to forgive and to 

give a second chance to our fellow human beings to realize the “fortunate fall” as our 

universal fate.  Although Tobias Boes in a comparatively relenting light reads Jim’s 

experience as that of “bare life” that blurs the binary distinction of inclusion and 

exclusion in communal life, this concept gives more attention to the “failed” part of 

Jim’s experience of exclusion from the community of English seamanship and 

therefore ignores Jim’s redemption and acceptance by the Patusan community.  In 

“Author’s Note” Conrad recognizes Jim’s “acute consciousness of lost honour” and 

(supposedly) affirms his protagonist’s consequent desire to regain it through 

atonement (LJ 44).  Both Conrad in “Author’s Note” and Marlow in his oral 

story-telling called Jim as “one of us” – a phrase of sympathy carrying biblical 

connotation of man’s “fortunate fall” and his redemption through suffering and 

atonement.  We are all human beings who like our ancestor Adam err, and who suffer 

and endure for our errors, and who thus gain moral stature hereafter.  From the very 

beginning of Marlow’s encounter with Jim, the former shows his belief in the latter’s 

conscience, and also shows his faith of redemption that might absolve man’s past guilt: 

“I hoped I would find that something, some profound and redeeming cause, some 

merciful explanation, some convincing shadow of an excuse” (LJ 80).  Ever since 

the happening of the Patna scandal, Jim shows his courage to face his disgrace and is 

determined to redeem it by bravely accepting the severe judgment of the maritime 

court.  Furthermore, Jim’s confession to Marlow also reveals the former’s sense of 

regret as well as his desperate attempt to atone his past guilt: “Didn’t I tell you he 

confessed himself before me as though I had the power to bind and to loose? He 

burrowed deep, deep, in the hope of my absolution” (LJ 114).  The scandal of the 

Patna case is haunting Jim along his successive employment: once he is ready to tread 
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the way toward the road of redemption, his suffering and pains over lost honor also 

begin to take place.  Jim is not perfect, but he has an impeccable soul to redeem his 

guilt; his moral stature is beyond doubt.  Other people are ready to accept Jim and 

forget his past disgrace; it is only Jim himself who cannot forgive his past guilt and 

has to undergo internal and external exiles as means of redemption to rescue himself.  

The meaning of Jim’s wanderings from one Eastern port to another is doubted by 

Marlow: “It might have been flight and it might have been a mode of combat” (LJ 87).  

In my reading, I would interpret what Jim wants is not “relief” or retreat, but 

“something in the nature of an opportunity” (LJ 190) to redeem his guilt bravely and 

heroically in order to reclaim his honor.  The chance of retreat in the out-of-way 

Patusan is actually a chance of redeeming his past – the experiences of internal and 

external exiles has become the springboard toward reconciliation of his loss and 

suffering.  Jim’s self-willed isolation from the white world foretells his life of glory 

in Patusan community, where his painful physical isolation might bring about the 

hard-won gain of redemption that will clear his name and strengthen his moral stature.  

In Marlow’s mind, Jim “had at last mastered his fate” (LJ 282), in the sense that Jim 

has found the way to redeem his past guilt and disgrace – his physical isolation and 

mental suffering will be paid off; he will be redeemed and saved by his atonement in 

Patusan.  After his betrayal of the Patusan community due to his misplaced trust in 

Gentleman Brown, Jim said “I have no life” (LJ 346).  It means Jim is determined 

not to fight for his life, but rather to sacrifice it to redeem both his past guilt and his 

failed promise to the people of Patusan.  Jim’s internal and external exiles have come 

to an end – it is high time he redeemed his past disgrace and guilt so that he would not 

fight, escape or wander this time.  Although “[h]e goes away from a living woman to 

celebrate his pitiless wedding with a shadowy ideal of conduct” (LJ 351), Jim is 

recognized by his determination to live up to his romantic ideal vision to lead a heroic 
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life.  He is able to redeem a disgraceful life by his own sacrifice and repentance, and 

to conquer the devastating consequences of the maritime judgment and Gentleman 

Brown’s malice that are the bitter fruits of the modernity.    

    In “Author’s Note” Conrad points out the “moral complexion” of Razumov’s 

case in Under Western Eyes and enlarges its scope to encompass the universal 

meaning of “tragic character” (lxxxiii).  The fact that this novel is carried with 

“tragic character” not only denies the language-teacher narrator’s charge of 

“digressive cynicism” but also confirms the novel’s solemn “moral discovery” of a 

homo duplex – the universal human fate of “irreconcilable antagonism” will be 

explored through the journey of “moral discovery” with the force of “release, action, 

and enlightenment” (Carabine 136, 130).  The tragedy transcends the “Russian’s 

terrible predicament” to tell the tale of a hard-won gain of liberalism at the cost of 

lives, agonies and suffering (131).  In contrast to the negative evaluation of the 

cynical role of the language teacher by some critics, Gail Fincham deems the 

first-person narrator as designed by Conrad’s “double ruse” to create a “‘Western’ 

reader and a narrator acceptable to that reader” (60).  The reader will come to 

understand Razumov’s story the way the language teacher attempts to “see” and 

“translate” it (60).  Through constructing a shifting personality of the first-person 

narrator “between rationality and sympathy, narration and focalization,” Under 

Western Eyes combines “thematics and narrative techniques” to illuminate the 

“interdependence of rationality, sympathy, and lucidity” and the author’s favor of a 

form of reason tempered with imagination (61).  To illustrate the complicated 

Conradian theme of janiformity and duplexity, the language teacher is undergoing a 

war within between “logophilia and logophobia, Westernizing rationality and 

Slavophile emotionality” in his account of the story of Razumov (61).  It is from 

Conrad’s serious concern over the value of imagination that he endows the 
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language-teacher narrator “the capacity for imagination … [which links] the ethical to 

the political as it links the individual to the collective” (77).  Likewise, Razumov 

“the Cartesian rationalist” at the end of the story is eventually transformed to a 

believer of “private religion;” that is, love and communion among human community 

(77).  Accordingly, we can see the echo-chamber between the thematic concern and 

narrative technique as both move from “intellectual control to imaginative 

identification” – through the language teacher’s mixed view of rationality and 

sympathy the Western readers are able to identify with Razumov’s dilemma and come 

to understand the tragic meaning of his life-story (78).  Razumov’s moral redemption 

will be fulfilled through his internal/external exiles as well as his confessions to 

Natalia and the revolutionary community.  The transformation of Natalia’s role from 

Razumov’s “helpless prey” to that of “a Madonna who saves him and who, […] 

thereby saves herself” adds messianic tone to the story (Carabine 134).  Razumov as 

the victim of the political struggle between autocratic regime and revolutionary 

fanaticism is like the Christ figure who bears the Cross to wash off the sins of his 

fellow countrymen; while Natalia with her saving power and idealistic love embodies 

the Virgin Mary who metaphorically gives birth to a newborn Razumov.  George A. 

Panichas also affirms the “moral context” of the novel and the “moral probity” 

explored throughout that “subsume human existence and that demand a transcendental 

understanding” (79, 81).  Accordingly, the universal dimension of the moral tale 

about the moral dilemma of a homo duplex is endowed with the general and timeless 

meaning of the “myth of exile” that delineates the fall and redemption of human 

beings.  Razumov’s betrayal of Haldin triggers the consequent “cruel process of 

inner turmoil, moral confusion, and death” that bespeaks the relation of guilt and 

suffering entailed by one’s moral conscience (Panichas 80).  The cost of “moral 

crime” can be disorder in both “the outer world and the individual soul” (88) – in 
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Razumov’s case it is the external exile of physical uprootedness in a foreign city and 

the internal exile of moral solitude imposed by one’s condition as a double agent.  

Razumov’s experiences of exiles from both his (external) home and his (internal) 

moral center denote the combined punishment of “physical destruction and moral 

forlornness” the sinning man must suffer (96).  The final two parts of the novel is an 

enactment of Razumov’s “inner process of self-understanding and self-cleansing” 

through confession and sacrifices so that his degraded soul is restored to the status of 

“self-purgation and self-discernment” (90, 98).  The orphaned Razumov was 

homeless physically and spiritually.  His only “parentage” is Russia, which is 

despotic and oppressive by nature: “The word Razumov was the mere label of a 

solitary individuality.  There were no Razumovs belonging to him anywhere.  His 

closet parentage was defined in the statement that he was a Russian” (UWE 10).  In a 

sense, he had started his life-long exile even before he was assigned a double agent by 

the tsarist government—the perfect image of a Wandering Jew.  The state power 

drives him into an external exile; while his orphanage imposes on him a status of 

mental solitude: “Others had fathers, mothers, brothers, relations, connections, friends 

to move heaven and earth on their behalf – he had no one.  The very officials that 

sentenced him some morning would forget his existence before sunset” (UWE 17).  

Razumov’s solitary internal and external existences rob him of any sense of belonging 

and security; he is uprooted and always drifts along the course of his life in search of 

a “home”: “Other men had somewhere a corner of the earth – some little house in the 

provinces where they had a right to take their troubles.  A material refuge.  He had 

nothing.  He had not even a moral refuge – the refuge of confidence” (UWE 25).  

His native land functions as a fake home that only inspires a shaky sense of belonging 

attached to the Russian authority – which explains his resort to national personage for 

help after his unwanted involvement into a political assassination.  At this stage 
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Russia is not a true home but the site of ruthless oppression of a merciless 

administration that would rob people of any hold of footing and would ironically 

impel Razumov to experience bitter exiles as a double agent in a foreign city.  The 

always-already homeless Razumov, the “homo duplex,” has to struggle between his 

loyalties to an autocratic regime and to a revolutionary community.  He is oppressed 

by the “lawlessness” of both political convictions as victim of power struggle along 

his quest for the redeeming meaning of life:  

The true Razumov had his being in the willed, in the determined future – 

in that future menaced by the lawlessness of autocracy – for autocracy 

knows no law – and the lawlessness of revolution.  The feeling that his 

moral personality was at the mercy of these lawless forces was so strong 

that he asked himself seriously if it were worthwhile to go on 

accomplishing the mental functions of that existence which seemed no 

longer his own.  (UWE 57) 

Razumov’s intention “to retire” in order to retreat from the unbearable affairs of the 

mundane world and perhaps to ease his sense of guilt over his betrayal of Haldin is 

denied by Mikulin’s abrupt but appropriate question “Where to?” (UWE 72).  It 

suggests the necessity of exile for Razumov to be reconciled with his conscience: he 

must repent, suffer and endure, along the way of his exile before he can reach genuine 

sense of serenity and peace of mind, can be purged of his guilty acts of betrayal and 

duplicity, and can return to his true home of redemption and salvation.  His exiles as 

punishment will redeem the sins of both himself and the evils of the political 

struggle – he has become a redeeming figure who bears the Cross for the sins of 

himself and of the nation.  The homeless and exilic Razumov finally turns to Natalia 

as a redemptive lighthouse amidst the darkness and loneliness of the disastrous world.  

Natalia’s love serves as the redeeming and saving power of a “home” long deprived 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 182 

 

and lost in Razumov’s life.  Razumov confesses to Natalia that how he begins by 

attempting to steal her soul ends by being redeemed by her innocent love and trust: 

“You were appointed to undo the evil by making me betray myself back into truth and 

peace” (UWE 252).  This is the starting-point of the rebirth of a soul purged of deceit 

and betrayal.  Natalia’s saving and redeeming power not only teaches the man how 

to “love” but also how to anchor his soul in a “new home” after long years of 

solitariness and exile:  

It was as if your pure brow bore a light which fell on me, searched my 

heart and saved me from ignominy, from ultimate undoing.  And it save 

you too.  […].  But there was that in your glances which seemed to tell 

me that you… Your light!  Your truth! I felt that I must tell you that I 

had ended by loving you.  And to tell you that I must first confess.  

Confess, go out – and perish.  (UWE 253) 

At the end of the tale, both Natalia and Razumov have returned to a lost home in 

Russia after their exiles in the foreign land.  Natalia returns to a home of love and 

forgiving, devoting to herself to the needed and the miserable.  Razumov found a 

new home with a gesture of a wise hermit who has suffered and learned the lesson of 

self-discovery through his redemption of sin.  Avrom Fleishman argues that 

Razumov’s last confessions to Natalia and the revolutionary community denote his 

“quest for a community of real people, rather than one of mystical abstractions” 

(237) – which is a return to a lost home of belonging and solidarity, the “ideal of love, 

of hope for human community” that is espoused by Conrad throughout his life (242).  

Conrad’s “aesthetic tradition” is also affirmed as a “mode of tragedy” by Fleishman, 

for the former’s art teaches how to “lead to liberation through the tragic experience of 

learning through suffering, purgation through empathy, and inspiration through 

symbolic myths of social fulfillment” (242).  The story of Razumov the “homo 
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duplex” expounds the profundity of the “myth of exile,” whose “simultaneous defeat 

and redemption” (242) displays the stature and grandeur of tragedy that transcends the 

particularity of a special Russian case to embrace the universal meaning of human 

destiny.   

    In Nostromo every character and the motives of their actions are bound with the 

fate of the San Tomé mine, the arch-symbol of the “material interests” in the novel 

that induces “relentless foreign exploitation and the pursuit of power and profit and 

influence” (Panichas 55).  The corruption and exploitation entailed by this capitalist 

symbol seems to violate any “distinguishing and refining moral value” (59) possessed 

by even the ideal(ist) characters in the novel, such as Charles Gould and Nostromo.  

Concerning the moral darkness and spiritual corruption impelled by material desires 

as the central theme in the forefront of the novel, critics like Panichas tend to view 

Nostromo as a pessimistic work in which the characters “lack any real or 

distinguishing sense of spiritual meaning or ascent” (60).  By contrast, in my reading 

of the confession and remorse expressed by the principal character Nostromo over his 

moral degradation at the end of the novel, this gesture of atonement and repentance 

may absolve his past guilt and mark his moral ascent as a form of redemption.  In a 

similar light, Fleishman argues that Nostromo serves as a symbol of a class and also 

an individual, who “oscillates between vigorous social action and almost total 

estrangement” (164).  His exploitation and reification by the capitalist class drives 

him to feel a sense of resentment and estrangement; his corruption by the silver 

indicates the “moral danger of taking on the values of the propertied classes” (172).  

Nevertheless, Nostromo’s final judgment of his own crime “frees himself from 

‘captivity’ and strikes a ‘heroic blow’” (176).  Although Nostromo does not 

represent an ideal “social hero” who integrates with his nation or class, he is a “tragic 

hero” torn by struggles between his class loyalties and his striving for individual 
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reputation (176).  In a nutshell, Nostromo’s tragedy lies in the incongruity between 

the “ideals of loyalty and service” and a capitalist-driven society where the people are 

doomed to exploitation (Hampson, Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity 141).  

Nostromo undergoes an inner contradiction between “a false-self system (a public self 

of courage, fidelity, incorruptibility) and an inner awareness of betrayals and 

corruption” (152).  Christophe Robin explores the highly complicated narrative 

technique of Nostromo through the Derridean lens of deconstruction to question the 

validity of “time and temporality” and challenge the representation of “narrative 

frames and identity” (196).  In the novel the boundary between history and fiction is 

blurred, “creating a tension between historical time and narrative temporality” (198).  

In other words, Conrad is suspicious of the view about the “homogeneous, synthetic 

and teleologic” nature of history and distrusts the “concordance” created by the plot 

(198).  The confusion of the “historical and fictional discourses” in Nostromo is a 

predecessor of the modern-day philosophy of modernism and postmodernism that 

treats history as a kind of linguistic discourse that “imposes a meaningful pattern on a 

succession of events” (200).  There are two opposing temporalities in the novel: “the 

time of the arche” (the revolution of “material interests” that ushers in peace and 

stability”) and “the untimeliness of an-archy” (the incessant coup d’etat that causes 

chaos in Costaguana) (201).  The historical discourses of the characters are aimed to 

“turning history into a myth, at building an ideal temporality based on a master 

principle, silver “that serves the function of master narratives” (201).  The 

temporality of the master narratives belongs to the category of “monumental time” as 

Ricoeur calls it, which will engender the birth of a subject defying the confines of 

temporal finitude, as exemplified by the protagonist Nostromo, whose “heroic image” 

of himself shall frozen his fame in the progress of history (201-3).  Nostromo also 

features in a “time ‘out of joint’” characterized by “historical anarchy and …narrative 
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hiatuses, ellipses, anachronies” (203).  Such “time ‘out of joint’” brings about the 

“ghost,” a “spectre” or absence embodied in Nostromo, whose body and soul is 

chained to the silver ingots as those of the two sailors in the mythical narrative (203).  

