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Abbreviations 

The following abbreviated titles for frequently cited major works of Joseph 

Conrad have been used in my in-text citations. And full references to his works are from 

different editions and different publishers and they are given in the Works Cited list. I 

have followed the Conradian critic Allan H. Simmons’s Joseph Conrad: Critical Issues 

for abbreviations.  

AF Almayer’s Folly 

OI An Outcast of the Islands   

NN  The Nigger of the Narcissus 

HD  Heart of Darkness 

LJ  Lord Jim  

N  Nostromo 

SA  The Secret Agent 

UWE  Under Western Eyes 

V  Victory 

PR  A Personal Record 

 

 



 

 

 

Why, then, ’tis none to you, for there is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it 

so. To me it is a prison. 

—William Shakespeare: Hamlet 

[T]he last word is not said – probably shall never be said. Are not our lives too short for 

that full utterance which through all our stammerings is of course our only and abiding 

intention? I have given up expecting those last words, whose ring, if they could only be 

pronounced, would shake both heaven and earth. There is never time to say our last word 

– the last word of our love, of our desire, faith, remorse, submission, revolt.  

—Joseph Conrad: Lord Jim 
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Chapter One 
Introduction  

Reassessment of the Conrad Oeuvre 

 
“THE great English novelists are Jane Austen, George Eliot, Henry James, and Joseph 

Conrad – to stop for the moment at that comparatively safe point in history.” 

 — F. R. Leavis: The Great Tradition 

Joseph Conrad is one of the fiction writers, who have carved a niche for themselves in the 

British canon of fiction, and have continued, after almost a century, to attract and 

influence new readers, writers and researchers both in the West and in the East. He is 

hailed as an inaugurator maestro novelist of the South East Asian literature in English, as 

about his early Eastern fiction Robert D. Hamner says that Conrad “virtually opened a 

new literary world” (1). His presentation of romance and the test of Western characters’ 

morality and integrity in his fiction of the East and Africa have earned him the fame of a 

distinct writer. His distinct narrative style and elusive literary language have made him 

one of the complex but profound psychological storytellers. His deep analysis of 

characters’ motives of action and behaviour, his critical observations of incidents and 

skeptical views of political events and institutions have made him an acknowledged 

interpreter of the maladies of our world. After the initial reviews of and responses to his 

works by his contemporaries from the publication of his first novel in 1895 till his death 

in 1924, his reception from the 1940s onwards in the critical academy has risen to an 

impressive height giving us today the opportunity to talk about the industry of Conrad 

criticism. His works even today appeal to us and help us address our contemporary social 







 

  2 

and political issues in the midst of the rise of neocolonialism, populist theories, religious 

militancy and hate crime.  

While Conrad’s wide appeal to the Western reader is marked by his representation 

of an exotic East, sea life, and a pessimistic portrayal of the modern West, his massive 

influence to the Easter reader lies in his criticism of imperialism and contrapuntal1 

portrayal of the East. His passionate and humane portrayal of Eastern people in the Malay 

fiction and harsh criticism of colonialism in the African fiction, especially in Heart of 

Darkness have given him the image of a moral writer and a genius too —“Poland’s 

English Genius”.2 Yet this very subject of his representation of the East and Africa has 

given rise to diverse conflicting responses to his woks initiating the postcolonial studies 

on him. In Conrad the Novelist Albert J. Guerard sets Conrad apart from other English 

novelists for his powerful “creation of conflict in the reader, and his fine control of that 

conflict” (59). Indeed, in the East and Africa, he is mostly praised or blamed for his 

treatment of imperialism and portrayal of the natives and the Europeans in the colonies. 

His dismantling of the central philosophical and political rhetoric of European 

imperialism is unparalleled. He has undermined the dominant ideology of white racism 

by delineating failed Europeans in his Malay and African fiction. Thus, he has shaken the 

adventure myth of Robinson Crusoe and his establishment of a European fiefdom by 

parodying Crusoe’s survival alone in an uninhabited island through the character of 

Martin Decoud in his Nostromo, who, unlike Crusoe in Robinson Crusoe, commits 

suicide in confrontation with only a three-day loneliness in the island of Isabella. Thus, 

 
1  The term derived from Edward Said refers to the objective view of subject/object presented from the 

perspective of both the presenter and the represented.  
2  Hugh Clifford wrote an essay entitled “The Genius of Joseph Conrad” in 1904 and M. C. Bradbrook 

wrote the book Joseph Conrad: Poland’s English Genius in 1941. 
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Conrad has appropriated the tradition of adventure fiction and colonial literature in order 

to show a different view of their socio-economic and political realities. 

Conrad found his required inspiration and materials in the Malay Archipelago to 

start his writing career and he presented exotic but tragic romances for Western readers, 

which however appear frustrating as well as promising to Eastern readers. While 

European readers find their representatives in many inglorious activities in Conrad’s 

fiction unlike in other contemporary writers’  fiction, Eastern readers confront the history 

of Western domination, resistance and a network of power relations. Indeed, Eastern 

readers also realize that there was nobody to tell their tales to the world other than the 

Western writer. How far these tales are authentic or politics-free or politically motivated 

is arguably the concern of an Eastern critic. Elaine Jordan in the introduction to Joseph 

Conrad: Contemporary Critical Essays points to Conrad’s target audience and European 

perspective which a reader cannot ignore at present, as Europeanism has become a 

sensitive term to a reader in the present world. He says: 

In late twentieth-century classrooms where English is read, Conrad’s fictions raise 

questions about power and ethics, the power of writing and of certain perspectives, which 

point beyond the local and the individual. Heart of Darkness questions European 

colonization of Africa, its ideology and effects; Nostromo is concerned with British and 

US economic imperialism in Latin America; The Secret Agent brings comparable 

questions home to the great metropolis of the time, London, where the richest in suffering 

are poor in words. What is true of all them is that the imagined reader, whether appealed 

to or affronted, is European. Sensitivity about this Eurocentrism is what distinguishes 

recent from earlier studies of Conrad. (2) 

Obviously, Conrad has raised questions about the projects of European imperialism and the 

rising scientific modern world. But as is obvious from the above quotation, Conrad’s 

concern is always for the European. The present study explores this European point of view 
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and reassesses Conrad’s treatment of the East in relation to the West through an Eastern 

perspective in order to put resistance to the Western dominant ideas in academic criticism 

drawing on arguments of Edward Said, Chinua Achebe, Frantz Fanon, Michel Foucault, 

Ngugiwa Thion’go, Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri Spivak, Dipesh Chakraborty, Talal Asad, 

and many other Conrad critics. Going to do so, the thesis alligns itself with Said’s “Secular 

Criticism”,3 which critiques both Western domination and Eastern weaknesses, and marks 

the redeeming qualities of Conrad the writer and his works rejecting the one-sided polemics 

of some of the postcolonial critics. Hence, the Eastern gaze is an objective gaze, which is 

not just a one-sided view, as it shows, on the one hand, the colonial ideology and European 

secular perspective inherent in Conrad’s works, and, on the other hand, the anti-imperial 

postcolonial spirit in their aesthetics and secular criticism of the West. Though many critics 

like Chinua Achebe, Francis B. Sing call him a colonial writer, critics like Andrea White, 

Terry Collits, Andrew Francis, Bill Ashcroft , V. S. Naipaul, Gabriel Garcia Marquez and 

Peter Nazareth and Tom Henthorne consider Conrad a postcolonial writer. The Modern 

Language Association held a seminar on Joseph Conrad and titled it as “The Postcolonial 

Conrad”. Terry Collits wrote the book The Postcolonial Conrad: Paradoxes of Empire in 

2005. Even with reservations, Ngugi wa Thiong’o recognises Conrad’s postcoloniality: 

“The African writer and Joseph Conrad share the same world and that is why Conrad’s 

work is so familiar. Both have lived in a world dominated by imperialism” (qtd. in 

Henthorne 3). Peter Nazareth goes further to identify Conrad as a “Third-World Writer” in 

“Out of the Darkness: Conrad and other Third World Writers” and says in “Conrad’s 

Descendants” that he and some other postcolonial writers such as Tayeb Salih, Lloyd 
 

3  Drawing on Eric Auerbach’s Mimesis, Said in his “Introduction: Secular Criticism” of this book deems 
his own critical stand-point as ‘secular’ which is a kind of objective criticism, the business of which is to 
critique both the self and the other and write back to the dominant ideology. But when I say his 
presentation is secular, I want to mean that it is European imperial secular perspective which ignores a 
represented class’s religious culture and identity which causes partial or complete misrepresentation; and 
when I say his style is secular, it is objective and critical of the dominant Western ideology. 
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Fernando, and Wison Harris are Conrad’s descendants. However, as Tom Henthorne argues 

in Conrad’s Trojan Horses: Imperialism, Hybridity, & the Postcolonial Aesthetic that it 

depends on how one defines postcoloniality:  

Whether Conrad can be classified as “postcolonial” depends, of course, on how one 

defines the term. Certainly, Conrad is not postcolonial if one uses the term only to 

describe the period of decolonization that mediately followed World War II since he died 

in 1924. If, however, following Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, one 

employs the term “to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process from the 

moment of colonization to the present day,” then Conrad can be understood as a 

postcolonial since he addressed postcolonial directly in most of his work. (3-4) 

Yet, he is not fully satisfied because under the umbrella of this definition Rudyard 

Kipling and Katherine Mansfield can be mistakenly called postcolonial. He also says that 

because Chinua Achebe began writing while his nation was still a colony, he did not 

suddenly become a postcolonial critic/writer the moment his nation got independence. 

Therefore, applying McLeod’s distinguishing ideas about post-colonial with hyphen and 

postcolonialism without hyphen can help us determine the nature of a text or the identity 

of a writer. In his opinion, “Postcolonial seems more appropriate to denote a particular 

historical period (after empire), whereas ‘postcolonialism’ refers to ‘disparate forms of 

representations, reading practices and values that can circulate across the barrier between 

colonial rule and national independence’ (qtd. in Barabara Bush 50-51). Thus, because of 

his critique of Eurocentrism, empire and imperialism in the Malay, African and North 

American works of fiction, Conrad can be considered a postcolonial one. And Heliena 

Krenn’s definition is, I think, more appropriate for Conrad: “Within the frame of this 

study ‘imperialism’ refers to the set of values, the sense of mission and racial 

consciousness that impel Western nations and their individual representatives to seek 

relationships with other continents which – intentionally or not – in all cases become 
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relations of power and dominance” (xix). According to Barabara Bush “empire”  implies 

“expansion of states outside their territory, a widening of geographical space, either by 

land or sea, extending boundaries of power and influence. Empire ... inscribes social, 

cultural and political relations of power between the empire and its subordinated 

periphery” (1-2). And a postcolonial critic or a writer must address these dimensions of 

domination and power relation.  

In the same line, Conrad can be understood as a postcolonial for his criticism of 

the power relations fostered by imperialism; he can be identified as the same also for his 

contrapuntal portrayal of the colonial world and the East. And despite being a European, 

he has been able to develop, to use Barbara Bush’s idea, “a less Eurocentric perspective” 

by interrogating “empires and imperialism” (2). Thus, because Conrad is a white 

European he should not be outright rejected as a postcolonial one. He wrote about the 

colonial world and colonial encounters too, but as Andrew Francis says, “Conrad wrote 

about the colonial world of his time in ways that foreshadowed the postcolonial 

interrogation of empire” (147). Thus, this study does neither critically discard each and 

every view expressed about the East by the characters and narrators in Conrad’s works, 

nor it accepts everything without critical investigation. It rather hails Conrad as an early 

postcolonial writer before the historical birth of the postcolonial world. This study is, 

therefore, like that of Said’s secular criticism, self-critical and critical of any hegemonic 

politics too. Said’s ideas about the nature of a text and criticism are worth mentioning: 

The realities of power and authority-as well as the resistances offered by men, women, 

and social movements to institutions, authorities, and orthodoxies-are the realities that 

make texts possible, that deliver them to their readers, that solicit the attention of critics. I 

propose that these realities are what should be taken account of by criticism and the 

critical consciousness. (The World 5) 
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The introductory chapter of the book The World, The Text and the Critic titled “Secular 

Criticism” by Said is influenced by Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis, especially by his idea that 

“our philological home is the earth: it can no longer be the nation” (Said, The World 7).4  

He further says:  

His [Auerbach] essay makes clear, however, that his earthly home is European culture. 

But then, as if remembering the period of his extra-European exile in the Orient [Turkey], 

he adds: "The most priceless and indispensable part of a philologist's heritage is still his 

own nation's culture and heritage. Only when he is first separated from this heritage, 

however, and then transcends it does it become truly effective. (The World 7) 

What Said wants to emphasize is Auerbach’s trans-national position in writing his book 

Mimesis which was possible due to his exiled life in Turkey for which he did not get 

access to all the theories and books of the Western tradition, as he did not have any 

worthy library for that purpose. Both Said and Auerbach were exiled people, the former 

being a self-willed exile and the latter being a forced exile from the Nazi Germany, as he 

was a Jew. Said argues that Auerbach attained this objective trans-national character 

because he was away from his home; so the state of being homeless and the 

consciousness of remaining away from the academic influences of teaching and learning 

of the dominant European academies helped him achieve the truthful representation of 

reality and a judicious judgement on literary works. So, to dissociate oneself from one’s 

own nationality while writing about the world, one has to forget one’s location and 

nationality and has to become the world’s citizen – one “to whom the entire world is as a 

foreign land” (Said, The World 7). Auerbach lays emphasis on a writer’s  complete 

objectivity which a writer can achieve only by going beyond the world; only when the 

whole world is his/her home, and when he/she truly assumes himself/herself as an 

 
4  Said quotes this line from Erich Auerbach’s, "Philologie der Weltliteratur", to say that philology should 

deal with humanity and transcend national boundaries. 
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outsider, he or she can be a true writer and a true critic. Said calls this style and 

perspective of criticism “Secular Criticism” by which a writer, not being conditioned or 

enforced by any political or national prejudice, can speak ‘truth to power”, that is, can 

critique the dominant hegemonic ideology of a society or of the world, which is most 

often oppressive, exploitative and authoritarian. But to go beyond one’s own culture 

while living inside that culture is too difficult, as culture contains the individual “by 

virtue of its elevated or superior position to authorize, to dominate, to legitimate, demote, 

interdict, and validate” (Said, The World 9). 

Thus, Said shows the dominant culture’s subtle politics of ideas, standardising 

norms and canons in a given culture. According to him and Foucault, to speak the truth 

against the dominant culture is the real task of a critic. Though, he himself is based on 

Western academic tradition in spite of his non-Western national identity, (as some of the 

theorists and critics of Postcolonialism belong to the Western academia), his ideas are as 

universal as the invention of medicine or the discovery of a new planet or the language of 

a nation, as a critic argues: 

Despite the objections many writers have raised against using the colonial language [the 

English language] and applying Western literary/critical tools, these [Postcolonial writers] 

are voicing themselves to reach a wider readership and have found ample deconstructive 

tools in these. Therefore, they have accepted it [the English language] the way people of 

all cultures and religions accept the boon of scientific invention, medicine, great 

philosophical ideas, or literatures keeping them outside the question of who or which 

nation or culture originally produced those. (Hossain 109)  

However, the issue of language is the most debatable issue still today. Does the English 

language bear any colonial legacy? Does its use by the non-English of the once colonized 

countries display a colonial, privileged mentality? While Achebe advocates for the use of 
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the English language for a particular goal in “The African Writer and the English 

Language”, Ngugi condemns it in Decolonizing the Mind. But both of them have written 

profusely in English and have become famous for their works written in English as it 

helped them attract much wider readership to make Africa heard than they could have 

been able to if they had not written in English. Rabindranath Tagore’s translation of 

Gitanjali (Song Offerings) is such a case in point. Conrad had to face the same crisis and 

guilty feeling for his location. But he wrote in neither the Russian language, nor in Polish. 

Nevertheless, writing against imperialism in the colonizer’s language has created 

uneasiness for such writers who are often aligned with colonial mentality or charged with 

lack of patriotism by some critics. Minnette Marrin quotes Arundhati Roy who has 

described the situation of such writers as “being the child of a raped mother” (Marrin). 

Learning a foreign language for business or practical purposes is different than using it in 

creative and critical works. However, people use or appropriate an idea, theory or critical 

tool now-a-days like that of a foreign language and technology without considering which 

nation or culture owns it or has contributed to its production or invention. As a religious 

text or a scientific invention is open to all across cultures, so are the literary tools and 

theories which become a part of the world heritage and transnational. Likewise, I too find 

reasons enough to use postcolonial theories of Edward Said and others, and I want to 

align my perspective with Said’s “Secular Criticism” that speaks out from a neutral 

position to critique the dominant ideology of a discourse or narrative. Said offers in 

Culture and Imperialism his reading of Western authors and texts from a new perspective 

which is secular, postcolonial or transnational, albeit, ethically realistic and objective. But 

he likes those Western works for their intrinsic worth in consideration of themes, 

characters, language, style, structures and aesthetic beauty. For example, he likes Joseph 

Conrad for many reasons he provides elsewhere and he has written his doctoral thesis on 
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his short fiction; nevertheless he is not oblivious to Conrad’s functioning in the British 

Empire and his imperialist concerns. Quoting a passage from Nostromo, he shows 

Conrad’s paternalistic attitude to imperialism. When he applauds Conrad for his 

“prescience” of “the unstoppable unrest and misrule of the Latin American republics” 

(Said, Culture xviii)  and North America’s influence there, he discerns his limitations as a 

transnational writer:  

Conrad is the precursor of the Western views of the Third World which one finds in the 

work of novelists as different as Graham Greene, V. S. Naipaul, and Robert Stone, of 

theoreticians of imperialism like Hannah Arendt, and of travel writers, film-makers, and 

polemicists whose specialty is to deliver the non-European world either for analysis and 

judgement or for satisfying the exotic tastes of European and North American audiences. 

For if it is true that Conrad ironically sees the imperialism of the San Tome silver mine’s 

British and American owners as doomed by its own pretentious and impossible 

ambitions, it is also true that he writes as a man whose Western view of the non-Western 

world is so ingrained as to blind him to other histories, other cultures, other aspirations. 

All Conrad can see is a world totally dominated by the Atlantic West, in which every 

opposition to the West only confirms the West’s wicked power. (Culture xix) 

The task of a critic is to dissect not only a text’s formal structures but to demonstrate, to 

use Judith Fetterly’s words, its “palpable design upon us” (xi)5, that is, its political and 

cultural agenda. Said hails Conrad’s farsightedness to think of the rise of globalization 

and rise of America as an Empire and at the same time criticises him for his tacit 

complicity in upholding the imperial tradition. Hence, this study is postcolonial in scope 

and approach but not limited to it only; rather, as the term “postcolonialism” itself is not a 

very cogent methodology deriving much of its arguments and criticality from other major 

theories specially Marxism and Post-structuralism, this thesis also relates to relevant ideas 

and arguments of other theories of literature, criticism and cultural studies, and does not 

 
5  Fetterly agues that traditionally literature is political and male, so it has a palpable design upon the 

female reader. 
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take up the position of a politicised or nationalist jingoistic analyst who believes in 

conflict paradigm and rejects everything which the Western writer has written. Rather, 

while it critiques and challenges some assumptions and historical imagination that are 

associated with the representation of the Eastern and non-Western people as subhuman, it 

also appreciates aesthetic aspects and humane concerns of the author.  

Background 

Conrad was writing at a time when Britain was the world’s largest empire and she 

was undergoing a rapid change from the Victorian norms of complacent life, albeit with 

its own struggles, portrayed in the works of Jane Austen, George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, 

Charles Dickens, Rudyard Kipling, Louis Stevenson, and D. H. Lawrence to the early 

modern traits of anxieties, uncertainties, alienation, skepticism and dislocation presented 

in those of the works of T. S. Eliot, E. M. Forster, W. B. Yeats and Virginia Woolf. 

However, Conrad was mostly compared with Kipling, and was held as the most 

innovative and experimental writer of the time. The distinct characteristics of his fiction 

are however the effect of the European continental literature and politics on him. His 

fiction is marked by the combined effect of - apart from European politics within Europe 

– the Polish, French, Russian and English literature. And one of the chief distinguishing 

marks in his fiction that separates him from others is his ironic and ambivalent treatment 

of the existing themes of literature during that time like romance, human alienation, 

materialism, capitalism, colonialism, politics, revolution and war and so on. This study 

under this backdrop of this rising modernism examines Conrad. 
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Since his acceptance as a British novelist by F. R. Leavis and Thomas C. Moser, 

criticisms on Conrad have grown to a sprawling network inviting conflicting opinions and 

contesting interpretations. The early critics of Conrad’s time, Ford Madox Ford, Richard 

Curle and others considered Conrad’s greatness in respect of new literary settings, subject 

matter of adventure, romance and love, melancholic tone and pessimistic vision modelled 

on the tradition of liberal humanist criticism and New Criticism. Before the first book on 

Conrad by Curle in 2014, the first review on his first novel Almayer’s Folly in The 

Scotsman appeared on April 29, 1895, the very day the book was published. This review, 

as John G. Peters writes in his Joseph Conrad’s Critical Reception, “calls the book 

‘remarkable’ and praises Conrad’s descriptive powers and the unity of effect that colors 

the book with pathos”( 1).6 The first article on Conrad’s works, however,” as he writes, 

“is an unsigned 1896 column in The Bookman ... notes the exotic atmosphere of Conrad’s 

first two novels” (Peters, Critical Reception, 1). Peters notes that early criticism and 

reviews on Conrad until 1930 were of “biographical/historical” and “belles lettres” type. 

Hugh Clifford’s review in 1898 praises Conrad’s works as well as points to his limitations 

in understanding Malays, as he himself spent quite a long time in Malaysia as a British 

official and knew the Malays from close quarters. Edward Garnet, the first reader of his 

first novel, also wrote a review in 1898 and praised Conrad’s humanity, realism and style.  

Ford Madox Ford was a friend of Conrad’s, and a collaborator too with whom 

Conrad wrote two novels and a non-fiction.7 But Ford was more reputed as a critic who 

inspired and helped Conrad much to get acquainted with the British literary circle. His 

reviews of Conrad's works and reminiscences of the author helped subsequent readers to 

 
6  Much of the information regarding critical reviews, articles and books on Conrad in this “background” 

are gleaned from this book.  
7  Conrad and Ford wrote together Romance, “The Nature of a Crime” and The Inheritors. 
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do researches on Conrad. Articles by Clifford “The Art of Joseph Conrad” in 1902, “The 

Genius of Mr. Joseph Conrad” in 1904 and “A Sketch of Joseph Conrad” 1905 made 

Conrad’s image of a genius. As early as 1908 John Galsworthy, an author and a friend of 

Conrad’s, praised Conrad’s presentation of different societies, especially of the British 

society from an outsider’s point of view. Ford wrote a review in 1911 refuting Conrad’s 

foreignness and aligned him with the Elizabethan tragedians. However, it was Curle who 

wrote his monograph Joseph Conrad: A Study in 1914 on the living Conrad which initiated 

Conrad in the academia: “Conrad’s work actually does mark a new epoch” (1). Edward 

Garnett discovered Conrad’s talent and accepted his first novel and published it. Curle 

reports that Conrad told him that if his first novel had been rejected, he would never have 

attempted for the second one for the second time. After him Wilson Follet, an American 

critic, wrote a book on him in 1915 entitled Joseph Conrad: A Short Study discussing 

Conrad’s humanity, warmth of temperament and search for truth. Follett was followed by 

Hugh Walpole who appreciated Conrad’s work without much extended study. However, 

in the midst of so many appreciations of the early reviews, there are some disapproving 

critics as important as Conrad himself for they themselves are fiction writers and critics. 

E.M. Forster and Virginia Woolf writing in 1921 and 1918 respectively found Conrad 

lacking in clarity and unity. Forster says that Conrad’s “genius contains a vapor rather 

than a jewel” (qtd. in Peters14). However, after Conrad’s death some books on him were 

written by Polish, French and other writers. His works also got published in different 

languages. Ford’s biography and commentary on different aspects of his life and works in 

Joseph Conrad: A Personal Remembrance (1924) paved the way for future critics to take 

up studies on Conrad. Surprisingly, Conrad’s wife, Jessie Conrad, also wrote a 

biographical work on her husband Joseph Conrad as I Knew Him (1926) (based on her 

recollection) that however has not been taken seriously by critics.  
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An important biographical work followed in 1927 by G. Jean-Aubry’s Joseph 

Conrad: Life and Letters. After that the 1940s witnessed the first major critical work of 

Albert J. Guerard’s Conrad the Novelist, a first ranked critical book on Conrad 

reinvigorating the vibrancy of Conrad studies. Then there followed the most classical book 

of criticism The Great Tradition (1948) by F. R. Leavis which not only makes a canon of 

great English writers but also provides the standard of judging writers. He is the first who 

has shown Conrad the highest honour including him in his book as one of the English 

novelists of the great tradition after Austen, George Eliot, and Henry James. Moser 

applauds Conrad but also points to his weak and strong works and thus initiates the debate 

of Conrad’s declining power in his late years. Then David Warner and Douglas Hewitt 

wrote important monographs attempting to make Conrad popular. The political dimension 

of his works has been dealt with by Jacques Berthoud and Elios Knapp Hay. Ian Watt and 

Cedric Watts have written influential critical books and have considered him as a 

psychological novelist and also a realist of his own contemporary world in the later decade 

of the 1970s. Ian Watt’s Conrad in the Nineteenth Century (1979) is a standard book of 

criticism. Then a number of biographers focus on his biographical materials. Zdzislaw 

Najder, Jocelyn Baines, and Jeffrey Meyers have written excellent works containing the 

real life references to his fictional settings and characters. Norman Sherry’s Conrad’s 

Eastern World and Conrad’s Western World are very important authoritative biographies 

that trace the historical roots of Conrad’s life and works. In the 1980s John McClure’s 

Kipling and Conrad: The Colonial Fiction (1981) and Jacques Darras’s Joseph Conrad and 

the West: Signs of Empire (1982) are important works regarding colonialism and 

imperialism in Conrad’s works. Conrad and Imperialism (1983) by Benita Parry carries the 

brunt of postcolonial criticism pointing to Conrad’s colonialist ideas.  
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However, in “Heart of Darkness: Anti-Imperialism, Racism, or Impressionism?” 

(1985) Patrick Brantlinger makes a synthesis between Achebe and Watts but essentially 

holds the text as both imperialistic and anti-imperialistic, and racist and anti-racist but 

thinks that Conrad shows the Victorian image of Africa and he writes: “Heart of 

Darkness, I believe, offers a powerful critique of at least certain manifestations of 

imperialism and racism, at the same time that it presents that critique in ways which can 

only be characterized as both imperialist and racist” (364-365).  

John Lester investigates Conrad’s religious convictions, use of religious language 

and imagery in his Conrad and Religion (1988). D. C. R. A. Goonetille’s Joseph Conrad: 

Beyond Culture and Background (1990) appreciates Conrad’s ability to transcend his 

immediate context and engage with universal truths. Heliena Krenn, Andrea White, John 

W. Griffith, Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan, Geoffrey Galt Harpham, Christopher GoGwilt, 

Jeremy Hawthorn have contributed to the Conrad Criticism significantly highlighting 

Conrad’s use of adventure tradition, romance, imperialism and some more modern and 

anthropological issues. When things started to take a turn to cliché materials, in the 1970s 

Edward Said reinvigorates Conrad, and Achebe enunciates, to use Bhabha’s idea, the 

third space of postcoloniality by his harsh criticism of Conrad’s portrayal of Africa. D. C. 

R. A. Goonetilleke and Hunt Hawkins however appreciate Conrad’s portrayal of non-

Western people and criticism of imperialism. Arnold Kettle and Raymond Williams 

analyse his works from Marxist point of view which is later applied by Terry Eagleton 

too in Criticism and Ideology (1976). Robert Hampson’s Cross-cultural Encounters in the 

Malay Novels of Joseph Conrad, Helina Krenn’s The Lingard Trilogy, and Agnes S.K. 

Yeow’s Conrad’s Eastern Vision (2009) deal with Conrad’s Eastern stories but they are 

more descriptive and informative than analytical. Terry Collit’s Postcolonial Conrad: 
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Paradoxes of Empire (2005) and Tom Henthorne’s Conrad’s Trojan Horses: 

Imperialism, Hybridity and the Postcolonial Aesthetic (2008) focus more on Conrad’s 

anti-imperialist stance and postcoloniality. Critical essays in Joseph Conrad Under 

Postcolonial Eyes, Conrad in the Twenty-first Century, and Joseph Conrad and the 

Orient show Conrad’s lack of proper knowledge of the East but praise him nonetheless as 

a good writer. These essays written by different scholars from different locations, both 

East and West, talk about Conrad’s influences on the subsequent writers and relevance to 

their own times.   

The critical background thus provides a good number of themes and domains of 

study. Many critics have either praised Conrad as an anti-colonial writer or charged him 

as a colonial writer because of his novella Heart of Darkness. Critics have written on 

other books too, but they more often judge Conrad by this widely read text. Hence the 

essential Conrad is not viewed by those who focus only on Heart of Darkness and its 

critics. But ironically, as Terry Collits argues in Postcolonial Conrad: Paradoxes of 

Empire, this controversy has “enhanced rather than damaged” his canonical status (1). Of 

late, both Acheraiou and Agnes Yeow marked in his works an authorial ambivalence 

which they think keeps Conrad ever present in the critical arena. And truly most writers, 

as Collits says, invoke Conrad either for praise or blame: “was Conrad for or against 

European imperialism, and in his representation of non-European peoples was he even-

handed or in fact deeply racist” (Postcolonial Conrad 3)? Said says in this regard that 

“Conrad was both anti-imperialist and imperialist, progressive when it came to rendering 

fearlessly and pessimistically the self-confirming, self-deluding corruption of overseas 

domination, deeply reactionary when it came to conceding that Africa or South America 

could ever have had an independent history or culture” (Culture xx). 
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But Conrad’s larger contribution, which these critics overlook, is his introduction 

of a new narrative, a new literature, albeit literature of adventure and romance but not 

fully imaginary; rather, his new literature of the Borneo region is realistically humane. 

Also, they tend to overlook Conrad’s European secular perspective that criticises the 

dominant European ideology on the one side, and presents a secularised East on the other. 

