heart of darkness and the secret sharer

Heart of Darkness and The Secret Sharer are two of Joseph Conrad's most celebrated
works, each offering profound insights into the human condition, morality, and the
complexities of colonialism. Both stories delve into the darker aspects of humanity and
explore the inner struggles of their protagonists in the face of existential dilemmas. This
article will provide an in-depth analysis of these two masterpieces, comparing themes,
characters, and narrative techniques, while highlighting their enduring relevance in
contemporary literature.

Overview of Heart of Darkness

Heart of Darkness was published in 1899 and is widely regarded as a seminal work in the
canon of modern literature. The novella is set against the backdrop of European
colonialism in Africa, specifically in the Congo River basin. The story follows Charles
Marlow, a sailor who embarks on a journey to find Kurtz, an ivory trader who has become
a legendary figure among the local tribes and European colonizers alike.

Key Themes in Heart of Darkness

1. Colonialism and Imperialism: The novella critiques the brutal realities of European
colonialism, revealing the exploitation and dehumanization that characterized this
historical period.

2. The Duality of Human Nature: Conrad explores the conflict between civilization and
savagery. Marlow's journey into the heart of Africa becomes a metaphor for the journey
into the darker aspects of the human psyche.

3. Isolation and Alienation: Both Marlow and Kurtz experience profound isolation,
highlighting the psychological effects of their environment and actions.

4. The Unfathomable Nature of Truth: The story raises questions about the nature of truth
and morality, suggesting that absolute understanding may be unattainable.

Overview of The Secret Sharer

The Secret Sharer, published in 1910, is another profound exploration of identity and
morality. The narrative centers on an unnamed young captain of a ship who grapples with
his own sense of self and responsibility. The captain encounters a fugitive named Leggatt,
who has escaped from another ship after committing murder in self-defense. The
relationship between the captain and Leggatt is pivotal to the story, as it forces the
captain to confront his own fears and insecurities.



Key Themes in The Secret Sharer

1. Identity and Self-Discovery: The captain's relationship with Leggatt serves as a mirror,
prompting him to explore his own identity and the choices he must make as a leader.

2. Morality and Guilt: The story examines the moral complexities of Leggatt's actions and
the captain's decision to help him, reflecting on the nuances of right and wrong.

3. Isolation and Connection: The captain's isolation aboard his ship contrasts sharply with
his growing connection to Leggatt, highlighting the theme of companionship in solitude.

4. Fear and Courage: The narrative emphasizes the captain's internal struggle with fear
and the courage required to make difficult decisions.

Character Analysis

Protagonists: Marlow and the Young Captain

Both Marlow and the young captain are complex characters who embody the themes of
their respective stories.

- Marlow: As a seasoned sailor, Marlow represents a voice of reason amidst the chaos of
colonial conquest. His journey to find Kurtz serves as a metaphorical exploration of the
darkness within humanity. Marlow's reflections on civilization and savagery reveal his
deep understanding of moral ambiguity.

- The Young Captain: The captain, in contrast, is a novice leader who grapples with his
identity and responsibilities. His encounter with Leggatt forces him to confront his fears
and assumptions about leadership. Unlike Marlow, whose journey is external, the captain’s
journey is primarily internal.

Antagonists: Kurtz and the Society

- Kurtz: A charismatic yet morally ambiguous figure, Kurtz represents the corrupting
influence of power and colonialism. His descent into madness serves as a cautionary tale
about the consequences of unchecked ambition and moral decay.

- Society: In The Secret Sharer, the broader societal expectations and the pressures of
leadership act as antagonists to the captain. He must navigate the expectations of his crew
while staying true to his own values.



Narrative Techniques

Both works showcase Conrad's mastery of narrative style, utilizing various techniques to
enhance the themes and emotions of the stories.

Stream of Consciousness

Conrad employs a stream-of-consciousness technique in both novellas, allowing readers to
delve into the innermost thoughts of Marlow and the captain. This style creates an
intimate connection between the characters and the audience, emphasizing their
psychological struggles.

Symbolism

- Heart of Darkness: The journey into the Congo River symbolizes a descent into the
primal depths of human nature. The "heart of darkness" itself represents the moral
ambiguity and the darkness that resides within all individuals.

- The Secret Sharer: The sea serves as a symbol of isolation and the unknown. The
captain's ship represents his identity and the responsibilities he bears, while Leggatt
symbolizes the darker aspects of himself that he must confront.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Heart of Darkness and The Secret Sharer are profound explorations of
human nature, morality, and identity. Conrad's masterful storytelling, combined with rich
thematic content, invites readers to reflect on the complexities of existence and the
dualities of human nature. Both works remain relevant today, offering timeless insights
into the struggles of self-discovery and the ethical dilemmas we face in our lives. As we
navigate the complexities of modern existence, the lessons derived from these narratives
continue to resonate, reminding us of the darkness that can lie within and the importance
of understanding our own moral compass. Through the journeys of Marlow and the young
captain, Conrad challenges us to confront our own hearts of darkness and to seek the light
within.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'Heart of
Darkness'?

The central themes in 'Heart of Darkness' include imperialism, the darkness of human



nature, colonialism, and the journey into the self.

How does Joseph Conrad use symbolism in 'Heart of
Darkness'?

Conrad uses symbolism extensively, with the Congo River representing a journey into the
subconscious, while the character Kurtz embodies the moral ambiguity and darkness of
colonial exploitation.

What is the significance of the journey motif in 'The
Secret Sharer'?

In 'The Secret Sharer,' the journey motif symbolizes the protagonist's inner conflict and
self-discovery as he grapples with identity, loyalty, and the duality of human nature.

How do both 'Heart of Darkness' and 'The Secret Sharer'
address the concept of isolation?

Both works explore isolation, with Marlow feeling alienated in the Congo and the unnamed
captain in 'The Secret Sharer' struggling with his isolation aboard the ship, reflecting on
personal and existential isolation.

What role does the setting play in 'Heart of Darkness'?

The setting in 'Heart of Darkness' serves as a character in itself, representing the chaotic,
uncivilized aspects of colonial Africa and reflecting the protagonist's psychological
descent.

How does Conrad portray the character of Kurtz in
'Heart of Darkness'?

Kurtz is portrayed as a complex figure, initially viewed as an idealistic agent of civilization,
but ultimately revealed as a symbol of the corrupting power of colonialism and the
darkness within humanity.

What is the significance of the duality of man in 'The
Secret Sharer'?

The duality of man is significant in 'The Secret Sharer' as it highlights the conflict between
societal expectations and personal morality, embodied in the relationship between the
captain and the fugitive.

How does Conrad's writing style contribute to the
themes in 'Heart of Darkness'?

Conrad's writing style, characterized by dense prose and intricate imagery, enhances the



themes of ambiguity and existential dread, immersing readers in the oppressive
atmosphere of the Congo.

What can be said about the narrative structure of 'The
Secret Sharer'?

The narrative structure of 'The Secret Sharer' is notable for its introspective first-person
perspective, allowing readers to closely engage with the captain's thoughts and moral
dilemmas.

In what ways do 'Heart of Darkness' and 'The Secret
Sharer' reflect the historical context of colonialism?

Both stories reflect the historical context of colonialism by illustrating the psychological
and moral implications of imperialist actions, highlighting the impact of colonialism on
both the colonizers and the colonized.
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