Nostromo’s identity is equaled to that of the treasure that is “invaluable and 

incorruptible,” a quality that relies on the “adequacy between being and language that 

Nostromo inherits from the discourse of the other” (204).  However, this identity of 

the subject soon turns out to be a “spectre” and a “loss” -- a kind of identity crisis 

experienced by Nostromo as he realizes the “duplicity of words” since all fine words, 

like “treasure of language,” are only fake (205).  The suspicion of words is an 

epitome of “suspicion towards all metanarratives” characteristic of “anxiety of 

modernism” (205).  The investigation of time and temporality in Nostromo is 

specifically concerned with the “temporality of the unforgetful” – “the conservation of 

the trace of absence, of the Absent” (210).  This unforgetful mourning is exemplified 

by Linda’s will not to forget Nostromo at the end of the novel,which is an alternative 

temporality that “retrieves the trace repressed by historiography, thus opening up a 

new space of memory” (210).  This “temporality of alterity” carries the weight of 

“otherness” that attempts to exorcize the “naïve belief in a realism that could double 

and copy reality” (211).  Conrad thus envisions “a truly human and humanized” 

temporality of the Other through his narrative technique, in which a “ethical time” of 

human community and solidarity is set in pit against the “imperial time” of material 

interests that drives the historiography of master narratives forward (211).  Robin’s 

sophisticated analysis of time, temporality and ethics through the use of narrative 

technique enables me to engage the corresponding thematic concern of the novel over 

the question of ethics and the possibility of redemption embedded in the novel.  The 

innocence and glory of Nostromo at the beginning of the tale as the “Capataz de 

Cargadores” of Sulaco admired and respected by all suggests the “incorruptible” man 
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as an innocent Adam without blemishes and faults – it is a pre-lapsarian status of man 

before his loss of paradise and the consequent exile on earth.  The “incorruptible” 

Nostromo whose name is shined by “no ends of tales of his strength, his audacity, his 

fidelity” is parallel to the “original Kurtz” equipped with moral ideals and personal 

charisma by virtue of their rectitude and integrity (N 149).  Nostromo’s subsequent 

corruption by the silver treasure he is assigned to protect is all the more pathetic and 

ironic by the name he gives to the treasure: “An incorruptible metal” (N 201).  The 

Capataz is tempted and corrupted by the “incorruptible metal” that has tainted his 

reputation and self-image as an “incorruptible man.”  After the Monterist coup d’etat 

in Costaguana and the hiding of the silver treasure in Great Isabel by Nostromo and 

Decoud, the former is awakened by his class consciousness: he is enlightened by the 

tree of knowledge about the exploitation of the proletariat (working-class) by the 

capitalist Europeans in control of Sulaco.  Nostromo is not innocent and naïve any 

more, but feels indignant over his exploitation by those rich in power: he 

contemplates that “Kings, ministers, aristocrats, the rich in general, kept the people in 

poverty and subjection; they kept them as they kept dogs, to fight and hunt for their 

service” (N 278).  Nostromo’s awakening from his exploitation and maneuvering by 

the capitalist class is involved in a “perception of that world as a world motivated by 

self-interest” (Hampson, Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity 148).  The powerful 

leaders of Sulaco, the rich Europeans, have deprived Nostromo of his wealth by their 

selfish concern of their own interests at the expense of the people’s well-being and 

lives.  Nostromo has become penniless and destitute after he realized that he is of no 

use to the rich Blancos after the supposed failure of his mission and the defeat of 

Riberist regime so that he is reduced to an “instrument” by those in power only to 

gain their material interests: “He [Nostromo] remained rich in glory and reputation.  

But since it was no longer possible for him to parade the streets of the town, and be 
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hailed with respect in the usual haunts of his leisure, the sailor felt himself destitute 

indeed” (N 278).  Nostromo’s fidelity is betrayed by the Blancos, and he has started 

his exiles internally and externally since then.  His errand to Great Isabel and his 

mental contemplation over Decoud’s death plunged him into solitary loneliness and 

indignant resentment – he felt he has been ill-used, taken advantage of, and then 

cruelly betrayed.  His return to home after he left Decoud in Great Isabel is not a real 

restoration of his former reputation and integrity, but only an awakening from his 

former ignorance and naivety.  The true return to the “home” lost shall be carried off 

by more painful trials and repentance.  Both the physical wandering and mental 

suffering of Nostromo begin after he becomes “the slave of a treasure” (N 348) and 

after he has been corrupted and tempted by the material interest: “And to become the 

slave of a treasure with full self-knowledge is an occurrence rare and mentally 

disturbing.  […].  He suffered through his fears as much as through his prudence.  

To do things by stealth humiliated him.  And he suffered most from the 

concentration of his thought upon the treasure” (N 348-9).  Nostromo is 

metaphorically killed by the corrupt power of the silver; he is exiled from his home of 

honor and reputation, and has to wait for his rebirth after the agonizing death-bed 

confession to Mrs. Gould like Kurtz to Marlow: Nostromo told Emilia Gould that 

“Death has come upon me unawares.  He [Decoud] went away!  He betrayed me!  

And you think I have killed him!  You are all alike, you fine people.  The silver has 

killed me.  It has held me.  It holds me yet.  Nobody knows where it is” (N 372).  

Nostromo’s reluctance and rejection to be saved after he is mistakenly shot by Viola 

displays his determination to go through the punishment of his guilt and corruption, 

which is a sigh of repentance and redemption that shall at last bring Nostromo’s soul 

back to its lost home of paradisal innocence.  Linda’s and Giselle’s love for 

Nostromo in the end of the novel indicates the hero’s finding of a new home of faith 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 188 

 

and affection among whom he loves and is loved.  The lure of wealth and fame dies 

out while the soul is reborn after its confession and searching for true love.  The 

exile of Nostromo finally ends in his landing in a new home of love and mercy based 

on the truest and deepest feelings of his mind and spirit instead of “material interests.”  

Nostromo’s death at the hands of Old Viola and his death-bed confession to Emilia 

Gould also carry important symbolic meanings.  Giorgio Viola is the embodiment of 

humanitarian ideal – “The spirit of self-forgetfulness, the simple devotion to a vast 

humanitarian idea” (N 23).  Nostromo’s death at his hand symbolizes the judgment 

of Nostromo’s betrayal of his past glory and honor by the principles of 

humanitarianism and idealism.  On the other hand, Emilia Gould is the embodiment 

of divine maternity and the redemptive power of Virgin Mary: “She was highly gifted 

in the art of human intercourse which consists in delicate shades of self-forgetfulness 

and in the suggestion of universal comprehension” (N 32).  Her listening to the last 

words of Nostromo is symbolic of the divine forgiveness and tolerance endowed to 

Nostromo when he finally confessed.  Mrs. Gould symbolizes the “home-coming” 

for the exilic, lost and wandering souls, whose influence is far-reaching in the 

redemptive role she played to rescue the degenerate Nostromo.     

    GoGwilt argues that Edith Travers represent the focus of The Rescue’s 

“misogynistic gesture” that blames her for the collapse of the Wajo political scheme 

of restoration (80).  The scenes of Edith’s and Immada’s interaction only “display an 

ignorant European reading” of the Malay identity (81).  In a similar light, Hampson 

suggests that Conrad equips The Rescue with his “strategy of ignorance” to highlight 

the “ethical problems of representing another culture” and all the same that Edith 

Travers is the target of Conrad’s criticism of the European presumption to the 

knowledge about the Other (Cross-Cultural Encounters 162).  Mrs. Travers’s 

response to Lingard and the Wajo princess Immada is grounded on her “artistic sense” 
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rather than the “faculty of affection” that Lingard shows to his Malay friends (177).  

This “artistic sense” is exemplified by Edith Travers’s cross-cultural dressing, which 

serves not as an intention of cultural contact but an “aestheticizing the Other and then 

appropriating an aestheticized version of the Other through role-playing” (180).  To 

put it on the other way, Mrs. Travers’s dress is an attempt to “[deprive] Otherness of 

its subjectivity and substantiality” to consolidate her own sense of European 

superiority and dominance (180).  In stark contrast to these male critics’ “cynical” 

reading of the role Edith Travers played in The Rescue, I argue that Mrs. Travers’s 

interaction with Immada is out of her genuine feminine maternal love – she treats 

Immada as a “child” because she wants to protect her well-being rather than 

“patronizing” her through a sense of racial supremacy.  Both GoGwilt and Hampson 

downplay the humanity and sensitivity of Mrs. Travers.  As a gentle and perceptive 

woman, she is sensitive to the richness of the Other culture; she would like to set up a 

cross-cultural bond and sisterhood with Immada.  Besides the unanimous critical 

focus on Edith Travers’s role, Schwartz’s analysis on the personality of Tom Lingard 

lends credibility to my reading of this character as a redeeming hero of the novel.  

Schwarz affirms the importance of The Rescue as Conrad’s later-day attempt on the 

themes of “personal and family relationships;” while Lingard functions as one of 

“Conrad’s humanist” who is capable to “respond to traditional values and 

commitments” (Conrad: the Later Fiction 114).  Conrad’s comparing of Lingard 

with Adam testifies to the former’s past innocence before his exile to the Eastern Sea 

and consequent entanglement in the political scheme (115).  Lingard is an “outsider” 

as well as an “expatriate” who tries to turn over a new leaf through his exile in the 

far-away territories (117, 119).  Lingard’s final refusal to blame the catastrophe on 

Edith Travers shows his “generous and tender response to another’s feelings” and sets 

apart his “moral stature” in the face of failure and fatality (123).  Edith Travers can 
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be seen as a “heroine” of the novel, a female counterpart of the heroic Lingard.  In 

spite of their separation by social classes, Mrs. Travers, very much like Lingard, 

“turns her back on what the world considers success and opts for passion, instinct and 

real feeling” (Schwarz, Conrad: the Later Fiction 118).  Schwarz terms The Rescue 

“the satire of European civilization” where two conflicting forces are engaged in a 

tug-of-war: the civilizing force of Travers and his upper-class European world; and 

the primitive and impulsive force of Lingard and his Malay associates (118).  

Throughout the novel, Mrs. Travers remains attracted and attuned to the primitive 

force represented by Lingard, and has become Lingard’s “secret sharer” in their 

romantic understanding and sentiments for each other that serve as the redeeming 

force of love and communion amidst a world of political chaos and intrigues.  At the 

very beginning of the novel, the narrator makes a preface to eulogize the paternal rule 

of Lingard that promises the redeeming nature of the hero’s exile in the remote 

countries:  

Almost in our own day we have seen one of them – a true adventurer in 

his devotion to his impulse – a man of high mind and of pure heart, lay 

the foundation of a flourishing state on the ideas of pity and justice.  He 

recognized chivalrously the claims of the conquered; he was a 

disinterested adventurer, and the reward of his noble instincts in the 

veneration with which a strange and faithful race cherish his memory.  

(R 3-4).  

The humanistic tone of this eulogy proves that Lingard’s exile and engagement with 

the eastern race shall be a trial to his personality and morality, which shall teach the 

lesson of fidelity, courage and honor.  In the novel Lingard functions as a divided 

man, a “homo duplex,” with split loyalties and allegiances in his struggles of diverged 

alliances between the Malay royals (Hassim and Immada) and his fellow countrymen 
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(the yacht people).  The lower-class background drives Lingard to leave his home 

and undertake an exile in the colonial territories to search for fame and reputation 

denied to him at home.  In his role as a colonialist, Lingard assumes a sense of 

responsibility and moral duty to help the Malay natives to restore their own nation, 

which is a sentiment far beyond the arrogance of racial superiority but out of a feeling 

of human bond.  Lingard sticks to some root values of fidelity, justice and friendship; 

his idealism and his ethical vision elevate his soul high above the selfish profit-driven 

colonizers:  

he [Lingard] was, without knowing it in the least, making a complete 

confession of the idealism hidden under the simplicity of his strength.  

He would wake up the country [of the Wajo tribe]!  That was the 

fundamental and unconscious emotion on which were engrafted his need 

of action, the primitive sense of what was due to justice, to gratitude, to 

friendship, the sentimental pity for the hard lot of Immada – poor child – 

the proud conviction that of all the men in the world, in his world, he 

alone had the means and the pluck “to lift up the big end” of such an 

adventure.  (R 106) 

As a female counterpart to the heroic Lingard, Mrs. Travers shows her mental strength 

and firmness like a woman of action and impulse.  Mrs. Travers’s genuine love and 

compassion for the Wajo princess Immada is uncontaminated by racist bias and sense 

of white supremacy; despite the “Immense spaces and countless centuries stretched 

between them” there is the sense of universal sisterhood set across racial boundaries 

(R 140): “Immada turned upon Mrs. Travers her eyes black as coal, sparkling and soft 

like a tropical night; and the glances of the two women, their dissimilar and inquiring 

glances met, seemed to touch, clasp, hold each other with the grip of an intimate 

contact” (R 141).  There is also an affinity or a rapprochement existed between Mrs. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 192 

 

Travers and Lingard, since both are attuned to the beauty of idealistic humanism as 

well as to the root values of human virtues.  The deep communion or human bond 

between Lingard and Edith Travers would further develop into something deeper, a 

kind of romantic sentiment of love, mutual trust and respect.  Despite their class 

differences, Edith Travers shows her deep understanding and admiration of Lingard as 

a heroic figure with noble mind and romantic ideals beyond the mediocrity of the 

morals:  

He had a large simplicity that filled one’s vision.  She found herself 

slowly invaded by this masterful figure.  He was not mediocre.  

Whatever he might have been he was not mediocre.  The glamour of a 

lawless life stretched over him like the sky over the sea down on all sides 

to an unbroken horizon.  Within, he moved very lonely, dangerous and 

romantic.  There was in him crime, sacrifice, tenderness, devotion, and 

madness of a fixed idea.  She thought with wonder that of all the men in 

the world he was indeed the one she knew the best […].  (R 215) 

The genuine communion and mutual recognition between the two may redeem the 

dark side of intrigues and hypocrisies of the filthy mundane world.  They are the true 

hero and heroine in exiles in the far-away Eastern territory which is an administered 

and damaged world by Dutch colonial rule.  They act “as if they had been made for 

each other” in terms of spirit, character, and moral sensibility.  Lingard does not 

blame on Carter and Mrs. Travers for the failed political project and the loss of the 

dear lives of his Malay friends; instead, he takes the full responsibility and reproaches 

himself for his neglect of the crisis latent in the tense relationship between the whites 

and the Malay natives.  This displays the moral stature of magnanimity and 

forgiveness of Lingard as a true hero.  After the bitter lesson of his dilemma and 

subsequent betrayal of his alliance, Lingard still feels the positive power of love and 
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communion, which had changed him from a man of action to an “Angel of Peace” (R 

435).  Although their love remains unfruitful and they are doomed to separate for 

good, Lingard is transformed from an innocent Adam into a wise man to learn the 

harsh lesson of human struggles and the beautiful lesson of human love.  After his 

long and arduous exile in the Eastern Sea, Lingard returns home to a paradise of 

wisdom and peace, although there is no Edith Travers to greet him at this new home.  

Despite my reading of The Rescue with a redemptive vision as the backbone of the 

novel, I admit the ambiguity and uncertainty sometimes expressed by Conrad’s 

narrator over the rosy picture of the world eulogized by humanists.  The narrator’s 

allusions to the dark force and the dark will of the world beyond human control and 

comprehension seems to cast a doubt on all human endeavors, which shall remain 

failed and futile in the face of the “new power”:  

A new power had come into the world, had possessed itself of human 

speech, had imparted to it a sinister irony of allusion. […].  And the new 

power not only had cast its spell upon the words he [Lingard] had to hear, 

but also upon the facts that assailed him, upon the people he was, upon 

the thoughts he had to guide, upon the feelings he had to bear.  They 

remained what they had ever been – the visible surface of life open in the 

sun to the conquering tread of an unfettered will.  Yesterday they could 

have been discerned clearly, mastered and despised; but now another 

power had come into the world, and had cast over them all the wavering 

gloom of a dark and inscrutable purpose.  (R 210) 

Is the romantic relationship between the two noble souls to be blamed for the lives 

lost and the friendship betrayed?  Their genuine feelings are to be praised for their 

purity and disinterestedness, but Conrad seems to make it difficult to judge their 

values for the disasters brought about by their indulgence in their romantic love.  It 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 194 

 

once again shows the Conradian “irreconcilable antagonism” of the human world, 

which remains unsolved despite the undying hope of redemption. 