Before the advent of the South-East Asian literature by Conrad, there were other writers 

who produced literatures on India and imperial outposts: Aphra Ben, Eliza Fay, Daniel 

Defoe, Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Rudyard Kipling, D.H. Lawrence, Somerset 

Maugham and E. M. Forster. These English writers and many other French and European 

writers helped form imperial notions and cultures through their fiction. Among them 

Aphra Ben was more concerned with slavery and revolts of the slave; Austen, Dickens 

and Lawrence with the positive effects and benefits of empire; and Kipling and Forster 

with a liberal colonialist ideology. They along with Fay represented India and revealed 

Indian experiences from an imperial eye, sometimes racist, sometimes colonialist and at 

times humane. Thus, “...stories are at the heart of what explorers and novelists say about 

strange regions of the world; they also become the method colonized people use to assert 

their identity and the existence of their own history” (Said, Culture xiii). Though the 

native people assert their identity through these local stories, Said says, these are often 

blocked by the colonial administrator’s narratives which are culturally formed by 

novelists of the age of empire. Said further argues, “The power to narrate, or to block 

other narratives from forming and emerging, is very important to culture and 

imperialism” (Culture xiii). According to Said, 

Culture is a sort of theatre where various political and ideological causes engage one 

another... Far from being a placid realm of Apollonian gentility, culture can be a 

battleground on which causes expose themselves to the light of day... students who are 
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establish the idea and justification of colonial domination and search for the ways to make 

that possible. Their ideas seem philanthropic as Shakespeare’s Prospero in The Tempest 

protects Ariel and his daughter from the savage Caliban, Robinson in Robinson Crusoe 

saves Friday from his fellow cannibals; but they have overlooked the native perspective 

that by saving them they become their masters. Thus, the idea, that colonial rule is a 

blessing for the natives, was a mere rhetoric to justify the colonial rule. Thus, these 

writers contributed to the expansion of the British Empire. Fakrul Alam says in Imperial 

Entanglements and Literature in English, “In itially, the thrust for an English Empire 

came from the commercial-political needs of the English but their writers were always at 

the forefront of their colonial ventures” (1). He argues that writers like Sir Walter 

Raleigh, Sir Francis Bacon, and Daniel Defoe supported overseas expansion of the British 

Empire though Swift and Burke expressed their anxiety, as they were Irish.  

Thus, how much Conrad contributed to this ideology of the empire that was so 

strong during his time has been a matter of debate. Obviously, being a member of the 

British merchant marine service and a European writer, he may have upheld the dominant 

ideology. But he has also undermined some of this dominant ideology in his works for 

which he has been called an ambivalent writer. The point of dichotomy is that he treats 

the Oriental people as humans equal to the Europeans, but while describing them for 

European readers, he uses the existing corpus of terminology generally used by other 

European writers. After the inconclusive debate about Conrad’s convergence with or 

divergence from colonial mission and rhetoric, some critics in line with Said find both 

colonial and anti-colonial elements in Conrad and thus trace ambivalence, though most of 

them have considered him as a writer of Western/European perspective. Critics' 

ambivalent responses to Conrad as an ambivalent writer give, to use Bhabha’s idea, a new 
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space to talk about colonial themes beyond the Western and native perspective. This 

indeterminate position creates, to use Derridean idea, the un-decidability of his texts and 

hence infinite possibilities of meaning. Texts produced during the period of imperialism, 

as Said argues, are not free of politics of race and culture, and thus those texts should be 

looked at from the perspective of ‘secular criticism’ that will read a text beyond the 

dominant established Western view. The present work in line with this Saidean critical 

tool attempts to look at Conrad’s works from an Eastern perspective. In this connection, 

Maswood Akhter’s view of postcolonialism in his “Pre-musings: On Doing 

Postcolonialism” is illuminating:  

Postcolonialism tends to claim itself to be a disciplinary project devoted to the task of 

examining the processes and effects of, and responses, resistant or otherwise, to European 

colonialism from the sixteenth century up to the neo or covert colonialism of the present 

day….Over the years it has come to represent a certain holdall, if you like, of different 

theoretical perspectives, attitudes and styles, besides signifying a huge academic industry 

the centre of which is to be found primarily in the West. (32) 

Akhter has described the scope of this perspective from colonial to neocolonial reality 

and also points to its centre, that is, its Western origin and base. The debate also centres 

on this new perspective with which the colonial writings are critically viewed. The theory 

on which the scholars of the East now depend in order to critique the Western paradigm is 

also Western in origin, as proponents like Edward Said and others are based in the West, 

which is the centre. In this circumstance Maswood Akhter advocates for a new kind of 

postcolonial vision: 

[T]o cultivate our own creative and critical traditions….interpreting ourselves to 

ourselves is perhaps more important than interpreting ourselves to the West. It is not that 

the present postcolonialism is useless, but it is, as we can see, not useful enough for our 

purposes; it does not take postcolonials far enough on the path to their own self-recovery 

as autonomous subjects. (“Pre-musings”  47) 
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Hence, in order to create our own critical tradition we must not reject all Western 

literature and critical tools; rather we should utilize the best of the Western tradition from 

our engagement with Western literature and criticism, the aim of which would be to 

achieve inclusive and autonomous literary and critical tradition of our own free from 

colonial mindset, and its positive outcome would at least be felt by the generations to 

come. The issues of centre and periphery in postcolonial literature and criticism are linked 

to the theory of domination of one country or one culture over another; the Western 

domination of the East is therefore a part of the history of “Empire”. Then it appears that 

Western tools are appropriated by postcolonial critics based in the West or East. 

True it is that colonization has been present in the world since the ancient period, 

whereas the Western Empire dates back only to the early seventeenth century. It can be 

understood that the earlier civilizations were not so interconnected and advanced in 

liberal tradition, so they could devise a theory of conflict like that of Huntington’s Clash 

of Civilizations. But when the present world sticks to these theories of war and conflict in 

this era of science and technology, liberalism and democracy, it is not hard to find the 

vested interest of such theories. Undoubtedly, Europe greatly benefitted from 

colonization, first economically and politically, and then culturally, with two myths 

justifying their rule/misrule over the colonies. The first one is the civilizing mission of the 

imperialist; the second one is the theory of their degeneration in the form of 

‘Troppenkollered’ (a German word which means “maddened by the tropics”) and 

consequently, the colonizer’s fascination with the native/ savage culture, whose echo 

partly can also be found in Ecocriticism and Ecopsychology.8 These two theories were 

 
8  These theories state that human’s actions are influenced and determined by the natural environment. 

Therefore, humans are not fully responsible for their misdeeds, rather the foul weather, the extreme and 
unbearable heat or sunlight or cold or atmosphere of fear and anarchy may be the cause of actions. 
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put forward to quarantine the colonist’s inhuman oppression and amassing of wealth. The 

hypocrisies, follies, failures and evils of these white people were sidelined or 

camouflaged by their feigned madness, which was, as they said, the effect of loneliness, 

tropical wilderness and savage people. No wonder, it was a kind of mere rhetoric, a 

pretext. It is the fear of the other, that is, the fear of the native’s retaliation which makes 

them resort to force or violence. This rhetoric was not only propagated by various means 

of media and communication, but also by literature. Kipling’s use of the word ‘child’ as a 

metaphor for India implies that the colonized people must be treated as a child whose 

demand and desire for freedom should be deemed unreasonable and who must be under 

the guidance of an authority, without which these children would not behave properly and 

could pose a threat. Likewise, Forster’s India is a ‘muddle’, an enigma, an unintelligible 

place governed by irrational forces. Thus, no study would be proper without considering 

the reciprocal impact of empire and literature on each other. Though “Imperialism”, as 

Fakrul Alam writes, “is usually viewed negatively and with good reason the word evokes 

images of exploitation, oppression, and enslavement and calls to mind a host of jingoistic 

and racist attitudes ...” (Imperial Entanglements 94) the study of its impact on the 

colonized as well as the colonial nations, that is, the third world countries and the West is 

undeniably immense. And truly, as Mr. Alam says, “… imperial entanglements and 

colonial encounters … seem to be attractive areas of doing analytical work” (Imperial 

Entanglements 94). Thus, it would be a prejudiced view to entirely depend only on the 

postcolonial writers of the once-colonized nations and also on the Diaspora writers. As 

Akhter suggests, instead of having a mode of ready acceptance or rejection of the 

Western texts, there should be exchanges in which neither we would be victimized by the 

West nor be victimizers. However, an exchange, which emerges from the 

colonial/postcolonial hybrid culture is, never, according to Amar Acheraiou, possible and 
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gives rise to “…a twisted, multilayered imperial tale of forced encounters and unequal 

relationships” (2).  

Usually, when Western writers write about the orient, they cannot see the 

abnormality of Western domination, and they, to use Homi Bhabha’s words, give 

normality to “the hegemonic structures of power” (Location 242) and “normality to the 

uneven development and the differential, often disadvantaged, histories of nations, races, 

communities, peoples”  (qtd. in During 190). Conrad’s portrayal of the East is seen from 

this kind of perspective of Bhabha that critically probes into the uneven forces of cultural 

representation. Conrad’s involvement in European imperial politics and South East Asian 

commerce shapes his presentation of the East. And an Eastern gaze inevitably, with 

reference to both Western and Eastern critics’ study of Conrad, attempts to find out 

Conrad’s limitations and strengths in the treatment of the East in relation to the West.  

Thesis Statement 

Conrad’s portrayal of the East and the West is Eurocentric and secular but 

critically contrapuntal and transnational because of his profound moral concern.  

Objective of the Study 

Keeping in view that the nature and approach of Western literature and criticism 

mostly from the eighteenth century to date is predominantly secular, the main objective of 

this research is to examine Conrad’s portrayal of the East from an Eastern perspective to 

see how much objective or prejudiced Conrad has been in representing the East and the 

non-European against that of the West. Conrad’s construction of the East is a three-fold 
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combination. First, his own continual visit and short stay in the Malay Archipelago, 

Singapore and Bangkok inspired him to take pen to represent those “far off people”. 

Second, he was influenced by the contemporary adventure fiction, Orientalist discourses, 

Western secular education and literature, reports and stories on and of the East. And finally, 

his remote connection with British imperialism due to his own service in the British 

Merchant Marine and his own childhood experience under the colonial Russia shaped his 

response to the East and European imperialism. My objective is, therefore, to examine 

Conrad’s narratives from an Eastern perspective, by which I mean, as stated earlier, an 

objective way of critically and politically reading Western literature on or about the East 

and other non-Western world. In so doing this study critically views Conrad’s perception of 

Western as well as Eastern racism, and colonial, anti-colonial and postcolonial issues. How 

Conrad has contributed to the advent of postcolonial literature and criticism, for which he 

can be called a forerunner of Postcolonial Criticism and Literature, is also examined. Daniel 

Vogel says that “Most contemporary scholars see Conrad as being one of the first 

postcolonial writers – someone who criticized the ruthless colonial expansion of European 

empires and the concept of the ‘White Man’s Burden’” (97). Thus, the thesis focuses on 

Conrad’s European secular perspective, his empathetic feeling towards the East and moral 

criticism of racism, imperialism, modernism, anarchy and war.  

Scope 

Though the title of the thesis suggests a study of the representation of the East and 

Eastern characters, it has a wider scope than that. First, as the novels were written during 

the high tide of British imperialism, the study addresses the themes of colonialism and 

imperialism in Conrad’s fiction. As different characters’  dreams and illusions are 
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dramatised with tragic ends, it would be a study of the marginalised people. Relation 

between the colonizer and the native ranges from their business relation and social relation 

to power relation, and this study would critically probe into its intricacies. Conrad’s Eastern 

fiction portrays racism and economic exploitation and shows the clash of interests and 

rivalry for monopoly of trade and power among various stakeholders - the native Malay, the 

Dutch, the Arab, the Chinese and other minority groups of the neighbouring places of the 

Malay Archipelago. Apart from political and business rivalry, the social life and interaction 

among various groups necessitate the study of hybrid culture. As the author under study is a 

European, his location, his involvement in the East and his own exilic life under Russia 

would be considered to examine his works. And from his debut as a novelist up to the 

present time, the relevant criticism and the debate concerning him in the Postcolonial 

studies will be addressed. His understanding of the Malay Muslim culture, his first- hand 

experience as a seaman serving in the British Empire and his knowledge gathered from 

different sources about the East would be taken into consideration to politically and 

culturally read his long and short fiction. Thus, a kind of cultural study will also be done to 

view how much he has been able to portray the truth without any Western bias in his 

treatment of the East. On the other side, as the thesis focuses on his complete works of 

fiction, it critically looks at his Western novels and short stories and comments on his 

treatment of European politics. Along with many other themes that will come by way of 

references, this study focuses on Conrad’s relevance to our time. 

Theoretical Framework 

The Eastern gaze, by its essential geopolitical location, is a mode of interpretation 

resistant to the influence of Western paradigm of representation of the non-Western world 

in the historical context of European imperialism. However, this particular gaze, a 
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viewpoint, though focuses on the myopic vision of the Western writer’s portrayal of the 

East, the failure or success of this portrayal in terms of faithful or truthful representation 

of realities and its extent, also acknowledges the writer’s merits, concerns, humanitarian 

qualities and contributions to literature on the East. This stance probes into the narrative 

view-points of the portrayal of Eastern people and their culture, here albeit, of those 

places of Malaysia, Singapore, Bangkok and Indonesia which have been the settings of 

his fiction. This Eastern viewpoint is postcolonial in perspective and draws on Said’s 

secular criticism. While modern Western life is secular in spirit, the mainstream of the 

Eastern life is grounded on religious faith and practices. In fact, Western literature is 

secular in its art of representation. And when the same mode of representation is applied 

to the East, a misrepresentation is likely to arise. In her The Critique of Postcolonial 

Reason Gayatri Spivak offers a new perspective to read colonial literature, that is, 

literature produced during the historical colonial period. She writes, “Colonial Discourse 

studies, when they concentrate only on the representation of the colonized or the matter of 

the colonies, can sometimes serve the production of current neocolonial knowledge by 

placing colonialism/imperialism securely in the past, and/or by suggesting a continuous line 

from that past to our present” (Spivak 1). 

Spivak here advocates for a study that will not only look at the representation of 

the colonized but also the colonial masters. Conrad has portrayed both the colonized and 

the colonial, so an Eastern or a Postcolonial study, according to Spivak, should 

concentrate on a study of both of them. The Malay world depicted by Conrad, a man from 

the West, must be fraught with the European dominant ideology of the late Victorian and 

Early Modern period. One such dominant ideology is the rise of secular thoughts 

embedded in Europeanism separating religion from public and state life. This ideology 
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had been born out of the six hundred years of contest between the Church and the 

sovereignty of the state (King/Queen), and then between the Church and the Parliament in 

Europe, particularly in England. The quarrel between the medieval church and the King 

was settled not by any public opinion or peaceful means but on the point of the sword. In 

England the murder of Thomas Beckett by King Henry II at Church of Canterbury in 

1170 is the prime example. But the Magna Carta (1215) during King John’s time and the 

Great Charter during Edward III in 1337 paved the way for Henry VIII’s dissociation of 

the English Church in 1533 from the Roman Pope and then for the Puritan Revolution 

and the Commonwealth in 1949 under the Lord protectorate of Cromwell. Then the 

democratic culture started after the bloodless Glorious Revolution of 1688. Religion was 

gradually sidelined; so was the power of the monarchy. And the West after the French 

Revolution of 1789 gradually felt the necessity of the cessation of the monarchy, and the 

establishment of the parliamentary form of government keeping in some places monarchy 

just as a tribute to tradition. Under the background of these political changes, both the rise 

of the novel and the rise of empire took place. Firdous Azim in her The Colonial Rise of 

the Novel states: 

The birth of the novel coincided with the European colonial project; it partook of and was 

part of a discursive field concerned with the construction of a universal and homogeneous 

subject. This subject was held together by the annihilation of other subject-positions. The 

novel is an imperial genre, not in theme merely, not only by virtue of the historical 

moment of its birth, but in its structural form — in the construction of the narrative voice 

that holds the narrative structure together. (30) 

Thus, the conflict between science and religion, religion and literature, and science and 

literature arising gradually from the Renaissance period raged the entire Victorian period 

which caused the triumph of scientific ideas and secular thoughts of Charles Darwin and 

other social thinkers like Rousseau, Voltaire, Marks, Hegel, Nietzsche and the existential 
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philosophers. Nevertheless, the early secular mode which is often called, to use Neelam 

Srivastava’s phrase in Secularism in the Postcolonial Indian Novel the “rationalist 

secularism” (18) that sent religion to private affairs and rationalism to public one was 

accepted by European people and writers as it helped them avoid sectarian violences. 

Moreover, the conflict between scientific truth and biblical claim, like that of the Earth’s 

rotation, shook the foundation of people’s faith in Christianity or the Bible to some 

extent. Many Christians in Europe seeped the panacea of secularism sending religious life 

to the private sphere. Today, the West is largely identified as secular, but most of the 

Western people call themselves Christian. Graeme Smith in his A Short History of 

Secularism stresses this fact and argues that the Western secularism is in essence an 

offshoot of Christianity and, therefore, an integral part of it. He suggests that most of the 

Westerners believe in God and in Christianity but they have dissociated themselves from 

the Church and its services. Instead, they value the goodness of God and hence they want 

“to be and do good” (3). He says: 

In the Western secular society we talk about good deeds and on the whole we are 

charitable to our neighbours and those in need. But in public we do not talk much about 

Christianity. We can be generous and caring without at the same time needing to sort out 

the details of the doctrine of atonement. Secularism in the West is a new manifestation of 

Christianity. (2-3) 

In A Secular Age Charles Taylor says that “secularism is an old category of Christian 

culture” ... “developed within Latin Christendom” (2).The present claim of superiority of 

the West over the East however rests on this secular conception of the state and public 

life. The West being secular is considered rational, and the East not being secular is 

deemed irrational. 
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Conrad’s life does really follow this change. In his father’s funeral, as Conrad’s 

grandmother describes, “with bitter tears, he prayed for the soul of his father kneeling 

between the priest and the nuns, until at length Mr. Buszczynski took him away and pressed 

him to his heart” (qtd. in Baines 24). But in later growing years, he never took part in any 

Church activities, though occasionally he uttered the name of God or Christ. Neither does 

he show any concerns for Christianity through narrative voices in any of his fictional or 

non-fictional works, though some of these contain a lot of biblical references, as Dwight H. 

Purdy shows in Joseph Conrad’s Bible: 

Whether appreciating the work of others, describing his own imaginative experience, or 

wrestling with theory, Conrad turns for his metaphors to the English Bible... For another, 

perhaps only in the Bible could Conrad find metaphors of commitment equal to his own. 

His scriptural metaphors for writing do not imply a theory of the religion of art. Nor are 

they meant to suggest that art can be a surrogate for the religious experience. They 

certainly are not meant to advocate a Christian idea of the temporal and spiritual functions 

of art. (11)  

Purdy demonstrates Conrad’s knowledge of the Bible and extensive use of biblical 

language and references in his The Secret Agent, Under Western Eyes, The Rescue and in 

some other texts. But he does not do so for any kind of Christian teaching or religious 

purposes. Purdy speculatively considers Conrad an agnostic and says that “it would be 

reckless to speculate merely from Conrad’s fondness for scriptural metaphor about the 

nature of his religious sensibilities... The usual terms – skeptic, agnostic, Christian – will 

not do to describe so dualistic a mind” (“Peace” 91).Thus, though Conrad noticed the 

Malay Archipelago as predominantly a Muslim society with other religious groups like 

the Chinese and the Hindus, he did not think it important to portray the details of their 

religious, cultural and social lives, which the secular Western reader may not like to read. 

Conrad’s writing career started towards the end of the Victorian period, as Almayer’s 
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Folly, his first novel was published in 1895. It was the time when Europe had almost 

changed into a secular society from a Christian one. But this secular mode was not 

separate wholly from the Christian one, as most of the secular principles were deployed 

according to the dominant Christian creed, that is, Protestantism. Peter L. Berger’s 

argument is worth mentioning here: “Protestantism served as a historically decisive 

prelude to secularization” (118). He further argues that historically “... the roots of 

secularization are to be found in the earliest available sources for the religion of ancient 

Israel. In other words, we would maintain that the disenchantment of the world begins in 

the Old Testament” (Berger 18-19). 

Thus, the Western claim, that secularism is a concept beyond religion and an 

alternative to religion, is not genuine. Talal Asad and Wendy Brown also claim the link 

between Christianity and secularism. Wendy Brown says: 

 “Secular” can suggest a condition of being unreligious or antireligious, but also 

religiously tolerant, humanist, Christian, modern or simply Western. And any effort at 

settling the term immediately meets its doom in the conflicts among these associations, 

conflicts epitomized by the recent phenomenon of an American neoconservative political 

agenda that simultaneously sought to legitimize Christian prayer in American public 

schools and to make secularization a central tenet of the regime change project in the 

Middle East. Indeed, today the secular derives much of its meaning from an imagined 

opposite in Islam, and, as such, veils the religious shape and content of Western public 

life and its imperial designs. (Critique Secular 10) 

Therefore, as Brown suggests, secularism has been a Western tool to devalue other 

religions, especially Islam more than Christianity and a weapon to establish imperial 

control. Saba Mahamood in her interview with Seda Altug also says that “European 

secular identity does not transcend Christianity; on the contrary, it presumes Christianity 

as the ground from which secular European identity emanates. Many key theorists – such 
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as Charles Taylor, Marcel Gauchet, and Jurgen Habermas – take Europe’s Christian 

heritage to be crucial to the birth of secularism as well” (138). Therefore, European 

enlightenment, reformation, industrial revolution, scientific progress and modernism – all 

these have their roots in Christianity. This way the ideas of democracy, freedom and 

enlightenment are aligned with Christianity and the West; by contrast, autocracy, 

repression and backwardness are with Islam and the rest of the world. Thus, these authors 

point to the failure of secularism to ensure non-discriminatory treatment by citing 

examples of Israel and the USA. When sectarianism was erased from Christendom 

because of secularism and industrial capitalism, it has been created in the Muslim world 

in the modern high era of secularism and immediately after the cessation of official 

imperialism. Many critics argue that secularism has worked in the West, especially in 

Europe properly whereas it has failed in the East and non-European world which is still 

torn between a secular world view and the traditional, cultural or religious one. Saba 

Mahmood thus argues about the failure of two imaginary projects in the third world 

countries: one is the anti-colonial, postcolonial nationalist vision and the other secular 

vision. The first one, she claims, has failed “to deliver us from subjection of Western 

power and national elite, in order to create a more just, democratic, and equitable 

society”; the second one has failed to make us “overcome the inequalities that religion 

had spawned and create a society without trenchant religious hierarchies” (Mahmood 

140). Thus, these two imaginaries “no longer characterize our horizon of expectation” 

(Mahmood 140). 

Thus, Conrad’s treatment of the Eastern people, based on his limited experience 

and large scale media information, is also influenced by a secular outlook. While Malay 

people are mostly religious, Conrad does not focus much on their religious ways of life. A 
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surface knowledge of Islam and Muslim culture often appears, but the mainstream life of 

the region is absent. A secularised version of the Malay world is presented against a 

massive practicing Muslim society. The subalternist, Dipesh Chakrabarty "characterizes 

the life of the subalterns as nonsecular and nonmodern; therefore, to think of subalterns in 

literature through the very secular and modern lens of realism may appear... to refuse to 

take them on their own terms" (qtd. in Chakraborty 6). Therefore, a true representation of 

the dalit or marginalized people is not possible through a Western secular perspective. 

Conrad’s depiction of the East is influenced by this Western tradition, in which most of 

the authors tend to generalize as E. M. Forster says in his Aspects of the Novel that a 

character’s nature in a novel is “conditioned by what he guesses about other people, and 

about himself, and is further modified by the other aspects of his work” (44). William W. 

Bonney in “Eastern Logic under my Western Eyes: Conrad Schopenhauer, and the 

Orient” says, “Appropriately, there are no unadulterated practitioners of oriental religions 

in Conrad’s fiction, though there are many allusions to these religions made by Western 

characters who remain, however, tenuously and unauthentically, within a Western 

context” (233). 

This type of construct of the East as the image of the antagonist of Western 

civilisation by most of the Western travellers, colonial administrators, fiction writers, and 

historians was created on the basis of these writers’ partial knowledge or mere guess and 

it did the privileging of the West. European writers have portrayed the East the way it 

suited them for their political ends. They have studied the characteristic temperament and 

belief systems of the Eastern people, their strengths and weaknesses. This knowledge of 

the subject races helped imperialism function properly. They have portrayed the East as 

“the other”, “the foil”. The empire opened up new domains of knowledge and sparked the 
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Western writers' imagination to the creation of an exotic other and a hybrid culture in 

which the European culture intrudes slowly among the indigenous culture because of the 

rivalries among natives that helped them establish monopoly of trade and colonies. This 

idea of colony further gave the European to explore more ideas both moral and political 

to extend their stay and rule in the colonies. This resulted in the concept of the other, as 

Fanon, Said and many postcolonial writers have talked about, which helped to create the 

modern Europe and the West. Fanon says In The Wretched of the Earth, “Europe is 

literally the creation of the Third World” (81). Robert Young, known as an Oxford 

literary critic, says in White Mythologies: “European thought since the Renaissance would 

be as unthinkable without the impact of colonialism as the history of the world since the 

Renaissance would be inconceivable without the effects of Europeanization” (158) 

This Western representation politics is examined in detail in Orientalism by 

Edward Said who argues that “[K]nowledge of subject races or Orientals is what makes 

their management easy and profitable; knowledge gives power, more power requires 

more knowledge, and so on in an increasingly profitable dialectic of information and 

control” (36). Further, in his Culture and Imperialism Said reads European writing on the 

East and other non-Western world politically: 

European writing on Africa, India, parts of the Far East, Australia, and the Caribbean; 

these Africanist and Orientalist discourses, as some of them have been called, I see as part 

of the general European effort to rule distant lands and peoples and, therefore, as related 

to Orientalist descriptions of the Islamic world, as well as to Europe’s special ways of 

representing the Caribbean islands, Ireland, and the Far East. What are striking in these 

discourses are the rhetorical figures one keeps encountering in their descriptions of “the 

mysterious East,” as well as the stereotypes about “the African” ... mind;” the notions 

about bringing civilization to primitive or barbaric peoples, the disturbingly familiar ideas 

about flogging or death or extended punishment being required when “they” misbehaved 
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or became rebellious, because “they” mainly understood force or violence best; “they” 

were not like us and for that reason deserved to be ruled. (xi) 

According to Said, these discourses defined the East in a way as if the Western writers 

were the creators of the East, and so they, without much knowledge about the history and 

culture of the East, without intimately mixing with the people, without participating in 

their cultural events and without having lived experiences, have described, portrayed, 

evaluated, and represented them with a pride of superior knowledge. And he like Foucault 

explores a significant relation between knowledge and power and argues that for a 

successful conquest of a place it is necessary to have the knowledge of the people of that 

place. The preceding quotation can be found very much pertinent even if we only analyse 

it in the light of Heart of Darkness that shows the European people’s mindless brutality in 

keeping the black African chained, unfed and terrified. When Marlow was going to the 

Company’s station in the Congo, he saw “a boiler wallowing in the grass”, “an undersized 

railway-truck lying there on its back with its wheels in the air”, some pieces of “decaying 

machinery”, and “a stack of rusty rails” (HD 42). He then saw:  

Six black men advanced in a file, toiling up the path. They walked erect and slow, 

balancing small baskets full of earth on their heads...Black rags were wound round their 

loins ... I could see every rib, the joints of their limbs were like knots in a rope; each had 

an iron collar in his neck, and all were connected together with a chain whose bights 

swung between them, rhythmically clinking... these men could by no stretch of 

imagination be called enemies. They were called criminals...”(42-43). 

Although exploitation and brutality were extreme in the Belgian Congo, it was often 

argued that the British, French, Dutch and Portuguese empires were a bit liberal and 

progressive. But their preconceived image of the natives as savage was common, and the 

colonial discourse spread it more as Pramod K Nayar in The Postcolonial Studies 

Dictionary writes:  
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Colonial discourse in the numerous studies that followed that of Said is seen as offering 

particular kinds of images of the non-European: as savage, effeminate, primitive, 

vulnerable, child-like, superstitious, illiterate, apolitical, etc. It represented the land as 

empty (terra nullius, in case of Americas, Canada and Australia), savage (Africa), once-

glorious- but- now-decadent (India). Such representations, in the manner of all discourse, 

circulated powerfully and became (i) the rationale and justification for colonial rule since, 

according to this unchallenged discourse, the natives are savages and incapable of ruling 

themselves; and (ii) accepted by the natives as the true representation of themselves. This 

second was a very insidious means of imposing colonial rule because this discourse, once 

it was accepted by the subject, presented the colonial rule as necessary, benevolent and 

natural. (32-33) 

Nayar talks about how the empty lands were colonized and ruled through certain 

discourses that involved empty rhetoric of development to hide the economic motive. He 

also shows the effect of such discourses on the colonialists, that is, people of the mother 

country: “Another consequence of this discourse can be traced to the self-representation 

of the English – as heroic, just and fair – that they themselves imbibed and which enabled 

them to train their young men and women to become colonial rulers” (Dictionary 33). 

Dipesh Chakrabarty also analyses the nature of this European discourse, which recognizes 

only one subject in the domain of history – “Europe”: “Europe remains the sovereign, 

theoretical subject of all histories, including the ones we call ‘Indian’ , ‘Chinese’ , 

‘Kenyan’ and so on. There is a peculiar way in which all these other histories tend to 

become variations on a master narrative that could be called “the history of Europe” (27). 

This narrative according to Chakrabarty has made the subaltereity position of the 

colonized country look naturalized, and this has been possible because of the pervasive 

presence of Europe, as an image of imitable modernity, plurality, democracy and 

socialism in the Third World countries. Jeffrey Meyers says in Fiction and the Colonial 

Experience that “Europe has imposed its manners, customs, religious beliefs and moral 
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values on an indigenous way of life” (qtd. in Bhbha, Nation 61). Not only during the 

colonial period but also after the demise of formal colonialism this kind of imposition 

continues as Spivak says in The Postcolonial Critique that “In the context of 

decolonization the only things you have to work with, are the great narratives of 

nationalism, internationalism, secularism, and culturalism. These were alibis for 

decolonization used by that class in the colonies ... to change the indigenous power 

structure in terms of what the colonists imposed” (102).  This is how the people in Asia 

and elsewhere accepted Marx as a universal model forgetting his European location; in 

the same way they also accepted other European writers and their works. Dipesh 

Chakrabarty says that every thought and work of art must be influenced by the place in 

which they are produced. Thus, I do not forget Conrad’s, to borrow Dipesh’s word, 

“Europeanness” and formidable relation to the European empire while examining his 

portrayal of the East. 

