
Critical Analysis of Conrad’s 

Heart of Darkness 

 

 

Joseph Conrad's novella Heart of Darkness is a complex and deeply symbolic work that has 

been the subject of extensive critical analysis and interpretation. Published in 1899, the story 

explores themes of imperialism, colonialism, racism, human nature, and the darkness that 

resides within the human soul.  

 

Important Themes in the Narrative: 

 

1. Imperialism and Colonialism – Conrad's portrayal of European imperialism and 

colonialism in Africa is one of the central themes of "Heart of Darkness." He criticizes 

the brutal and dehumanizing effects of colonialism on both the colonized Africans and 

the European colonizers. The story highlights the exploitation and cruelty that often-

accompanied European expansion into Africa, revealing the moral decay of those 

involved. 

 

2. The Darkness Within – The title "Heart of Darkness" refers not only to the physical 

darkness of the African wilderness but also to the darkness within human beings. 

Conrad explores the idea that humans have a capacity for brutality and cruelty, which 

is exacerbated when they are removed from the constraints of civilization. The character 

of Kurtz, who descends into madness and barbarism, is a stark example of this theme. 

 

3. Ambiguity and Moral Complexity – One of the novella's strengths is its moral 

ambiguity. Conrad does not offer clear moral judgments; instead, he presents a morally 

complex and morally compromised world. Readers are left to grapple with the blurred 

lines between good and evil, right and wrong, and civilization and savagery. This 

ambiguity challenges readers to question their own values and beliefs. 

 

4. Narration and Unreliable Narrator – Heart of Darkness is framed as a story within a 

story, with Marlow recounting his journey up the Congo River to a group of listeners. 

Marlow's narration is often unreliable, as he filters his experiences through his own 

perspective and biases. This narrative technique adds depth to the story and raises 

questions about the reliability of storytelling and the interpretation of events. 

 



5. Racism and Eurocentrism – Critics have noted the novella's problematic racial and 

Eurocentric undertones. The portrayal of African characters as primitive and inferior 

reinforces racial stereotypes of the time. Conrad's use of language and imagery can be 

seen as contributing to the dehumanization of the African people. While some argue 

that Conrad critiques racism, others contend that he reinforces it through his writing. 

 

6. Symbolism and Allegory – The novella is rich in symbolism and allegory. The journey 

up the Congo River can be seen as a symbolic journey into the depths of the human 

psyche. The river itself represents the journey into the heart of darkness. Kurtz, the 

ivory trader, is a symbol of the corrupting influence of power and greed. The jungle 

represents the unknown and primal aspects of human nature. 

 

Its exploration of imperialism, the human psyche, and morality, coupled with its narrative 

complexity and symbolism gives multiple layers of understanding to the narrative. While it has 

been criticized for its racist elements, it remains a powerful and thought-provoking work that 

invites readers to grapple with the complexities of the human condition. 

 

 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 

 

Marlow: 

 

Marlow is the central character and narrator of Joseph Conrad's novella Heart of Darkness. His 

journey up the Congo River serves as the narrative backbone of the story, and through his 

perspective, readers gain insight into the complex themes and events of the novella.  

He is a complex and multifaceted character. He is introspective and often ponders philosophical 

and moral questions. His narration is marked by ambiguity and uncertainty, reflecting the moral 

ambiguity and uncertainty of the world he encounters in the African wilderness. Marlow is 

neither a hero nor a villain but a flawed and human character trying to make sense of a dark 

and chaotic world. Marlow also serves as both the narrator and storyteller of the narrative. His 

role as a narrator adds layers of interpretation and subjectivity to the story. Readers must 

consider his perspective and biases when interpreting events. His storytelling ability is evident 

in his ability to captivate his audience, who are unnamed and nondescript but symbolize the 

broader audience of the novella. Furthermore, his journey up the Congo River is not just a 

physical voyage but also a quest for truth and understanding. He is driven by a desire to uncover 

the mysteries surrounding Kurtz, a charismatic and enigmatic figure. Marlow's search for Kurtz 

represents a quest for the truth about human nature, the consequences of imperialism, and the 

darkness that resides within individuals. 



Marlow also possesses a moral compass that sets him apart from some of the other characters 

in the story. He is critical of the brutal and exploitative aspects of European colonialism and is 

disturbed by the moral decay he witnesses in the Congo. His moral qualms and sense of 

decency serve as a contrast to the more ruthless and morally bankrupt characters he encounters. 

Throughout the novella, Marlow often experiences a sense of isolation and alienation. He is an 

outsider in both the European and African worlds he navigates. His isolation contributes to his 

sense of moral disorientation and adds to the overall feeling of existential dread that permeates 

the story. With the passage of time, Marlow undergoes a subtle transformation during his 

journey. He begins as an idealistic and naive young man but becomes increasingly disillusioned 

as he witnesses the brutality and darkness of the colonial enterprise. By the end of the novella, 

he has gained a deeper understanding of human nature and the moral complexities of the world. 

In the narrative of the novella, Marlow serves as a vehicle for Conrad's exploration of the 

themes of imperialism, colonialism, moral ambiguity, and the darkness within the human soul. 

He is a character who invites readers to reflect on the complexities of the human experience 

and the moral dilemmas that arise in the face of exploitation and brutality. His narrative voice 

and introspective nature make him a compelling and memorable character in the world of 

literature. 

 

Kurtz 

Mr. Kurtz is one of the most enigmatic and central characters in the text. His character is 

shrouded in mystery and symbolism, and his descent into madness and darkness serves as a 

pivotal element in the story. He is a symbolically rich character whose name is associated with 

various interpretations and meanings. He represents the embodiment of the darkness within the 

human soul, the corrupting influence of power and greed, and the consequences of unchecked 

imperialism and colonialism. He is both a literal character and a symbol of the moral and 

psychological depths to which humanity can sink. Kurtz is said to have possessed an 

extraordinary charisma and magnetism that draw people to him. He is described as a man of 

immense talent and intellect, making him a revered figure among the European colonizers and 

feared among the native Africans. His ability to accumulate vast quantities of ivory adds to his 

mystique and power. 

As such, one of the central aspects of Kurtz's character is his descent into madness and 

barbarism. As he isolates himself deep in the African wilderness, he becomes increasingly 

obsessed with power and the pursuit of ivory. His moral and mental disintegration is evident in 

his writings and the infamous phrase "The horror! The horror!" He symbolizes the 

consequences of unchecked ambition and the loss of humanity. Furthermore, Kurtz embodies 

a duality that is central to the novella. He is both a brilliant, cultured man and a ruthless, 

barbaric one. His ability to write eloquently about high-minded ideals and then commit brutal 

atrocities highlights the duality of human nature, suggesting that the potential for darkness 

exists within all of us. 

Kurtz's mysterious aura and obsession with the ivory trade contribute to his allure and 

complexity. He becomes fixated on accumulating ivory to the point where it consumes him. 

This obsession represents the corrupting influence of greed and the dehumanizing effects of 

colonialism. Beyond this, Kurtz has a profound impact on Marlow, the story's narrator. Marlow 

is initially intrigued and idealizes Kurtz but is gradually disillusioned as he witnesses the extent 



of Kurtz's moral decay. Kurtz's story serves as a cautionary tale for Marlow and reinforces the 

novella's exploration of the darkness that can reside within even the most seemingly civilized 

individuals. 

In Heart of Darkness Kurtz is a complex character who embodies the novella's central themes 

and serves as a symbol of the moral and psychological depths to which humanity can sink when 

subjected to the corrupting forces of imperialism and unchecked ambition. His character adds 

depth and nuance to the exploration of the human condition and the consequences of 

colonization. 