    Critical voices diverge over the significance of Victory, a novel about the exiles 

of a man of detachment and his tragic love with a girl he rescues along the course of 

his wandering.  The divergence is focused on the psychological development of Axel 

Heyst, debating about the possibility of his redemption and salvation to transform 

from a man of withdrawal to a man of moral commitment involved with human 

relationship and personal ties.  Schwarz argues that Heyst’s existentialist exiles 

mentally and physically disenables him “not only to [reach] a complete understanding 

with Lena, but also to [contend] with the forces of economic barbarism – Jones, 

Ricardo, and Schomberg” (Conrad: the Later Fiction 60).  The title “Victory” strikes 

the ironic note to implicate the “triumph of materialism and greed over feeling and 

personal relationships” (75).  Given the fact of Conrad’s religious skepticism, 

Schwarz contends that Lena’s sacrifice and Heyst’s “self-immolation” avails to 

nothing (78).  By contrast, in my reading strategy based on Kołakowski’s theory of 

the “myth of the exile,” “Victory” may signify the triumph of Lena’s redemptive love 

to rescue Heyst from his exilic detachment and withdrawal, which shall redeem the 

baseness and evilness of the materialistic world surrounding them.  In fact, Lena’s 

love has ended Heyst’s external exile in remote countries and internal exile in 

agonizing existentialist contemplation.  Their sacrificial love stands for a new 

beginning to return to a lost home, a metaphorical resting-place beyond the repose of 

mortal ken.  Although Hampson also admits the “all-pervasive” sense of skepticism 

shrouding Victory, he suggests this novel is enacting the dialectic of “detachment and 

action, reason and passion, skepticism and ‘the wisdom of the heart’” (Joseph Conrad: 

Betrayal and Identity 231).  Heyst’s rescue of Morrison and Lena carries a “double 

sense” of “self-betrayal”: Heyst not only “betrays” his philosophy of life modeled on 
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detachment but also “betrays (discloses)” a repressed instinct of human emotion in 

himself (234).  Accordingly, there are two warring forces in Heyst’s personality: on 

the one hand, he inherits the cynical skepticism and withdrawal from his father; on the 

other hand, he is aware of “his newly awakened ‘heart’” provoked by both Lena and 

Morrison (236).  Heyst’s relation to Lena and Morrison thereby exerts a strong 

impact upon his detached personality which shall “break through false-system by acts 

of commitment” (243).  Despite his discernment of the positive force underlying 

Heyst’s personality development, Hampson argues that Lena’s performance of the 

“drama of redemption” is a cultural construction of female identity based on the 

principles of “self-sacrifice,” which is internalized by Lena to “transcend her low 

self-evaluation … [to] gain power over Heyst” (246).  Contrary to Hampson’s 

reading of the culturally-fashioned identity of Lena, I shall treat Lena’s sacrifice as an 

offspring of her true love for Heyst and a tenderness of heart rather than a calculated 

maneuvering to win Heyst.  Among the diverse critical voices, it is Panicha’s 

interpretation that is closest to my findings of the redemptive meaning the novel.  

Panichas identifies the “power of redemption” in the process of Heyst’s 

“self-examination” and “self-discovery” along his removal from his “self-chosen 

isolation” to learn to appreciate the “meaning and dignity of human being” (35).  

Heyst’s initial involvement in rescuing Morrison from his financial disaster is the first 

sign of the former’s “affirmations in the form of an ascending moral courage” (38).  

The subsequent encounter between Heyst and Lena is even “electrifying and 

redemptive,” as the two lovers walk along toward their “tragic freedom” from the 

mundane world of materialistic corruption and malign slanders that once besieged 

them (39).  Panichas treats Heyst and Lena as “Christian prototypes”: the former is 

likened to a “Christ figure” that bears the evils and sins of human beings in his 

suffering; while the latter represents a “saintly figure” committed to “self-sacrificing” 
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love (50).  In light of a perfect parallel to the Christian concept of the “myth of 

exile” in which human beings experience a “fortunate fall” with pains and sufferings 

before their salvation, Panichas reads Victory as an allegory of “moral transformation” 

and “fate of human beings” who has descended to the “realm of gravity” before they 

can ultimately ascend to the “realm of grace” (51).  The elder Heyst is the 

dissatisfied intellectual with the present world, so that he undergoes self-exile with his 

son in London.  His Nietzschean vision of moral nihilism and spiritual despair has 

great impact on the young Heyst.  Influenced by his father, Heyst experiences 

internal exile in mental solitude as well as external exile in solitary wandering around 

the world without anchoring for his body and mind:  

Heyst was not conscious of either friends or enemies.  It was the very 

essence of his life to be a solitary achievement, accomplished not by 

hermit-like withdrawal with its silence and immobility, but by a system of 

restless wandering, by the detachment of an impermanent dweller among 

changing scenes.  In this scheme he had perceived the means of passing 

through life without suffering and almost without a single care in the 

world – invulnerable because elusive.  (V 72) 

Heyst remarks that “There must be a lot of the original Adam in me” (V 135), which 

echoes my thematic concern over the “myth of exile.” Heyst is likened to the innocent 

Adam who will lose his paradise and consequently begin to exile in moral solitude 

and physical loneliness, until he finally encounters Lena and is redeemed by her 

self-sacrificing love.  The solitary Heyst is brought back to human community first 

by virtue of his intervention in Morrison’s dire situation with warmth and concern.  

Then the encounter between Lena and Heyst is a case of mutual rescue: while Heyst 

rescues Lena from her distress; Lena gets Heyst out of his snare of existentialist 

skepticism.  Lena’s deep and complete love for Heyst drives her to sacrifice herself 
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for the well-being and bliss of her beloved, which will rescue him from his solitary 

exile in mental skepticism and physical loneliness: “She felt in her inner most depths 

an irresistible desire to give herself up to him more completely, by some act of 

absolute sacrifice” (V 157-8).  Heyst’s internal and external exiles make him 

“transplanted” and “uprooted” until he finds “home” in the love and ties with Lena (V 

170).  Gradually Heyst has become used to Lena’s company and is provoked by his 

own need of communion with another human being.  He has begun to anchor in the 

“home” built up by Lena and himself, which is buttressed by their deepest mutual 

trust and genuine concern for each other.  This is the redemptive lesson of human 

love and human bond that will rescue a wandering soul from its arduous exile.  

Lena’s faith in Heyst has made her strong and firm, capable to confront any dangers 

bravely: the power of human love and human bond can resist all evil intentions in the 

world as long as a “home” of belonging is built on earth as the paradise regained.  

Lena’s strong will to love and protect her beloved at any cost shows the greatest 

power of a woman’s self-sacrificing love to redeem Heyst’s tortuous self-exile at last.  

Lena’s self-sacrificing act is a form of “victory,” which demonstrates the power of 

redemptive love to defeat the tragedy of human degeneration universal fatality – only 

human love and communion can redeem all the evil forces of this world.  Heyst’s 

moral transformation from cynical existentialism to sincere love of human kind has 

proved the triumph of Lena’s selfless love: Heyst eventually learns that “woe to the 

man whose heart has not leaned while young to hope, to love – and to put its trust in 

life” (V 320).  Heyst and Lena’s tragic ending is not a defeat but a victory; their past 

pains and sins are purified by their mutual love and commitment.  They will reunite 

in their “home” in the metaphorical sense of a paradisal sphere – “death” is the 

destination of their “returned” home after long periods of pains and sufferings, all 

ending in a tranquil and serene scene in their “lost” home on earth. 
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    In Chance, Conrad blends the genreic elements of a “romance” where a heroine 

is enlightened by her “sexual awakening”; a “story of initiation” where the innocent 

youths learn the wisdom from their arduous experiences; and a “bildungsroman” 

where the protagonists get the education of “how to be and how to love” through 

“psychological crisis and confrontation” (Jones 117).  The common “quest motif” of 

these genres underlines the spiritual growth of the weathering-all heroine after her 

youthful days in exile.  Hampson points out the parallel fates of Flora and Jim – the 

former a victim wandering through “succession of posts” while the latter a vagrant 

fleeing from “succession of jobs” (Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity 207).  Both 

characters undergo exiles either to evade from past disgrace or to search for emotional 

attachments in this world of painful insecurity.  Their only difference is that Jim 

preserves his “self-ideal” at the price of his life and the happiness of his beloved; 

while Flora sacrifices her “self-ideal” for the sake of “psychological integration and 

psycho-sexual maturity” (Hampson, Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity 215).  

Flora’s case shows a redeeming and selfless heroine, who learns how to love and to be 

loved, and enlightens other people through the moral light she has kindled in them.  

Panichas describes Flora as “another of Conrad’s solitary figures” who wanders alone 

in the world to grasp the full meaning of “complex human relationships” that once 

relentlessly eludes them (99, 100).  In the novel Conrad weaves in and out of the 

doubled themes of “moral possibility” and “moral loneliness,” all painstakingly 

experienced by the heroine Flora through the long course of her access to moral and 

spiritual recovery from “spiritual impossibility” to “spiritual possibility” (101).  The 

story of Flora’s life is an ascending model that transforms from “moral darkness” to 

“moral lucidity,” as the heroine trudges through the “absence of love” and “loss of 

soul” to the final consummation of love and union of soul (101).  The last pages of 

Chance is shined with the light of “affirmation, of hope and happiness, of joy” that 
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testifies to Conrad’s “mellowed” vision of human life during the later years of his life 

and career (126) – the solitary souls in exile will ultimately find a way back to their 

lost home with leaned wisdom about the world of suffering and pains.  Flora is a 

victim of the capitalist world made up of commercial interests and calculations 

without any trace of human warmth and affection.  Captain Anthony’s love for Flora 

is built on sympathetic understanding and profound emotions, which are the 

redeeming facts of human communion and human love that might defeat the pains 

and sufferings of the administered modern world.  Captain Anthony’s timely 

appearance in Flora’s life and his sincere love has rescued the girl from her aimless 

wandering in the world and gave her a resting-place like a “home” onboard the ship 

Ferndale: “That girl was, one may say, washing about with slack limbs in the ugly 

surf of life with no opportunity to strike out for herself, when suddenly she had been 

made to feel that there was somebody [Roderick Anthony] beside her in the bitter 

water.  A most considerable moral event for her” (C 166).  The friendship cultivated 

between Flora and young Powell is also redeeming: their common youthfulness and 

their shared innocence compel them to trust each other and keep company with each 

other.  Flora de Barral’s enduring stoicism in the face of life’s cruelty and challenge 

makes her a true heroine of the novel: her “imprisonment” or physical isolation 

(external exile) and emotional withdrawal (internal exile) will pave the way to her 

future happier life with marital bliss.  Marlow remarks about the mystic heroine who 

strikes him with an enduring heart amidst the tribulations:  

Flora de Barral was not exceptionally intelligent but she was thoroughly 

feminine.  She would be passive (and that does not mean inanimate) in 

the circumstances, where the mere fact of being a woman was enough to 

give her an occult and supreme significance.  And she would be 

enduring which is the essence of woman’s visible, tangible power.  Of 
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that I was certain.  Had she not endured already? (C 231) 

Impacted by psychological trauma and material depravity as a young girl, Flora has 

endured all and made her way through: she has learned how to love and be loved in 

her relationship with her husband Captain Anthony, her young admirer Powell, and 

her father the Great de Barral.  Flora is termed by Mrs. Fyne as a “heartless 

adventuress;” and the former recalls her past stormy experiences with the 

confirmation: “I have had a fine adventure” (C 328).  It demonstrates the 

“wondrous” adventure engaged as well as endured by Flora has made her a stoical 

heroine.  The transformation and growth of Flora from a helpless victim to a strong 

soul capable of love is earned by the cost of the harshness and pains of the world, but 

also fulfill through the redemption of human communion – the heroine is enabled to 

return to a home of happy marital relationship after the long ways of exile and 

wandering.    

    Among the novels of Conrad’s major and late phases, The Secret Agent is 

perhaps the most pessimistic and gloomy one in tone and subject matter.  Without 

any potential of redeeming change amidst the prevalence of universal disorder and 

anarchy, Panichas observes that The Secret Agent conveys the author’s “moral 

indictment of the betrayal of order,” while at the same time expresses his sensibility of 

“moral discovery” once the “moral lethargy and indifference” of the anarchists are 

faulted and adjudicated (2,3,4).  Although the novel is permeated with “dark vision” 

in both physical and metaphysical senses, Panichas positively estimates it as a work of 

“moral education” (5).  Schwarz affirms the enlightening function of the language in 

The Secret Agent, which is “constantly evaluating, controlling, and restraining the 

nihilism of the imagined world” (Conrad: Almayer’s Folly to Under Western Eyes 

157).  The “moral, civilized, and rational” nature of the narrative language is set 

apart from the surrounding human world of “cynicism, amorality and hypocrisy” 
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(157).  Apart from the morally as well as physically sordid London environment is 

the microcosm created by the “individual emotional and moral lives of its 

inhabitants,” as exemplified in the figures such as the innocent and compassionate 

Stevie; the self-sacrificing mother of Mrs. Verloc, and the affectionately maternal 

Winnie Verloc (159) – all of whom serve to set a striking contrast to the morally 

degraded and indolent anarchists and political personages in the novel.  Rebecca 

Scott envisions a radical alternative to the manipulator/victim structure of the 

bi-partite public/private worlds of life in Victorian London, in which “the position of 

mastery of seer over seen is broken as the seen turns her gaze upon the seer” (44).  In 

this specific regard, Scott identifies the power of resistance on the figure of the 

seemingly helpless and victimized Winnie Verloc, whose “returned gaze” confounds 

and debilitates the seeing-eye/scientific I of Comrade Ossipon, who is dismayed at the 

news of the former’s suicide (53-4).  In “Author’s Note” Conrad gives account of his 

imagination to write a tale about the “monstrous town” where the “sordid 

surroundings and the moral squalor of the tale” are overlapped (SA 231, 228).  

Although Conrad seems to intend to write “Winnie Verloc’s story to its anarchistic 

end of utter desolation, madness, and despair” as a nihilistic tragedy without hope, in 

my attempt to read the novel against its grain I shall try to tease out the possibility of 

redemption after Winnie’s painful experience of exile in a sordid maze of the 

“monstrous town” of London – (in a vein similar to Rebecca Scott’s argument) – and 

thus identify her as the true heroine of the tale amidst a bunch of political figures who 

are morally hollow at the core.  The maternal and self-sacrificing love of Winnie’s 

mother to live in an almhouse in an exilic situation echoed in Winnie’s “planned” 

marriage to Verloc and her violent act of revenge, both of which are motivated by her 

maternal love for Stevie.  The nobility of sacrifice and stoicism is set in high relief 

against the sordid world where those women undergo exiles physically or emotionally.  
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Winnie is actually “homeless” before she finds a home in the spiritual consolation of 

her revenge for her brother and her fulfilled responsibility as a protective sister.  The 

destroyed family unit can be redeemed through Winnie’s exile from “homelessness” 

to find a true home in death.  Regarding the true color of the social institutions and 

the state power as means to protect the wealthy while depriving the poor and the weak, 

Stevie reacts like a saint who cannot tolerate the injustice and cruelty of the human 

world (“‘Bad world for poor people’”; “Being no sceptic, but a moral creature, he was 

in a manner at the mercy of his righteous passions”); while Winnie is far more cynical 

in her knowledge of the function of the state institutions (“‘Don’t you know what the 

police care for, Stevie?  They are there so that them as have noting shouldn’t take 

anything away from them who have’”) (SA 126, 127).  The two suffering souls in 

exile in the “monstrous town” are elevated to a noble and redemptive height in 

contrast to the degradation of the political people engaged in the conspiratory world 

of political intrigues and power struggle.  The great sibling love of Winnie has the 

redemptive power to save her brother form his miseries and misfortunes; Winnie’s 

violent thoughts and action in her desperate attempt to protect Stevie from the dangers, 

evils, and contempt of the wicked world is likened to a Christian saint who suffers in 

order to redeem the sins of other human beings:  

She cast a swift glance at the boy, like a young man, by her side.  She 

saw him amiable, attractive, affectionate, and only a little, a very little, 

peculiar.  And she could not see him otherwise, for he was connected 

with what there was of the salt of passion in her tasteless life – the 

passion of indignation, of courage, of pity, and even of self-sacrifice.  