Thus, the East, which was totally under the Western domination for about two 

hundred years, was not only invested with Western political and social ideologies but also 

with literary and critical perspectives. Though Christian missionaries came to the East 

and established their churches and converted many to Christianity, they did not succeed in 

making any of the Eastern countries a Christian country. Part of this reality was due to the 

colonial administrators’ non-interference policy in matters of religion, otherwise which 

could have given birth to many more rebellions in the form of religious nationalism 

threatening the colonizers’  lives and stay. Most of the colonisers lived on the principles of 

Protestantism-cum-secularism and commercial motives. Hence, the European writers 

being influenced by this secular outlook of the colonial administrators produced literature 

to help imperialism flourish. Fiction writers too produced literature on the East on the 
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models of Western literary traditions of secularism; in fact, in spirit, all Western literature 

is, to a great extent, secular; that is not to say, irreligious; rather the perspective is close to 

the Protestant sect of Christianity which is made to appear secular.  

Being a European Conrad cannot but be influenced unconsciously by Oriental 

Studies. How far Conrad has shared these ideas will be cleared from a close examination 

of his works. Though he ironically shows inefficacy of the colonial rule in the Congo in 

Heart of Darkness and in the trading posts of Africa in “An Outpost of Progress”, he 

surely treats the European idea of the disintegrating effects of savage customs of 

primitive people and society on the European colonial administrators and the utter 

solitude and loneliness faced by the colonists. This duality in his artistry is what makes 

Conrad a centre of attention to the readers of East and West. And that is why Conrad is 

hailed by the Singaporean critic Tamara Wagner “…as the founder …of a literary 

Southeast Asia in the imaginary geographies of an increasingly globalized English 

literature, especially in the region itself” (50). 

While Conrad’s presentation of the South-East Asia was, to use the Bangladeshi 

academician Serajul Islam Chowdhury’s phrase “hitherto unexplored area of experience” 

(1), his representation of the West for the English reader was a challenge for him as he 

was then “… very much an outsider; recognizably in his use of the English language, and, 

more importantly, in his isolation from the tradition of the English novel”  (Chowdhury 1). 

His sense of alienation and exile which never gave him a proper sense of belonging to any 

nation before the start of his writing career gave him impetus to attempt to write about the 

Eastern world, the reservoir of his materials for fiction which carry significance for an 

Eastern reader. 
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Though the East has always been a victim of Western representation, it has got 

some redeeming features in the life and works of Joseph Conrad, and there lies the 

ambivalence, a kind of Conradian dichotomy or paradox. When most of the present media 

offer a very negative picture of the East, especially, at present, of Muslims associating 

them with terrorism, Conrad’s idea of Islam and Muslim culture provides solace. My 

arguments in this regard run counter to John Lester’s remarks in his “Conrad and Islam” 

that Conrad portrayed Muslims only to show failings of the Christian and that Conrad 

believed in the Victorian image of Islam as a religion of superstition and fanaticism. That 

he has understood and viewed Islam in a positive light is also important for us to know 

how to respond to a different race and religion. In his A Personal Record Conrad writes 

of the agony of “astonished indignations, the mockeries and the reproaches of a sort hard 

to bear for a boy of fifteen...charged with the want of patriotism, the want of sense, and 

want of heart too...” (110) and of the impact of the East and his knowledge of and 

response to Islam as well:  

In that faint, ghostly sound there live the memories of twenty years, the voices of rough 

men now no more, the strong voice of the everlasting winds, and the whisper of a 

mysterious spell, the murmur of the great sea, which must have somehow reached my 

inland cradle and entered my unconscious ear, like that formula of Mohammedan faith the 

Mussulman father whispers into the ear of his new-born infant, making him one of the 

faithful almost with his first breath. (PR 110) 

The Muslim culture of chanting the call for prayer (azan) into the ear of the new-born baby 

has been highly liked by Conrad, who compares his own faithful mysterious attachment 

with the sea life and the people he met and saw in different distant parts of the world with 

the Muslim’s faith which is ingrained in the unconscious mind of the baby. John Lester 

misreads this passage and argues that this passage demonstrates Conrad’s stereotyped idea 

of the Muslims as fanatics. But I think that Conrad felt the desire for the sea life in his very 
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early childhood and the same longing for it lasts long in his memory, and this permanence 

of love is compared with the Muslim’s faith which is indomitable, strong and everlastingly 

durable. Thus, this duality in Conrad’s treatment of the East presents a deep aura of 

ambivalence to critics. The way these European trade and imperial politics are presented 

gives both colonists and natives space to say from their own respective perspectives. Amar 

Acheraiou aptly says in “Joseph Conrad’s Eastern Geopolitics: Trade and Imperialism”, 

“… Conrad allows equal discursive space to both die-hard colonialists and anti-

colonialists….Conrad’s Malay fiction functions at best as a resonance chamber to the 

Southeast Asian anti-colonial struggles, rather than as a revolutionary “postcolonial 

aesthetics” openly inviting the natives to bring down empire (40).” 

The Conrad Oeuvre is a worthy area both in Postcolonial and Cultural Studies. 

Gramsci, Said, Foucault and other postcolonial critics deem culture as a promoter of class 

interests through its various discourses and representations, and like the early Marxist 

critics they also emphasize the culture of the marginalized. And Conrad’s Eastern fiction 

prioritizes the marginalized whites and the natives, presents conflicts of interest among 

individuals and races, and shows the culture of the respective races and so provides ample 

materials for cultural studies. While Kipling shows the Indian girl Lispeth’s acceptance of 

the English man as superior and while his narrative voice preaches this superiority 

complex of the West as real, Conrad shows the rejection of such values by the local 

Malays and also by the half-caste women. The chaplain’s wife, in whose household 

Lispeth was working as a maid and fell in love with the Englishman she nursed back to 

life, represents the European women who had believed in the idea of European superiority 

when she says that “... it was wrong and improper of Lispeth to think of marriage with an 

Englishman, who was of a superior clay” (Kipling, “Lispeth” 6). This is how the natives 
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are made to acknowledge the superiority of the Europeans, and this is propagated by 

colonial literature of Kipling. But when Conrad’s Nina rejects her European father and 

the Arab outsiders, when Aissa is pursued by the European Willems and when Pata 

Matara’s sister is married to a Dutch man, we can say that Conrad has undermined the 

imperial myth of racial purity and created some powerful and memorable Eastern 

characters. In his Eastern works Conrad presents the colonial European people’s power 

and at the same time, plight of staying in the Malay Archipelago. In spite of racial 

jealousy, local girls seem to get attracted to them. Conrad’s fiction deals with this cross-

cultural representation of a colonial and colonized interface. Despite their oppressed 

condition in the colonized society, the natives, to use Ngugi wa Thiong’o words, 

“maintain their defiance: liberty from theft” (3). Conrad’s works not only project a world 

accommodating all these issues relevant to cultural and postcolonial studies, but also a 

critical lens through his contrapuntal viewpoints. Padmini Mongia commenting on 

Conrad’s distinctness as a colonial writer different from Kipling and Stevenson rightly 

says, “Conrad has been everywhere before all of us who were schooled in English 

Literature, whether we come from the areas he wrote about or not” (“Between Men” 87).  

Rationale 

Conrad criticism has been focused mainly on Conrad’s moral imagination, 

portrayal of complex characters, colonialism, imperialism, modernism, skepticism, 

adventures, loneliness, capitalism, postcolonialism and many other related issues. Though 

many critics have discussed the issues of colonialism and imperialism, they have based it 

only on Heart of Darkness, ignoring his other great works. Some readers label him as a 

colonial writer, while some other as an anti-colonial writer. This duality of Conrad’s 
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character has given him an ambivalent position which is examined in detail in this thesis. 

And though postcolonial studies have been done on Conrad, the book length study is 

negligible. Moreover, most of those studies have been done by Western critics or critics 

based in the West and only on most popular works like Heart of Darkness, Lord Jim or 

Nostromo; hence, a detailed analysis of his portrayal of the East and Africa and also the 

West from an Eastern perspective on his entire oeuvre is a new area of study. Eastern 

readings of Conrad’s Western texts are also very limited, and they have not been done on 

his entire fictional works. Moreover, Conrad’s Western secular representation of the East 

and "the other" has not been dealt with so far by any critic; nor his secular critical 

perspective, which is more humane and transnational, has been studied properly. A close 

look at his fiction, essays and autobiographical notes reveals his ideas and perspective 

about the East, West and Africa, and also his style of representation. The present thesis 

would be different from the earlier criticisms on Conrad’s colonial and postcolonial issues 

by showing Conrad as an early postcolonial writer, not by placing him within historical 

time frame but exclusively by the merit of his themes and portrayal of resistant 

characters. The thesis also attempts to present him as a ‘glocal’ writer.9 In this case, in 

spite of sharing some of the dominant colonialist Eurocentric ideology and stereotyped 

images of the non-Western people, how Conrad’s representation of the Eastern and 

African people and culture differs from that of the contemporary Western paradigm is a 

new aspect which would be the main concern of the thesis undertaken. When his critical 

perspective is like "Secular Criticism" of Said, his representational perspective is very 

much Eurocentric and secular. Critics have not yet considered his secular style and 

secular representation of "the other". Scanning the available criticism on him, I have not 

 
9  I borrow the word from Sandhya Rao Mehta’s book Language and Literature in a Glocal World 

referenced in the Work Cited list. By the word she wants to mean a perspective which includes the local 
and the global, the periphery and the centre in order to challenge the centre. 
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found any other critics taking up the Eastern perspective to read all of Conrad’s fiction, 

and so as an Eastern reading of the Conrad oeuvre, I think, my study would significantly 

contribute and add to the present corpus of Conrad criticism. 

Methodology 

The method of research for this thesis is exegetical, that is, content analysis, based 

on a close textual reading of the author’s relevant works, biography and criticism on him. 

The study examines the portrayal of the East and Africa from an Eastern perspective which 

is postcolonial in scope but particularly based on Edward Said’s secular criticism as it is 

critical of the dominant view of the West, and it marks Conrad’s European prejudice and 

perspective as well as his secular cosmopolitan and global perspective. Hence, though 

based primarily on thematic analysis, the study explores the author’s cultural point of view 

and critical stance. As modern theories often are intertwined with each other and also 

significantly differ from each other, my thesis would also draw on different traditional and 

modern theoretical perspectives instead of applying any particular one. Therefore, it would 

be a kind of mix of theories though postcolonial theory would be predominantly used. 

While closely looking at the primary texts of my study to find out the writer’s and the 

characters’ ideas and notions about the East and Africa, I would show critics’ views and 

debates which deal with those textual evidences either in favour of imperialism or against 

it and then weigh the anti-imperial elements against those of the imperial. I have avoided 

deliberate polemics and discursive analysis, and applied Said’s contrapuntal reading, a 

form of secular criticism, to examine Conrad’s European perspective. In doing so, it 

combines theoretical, contextual and aesthetic aspects of his works and holds Conrad as a 

precursor of postcoloniality. In support of my views and position, I draw arguments from 
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Edward Said, Frantz Fanon, Amar Acheraiou, Chinua Achebe, Jonah Ruskin, Homi 

Bhabha, Dipesh Chakraborty and Talal Asad. I have also consulted Conrad’s A Personal 

Record and Notes on His Life and Art which record some of his contemporary incidents 

and his own ideas about literature. First of all, I have talked about Conrad’s place as a 

writer in World Literature, shown his critical reception from the early twentieth century to 

the present, have explained my Eastern critical viewpoint and theoretical perspective of 

Said’s secular criticism and stated the objective and rationale and other relevant points in 

the introduction. Then after a brief biography, I have explored Conrad’s Eastern and 

Africa fiction to find his secular European but contrapuntal perspectives about the East and 

then have focussed on his Western fiction to find his East European politics and skeptical 

views of globalization, revolution and war. And in the fifth chapter I have exclusively 

examined Conrad’s secular style of presentation of the East and secular criticism of the 

West and then concluded with a focus on his strengths and relevance to our time. For 

documentation I have followed the MLA style of the new eighth edition, and I have also 

used footnotes to illustrate some of the ideas, sources and terms. 

Literature Survey 

From the early twentieth-century to date many critical books and articles on the 

author’s life and works have been published and are still being published every year. The 

early reviews on Conrad’s works were mixed as shown in the critical background. One of 

the early major critics is Richard Curle who in Joseph Conrad (2014) makes a study of 

his settings, themes and characters and hails Conrad as a distinct writer. It is he who first 

tried consciously to introduce Joseph Conrad and his works like The Nigger of the 

Narcissus and Nostromo to the reading public commenting on his irony, prose style and 
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aesthetic qualities. Hugh Walpole in his Joseph Conrad focuses on Conrad’s themes, 

plots and characters, and highlights Conrad’s romantic realism. The early criticism mostly 

was a kind of critical appreciation of his works. However, with F. R. Leavis’ The Great 

Tradition that includes Joseph Conrad as one of the great British fiction writers in the line 

of Jane Austen and Henry James due to his serious moral tone and tragic realistic vision, 

the study of Joseph Conrad took a different turn. Thomas Moser’s Joseph Conrad: 

Achievement and Decline (1957) comments on Conrad’s strengths and weakness staring a 

debate about what are his best works and what are not. Moser seems to suggest that 

before 1912 Conrad wrote his best works and after that his creative imagination declined, 

though he points out that the date is not a watershed as there are some weak points in his 

early works and some strong points in his later works. Moreover, Moser finds Conrad 

weak in his presentation of romantic or love scenes. Of course, Moser’s idea has been 

challenged by many critics. While Moser and many others do not consider his Chance 

and Victory as good works, some have considered these two his classics. When Moser 

traces Conrad’s weakness in love scenes, I find Conrad capable of creating romance and 

love-scenes in both his Eastern and Western fiction. 

Eloise Knapp Hay in The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad (1963) explains 

Conrad’s duality in matters of politics. When early critics did not consider Conrad as a 

political novelist, Hay, quoting Ford and Orwell, tries to show Conrad as a novelist whose 

political convictions were not parochial, nationalistic and patriotic. The Rescue, Heart of 

Darkness, Nostromo, The Secret Agent, Under Western Eyes and The Rover are his great 

political novels where his political concerns transcend national boundary. Hay seems to 

take Conrad as a novelist who used this genre for his Polish politics but not as a partisan 

one. She finds in Conrad’s political novels “… the psycho-political image of men bent on 
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sailing to utopia but turned back by disaster, futility, or both” (10). But while Conrad is 

called by many a conservative in politics, Hay opines differently, for she holds Conrad’s 

nostalgia for tradition not as a support to royalist cause but as a lost thing. However, The 

Nigger of the Narcissus, Lord Jim and The Secret Sharer, according to Hay, “bear the 

impress of the politically engaged Conrad (13).” Hay deems Conrad as a nationalist 

arguing that he is anti-internationalist. But this view of Hay is not much convincing. She 

argues that Conrad sees some of the evils of internationalism, which oppress some 

national states which are weaker in military strength and poorer in wealth. Conrad’s 

politics is really to expose the exploitative agenda of modern capitalists, imperialists, neo-

liberal democrats and revolutionaries.   

Albert J. Guerard in Conrad the Novelist (1965) sheds light on many important 

things in his works — from biographical information to themes and styles. His emphasis 

is on Conrad’s modernism and psychological aspects in relation to his life. He reads 

Conrad’s sea novels as “the journey within” , a voyage of self-discovery. He says, “The 

sea voyages and the one great Congo journey are unmistakably journeys within, and 

journeys through a darkness” (15).The “fidelity” motif, according to Guerard, is pervasive 

and strong in Conrad. He makes a good thematic study of Heart of Darkness, the Malay 

trilogy and short stories, The Nigger of the Narcissus, Lord Jim, Nostromo, The Secret 

Agent, Under Western Eyes, Chance (1913) and The Shadow Line (1917). According to 

Guerard, except the last one, from Heart of Darkness through The Nigger of the Narcissus 

to Chance, Conrad shows his best skills but after Chance he loses his early creative 

power. This idea of Guerard is akin to Moser’s “achievement and decline philosophy”. 

Conrad is to him a pessimistic writer whose early works contain the tragic predicament of 

human beings in their divided loyalties, moral dilemmas, and difficult situations which 
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obviously create a profound dark world. Guerard who finds Conrad closer to Faulkner in 

theme and style, does not talk about the mighty world of empire, though he focuses on 

politics in the Malay world and in Europe from the point of view of a European. 

In Joseph Conrad and the Fiction of Autobiography (1966) Edward Said brings 

about the best of Conrad in relation to his letters written to different people from publishers 

to litterateurs to friends and family members. The work is a profound study in finding a link 

of a tripartite relation: Conrad’s own experience as a sailor, an exile and a writer writing in 

an alien language. His various letters and short fiction, the last of which Said claims, 

contains Conrad’s episodic life. Said, himself an exile, finds the echo of his own hearts in 

Conrad’s fiction and letters – the desire to share the strange dislocations and necessary 

arrangements for accommodation, and the struggle with a foreign tongue. Exonerating 

Conrad from many charges like over-rhetorical and obscurantism of meaning brought 

against him by some critics like Richard Curle and F.R. Leavis –(though Said likes these 

very characteristics qualities ), Said focuses on the three phases of Conrad’s literary career 

from the beginning to the end of his life. And Conrad’s letters are a gateway to Conrad’s 

essence of existence reflected in his fiction. Truly, Said’s spiritual Conrad as well as Fredric 

Jameson’s intellectual Conrad emerges from his letters and fiction.    

Jocelyn Baines’ Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biography is one of the most 

important biographies on Conrad that has introduced Conrad both as a man and a writer 

from his early childhood to death. He has started his work from Joseph Conrad’s parents’ 

marriage and Conrad’s birth on 3rd December 1857 to death on 3rd August in 1924. It is 

indeed a detailed study of the facts of the author’s life. These facts moreover have been 

recorded to trace the fictional settings and characters. He has also drawn on Conrad’s 
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letters, essays, and autobiographical works to strengthen his references to Conrad’s 

works. And his critical commentary on Conrad’s each and every work is highly 

illuminating and directional. 

Norman Sherry’s Conrad’s Eastern World (1966) and Western World (1971) are 

two biographical books which mainly describe in detail the places he visited and the 

elements he incorporated in his writings. The places that have become his settings and 

people who have become his characters are well-documented in these books. Sherry 

suggests that Conrad enormously drew on his own experiences for his fiction but this 

experience was not only direct knowledge sometimes; rather many of his works were based 

on Conrad’s reading materials. Sherry says in Conrad’s Western World, “More and more, 

as he progressed as a novelist, Conrad turned to reading, not simply as in his early days in 

order to buttress his limited knowledge of the Far East, but in order to find the plot itself, 

the characters in all their variety, and the themes” (3). Conrad said about Nostromo that he 

knew the main incident of the theft of silver by a man in a newspaper; and he heard about 

the bombing of the Greenwich Observatory and the death of the suicide bomber from one 

of his acquaintances. These two biographical works present not only Conrad the man in a 

historical context, but also Conrad’s important characters and settings of his major works 

providing commentaries and clues to understanding those works. 

However, Chinua Achebe opened a new chapter on Conrad criticism delivering a 

public lecture entitled "An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness " which 

has come to be recognized as one of the most important and influential treatises in post-

colonial literary criticism. He has gone to an extreme conclusion calling Conrad "a bloody 

racist" (124) and refusing to accept Heart of Darkness as a piece of good art. He writes, 
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“Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as ‘the other world,’ the antithesis of 

Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where a man’s vaunted intelligence and 

refinement are finally mocked by triumphant bestiality” (119). This biting attack on Conrad 

has been a point of reference for many subsequent postcolonial critics. Though I agree that 

Heart of Darkness contains the Western stereotyped images of Africa, Conrad nonetheless 

does not bear the same notion, for it is he who has exposed the Belgian oppression and 

questioned the whole project of colonialism. And there is the place for contending that the 

way Africa has been presented is to question the Western idea of Africa and bring it into the 

critical arena. Yet I keep Achebe in high esteem for his original daring remark. His article is 

the first of its kind to exemplify a postcolonial reading of a text.  

Ian Watt in Conrad in the Nineteenth Century (1979) has studied some 

representative Conrad works which have Eastern settings except Heart of Darkness and The 

Nigger of the Narcissus. This superb study of the link between Conrad’s fiction and their 

sources is highly illuminating in providing clues to the meanings of his works and 

understanding of his characters. Starting with Conrad’s early life (1857 – 1894), Watt 

focuses on Conrad’s weak health and turbulent childhood memories of alienation and exile 

and shows their influences on his works which surprisingly evade the personal dimension. 

No works of Conrad directly present his personal stories and history – the exile and fate of 

his patriotic family, the struggle of his native land Poland against the colonial Russia which 

are not only the fit subjects of history but also of fiction. And Watt provides reasons “… 

Conrad’s exile was much more absolute – with minor exceptions he did not write about his 

own country, and he wrote nothing for publication in his native tongue” (Ian Watt 32). 

Watts provides sources for his works Almayer’s Folly, The Nigger, Heart of Darkness, 

Lord Jim and talks about Conrad’s subject matter, style and language as well. He often 
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shows Conrad’s fictional affinity with Zola and Hardy, though to a minimum level. The 

influence of the nineteenth-century Victorian romance, exotic literature, naturalism, and 

Darwinian themes on Conrad’s fiction is explored by Watt. He comments on Conrad’s use 

of his past experiences and memory as sources of material for his fiction, which is, I think, 

Watt’s Wordsworthian view of “emotion recollected in tranquility.” Ian Watt thus makes a 

thematic analysis of his books. He, like many other critics, overlooks the issues of racism 

and imperialism, except that he shows Conrad’s duality regarding colonization only in 

Heart of Darkness. 

John McClure’s Kipling & Conrad: The Colonial Fiction (1981) identifies Conrad 

as a colonialist writer: “Conrad prided himself on introducing another social exotic, the 

colonialist, to the metropolitan reader” (1). He suggests that “students of Conrad and 

Kipling have uniformly overlooked the colonial themes in their works” (2). It is partly 

because literature of the aftermath of the decolonization period recognised the empire as 

something bad and ominous of the past era, and that it does not have any positive relation 

with the present. He explores the effect of historical facts of empire on Conrad’s colonial 

adventurers and businessmen, and Kipling’s soldiers and colonial officers. McClure 

makes a very deep study of colonialist characters in both these writers from a very 

European colonialist perspective. Indeed, Conrad shows the European wanderers in the 

Malay Archipelago in a very alien and difficult situation risking their own life and facing 

solitude and exile. 

Benita Parry in Conrad and Imperialism (1983) thinks that Conrad’s works tend 

to recreate a colonial world where the dominant imperial values fail but which do not 

have any other better visions other than the benevolent ideas of progress of imperialism. 
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While she mentions Conrad’s dislike of colonialist literatures of Buchan and Haggard, 

she argues that he has much affinity with their works. She also like other moderate critics 

gives a very ambivalent response stating Conrad’s ambivalence which is due to his 

juxtaposition of the irreconcilable antagonism. She writes, “The intellectual and ethical 

ambiguities embraced by Conrad’s colonial fictions have deeper sources and take more 

paradoxical forms that can be suggested by locating his casuistry in excluding Britain’s 

colonial ventures from the general castigation of imperialist exploits...” (12). She suggests 

Conrad’s characteristic paradoxical or dualistic mind referring to Conrad’s faith in British 

imperialism in one of his letters written to his Polish relative where he says that liberty 

“can be found under the English flag all over the world” (12) and to his texts’ critical 

disavowal of the efficacy of imperialism.  

Heliena Krenn in Conrad’s Lingard Trilogy: Empire, Race, and Women in the 

Malay Novels focuses on Conrad’s three novels Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the 

Islands and The Rescue. She is the first critic to consider those three novels as a trilogy as 

these three have some common characters. Krenn critically views Conrad’s ideas about 

empire, race and women in these novels and give a kind of mixed response. While she 

questions like Hugh Clifford Conrad’s authenticity of knowledge, she also informs 

Conrad’s anti-imperialistic attitude. She addresses the pertinent question if Conrad was a 

racist and sexist. And she finds Conrad sexist but not colonialist. Finding a close relation 

Conrad between Conrad’s life and his works, she tries to justify her own arguments about 

Conrad’s idea about imperialism. She describes the history of the Malay Archipelago a bit 

and the European involvement in the region to understand Conrad’s engagement with and 

presentation of the place called Borneo, and she says that “During his brief sojourn in the 

East, Conrad became witness to these developments and registered them in his Malay 
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novels”(xxiii). Krenn argues that Conrad has criticized imperialism in the Malay with a 

kind of paternalistic attitude as she says that Conrad has shown the follies of domination 

in both the Europeans and the Asians, mainly the Arabs there. And Krenn rather than 

identifying this optimism as a colonial motif in Conrad, she finds satisfaction in it that at 

least Conrad is not a protégé of pessimism of life in the empire. She is thus ambivalent 

regarding Conrad’s treatment of imperialism. 

Joseph Conrad: Third World Perspectives is a collection of critical essays by as 

diverse hands as Hugh Clifford, Florence Clemens, Ponnunthurari Sarvan and V.S Naipaul. 

The very title indicates the book’s perspective. Hugh Clifford in “The Genius of Joseph 

Conrad” (1904) and Florence Clemens in “Conrad’s Malaysia” (1941) (Both of them had 

experience of living in the Malay Archipelago during Conrad’s time) have questioned 

Conrad’s authenticity of facts and some Eastern characters’ behaviour and manners but 

they have accepted his geographical description and general conception of the region. Hans 

van Marle in “The Jumble of Facts and Fiction: The First Singapore Reaction to Almayer’s 

Folly”   and D. C. R. A. Goonetilleke in “Conrad’s Malayan Novels: Problems of 

Authenticity” also express the same views and argue that Conrad has interpolated Polish 

materials in the Eastern characters. Their objections are to the deviations Conrad brought to 

the historical figures like Tom Lingard and Almayer and others. These critics however miss 

the authorial liberty of imagination to use the already known facts or stories like that of 

Shakespeare, to create something new and more artistically valuable. J. C. Hilson and D. 

Timms write in “Conrad’s ‘An Outpost of Progress’ or, The Evil Spirit of Civilization”, “In 

both African tales, Conrad is far more interested in what happened to the whites in the 

Congo than in what happened to the blacks” (107).  
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Ponnuthurari Sarvan in “Under African Eyes” shows Conrad’s influences on 

African writers and talks about the similarity between Ngugi’s A Grain of Wheat and 

Conrad’s Under Western Eyes. Sarvan says, “Conrad is an inspiration to the African 

writer who ventures to express himself through a foreign linguistic medium” (153). But 

he talks about Conrad’s personal prejudice which he notices in Under Western Eyes: “In 

Conrad, there is a strong element of prejudice against Russians, a prejudice which, though 

one can understand it in the light of Polish history and the suffering of Conrad’s family, 

nevertheless mars the work” (157). Sarvan also points to Conrad’s pessimism in 

revolutions which Ngugi presents optimistically. 

On the other hand, Wilson Harris in “The Frontier on which Heart of Darkness 

Stands” presents a counter-argument to Achebe’s dismissal of Heart of Darkness as a good 

piece of fiction: “[H]is judgement or dismissal of Heart of Darkness – and of Conrad’s 

strange genius – is a profoundly mistaken one. He sees the distortions of imagery and, 

therefore, of character in the novel as witnessing to horrendous prejudice on Conrad’s part in 

his vision of Africa and Africans” (161).  

One of the major fiction writers, V. S. Naipaul, betrays the Conradian influences 

in his works and in an article relates his first experience of reading Conrad through the 

stories “The Lagoon” and “Karain.” He says that he always found Conrad difficult to 

understand and gives a divided response to his works. Sometimes he seems to give credit 

to Conrad and sometimes wants to withhold it. He likes his stories but also finds flaws. 

He says about Victory, “The Conrad novel was like a simple film with an elaborate 

commentary” (192). In fact, all Conrad’s stories are like that. The incidents of his plot are 

few, but the descriptions of settings and explanations of characters’ motives and actions 
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are elaborate. Naipaul perhaps misses Conrad’s study of psychological complexity of 

characters for which he needs to use many adjectives to bring home his understanding of 

the sensibilities of characters and the incomprehensible mysteries of human hearts. 

Naipaul’s objections to Conrad’s romanticisation of native lands are not groundless, but if 

it is seen from outsiders’ perspectives, from the European readers’ perspectives for whom 

Conrad was writing, it would not be hard to understand the reason. And Naipaul also 

suggests the same thing for he says that “To understand, then, it was necessary to begin to 

match his experience” (194). Naipaul’s ambivalent response is also evident when he says, 

“There is something flawed and unexercised about his creative imagination. He does not 

— except in Nostromo and some of the stories – involve me in his fantasy; and Lord Jim 

is still to me more acceptable as a narrative poem than as a novel. Conrad’s value to me is 

that he is someone who sixty to seventy years ago meditated on my world, a world I 

recognize today. I feel this about no other writer of the century. His achievement derives 

from the honesty which is part of his difficulty....(195) 

Andrea White in her Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition (1995) focuses on 

Conrad’s use of the tradition of adventure fiction. While this genre along with the travel 

writing largely fostered European imperialism, Conrad critiqued it and unmasked the gap 

between the ideal and the reality. White says, “Conrad’s early work … demythologized 

the basic assumptions of the very genre it appeared to derive from... he had the 

modernist’s double vision which demanded that he applaud the desire but condemn its 

disastrous consequences”  (6-7). Truly, Conrad imitated the form of adventure fiction but 

not without any change. In its spirit, he liked man’s dream of reaching the unknown and 

different lands, fighting odds and gaining experience, knowledge, and profits out of trade 

as are in travel writing but he saw the dark consequences of all these enterprises. This is 

what made Conrad conservative and pessimistic in life especially about any sudden and 

drastic changes like that of the French Revolution in France. And in form, his narratives 
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are never conclusive, and his narrators are often naive or unreliable demanding reader’s 

own individual judgement; therefore, his fiction is, to use Robert Hampson’s phrase a 

“ reader trap” (Conrad and the Idea of Empire 498).10 

Linda Dryden’s Imperial Romance (2000) is a well-researched book on Conrad’s 

handling of the elements of romance and adventure of the late Victorian period and their 

contribution to his imperial vision in his early works Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the 

Islands, “Karain” and Lord Jim. She discusses the issues of Englishness, ideas of English 

gentleman, stereotypical images, and exotic elements in the context of European 

imperialism in Conrad’s works and shows Conrad’s skeptic attitude toward all these high 

flown ideas and dreams. She further suggests that Conrad was true to his novelistic 

purpose and faithful to the idea of the freedom of the author, and that is why without 

writing popular romantic and exotic fiction, of which he was capable, he actually 

produced the seamy side of life in the colonies. She states: “There may have been 

pressure on Conrad, for financial reasons, to write a more conventional type of popular 

fiction, but except perhaps in “The Lagoon” and “Karain”, he never gave in to the 

temptation” (15). Lind Dryden’s focus is on the elements of romance and imperial heroes 

in Conrad’s fiction rather than on the Eastern or African characters. 