(SA 128) 

After Stevie’s destructive death by the bomb explosion, Winnie shows her “militant 

love” for him which is so strong and intense so that she is willing to sacrifice herself 
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for the sake of her brother – to suffer for him, endure for him, and bear the cross for 

him:   

Mentally she assumed the biblical attitude of mourning – the covered 

face, the rent garments; the sound of wailing and lamentation filled her 

head.  But her teeth violently clenched, and her tearless eyes were hot 

with rage, because she was not a submissive creature.  The protection 

she had extended over her brother had been its origin of a fierce and 

indignant complexion.  She had to love him with a militant love.  She 

had battled for him – even against herself.  His loss had the bitterness 

of defeat, with the anguish of a baffled passion.  (SA 181) 

Winnie’s final violent act to revenge Stevie can be read as a form of “redemption” 

with her status as a “free woman” in quest of liberation and emancipation.  It is a 

violent justice beyond the hypocritical respectability imposed by the civilized 

institutions.  Winnie’s subsequent suicide tinged with the tones of “madness” and 

“despair” (“An impenetrable mystery seems to hang for ever over this act of madness 

or despair”) may be reconciled by her final liberation from the execution of the 

morally stifling state institution that she despised (SA 224).  Winnie might find a 

“home” in her free choice to end her miserable life and to forget her bereavement.  

Her exilic suffering may be redeemed by her long endurance and her intensively 

maternal love.  Perhaps it is an act of “madness” or “despair” from the lens of the 

ordinary folks, but her violent act bespeaks of her courage.  Winnie’s long-term exile 

in an unhappy marriage might bring her a final courage and determination to revenge 

her brother and decide her own fate with the redeeming power to alleviate pains and 

agonies.  Her denial of the depravity of the state institutions and the corruption of 

capitalist avarice as embodied in her husband and in Ossipon respectively functions as 

a protest against the dominance of the male regime built on bureaucratic 
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administration and material interests at the expense of genuine personal ties and 

familial well-being.  Winnie’s violent act and long suffering fate has caused the 

dismay of Ossipon, the embodiment of the degradation of con-revolutionist and the 

corruption of capitalism (in the image of a “sandwich-man”).  It represents the 

redemptive as well as retributive power of Winnie as a sacrificing saint or even as 

God’s scourge:  

His [Ossipon] revolutionary career, sustained by the sentiment and 

trustfulness of many women, was menaced by an impenetrable mystery – 

the mystery of a human brain pulsating wrongfully to the rhythm of 

journalistic phrase.  “… Will hang for ever over this act…”  It was 

inkling towards the gutter.  “…of madness or despair…”  (SA 227)   

 

II. The Trajectory of the Ethical Visions in Conrad’s Writings   

In contemporary Conrad studies, critics often divide Conrad’s writing career into 

three periods: an early period (1895-1899); a middle period (1899-1911), and a later 

period (1912-1924).  Conrad’s early period is often viewed as “a writer’s 

apprenticeship of sorts”; his middle period, acclaimed as his “major phase,” is 

characterized by his “most artistically accomplished works;” while his later period 

shows a “decline in quality” or “a shift in direction” according to some critics, but a 

call for ‘re-assessment” of Conrad’s later works has been mounting in the past decade 

(Peters 37, 52, 99).  My aim is to trace the thematic development of the ethical 

visions throughout Conrad’s writing career, exploring the changing mindset and the 

philosophy of Conrad the writer as well as Conrad the man – based on the works 

ranging from his early phase (Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the Islands); his major 

phase (“Heart of Darkness,” Lord Jim, Nostromo, The Secret Agent, Under Western 

Eyes); to his late phase (Chance, Victory, The Rescue).  There are several political, 
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cultural, philosophical and literary incentives that influenced and motivated Conrad to 

evolve his ethical visions along the course of his writing career.  The political 

background of late nineteenth century and early twentieth century provides an 

important context for many of Conrad’s works – among which Poland’s history of 

occupation and partition by foreign empires and the emergence of “new imperialism” 

were of paramount importance.  The fact of the autocratic rule of Poland by Russia 

and Conrad’s stay in Southeast Asia and Africa made the writer empathetic to the 

predicament of the colonized people and able “to see colonialism through the eyes of 

both colonizers and the colonized” (Peters 26).  Most of Conrad’s novels of the early 

and major phases are set in a colonial context and deal with the issues of colonialism, 

registering Conrad’s empathy with and deep concern for the suffering of the colonized 

people as well as his nuanced appreciation of the moral dilemma of the colonizing 

whites when situated in such a background.  The end of “new imperialism” and the 

outbreak of WWI in the early twentieth century culminating in the setup of a new 

Polish State (Peters 26) are historical events that had a great impact on Conrad’s 

worldview in his late phase.  Although the devastation brought about by the Great 

War was traumatic for most Europeans, the independence of Poland gave emotional 

solace to Conrad so that he might regain his faith in the redemption of human destiny 

after the trial of suffering and loss.  The cultural milieu of the turn-of-the-century 

Europe was paradoxically at the same time permeated with the sense of complacency 

over the advances in technology and science that mark of great civilization of human 

beings and a sense of uncertainty over the decline of religious belief due to the new 

discoveries made by scientists.  Conrad’s works are fraught with the “side effect of 

industrialization” caused by the rampant development in science and technology, 

because of which the world suffered from “increased mechanization, alienation, and 

dehumanization” (Peters 27).  The scientific discovery of phenomena such as 
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“non-Euclidian geometry” and “relativist physics” explains the dominant atmosphere 

of “indeterminacy of things,” an attitude of uncertainty over the progress and glory of 

human civilization that was once backed off by Christian theology (29).  This is why 

throughout his literary phases Conrad is constantly immersed in the issues of human 

beings’ isolation in a world wrecked by modernity in the name of enlightenment and 

progress, where the fate of man is either to surrender or to fight no matter what the 

outcome might be.  Arthur Schopenhauer’s pessimistic worldview leaves its trace in 

many of Conrad’s works.  Schopenhauer’s belief in man’s struggle to search for a 

way to alleviate the pains and sufferings of this world is echoed in Conrad’s portrayal 

of individuals endeavoring to escape from the moral dilemma of the “administered 

world” (Peters 31) – whether through sacrifice (a prominent theme in his major phase) 

or through love and communion (as manifested in his late phase.)  As to the 

influence of literary movements in Conrad’s works, we can clearly identify a 

“tension” between the elements of twentieth-century Modernism (“alienation, solitude, 

and epistemological uncertainty”) and those of nineteenth-century Romanticism 

(especially the variation of Polish Romanticism centered on the idealism of “honor 

and duty”) at work in his worldview.  This tug-of-war in the literary outlook of 

Conrad bespeaks the trajectory of the writer’s ethical vision along his writing career – 

where the struggle between the pessimistic uncertainty of the early phase and the 

glimmer of hope and love in the major and late phases, demonstrating the depth and 

breadth of a complicated writer dubbed as the “homo duplex.” 

    Thomas Moser sets the paradigm of Conrad’s “achievement” and “decline” 

pivoting around the turning point of 1912 (the year of the publication of Chance) that 

distinguishes his successful early period (1895-1912) from his debilitating late period 

(1913-1924).  Although Moser affirms that Conrad’s ethical vision is based on the 

simple root values of “humanity” and “fidelity” as exemplified by his heroes’ and 
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heroines’ “allegiance to a stoic humanism” (11), he laments the “marked unevenness” 

of the writer’s works due to his unsuccessful foray into the subject of “love” (3).  

The strength and complexity of early Conrad lies in the “test” of a moral dilemma that 

his characters must undergo – the ubiquitous themes of “man’s loneliness and moral 

isolation” (86) are related to the core concept of “internal/external exiles” that this 

dissertation explores.  However, the major “weakness” of Conrad’s early period, 

according to Moser, is centered around the “subject matter” and “symbolic imagery” 

dealing with “love” – the same subject put in the spotlight in later period (Moser 

50-1).  For example, the love between Jim and Jewel; Charles Gould and Emilia 

Gould; Razumov and Natalia, etc., are faulted by Moser for various reasons ranging 

from characterization to dialogues.  Moser chooses the publication of Chance as the 

watershed that marks the decline of Conrad’s creative energy.  Chance is Conrad’s 

first novel that takes a “love affair” as its central story-line; while the works of early 

period “either evaded love or subordinated it to other subjects” (102).  Moser 

supposes that the motives of commercial success and popularity drove Conrad to the 

writing of a romance novel like Chance (103).  The “moral” of Conrad’s late love 

stories is unanimously centered on the praise of love – “love between man and woman 

is the most important thing in life” – that Moser cynically finds rather “dubious” (105).  

This change of subject matter signifies Conrad’s “shift in fundamental attitude” so 

that he avoids the harsh “moral judgment” on his characters of the early period (130).  

Moser maintains that Conrad assumes a “new moral attitude” so that he no longer 

treats his characters as “part of the world community of suffering and damned 

humanity,” but rather as human beings who fulfill their life’s meaning by “[losing] 

themselves in a love that will blot out all awareness of the world and bring the 

semblance of death” (143).  Moser is critical about the later Conrad’s indulgence of 

men’s “peace” of mind instead of a focus on moral responsibility – a kind of 
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“affirmation” which cannot be recognized as the virtue of a writer’s “serene old age” 

but rather as the flaw of “a desperate weariness” (178).  

Schwarz voices his objection from Moser’s judgment of Conrad’s “decline” in 

his late period due to the “uncongenial subject” of love.  By contrast, Schwarz insists 

on the “continuity” or “development” of Conrad’s later writings in terms of 

“biographical, thematic and formal” concerns (Conrad: the Later Fiction xi, 33).  In 

Conrad’s later novels, men are still situated in an “amoral cosmos” to face the 

problems of epistemological uncertainty, moral loneliness and communicative 

difficulty (33, xi).  Conrad addresses the topics of “heterosexual and family ties,” 

often set in a context of political turmoil and moral bankruptcy (33).  The later 

Conrad never deviates from his “humanism … tempered by skepticism and 

tentativeness” (33) – a philosophical complexity combined with moral sympathy that 

is characteristic of the writer’s “janiformity.”  To put it another way, Conrad’s 

characters are dictated by their “ethical imperative” whenever they are confronted 

with a “difficult moral situation” (36).  In spite of being surrounded by moral as well 

as ethical difficulties in an indifferent universe, man in Conrad’s later fiction “is able 

to form personal ties and sometimes to act boldly in his own or others’ interest” (xiii).  

In a morally dismal and desolate world, it is “passionate love” and “deep feeling” that 

redeem human begins from the “meaninglessness” of life and existence (xiii). 

    Katherine Isobel Baxter’s recent re-assessment of Moser’s critique of Conrad’s 

“achievement and decline” is one based on sophisticated investigation of 

socio-historical ideas.  Baxter points out that the “dominant structuralist modes” 

governing the study of romance genre are a guiding principle underlying Moser’s 

textual analysis of Conrad’s later works (1).  The structuralist study of the romance 

genre tends to treat the characters as “types” dovetailed to a rigid epistemological 

knowledge that makes romance a “debased genre” in the eyes of critics like Moser (2).  
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In this line of argument romance strengthens the “status quo” of the world through its 

use of “conservative tropes” (4).  Given the fact of its conservative nature to uphold 

the present situation, romance seems to succumb to the “superiority of realism” – a 

point of view that causes Moser to underestimate Conrad’s later works (4).  By 

contrast, Baxter proposes an “alternative approach” that uses “socio-historical theories 

of ideology” to lay bare the relevance of romance genre to a specific historical period 

and thereby appreciate the “experimentation” of Conrad’s engagement with this 

particular genre (1).  Baxter aims to expose the “continuity” of Romantic and 

Modernist use of romance to clarify Conrad’s Modernist approach to this genre (6).  

The problem of romance lies not in its “feminine nature” but its tendency to 

undermine “novelistic (and historical) objectivity” – a challenge particularly posed by 

“philosophical romance” to deny any authorial intention to “maintain stable 

paradigms of value and legitimacy” (8).  A radical “cultural and aesthetic shift” takes 

place during the Modernist period that characterizes the uncertainty of 

epistemological truth (12).  The difference between Romantic (Pater’s) and 

Modernist (Conrad’s ) attitude toward “subjective consciousness” lies in the former’s 

celebration of it and the latter’s awareness of its tragic sense (12).  Conrad’s “tragic 

awareness” signifies men’s “refuge” in ideology to escape from the cruel reality of a 

world with no morality and no hope (12).  Conrad adapts his work to the core 

meaning of “philosophical romance” which refuses the trend of “objectivity or 

reification that marked historical narrative and realist fiction” (13).  In such a way 

Conrad takes the romance genre’s subversive potential to voice his doubt about the 

status quo of his historical as well as political milieu and there by convey his ethical 

vision through aesthetic experimentation (14).  

    Conrad’s works are characterized by the correspondence between his aesthetical 

technique and thematic concerns.  Therefore, form and content are combined to spell 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 210 

 

out the Conradian contradiction of janiformity, paradox, and ambiguity.  The later 

works are as aesthetically complicated as the former ones, employing involuted 

narrative techniques in works such as Chance.  The only difference is that the 

thematic concerns of the works of early and major phases are focused on moral 

nihilism and moral ambiguity respectively; while the major themes of the late phase 

emphasize moral commitment and human solidarity, some root values cherished by 

tradition. The two works among the major phase that seems most unlikely to be 

treated as the thematic fulfillment of redemption, I have different interpretive insights 

from those conveyed by the deconstructionist critics.  “Heart of Darkness” is a novel 

of moral complexity and ambiguity. The central crux of the whole piece is Kurtz’s 

deathbed words “The Horror! The Horror!” The meaning can of this phrase can be 

interpreted differently, without coming to a definite explanation of the significance of 

Kurtz’s life. But in my reading and most of the critical consensus this phrase can be 

read as Kurtz’s self-judgment of his corruption and barbarity in the colonial enterprise, 

as well as the darkness of the nature of colonialism itself. In this way, Kurtz is doing 

his self-examination and self-condemnation, which in a way may purge the guilt of 

his past wrongdoings and redeem his once degenerate soul.  The overt plot of The 

Secret Agent depicts the political intrigues in a morally as well as physically murky 

city of London, which culminates in the destruction of a boy and the downfall of a 

family unit.  Winnie’s revenge for her brother and her subsequent suicide seem to be 

a story of sheer despair and mystery as described by Conrad, but in my interpretation 

Winnie has bravely fulfilled the duty of a maternal sister to protect her brother, and 

her act of suicide may be read as a protest against the injustice of police station in all 

regimes, whether they are democratic or autocratic.  In this light of reading, her 

suicide can be interpreted as a kind of liberation from the darkness of political 

intrigues and hypocrisy of the bourgeois democracy, which is a violent form of 
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redemption from the suffering and disasters of modernity.     

    The setting of the Malay Archipelago in Conrad’s early fiction create the 

glamour of “the distant and the exotic” (Krenn xiii).  However, the real appeal of the 

works of Conrad’s early period derives from the “tensions” in the ambitions of the 

colonial enterprise and imperialistic expansions pursued by the European nations in 

their overseas exploration (xiv).  The characters of the first two installments of 

Lingard Trilogy (Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands) function to elaborate 

on Conrad’s ideas of European imperialism (xix).  Krenn clarifies the meaning of 

“imperialism” as “the set of values, the sense of mission and racial consciousness” 

involved in Europe’s engagement with the overseas territories that often results in 

“relations of power and dominance” (xix).  Conrad’s Polish background made him 

sensitive to the issues of colonialism and disillusioned about the “greedy aspirations 

of western expansionism” that most of his contemporary writers were not able to 

realize (xx).  Because of the development of European industrialism and the 

consequent need for raw materials as well as large markets, European powers invaded 

Borneo (among many other places) and destroyed the systems and structures of that 

area (xxiii).  Accordingly, the Lingard novels can be read as Conrad’s declaration of 

“anti-imperialism” – a “demystification” of the glory of European civilization and its 

colonial history that had drastically devastated the relationship between races and 

nations, as well as individuals (xxiv). 

    The works of Conrad’s early phase – Almayer’s Folly (1895) and An Outcast of 

the Islands (1896) – are dominated by rhetoric and images depicting a gloomy and 

murky universe surrounding human beings.  Conrad’s use of descriptive dictions and 

vivid imagery creates an impression of an exotic and universal indifference and 

languor in the face of the doom of human destiny.  The misery and misfortune of 

Almayer’s life and his broken relationship with his daughter seem to be controlled by 
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an unseen dark force dominating human destiny – Almayer and Nina are the pawns at 

the hands of an unpredictable and inscrutable Fate.  The unchanging elemental 

environment in Sambir represents the indifferent universal force that mocks at 

Almayer’s folly and illusion.  The macrocosm and microcosm reflect the continuity 

of the stupor of the native land and the unchanging fate of Almayer’s misery:  

Ah! The river! His old friend and his old enemy, speaking always with 

the same voice as he runs from year to year bringing fortune or 

disappointment, happiness or pain, upon the same varying but 

unchanged surface of glancing currents and swirling eddies.  For many 

years he had listened to the passionless and soothing murmur that 

sometimes was the song of hope, at times the song of triumph, of 

encouragement; more often the whisper of consolation that spoke of 

better days to come.  For many years!  So many years! And now to 

the accompaniment of that murmur he listened to the slow and painful 

beating of his heart.  He listened attentively, wondering at the 

regularity of his beats.  He began to count mechanically.  One, two.  

Why count?  At the next beat it must stop.  No heart could suffer so 

and beat so steadily for long.  (A 128) 

Almayer’s familial misfortune is due part to his racial prejudice and in part to his 

egoistic self-pity so that he cannot see reality clearly and respond in an appropriate 

way.  Like his new house and his dream on the gold mountain, his life is built upon 

illusions and vanities that are doomed to fail and collapse.  Besides his own personal 

folly and prejudice, it seems Almayer’s destiny is also decided by the invisible Fate 

dominating human affairs:  

The face was blank, without a sign of emotion, feeling, reason, or even 

knowledge of itself.  All passion, regret, grief, hope, or anger – all were 
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gone., erased by the hand of Fate, as if after this last stroke everything 

was over and there was no need for any record.  Those few who saw 

Almayer during the short period of his remaining days were always 

impressed by the sight of that face that seemed to know nothing of what 

went on within: like the blank wall of a prison enclosing sin, regrets, and 

passion, and wasted life, in the cold indifference of mortar and stones. (A 

150) 

Almayer’s soul is compared to the inmate incarcerated within the “blank wall of a 

prison,” which conveys Conrad’s pessimistic viewpoint of human life that deems all 

human struggle and endeavor as nothing but futility.  After the painful struggle for 

material success and familial love, Almayer has gotten nothing but the companionship 

of his own “shadow,” which bespeaks the universal loneliness of human life and 

futility of human efforts in a merciless universe where all are doomed to fail and to 

perish:          

For all his [Almayer’s] firmness he looked very dejected and feeble as           

he dragged his feet slowly through the sand on the beach; and by his 

side – invisible to Ali – stalked that particular fiend whose mission it is to 

jot the memories of men, lest they should forget the meaning of life.  He 

whispered into Almayer’s ear a childish prattle of many years ago.  

Almayer, his head bent on one side, seemed to listen to his invisible 

companion, but his face was like the face of a man that has died struck 

from behind – a face from which all feelings and all expression are 

suddenly wiped off by the hand of unexpected death.  (A 155). 

The lamentable downfall of Almayer and his new house mocked as “Almayer’s Folly” 

represents the tragic ending of earthly strivings in Almayer’s painful resolution to 

“forget” his life’s torment in vain.  Almayer becomes an insane lunatic in his willful 
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desire to “forget” his past life with his daughter – a tragic ending of a failed anti-hero 

in a most desolate land and most dismal moment in the universe.  Although the 

passage describing Almayer’s death is somewhat “ironic” in tone (the last moment of 

Almayer’s folly is visited by “the presence of Infinite Wisdom”), we can sense a touch 

of sympathy on the author’s part (he permits his protagonist “to forget before he died” 

and secures the latter a “serene look” of his final appearance):  

The only white man on the east coast was dead, and his soul, delivered 

from the trammels of his earthly folly, stood now in the presence of 

Infinite Wisdom.  On the upturned face there was that serene look which 

follows the sudden relief from anguish and pain, and it testified silently 

before the cloudless heaven that the man lying there under the gaze of 

indifferent eyes had been permitted to forget before he died.  (A 164). 

Conrad seems to lavish his pity on Almayer’s despair and grief so that he designed a 

peaceful slow death for the foolish white man.  Despite the atmosphere of dark force 

permeating the pages of Almayer’s Folly, the reader can glimpse the writer’s 

unconscious desire to break through the obstacles of this earth to search for the 

freedom or redemption of man’s soul.  

    Like the descriptive phrases portraying an indifferent universe in Almayer’s Folly, 

the same setting in An Outcast of the Islands also creates an indifferent and 

unconcerned natural world, which in turn reflects the aloofness of the universe in its 

cold disregard of human struggles and human sufferings: confronting the 

“unconcerned Pantai,” the native schemer Bablatchi felt  

a deep sigh was his answer to the selfish discourse of the river that 

hurried on unceasing and fast, regardless of joy or sorrow, of suffering 

and of strife, of failures and triumph that lived on its banks.  The brown 

water was there ready to carry friends or enemies, to nurse love or hate 
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on its submissive and heartless bosom, to help or to hinder, to save life or 

give death; the great and rapid river: a deliverance, a prison, a refuge or a 

grave.  (OI 165-6) 

In contrast to the dispassionateness of the natural world, the human world is fraught 

with sound and fury – Lingard’s good-will and kindness toward Willems is totally 

wasted and betrayed by the latter’s carnal desire for the native woman Aïssa, 

persuaded by that woman to ally with Abdulla to defeat Lingard’s business and power 

in Sambir.  On the other hand, the isolated Willems feels estranged from his own 

people and his beloved, and beleaguered by his enemies.  It seems there is no way to 

escape from this hostile universe and no place to secure a refuge for the exiled man.  

The end of the novel hints that there is no providential “justice” in the world, but only 

universal despair and surrender cast over one’s own faults and crimes, as Lingard 

finds no resort of “justice” to cope with Willems’ betrayal and treachery.  On the 

other hand, for the sinner, there is no chance to regret or make amends for one’s fault, 

or redeem one’s guilt – the only solution seems to be existential nihilism or escapism 

by an act of suicide.  A silence of solitude and isolation envelopes the exiled outcast 

who has no remorse and no redemption for his guilt; Willems becomes a remorseless 

scoundrel wandering the earth without scruple:  

On Lingard’s departure solitude and silence closed round Willems; the 

cruel solitude of one abandoned by men; the reproachful silence which 

surrounds an outcast rejected by his kind, the silence unbroken by the 

slightest whisper of hope; an immense and impenetrable silence that 

swallows up without echo the murmur of regret and the cry of revolt.  

The bitter peace of the abandoned clearings entered his heart, in which 

nothing could live now but the memory and hate of his past.  No 

remorse.  (OI 251) 
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There is no way out of the painful experience of exile for Willems; his moral lassitude 

induces his physical solitude so that exile is a punishment instead a form of 

redemption: 

There was no rest, no peace within the clear grounds of his prison. 

There was no relief but in the black release of sleep, of sleep without 

memory and without dreams; in the sleep coming brutal and heavy, like 

the lead that kills. To forget in annihilating sleep; to tumble headlong, as 

if stunned, out of daylight into the might of oblivion, was for him the only, 

the rare respite from this existence which he lacked the courage to 

endure – or to end.  (OI 255) 

In Willems’ moral as well as physical isolation he is incapable of communicating with 

his beloved, which shows Conrad’s pessimism about the possibility of human 

communion and interpersonal bond.  Willems’ painful experience of internal and 

external exiles denote the inevitability of human isolation and solitude within the 

indifferent and merciless universe where no other soul can reach you but our own 

shadow, a totally helpless situation for those who erred and suffered but could not be 

redeemed:  

He looked into that great dark place odorous with the breath of life, with 

the mystery of existence, renewed, fecund, indestructible; and he felt 

afraid of his solitude, of the solitude of his body, of the loneliness of his 

soul in the presence of his unconscious and ardent struggle; of this lofty 

indifference; of this merciless and mysterious purpose, perpetuating strife 

and death through the march of ages. (OI 258) 

The surrounding nature’s repeated echo of Almayer’s word “hope” in the last 

paragraph of the novel demonstrates the indifferent mimicry of human struggle by the 

universe.  “Hope” has become an unsubstantial echo without affirmed answer to 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 217 

 

individual wishes.  All earthly hopes are doomed to vanish in the vast echo-chamber 

of the indifferent universe: “‘Hope,’ repeated in a whispering echo the startled forests, 

the river and the hills; but Almayer, who stood waiting with his head on one side and 

a smile of tipsy attention on his lips, heard no other answer” (OI 280).  

    During the early phase of Conrad’s writing career in the 1890s, the writer not 

only suffered from physical infirmity but also lost himself in uncertainty about his 

future.  He was to begin his writing career with the unfinished manuscript of 

Almayer’s Folly waiting to be appreciated by the hitherto unseen publisher; his 

maritime career was encountering stumbling-blocks so that he could not find an 

appropriate position equal to his ability as a certified captain.  According to Fredrick 

R. Karl, Conrad had to pay the “psychic price” for his early “life of exile” during this 

period, especially the harrowing experience of the Congo journey that put the man in 

a state of “disintegration and fragmentation” (308).  The letters Conrad wrote to his 

intimate “aunt” Marguerite during this period were imbued with tones of 

“despondency” and “despair” that are evocative of “nihilism,” which marks Conrad’s 

pessimism of the 1890s reflected in his works (308).  Conrad even revealed his 

dissatisfaction with the Catholic belief in “atonement through suffering,” which in his 

mind only led to “Inquisition or to bargaining with the Almighty” (309).  In a letter 

to Marguerite on July 8 1891, Conrad wrote: “Truthfully, we are the slaves of fate 

before birth, and we pay tribute to calamity before having known it” (312).  We can 

judge Conrad the man of this period as pessimistic, nihilistic, and skeptical, due to his 

failure in career, finance and health – which in turn is reflected in the totally gloomy 

atmosphere and desolate environment he created in his first two novels.  In addition 

to a biographical study of Conrad’s life, Karl studies the impact of contemporary 

literary movement on Conrad’s aesthetics.  The most remarkable features exist in the 

correspondence between Conrad’s design of a dark and impenetrable ambiance and 
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the “poetic language of decadence” and in the dominant use of the “image of despair” 

common to that favored by Symbolism and fin-de-siècle Aestheticism (349, 359).  

Accordingly, we can trace the decadent wish for degradation and perdition in the 

depraved souls of the protagonists of Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands, 

and also find the ubiquitous dark images of despair and despondency in the depiction 

of both the inner world of human beings and the outer atmosphere of the natural 

landscape.                    

    In his study of the major phase of Conrad’s writing career, Jacques Berthoud 

identifies “a continuous and consistent effort of thought” that unifies the work of this 

period and distinguishes its philosophical “insight and vision” from the sentimental 

“laughter and tears” of the later romances (186).  The works of this major phase 

mainly revolve around the “problem of individual identity” and the problem of 

deciding the nature of the “‘real’ self” (187).  By virtue of the sweeping historical 

and political contexts of the works in his phase, it seems it is “the outer and the 

public” rather than “the inner and the private” that exercises the sway of human 

destiny in what human beings thought and did (187).  However, this interpretation 

throws the “inner self” of Conrad’s characters into a “condition of irremediable 

solitude” (188) – which is not the culmination of Conrad’s ethical vision he attempts 

to convey in his major works (188).  Instead, the Conrad heroes and heroines seem 

to be stronger in their faith of the “inner self,” the harsher the outer environment they 

are situated in (189).  The “tragic dilemma” of the inner self qualifies the “tragic 

point” of man’s discovery of his inner self “only through [his] defeat or contradiction” 

(189).  Despite the predominant sense of “suffering and defeat” permeating Conrad’s 

major works, Berthoud refuses to call the writer a “moral nihilist” or a “moral 

sceptic” (190).  Indeed, the “tragic” dimension of Conrad’s major works is what 

makes him stand out – the tragic “contradiction between private vision and public 
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action” adds to the strength and glamour of human life that undauntedly encounters 

the doomed fate with dignity and endurance (191).  

    Conrad wrote most of his major works and perfected his artistic craftsmanship in 

his middle phase from 1899 to 1911.  During this period Conrad developed his 

highly complicated and involuted narrative technique, using innovative devices such 

as disjunction of fabula (chronological sequence of events) and sjužet (the textual 

arrangement of the appearance of events); multiple narrators; narrative frames and 

embedding; and discursive layering of society known as Bakhtinian heteroglossia 

(Lothe, Hawthorn and Phelan 2).  Conrad’s craftsmanship displays an interrelation 

between narrative technique and thematic ethics, which demonstrates how his 

narrative experiment contributes to forming his aesthetic “ideas, impressions, 

thoughts, doubts, and fears” (4, 17).  Conradian narrative is characterized by 

“sophisticated and varied” techniques and “productive” thematic engagement (Lothe 

160).  Particularly, “thematic apposition” is singled out by Ian Watt as the most 

significant feature of Conrad’s technique (172) – which shows how form and content 

are inextricable in the making of the aesthetics of Conradian narrative.  Francis 

Mulhern suggests a reading of Conrad as the typical modern writer in the latter’s 

attempt to search for the “sincerity and truth” of human communication; but Conrad 

fails to achieve so in the long run as demonstrated by his use of complicated narrative 

devices to convey such thematic messages (777).  Mulhern points out two features 

that characterize Conrad’s narratives: one is what Mulhern called “hyperphasia” 

focused on the “communicative guarantee,” no matter how futile it is; another is 

“disavowal” that ensures the impossibility of such hyperphatic desire (780).  

“Youth” is an example of Conrad’s attempt to create an atmosphere of “community of 

understanding” through the use of secondary narration with Marlow as the story-teller 

(781).  The secondary narrator has a group of listeners who are supposed to share his 
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experience of communal bond and understand his narrative purposes, based on a 

network of the “moral substance of social relationships” (783).  Nevertheless, such 

striving to achieve the “narrative hyperphasia” is sometimes undermined by a feel of 

“uncertainties” partly due to Conrad’s sense of insecurity within his adoptive culture 

(784).  Another example is Lord Jim where the phatic community is formed by 

“talk” that proves to be only “a failure of solidarity and of normative identity” (785).  

“Heart of Darkness” is a third example of failed “phatic guarantees” based on a 

complicated three-layered narrative device: the “bond” of the scene of narration, 

Marlow’s embedded journey, and the fragmented reports as well as rumors about 

Kurtz (789).  The employment of secondary narration with the writer’s “compulsive 

hyperphasia” is designed to establish a sense of “moral bond” following the “older, 

unalienated narrative institution” of the tale (791).  Nevertheless, Conrad the writer’s 

phatic attempt is supplemented and further undermined by his own narrative 

technique of “irony,” which consolidates the “darker, more extreme instances of 

disavowal” (793).  Mulhern concludes his essay with the assessment of Conrad’s 

work as a “masterpiece of non-communication,” in which the aspiration to 

hyperphatic guarantee is undercut by the supplement of “irony” taking place in the 

secondary narration with the “final loss of shared belief, the snapping of the bond” 

(796). 