Robert Hampson in his Cross-cultural Encounters in Conrad’s Malay Fiction 

(2000) shows Conrad’s engagement with Malaysia from which he drew both inspiration 

and materials for his fiction. He focuses on Conrad’s representation of the other culture and 

dealing with race, gender and identity in the background of the history of Malay 

Archipelago and Western intervention in the region. He reads Conrad’s Malay fiction as a 
 

10  Hampson wants to mean by “reader trap” Conrad’s ironic impressionistic technique that takes the reader 
to a different realm beyond their expectations and the readers are left with no conclusive judgement and 
hence they are bound to draw their own conclusion.  
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site of cross-cultural encounter between the native pirates and the European adventurers, 

between the Arab and Western traders. He suggests that these encounters had a tremendous 

influence on the cultural identities of different races. The hybridized political identities of 

the native people and the outsiders demand a critical understanding of the representation of 

the other culture. The Malay fiction, says Hampson, “offers a more complex instance of 

hybridised political identities” (111). The Malays are natives but they live under the Dutch 

and British empire; and the foreigners, like those of the Chinese, Indian and Arab who stay 

there for trade or other reasons are also Dutch or British subjects. That is why Lingard calls 

the Arab trader Abdullah as British. He also points to Conrad’s idea of common humanity 

among these different national groups. However, Conrad’s ambivalent treatment of the 

encounter between the East and the West is underscored by Hampson:  

While Conrad asserts this idea of ‘common humanity’, he also buys into the 

Enlightenment model of barbarism, savagery, and civilisation – or, at least, he makes use 

of this discourse (and, in particular, the savage/civilised binary). Thus, when Nina is 

introduced, her eyes are described as having ‘the tender softness common to Malay 

women, but with a gleam of superior intelligence’, and it is subsequently made clear that 

this ‘thoughtful tinge’ is ‘inherited from her European ancestry’ (113). 

Jeffrey Meyers’s Joseph Conrad: A Biography (2001) is one of the great biographies on 

Conrad focusing on the author’s three periods of life: Polish life, French Life and English 

life. How Conrad became a sailor, what parts of the world he visited are beautifully 

presented with a kind of controlled precision. The book sheds light on Conrad’s voyages in 

the East and in the Congo, and also when he turned from a sailor to a writer. What is 

significant in Meyers’ book is that he includes a chapter on Jane Anderson with whom 

Conrad had fallen in love and whose character is partly portrayed in Rita of The Arrow of 

God. But to me this Conrad biography focuses much on Jane Anderson and Borys Conrad 

(Conrad’s son), which is redundant. It is more frustrating to see the book end with Jane 
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Anderson. After all, the book provides all necessary information on Conrad’s life, from his 

Polish childhood through French experience to English life and sea voyages across different 

parts of the world and his relationships with publishers, literary acquaintances and women.  

Edward Said’s interview in 2003 with Peter Mallios about Joseph Conrad is rather 

more illuminating than reading a particular critical book or essay, for there is a kind of 

intense personal reason of relation between him and Conrad that comes straight from this 

conversation. Some of the most important elements in Conrad’s work and life, which 

have often been discussed by Said himself and other critics, have got a new life which in 

turn also shows the critical perspectives of Edward Said not only on Conrad but also on 

the Palestine-Israel conflict. The theme of empire, treatment of the irreconcilable truths in 

life, the fighting spirit of a man in an alien or strange setting and the attempt or failure to 

live in impossible situations which drew Said to Conrad has created the same trajectory 

for these two writers. Said says in the interview, “Conrad’s fiction is a search for – and an 

opportunity for us to learn to search for – ways of living in an impossible situation” (301). 

How Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, The Secret Agent, Nostromo, and Victory and his 

letters and essays on politics provided Said with thoughts about the cause of the 

Palestinian, their relation to their lost land and recognition of the injustice done by Israel 

and the USA/the Western powers are brilliantly captured in the interview. 

In Conrad and Empire (2004) Stephen Ross, the Canadian critic attempts to 

bypass the Conradian paradox of empire, issues of colonialism and postcolonialism 

stating that these concerns do not portray Conrad’s real engagement with another larger 

issue of the world’s transformation into global capitalism fostered under modern fascist 

and democratic totalitarianism. Therefore, Ross claims that this phenomenon of global 
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capitalism and his own childhood experience of imperial Russia made Conrad engage 

with the personal and the political, the psychological and the real in all aspects of life. 

Ross says that because of these larger issues like post-imperial modern life and how to 

live in such a period, Conrad failed to make a proper criticism of imperialism: “Conrad’s 

failure to be sufficiently critical of imperialism …is less a symptom of his complicity 

with imperialism than a consequence of his grander, and less oblique, and less articulate 

concern with…incipient globalization” (Ross 5-6). But to Conrad, the purpose of art is to 

make readers see things, not to directly satirize the evils of imperialism. 

Terry Collits in Postcolonial Conrad: Paradoxes of Empire (2005) talks about the 

Conradian moment and divides his novels into four interpretative moments. Placing his 

colonial novels and treatment of imperialism in focus, Collits shows critics’ different 

treatment of Conrad’s novels which in fact have strengthened his canonical position and 

which shows Conrad’s ability as a writer to influence the literary and cultural criticism of 

his time and the aftermath. Collits says, “His colonial novels represent – at the very 

moment of high imperialism – the most significant encounter recorded in canonical 

literature between Europe and Europe’s Other” (Postcolonial 3). This critic however 

wants to show the general nature of an ever changing shift of the critical paradigm with 

the change of time infesting a text with different meanings at different times.  

Geoffrey Galt Harpham in “Beyond Mastery: The Future of Conrad’s Beginnings” 

(2005) talks about some new aspects like Conrad’s adoption of knowledge and learning 

and his own self into his works. That his experiences made him a writer is an accepted 

fact but his relation with the medium of writing is what puzzles critics. Harpham traces 

the linguistic development of Conrad from his early novel Almayer’s Folly and Heart of 
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Darkness to the later novels Nostromo, The Nigger of the Narcissus and The Secret Agent 

and wants to show that at the beginning Conrad’s control of the English language was 

like that of a foreigner and he gradually matured into owning the language, and in this 

context Conrad appropriates a kind of Sassurean linguistic structuralism to his advantage 

and also exceeds him. Harpham says, “Conrad’s use of the alien English language 

provided the best possible example of mastery, since his facility was learned, laboriously, 

as an adult. In this respect, Conrad was an exemplary Saussurean writer” (31). Harpham 

suggests that Conrad had to struggle a lot with the English language. His failure to 

communicate with others in English made him use some words which lend a kind of 

obscurity. Kurtz is just a word, a voice, as Marlow at the beginning of his story expresses 

this uncertainty to his listeners, “Do you see him? Do you see the story? Do you see 

anything? It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream …. It is impossible to convey the 

life-sensation of any given epoch of one’s existence – that which makes its truth, its 

meaning – its subtle and penetrating essence … We live as we dream – alone (HD 57).” 

Allan H. Simmons in Joseph Conrad (2006) has provided the reader with many 

new insights and fresh critical perspectives on Conrad’s much acclaimed works from the 

earliest Malay novels to his late novels. The book focuses on Conrad’s life and letters and 

his individual works in a chronological manner. Simmons talks about Conrad’s Malay 

tales to concentrate on the European characters’ success, failure and personality. The 

racial conflict, the trade and commerce under empire and some basic universal themes are 

focused with historical hindsight. He further shows Conrad’s deep engagement with the 

sea and his ships in The Nigger of the Narcissus and “Typhoon” through which Conrad’s 

development in and mastery over the English language is hailed by critics. His 

preoccupation with the life on board the ship and the sea, the craftsmanship and 
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captainship in the sea administration in disperse risky situations of life, the ever haunting 

danger in the sea are not fictitious but real. The author’s treatment of Marlow as a 

character and an interpreter of Conrad’s tales is really fresh in critical parlance and his 

viewing of Conrad’s experiences as moral and philosophic is an accepted fact. And 

finally his comments on Conrad’s political novels, short fiction and the late novels in 

conjunction with textual history and Conrad’s own life and contemporary world really 

make the book a worthy read.  

Tom Henthorne in Conrad’s Torjan Horses: Imperialism, Hybridity, and the 

Postcolonial Aesthetic (2008) presents Conrad as a postcolonial writer because of his ant-

colonial stance in his Eastern and African works. Henthorne classes Conrad as 

“postcolonial” on the basis of a definition of “postcoloniality”  given by Jorge de Alva in 

“The Postcolonization of the (Latin) American experience11. Henthorne argues that critics 

like Fredric Jameson and Terry Eagleton identify Conrad as a colonialist writer without 

considering him in the cultural context of imperialism. Following F. R. Leavis, he says that 

many other British critics and readers label him as belonging to the great tradition of the 

British fiction, and so as the great tradition is mostly drawn from the Victorian British 

experience in the context of European expansion, Conrad is identified as one such colonial 

or colonialist. But these critics miss Conrad’s aesthetic of ironic distance, a kind of 

Bakhtinian dialogic, by which Conrad indirectly through the narrative of indirect method, 

offers a critique of empire and imperialism. He says that “in Lord Jim and Nostromo, at 

least, Conrad does imagine an end to imperialism and the formation of postcolonial states 

and therefore can be regarded as postcolonial in even the strictest sense of the term” (7). He 

 
11  “postcoloniality can best be thought as a form of contestatory/oppositional consciousness, emerging from 

either preexisting imperial, colonial, or subaltern conditions, which fosters processes aimed at revising 
the norms and practices of antecedent or still vital forms of domination”(qtd. in Henthorne 4). 
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makes a critical study of Almayer’s Folly and argues that Nina Almayer, Almayer’s half-

caste daughter is the protagonist of the novel and thus upholds Conrad’s postcolonial spirit 

of resistance. But Henthorne’s study seems to be one-sided as he has tried to trace 

sometimes forcibly only the antiracist and anti-imperial elements in Conrad’s works 

ignoring some of the colonialist biases.  

John Peters’ Conrad and Impressionism (2004) and Joseph Conrad’s Critical 

Reception (2013) are two noteworthy books on Conrad. The first one focuses on Conrad’s 

style, especially impressionistic technique which was a new experiment based on Henry 

James’ and Flaubert’s styles. Peters argues that Conrad’s relentless target to make his 

stories appear real is responsible for the break-up of chronological order, which gives the 

story a conversational shape and tone. His second book presents an excellent survey of 

commentary and criticism on the life and works of Joseph Conrad from 1895 to 2012. But 

the study is not comprehensive or engaging; it is more an overview of reviews, 

commentaries and criticisms than a fresh critical work. 

Under Postcolonial Eyes: Joseph Conrad after Empire (1996) and Joseph Conrad 

and the Orient (2012) are two edited volumes containing critical essays that deal with 

issues more recent in themes and approaches. Despite their differences, the essays of the 

first book have an underlying similarity regarding Conrad’s treatment of Eurocentric 

binary. Paul Armstrong in “Heart of Darkness and the Epistemology of Cultural 

Differences” views Conrad “neither as a racist nor as an exemplary anthropologist but a 

skeptical dramatist of epistemological processes” (23). According to this critic, Conrad 

has failed to achieve cross-cultural understanding in Heart of Darkness that points to the 

problem of a narrator or an artist to objectively represent the other. He thinks that Conrad 
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failed to depict the “other”  because he lacked first hand experiences of those places of 

Malaysia. Rather, when an artist does it as a traveller, then the possibility of 

misunderstanding is immense, and when one cannot recognize the individuals in another 

race as individuals but homogenizes them, misrepresentation or racism is the result. 

Gail Fincham’s “Empire, Patriarchy and The Secret Agent” is an excellent study 

of the link between British Empire and its sinister effects on the English and other 

European people in the metropolitan city of London. He shows in The Secret Agent how 

the common people like Winnie Verloc and her brother Stevie have been victims of the 

empire. For, the rise of anarchists and their attempts to destroy the Greenwich 

Observatory show the conflicts between European powers, between European empires. 

He further shows that Winnie Verloc’s murder of her husband is reminiscent of the 

“savage other”  of the colonies. She has been treated as a colonized subject: “Conrad’s 

vision is of an oppressive domestic dependency more complete than anything suffered by 

the colonised subject abroad” (51).  

Robert Hampson in “Conrad and the Idea of Empire” (1989) says that Heart of 

Darkness shows darkness at the heart of civilizing mission. He refers to the influences of 

the Blackwood Magazine, Stanley’s In Darkest Africa and Booth’s In Darkest England on 

Conrad. Conrad by using the reader trap technique engages the reader to his narrative and 

then lays bare the bitter truth that darkness prevails in Europe and its idea of civilizing the 

other. Hampson says that Conrad had the intended reader of the Blackwood magazine when 

he ventured writing his novels, and Heart of Darkness is obviously a novella dealing with 

the theme of imperialism, adventure and exoticism very much liked by Victorian 

conservative readers who felt proud of Britain’s imperial position and achievement. 



 

  62 

Conrad in Perspective: Essays on Art and Fidelity (1997) by Zdzislaw Najder is a 

book of essays on Conrad’s parents, his uncle, Conrad’s own life and works. The essays 

connect Conrad’s life and historical milieu to his fiction. He has focused on Conrad’s 

Polish background, national and cultural heritage. The author also shows Conrad’s 

attitude towards Russia and Dostoyevsky and places Conrad in the European intellectual 

and philosophical context. He points out to Conrad’s problematic conservative relation 

with Russia and shows his juxtaposition of Tsarist tyranny in Russia and the liberal 

Europe in Under Western Eyes. He writes, “Conrad was a Russophobe” (122). Further he 

says, “Conrad was a ‘Eurosceptic’ in assessing Europe’s role overseas” (167). He places 

Conrad in the intellectual tradition of Rousseau and Burke. He comments on Conrad’s 

autobiographical notes and talks about his ideas of honour in Lord Jim and melodrama in 

The Secret Agent. He puts emphasis on the author’s idea of fidelity which is one of the 

central motifs in the framework of Conradian narratives. And Najder identifies Conrad as 

a European writer for his settings of Europe and concerns for Europeans in the other 

settings in the Far East, Africa and North America.  

Findings from the Literature Review 

From the literature review it is seen that though different critics have talked about 

race, empire, colonialism, postcolonialism and the East, none of them have primarily 

focused on the images of the East, Africa and the people inhabiting these places. While 

Conrad’s Western critics have overlooked Conrad’s secular perspective and genuine 

concern for the East, the Eastern critics have overlooked too Conrad’s empathetic portrayal 

of the East and modern themes in Western fiction. Western critics have focused on 

universal and exotic aspects of his texts ignoring the authenticity of facts and European 
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images of the East; whereas the Eastern critics focus only on imperialism and moral 

concerns ignoring his aesthetic aspects and redeeming qualities. Moreover, when the 

Western critics deem his Western ones such as The Nigger of the Narcissus, The Secret 

Agent and Nostromo as great classics, Eastern critics have not focused on the politics of 

canonization or anthologization of texts. The Eastern critics’ focus on Conrad’s treatment 

of colonialism, imperialism, race and capitalism has made them overlook some of the major 

themes of Conrad like war, autocracy, politics and revolution. Nor any of these books 

closely examines the cultural perspectives. No studies have come to my notice which 

exclusively studies all the works of Conrad from the Eastern perspective. Nor has any 

Eastern critic done an extensive study covering the Conrad oeuvre. Hence, my topic, 

“Revisiting the Conrad oeuvre: An Eastern Gaze”, can be a distinctive study. 

Limitation s of the Study 

In a single work Conrad’s life and works cannot be fully explored with justice. This 

work would not provide any detailed background of Conrad’s life, nor would consider 

every work in detail, as he has written as many as thirteen complete novels, twenty nine 

short stories, two stage plays, two major works of reminiscence and about forty essays. So 

to give equal focus on each text would be impractical. Thus, the thesis would not consider 

his reminiscences, plays, letters and essays; and it would not also deal with his incomplete 

works published after his death and the collaborative works with Ford Madox Ford. Instead, 

it would focus on those works in detail which deal with the East and which have Eastern 

settings. And the study would also critically comment on his Western stories. It would not, 
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however, deal with Conrad’s style of fiction and experiments of methods in detail though 

they might come in passing to substantiate my arguments.  

Structure of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is divided into six chapters including the Introduction and 

Conclusion. Therefore, it has four main chapters that cover, in brief, Joseph Conrad’s life 

and works. Being the first chapter, the introduction entitled “Reassessment of the Conrad 

Oeuvre” discusses the subject matter and arguments I have put forward to establish my 

Eastern perspective. It presents the thesis statement and background of this study, my 

theoretical perspective, objective and scope. It studies Conrad in his particular historical 

context from an Eastern perspective grounded on Edward Said’s “secular criticism” and 

postcolonial theory. It focuses on Conrad’s perspective of representation of the East and 

treatment of imperialism. It also explains my Eastern gaze.  

The second chapter entitled “From Adventurer to Writer: Encounter with the 

East” exclusively focuses on both Conrad’s sea career and writing career, and exclusively 

shows how he became a writer out of his engagement with the East. It briefly presents the 

important incidents of his three phases of life too — Polish, French and British. How he 

joined the English merchant ship and what made him turn to writing profession are 

described briefly. The experience of exile and hardship with his parents in his early 

childhood under Russian-occupied Ukraine, the early loss of both of his parents, his 

sudden desire of going into the sea and coming first to France and then to the British 

merchant service and then roaming into different parts of the world and meeting different 

people – all these things made his own life exotic and adventurous. And when literally his 
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adventure in the physical world ended, he plunged into the more adventurous world of 

literature and became a fiction writer. This chapter shows the remarkable journey of a 

writer of English fiction. 

The Chapter Three entitled “The East and Western Representation” studies his 

presentation of the East. It deals with Conrad’s Eastern fiction from Almayer’s Folly 

(1895) to The Rover (1923) to examine his Western perspective in his representation of 

the East. The recurring themes in Conrad’s novels as found from the study of his Eastern 

fiction are racism, imperialism, colonization, internecine conflicts, romance and love. 

However, Conrad’s depiction of the East as a land of romance and career, and the Malay 

society without its religious and cultural traits is explored in this chapter. And Conrad’s 

sympathetic engagement with and contrapuntal study of the East in relation to the West in 

the background of the history of colonization and colonial literature are taken into 

consideration too. 

The fourth chapter titled “Conrad’s West”  examines his portrayal of the West. 

Conrad started to write on the West only after he had attained recognition as a writer of 

exotic fiction or sea tales on the East. As he was born in Poland but lived and died in 

Britain, he was both an insider and an outsider in Britain. Conrad both as a realist and a 

satirist emerges from his Western stories where we can find his skeptical views about 

war, autocracy, anarchy and revolution. His Western stories are mostly a reflection of the 

political turmoil of the European history and the creeping crisis of modernity. His West is 

very much politically split between Eastern and Western Europe, and Conrad seems to 

align himself with the Western Europe because of his dislike of Russia. Therefore, this 

chapter investigates Conrad’s engagement with European romance, European politics, 
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especially Russian politics, racial conflicts in Europe and much larger issues like 

autocracy, war, revolution and globalization.  

The fifth chapter with the title “Conrad under Eastern Eyes” is a core critical study 

from an Eastern perspective which comments on Conrad’s European position and secular 

stance. Though his treatment of the East and imperialism has been dealt with in the 

previous chapters, this chapter critically views Conrad’s Eurocentric imperial and secular 

perspective in his portrayal of the East as well as his secular criticism of the West. Rather 

than focusing on individual works, it takes up the political issues and perspectives. Hence, 

the chapter is a kind of critical discussion on the issues explored in the early chapters.  

Finally, the sixth chapter is the conclusion titled “Conrad, Our Contemporary” 

that concludes the thesis with a short overview of the preceding chapters with comments 

on the author’s merits and relevance to the present time. The concluding chapter thus 

captures the quintessence of the thesis by recapitulating the main points and arguments. In 

the previous chapters Conrad’s life and works have been discussed to explore his view of 

the East and the West, and his critical viewpoint. Traditional controversial issues have 

been discussed from the postcolonial Eastern perspective. This final chapter, however, 

presents Conrad both as a great writer and critic and shows the relevance of his life and 

works to the present time.  
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influenced by his contemporary historical facts, places with which and people with whom 

Conrad was associated. And as Simmons says, there is no denying the fact that the 

writer’s biography often helps to understand his works properly or helps to form a 

perspective. Even one of the earliest critics on Conrad, Richard Curle, gives the similar 

view: “Of course, Conrad is an exceptionally difficult writer to discuss. He is one of these 

men whose extraordinarily vivid personality pervades everything he writes to such an 

extent that a good many people do find him impossible to read”(2). And it is the critic’s 

task to attempt to distinguish the writer from his/her works. Therefore, what follows in 

this chapter is the brief account of Conrad’s life and career. The chapter also 

demonstrates Conrad’s fascination with the East which has shaped his literary 

imagination and inspired him to be a writer. As Conrad himself says in the Author’s Note 

to Lord Jim that without knowing Almayer in the Malay Archipelago, he would not have 

written anything in his life, similarly Heliena Krenn in her study says, “It was the Malay 

Archipelago with its truths about human life dimmed by the mists of its jungles and 

waterways that started Conrad on his career as a novelist” (Lingard Trilogy xiv). In the 

following chapter, my emphasis is on those episodes of life which contributed to the 

making of the seaman and the writer. I have tried to present some important information 

about his life which helped Conrad gain the kind of temperament he had and also his 

orientation to the East – the setting of his early fictional works. Though his choice of the 

sea life was entirely his own, his writing career, as he often gives the impression on some 

occasions, was first an amateurish one which was given a permanent base by the 

encouragement of some of his friends and publishers, notably Edward Garnett and T 

Fisher Unwin. 
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Self-exile in France 

To the surprise of his uncle and relatives, in 1874 he left his native land for 

Marseilles in France and on 15 December he sailed as a boy to Martinique and other 

Caribbean ports on the same ship and visited many places like Saint-Pierre and Haiti. 

This departure from Poland is one of his two renowned “jumps” in his life, often talked 

about by critics, the other jump being in 1894 when he left the sea. Thus, the jump motive 

recurs in Conrad’s fiction as in Lord Jim. In 1877 he got involved in obscure activities of 

gun smuggling to Spain where he fell in love with “Rita” for whom he had fought a duel 

and was wounded. The Arrow of Gold fictionalises this historical episode of his life, as 

the central female character’s name is also Rita. He also got involved in gambling and fell 

in debt in France. His uncle came to Marseilles to see Conrad and paid his debts. His 

uncle’s visit to the wounded Conrad was a turning point in the latter’s career. Bobrowski 

helped Conrad decide to join the British Merchant Service. Therefore, Conrad’s stay in 

France is marked by some negative experiences which may have contributed to Conrad’s 

permanent pessimistic temperament, albeit in conjunction with his early experience of 

exilic life and loss of parents. But he surely had grown into maturity out of his stay in 

France from 1874 to 1879 where he learnt French and read some French literature, the 

influence of which in his works is amazingly enormous. 

Self-exile in England 

While living in France, he managed an unofficial apprentice post in the Bristish 

steamer Mavis and sailed via Constantinople and landed in Lowestoft in England in 1978. 

Then he sailed to Australia, the Mediterranean regions and saw the ports of Italy and 

Greece. Then after his return to England he got the second-mates’ position in the 
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Palestine in 1881, the basis of his story “Youth”. Because of the abandonment of the ship, 

in 1883 Conrad had to appear with other crews including the captain and the first mate, at 

a marine court in Singapore where he, along with the whole crew, was not found guilty. 

This incident is fictionalised in the Patna episode of Lord Jim. In the same year in 

September Conrad sailed as a second mate in the Riversdale for Madras via Port 

Elizabeth of South Africa. Conrad for the first time saw India in 1884. But again the East 

disappointed Conrad. When his ship reached Madras, he got engaged in a dispute with the 

captain and was discharged. He then travelled across India to Bombay, the present 

Mumbai, where he signed as a second mate in the Narcissus, the basis of one of his finest 

novels, The Nigger of the Narcissus. In the next year, after taking the first mate’s 

examination successfully, he sailed as a second mate in the Tilkhurt and went to 

Singapore and Calcutta. In 1886 he wrote his first story “The Black Mate”, for a literary 

competition in Tit-Bits. In the same year he became a British citizen. 

The Malay Archipelago 

The year 1887 is important in Conrad’s life, for he sailed as first mate in the 

Highland Forest to Java and suffered a back injury for the treatment of which he had to 

stay in Singapore. He joined the Vidar as first mate and made four trading trips between 

Singapore and small Netherlands East Indies ports on Borneo and Celebes. There on the 

Berau River in East-Borneo of the Malay Archipelago he met William Charles Oljheimer; 

the man becomes the protagonist Almayer in his first novel and the place is made the 

setting of his Malay trilogy and a part of Lord Jim. 
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In 1888 he joined the Otago as master in Bangkok and undertook voyages via 

Singapore to Sydney, Mauritius and Melbourne and returned to London in 1889. In the 

same year he finally succeeded to get denationalized from Russian citizenship. During 

this time in 1990 he started his first novel Almayer’s Folly and took about five years to 

complete it in 1895. In 1890 he went to Poland, his native land after sixteen years to meet 

his uncle Bobrowski. On the way he met Marguerite Poradowska and her ill husband, his 

distant cousin, in Brussels. This lady Marguerite was a fiction writer, who, critics have 

said, influenced and helped Conrad to enter into the novelistic career. After returning to 

London he got a three-year appointment to the Congo under Belgium and on the journey 

to Africa met Roger Casement who wrote about the atrocities done by King Leopold II in 

the Congo, the place which would turn into Heart of Darkness. Conrad became severely 

ill, both physically (malaria, rheumatism and neuralgia) and mentally and returned to 

Europe and got treatment in Germany and Switzerland.  

Then after recovery from illness in 1891 Conrad joined the Torrens, one of the 

fastest sailing ships of the day for a trip to Australia when he met W.H. Jacques, a 

passenger who became the first reader of Almayer’s Folly manuscript and whose 

comments inspired Conrad to advance towards its completion on Conrad’s 35th birthday. 

In 1893 on the voyage home from Adelaide Conrad met two writers of his time, John 

Galsworthy and E.L. Sanderson. In the same year, he joined the final ship of his sea 

career the Adowa to carry French immigrants to Canada, and on 17 January 1894 he 

signed off the ship to end his sea career at the age of 36. This year is a transitional point 

in his life, and is considered his second “jump”. Many significant things happened during 

this time. He left the sea; his uncle who always supported him financially and emotionally 
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The East and Conrad the Fiction-Writer  

Conrad’s brief stay in Eastern Borneo in the Malay Archipelago as first mate of the 

Vidar in the autumn of 1887, when he travelled through ‘Lingard’s Passage’ and made four 

trading visits to the Malay settlement of Berau on the Pantai River, is the genesis of his 

novelistic career. This is the place where he first met William Charles Olmeijer, the 

prototype of Kasper Almayer, and this place is his fictional setting of Sambir in his first 

novel Almayer’s Folly. As he says in his A Personal Record, he would not have written a 

line if he had not known Olmeijer, his fictional Almayer. Until 1963 Malaysia had been a 

fluid federation of different and varied parts with their distinct names. The Malaysian 

territories lost its independence to the Portuguese in 1511 as these Europeans came with 

guns in hands to fight people with sticks and swords. Earlier these parts of Malaysia were 

ruled by local sultans. But after the defeat of them, there were three waves of lords who 

ruled and controlled Malaysian affairs. The Dutch and the English came by turns and the 

latter established the longest rule till the independence of Malaysia in 1957. Conrad as a 

seaman must have been aware of the political and colonial history of the region as he has 

exhibited in his Malay fiction. It is this Malaysia which sparked his writing imagination 

first. To a great extent, the Eastern experiences made Conrad the writer out of Conrad the 

seaman. Norman Sherry in Conrad’s Eastern World says: 

Between the years 1883 and 1888 Joseph Conrad sailed for a time in Eastern waters as a 

British merchant seaman; when he began to write, it was to the East that he turned 

especially for inspiration. The East not only provided him with the initial creative impetus 

– he wrote in A Personal Record, ‘If I had not got to know Almayer pretty well it is 

almost certain there would never have been a line of mine in print’ – but it also remained 

a constant source for him.(1) 
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Conrad in A Personal Record tells the tale of his own story of becoming a writer. Though 

reflective in nature, the book records the incidents of his life in the East, especially in the 

Malay Archipelago that had sparked his writing ambition. How the complex appeal of 

that place and different races of people of that region pressed on his mind to start writing 

is nicely presented in the book. Conrad says:  

…it was my practice directly after my breakfast to hold animated receptions of Malays, 

Arabs and half-castes. They did not clamour aloud for my attention. They came with a 

silent and irresistible appeal – and the appeal, I affirm here, was not to my self-love or my 

vanity. It seems now to have had a moral character, for why should the memory of these 

things, seen in their obscure, sun-bathed existence, demand to express itself in the shape 

of a novel, except on the ground of that mysterious fellowship which unites in a 

community of hopes and fears all the dwellers on this earth? (PR 9) 

The passage reveals the urge of creative impulse of a writer. It is his own lived 

experience, which is also a part of history of the Malay Archipelago, now aspiring to be 

revealed in imaginative prose. In the Author’s Note to The Shadow-Line he says, “As to 

locality, it belongs to that part of the Eastern Seas from which I have carried away into 

my writing life the greatest number of suggestions (xii).” The fascination for the 

foreignness of people, their strange different faces and dresses, their distinct voices and 

different languages mesmerized Conrad. And it is a sacred duty of a man to reveal this 

inward feeling of human bond and sentiment which is “akin to piety which prompted me 

[Conrad] to render in words assembled with conscientious care the memory of things far 

distant and of men who had lived” (PR 10). Ban Kah Choon comments that: 

Conrad’s first view of the East was, therefore, less than propitious. Yet it says much for 

the fascination the region exerted on him that, in writing of the experience years later, he 

would endow it with a sense of enchantment. Looking back the episode must have been 

reminiscent of … the moment when one crosses over from youth to maturity, innocence 

to experience. (ix) 
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Conrad tells in great detail the history of the birth of his first novel Almayer’s Folly which 

he finished in between 1889 to 1994. How the idea of the story came to him and how he 

started with some chapters and proceeded on with intervals and suspension and finally 

finished it are described in his A Personal Record (1912). He carried his early chapters of 

Almayer’s Folly to different parts of the world he travelled from the Congo to Rouen. 

With reference to Novalis, Conrad gives his own idea of a novel, “And what is a novel if 

not a conviction of our fellow-men’s existence strong enough to take upon itself a form of 

imagined life clearer than reality and whose accumulated verisimilitude of selected 

episodes puts to shame the pride of documentary history”  (PR 15). 

Then at once with gratitude he introduces Jacques, the very first reader of his 

unfinished novel Almayer’s Folly. In a person’s life, other people’s comments and 

reflections are very important. Especially in the liberal arts and humanities discipline, 

criticism plays a great role. Without encouragement, no writer can advance much. This 

fellow passenger of the Torrens bound for Australia asked Conrad, when the latter 

approached him with the manuscript of the novel that what it was. Conrad replied that it 

was a sort of tale and it was unfinished. The next day Jacques returned the manuscript 

without saying a word. Then Conrad asked for his opinion about the story if the story was 

worth finishing. Jacques replied “Distinctly”. Conrad then further asked if Jacques had 

liked the story or not. Jacques, the young Cambridge man, answered “very much”. These 

encouraging comments are what resurrected the suspended novel and made Conrad feel 

“as if the story-teller were being born into the body of a seaman” (PR 17). What could 

happen to the fate of the novel and Conrad’s writing career if Jacques had given a 

negative or deprecatory answer is never certain. Conrad then asked him “Is the story quite 

clear to you as it stands?” Jacques replied “Yes! Perfectly” (PR 18). Conrad regrets that 



 

  78 

his first reader Jacques did not live long to read the rest of the novel. “Line by line, rather 

than page by page, was the growth of “Almayer’s Folly” (PR 19). 

Conrad’s writing career is enormously indebted to the Eastern waters and 

especially to the Malay Archipelago. Robert Hampson states: “From his first novel 

Almayer’s Folly through to The Rescue near the end of his career, Malaysia had an 

important place in Conrad’s fiction. Indeed, Conrad’s writing career sprang directly from 

his experiences of the region as a sailor and the stories he heard there” (Cross-Cultural 1). 

His feeling of affinity with those people he saw in the Malay Archipelago has been 

expressed in his Author’s Note to Almayer’s Folly. Though colonial people tried to 

enlighten the native, it is through the natives’ stories by which Conrad wanted to 

enlighten the colonial people. Conrad says that by looking at Olmeijer in the place of 

Borneo, the prototype of fictional Almayer, he got inspired to write his first novel. But 

why did he portray a failed protagonist, a kind of anti-hero? Geoffrey Galt Harpham 

points out that “…Conrad somehow penetrated him [Olmeijer] imaginatively, investing 

him with his own concerns, his own circumstances, his own dreams” (19). Therefore, 

Conrad found a kind of alter ego in Olmeijer in whom he saw his own image as a man 

travelling different lands being dislocated and feeling like an exile carrying dreams of 

financial success. Such is the dream of a million like him. So, he depicts a failed man for 

self-consolation. Though such kind of attempt to find the writer in the character is now-a-

days a bit obsolete, Harpham nonetheless provides the psychological complex of the 

relation between a character and a writer. He says, “The experience that made Conrad a 

writer, I am suggesting, was his discovery that he could locate himself, his own authentic 

essence, outside himself, in another being” (19). This is true not only in the case of 

Conrad but for many other writers. Macbeth is not Shakespeare; Othello is not 
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Shakespeare; Kim is not Kipling; so are Conrad’s Marlow and Kurtz, Lingard or 

Nostromo. But there might be some part of the author in these characters, either of their 

own life history or their dreams or unfulfilled dreams or future visions and so on. If 

experiences are the sources, be it practically lived or borrowed from other sources like 

literature or folktales, then these must have some bearing on the production of a work of 

art. Conrad’s idea of creative impulse is stated in one of his letters, “You must squeeze 

out of yourself every sensation, every thought, every image, - mercilessly without reserve 

and without remorse: you must search the darkest corners of your heart, the most remote 

recesses of your brain, - you must search them for the image, for the glamour, for the 

right expression” (qtd. in Schwartz xiii). Without an author, a book would lose its appeal. 

How many books can one read and appreciate without knowing the name of the author? 

Therefore, Conrad seems to believe that a work of art is inseparable from its author. 

Indeed, Conrad looms large in his fiction but he has been able to hide himself in shadows 

of sensations and ideas which a reader can understand only if he or she is familiar with 

his life. Conrad says that “every novel contains an element of autobiography – and this 

can hardly be denied, since the creator can only express himself in his creation” (Preface, 

PR xv-xvi). Schwarz in this connection stresses that “His [Conrad’s] novels are intimately 

related to his life and often reflect his psychic turmoil. Conrad not only transferred his 

emotional life to his fiction, but he sought to bring coherence to his life by exploring 

aspects of himself in his works” (xiv). 

Conrad had to struggle a lot to be recognized as a British writer. His first novel 

Almayer’s Folly and second novel An Outcast of the Islands did not sell well, though they 

were very much in line with the adventure fiction. With these two novels Conrad was to 

some extent aligned with, to use Allan Simmon’s words, “the popular genre of exotic 



 

  81 

‘make us see’ their hidden terms” (93). In fact, in all his Malay stories, both Eastern and 

Western characters are involved; they interact and actively take part in the plot. Conrad’s 

works capture this very individual experience and interaction of characters, which are 

according to Ian Watt “always unique and therefore new” (9). But the common thing he 

has tried to show through his Western characters’ pursuit of career and success is the 

failure of some ordinary people in life which is not less tragic than the catastrophe of a 

few upper class people. Himself always entangled with the success and failure marks in 

his real life, he truly records the ordinary people’s tragic dimension in everyday life 

which is really a faithful observation which meets up Ian Watt’s idea that “[t]he novelist’s 

primary task is to convey the impression of fidelity to human experience” (10). 

Yet knowing the British taste he further wrote The Rescue in 1920 after almost 

two decades to complete the trilogy based on the Malay Archipelago. The East has 

always been in Conrad’s imagination and passion throughout his writing career. Apart 

from the Malay novels, short fiction like “Karain”, “The End of the Tether”, “Amy 

Foster” and “Youth” are based in the Eastern setting. In all these stories the description of 

the physical setting with its natural landscapes is vivid. The simplicity of these people and 

their very different life style and culture are what attracted Conrad most, for which he is 

often called a cosmopolitan writer. The East is portrayed with its Malay seas, shores and 

landscapes. The natural descriptions are objectively vivid but sensational; wilderness, 

tropical heat, the monsoon rain and wind and gale are all real facts beautifully and 

powerfully painted by him. Even his portrayal of Africa has been applauded by many, for 

in those tales his vision is more political and moral than Eurocentric. And many readers 

have traced Conrad’s use of imperial tropes and European ways of representing the other, 
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the non-European, as, to use Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan’s phrase, “romantic paradox”14 and 

appreciates him for his “radical critique of it” (Fothergill 94) . To quote Anthony 

Fothergill again, “Conrad shared practices of thought whose roots are buried in much 

earlier forms of European exploration and colonisation. The power of his writing lies in 

the contradictions existing between this complicity and his critique of these 

practices””94). This is, according to Edward Said, Conrad’s secular criticism of his 

Western self – Western ways of representing the other. However, his first two novels are 

not exactly exotic adventure stories as the Western critics deem. Rather, these novels 

analyse the Western people’s stay in the East: how they live and survive there, their hopes 

and dreams, disillusions and frustrations, their love and friendship with their own people 

and with the Eastern people, their utter loneliness and betrayal. Yet in the midst of din 

and bustle of everyday life, the history of colonization and the plight of a nation under 

domination are presented. And in this representation of the East like that of the West there 

is Conrad’s European persona with a self-critiquing ambivalent knack radically 

questioning and hinting at the impossibility of an objective representation. 

Identity Crisis and Politics 

Reading literature of the eighteenth to mid-twentieth century without reference to 

imperialism and its impact on art and literature in the West would remain as incomplete as 

reading of them ignoring cultural perspective at present. The role of empire on literature 

and the role of literature on building up of empire or imperial policies remained latent for 

many decades. And with it is intriguingly connected the representation of both home culture 
 

14  Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan entitles a chapter as “The Romantic Paradox, in her The Strange Short Fiction 
of Joseph Conrad in which she argues that Conrad followed the Romantic tradition in his plots but 
undermined its main vision of happiness sheltered in imagination by an indirect method of storey-telling, 
that is, an ironic method that thwarts the readers’ expectations. It is because Conrad wanted to juxtapose 
romance and realism.  
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and an alien one. Conrad wrote to a fellow Polish émigré from Singapore in 1885: “When 

speaking, writing or thinking in English the word Home always means for me the 

hospitable shores of Great Britain” (qtd. in Simmons 9). His service in the British Merchant 

Service provided Conrad elements which are “the ultimate shapers of my character, 

convictions, and in a sense, destiny” and those things are “the imperishable sea ... the ships 

that are no more, and …the simple men who have had their day” (Conrad, Author’s Note, 

The Mirror of the Sea viii). Conrad at present is known as an English fiction writer. Though 

he lived permanently in England and only visited Poland twice in his lifetime, he is not 

recognized as an English man. He is still recognized as Polish. Therefore, Conrad’s identity 

is dual, both Polish and British. He was a long time Russian citizen but nobody recognizes 

him in any moment as Russian. Neither Russia even recognizes him as her citizen. 

Therefore, this avoidance of historical fact may hide some other sides of Conrad’s work. 

Yet Conrad has written about Russia in Under Western Eyes.  

Conrad was a migrant in the true sense of the word. He never settled down in one 

place or in one house in England. He always moved on from house to house and place to 

place before he finally settled down in 1898 in Kent where he spent most of his time and 

died and was buried. But Conrad never owned a house. It may be because of his shortage 

of money or it may be that he did not want to belong to a place which was not his 

motherland. So Conrad wavered between two nationalities and wanted to be loyal to both. 

That is why on his tomb at Canterbury cemetery the tombstone contains his name as 

“Joseph Teador Conrad Korzenioski”, which, as Fredric Karl’s comments, “is neither 

English nor Polish but an uneasy mixture of the two”  (qtd. in Page41). The tombstone of 

Conrad’s bears the following two lines from Spenser’s Faerie Queen: “Sleep after toyle, 

rest after stormie seas,/Ease after warre, death after life does greatly please”. 
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Thus, Conrad’s dislocated life helps us to align him with a migrant/an immigrant. 

During Conrad’s time when he got British citizenship, immigration was open for 

foreigners in Britain but it was, Allan Simmons says, on the verge of a ban in 1905 

through “Alien’s Act” (10). So Conrad also had a threatened identity as a British citizen. 

Though he lived in England with an English wife, he retained the Polish style in his life 

and dress. And when he spoke English, he did not sound an English man. This complexity 

Conrad handled through his narrator-character Marlow who often projects Conrad’s own 

voice in his fiction. Conrad wanted to bridge the gap between the author and the reader, 

between the tale and the listener through Marlow. So, Marlow is the disguised self of 

Conrad in some of his tales. According to Psychoanalytic study, the author must present 

himself or herself consciously or subconsciously into his or her works with his or her 

dreams and frustrations. Simmons comments on the role of Marlow: “Commentator and 

character, outsider and insider, Marlow mimics Conrad’s own wariness as an immigrant 

author writing for an English audience” (12). 

Conrad tried to get acculturated to the English way of life and he did so except in 

some things like interior decoration of the house, dress and food habit. He liked the 

English and wanted to be like an Englishman. But sometimes when Britain’s politics did 

not suit him, he would turn to Polish identity, as it happened during the Boer war which 

Conrad disliked and termed as “idiotic”.15Conrad said to David Bone, “[B]y choice I am 

more British than you are. You are only British because you could not help it” (qtd. in 

Simmons 14). Simmons however links Conrad to British Empire thus:  

And the Britain of Conrad’s choice was imperial. The great fact of British life, the 

Empire, provided Conrad with a living, with security, and with a sense of communal 

 
15  The Boer war (held between 1899 -1902) refers to the second Boer war between British Empire and the 

two Boer states (South African Republic and the Orange Free State).  
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recognition and belonging….engaged in the practical reality of Empire, Conrad was part 

of the great web of communication that assimilated remote area of the world into the 

British economy. (14) 

After the publication of each of his fiction, critics published their reviews which often 

termed him as an alien in England. His pessimistic view of politics in general was based 

on his own experience of hardship and struggle in life. Without finding his blind political 

allegiance to neo-conservatism, or conservatism, or neo-liberalism and socialism, some 

critics cynically call him a man belonging to no country. Norman Sherry however regards 

him as a cosmopolitan man, a homeless person like that of Auerbach’s ideal writer who 

should be a foreigner to this world in order to be an unbiased writer. Although he already 

spent twenty years in London, he had to face this politics of labelling him as an insider 

and outsider. Is one’s being born in a country everything? Conrad rightly said that 

because of his choice he was more British than those who were British by birth? He chose 

Britain to live in, and so his freedom of choice, his willingness to live in Britain should be 

given more priority than the accidental or mere fact of his birth in a land. The world is 

like a sea, like a sky, and people are birds; wherever they want to go and settle, they 

should have the right to go there and settle without any barriers of passport and visa that 

limit man’s freedom. No insider and outsider game should undermine the dignity of a 

human being as it happened in the case of Conrad. He writes to Garnett, “I’ve been so 

cried up of late as a sort of freak, an amazing bloody foreigner writing in English (every 

blessed review of S.A. had it so – and even yours) that anything I say will be discounted 

on that ground by the public” (Simmons 16). That is why Nostromo (1904), The Secret 

Agent (1907), and Under Western Eyes (1911) show Conrad’s deep engagement with the 

history of a nation and his pessimistic apprehension of political institutions. In his essay 

on “Anatole France”  he says: “…political institutions, whether contrived by the wisdom 
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of the few or the ignorance of the many, are incapable of securing the happiness of 

mankind” (33). Conrad was always aware of the cynics who questioned his identity as a 

British citizen and his right to write about British politics. This politics is still present 

today as Maswood Akhter shows it in the case of Monica Ali in “The Politics of Right to 

Write” where he states that Western writers write about the other people but they do not 

accept other people’s writing about them.  

Influences on Conrad 

Conrad’s dramatic appearance on the literary establishment in Britain with a novel 

in English is really surprising to many critics who are puzzled as to the fact that how a 

man who does not know the English language at twenty one can write a novel just after 

fifteen years, a full-fledged novel when he still was a seaman. Conrad is one of those 

writers who have used his life experiences and knowledge for intellectual purpose with 

authority. Henry James writes to Conrad, “No one has known – for intellectual use – the 

things you know, and you have, as the artist of the whole matter, an authority that no one 

has approached”  (qtd. in Collits, Postcolonial Paradoxes 23). Yet as every great writer 

goes through certain experiences and processes to become a professional writer, Conrad, 

a complete stranger and novice to his contemporary literary world came in contact with a 

handful of intimates and mentors. The group includes: Edward Garnett, Ford Madox 

Ford, J. B. Pinker, R. B. Cunningham Graham, and John Galsworthy whose own literary 

works and friendship with Conrad influenced the latter greatly. Edward Garnet, first a 

reader of his first novel and then a mentor and a lifelong friend, often discussed things 

with Conrad and gave valuable advice and directions. Ford wrote three collaborative 

works with Conrad, and he was a great critic of Conrad as well. Graham, a socialist, 
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writer, Scottish nationalist and traveller was his good life-long friend as well in whose 

company Conrad felt happy and relaxed. The friendship between them grew when 

Graham wrote to congratulate Conrad about the latter’s “An Outpost of Progress”. The 

exchange of letters between them shows their engagement with the contemporary affairs, 

history of imperialism, and their different outlooks of world as well. Conrad’s comparison 

between the Roman and British imperialism is influenced by Graham’s “Bloody Niggers” 

(1897). Nostromo is partly influenced by some of Graham’s stories. Conrad got 

introduced to Stephen Crane in 1897, became his friend and was influenced by the latter’s 

The Red Badge of Courage and “The Open Boat”, first for the theme and second for the 

impressionistic technique Conrad employs in Heart of Darkness. Conrad wrote on 

Stephen Crane too. Conrad’s relation with Henry James was reciprocal, at first liking 

each other’s work and then becoming neighbours, though James did show some 

reservations about some of Conrad’s work, may be out of professional jealousy but both 

influenced each other. However, Conrad may have borrowed James’ frame narrative and 

narrator Marlow in Heart of Darkness and other Marlow tales. Conrad had a kind of 

emotional engagement with his distant cousin’s wife Marguerite Poradowska, who was a 

writer herself and who produced novels in French; she influenced Conrad through her 

books as well as letters. It is she, as some biographers have pointed out, who is the model 

of Marlow’s aunt and the Intended in Heart of Darkness. She was the first novelist whom 

Conrad knew before his writing career started. He read her fiction and was attracted and 

influenced by the beautiful Marguerite, the widow of his distant cousin. Conrad’s Chance 

was directly influenced by one of her novels.  

As a reader from his childhood, Conrad read the Polish romantic Mickiewicz, his 

own father’s works and translations of Shakespeare; he also read Hugo, Turgenev, 
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Dostoyevsky, Flaubert, Maupassant, Henry James and some other contemporary writers. 

He was influenced by Turgenev’s humanism and anti-bourgeoisie outlook. He wrote an 

introduction to a volume named Turgenev: A Study. And his The Mirror of the Sea, Lord 

Jim and Under Western Eyes bear some influences of Turgenev. Conrad read Shakespeare 

first through his own father’s translation. And during his journey to the East he carried a 

Shakespeare’s volume with him; he recaptures this memory in Lord Jim in which Jim is 

seen to carry such a volume. Stein’s reference to Hamlet, Jim’s resemblance to Hamlet, 

Captain Whalley’s resemblance to King Lear and the likeness between The Tempest and 

Victory show Conrad’s knowledge and sharing of Shakespearean vision of the world. 

Conrad’s works have a special connection to Dickens’s works too. No other novelists have 

attracted and charmed Conrad more than Dickens. Conrad’s ironic style with a touch of 

humour which he often incorporates in his novels is Dickens’. His The Secret Agent and 

Chance are also influenced by Dickens. Another great novelist who has contributed greatly 

to Conrad’s imagination and narrative style is Gustave Flaubert. From the very first novel 

Almayer’s Folly to The Nigger of the Narcissus to Lord Jim– all are explicitly reminiscent 

of Flaubert’s Madam Bovary. The narrator Marlow is Flaubertian too. 

When Conrad was directly encouraged by his English acquaintances, he was 

artistically influenced more by French literature. Yves Hervouet’s The French Face of Joseph 

Conrad deals with Conrad’s French connections and French influences on him in detail. John 

Galsworthy, Ernest Dawson and Joseph Retinger in particular claim that Conrad was more at 

ease with French and knew much more about it than that about English. Yves Hervouet says, 

“The remarkable intimacy with the French literary tradition had both national and family 

origins” (7). Polish aristocratic and educated people used French for their intellectual 

discussion and many children had French language tutors as we have English for that purpose 
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in Bangladesh and India, that is, in Asia. Conrad was encouraged and influenced by his 

father’s translation of several French literary works in Polish. And Conrad read a lot of 

French literature as Ford and others have suggested. Flaubert, Maupassant and Anatole were 

Conrad’s favourites. He could read and speak in French too. 

Ford Madox Ford was Conrad’s collaborator in three works – Romance, Suspense 

and “The Nature of a Crime”. No other living writer had such a formative influence on 

Conrad’s family life and career than Ford, who often helped him financially, and whose 

works have also influenced Conrad. Apart from his friends and relations, Conrad was 

influenced by many European writers and seamen. Frederick Marryat is one, who himself 

went to sea and then became a writer exactly as Conrad has been. So it is guessed that 

Conrad as a child read him in translation and was fascinated by his life and works and got 

inspired to be like him. Conrad’s Romance and The Rescue were modeled on Marryat’s 

adventurous works. Guy de Maupassant, a French novelist and short story writer, was one 

of the influences on Conrad. Like Conrad, Maupassant was a sailor. He was also one of 

the originators of frame narrative technique. Critics have showed even textual 

resemblances between Conrad’s and Maupassant’s texts. Conrad’s “The Return”, 

Nostromo and The Secret Agent have got some textual resemblances with some of the 

Maupassant texts.  

Adam Mickiewicz was one of the Polish Romantic poets whom Conrad read in his 

early childhood and heard some of his ballads through his father. Conrad even carried 

some works of this romantic writer in his sea voyages and often read his poems. Conrad’s 

“Karain” and “Prince Roman” were influenced by Mickiewicz’s ballads. Conrad’s own 

name was modelled on one of his heroes named Konrad Wallenrod in his most famous 
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Pan Tadeusz. When Conrad wrote his first novel, Rudyard Kipling was an established 

writer. Both of them liked each other and commented on each other. While Conrad liked 

Kipling’s craftsmanship, Kipling liked his strangeness and foreignness.  

However, Conrad’s literary imagination, which may have been dormant since his 

childhood, was influenced by his six months’ stay in the Borneo region of Malaysia. But as 

this period is not enough to understand the Malay life and culture fully and also the 

European people’s relation with them and the demography of economic, political and social 

life there, he surely was influenced by Alfred Russel Wallace’s (1823-1931) The Malay 

Archipelago, Frederick McNair’s (1829 – 1910) Perak and the Malays and the journals of 

James Brooke. His friendship with Hugh Clifford, who was an administrator and a scholar 

with knowledge about the Malays, provided him with pertinent ideas and facts.  

The influence of literature of adventure on empire and of empire on adventure is 

reciprocal. The works of R. M. Ballantyne, Captain Marryat, G. A. Henty, W. H. G. 

Kingston and Rider Haggard, as suggested by Andrea White and Linda Dryden were 

dominant works of adventure whose “appeal lay in the ability to transport its readers 

away from everyday concerns and to immerse them in uncomplicated exotic romance” ( 

Dryden 2). Both Louis Stevenson and Conrad were influenced by these writers’ works, 

but while the former focused on the promises of such adventures with national glories, the 

latter focused on the unromantic side. Captain Marryat’s (1792-1848) Masterman Ready 

(1841) and Children of the New Forest (1847), R. M. Ballantyne’s (1825-94) The Coral 

Island (1857), and G. A. Henty’s (1832-1902) Out on the Pampas (1868) were best 

known adventure stories especially for children. These writers found a good writing 

career and became famous by writing these exotic tales. Later on, Conrad’s 
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contemporaries like Henry Rider Haggard (1856-1925), Hugh Clifford (1866-1941), 

Frank Sweetenham (1850-1946) and Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936) wrote many stories 

based on their experiences in the empire they stayed for some time or were born in and 

lived for a long time. Haggard’s South African experiences, Clifford’s and Sweetenham’s 

Malay experiences and Kipling’s Indian experiences created a different body of literature 

for those respective places. While all these writers had become popular by providing the 

European reader the glorifying romantic exotic stories flooded with deep optimism 

founded on empire, Conrad was disappointing them by writing just the opposite – things 

that undermined the imperial romance and ideology. While other writers were imbued 

with the mid-Victorian optimism of progress and civilization, Conrad was perhaps the last 

of the Victorians and first of the Moderns who captured the skeptic and pessimistic mood 

of that transitional time. 
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Chapter Three 
Eastern Life and Western Representation   

My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written word to make you 

hear, to make you feel – it is, before all, to make you see. That – and no more, and it is 

everything. 

 — Joseph Conrad: Preface, The Nigger of the Narcissus  

Conrad’s fiction deals with the issues of colonialism, imperialism, politics, war and 

revolutions that recur in all of his works from short fiction to novel to non-fiction. His 

knowledge about sea and ships and the places he has visited as a sailor is evidenced in his 

novels and short stories, especially in his Eastern works. This chapter will assess Conrad’s 

portrayal of the East in the historical context of European imperialism in the nineteenth and 

early twentieth century. Norman Page writes, “...works of literature are grounded in the 

conditions of their production in the widest possible sense of that phrase – in the history, 

society, ides and ideologies of their time, the lives and careers of their authors, and the 

prevailing circumstances of the literary market-place and the reading public” (Preface xi). 

Therefore, if Conrad is not read within a historical background, the essential Conrad would 

be missed, for colonialism, patriotism, revolution, exile, dislocation and identity crisis on 

the one hand, and literature, philosophy, political ideas and national and international 

policies, social and economic conditions on the other, inform and shape one another. In 

fact, all these issues function as significant determinants of meaning in Conrad’s texts. 

According to settings, Conrad’s fiction can be divided into three categories, namely, 

Eastern, African and Western. Almost all places of the earth he set foot on have appeared in 

his fiction, and many of them have been used as settings in his works. While these settings 

of his fiction are varied and sometimes overlapping, they share some common issues – 
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issues first capitalized by the author in his early novels of Eastern tales and then later in his 

Western tales. Among his thirteen published novels during his life-time, six novels are set 

in the East and six in Europe, and one is in South America.16 While the Eastern novels deal 

with the realities of colonial and imperial world – sea, ships, adventure, internecine 

conflicts, racial prejudices, centre and periphery conflicts, dislocations, exile, trade and 

commerce and life in the colonies, the Western ones are concerned with autocracy, 

revolution, anarchy, women, national and international politics, globalization, and love – 

the last one being common in both. But for Conrad, the Eastern world is as much a mirror 

for the Western world as the latter for the former, and hence all of his works from Eastern 

to Western function as mirrors for each other.  

However, the issue of representation of the East is what complicates the nature of 

interpretation. The Malay and the African fiction are very complex though they have 

distinct plots and meanings. Much of this complexity however arises due to Conrad’s use 

of metaphorical language and symbols which, according to Abdullah Al Mamun, contain 

layers of narratives and layers of meanings, the neglecting of which might cause 

misreading. He says in “Readings and Misreadings: The Case of Heart of Darkness” that 

“narratives, like Heart of Darkness wrought in highly complex structural developments 

and with subtle manipulations of language involving free-play of structural ironies, 

paradoxes, polarities and pluralities, demand special attention. Many misreadings or 

rather partial readings of the text result from neglecting these subtleties” (15). Apart from 

all the debates about Conrad’s treatment of colonialism, his representational rhetoric and 

style are also complex. There is no closure of critical debate in his works. Critics can take 

 
16  Conrad had written his novel Suspense which he could not finish befor his death on 3 August 1924 but it 

was posthumously published in 26 September in 1925 with some sort of ending provided by the 
publishers.  
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certain points in his texts to argue for their own purposes. As Reynold Humphries 

questions Conrad’s implied Eastern perspective in “The Discourse of Colonialism: Its 

meanings and relevance for Conrad’s Fiction”: “in Conrad the fact of representing an 

Eastern point of view is usually only another way of representing a Western opinion of 

how Orientals think, a condition that tends in turn to come back to a Western and 

ethnocentric standpoint” (117). This is the postmodern nature of criticism as well; it 

always contradicts itself. Humphries also points to Conrad’s Eastern point of view but 

says that it ultimately serves the West and presents a Western viewpoint. Sanford Pinsker 

argues in “Conrad’s Curious ‘Natives’: Fatalistic Machiavellians/Cannibals with 

Restraint” that “Conrad’s ‘natives’ become the dramatic foils against which characters 

like Almayer and Willems, Marlow and Kurtz, make efforts at resistance, and are 

defined” (199). Thus, the native is neither the target audience nor the subject. Jacques 

Darras’s view is illuminating in this regard that “Conrad’s artistic duplicity is marked by 

a secret determination to surpass reality imperceptibly in his fiction, to carry his moderate 

opposition to the very heart of the language. It is translated in the narrative schema by a 

variety of dual relationships...he does not write, like Kipling, about the English, but rather 

for the English” (6). Darras notices Conrad’s dual nature. However, I disagree with him 

on the point that I think Conrad cannot write for the English without writing about the 

English and the East, as his feelings of love and compassion for the Eastern people and 

the European settlers are obvious. However, the question of authenticity raised by Hugh 

Clifford and Florence Clemens has been challenged by James Huneker in “The Genius of 

Joseph Conrad”: “Conrad as a painter doubled by a psychologist; he is the psychologist of 

the sea – and that is his chief claim to originality, his Peak of Darien. He knows and 

records its every pulse-beat”  (270).  
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Adventure, Romance and Love 

James Huneker sums up Conrad’s oeuvre in “The Genius of Joseph Conrad”:  

He [Conrad] has taken the sea-romance ... revealed the obscure atavisms and the 

psychology lurking behind the mask of the savage, and shown us a world of “kings, 

demagogues, priests, charlatans, dukes, giraffes, cabinet ministers, bricklayers, apostles, 

ants, scientists, Kaffirs, soldiers, sailors, elephants, lawyers, dandies, microbes, and 

constellations of a universe whose amazing spectacle is a moral end in itself. (271) 

No wonder that the East appears in Conrad’s works as a site of romance, adventure and a 

place of hidden treasure – three colonial assumptions and desires. However, it is not at all 

always a Garden of Eden or a Utopia. On the one hand, romance is dramatised on the 

ships, boats, in the sea, rivers and tropical forests between two natives, between a 

European and an Asian; on the other hand, romance often leads to tragic consequences, 

betrayal and death. In the midst of dark colonial background, love affairs, though not 

always successful, loom large defying European ideological framework of civilization. 

Willems’ love affair with Aissa, and Tom Lingard’s romantic advancements towards Mrs. 