Jakob Lothe gives several examples of how narrative technique and thematic 

concern are intertwined at the core of Conrad’s mature craftsmanship.  First is the 

employment of third-person and first-person narrators.  The third-person narrative in 

Nostromo creates the complicated “variations of narrative perspective and distance” 

that will in turn bring about the “somber subject matter” (Lothe 172).  The 

third-person narrator in The Secret Agent is “flexible, wide-ranging, and frequently 

ironic” that contributes to the thematic tension of the struggle between public and 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 221 

 

private spheres (173).  The effect produced by the first-person narrator in Under 

Western Eyes is paradoxical in that there exists a contrast between the self-knowledge 

of the language teacher as a story-teller and the problematics of the validity of human 

communication (174).  The second example of narrative technique is “chronological 

distortion” in which the gap between “prolepsis” and “analepsis” in the unfolding of 

the story-line creates a deep sense of irony (172-3).  A third example is the technique 

of “defamiliarization” produced by the ingenious use of linguistic devices that makes 

familiar reality looks strange, which helps “[augment] both the visual intensity and 

thematic suggestiveness” of the events described (173).  The overwhelming sense of 

paradox at the heart of Conrad’s major works refers not only to the “tension” in his 

literary content, but also the effects of conflicts produced by his complicated narrative 

techniques (176).   Jeremy Hawthorn suggests the way an author chooses to 

“represent the speech, thought, consciousness” of his characters reveals the author’s 

moral attitude and ethical commitment (1).  Here once again we find the 

interconnection between narrative technique and the “moral and human point” 

produced by that particular technique (1).  Hawthorn singles out the narrative 

technique of “Free Indirect Discourse” as Conrad’s predominant device to create the 

“represented speech and thought” of a character’s consciousness, which provides the 

writer’s works with “enormous narrative flexibility and mobility” (1).  The device of 

“Free Indirect Discourse” is characterized by a form of “dual voice” that fuses 

“‘narrative’ and ‘character’ perspectives and consciousness” (9).  As Conrad’s 

craftsmanship matures, he becomes more adept in his use of narrative strategies, 

usually combining two perspectives at the same time – such as Reported Speech and 

Free Indirect Discourse – to create an “ironic effect” and a sense of “ambiguity” alike 

that can “lead both to problems and to new expressive potentialities” (8).  Hawthorn 

argues that the narrative technique of “Free Indirect Discourse” is the most significant 
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and defining feature in Conrad’s major works (30).  A prime example is Nostromo, 

which is arguably a political novel based on the panoramic view of an omniscient 

narrator that creates an ironic distance between narrating voice and characters’ 

thoughts.  However, Hawthorn points out the “flexibility” of perspectives in this 

novel that makes “continual subtle shifts of voice and perspective” contributed by the 

use of Free Indirect Discourse: “The narrative is not so much God-like as ghost-like, 

less a detached and more a wandering presence drifting in an out of characters, 

backwards and forwards, in time, altering in identity from personified to 

non-personified narrator” (Hawthorn 30).  Richard Ambrosini argues that Conrad’s 

art of language attempts to combine the “moral fiber” within the linguistic “beauty” of 

narrative technique (9).  In other words, Conrad designs a narrative form that is a 

“synthesis of the moral and aesthetic aspects of his view of his fiction” (10).  He 

defines such synthesis through the language of five metaphorical tropes – work, 

idealism, fidelity, effect and precision (10) – as he elaborates in the Preface to The 

Nigger of the Narcissus.  For Conrad the aim of artistic work is to achieve the 

universal effect of human emotions and human morals beyond the abstract ideas of 

any theory (23).  In his maturity of craftsmanship during his major phase, Conrad’s 

works also feature two other important devices – covert plots and janiformity – that 

set the thematic tensions and conflicts in high relief (Watts, The Deceptive Text).  A 

“covert plot” is a “concealed plot-sequence” that uses strategies such as “reticence” 

and “elision” and is often overshadowed by the development of the overt plot (1).  

When a covert plot is perceived by an experienced or well-trained reader, the text will 

become “more complex and more highly ordered” as a whole (1).  According to 

Watts, it is this “concealments-strategy” in both literary text and real life that makes 

the existence of human beings fuller and more fulfilled (2).  Conrad’s works display 

the adroit and refined use of such techniques as “delayed decoding” and “covert plot” 
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that make his artistic achievement stand out (5).   

    In “Heart of Darkness,” Conrad attempts to achieve his intentional effects of the 

synthesis of the moral and the aesthetic through use of “suggestive language” and 

complex structure of “extra-fictional communication” (Ambrosini 84).  Conrad uses 

an embedded narrative frame that juxtaposes the narrator’s account with Marlow’s 

commentary to investigate the “possibility of communicating past subjective 

experience” (84).  Through the employment of a “mirror effect” that intertwines the 

“impressionistic language” and “recreation of subjective experience,” Conrad aims to 

achieve his intentional effect of verbal suggestiveness rather than the realistic 

impressions (88).  The aesthetics of impressionistic suggestiveness is echoed in the 

multiple possibility of translating Marlow’s past subjective experience, which 

demonstrates the difficulty of reaching a definitive interpretation of Marlow’s Congo 

journey – whether it is destructive, nihilistic or redemptive and humanistic is hard to 

decide due to the conflicting effects of dualism created by the narrative structure. 

   Lord Jim is based on three different narrative techniques, including the central 

segments of Marlow’s oral account, the omniscient narrator’s introduction at the 

beginning of the tale, and the epistolary account Marlow sent to the “privileged 

reader” (Ambrosini 117).  The integration of the three narrative techniques 

illuminates the complexity and ambiguity of the meaning of “Jim’s enigma” (117).  

Marlow as a narrator is significant in Conrad’s mastery of his craftsmanship in that 

this narrator makes his tale stand out from the conventional one and “enable[s] it to be 

‘free and wandering’” (116).  In Marlow’s interpretation of Jim’s case, his inquiry 

revolves around the “reality/illusion opposition” and Jim’s existential struggle.  

Although the omniscient frame narrator’s rhetoric is based on the “ideal standard of 

conduct” of seamanship, Marlow’s narrative highlights the “ambiguity of seeing and 

the problematic nature of telling a story [that makes] judging impossible (118, 120).  
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There exists a fundamental difference in the two narrator’s judgment or interpretation 

of “Jim’s enigma” which signifies the unreliable and conflicting nature of language in 

rendering subjective experience.  In Marlow’s representation of Jim’s life story, he 

uses a “suggestively impressionistic language” to spell out the subjective, conflicting, 

and ambiguous nature of judging Jim’s case in terms of objective facts and 

instrumental rationality.   

Nostromo is known for its extremely complex and convoluted narrative structure 

so that the reader has to piece together the fragmented history of Sulaco into a 

“chronological trajectory” by himself (Miller, “‘Material Interest’” 160).  In Miller’s 

view, Nostromo is rendered in a “cubist” artistic style rather than the “impressionistic 

technique” often associated with Conrad’s idiosyncratic style (161) to represent the 

subjective experience of an objective reality.  The achronological development of 

Nostromo is designed to show the “alternative ways to narrate history” that is opposed 

to the traditional manner to construct historical reality through “linear narration” 

(161).  Miller believes that Conrad’s insight into the real truth of history through this 

type of “counterhistory” to debunks the myth of a linear and teleological history (163).  

The alternative macrocosm is reflected in the microcosm of the individual history, 

which makes it difficult and problematic to write a single history and make a definite 

judgment of the main characters in this novel.  The Secret Agent is characterized by a 

“sardonic narratorial style” which renders London, believed to be the site of 

civilization and progress, a place of moral murkiness and indolence (Watts, The 

Deceptive Text 117, 115).  The narrative structure of the novel employs the strategy 

of “covert plot” based on devices such as “gaps, ellipses and opacities” that requires 

“strenuous acts of inference” on the part of the reader (111).  The overt plot of the 

novel is centered on the triumph of law and order embodied in the state-institute of 

police force over the “anarchy, subversion, and disruption” of the working-class 
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dissidents (111).  However, the covert plot through use of “ironic symmetries” is 

designed to “[resemble] by inversion a mirror-image of elements of the main plot” 

(111).  The covert plot is a redefinition of rights and justice embodied in the civilized 

world of the liberal government of London, which is revealed to be a institute doing 

“the ostensibly right thing …for the wrong reason,” and carrying ironic similarities to 

the world of anarchist subversion (111). 

    John A. Palmer denies the validity of the achievement-decline theory of Conrad 

criticism in that it tends to devalue all the writer’s later works and arbitrarily attributes 

it to the writer’s moral and psychological deterioration.  Instead, Palmer 

recommends an “old” view of Conrad which takes the “psycho-moral dilemmas” as 

the starting-point to reach “a few very simple ideas” espoused by the writer himself 

(ix-x).  The “psychological, philosophical, and symbolic” investigations are 

subordinated to the importance of Conrad’s “central moral interest” (x).  Victory is a 

case in point of Conrad’s latter concerns with moral and philosophical themes, 

addressing issues of “total commitment and total withdrawal” (xi) that demonstrate 

the ethical dilemma central to human relationship and individual moral awareness.  

In contrast to the achievement-decline curve delineated by Moser, Palmer traces the 

“progress-of-awareness” throughout Conrad’s artistic growth.  He divides Conrad’s 

growth into three periods: starting from the early “presocial dilemmas of private 

honor and individual fidelity,” to the middle period of concern over “moral 

contradictions imposed by social idealism,” finally culminating in the late phase of 

“moral commitment” (Palmer xii).  In a similar light, I also treat Conrad’s shift of 

thematic concern in his late phase as an indication of the writer’s maturity of mind 

and mellowness of personal worldview, rather than a sign of his creative decline and 

energetic exhaustion.  After the financial success of Chance in 1914, Conrad shifted 

his thematic concern from the epistemological and moral struggles of human beings to 
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the possibility of moral commitment and human solidarity amidst the disastrous world 

of suffering and pain.  The sense of alienation and estrangement is still there, as 

exemplified by Anthony’s and Flora’s elusion from each other; Heyst’s existential 

helplessness of life’s meaning and value; and Lingard’s sense of inferiority in front of 

Edith Travers in terms of class and social status.  Nevertheless, this time Conrad 

does not elude the responsibility of giving us a possible way out of the moral as well 

as ethical dilemmas suffered by all of us.  Conrad turns away from moral ambiguity 

and skepticism to embrace the communal value of commitment and solidarity to 

demonstrate the human potential to survive the disasters of modernity once human 

beings are able to form an intimate bond with one another.  This transformation 

shows us the growth of Conrad’s thematic interests and the maturity of his worldview 

at a late age.  From the perspective of biographical criticism, it is perhaps through 

this firm belief in the value of human communion and love that Conrad could go 

through the harsh realities of WWI – with his son Borys’ fatal injury during the war 

and the drastic deterioration of both his wife’s and his own heath shortly after the war.   
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Conclusion: Conrad as a Multicultural Writer Transcending European 

Universalism 

    As a proto-Modernist who pioneers a trend of complicated narrative technique in 

story-telling, Conrad stands out from his Modernist contemporaries by virtue of his 

maintenance of some “simple ideas” in his thematic treatment of modern man’s 

isolation and loneliness caused by the disasters of modernity.  Conrad remains an 

exile throughout his life, from his early childhood experience of exile in Siberia to his 

late life living in the adopted country where he felt a sense of estrangement despite his 

assimilation into British culture.  His unique identity as a first-generation Modernist 

writer in exile enables him to transcend the limits of both British imperialism and 

European universalism.  On the other hand, Conrad’s origin as a son of Polish landed 

gentry and patriotic revolutionists had great impact on his humanitarian vision of 

human dignity and the chivalric tradition to save human beings from his ineluctable 

suffering and doomed fate in this world, which is distinguished from the popular 

philosophy of Nietzschean nihilism and skepticism of his times.  Bearing in mind the 

multiculturalism that helped Conrad to examine Western civilization from the vantage 

point of an “émigré-writer,” I shall conclude this dissertation with the writer’s 

complicated combination of form and theme to convey his sense of human resilience 

and the possibility of redemption amid the ruins of modernity.  

    Conrad is dubbed a European writer by Najder by virtue of the three cultural 

elements shaping his worldview: Polish, English, and French (Conrad in Perspective 

165).  Nevertheless, this does not mean Conrad idealized the whole European 

tradition and civilization; rather, he critically judged its overseas development and its 

“civilizing mission” from “an external perspective” as a “Eurosceptic” (167).  

Conrad’s “European multiculturalism” enabled him to look at the history and tradition 

of Europe from “different angles” and made him understand the importance of 
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tolerance and respect in facing cultural differences (168).  Therefore, Conrad in his 

works combines the elements of “European familiarity” and non-European 

“exoticism” transcending the Eurocentric assumptions of his contemporaries, so that 

he attracts readers from different cultures and different backgrounds (172).  To his 

adopted country of Anglo-Saxon tradition, Conrad’s Central-European and Catholic 

inheritance seems to be quite alienating and distant (177).  Contrary to his Modernist 

fellow writers who espoused “Art for Art’s sake” and wrote for the high-brow elites, 

Conrad chooses to identify with the oppressed people and “[write] for all” (177).  

Corresponding to Adorno’s criticism of the “dialectic of Enlightenment,” Conrad 

examines the crisis of European tradition where material advancement does not 

necessarily bring about progress in civilization but exacerbates the struggles between 

“idealistic values” and blatant “materialism” (178).  Conrad’s dissatisfaction with 

“contemporary socio-economic systems and political programmes” was due to his 

personal experience of exile; his distrust of the prevailing utilitarian values; and his 

deep hatred of “material interests” (180).  Confronted with the disasters of modernity 

and the chaos of human civilization in early twentieth century, Conrad was skeptical 

about the present situation in world history but did not despair of human nature – he 

had deep faith in “man’s indomitable spirit” and the idealistic value of “human 

solidarity” to save human beings from their inevitable suffering and doomed fate (181, 

183).  The enduring values of Conrad’s works lie in his incessant concern with 

“moral values” and individual “moral responsibility,” which emphasizes the question 

of “how to be” in our striving to live a better life and “preserve human dignity and 

self-respect” in a universe totally indifferent to both our misery and our endeavoring 

to redeem our lives (187).     

   Conrad is described as a “peculiar” and “aberrant” writer compared to his 

contemporaries who belonged to the large group of the fin-de-siècle nihilism or the 
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later generation of Modernism (Najder, Conrad in Perspective 188).  He goes 

beyond the perspectives of both the pessimistic aesthetes of the late nineties and the 

alienated art priests of the high Modernism by virtue of his adoption of the “Polish 

Romantic tradition” that centered on “basic moral issues” such as “communal 

feelings” and “solidarity” (190).  Despite the fact that when confronted with the 

cruel real-life situation of modernity in deep conflict with the principles of “simple 

ideas” (of fidelity, honor, friendship, etc.) human beings can no longer naively stick to 

those ideas, Conrad still believes strongly in the value of the “ancient dignity of 

mankind’s tradition,” no matter how illusory or ephemeral it is (193-4).  Although 

Conrad is most often dubbed a “pessimist” by critics, he never negates the “possibility 

of our diminishing the amount of evil” by building up “[our] own code of behavior 

[and our] own concept of moral order” (194).  Nevertheless, in Conrad’s depiction of 

the complexity of human nature, he soberly points out the “janiformity” of human 

behavior that renders his adoption of the “simple ideas” of moral code problematic – 

the conflicts of honor and self-interests, the struggle of lofty dignity and material 

success (195).  Conrad is deeply conscious of man’s general situation of 

“uprootedness” and “isolation,” as demonstrated by this dissertation’s treatment of the 

protagonists’ inevitable internal and external exiles to confront the disasters of 

modernity that destroys human dignity and redeeming hope.  However, we should 

bear in mind that Conrad is not a “despairing prophet” about man’s essential solitude 

but a fighter who encourages his fellow human beings to face such dire situation with 

courage, honor, and resilience (Najder, Conrad in Perspective 198). 

    The concept of “fidelity” plays a central role in Conrad’s ethical as well as 

artistic vision, which may explain the inextricable link between his thematic concern 

and formalistic design in his works (Najder, Conrad in Perspective 199).  As I have 

already discussed in Chapter Three, Conrad’s literary vision was deeply influenced by 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 230 

 

the tradition of Polish Romantic literature, which emphasizes the writer’s noble duty 

of “national fidelity” and the moral teaching to enhance such national sentiments 

(202).  In the “Preface to The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’” Conrad declares his 

aesthetic manifesto: “art itself may be defined as a single-minded attempt to render 

the highest kind of justice to the visible universe, by bringing to light the truth, 

manifold and one, underlying its every aspect” (145).  Najder expounds Conrad’s 

aesthetic ideals as a combination of “moral and artistic criteria, justice and veracity” 

(Conrad in Perspective 209).  Conrad envisions the task of the artist to facilitate 

human communication and by doing so to enhance human solidarity:  

He [the artist] speaks to our capacity for delight and creation, and to the 

subtle but invincible conviction of solidarity that knits together the 

loneliness of innumerable hearts: to that solidarity in dreams, in joy, in 

sorrow, in aspiration, in illusions, in hope, in fear, which binds men to 

each other, which binds together all humanity – the dead to the living, 

and the living to the unborn. (“Preface to The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’” 

145-6) 

Najder suggests that Conrad’s famous dictum the aim of art is to “make you see” can 

be understood as the writer’s aspiration to achieve “mutual understanding” among 

fellow human beings (210-11) despite the prevalent Modernist trend to see human 

communication forever disrupted by the inevitable sense of alienation and 

estrangement of each insular individual.  The concept of “solidarity” and “fidelity” 

form the pivotal ideas underpinning Conrad’s artistic manifesto in “Preface to The 

Nigger of the ‘Narcissus,’” which links artistic fidelity to ethical solidarity with other 

men (Najder, Conrad in Perspective 211).  In Conrad’s works “morality” and “art” 

are intertwined to shore up the “principle of fidelity: to truth, to duty, to human 

solidarity” (211). 
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    Conrad is acclaimed as one of the “Great Tradition” of English novelist by F. R. 