Traverse and Immada, Karain’s one sided love and Pata Matara’s elopement with a Dutch 

man, Arsat’s love for his wife, Alex Heyst’s relation with Lena, Davidson’s friendship 

with Laughing Anne – all these relations obviously demonstrates the East’s capacity to 

allow unbridled romance. Apart from these relations, the cheap girls in the hotels of 

Bangkok, Singapore and slave girls in the then Malay society are romantic allurements 

for Westerners. Romance, adventure, materialism are all intertwined, as we see Lingard, 

the very successful colonial man likes the East for adventure, trade, wealth and women: 

“He [Lingard] had discovered a river!... placing old Lingrad so much above the common 

crowd of sea-going adventurers who traded with Hudig in the daytime and drank 

champagne, gambled, sang noisy songs and made love to half-caste girls under the broad 
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verandah of the Sunda Hotel at night” (AF 7). This Tom Lingard is a representative 

European adventurer whose motive of material gain, pursuit of hidden treasure, small 

scale of sexual liberty at cheap hotels, love and courage, and business, knowledge of the 

native lands, frustration of and benevolence to the native unfold in the Malay trilogy 

symbolising the very imperial framework of discourse and desire. An Outcast of the 

Islands harps on a cross-racial love in the background of colonial encounters. The 

colonies were not only a place of career and business but also a place of romance and 

sexual relations. The love between the married Willems and the unmarried native Aissa is 

one such intense and complex colonial love-relation that often destroys the European 

lovers. Here lies the Conradian paradox, which is according to Daphna “romantic 

paradox”. Conrad allures readers through the romantic plots and exotic settings only to 

shock and to awaken them to a new kind of melancholic, often tragic, romance. The 

Orient is presented as a land of pleasure, but not always a land of fulfillment and 

happiness. For, Conrad’s Orient is an enigma, as Jacques Darras commenting on 

Marlow’s narrative in “Youth” says that “Marlow gives a vague image of the east...to 

make it more attractive to young heroes setting out” (19). 

This way mystery is attached to the East for the sake of exoticization and when 

readers enter Conrad’s net of trap, they discover the Conradian irony and technique of 

reversal. The first of the trilogy, Conrad’s very first novel Almayer’s Folly (1895) “records 

an ending ... of a dream shared by all writers of adventure and travel, and it effectively 

reverses the image of the white man in the tropics created by the travel writing and 

adventure fiction” (White 120). And truly Almayer’s Folly is a strange story containing 

love, romance, and adventure by boats, Eldorado motives which recur in Conrad’s 

subsequent works; but the novel capitalizes on the tradition of adventure fiction to 
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undermine the imperialist ideology of self-glorification with its merrcenary purpose; he 

reverses the very tradition of adventure fiction. Here in the East the Westerners like 

Marlow, Lingard and different narrators of the “Typhoon”, “Youth”, The Shadow Line, 

“Falk”, “The Secret Sharer”, “Amy Foster” face gales and storms, sea pirates and tropical 

heat, adverse nature and unwelcoming people of different races. The physical settings of the 

trilogy and other Eastern tales are exotic and semi-primitive. The tropical nature and forests 

are the habitations of the Malay natives. These dwelling places are near the river banks, 

with houses made of wood and bamboo forming a long line, but here and there the 

foreigner’s houses like that of Almayer and Hudig, called buildings, big houses towering 

above the Malay houses, like that of Abdullah the Arab trader, are found too. On the day 

time the scorching heat of the sun displays the real tropical side of the nature. The forest is 

made of palm trees, different flora and fauna, nipas, “luxuriant vegetation, dense foliage, 

red blossoms, harsh perfumes, plants shooting upward, entwined, interlaced in inextricable 

confusion” (AF 71). The nights are silent but lighted by different lamps. Nights are most 

often starry and peaceful lending a kind of meditative atmosphere. The exotic tropical 

nature of the Pantai river is conducive to Nina and Dain’s secret love affair:  

There was not a breath of wind, not a rustle of stirring leaf, not a splash of leaping fish to 

disturb the serene repose of all living things on the banks of the great river. Earth, river, 

and sky were wrapped up in a deep sleep from which it seemed there would be no 

waking. All the seething life and movement of tropical nature seemed concentrated in the 

ardent eyes, in the tumultuously beating hearts of the two beings drifting in the canoe, 

under the white canopy of mist, over the smooth surface of the river. (AF 69-70) 

Conrad’s power of observation of a calm and quiet Eastern setting and painting of a love-

scene is magically romantic:  

... a high canopy of dense folliage...immense red blossoms sending down ... a shower of 

great dew-sparkling petals that descended rotating slowly in a continuous and perfumed 
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stream; and over them, under them, in the sleeping water; all around them in a ring of 

luxuriant vegetation bathed in the warm air charged with strong and harsh perfumes, the 

intense work of tropical nature went on: plants shooting upward, entwined, interlaced in 

inextricable confusion, climbing up madly and brutally over each other in the terrible 

silence of a desperate struggle towards the life-giving sunshine above – as if struck with 

sudden horror at the seething mass of corruption below, at the death and decay from 

which they sprang. (AF 71) 

The description of the various plants and the natural landscapes and their complex 

entanglements nicely portray the tropical island of the place Borneo. His description is 

marked with an observation of the cycle of plant life and its resemblance to the human 

life in terms of competition and struggle. He tremendously foreshadows the human events 

of struggle through this description of the plants’ struggle to get sunlight. Conrad evokes 

a primitive atmosphere for the development of love between Dian and Nina that needs to 

overcome the hurdles of racial barrier. The love between Willems and Aissa also faces 

struggle of a different sort and ultimately ends in the murder of Willems by Aissa. Intense 

and exotic love between Arsat and Diamelen in “The Lagoon” and unprecedented love 

between Karain and Pata Matara’s sister in “Karain” make Conrad’s Eastern fiction 

unusually romantic. 

Conrad’s romantic idea of the East finds its fullest expression in his much 

acclaimed short fiction “Youth” which is based on his first experience of visiting 

Bangkok on the steamer The Palestine as a second mate in 1881. His first encounter with 

the East, particularly Bangkok, when he was twenty years old, is registered with marked 

enthusiasm and thrill, awe and inspiration, adventure and ordeal. The first voyage to 

Bangkok is like his first love. It also demonstrates the author’s and the West’s attraction 

and response to the East: 
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And this is how I see the East. I have seen its secret places and have looked into its very 

soul; but now I see it always from a small boat, a high outline of mountains, blue and afar 

in the morning; like faint mist at noon; a jagged wall of purple at sunset. I have the feel of 

the oar in my hand, the vision of a scorching blue sea in my eyes …We drag at oars with 

aching arms, and suddenly a puff of wind, a puff faint and tepid and laden with strange 

odours of blossoms, of aromatic wood, comes out of the still night – the first sight of the 

East on my face. That I can never forget. It was impalpable and enslaving, like a 

whispered promise of mysterious delight. (“Youth” 34) 

The passage demonstrates intense feeling and deep emotions the Eastern landscapes, 

mountains, odour of flora and fauna and wood, sunrise and sunset exerted on Conrad the 

introvert. This first voyage wonderfully captures, to use Hugh Clifford’s expression, “the 

first impression wrought upon a virgin mind by the marvel, the glitter and the glory of the 

East” (13).  A kind of meditative Wordsworthian trance is perceptible. The beauty of the 

place and its effect on the senses of the young writer produces poetry. Indeed, the East 

“...was for Conrad a theatre of images, sounds, smells, landscapes, scenes” and “above 

all, the colourful people that he met and the lives they lived”  (Choon x). The passage 

evokes our feelings and sensibilities, and makes us yearn to visit the place. This is 

Conrad’s power of impressionistic technique by which he makes the reader see the things 

he saw and feel the things the way he felt. Really, the East had charmed him: “I loved the 

ship more than ever, and wanted awfully to get to Bankok. To Bankok! Magic name, 

blessed name. … Remember I was twenty … and the East was waiting for me” (“Youth” 

14). This is the wait for the land of the fairy. The popular literature created an enchanted 

East in order to lure the European to go to the East for pleasure, adventure, career and 

empire. And Marlow is doing the same for his contemporary and the next generation, so 

is Conrad. We feel like going to Bangkok to find why this place is so attarctive. When the 

ship was out of order, and the crew was about to leave the ship, Marlow thought the ship 
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would not see Bangkok. He was getting disappointed but the attraction to seeing Bangkok 

enlivened him: 

And for me there was also my youth to make me patient. There was all the East before 

me, and all life, and all the thought that I had been tried in that ship and had come out 

pretty well. And I thought of men of old who, centuries ago, went that road in ships that 

sailed no better, to the land of palms, and spices, and yellow sands, and brown nations 

ruled by kings more cruel than Nero the Roman, and more splendid than Solomon the 

Jew. (“Youth” 16)  

Thus, the majestic grandeur of the East mixed with its political mishap as presented by 

Conrad is a kind of paradox. For though it seems a bizarre land to the Western eye, it is 

also a land of passion, for natural love flourishes more passionately in the East both for 

Europeans and Easterners. While the landscape is a matchless setting with its secluded 

forest life and tropical weather and river, lovers also find a free atmosphere without any 

strict social rules. The relations between Dain and Nina, Willems and Aissa, Jim and 

Jewel, Lingard and Immada and Lingard and Mrs. Traverse, Karain and Matara’s sister, 

Arsat and his beloved, Jasper Allen and Freya, Falk, Davidson and Lena, the young 

captain and Jacobus’ daughter, Geoffrey Renouard and Felicia Moorsom, Felicia and 

Arthur testify to the East’s enormous capability and generosity to accommodate different 

patterns of love – love between natives, between whites, and between natives and whites. 

Though these relations often turn sinister and destructive in most cases, Conrad’s focus 

on the intensity of emotions in love and romance is noteworthy. Thomas Moser’s 

assessment of Conrad, I think, is not proper when he says that Conrad is not good at 

painting love-scenes; the above examples from “Youth” and Almayer’s Folly  show that 

Conrad can create powerful scenes of love and romance. 
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However, the nature of love in Victory is different. It is between two Europeans - 

Heyst, the aged man and the young Lena. Though these two do not get married, they stay 

together and live like a couple pointing to the present day “live together” in the West. 

And probably this is why Ricardo, one of the villains in the story, thinks of coveting the 

girl. Heyst and Lena elope for their mutual benefit; Lena to escape the impasse of 

Schomberg’s hotel and the man himself, and Heyst to remove his loneliness. However, 

the author does not approve of such non-Christian live-together and thus makes a tragic 

end though he has given it a romantic beginning. Conrad’s conservative attitude is 

exposed to some extent; or he may be apprehensive of the European and Christian 

readers’  disapproval of such relations based on, to use Allan Simmons’ words, “emotional 

isolation, paralysed sexuality, and female entrapment” (182). 

In length a novella, “A Smile of Fortune” followed Under Western Eyes, and it was 

the first great work after the recovery from his nervous breakdown in 1910. Subtitled a 

‘Harbour Story’, this story is after a lapse of some years set in the East. The narrator is a 

young captain given the freedom to apply his own merit in business by the owner is 

entrusted with the duty of loading a cargo of sugar from the “Pearl of the Ocean, the harbor 

of a tropical island and the owners recommend him to Ernest Jacobus, a very wealthy 

merchant. But when his ship arrives, he is greeted and served well with breakfast and 

various commodities and other services by Alfred Jacobus, who is the enemy of Ernest 

Jacobus to whom the young captain is recommended. The narrator comes to know that 

Ernest Jacobus, the brother of Alfred, is rude and shrewd and abusive to a mullato boy, who 

is supposed to be his illegitimate son. When the captain runs short of sugar bags, to load 

sugar he goes to Ernes Jacobus’s house and falls in a kind of love with a girl named Alice, 

who is Jacobus’s illegitimate daughter by a circus-woman. He spends many evenings with 
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Alice in a fairy-tale like atmosphere of verandah in front of a magnificent garden. When the 

narrator is successful to break her coyness and showers kisses, the girl runs away and the 

narrator thinks that Jacobus has seen them. However, a deal is reached between them in 

which the narrator gets bags but he has also to buy a cargo of potatoes. While leaving the 

place, he bids farewell to the girl who came to the site of kiss to find one of her lost 

slippers. The narrator then feels disenchanted and goes to Australia where he sells the 

potatoes at a very high price. This is his fortune. This is a good fortune for Conrad as well 

to receive good comments and critical attention for this story which is liked for its fairy tale 

quality and Eastern exoticism. But a potential love affair remains mysterious. 

Romance thrives in “Freya of the Seven Isles” in a more tragic way. Love between 

two souls is obstructed by personal follies, mistakes, racial conflicts and personal 

jealousy. Set in the Malay Archipelago, it recalls some actions of The Rescue. The 

political and business rivalry between the Dutch and the English that often encroached 

into the level of personal life is nowhere openly portrayed than in this novella written in 

1910. Freya, the beautiful daughter of a Danish tobacco planter Nelson is in deep love 

with the English trader Jasper Allen, who is the owner and master of a nice brig named 

Bonito. There is a Dutch lieutenant Heemskirk, the commander of a patrol boat, the 

Neptune, who also becomes a rival for Freya’s love. He becomes jealous of the girl’s 

affection and love for Jasper whom he wants to ruin when he is slapped by Freya for his 

advance towards her. He detains Jasper’s brig near Carimata and finds out that Jasper’s 

mate Schultz, an alcoholic fellow, has sold the ship’s firearms to some native people 

without informing his master, and it is a crime. Heemskirk then takes the brig to 

Makassar and causes it to go under water never to be floated again by cutting the boat’s 

tow-rope. Jasper goes mad at such treachery of Heemskirk, and at the loss of his brig 
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passes the rest of his life staring at the reef of Tamissa where his brig went aground. On 

the other hand, Freya waits for the return of Jasper with whom she wants to elope against 

her father’s will and ultimately dies. Thus, the story ends in a tragic manner. The East is 

often tragic for the Westerner lovers.  

In the novella “The Planter of Malata” (1913) the indomitable force of infatuation 

and unrequited love destroys the male protagonist. But the cross-cultural Eastern colonial 

setting, Malata, makes a primitive place of dark romance full of suspense like that of The 

Rescue. Geoffrey Renouard on his returning from long solitary life on his silk plantation 

in Malata meets suddenly Felicia Moorsom and her philosopher father at a dinner party 

and eventually gets attracted to the gorgeous Moorsom, who has returned to Sydney from 

England to search for her missing fiancé Arthur who allegedly disappeared being 

involved in a financial scandal and who now has been working as an assistant to 

Renouard in Malata under the name of Mr. Walter (Arthur’s new name). Miss Moorsom 

comes to know the fact and goes to Renouard, who hides the fact that Arthur had died in 

an accident just before Renouard’s departure for the city. He then takes the girl and her 

father to Malata for a pretext seraching for their desired man. He makes his new assistant 

tell a lie to Miss Moorsom that Mr. Walter is away on a trip. But the ghost of the dead 

Arthur haunts both the natives and the visitors. Then finally, Renouard tells the truth of 

the death of Arthur and confesses to his love for her who rejects him and leaves the 

island. Renouard out of grief and frustration in love seems to have committed suicide by 

drowning. Love between two European does not flourish in the world of colonies. 

Conrad’s portrayal of the ghost of Arthur adds to the mysterious nature or superstitious 

ways of the East, very much like those of Conrad’s Gothic stories.  
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Though the story “Because of the Dollars” (1913) is set in the East, it is the story 

of Captain Davidson, reminiscent of the Captain Davidson of Victory. The East is used 

here as a site of villainy as well as heroism for the Western lovers in the background of 

colonialism. Here the captain Davidson foils an attempt of robbery and murder of himself 

with the help of a woman named Laughing Anne, a reformed woman, whom Davidson 

knew in his youth. Anne who has been a plaything for men who have always deserted her 

in spite of her attempt to settle down with one, lives now in the Mirrah settlement, an 

imaginary wild Malay island with Bamtz, a reformed loafer turned rattan-trader and her 

young son Tony. It is Davidson who collects old dollars and rattans from Bamtz when he 

visits the Mirra Settlement. But this time a trio of villains, headed by a French 

handicapped man, enters Davidson’s ship stealthily with the help of Bamtz. But Davidson 

is informed of their evil plans by Anne who is then killed by the Frenchman for her 

betrayal. Davidson just then kills the Frenchman. The other two villaians escape empty-

handed. Davidson returns with his dollars and with Anne’s son Tony whom he wants to 

bring up now. But his wife suspects that Tony is Davidson’s son and she being angry 

goes to her parents. The little man Tony grows up with the desire to be a missionary. The 

Western theme is viably presented in the Western colony. Anne’s unconscious love for 

Davidson and her humanity are marked in this story.  

However, in “Falk: A Reminiscence” (1903) love triumphs over the barrier of 

cannibalism which raises the philosophical and moral issue whether a man can eat human 

flesh to save his or her life, and also if a civilized woman can fall in love with or marry such 

a man. Conrad seems to prioritize the instinct to live at any cost and accept such a man in 

society, as it is not a conscious act or crime; rather it is an imposed act connected with 

existential crisis. Falk, the Scandinavian, reveals at one point to his beloved’s uncle and the 
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narrator one of his past experiences of sea hazards and the threat of death by starvation or 

death by being the food for another ship-mate: “Imagine to yourselves, that I have eaten 

man” (“Falk” 218). Thus, Conrad brings the primitive practice of some tribal people to test 

a white European in the Eastern settings and implies that in times of necessity civilized 

humans can go primitive. Despite knowing that Falk ate human flesh, Hermans’ niece 

marries the man though his uncle and relatives did not like the match. This is one of the 

four stories that culminate in the successful union of lovers, the other three being Almayer’s 

Folly, Chance and The Rover. 

The atmosphere and environment in the East are very much suited to romantic 

isolation and joyous lovemaking, but it is often melancholic and sometimes tragic. The 

charm of new life, new sights and sounds, new faces, new cultures, new people and the 

problem of representation of all these “other” things and the problem of living with these 

“other” and making a successful romance are obviously challenging for Western settlers 

and writers. However, the challenge is more racial and cultural, for many of the Western 

people could not assimilate wholly to the native culture nor they could become successful 

in establishing a colonial society. Most of the European people hate the place and think of 

leaving the place, but they cannot. Their tragedy or failure lies in their inability to think of 

settling down there, to belong to the place. As they are outsiders, they cannot feel the 

ownership or be sharer of the land from within their selves as well, apart from the 

mistrust about the native. But Conrad does not allow them any safe return to their 

homeland Europe either. Hence, his fiction is with “all the invocation of motifs of 

romance and adventure…consciously anti-heroic. It subverts the heroic code, pointing to 

the futility of a life based on dreams. Real life for Conrad, and his protagonists, is 

punctuated by disillusion, not romance” (Dryden 109). 
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When the European is shown as dreamer, the native is shown as passive in their 

private life. This binary setup makes the representation of the East Eurocentric as the 

main focus of his narratives is the Western people. And thus Humphries seems justified 

when he says that “Whether it be women, customs, or language itself, the methods of 

representation in Conrad move towards a homogenization of the world of the other 

through the discourse of the Other in a way that travesties reality and betrays an 

ignorance” (117). The natives are not seen to be concerned with any future vision of their 

own. The European dreams of wealth and fortune with which they would build paradise 

back in their home countries. This is not their home. But though they dream, they dream 

the wrong dreams. And while pursuing the dream, they have to bear the fatal 

consequences of pursuing that dream or ideal, if this can be called at all an ideal. 

However, adventure and romance were best suited to Westerners during Conrad’s time; 

these are past realities for the Malays. The Malay character Babalatchi’s nostalgic mind is 

revealed: 

He was a vagabond of the sea, a true Orang Laut, living by rapine and plunder of coasts 

and ships in his prosperous days; earning his living by honest and irksome toil when the 

days of adversity were upon him. So, although at times leading the Sulu rovers, he had 

also served as Serang of country ships, and in that wise had visited the distant seas, 

behind the glories of Bombay, the might of the Mascati Sultan; had even struggled in the 

pious throng for the privilege of touching with his lips the Sacred Stone of the Holy City. 

(OI 51-52) 

These Eastern heroes had once their adventurous lives according to Conrad. But they 

have now become indolent. Omar has become blind; Lakamba is lazy, and Babalatchi is 

gullible. They are involved in petty local intrigues which are a sharp contrast to their past 

life. The varieties of experience of Babalatchi are reminiscent of the past glories. This is 
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the contrapuntal portrayal of Babalatchi, a native character presented, though partly, from 

a native’s perspective. 

Representation of the East 

Agnes Yeow likes to see Conrad’s portrayal of the East from Bakhtinian 

dialogism and thus draws an analogy between fiction and history. She writes: 

Conrad’s East is a visual construct in the form of a hallucinated mirage, no more or less. 

Nevertheless, by invoking the prevailing visual culture of his times and working it to his 

advantage, Conrad infuses his illusion with the aura and status of truth, albeit his 

particular truth. The tension between a disavowal of the new visual regime and the 

deployment of the same regime pervades Conrad’s eastern vision. Nothing is anything in 

and of itself and both art and history are themselves dialogic and subjective. (6) 

Yeow claims that Conrad’s East is not the real East but an East portrayed through an 

amalgamation of his artistic sensibility and experiences that are reflective of the 

contemporary stories about the East, which Conrad has come to know from Wallace’s 

The Malay Archipelago, M ‘Nair’s Perak and the Malays and Brooke’s journals and his 

conversation with his friend Hugh Clifford. Yeow applauds Conrad in this instance: 

“Indeed, it is a testament to Conrad’s genius that although his knowledge of the region, its 

inhabitants, and the historical forces at work during the time was limited, he drew 

considerable mileage from the little he knew” (6). However, Florence Clemens in 

“Conrad’s Malaysia” dubs Conrad as a faithful observer of the Malay life and culture:  

Conrad’s eastern fiction is in itself an authority on the general political situation in the 

archipelago and on the material Malay scene. For these elements it may be read with 

perfect trust. Only when it is studied for information on the difficult matter of native 

psychology can doubts arise to Conrad’s preparedness for handling his subject with 

complete mastery”. (24) 
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Therefore, critics give different responses to Conrad’s knowledge and treatment of the 

East. These two opposing views have kept the debate on the subject ongoing. However, 

what this research finds that this ambivalence has endowed his works with the traits of 

modernism, postmodernism, colonialism and postcolonialism.  

Apart from the critic’s debate about Conrad’s accuracy in portraying the East, 

Conrad’s treatment of the East is a considerably new domain and of much interest to 

postcolonial criticism. The East as the “other”  of the West had always been an exotic 

place before the end of colonial era. In “Youth”, and “Karain: A Memory” Conrad’s 

exotic portrayal of Bangkok and the Malay Archipelago is European and imperialistic in 

perspective. V. S. Naipaul points to Conrad’s European and colonial experience of setting 

two cultures face to face in “Karain”:  

The story [“Karain” ] is, on the surface, a yarn about native superstition. But to Conrad it 

is much more; it is profounder, and more wonderful...The white men have names; they 

talk, and act as a kind of chorus. So we are asked to contemplate the juxtaposition of two 

cultures, one open and without belief, one closed and ruled by old magic; one, ‘on the 

edge of outer darkness’ exploring the world, one imprisoned in a small part of it. (190) 

The East being a different place full of different Eastern customs and brown people 

seemed a strange exotic place, and so was an enticement for the Western travellers, 

business people and colonialists. The most striking image of this East for a new Western 

adventurer is vividly portrayed by the narrator Marlow in “Youth”  when he reaches the 

shore of Bangkok:  

The scented obscurity of the shore was grouped into vast masses, a density of colossal 

clumps of vegetation, probably, mute and fantastic shapes. And at their foot the 

semicircle of a beach gleamed faintly, like an illusion. There was not a light, not a stir, not 

a sound. The mysterious East faced me, perfumed like a flower, silent like death, dark like 

a grave. (34-35) 
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The stereotyped image of the East as attractive as a flower that contrasts with its image as 

a grave is perhaps not Conrad’s own but the Western idea of the Orient. Marlow 

represents the Western eye here that sees the East as an enticing prison, an exotic alluring 

place. Conrad’s presentation of the East in the above passage is thus his political reading 

of the whole enterprise of colonization. But his motive in “Youth” is not to present a 

political allegory but to demonstrate the appeal of the East on the mind of the sensible 

Western traveller like Marlow. Conrad also feels the appeal and moral urge to convey the 

impression and sensation of the life of these people to the West. His presentation of the 

European attitude regarding those places and people points to his moral responsibility; but 

he puts the Western characters to a test of morality in an alien setting, in the East. Hence, 

as Douglas Kerr argues in his “Joseph Conrad and the East”: “The focus of Conrad’s tales 

of the East – and this is true of the literature of colonialism in general – is predominantly 

on Europeans. There are some striking portraits of ‘Oriental’ characters ... but for the 

most part they are subordinate or background figures in a sense where a Western drama – 

tragic, comic or satirical – is played out” (3). Kerr focuses on Conrad’s European 

perspective and European imperialism in the East.  

The simplistic narrative of “Youth” like that of the Malay trilogy underlies if not a 

conscious but a subconscious European dominant representational strategy. The way 

Bangkok, Singapore and Indonesia appear as sites of mountains, rivers, vegetation, and 

strange odour without cultural diversity is the mark of limitation of the narratives 

produced in the age of empire. GoGwilt rightly comments on the text “Youth” that it 

“...empties ‘the East’ of cultural and political associations through the excess with which 

Marlow repeats the word, overloading it with exotic associations, such like ‘The 

mysterious East ... perfumed like a flower, silent like death, dark like a grave’; and 
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through the aura with which he invests the names of Eastern places – ‘Bankok! I 

thrilled’... ‘Java – another blessed name – like Bankok, you know” (GoGwilt 17). This 

critic studies Conrad using Said’s anti-Orientalist discourse and points out Conrad’s 

misnaming and mispelling and mistranslating the Eastern place names, words and phrases 

as “Bankok”, Lord Jim from Tuan Jim and the pronunciation of Mahon as Man. The point 

is that the Orientalists also deliberately invested new names to the Eastern places, 

sometimes distorted their spellings and pronunciation. Their unwillingness or inability to 

see different places and people differently is noticeable, as Marlow sees Bankok and Java 

as the same place generalizing Western “fantasies of the unchanging East as a key aspect 

of Orientalism, allowing hegemonic control over a whole range of territories and peoples 

deemed Oriental” (Kerr 18).17 

Like “Youth”, “Karain: A Memory” betrays Conrad’s Eurocentric view of the 

East. Published in 1897 this short narrative is, like the first two novels, has its setting in 

the Malay Archipelago. Here the Malayan character, that is, the titular protagonist tells 

the strange story of being haunted by the ghost of a man he killed. While the narrator-

character, who hears the story from Karain, often asks questions as to the meanings and 

motives of much action of the story, the tale is an attempt to portray the exotic East �í the 

preconceived idea about the East. The story torn between reality and superstition, 

between rational thinking and irrational imagination presents a tragic tale of a man’s 

stricken conscience because of his murder of his own friend. It is like Macbeth’s killing 

of Duncan and his futile attempts to wash away the blood from his hands. Daphna 

Erdinast Vulcan, while reading the story as a tale of storytelling, argues that the story is 

bordered on “the unresolved tension between two perceptual sets of spheres: the island 

 
17  In Bangladesh too the place names like Chittagong, Dacca, Calcutta used by the British colonialists bear 

its testimony.  
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and the schooner; the stage and the real world; superstition and rationality; East and 

West” (qtd. in Middleton 62). “All his major fictions”, as Keith Carabine says, “present, 

explore, and are constructed out of antagonisms that are never finally resolved. These 

famously include: egoism and altruism, emotion and reason, solidarity and isolation, 

moral corruption and redemption, heroism and contingency, loyalty and betrayal, 

idealism and scepticism, piety and scorn”  (122).  

However, “Karain” can be read as Conrad’s contrapuntal study of two cultures 

looked at from both European and Eastern perspectives. The first narrator tells much 

about the people and places of the Malay Archipelago and also about the second narrator 

whose narration about his own betrayal and suffering constitutes the middle – the nucleus 

– of the plot. The first narrator retells the story of Karain’s tale and also his own idea 

about the character of Karain, who represents the Eastern “ruler of a conquered land, a 

lover of war and danger, a fighter and a plotter” (“Karain” 94-95). He is now the Rajah of 

three villages through conquest of the bay. He led the wandering Bugis people to victory. 

Whom does he fight? His neighbours. He does not fight the Dutch whose presence in the 

region is felt with awe and fear and who control these local warlike rajas from a far 

distant place. They have been able to appear before the natives as gods, invincible, 

indefatigable and victorious. They have been successful to create such terrors through the 

policy of reign of terror like that of William I, the Norman duke who made the conquest 

of the whole of England applying brute force. When at the beginning there were 

resistances here and there, he burnt the villages, domestic animals and crops of those 

places where people took arms against him. His pitiless policy of inflicting severe 

punishment to the rebels and confiscating their lands made them accept his rule without 

any further resistance. The same kind of inhumanity of the Dutch makes the local rulers 



 

 112 

of the Malay Archipelago inactive and slave to the Dutch colonials who fight less with 

manpower than with shrewd intelligence of divide and rule policy; and they possess lethal 

weapons like guns and gunpowder which they themselves use to frighten the natives and 

also create factions by supplying them with those arms.  

The European people’s trade of gunpowder and arms in the East and elsewhere is 

one of the successful policies of empire. They deal in arms even today to boost up their 

own economic condition and at the same time to keep others in conflicts and wars so that 

their supremacy or overlordship remains intact. They intervene in the Third World 

conflicts in the name of terror or democracy or to quote Noam Chomsky, “the Fifth 

Freedom, understood crudely but with a fair degree of accuracy as the freedom to rob, to 

exploit and to dominate, to undertake any course of action to ensure that existing 

privilege is protected and advanced” (1). If we look at the local conflicts in the Malay 

region as Conrad shows, we find the obvious reasons for the dominance of the West. The 

Eastern rulers fight each other apparently for no grave reasons. They seek help of the 

Western traders in establishing their own supremacy, as it is seen nakedly in “Karain” and 

in the Malay trilogy, more obviously in The Rescue. The Europeans provide arms to 

Karain and get money. And Karain serves them, thinks them his friends, and depend on 

their protection. He does not think of reconciliation with the local rivals. They are busy 

fighting themselves while the Dutch are fighting the other, not the local Dutch. The 

Eastern people’s vision of the world is too limited. On the one hand, they talk of law, 

justice and religion, but they fight for personal honour, glory, passion and greed. This 

fighting is triggered more by the presence of the colonial people, who trade with all rival 

parties and hence secretly or openly take side with one or the other faction. And whoever 

gets the support from the white more than the other usually becomes the victorious.  
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In “Karain” Conrad enlivens the story of a marginalized Bugis and Korinchi 

people. These places were unknown to the West and were never mentioned in any fiction. 

From this perspective Conrad has voiced the marginal and tried to show the 

characteristics of a brave vigorous Eastern warrior with an antithesis in psychological 

make-up. A great warrior is haunted by the ghost of his friend whom he betrays. When it 

is understood that it is his guilt of betrayal which haunts him, it is equally true that his 

suffering is not realistic. And this is the Eastern characteristic as understood by the 

author. It is true to some extent that Eastern people are often swayed by the belief in the 

occult things, in ghosts and sorcery. But it was so too with the European people’s belief 

and practice of occult power, necromancy and dead man’s ghost which declined by the 

time Conrad was writing. Hamlet’s seeing the ghost of his father in Shakespeare’s Hamlet 

is not seen as a mark of weakness in that society and no critics dare call the European as 

irrational, primitive or superstitious, whereas such beliefs in the East are deemed 

irrational and primitive. 

Karain’s faith in the magic charms of the portrait of Queen Victoria on the gold 

coin provided by his European friend is a mockery of the Eastern people. These practices 

actually help people overcome their psychological fear and anxiety the way modern 

psychoanalysis or sedative drug does. So the presence of Gothic elements in English 

literature helps Conrad overcome this issue of non-rationality in an Eastern ruler. In 

Almayer’s Folly, Lingard kills all of Mrs. Almayer’s relations on the board of a Malay 

craft and takes the little girl as a daughter whose parents and relatives, according to the 

narrative of Lingard and the narrator, were sea-pirates. This is one version of the 

European image of the Eastern sea people. Later, we will see a different story from Mrs. 

Almayer’s mouth about her glorious ancestry. After being orphaned on the boat she 
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readily accepts the protection of Lingard, the killer of her relatives and now her 

benefactor, her adopted father, who took pity on the girl’s orphan-hood for which he 

himself was guilty. The narrator identifies her manner of acceptance as stereotypically 

Eastern: “There was in her the dread of the unknown; but otherwise she accepted her 

position calmly, after the manner of her people, and even considered it quite natural; for 

was she not a daughter of warriors, conquered in battle, and did she not belong rightfully 

to the Victorious Raja” (AF 22)? But she did not know that she would be sent to a 

convent school which was, to her, worse than death. Conrad’s sensitive response to this 

shock of new education in a convent in Singapore is very noteworthy. From his short stay 

for six months in the Malay Archipelago, how could he observe all these details of the 

Malay life and the psychology of the Malay? That the Malays are calm, and they accept 

their fate is true; and that is applicable to most Easterners. This calmness and 

acceptability of faith is the cause behind the Western domination. They are peace-loving 

and believe in strange peoples’ promises. They never try to see into the reality of things. 

It implies their less political/diplomatic, less hypocritical nature. They are mostly 

religious-minded, and so they do not bother much whoever rules them only if the ruler 

does not encroach into their religious and private life. This realization of their nature by 

the European administrator helped imperialists make laws and regulations which would 

not disturb their private spiritual life and thus which would not provoke any rebellion or 

nationalist movement in the real sense (The Sepoy Mutiny in India in 1857 is an 

example). Added to this policy is the colonialist’s secular ways of life which would be 

accepted by the natives more than that of their religious life. 

Whatever is the critics’ debate, Conrad has provided a contrapuntal view about the 

European presence. His careful study of the East and secular criticism of the West have 
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made it possible to provide both Eastern and Western perspectives. His negative 

capability of portraying the mindset of the two races is Shakespearean. Lingard provides 

the Western imperial perspective to the West’s intervention in the East: 

You see, Willems, I brought prosperity to that place. I composed their quarrels, and saw 

them grow under my eyes. There is peace and happiness there. I am more master there 

than his Dutch Excellency down in Batavia ever will be when some day a lazy man-of-

war blunders at last against the river. I mean to keep the Arabs out of it, with their lies and 

their intrigues. I shall keep the venomous breed out, if it costs me my fortune. (OI 45) 

But Lingard and other white people have come to the East to make fortune. While he 

himself has been benefitted from the East, from trade and piracy, from the hidden 

treasure, he boasts of developing the East. Conrad has created some Eastern characters 

like Babalatchi, Lakamba, Aissa and Taminah with a kind of Shakespearean mastery of 

characterisation. He talks in detail about Babalatchi:  

From the safe position of a confidential adviser, a casual cut-throat he took shelter in 

Lakamba’s rice-clearing. Then he became the chief adviser and helped Lakamba rise to 

power through many plottings and fights. In those long many years how many dangers 

escaped, how many enemies bravely faced, how many white men successfully 

circumvented! (OI 86) 

But when both Lakamba and Babaltchi grew old “they had to seek refuge in prudent 

cunning. They wanted peace; they were disposed to reform” (OI 86). Conrad’s 

understanding of the native politics and history, even without reading much about them, 

is highly commendable. He had an uncanny capability to see into the realities of native 

politics and ways of life. As an outsider, he digs out the insider’s views about the native 

East. Babalatchi becomes the tragic voice of the Malay region. He is the witness of the 

political upheavals and Western intrusion. And he himself takes part in all those native 
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politics and change of power. He is a clever statesman of Sambir who is faithful to his 

Rajah and truly native.  

Conrad’s presentation of Western characters in the secluded East is an apt subject 

for a postcolonial study. His last major novel Victory (1915), like his other Malay novels, 

is an exotic one with a bleak ending. It contains the elements of adventure, romance, 

loneliness, love and fidelity and the essential tragedy of survival and death; Conrad shows 

the death of one fellow European at the hands of another European more savage and 

uncivilized than any Eastern or African men. Axel Heyst, an English educated Swede, the 

protagonist has a very struggling existence. First he roams and trades among the islands 

near Saigon and New Guinea. Then once he rescues a captain named Morrison and his 

ship from the hands of the Portuguese port authorities and as a result joins with the latter 

on his voyages and together establishes a coal company named “the Tropical Belt Coal 

Company” in the Round Island of Samburan in the Java Sea. But as ill luck would have 

been, the company fails because of Morrison’s death and liquidation of money in Europe. 

Heyst then lives alone on the island Samburan where a Teutonic hotel keeper, Schomberg 

feels a kind of racial hatred towards him and spreads a gossip that Heyst had murdered 

and robbed his partner. After one and a half year he travels with Davidson to Surabaya, 

and when the later departs for three weeks, he meets a girl named Lena, who is living a 

captivated life under Schomberg who also tries to seduce her. Hearing the story of Lena 

who was a violinist from a touring group of Orchestra, Mr. Heyst’s chivalric emotion is 

aroused, and he eventually flees with Lena to his isolated island of Samburan. But just 

after three months living alone with Lena and a native servant Wang, and when they 

started to understand each other, a trio of desperados �í Mr. Jones, Martin Ricardo and 

their ape-like servant Pedro, being informed by Schomberg who wanted to avenge Heyst 
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for the girl, come to the island to rob him. Only Ricardo knows that a woman is also 

living with Heyst, and he bears a secret design to woo or seduce or assault her. But in the 

island Heyst was alone with the girl and the servant Wang who does not think of 

protecting them because of fear. And Heyst’s gun is stolen by Wang, and now without a 

gun Heyst becomes powerless and is captured by Ricardo who was earlier trying to woo 

Lena. But as Lena is grateful to Heyst, she catches hold of Ricardo’s dagger but is killed 

accidentally by Mr. Jones’s bullet which was meant to kill his own partner Ricardo for the 

latter’s betrayal in keeping secret the fact of Lena’s existence in the island.18 In the 

meantime Wang shoots Pedro with the stolen gun of Heyst, Mr. Jones drowns himself and 

Davidson comes to rescue Heyst, but Heyst commits suicide by setting fire to his 

bungalow burning the dead body of Lena and himself. Thus, the idyllic romance between 

Heyst and Lena ends with their tragic sacrifices for each other.  

The novel has got mixed responses from critics. While some dislike its 

melodramatic scenes and construction of plot, some other like its “Edenic setting”. 

Thomas Moser and Guerard say that Conrad’s decline started with Victory while F. R. 

Levis and Frederick Karl have hailed it as a great work. While Jocelyn Baines also calls it 

“excellent in parts”, C. B. Cox says that the novel “includes some of the best and worst of 

Conrad’s writing” (qtd. in Norman Page 117). Tony Tanner talks about Conrad’s idea of a 

gentleman for he says that “In Victory Conrad uses the word ‘gentleman’ over sixty 

times: it usually occurs in reference to Heyst or Mr Jones” (Introduction xi). Tanner 

discusses the novel’s focus on the idea of savage and gentleman and says that Conrad 

does not make a clear distinction between the two. But it is obvious from the text that 

 
18  Mr. Jones is a hater of women, and though a brigand, he does not meddle into the affairs of women and 

always avoids women. Ricardo did not tell him that there was a girl living in the island with Heyst and he 
was trying to woo her. Becuase of this, he wants to kill Ricardo.  
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Heyst is a better gentleman from the modern perspective. Though he abandons the Café 

or city life and prefers an isolated jungle, he is harmless to other human beings. His 

sexual relation with Lena can be judged as immoral from the Victorian point of view but 

it is redeeming from the modern perspective. However, one might point out to his loss of 

faith in the civilized life for which he flees to the jungle with Lena. Sometimes Victory is 

compared with Shakespeare’s The Tempest. However, Norman Page links Heyst’s 

philosophy with that of Heyst’s father:  

The hero Axel Heyst…has been deeply influenced by the skeptical and somewhat 

aristocratic philosophy of his father… to cultivate an aloofness from the involvements 

and entanglements of human relationships, and the fact that even on his island retreat of 

Samburan the younger Heyst has his father’s portrait and his books suggest that he has 

adopted his outlook as a model for his own life.” (V 115) 

Heyst’s will has been tested by Conrad who drags his character from inaction to action, 

from death to life, from illusion to reality and provides the catalyst, in this case, Lena. 

Love or eros whatever we call makes Heyst come to action. This kind of reading is a 

Western reading focusing on themes and aesthetic aspects; but the Eastern reading would 

yield Conrad’s preoccupation with the ideas of race and racial superiority. Though 

characters are predominantly Western, except Wang and his wife, the setting is the East. 

How do the five Western people live in the East and engage in activities which are 

uncharacteristic of Western culture is the subject matter? However, this cross-cultural 

gathering sufficiently sheds light on Conrad’s idea about the East. Apparently, Wang, the 

Chinaman is shown as a contrast to Pedro, the slave of the evil Ricardo and Mr. Jones. 

Wang is intelligent and active. But Pedro is unintelligent and savage. Wang keeps a 

native wife, builds cottages, makes gardens, cultivates lands and grows vegetables. He 

never thinks ill of Heyst or Lena. Conrad here turns the idea of civilized man and the 
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savage upside down. By showing this Chinaman as a controlled, hardworking and a good 

family man against all other European people from Heyst to Mr. Jones who are not like 

Wang, Conrad appears to prefer Eastern men, and Eastern values to Western ones. The 

Western man Heyst is found to be egoistic and inactive and unsuccessful to save Lena 

and himself. His tragedy is also due to his fellow wicked Europeans �í Schomberg the 

German hotel keeper is a swindler, and a liar; Mr. Johns a desperado, a robber, and 

Ricardo, a robber and a lusty man, the embodiment of evil. And Wang is the only 

survivor, who, according to the Western model, is the Darwinian fittest man. Wang’s 

marrying an Alfurso woman is his ability to get acculturated into the native culture. 

Conrad’s Wang is the fittest man in Samburan according to Darwinian evolutionary 

theory, and thus Conrad challenges the Western superiority complex. The survival 

strategy and ability may be dependent also on the place. The East is superior to the West 

if looked from the Eastern perspective. Moreover, Conrad’s use of the Malay words – 

Kasper, Makan, Tuan, Ada, Amok, Blanda, Dain, Chelakka, Dapat, Djinns, Inchi, Laut, 

Putih, Sheitan, Syed and so on – shows his passion to understand and present things from 

the native’s perspectives and to give the Western reader a view that those people have 

also got distinct languages and they cannot be translated or comprehended easily.19David 

Leon Higdon notes in “A Glossary of Malay Words in Conrad’s Almayer’s Folly” that 

“the scattered Malay words do evoke an exotic world” (73). Conrad nevertheless adds, as, 

to the exotic settings of his fiction through these Malay words and gains critically 

contrapuntal Eastern point of view that makes him a writer hailed in the East too. And 

this is why he is a puzzle to Postcolonial critics who give often dived responses to 

Conrad’s works of the East.  

 
19  David Leon Higdon makes a list of Malay words Conrad used in his first novel Almayer’s Folly. 
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Imperialism and Materi alism 

Conrad presents the East not only as an alien and sovereign land, but also as a site 

of colonization and a contested territory for European powers. Heliena Krenn writes: 

“Whether seen in relation to each other or individually, the characters of the Lingard 

trilogy are highly functional in Conrad’s presentation of his ideas on European 

imperialism” (xix). She finds Conrad anti-colonialist. While dealing with this issue of 

imperialism Conrad never seems to show his European confidence of superiority of 

knowledge however. He is an artist who has been driven by a kind of dystopian vision in 

the realm of politics, as Bertrand Russell says of Conrad: “I felt, though I do not know 

whether he would have accepted such an image, that he thought of civilised and morally 

tolerable human life as a dangerous walk on a thin crust of barely cooled lava which at 

any moment might break and let the unwary sink into fiery depths” (qtd. in Baines 448). 

However, Russell misses the marks of optimism in many of his works. 

Conrad’s vision of empire can be divided into two periods. They are the Malay or 

early period and the Kongo or later period. The Malay period comprises the Malay 

Trilogy (Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the Islands and The Recue), “Karain” and “The 

Lagoon” and the later consists of Heart of Darkness, Lord Jim and Nostromo and all these 

have imperial settings and have influenced the later writers. Terri Collits says: 

Conrad’s novels have been able to assume new meanings in different times and places 

because of their problematical relationship to imperialism. One of their important insights 

was that the highest point of Europe’s imperial success might also be its lowest in terms 

of moral authority. In retrospect, that contradiction appears to foreshadow the demise of 

the European empires. In their angular relationship to empire, these novels mull over 

cracks in the edifice of imperial ideology instead of celebrating its magnificence. (13) 
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What Collits thinks is that Conrad has not championed the cause of imperialism. Rather, 

he looks into the cracks of history of imperialism and sincerely questions its ultimate 

idealism and legitimacy, though he does not outright reject imperialism. How could one 

downright reject it when there were no international organizations like that of today’s UN 

or League of Nations? When “might is right” was in practice, and commerce was based 

on control of the means of transportation and local government, when sea-piracy was 

rampant and no unified international ethical code of action and behavior was set, how 

could one be such an angel to totally abandon an ideal which nourished a nation and a 

people? When the British people were blinded by the glory of ruling the rest of the world, 

when London was “the very centre of the Empire on which the sun never sets”, (SA 174) 

Conrad at least represented the other side, that is, the dark side of imperialism.  

The difficulty or confusion arises in the case of interpreting past works of 

literature and past writers by the present values. With the change of time and its varying 

historical modes, values also change. So to judge a work of the early twentieth century by 

the values of the twenty first century is problematic. Yet the universal aspects of a text 

often provide a holistic approach, an attitude to life derived from the common experiences 

of life, and this is where the greatness of a work of art lies. Conrad no doubt wrote during 

the heyday of imperialism, living in the midst of it and functioning as a servant of an 

empire. Unlike a glorious and happy life of the settlers or the natives as are found in 

Kipling’s and others’ works, Conrad’s is a gloomy picture. His portrayal can be divided 

into three types. The first phase of empire is his Malay world. The second one is Africa 

and the third one is South America or the Europe. While Conrad’s Malay world is not a 

settler imperial world, South America is a settler one. Africa is also not a settler one. In 

the Malay world we notice that not many people from the West are living in the Malay 
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society with the natives. Only a handful of Western people live in these places, and they 

have created some stations or outposts to control the trade. No evidence of controlling the 

remote countryside is seen. Conrad does not go into the details of the government 

policies. It is rather the historian’s task. He has depicted the social life of the European in 

the colonies in relation to the native and their European values. The individual Western 

characters are the main protagonists. The natives are a foil but they have been 

acknowledged as human beings who speak and act, love and hate, and resist oppression. 

They have a past and a history of their own. They understand the motive of the outsider, 

that is, the European presence, and so they take side with the Arab traders who are 

Muslims like them and take part in intrigues against the Dutch domination. But the 

African people in Heart of Darkness are not shown as individuals or humans. They have 

been portrayed as savage, and none of them speaks and acts. One of the reasons for such 

treatment of Africa was totally racial and based on contemporary idea about them which 

had been coming down from the early seventeenth century. Even the German philosopher 

Hegel’s attitude to the Africans is the same:  

Africa proper, as far as History goes back, has remained shut up …The negro as already 

observed exhibits the natural man in his completely wild and untamed state. We must lay 

aside all thought of reverence and morality – all that we call feeling – if we would rightly 

comprehend him; there is nothing harmonious with humanity to be found in this type of 

character... At this point we leave Africa never to mention it again. For it is no historical 

part of the world; it has no development or movement to exhibit. Historical movement in 

it – that is its northern part – belongs to the Asiatic or European world. What we properly 

understand by Africa, is the Unhistorical, Undeveloped Spirit, still involved in the 

condition of mere nature and which has to be presented here on the threshold of the 

World’s History. (109) 

Such attitudes prevalent in Europe surely seem to justify colonization. If we analyse the 

passage, we find that Hegel was writing out of conceptions or ideas learnt from heresay. 
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He never visited Africa but wrote about her, and his book spread these stereotyped unreal 

stories about Africa. Because he did not have knowledge, he could not understand them. 

Even primitive cultures had their own social rules and conventions which may not have 

been in written form but in oral tradition as has been shown by Achebe in his trilogy. 

Because these people still followed old or ancient customs of food and drink, ways of life, 

they were considered by Hegel as mere uncivilized and deformed like animals. British 

and European people even considered the Indian and Arab people uncivilized because of 

their habits of eating with hands instead of spoons and some other manners which were 

different from those of the European. That African people do not have a written history of 

their own is true but that does not give one right to write about them negatively and 

fictitiously. This cannot legitimize the exploitation and inhuman treatment of them, or 

controlling them from outside. 

Yet the novella Heart of Darkness is recognized by the conservative British 

readers as aesthetically beautiful and “as the first and most incisive literary indictment of 

European imperialism in Africa” (Firchow 2). This short novel is conferred a classic 

status not only for its aesthetic appeal and psychologically complex characters like Kurtz 

and Marlow but also for the treatment of Africans and European exploitation of them. 

The novella, however, does not directly talk against the idea of imperialism; rather it 

questions the efficiency of imperial policies. Conrad is the first, according to Peter 

Firchow, to fiercely show this inefficiency of European colonial administrators. With the 

employment of symbols, images, ironies and history he produces an adventure story 

fraught with gloomy sides of human political enterprises. However, Andrea White, 

despite being a pro-Conrad critic, holds Achebe in high esteem and charges Conrad, 

albeit lightly with racism in her “Conrad’s Legacy in Postcolonial Literature”: “To 



 

 124 

discuss the subversions his fictions performed, however, is not to deny the myths and 

stereotypes his works indeed perpetuated. Although a few individualized characters 

emerge from the Malayan fiction – Babalatchi, for one – Conrad’s Africans are 

stereotypically, if sympathetically, depicted” (197). 

Despite the dark vision of empire, Conrad’s politics of upholding Britain and 

French as efficient colonial powers is very subtly betrayed in his works including this 

novella. In the beginning Marlow says that Britain was also a dark country but it is no 

more so now. He talks about glories of empire as well. Though British imperialism is 

deemed best by Conrad, its inherent rhetoric and goodness have been questioned. Gail 

Fincham and Myrtle Hooper write:  

His complex and ambiguous representation of the historically parasitic relationship 

between Empire and her ex-colonies complicates the reductionist mapping of the centre 

versus periphery, the dominant versus the marginal, and the empowered versus the un-

empowered which cultural critics like Said, Spivak and Bhabha have interrogated. (xii)  

Conrad in “An Observer in Malaya” comments on Hugh Clifford’s “Studies in Brown 

humanity”:  

And of all the nations conquering distant territories in the name of the most excellent 

intentions, England alone sends out men who, with such a transparent sincerity of feeling, 

can speak, as Mr. Hugh Clifford does, of the place of toil and exile as “the land which is 

very dear to me, where the best years of my life have been spent”—and where (I would 

stake my right hand on it) his name is pronounced with respect and affection by those 

brown men about whom he writes. (58) 

Conrad harshly criticizes the other imperial powers but to some extent has a high opinion 

of the British colonialists. Helienna Krenn treats this theme of imperialism in her 

Conrad’s Lingard Trilogy where she, agreeing with Avron Fleishman says that “His 
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(Conrad’s) colonial background made Conrad distinguish between conquerors and 

colonists …and disposed him to believe in a workable form of colonialism” (Lingard 

Trilogy xix). Agnes Yeow like many other Western critics finds Conrad’s complicity in 

imperialism: “Conrad’s relations to colonialism and to its Orientalizing assumptions of 

the East do suggest imperial complicity on his part” (32). Critics argue that Conrad is 

critical of other imperialist countries but not of Britain. He criticizes only the Dutch and 

Belgian imperialism in Almayer’s Folly and in Heart of Darkness. Some of Conrad’s 

critics say that Conrad is never strictly anti-imperialist; he is rather unhappy with the 

performance and abuse of imperialism. He is more melancholic about the loss of mystery, 

adventure, and commercialization of adventure.  

Conrad at times seems to like the idea of colonialism as long as it is benevolent for 

every stakeholder. Had Conrad stayed in British dominated colonies like in India, he could 

have a different opinion. Yet one can see the difference between Belgian colony in the 

Congo and British colony in India. When there was aggravated murder and plunder, 

inhuman brutality in the Congo, there was a kind of sophisticated empire in India, which 

was largely administered by the local agencies and agents under the control and supervision 

of British overlords. When imperialism benefited only the centre and European people in 

the case of Africa, imperialism in India greatly helped many people change for better, and it 

changed the entire Indian society. Imperialism in the Malay Archipelago is thus close to 

that of India. Here is the local Raja officially ruling the archipelago but his power is on the 

decline. Power is rather shared between the local Rajah, European people and Arab traders, 

though not mutually. A kind of cold war, intrigue and counter intrigue go on there but these 

political and commercial incidents are veiled by the characters’ passion of love, friendship, 

greed, racial superiority, prejudice, and betrayal.  
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However, Conrad shows that the relationship between the centre of empire and its 

periphery is complex and hegemonic. Within the centre also there resides the privileged 

and the under-privileged, the dominant and the marginal. Almayer is a dominant 

European in Borneo, but he belongs to the  marginalized class in Europe. He, like any 

other marginalized native, lives in the colony not as a dominant force but as a self-

deluded struggling Westerner whose life is in no way better than the marginalized natives. 

And not all natives are marginalized. The Raja and his associates and those who are in 

league with the Imperial Powers are in a dominant position. Conrad’s vision of empire is 

thus dystopian. The empire has improved neither the life of the colonists nor of the native 

people. Conrad in this connection seems to be pessimistic; otherwise he would not have 

overlooked the material changes that imperialism had brought about in the colonies and in 

the home countries. Their attempts to improve roads and communication, build new 

buildings and trading stations, import and export of raw materials and other products 

obviously had some positive changes which led to the path of urbanization. But Conrad 

does not talk about these changes that have been brought by imperialism.  

Linked with imperialism is human’s relentless pursuit for material gain which is 

also connected to the quest for romance and adventure. Lingard deals in Manchester 

goods – brass gongs, rifles and gunpowder; but he has discovered the hidden route to 

“that land of plenty for gutta-percha, rattans, pearl shells and birds’ nests, wax and gum-

dammer” (AF 8). So the East is a land of secret wealth; earlier the narrator in Almayer’s 

Folly talks about commerce and wealth:  

At that time Macassar was teeming with life and commerce. It was the point in the islands 

where tended all those bold spirits who, fitting out schooners on the Australian coast, 

invaded the Malay Archipelago in search of money and adventure. Bold, reckless, keen in 

business,... making money fast, they used to have a general rendezvous in the bay for 



 

 127 

purposes of trade and dissipation. The Dutch merchants called those men English pedlars; 

some of them were undoubtedly gentlemen for whom that kind of life had a charm.... (AF 

6-7) 

Lingard and the Europeans are after the search for hidden riches in the interior of Borneo. 

Western people’s material pursuit like that of Nostromo is shown by Conrad. Babalatchi 

says to Lakamba about Almayer: “The white man is grieving for the lost treasure, in the 

manner of white men who thirst after dollars” (AF 130). But these pursuits are often beset 

with perils and dangers, threats of betrayal and alienation. Almayer in Almayer’s Folly, 

after much waiting for Lingard, his protector and mentor, who is supposed to know the 

secret places of the Borneo region of gold and who never returns, joins hands with the 

native prince Dain to get hold of the secret passage and the gold. Heart of Darkness too 

exposes the European materialistic desire. How Kurtz and his associates plunder and loot 

African ivory and oppress the native people without bringing any light of education or 

improving the material condition of the Congo is demonstrated clearly. He raises the 

issues of racism and imperialism and their effects on humanity. Indeed, Heart of 

Darkness is the first seminal work, to use Philip Sidney’s term, “the first light giver” to 

realities of colonization. 

Undoubtedly, Conrad appears with a marked distinction from his contemporary 

writers regarding imperialism. His individual vision and intellectual freedom make him a 

very courageous writer, who has not traversed the accepted path of Victorianism. Rather, 

his intense personal experiences guide him to the path of real world. That is why in his 

very first novel he takes the risk of offending his adopted country and the West. Daniel 

Schwarz writes:  
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Conrad did not accept the late Victorian notion shared by the Fabians, Shaw, 

Cunninghame and Butler, that mankind was evolving into a higher creature or that 

Western civilization was of superior quality to the more primitive kinds of human life. 

Conrad implies that the distinction between white man and savage natives, a distinction 

which is taken as the essential premise of life by his Western European characters living 

in undeveloped areas, is fundamentally apocryphal. (Almayer’s Folly 16) 

The tragic end of his Western protagonists in the East and Africa exhibits Conrad’s 

criticism of colonial ideology of superiority, benevolence and dominance. As in the first 

novel, Alamyer does no present the West in a good light as he does not accomplish any 

great thing other than dreaming and failing. His dream of becoming rich and returning to 

Europe with his only daughter Nina is rather uncharacteristic of any adventure fiction hero, 

and his pursuit is rather a parody of the Western phantasm. Alamyer’s obsessive desire to 

be rich with the Eastern hidden treasure is a naked exposure of the inherent Western 

colonial desire for wealth and thus a blatant blow to the West’s benevolent position:  

Almayer’s thoughts were often busy with gold; gold he had failed to secure; gold the 

others had secured – dishonestly, of course – or gold he meant to secure yet, through his 

own honest exertions, for himself and Nina. He absorbed himself in his dream of wealth 

and power away from this coast where he had dwelt for so many years, forgetting the 

bitterness of toils and strife in the vision of a great and splendid reward. (AF 3)  

The East is a place of career for the failed Europeans. To Lingard, “Every puff of wind is 

worth money in these seas” (OI 44). Dain for the sake of Nina engages himself with 

Almayer in the Eldorado expedition of finding “the mountain of gold” in Gunong Mas. 

Nothing important or serious thing is pursued by the Western characters other than 

wealth. Indeed, “the East is a career” 20 for the white, and this is the main business of 

these people. Conrad sees the reality behind the imperial ideology, and it is true that 

 
20  Benjamin Disraeli says in his novel Tancred that the East is a career. Edward Said refers to this idea in 

his Orientalism. 
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man’s action is motivated more by personal greed than moral or national obligation. 

Therefore, Conrad’s colonial vision is opposite to Kipling’s but close to E.M. Forster’s as 

the latter envisions a free India in A Passage to India. But though Conrad does not focus 

on anti-colonial movements or the end of colonialism, he obviously underscores the 

declining trend of imperialism.  

Racism 

Racism is, like imperialism, a controversial issue in Conrad regarding his attitude 

to European race and the other, notably Eastern and African. When Conrad wrote his 

stories, the term “racism” was not yet incorporated in the domain of literary criticism. Yet 

Conrad’s awareness of the evils of imperialism grounded on blatant racism is obviously 

discernible in his works. By the demonstration of inherent racism Conrad displays this 

shrinking trend of European colonialism in the Malay settlement where prevails a kind of 

warring atmosphere on the bank of the Pantai river. In most of his Malay fiction, African 

stories and some of his Western stories, Conrad exhibits different facets of racism and 

their connections to imperialism, materialism and nationalism. In the first novel, intrigues 

and counter-intrigues enact a drama of love and betrayal and latent colonialism against 

the backdrop of racial prejudice. Almayer, being a Christian is a heretic to the Malay 

Muslims who actually welcome Abdullah the Arab trader, another Muslim. However, the 

conflict is not based on religion, for another European, Willems helps Abdullah; rather it 

is an issue of personal gain. The local Rajah, Lakamba and the one-eyed Babalatchi 

always act against the dual alliance of Dain and Almayer. Dain also secretly keeps 

relation with Mrs. Almayer and the Rajah. All these things Dain does for the sake of his 

love for Nina, who also, against the will of his father, secretly keeps the relation with 
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Dain. Thus, the political conspiracy and the personal passion of love get fused bringing in 

a very complex psychological issue of racial superiority which is also one of the inherent 

traits of Western dominance and imperialism. For racial superiority which is brought to 

the altar of colonialism often ruins the colonialists. Almayer’s racial superiority is one of 

the causes of his downfall, as his wife and daughter Nina both reject him for his obsession 

with European racial superiority. Conrad shows both Malay and non-Malay characters as 

racists “vying with each other for moral superiority over the native people. Superiority is 

measured by each in terms of their distance from the ‘native’” (Dryden 84-85). Though 

Lingard seems to keep himself away from the native, he arranges the marriage between 

Almayer and Mrs. Almayer.21 And Almayer calls Willems a savage, a pig and does not 

consider him a white man because of his evil activities. Joanna and her brother claim their 

superiority as white. All of them want to belong to the West, and they are aware of their 

superior position; they themselves are good for nothing but they feel hereditary 

superiority. Even the native and the White try to show their superiority over the other as 

Aissa, the half-Arab and half-Malay girl, towards the end of the novel calls Joanna “A 

Sirani woman. A woman of a people despised by all” (OI 358). Obviously, racism 

appears in Conrad’s oeuvre as a menace to human relationship.  