Leavis along with George Eliot and Henry James by virtue of their common interests 

in “human awareness” and the “possibilities of life” (10).  The great novelists are 

supposed to integrate their subject matter into their form which demonstrates the 

inextricable relation of art and life (17).  Their innovation of form is different from 

the decadent indulgence in artistic beauty advocated by Flaubert (18).  By contrast, 

the novelists of the Great Tradition are keen to show their “capacity for experience” 

through a “kind of reverent openness before life, and a marked moral intensity” (18).  

Being an important part of that tradition of the English novel, Conrad in his works 

conveys a strong moral and ethical sense of life also belonging to the long-established 

tradition of British Merchant Service (28).  Peters points out the correspondence of 

the impressionist narrative technique and the important issues in Conrad’s works such 

as the foundation of Western civilization and the meaning of human existence 

(Conrad and Impressionism 2).  The impressionist narrative technique not only 

drives the narrative to go smoothly but also elicits the important subject matter about 

epistemological uncertainty in Conrad’s works (2).  Conrad denies the Victorian 

claim and belief in universal objective truth and instead attempts to demonstrate the 

relativity as well as individuality of human experience (3).  This conviction leads 

him to question the traditional Victorian belief of the absolute foundation of Western 

civilization and its universal values (5).  Conrad’s doubts correspond to Adorno’s 

claim regarding the dialectic of Enlightenment, in which the whole body of Western 

civilization is undergoing retrogression and decline rather than ongoing progress after 

the advent of modernity.   Although the unhappy inference of Conrad’s thoughts on 

the uncertainty of knowledge is “epistemological solipsism” and “ethical anarchy,” 

the writer has every confidence in the “certainty of human subjectivity” that will 

consolidate the “meaning of human existence” (5).  Peters’ impressionist approach to 
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Conrad’s thematic concern with epistemological uncertainty leads through uncertainty 

to certainty, which is parallel to the thrust of this dissertation that aims to dig out the 

possibility of the redemption of human suffering amid the debris and ruins of 

modernity and Western civilization.  Attentive to the issues brought about by the 

“ethical anarchy” in an indifferent universe, Conrad in his works takes pains to find 

ways to respond to this serious crisis in a humanist manner.  For Conrad’s characters, 

“how to exist” in such an indifferent universe and hostile environment becomes a 

main chapter in their life’s history despite the fact that they cannot change the status 

quo in a radical way (Peters, Conrad and Impressionism 133).  For Conrad, the only 

certainty in our universe is the fact of “human existence itself,” through which we can 

find the meaning of life to propel us move forward (134).  Like a tragic hero, Conrad 

is immersed in the task of creating meaning in an uncertain and relative universe.  

Conrad has faith in the “consensus” among human beings regarding their 

consciousness and among community members regarding moral values to “avoid the 

abyss of ethical anarchy and epistemological solipsism” (135).  Human beings must 

look to each other’s existence to confirm one’s own existence and thereby avoid the 

danger of solipsism (135-7).  The only way to make one’s knowledge of the universe 

more real and certain is through the consensus of consciousness of the other human 

being (138).  Although it cannot change this relative and indifferent universe 

enveloping our existence, it makes human existence possible and human history 

movable.  “To simply accept solipsism would make life impossible; all would be 

unknowable, unpredictable and uncontrollable.  In such a world, only isolation and 

despair could exist” (Peters, Conrad and Impressionism 139).  Conrad firmly 

believes in the power of human communion as “our primary means for existence” 

(144) so that his characters always find the true value of their existence among the 

solidarity of a community, whether that be two individuals or a group of people. 
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    Conrad transcends the limits of European universalism by being “a writer of 

many and unusually varied territorial exploits” (Najder, “Meditations on Conrad’s 

Territoriality” 1).  The explorations of far-away and exotic territories in the 

nineteenth century led Europeans to formulate the theory of “ethical relativism” based 

on the superiority of European cultures over other cultures (2).14  Nevertheless, in 

Conrad’s works we can see how he goes against the flow by his “repeated motif of 

essentially common humanity and common moral dilemmas” shared by people across 

different cultures, races, and territories (3).  He rejects the popular assumption of 

“class or national discrimination” and instead holds belief in the possibility of all 

human beings as “moral equals” (3).  Although Conrad is a widely acknowledged 

sceptic who discerns the dilemmas and problems of “cultural coexistence and 

concurrence,” he has strong faith in the solidarity of human beings brought together 

by their “common humanity” (4).  No matter what the cultural or racial origins of his 

characters, they are all represented as “responsible moral agents” standing on an equal 

footing (6).  This humanist vision makes it possible for me to identify the hope of 

redemption in a disastrous modern world wrecked by selfish human desires and 

hostility against the Other who are unlike oneself, as impacted by the rationalist 

legacy of European Enlightenment.  

    As an émigré writer who bears a multicultural legacy in both his life and works, 

Conrad is able to criticize and examine the Enlightenment culture of Europe from the 

vantage points of both without and within.  He is ahead of his time in depicting the 

disasters of the European modernity when everyone else in his adopted country was 

                                                      
14

 The nineteenth-century explorers and colonizers believed in the superiority of European civilization 

in terms of culture and morality.   Accordingly, they thought one could not make the moral judgment 

of Europeans and non-Europeans based on the same ethical ground, since the latter are more backward 

and less developed in their moral conducts such as duty, restraint, and dignity.  
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complacent about the imperialist glory of the Victorian age.  Born a gentry-class 

Pole whose national rights were dispossessed by imperial powers, Conrad is able to 

identify with the pains and sufferings of the oppressed people and race.  Standing out 

from the pessimistic Modernist contemporaries who concentrated on the dark side of 

the modernizing European society, Conrad in his works expresses his humanist vision 

of the hope to reclaim human dignity and solidarity.  In the face of an indifferent 

universe toward human sufferings and the degradation of a great civilization, Conrad 

in his essay makes his humanist response carrying an undying hope for a meaningful 

life:  

The ethical view of the universe involves us at last in so many cruel and 

absurd contradictions, where the last vestiges of faith, hope, charity, and 

even of reason itself, seem ready to perish, that I have come to suspect 

that the aim of creation cannot be ethical at all.  I would fondly believe 

that its objet is purely spectacular: a spectacle for awe, love, adoration, or 

hate, if you like, but in this view – and in this view alone – never for 

despair!  Those visions, delicious or poignant, are a moral end in 

themselves.  (A Personal Record 92) 

In his firm conviction to battle against the dark force of “despair,” Conrad creates so 

many stoical characters who are able to redeem their past disgrace or guilt caused by 

the disasters of modernity and enlightenment civilization through their chastising 

exiles as an atonement to return to the lost paradise of human dignity.                                

            

 

                    

                     



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 235 

 

Works Cited 

Acheraïou, Amar. “Joseph Conrad’s Eastern Geopolitics: Trade and Imperialism.” 

Joseph Conrad and the Orient. Ed. Acheraïou. Conrad: Eastern and Western 

Perspectives 21. New York: Columbia UP, 2012. Print. 

---. “The Shadow of Poland.” A Return to the Roots: Conrad, Poland, and 

East-Central Europe. Ed. Wiesław Krajka. Conrad: Eastern and Western 

Perspectives 13. New York: Columbia UP, 2004. 47-70. Print. 

Adams, David. Colonial Odysseys: Empire and Epic in the Modernist Novel. London: 

Cornell UP, 2003. 45-87. Print. 

Adorno, Theodor. “Culture and Administration.” The Culture Industry: Selected 

Essays on Mass Culture. By Adorno. Ed. Bernstein. New York: Routledge, 

1991. 107-31. Print. 

---. “Culture Industry Reconsidered.” The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass 

Culture. By Adorno. Ed. Bernstein. New York: Routledge, 1991. 98-106. Print. 

---. “Education after Auschwitz.” Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords. 

Tras. Henry W. Pickford. New York: Columbia UP, 1998. 191-204. Print. 

---. “Marginalia to Theory and Praxis.” Critical Models: Interventions and 

Catchwords. Trans. Henry W. Pickford. New York: Columbia UP, 1998. 259-78. 

Print. 

---. Negative Dialectics. Trans. E. B. Ashton. New York: Continuum, 1973. 3-57; 

361-408. Print. 

---. “Resignation.” Telos 35 (1978): 165-8. Print. 

---. “The Schema of Mass Culture.” The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass 

Culture. By Adorno. Ed. Bernstein. New York: Routledge, 1991. 61-97. Print. 

---. “Subject and Object.” The Essential Frankfurt School Reader. Ed. Andrew Arato 

and Eike Gebhardt. New York: Continuum, 497-511. Print. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 236 

 

---. “Sur L’eau.” Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life. New York: Verso, 

2005. 155-7. Print. 

Adorno, Theodor, and Max Horkheimer. Dialectic of Enlightenment. New York: Verso, 

1944. Print.    

Ambrosini, Richard. Conrad’s Fiction as Critical Discourse. New York: Cambridge 

UP, 1991, Print. 

Baudelaire, Charles. “The Painter of Modern Life.” Baudelaire: Selected Writings on 

Art & Artists. Trans. P. E. Charvet. New York: Cambridge UP, 1972. 390-435. 

Print. 

Baxter, Katherine Isobel. Joseph Conrad and the Swan Song of Romance. Surrey: 

Ashgate, 2010. Print. 

Benson, Donald R. “The Crisis of Space: Ether, Atmosphere, and the Solidarity of 

Men and Nature in Heart of Darkness.” Beyond the Two Cultures: Essays on 

Science, Technology, and Literature. Ed. Joseph W. Slade. Ames: Iowa State UP, 

1990. 161-75. Print. 

Berman, Marshall. All that is Solid Melts into Air: the Experience of Modernity. New 

York: Simon and Schuster, 1982. Print. 

Bernstein, J. M. Introduction. The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture. 

By Theodor W. Adorno. Ed. Bernstein. New York: Routledge, 1991. 1-28. Print. 

---. “Intact and Fragmented Bodies: Versions of Ethics ‘after Auschwitz’.” New 

German Critique 33.1 (2006): 31-52. Print. 

Berthoud, Jacques. Joseph Conrad: the Major Phase. New York: Cambridge UP, 1978. 

Print. 

---. “The Modernization of Sulaco.” Conrad’s Cities: Essays for Hans van Marle. Ed. 

Gene M. Moore. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992. 139-57. Print. 

Boon, Timothy, Robert Bud, Andrew Nahum, and Simon Niziol. Inventing the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 237 

 

Modern World: Technology since 1750. London: Softback Preview, 2000. Print. 

Brooks, Peter. “An Unreadable Report: Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.” Reading for the 

Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative. Oxford: Clarendon P, 1984. Print. 

Buck-Morss, Susan. The Origin of Negative Dialectics: Theodor W. Adorno, Walter 

Benjamin, And the Frankfurt Institute.  New York: Free P, 1979. Print. 

Calinescu, Matei. Five Faces of Modernity. Durham: Duke UP, 1987. Print. 

Carabine, Keith. “Under Western Eyes.” The Cambridge Companion to Joseph 

Conrad. Ed. J. H. Stape. New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 122-39. Print. 

Connelly, John. “Jester and Priest: On Leszek Kolakowski.” Nation (2013). 7 

September 2014 < 

http://www.thenation.com/article/176016/jester-and-priest-leszek-kolakowski#>

.  

Conrad, Joseph. A Personal Record. 1912. New York: Doubleday, 1926.  Print. 

---. Almayer’s Folly: A Story of an Eastern River. 1895. New York: the Modern 

Library, 2002. Print. 

---. An Outcast of the Islands. 1896. Ed. J. H. Stape. New York: Oxford UP, 2009. 

---. “Author’s Note.” Heart of Darkness: An Authoritative Text, Backgrounds and 

Sources, Criticism. Ed. Robert Kimbrough. New York: Norton. 3-5. Print. 

---. Chance: A Tale in Two Parts. 1913. Ed. Martin Ray. New York: Oxford UP, 2002. 

---. “Heart of Darkness.” 1989. Heart of Darkness and Other Tales. Ed. Cedric Watts. 

New York: Oxford UP, 1998. Print. 

---. Joseph Conrad’s Letters to R. B. Cunninghame Graham. Ed. C. T. Watts. New 

York: Cambridge UP, 1969. Print. 

---. Letters of Joseph Conrad to Marguerite Poradowska 1890-1920. Ed. and Trans. 

by John A. Gee and Paul J. Sturm. New Haven: Yale UP, 1940. Print. 

---. Lord Jim. 1900. Ed. Cedric Watts and Robert Hampson. New York: Penguin, 1989. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 238 

 

Print. 

---. Nostromo: A Tale of the Seaboard. 1904. London: Wordsworth Classics, 1996. 

---. Notes on Life and Letters. New York: Doubleday, 1926. Print. 

---. “Preface to The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’.” The Nigger of the “Narcissus” : An 

Authoritative Text Backgrounds and Sources Reviews and Criticism. Ed. Robert 

Kimbrough. New York: Norton, 1979. 145-8. Print. 

---. The Rescue. 1920. New York: Doubleday, 1928. Print. 

---. The Secret Agent. 1907. Ed. John Lyon. New York: Oxford UP, 2004. Print. 

---. Under Western Eyes. 1911. Ed. Paul Kirschner. New York: Penguin, 1997. Print. 

---. Victory: An Island Tale. 1915. Ed. Peter Lancelot Mallios. New York: the Modern 

Library, 2003. Print. 

Conrad, Peter. Modern Times, Modern places. London: Thames & Hudson, 1998. 

Print. 

Crankshaw, Edward. “Conrad and Russia.” Joseph Conrad: A Commemoration. Ed. 

Norman Sherry. London: Macmillan P, 91-104. Print. 

Dąbrowski, Marian. “An Interview with J. Conrad.” Conrad under Familial Eyes. Ed. 

Zdzisław Najder. New York: Cambridge UP, 1983. 196-201. Print. 

Danto, Arthur C. “Are we Cracking under the Strain?” The New York Times (1990). 7 

September 2014 

<http://www.nytimes.com/1990/12/23/books/are-we-cracking-under-the-strain.

html>. 

Davies, Laurence. “Fin de Siècle.” Joseph Conrad in Context. Ed. Allan H. Simmons. 

New York: Cambridge UP, 2009. 147-54. Print. 

Davies, Norman. God’s Playground: a History of Poland. vol 2. London: Oxford UP, 

1981. Print.    

Derry, T. K., and Trevor I. Williams. A Short History of Technology. New York: 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 239 

 

Oxford UP, 1960. Print. 

Eagleton, Terry. “Exiles and Émigrés.” Introduction. Exiles and Émigrés: Studies in 

Modern Literature. By Eagleton. New York: Schocken Books, 1970. 9-19. 

Print. 

Epstein, Hugh. “A Pier-Glass in the Cavern: London in The Secret Agent.” Conrad’s 

Cities: Essays for Hans van Marle. Ed. Gene M. Moore. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 

1992. 175-96. Print. 

Erdinast-Vulcan, Daphna. Joseph Conrad and Modern Temper. Oxford: Cladrendon P, 

1991. Print.   

Evans, Craig A. “Aspects of Exile and Restoration in the Proclamation of Jesus and 

the Gospels.” Exile: Old Testament,, Jewish, and Christian Conceptions. Ed. 

Scott. New York: Brill, 1997. 299-328.  Print. 

Fincham, Gail. “ ‘To Make you See’: Narration and Focalization in Under Western 

Eyes.” Joseph Conrad: Voice, Sequence, History, Genre. Ed. Lothe and 

Hawthorn and Phelan. Columbus: the Ohio State UP, 2008. 60-80.  Print. 

Fleishman, Avrom. Conrad’s Politics. Baltimore: John Hopkins P, 1967. 21-48; 

215-42. Print. 

Freyenhagen, Fabian. “Moral Philosophy.” Theodor Adorno: Key Concepts. Ed. 

Deborah Cook. Stocksfield: Acumen, 2008.99-114. Print. 

Gasyna, George. “Between Exilic Self-Fashioning and Nostalgia of the Return: Some 

Thoughts on Conrad’s Polish Writings” From Szlachta Culture to the 21st 

Century, between East and West. New Essays on Joseph Conrad’s Polishness. 

Ed. Wiesław Krajka. Conrad: Eastern and Western Perspectives 22. New York: 

Columbia UP, 2013. 211-32.. Print. 