This racism ruins individual life as well as social life; racial superiority destroys 

both Almayer’s relation with his native wife and social position in the society of Borneo. 

The conflict between different races in the Malay Archipelago is not only based on 

racism. Dain and Nina relationship is the prime example, as this one is one of the few 

successful relationships in his entire oeuvre and portrayed positively against a sinister 

tragic background of Nina’s father’s ruin. This love relation is also plotted against by 

 
21  Mrs. Almayer is not given any name in the novel; she is called as Mrs. Almayer. 
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Taminah (a slave girl living under the protection of Almayer) and Babaltachi, because 

Taminah, though is kind to Nina, secretly loves Dain, and it is she who reveals the plot of 

Dain and Nina’s elopement to Almayer. And also there is business rivalry between 

Almayer and Abdullah, the latter having good relation with the Dutch who are trying to 

capture Dain who killed their two men. Therefore, there is a political and racial enmity in 

the land of Sambir. The Anglo-Dutch rivalry in matters of trade and control of the local 

Rajah makes both parties weak. And in the settlement the Dutch get the edge over the 

English. This Dian is a Malay Hindu prince, not a Muslim. When Almayer does not trust 

any Malay, he trusts Dian. He says to his daughter Nina, “It is bad to have to trust a 

Malay, but I must own that this Dain is a perfect gentleman – a perfect gentleman” (AF 

18). The dramatic irony works here, for Almayer’s praise of this Dain makes Nina take a 

notice of him and fall into his love. 

Babalatchi being a Muslim calls Dain as “possessed of the Sheitan” (AF 87). 

Later, when a drowned body is found near the shore, the natives mistakenly consider it to 

be Dain’s. Then he says “Lay him there. He was a Kaffir and the son of a dog, and he was 

the white man’s friend. He drank the white man’s strong water... That I have seen myself” 

(AF 104). The Arab trader Abdullah says about the European: “White men are quick in 

anger and slow in gratitude” (AF 111). Almayer, the white European, has a very negative 

idea which is close to the present European hate speech. He says to the Dutch officers 

who have come to seek for Dain: “It is a great pleasure to see white faces here. I have 

lived here for many years in great solitude. The Malays, you understand, are not company 

for a white man; moreover they are not friendly; they do not understand our ways. Great 

rascals they are” (AF 122). 
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Inherent racism based on colour of the skin is presented in one of his 

masterpieces, The Nigger of the Narcissus. The novel is a sensation to those who go and 

admire sea life; however, it is also liked by the English readers for its celebration of the 

superiority of the English race and its maritime tradition. It is nonetheless 

autobiographical, for all the characters were personally known to Conrad who joined the 

Narcissus as a second mate. The voyage starts from Bombay and returns to the Thames. 

On the way home two sailors from other ships come to their ships and they threaten the 

complacency of the crew. One is Donkin, and the other is James Wait. The latter is the 

nigger of the title of the story. When Donkin incites the crew to a kind of indolence and 

mutiny, Wait also demoralizes them by his sickness and impending death. How the crew 

behaves with these two outsiders constitutes the plot of the novel.  

However, the treatment of the nigger James Wait has given spark to the novel’s 

preoccupation with racism in the sea. Michael Echeruo in “Conrad’s Nigger” points to 

Conrad’s racial treatment of the character: “Conrad presents his main character [James 

Wait] not as sick sailor but as a repulsive blackman. Conrad plays on Wait’s negroid 

features ... The man ceases, or rather, is subsumed in the Negro identity which Conrad has 

created for him” (135). The other crew members derogatorily call Wait a nigger and 

consider him the hateful other on whom their anger and spite might be inflicted: “And we 

hated James Wait. We could not get rid of the monstrous suspicion that this astounding 

black-man was shamming sick, had been malingering heartlessly in the face of our toil, of 

our scorn, of our patience ... in the face of death... The secret and ardent desire of our hearts 

was the desire to beat him viciously” (NN 72-73). 
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James Wait also reacts to the call of the word nigger. He, while being tied by a 

rope, retorts to Belfast who hates him because of his colour, “You wouldn’t call me 

nigger if I wasn’t half dead, you Irish beggar!... You wouldn’t be white if you were ever 

so well ... I will fight you ... I want air. ”  (NN 80). Jeremy Hawthorn thinks that James 

Wait represents “Conrad’s own ideological contradictions and uncertainties and those of 

his age” (qtd. in Knowles, Oxford Companion 282). As Conrad has always showed his 

sympathy for the humanity far away in the East, he has also felt the same humanity for 

the Negro, for the Victorian English and European White people had always repudiated 

the negroes who suffered much as slaves in the whole world. People’s mixed and 

confused treatment of the Negro is well-portrayed in the novel. Conrad’s Marxist concern 

for the common workers is evident from Donkin’s speech: “We were indubitably good 

men; our deserts were great and our pay small. Through our exertion we had saved the 

ship and the skipper would get the credit of it. What had he done?...We were oppressed 

by the injustice of the world” (NN 101-102). Layertes and Kayertes also suffer much due 

to their European identity in An Outpost of Progress. In “Karain”  too, Pata Matara wants 

to kill his own sister who has eloped with a Dutchman. The racial hatred creates a barrier 

for him who cannot bear the marriage of his sister with a white man as Brabantio and 

Iago cannot tolerate the marriage of Desdemona with Othello in Shakespeare’s Othello. 

Almayer’s objection to her daughter’s marriage with Dain is also the same. 

Enmity based on racial prejudice is found not only between whites and non-whites 

but also between whites and whites based on national identity politics within Europe as 

between the Dutch and the English or between the English and the French. Apart from the 

enmity between Alamyer and Willems in An Outcast of the Islands, in “Freya of the 

Seven Isles”, the enmity between the English trader, the owner and master of the brig 
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Bonito, Jasper Allen and the Dutch commander of a patrol boat, Lieutenant Heemskirk 

reaches to a peak when their personal rivalry is fuelled by their racial, commercial and 

political rivalry – rivalry between two imperial powers for their dominance in the region. 

The dominant Dutch officer while trying to woo Frey was slapped by her; he takes an 

immoral revenge upon the innocent lover of Freya. He drowns Allen’s brig, and this loss 

makes Allen mad. Freya pines away for the love of Allen and ultimately dies. However, 

Conrad’s own politics of championing the English over the other European nations in 

respect of morality and good governance is obvious. Conrad also seems to have glorified, 

to some extent, the English empire over others as in Heart of Darkness he exposes the 

Belgian empire but does not directly discard British imperialism making Marlow, the 

English man moralise and philosophise over the history of colonialism and imperialism.  

Racial jealousy and conflict are shown between European nations in the Malay 

Trilogy and in Victory, in which Morrison’s brig is arrested by the Portuguese on some 

pretenses of irregularities of papers in Delhi. Poor Morrison is rescued by Heyst, who 

seems to be the true white man to him. The narrator says, “… Morrison refused to accept 

the racial whiteness of the Portuguese officials” (V 16) who were rascals to him. But 

Morrison who was saved and who engaged Heyst on his next mission of setting up a 

company returned to London for some business purpose and died. And the Narrator muses, 

“Going to Europe was nearly as final as going to Heaven. It removed a man from the world 

of hazard and adventure” (V 22). Morrison has been portrayed as a benevolent colonist who 

often gave rice and other commodities whenever the islanders wanted from him and thus 

was often criticized by his fellow colonists. Schomberg is called a Teuton, that is, a 

German, and is called a good hater. He is portrayed as a malicious man like Shakespeare’s 

Iago, and he detests Scandinavians generally. He had a theory of “white man for white 
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men” (V 93), but he does not apply his theory to Heyst. Both Schomberg and Ricardo are 

Eurocentric: “Both these white men looked on native life as a mere play of shadows. A play 

of shadows the dominant race could walk through unaffected and disregarded in the pursuit 

of its incomprehensible aims and needs” (V 157).  

Racism within Europe is also shown by Conrad in “Amy Foster”. Written in 1901 

and published in the volume Typhoon and Other Stories in 1903, this story is based on 

Conrad’s personal experience of feeling as an exile in England. This is the only story that 

deals with a Pole directly. Yanko Gooral, a Polish refuge on his way to immigrate to 

America, falls a prey to a sea storm in which his vessel sinks, and only he survives. He is 

washed ashore to the coast of Kent where people treat him with suspicion and call him ‘a 

hairy sort of gipsy fellow’ and an escaped lunatic or a maniac. But a simple village girl, 

Amy Foster, takes pity on him and eventually marries him. Though they are oceans apart 

in respect of ethnicity and culture, they get married, but cannot avoid the racial barrier. 

They speak different languages as well, and the wife does not like her husband’s teaching 

Polish to their baby boy and treats Yanko harshly now. One day while Yanko is very sick 

with fever, he desperately wants water in his native Polish tongue. Amy, who does not 

understand his plea, flees her home and leaves him to die. Thus, the linguistic barrier 

gives rise to racial distrust which functions in the story humourously yet tragically. 

Conrad shows his anxiety or imaginary fear in living in a different country. The life of an 

exile has a dual meaning for Conrad. One is forced exile which he experienced under 

Russian Government when his parents were in exile in Volgada. And another is his own 

wish to leave his home country first for France and next for England. He had to live in 

those two countries alone with a different language and culture. But though he overcomes 

the linguistic barrier, he knows for sure about the anxiety of communication, especially 
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oral one, in practical life. This theme of exile and difficulty of an exiled person to adapt to 

a new situation is eternal and very much a fact even today. Critics and reviewers often 

call the story an autobiographical one that displays Conrad’s own feelings of uncertainty, 

insecurity and alienation in the country of his adoption.  

Moral Test and Degeneracy of the White People 

European protagonists are placed in the East and Africa to be tested. Their 

morality is tested in an alien setting. Conrad’s skeptical attitude to Western colonial 

ideology and his anti-Eurocentric stance are conspicuously displayed in his portrayal of 

characters like Willems in An Outcast of the Island, Kurtz in “Heart of Darkness”, Jim in 

Lord Jim, and Kayertes and Layertes in “An Outpost of Progress”. In Conrad’s second 

novel An Outcast of the Islands (1896), which is also the second in the Malay trilogy, 

there are four white people in the place. They are Lingard, Hudig, Almayer and Willems. 

The latter two are like vagabonds doing nothing serious but in conflict with each other. 

Willems, who has a half-caste wife and a son, gets attracted to Aissa, the daughter of the 

blind old Omar, and ultimately starts living with her who possesses him so much and 

finally murders him in mistake. Willems’s earlier moral blunder by counterfeiting 

Hudig’s money and the illicit relation with Aissa point to the colonial theme of moral 

degeneracy, which is, as some critics say, often a theme Conrad has dealt in the African 

setting. The European is a victim to wilderness, to native charms. But to me, Conrad 

never seems to overtly hint at that. Rather, the inherent greed of man looms large when 

they find themselves in a free atmosphere where they can exercise their power freely. 

Their power leads them to commit the blunder they make there. They are in trading 

stations, and they think of only trade. They do not pretend to have any other mission other 
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than trade. But what is lacking in these stories is the absence of the colonial 

administration. There is no direct authority of administration that controls the affairs of 

the region. The local Rajah is there, yet we do not see any kind of stable administration or 

its control. No rules and laws regulate their life. The European traders take the advantage 

of the absence of law. Willems does many things for Hudig:  

… the quiet deal in opium; the illegal traffic in gunpowder, the great affair of smuggled 

firearms, the difficult business of the Rajah of Goak. He carried the last through by sheer 

pluck; he had bearded the savage old ruler in his council room; he had bribed him with a 

gilt glass coach, which, rumour said, was used as a hen-coop now; he had over-persuaded 

him; he had bested him in every way. That was the way to get on … the wise, the strong, 

the respected, have no scruples. Where there are scruples there can be no power. On that 

text he preached often to the young men. It was his doctrine, and he, himself, was a 

shining example of its truth. (OI 8) 

We find the white man involved in the illegal opium and gunpowder business. The white 

people trade firearms for the Rajah as well. Willems comes to a powerful position through 

“sheer pluck”. He manages to gain the position by bribing the Rajah and by some other 

crooked means. Conrad’s ironic disapproval of the wise, the powerful and the strong is 

emblematic of the power of empire itself. The cynicism contained in the sentence of the 

preceding quotation that “Where there are scruples there can be no power” undermines the 

moral and legitimizing ideology of colonialism and imperialism. This is the power without 

scruples, without morality and justice, which is governing and oppressing the present world 

too. The power of the Security Council of the UN, the power of the world powers like 

USA, UK, Russia, France and China, that possess the power of veto, with all their 

pretensions to keep and maintain truth, justice, and democracy can be understood through 

the eyes of this Polish-born British writer. Yes, if president Bashar of Syria or USA or 

Russia or UK had scruples, there would not have been the destruction of a city, of so many 
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innocent people – children, women, the old and the young in Iraq, Afghanistan and so on. If 

George W. Bush, Tonny Blair or Putin or Saddam had scruples, there would not have been 

deaths and anarchy that are prevailing in Iraq now. And the indescribable plight of the 

Rohingya and the Palestinian is a fact. So much pain and tears, so much agony would not 

have afflicted the world if there were moral scruples of the powerful. If the scientists had 

scruples they would never dare make nuclear bombs or even any kind of bombs that are 

solely produced to be used against humans.  

Conrad unmasks the futility of imperial power, of colonial administration too. The 

tendency to consider the native as savage and their subsequent inhuman treatment of them 

indicates European moral bankruptcy. Willems, the representative of the West, does 

smuggling of gunpowder and opium by bribing the local Rajah. This drug and arms 

trafficking is still rampant in the world. Conrad’s dealing with these materials is thus very 

much relevant to the present context. These illegal businesses are done side by side the 

legal business of importing and exporting raw materials and productions. In this novel, 

Peter Willems, working as a clerk at Hudig and Co. Ltd., marries a half-caste girl named 

Joanna, the illegitimate daughter of Hudig, whom he does not love at all. He even does 

not like his baby son, though he likes to stay in respect and honour he receives from the 

poor relatives of his wife, who are dependent on him for support of their family. But 

when he is fired by Hudig from his company and in effect dishonoured by his wife and 

wife’s family members, he again, with the help of Lingard, comes to Sambir to stay with 

Almayer. Here he gets involved into a secret plot with Babalatchi, a one eyed native 

politician and adventurer to bring the Arab traders to break the monopoly of Lingard, who 

is his protector. Conrad’s attempt to show the degenerate European in Sambir is to 

undermine the White superiority, for older values of empire like gentlemanliness, 
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courage, chivalric code of conduct, success and Christian morality are not characteristics 

of Almayer, Willems, Joanna, Jim and Alex. Conrad presents the failed Europeans while 

the Western reader wants to read the story of the successful heroes. Like Haggard, 

Stevenson and Kipling he could not be a one-eyed man to portray only the pleasant 

aspects of the colonies falsifying reality. Conrad is a realist; he has subverted the 

nineteenth century stereotypical images of the white colonists as heroes to a significant 

extent. That is why Willems is not chivalric towards his half-caste wife. He does not 

respect her, and he does not even care for his son, the “pale yellow child”, and the “dark-

skinned brother-in-law”. He, like Almayer, considers himself superior as a pure white 

man to his wife and the latter’s relatives.  

When the image of the imperial white hero is such that he will be loyal, faithful, 

loving and caring to his wife, it is absent in Conrad’s most Western characters; rather here 

we see both Almayer and Willems tyrannizing their wives. While the former wants to get 

rid of her, the latter betrays her by his secret relation with Aissa, a native girl, the 

daughter of the blind Raja Omar. So, the ideal hero must resist the temptation of the 

native beauties. The native women will degenerate them or corrupt them. These values 

are, as Linda Dryden shows, taught in the British schools. But Willems fails in this 

regard. So there are certain traits which match with the ideal imperial hero, but some of 

them are not present in him. That the white hero would return to Europe with riches and 

would marry a beautiful European girl is not found in Conrad. Rather, Conrad’s white 

heroes are not perfect, and they cannot return. So, Conrad’s tales represent those who are 

not successful in life; rather through such portrayals he presents the dark sides of 

imperialism. Lind Dryden says, “In imperial romance white adventurers, masquerading as 

gods, bring peace, stability, and prosperity to ‘native’ peoples. Willems’ intervention in 
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local affairs sparks off political unrest and highlights his inadequacy, his conceit, and his 

own degeneracy” (Dryden 79).  

Perhaps one of the best examples of moral test of the European is shown by 

Conrad in Lord Jim. This novel after “An Outpost of Progress” in Tales of Unrest (1898) 

and Heart of Darkness (1899) is one which engages with the subject of empire. In the 

case of Jim, he is the embodiment of the European spirit of adventure – a dreamer, a 

brave boy failing in the Patna episode by jumping into the sea keeping the pilgrims in 

trouble and thus facing the trial where he meets Marlow. Like some other heroes of 

Conrad, Jim fails as a boy in his dream, but eventually becomes successful, and from a 

page, he becomes a lord and yet fails in the end. In this colonialist tale, the European’s 

easy access to Patusan and becoming a lord is reminiscent of Kurtz’s becoming a god. 

The novel was greeted well by readers and critics. Many did not like his new narrative 

style,but praised its originality. Norman Sherry investigates the extensive use of events 

and acquaintances of Conrad’s in his Conrad’s Eastern World. The novel takes up the 

first episode with the suspense of eight hundred Muslim pilgrims on board the steamship 

Jeddah bound for Mecca from Singapore, deserted by the captain and the crew. The 

ceremony of Haj, one of the five pillars of Islamic faith and tradition obviously arouses 

interest in the reader, both Eastern and Western. But surprisingly, John Lester suggesting 

Conrad’s bookish knowledge about Muslims considers this episode of pilgrimage as 

Conrad’s negative ideas about religious bigotry. Though the text does not say much about 

Haj, it makes this incident enthralling by investing it with spiritual piety. The episode is 

more about the duty of the captain, and the crew whose responsibility and work in the 

time of danger of a ship carrying so many people of other faiths is the focus of the 

narrative. And young Jim’s knowledge about himself is emphasised here.  
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However, the ethical question arises when the supposed sinking ship with about 

one thousand Muslims of different faiths is deserted by the German Captain. But 

fortunately the very next day, the ship was taken into the harbour by another French 

gunboat. This was a real incident, and so there was a general hue and cry in Europe, and a 

trial was underway. Punishment was given to the captain, his certificate being suspended 

for three years, and the chief officer was rebuked. Conrad had the similar experience on 

board the Palestine and was awaiting a court of enquiry though it was a cargo ship. The 

incident raises two questions: first one is that if there were Christian people on board the 

Jedda, would the Captain and the officers desert her? What went inside their minds then? 

Didn’t they associate any evil and ominous sign with the Pilgrims’ voyage as some 

educated people also thought that the evils of modernism in England were due to the 

influence of Islam in Europe? In fact, Islam in the Western tradition has been deemed as a 

threat to the influence of Christianity. “Thus, from the 8th century to the middle of the 

19th, it was the virtually unanimous Western opinion that Islam was a violent religion 

whose success was due to the sword” (Philip C. Almond). The Indian, Arab, Chinese, 

African people �í all were not civilized to them, and hence they were not even considered 

fully human. Therefore, Jim’s desertion of the ship with all other crew leaving the eight 

hundred people inside the sinking ship is the moral failure of the West. The European 

character is tested. The narrative focus is directed towards these characters’  individual 

lives and problems against the vast Eastern setting and people’s behavior. Jim’s heroism 

is tested in different places. How Jim feels and how he survives is more important to the 

author than the life of the eight hundred pilgrims and the lives of the Patusan people. His 

sympathy is more for Jim than the other native characters.  
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The characters Kurtz, Kayertes and Layertes are degenerated in the African 

setting. In Heart of Darkness, Kurtz, the best specimen of Europe, gets acculturated. His 

relation with the naive mistress and taking part in unspeakable rites show his utter 

degeneration. The other Europeans, the manager, the accountant and others treat the 

natives savagely; they intrigue against each other too. And Layertes and Kayertes in “An 

Outpost of Progress” kill each other for a trivial matter. The Europeans cannot face the 

dark Africa, tropical heat and tremendous isolation. Conrad’s ironic title shows the 

antithesis in the story. As no progress of civilization was seen in the Congo of Heart of 

Darkness, the similar thing is found in this “An Outpost of Progress”. These two 

Europeans resemble his early European characters in the Malay fiction and are later 

carried on in Heart of Darkness. The oppression, injustices and rapacious follies by which 

the colonial people ruled the other far-off African and Asian territories have ironically 

been satirised by Conrad, who has really challenged the long-established Kiplingesque 

view of the benevolence of colonial project. And this is why Conrad is one of the widely 

read authors in Africa as well. The traditional Western idea of African people that they 

are not governable and irredeemably uncivilized is thwarted by the portrayal of Makola 

who keeps his sanity intact in the outpost and proves his worthiness. Daniel Vogel 

discusses the text as a critique against colonialism and imperialism. He tries to focus on 

the complexity of the situation of two Europeans who are very much idle in the outpost 

doing nothing though they are duly paid by the director. The way Conrad makes them 

discuss civilization and progress is to mock the colonialist claim of superiority of the 

European. Carlier and Kayerts discover an old newspaper that focuses on progress 

brought to Africa by Europeans: “That print discussed what it was pleased to call ‘Our 

Colonial Expansion’ in high-flown language. It spoke much of the rights and duties of 

civilization, of the sacredness of the civilizing work, and extolled the merits of those who 
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went about bringing light, and faith and commerce to the dark places of the earth” (“An 

Outpost”). Carlier and Kayertes read, wonder and begin to think better of themselves. 

Carlier says one evening, “In a hundred years, there will be perhaps a town here. Quays, 

and warehouses, and barracks, and – and – billiard rooms. Civilization, my boy, and 

virtue – and all. And then, chaps will read that two good fellows, Kayertes and Carlier, 

were the first civilized men to live in this very spot” (“An Outpost” 8-9). But ironically 

they kill each other. 

Conrad also blames the unconquerable wilderness of the place: “On the sands in 

the middle of the stream, hippos and alligators sunned themselves side by side. And 

stretching away in all directions, surrounding the insignificant cleared spot of the trading 

post, immense forests, hiding fearful complications of fantastic life, lay in the eloquent 

silence of mute greatness” (“An Outpost”  8). Thus, the fear of an alien land and jungle 

and the monotony of the idle hours make these two European agents inactive. They went 

there not of their own will but circumstances forced them to come to this outpost; Carlier 

had to come for his brother-in-law and Kayertes for his daughter Melie. Kayertes says, “If 

it wasn’t for my Melie, you wouldn’t catch me here” (6). The theme of loneliness and 

savagery which bewilder a European in the forest is also present in Heart of Darkness:  

The contact with pure unmitigated savagery, with primitive nature and primitive man, 

brings sudden and profound trouble into the heart. To the sentiment of being alone of 

one’s kind, to the clear perception of the loneliness of one’s thoughts, of one’s sensations 

– to the negation of the habitual, which is safe, there is added the confirmation of the 

unusual, which is dangerous; a suggestion of things vague, uncontrollable, and repulsive, 

whose discomposing intrusion excites the imagination and tries the civilized nerves of the 

foolish and the wise alike. (5) 
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Therefore, loneliness and hardness of life associated with the tropical island, its maddening 

heat and strangeness are unbearable to the Europeans, who, because of their habit of living 

comfortably in Europe, get sick in the tropic. While going to the Congo, Conrad himself 

had to walk 230 miles in the tropical heat of the place. Conrad’s ambivalent attitude to 

colonization is strong here. Yet, when he ridicules the European colonists, his point of view 

becomes Eastern. He also seems to speak from the stand-point of the marginal European 

people who are exploited by businessmen and the government that send them to the unsafe 

and lonely alien East without a family or a community to live in.  

However, Conrad’s portrayal of characters like Kurtz is very complex and 

suggestive. His moral failure is shrouded with mystery, and he is both a victim to imperial 

rhetoric and a victimizer to the natives, and that is why Kurtz becomes an alter-ego of 

Marlow like Legatt in “The Secret Sharer”. This is one of the famous short stories based 

on Conrad’s own experience of the first command in the Ottago in the Gulf of Siam in 

1888. Narrated by a young captain, the story is developed on an alter ego theme like that 

of Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim. Becalmed at the Gulf of Siam, one night the narrator 

finds a naked swimmer named Legatt on the bottom of a rope ladder. The fugitive is the 

first mate of the ship Sephora where he kills an insolent seaman in a moment of anger in 

the midst of a hurricane. He is being taken to Bangkok for trial, but he manages to escape 

as he is a very good swimmer. The young captain feels sympathy for this man, gives him 

clothes and hides him in his cabin. When Captain Archibald of the Sephora inquires of 

Legatt the next day, he hides the fact. After four days, he, in order to help him escape to 

the nearby island, orders his ship to go near lands in the pretext of having some land 

breezes. While escaping the ship, Legatt drops his hat unaware on the sea. The captain 

sees the hat and gets the signal that the ship is blowing backwards, and he then shifts the 
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helm to change direction and saves the ship. This reckless act of courage wins him great 

respect from his crew; but the young captain’s saving Legatt, a murderer, is a question of 

morality and legal issue. The Shadow Line rather is more a matured response to the 

Eastern seas. Mr. Burns, the first mate of the ship, is on the verge of madness because of 

terrible heat and malaria in the East. Other crews also catch malaria which makes the 

journey impossible. Only the captain and the cook do not catch the disease. The 

Darwinian theme of survival of the fittest, which is a rhetoric booster for the European 

colonists, is employed by Conrad. The earlier captain of the ship goes mad because of the 

tropical heat and for his Eastern lover. 

Islam and Muslims 

One of the significantly noticeable areas of Conrad’s Eastern fiction is his display 

of the knowledge of Islam and the Muslims. Conrad has created a few but important 

Muslim characters. But John Lester like Hugh Clifford argues in his “Conrad and Islam” 

that whatever knowledge about Muslims Conrad has shown in his fiction is drawn from 

books. This is not the case I think as Conrad had stayed for about six months in the 

Malaysia and as Lester has suggested that he knew an Arab Muslim by the name of Syed 

Mohsin or Sayed Abdullah. He had a deep reverence for other cultures and religions and 

this he exhibits in Lord Jim where he describes Haj, the Muslim pilgrims’ journey to the 

Kaba in the city of Mekka: 

…urged by faith and the hope of paradise…Eight hundred men and women with faith and 

hopes, with affections and memories…coming from north and south and from the 

outskirts of the East, after treading the jungle paths, descending the rivers, coasting in 

praus along the shallows, crossing in small canoes from island to island, passing through 

suffering, meeting strange sights, beset by strange fears, upheld by one desire. They came 
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The faithful people are taking the journey under the unbelieving captain and his 

mates. The Christian captain and the crew take the Muslims to their holy land where the 

Muslims will perform their Haj, one of the five pillars of Islam. The Muslims need the 

help of the unbelievers or the people of other faiths. They surrender to the wisdom, 

courage and dutifulness of the European white people. And Europe’s power is naval. 

Great Britain is called the queen of the sea. The Europeans are the masters of the sea and 

sea-routes which give them the edge over the non-European people. During those days 

the trade was done by the sea routes, and the ships were solely dependent on captains and 

engineers and their knowledge of the sea routes. All captains, mates and engineers were 

European, though there were some Chinese and Arab owners; hence there was the 

Western supremacy on the sea. 

Conrad is also aware of the European perspective, especially of atheists or secular 

people or Christian fundamentalists. The German captain in Lord Jim is the representative 

who calls these pilgrims “cattles”. He too, like the modern Western world, is aware of the 

rise of terrorism in the name of Islam hinted in the novel by the character named Sherif 

Ali and his followers who terrorize Patusan. The blind Omar, Babalatchi, Lakamba, 

Taminah, Aissa– all of them are Muslim characters without any commendable 

characteristics; they represent the common Muslims with their usual failings and 

achievements. John Lester rightly points out in that that “Conrad’s Muslims are usually 

bigoted, frequently violent, invariably unscrupulous and always complacently exclusive. 

They constantly accuse the Europeans of being unbelievers, infidels, and sons of Satan” 

(“Conrad and Islam”163). Conrad’s portrayal of the veiled Malay women and the Arabs 

with rosary beads exemplifies his excellent power of observation of the Muslim culture. 

By reading Conrad one can know that “a Muslim should not eat the meat of the pig, 
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should not consume alcohol, should pray towards Mecca at certain times of day, and may 

marry up to four wives” (Lester, “Conrad and Islam” 163). His Arab Muslims in the 

novel demonstrate his idea about the Arab race. He describes the owner of the ship thus – 

“…an old, dark little man, blind in one eye, in a snowy robe and yellow slippers. He was 

having his hand severely kissed by a crowd of Malay pilgrims to whom he had done some 

favour, in the way of food and money. His alms-giving, I have heard, was most extensive, 

covering almost the whole Archipelago. For isn’t it said that ‘The charitable man is the 

friend of Allah” (LJ 182). Conrad has used the word “Allah” in several of his novels. 
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Chapter Four 
Conrad’s West 

“A civilization that proves incapable of solving the problems it creates is a decadent 

civilization.”  

— Aime Cesaire: Discourse on Colonialism 

Conrad sets half of his stories in the East and Africa, and the other half in the West. While 

Conrad presents the East as a site of Western people’s adventure, moral test and business, 

he presents the West as a site of anarchy, revolution and war. The West that surfaces in 

the fictional world of Conrad is Europe and North America of the early twentieth century. 

The complex history of the world and Europe get intertwined, and a new emerging West 

is born from the ashes of the dying image of a unified Europe. Conrad treats this split of 

Europe in a political philosophy of division as between East and West within Europe. 

Hence, Conrad’s West is portrayed more with irony and satire and most often from 

Western Europe’s point of view against the Eastern Europe, especially, against that of 

Russia. The social and individual dimension is superseded by the political consideration 

in the Western fiction. The West is portrayed as a test for ideas and politics. Revolution, 

anarchy, democracy, capitalism, war and despotism thus characterize Conrad’s Western 

world. But today the West is not identified as a land of despotism. The West is rarely 

described as lacking in something, though there is the absence of spirituality or faith as it 

is clearly stated in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Edward Albee’s Who Is Afraid of 

Virginia Woolf?. The Western political rhetoric and media never charge the West with 

this lack, because they have found alternatives in democracy, science and individuality 

ignoring a man’s loneliness and alienation. Before the rise of the power of Russia, Europe 