George, Arthur L., and Elena George. “Dostoevsky’s St. Petersburg.” St. Petersburg: 

Russia’s Window to the Future, the First Three Centuries.  New York: Taylor 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 240 

 

Trade Publishing, 2003. 328-69. Print. 

Gerhardt, Christina. “Introduction: Adorno and Ethics.” New German Critique 33.1 

(2006) : 1-3. Print. 

Gillon, Adam. The Eternal Solitary: A Study of Joseph Conrad. New York: Bookman 

Associates, 1960. Print. 

GoGwilt, Christopher. The Invention of the West: Joseph Conrad and the 

Double-Mapping of Europe and Empire. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1995. 88-105.  

Graham, Kenneth. “Conrad and Modernism.” The Cambridge Companion to Joseph 

Conrad. Ed. J. H. Stape. New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 203-22. Print. 

Gurko, Leo. Joseph Conrad: Giant in Exile. London: Frederick Muller, 1962. Print. 

Habermas, Jürgen. “The Entwinement of Myth and Enlightenment: Max Horkheimer 

and Theodor Adorno.” The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve 

Lectures. Trans. Frederick G. Lawrence. 106-30. Print. 

Hammer, Espen. “Metaphysics.” Theodor Adorno: Key Concepts. Ed. Deborah Cook. 

Stocksfield: Acumen, 2008. 63-75. Print. 

Hampson, Robert. Conrad’s Secrets. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. 

---. Cross-Cultural Encounters in Joseph Conrad’s Malay Fiction. New York: 

Palgrave, 2000. Print. 

---. Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity. London: St. Martin’s P, 1992. Print. 

---.“The Late Novels.” The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad. Ed. J. H. Stape. 

New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 140-59. Print. 

Hawthorn, Jeremy. Joseph Conrad: Narrative Technique and Ideological Commitment. 

London: Edward Arnold, 1992. Print. 

Hay, Eloise Knapp. “Nostromo.” The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad. Ed. J. 

H. Stape. New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 81-99. Print. 

---. The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad. Chicago: the U of Chicago P, 1963. Print. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 241 

 

---. “Reconstructing ‘East’ and ‘West’ in Conrad’s Eyes.” Contexts for Conrad. Ed. 

Keith Carabine, Owen Knowles, Wiesław Krajka. Conrad: Eastern and Western 

Perspectives 2. New York: Columbia UP, 1993. 21-40. Print. 

Headrick, Daniel R. The Tools of Empire: Technology and the European Imperialism 

in the Nineteenth Century. New York: Oxford UP, 1981. Print. 

Held, David. Introduction to Critical Theory: Horkheimer to Habermas. Berkeley: U 

of California P, 1980. Print. 

Hunter, Allan. Joseph Conrad and the Ethics of Darwinism. London: Croom Helm, 

1983. Print. 

Huyssen, Andreas. After the Great Divide. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1986. 3-43. 

Print. 

Jameson, Fredric. The Political Unconscious : Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act. 

New York: Cornell UP, 1981. 206-80. Print. 

Jarvis, Simon. Adorno: a Critical Introduction. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998. Print. 

---. “Adorno, Marx, Materialism.” The Cambridge Companion to Adorno. Ed. Tom 

Huhn. New York: Cambridge UP, 2004. 79-100. Print. 

Jay, Martin. Adorno. Massachusetts: Harvard UP, 1984. Print. 

---. “Is Experience Still in Crisis? Reflection on a Frankfurt School Lament.” The 

Cambridge Companion to Adorno. Ed. Tom Huhn. New York: Cambridge UP, 

2004. 129-47. Print. 

Jones, Susan. Conrad and Women. New York: Clarendon P, 1999. Print. 

Kaplan, Carola M. “Conrad’s Narrative Occupation of / by Russia in Under Western 

Eyes.” Conradiana 27 (1995): 97-114. Print. 

Karl, Frederick R. Joseph Conrad: the Three Lives. New York: Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux. 1979. Print. 

Kellner, Douglas. “Theodor W. Adorno and the Dialectics of Mass Culture.” Adorno: 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 242 

 

a Critical Reader. Ed. Nigel Gibson and Andrew Rubin. Oxford: Blackwell, 

2002. 86-109. Print. 

Kirschner, Paul. “Topodialogic Narrative in Under Western Eyes and the Rasuomoffs 

of ‘La Petite Russie’.” Conrad’s Cities: Essays for Van Marle. Ed. Gene M. 

Moore. Amsterdam: Radopi, 1992. 223-54. Print. 

Kołakowski, Leszek. Main Currents of Marxism: Its Origins, Growth and Dissolution. 

Vol. 3. New York: Oxford UP, 1978. 341-95. Print. 

---. Modernity on Endless Trial. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1990. Print. 

---. Religion, if there is no God: on God, the Devil, sin, and Other Worries of the 

so-called Philosophy of Religion. New York: Oxford UP, 1982. Print. 

Krajka, Wiesław. Isolation and Ethos: A Study of Joseph Conrad. New York: 

Columbia UP, 1992. Print. 

Krenn, Heliéna. Conrad’s Lingard Trilogy: Empire, Race, and Women in the Malay 

Novels. New York: Garland P, 1990. Print. 

Leavis, F. R. The Great Tradition. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1972. Print. 

Lester, John. Conrad and Religion. London: Macmillan P, 1988. Print. 

---.“Religion.” Joseph Conrad in Context. Ed. Allan H. Simmons. New York: 

Cambridge UP, 229-36. Print. 

Levenson, Michael. “Modernism.” Joseph Conrad in Context. Ed. Allan H. Simmons. 

New York: Cambridge UP, 2009. 179-86. Print. 

Lewis, Pericles. The Cambridge Introduction to Modernism. By Lewis. New York: 

Cambridge UP,2007. 1-34; 95-126. Print. 

Library of Congress. 7 September 2014 

<http://www.loc.gov/loc/kluge/prize/kolakowski.html>. 

Lothe, Jakob. “Conradian Narrative.” The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad. 

Ed. J. H. Stape. New York: Cambridge UP, 160-78. Print. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 243 

 

Lothe, Jakob, Jeremy Hawthorn and James Phelan. “Introduction: Joseph Conrad and 

Narrative Theory.” Joseph Conrad: Voice, Sequence, History, Genre. Ed. Lothe 

and Hawthorn and Phelan. Columbus: the Ohio State UP, 2008. 1-19. Print. 

Madden, Fred. “The Ethical Dimension of Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim: Conrad’s 

Debt to Schopenhauer.” Conradiana: A Journal of Joseph Conrad Studies 31.1 

(1999): 42-62. Print. 

McFarlane, James. “The Mind of Modernism.” Modernism: A Guide to European 

Literature 1890-1930. Ed. Malcolm Bradbury and McFarlane. New York: 

Penguin Books, 1976. 71-93. Print. 

Middleton, Tim. Joseph Conrad. New York: Routledge, 2006. 154-67. Print. 

Miller, C. Brook. “Holroyd’s Man: Tradition, Fetishization, and the United States in 

Nostromo.” The Conradian 29.2 (2004): 14-30. Print. 

Miller, J. Hillis. “Heart of Darkness Revisited.” Heart of Darkness: Complete, 

Authoritative Text with Biographical and Historical Contexts, Critical History, 

and Essays from Five Contemporary Critical Perspectives. Ed. Ross C. Murfin. 

New York: St. Martin’s P, 1996. 206-20. Print. 

---. “Joseph Conrad: I The Darkness. II The Secret Agent.” Poets of Reality: Six 

Twentieth-Century Writers. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1966. 13-67. Print.   

---. “‘Material Interests’: Conrad’s Nostromo as a Critique of Global Capitalism.” 

Joseph Conrad: Voice, Sequence, History, Genre. Ed. Lothe and Hawthorn and 

Phelan. Columbus: the Ohio State UP, 2008. 160-77. Print. 

Miłosz, Czesław. The History of Polish Literature. London: the Macmillan Company, 

1969. 195-280. Print.   

Mozina, Andrew. Joseph Conrad and the Art of Sacrifice: the Evolution of the 

Scapegoat Theme in Joseph Conrad’s Fiction. New York: Routledge, 2001. 

xiii-xxiii. Print. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 244 

 

Moser, Thomas. Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline. Connecticut: Archon 

Books-Hamden, 1966. Print. 

Mulhern, Francis. “Inconceivable History: Storytelling as Hyperphasia and 

Disavowal.” The Novel. Vol 2. Ed. Francis Moretti. Princeton: Princeton UP, 

2006. 777-807. Print. 

Najder, Zdzisław. Conrad in Perspective: Essays on Art and Fidelity. New York: 

Cambridge UP, 1997. Print.  

---. Introduction. Conrad’s Polish Background: Letters to and from Polish Friends. 

London: Oxford UP, 1964. 1-31. Print. 

---. Joseph Conrad: a Chronicle. New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1983. 

---. “Meditations on Conrad’s Territoriality: An Essay in Four Tacks.” The Conradian 

28.1 (2003):1-16. Print. 

Neusner, Jacob. “Exile and Return as the History of Judaism” Exile: Old Testament,, 

Jewish, and Christian Conceptions. Ed. James Scott. New York: Brill, 1997. 

221-37. Print. 

Otten, Terry. Introduction. After Innocence: Visions of the Fall in Modern Literature. 

London: U of Pittsburg P, 1982. 3-7. Print. 

Palmer, John A. Joseph Conrad’s Fiction: a Study in Literary Growth. New York: 

Cornell UP, 1968, Print. 

Panagopoulos, Nic. The Fiction of Joseph Conrad: the Influence of Schopenhauer and 

Nietzsche. New York: Peter Lang, 1998. 13-21; 73-105. Print. 

Panichas, George A. Joseph Conrad: His Moral Vision. Macon: Mercer UP, 2007.  

Parry, Benita. Conrad and Imperialism: Ideological Boundaries and Visionary 

Frontiers. London: Macmillan P, 1983. 76-98. Print. 

Peters, John G. The Cambridge Introduction to Joseph Conrad. New York: Cambridge 

UP, 2006. Print. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 245 

 

---. Conrad and Impressionism. New York: Cambridge UP, 2001. Print. 

Pettersson, Torsten. Consciousness and Time: A Study in the Philosophy and 

Narrative Technique of Joseph Conrad. Åbo: Åbo Akademi, 1982. Print. 

Phelan, James. “‘I affirm nothing’: Lord Jim and the Uses of Textual Recalcitrance.” 

Joseph Conrad: Voice, Sequence, History, Genre. Ed. Lothe and Hawthorn and 

Phelan. Columbus: the Ohio State UP, 2008. 41-59. Print.   

Pick, Daniel. War Machine: the Rationalisation of Slaughter in the Modern Age. New 

Haven: Yale UP, 1993. Print. 

Pippin, Robert B. Modernism as a Philosophical Problem: on the Dissatisfactions of 

European High Culture. Massachusetts: Blackwell P, 1999. Print. 

Purdy, Dwight. Introduction. Joseph Conrad’s Bible. By Purdy. Norman: U of 

Oklahoma P, 1984. 3-9. Print. 

Purssell, Andrew. “Critical Responses: 1975-2000.” Joseph Conrad in Context. Ed. 

Allan H. Simmons. New York: Cambridge UP, 2009. 83-90. Print. 

Raval, Suresh. Introduction. The Art of Failure: Conrad’s Fiction. By Raval. Boston: 

Allen & Unwin, 1986. 1-18. Print. 

Robin, Christophe. “Time, History, Narrative in Nostromo.” Joseph Conrad: Voice, 

Sequence, History, Genre. Ed. Lothe and Hawthorn and Phelan. Columbus: the 

Ohio State UP, 2008. 196-213. Print. 

Roussel, Royal. The Metaphysics of Darkness: A Study in the Unity and Development 

of Conrad’s Fiction. London: the Johns Hopkins P, 1971. Print. 

Rubery, Matthew. “Science and Technology.” Joseph Conrad in Context. Ed. Allan H. 

Simmons. New York: Cambridge UP, 2009. 237-44. Print. 

Said, Edward. “Conrad and Nietzsche.” Joseph Conrad: A Commemoration. Ed. 

Norman Sherry. London: Macmillan P, 1976. 65-75. Print. 

---. “Reflections on Exile.” Reflections on Exile and Other Essays. Cambridge: 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 246 

 

Harvard UP, 2003. 173-86. Print. 

Schnauder, Ludwig. Free Will and Determinism in Joseph Conrad’s Major Novels. 

New York: Rodopi, 2009. Print. 

Schwarz, Daniel R. Conrad: Almayer’s Folly to Under Western Eyes. New York: 

Cornell UP, 1980. Print. 

---. Conrad: Later Fiction. London: Macmillan P, 1982. Print. 

---. Rereading Conrad. London: U of Missouri P, 2001. Print. 

Schweppenhäuser, Gerhard. Theodor W. Adorno: an Introduction. Trans. James 

Rolleston. Durham: Duke UP, 2009. Print. 

Scott, James M. Introduction. Exile: Old Testament,, Jewish, and Christian 

Conceptions. Ed. Scott. New York: Brill, 1997. 1-4. Print. 

Scott, Rebecca. “The Woman in Black: Race and Gender in The Secret Agent.” 

Conrad and Gender. Ed. Andrew Michael Roberts. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993. 

39-58. Print. 

Simmons, Allan H. “Politics.” Joseph Conrad in Context. Ed. Simmons. New York: 

Cambridge UP, 2009. 195-203. Print. 

---. Joseph Conrad. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. 173-81. Print. 

Smith, David R. “Dostoevsky and Conrad.” The Conradian 15.2 (1991): 1-11. Print. 

Stape, J. H. “Lord Jim.” The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad. Ed. Stape. 

New York: Cambridge UP, 1996. 63-80. Print. 

---. The Several Lives of Joseph Conrad. New York: Pantheon Books, 2007. 

Stockton, Sharon. “Vertigo and the Sovereign Individual: Late Imperial Narrative and 

Transport Technology.” Modern Language Studies 30.2 (2000): 181-98. Print. 

Szczeszak, Agata Izabela. “Conrad, Joyce, and the Development of Urban 

Psychological Cartographies.” Beyond the Roots: the Evolution of Conrad’s 

Ideology and Art. Ed. Wiesław Krajka. Conrad: Eastern and Western 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 247 

 

Perspectives 14. New York: Columbia UP, 2005. 267-97. Print. 

Tobias, Boes. “Beyond the Bildungsroman: Character Development and Communal 

Legitimation in the Early Fiction of Joseph Conrad.” Conradiana 39.2 (2007): 

113-34. Print. 

Watt, Ian. Conrad in the Nineteenth Century. Berkeley: U of California P, 1979. 

---. “Joseph Conrad: Alienation and Commitment.” Essays on Conrad. New York: 

Cambridge UP, 2000. 1-19. Print. 

Watts, Cedric. A Preface to Conrad. New York: Longman, 1982. 1-118. Print. 

---. “Conrad and the Myth of the Monstrous Town.” Conrad’s Cities: Essays for Hans 

van Marle. Ed. Gene M. Moore. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992. 17-30. Print. 

---. Conrad’s ‘Heart of Darkness’: A Critical and Contextual Discussion. Milano: 

Mursia International, 1977. Print. 

---. The Deceptive Text: an Introduction to Covert Plots. Sussex: the Harvester P, 1984, 

Print. 

---. Joseph Conrad. Plymouth: Northcote House, 1994. 1-7. Print. 

White, Allon. “Conrad and the Rhetoric of Enigma.” The Uses of Obscurity: the 

Fiction of Early Modernism. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981. 108-29. 

Print. 

White, Andrea. “Conrad and Modernism.” A Historical Guide to Joseph Conrad. Ed. 

John G. Peters. New York: Oxford UP, 2010. 163- 96. Print. 

---. Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition: Constructing and Deconstructing the 

Imperial Subject. New York: Cambridge UP, 1993. 134-50. Print. 

Williams, Raymond. The Country and the City. New York: Oxford UP, 1973. Print. 

Witkin, Robert W. Adorno on Popular Culture. New York: Routledge, 2003. 1-32; 

50-67. Print.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

Kao 248 

 

Vita 

Name              Pei-Wen Clio Kao (24/12/1977) 

Education           Ph.D. in English, June 2015 

                   National Chengchi University 

                   Taiwan, R.O.C. 

Work History 

February 2015-      Adjunct Instruction in English 

July 2015          Department of American Language and Culture 

             Tamkang University 

             Taiwan, R.O.C. 

September 2010-     Adjunct Instructor in English 

June 2011          Liberal Education Center 

                Taipei Medical University 

                Taiwan, R.O.C. 

            

     

     


