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      Introduction

      
         
         Conrad’s Radically Contingent Politics

         
      

      
      Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski, who gradually transformed himself into the English
         writer, Joseph Conrad,[1]    was a mercurial personality. He left Poland for the sea, though he had no experience
         with salt water and no family history in sailing. He left the Polish language for
         French, and then for English. He attempted suicide at the age of twenty. He invested
         in various schemes and lost his inheritance. He married an English typist nearly sixteen
         years younger than himself with whom he had nothing in common. He worked as a writer
         though he made no money through all the years of his most important work and though
         he experienced psychological breakdowns of varying intensity after completing each
         novel. He was warm with his friends, ingratiating with influential strangers, but
         also intensely irritable and easily offended.
      

      
      His work is as varied and changeable as his personality, from his first two, emotionally
         intense Malay novels, to the stolid and confident Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ and “Typhoon”; from the coldly ironic “Outpost of Progress” to the nightmarishly
         subjective Heart of Darkness; from the leisurely, panoramic visions of Nostromo to the tautly nervous, claustrophobic ironies in The Secret Agent. 
      

      
      Despite the fact that Conrad was changeable and subject to extreme mood swings, and
         despite the extraordinary thematic and tonal range of his work, critics have attempted
         to impose a stable political perspective on his fiction—most often an Edmund Burkean,
         organic conservatism, influenced by his Polish background. This is understandable;
         until recently, a literary critic’s primary role has been to impose order on an author’s
         creative work or to identify groups of authors as part of well-defined movements.
         So, in his Politics and the Novel (first published in 1957), Irving Howe persuasively established a conservative base
         from which to view and understand Conrad’s politics, identifying him, essentially,
         as a “little Englander”: 
      

      
         Conrad’s conservatism, which is at least as much a psychological reflex as a formulated
            opinion, reached its full bloom in England. It is not an aggressive conservatism,
            Conrad being, for one thing, anti-imperialist in an age of imperialism; his rather
            querulous political mood came closest to “Little Englanders,” those who wished to
            freeze history at the point where England had been a prosperous mercantile nation
            but not yet a world power, and where the English gentleman and his country house had
            seemed indestructible monuments to an eternal order of virtue. This is a politics
            of defense: a desire to remain untouched by the fearful effects of industrialism,
            to be let alone by history, to retain privileges and values that are slipping away.
            (79)
         

      

      “Conrad’s conservatism,” Howe adds, “his hatred of the anarchists, his suppressed
         residue of nationalism must now seem more equivocal than at first sight. The anarchism
         he attacks is . . . a projection of an unrevealed self, of the desolation a modern
         ego fears to find beneath its domesticated surface” (82). In other words, Conrad fears
         anarchism for psychological reasons. He fears his own disorder.
      

      
      Howe claims that Conrad was profoundly conservative, even reactionary, in his politics.
         Thus, he hated revolutionaries, and this damaged the way he presented them in his
         work. His hatred was a consequence of his traumatic childhood. His father’s revolutionary
         activity, Howe argues, left him an orphan and a life in permanent exile, and Conrad’s
         political positions can all be traced back to this. According to Howe, when Conrad
         expresses any sympathy for revolutionary thought and behavior it is because he despairs
         that any system will alleviate every thinking person’s profound alienation and loneliness.
         The only answer is annihilation, the remedy suggested (and essentially left unchallenged)
         in The Secret Agent.  
      

      
      This has proven to be a persuasive analysis, but Howe is rather naïve in the way he
         deals with Conrad’s psychology; we are asked to imagine that Conrad’s personality,
         politics, and art derived almost entirely from childhood trauma. This leads Howe to
         undervalue and, essentially, to misread Conrad’s most finished novel, The Secret Agent. In their preoccupation with Conrad’s psychology, later critics followed Howe’s lead
         in their efforts to impose a consistent political perspective on Conrad’s work. 
      

      
      In the first full-length analysis devoted to Conrad’s politics, The Political Novels of Joseph Conrad (1963), Eloise Knapp Hay refers to the claim that Conrad wrote out of his sense of
         guilt for having left Poland, a position Hay herself supports in her discussion of
         Lord Jim. Hay notes Conrad’s preference for death to surrender and his defense of fanaticism
         as arising from his Polish heritage. Hay claims that Conrad’s attraction to lost causes
         was not because he supported archaic monarchies but because they were lost, just as the cause of Polish independence was lost. She writes, “The abolished
         constitution of the old Polish Republic remained for him . . . both vague and correct,
         a marvelous paradox of freedom and control mirrored in ‘the Polish temperament’” (11–12).
         Again, this argument about Conrad’s politics is essentially psychological. Because
         of his attachment to his Polish past, an attachment rendered both poignant and painful
         by the traumas he suffered as a boy, Conrad became an author who supported but, paradoxically,
         disdained all noble causes, who was drawn to noble political ends but was convinced
         they would never succeed. 
      

      
      Hay’s observations are always interesting, and her book continues to be essential
         for anyone exploring Conrad’s politics, but, like Howe, her representation of Conrad’s
         psychology—especially as the foundation for Conrad’s politics—is naïve and unsatisfying.
         
      

      
      Avrom Fleishman’s Conrad’s Politics: Community and Anarchy in the Fiction of Joseph Conrad, published four years later in 1967, remains equally significant, important, and
         unsatisfying. Fleishman claims that Conrad was essentially a Polish Positivist. “Its
         chief antagonist was the naïve mystical nationalism which had undermined the revolution.
         In place of the grand illusions, the Positivists preached realism: realism in life—evolutionary
         rather than revolutionary, social change through hard work—and realism in art, in
         place of the afflatus of Polish Romanticism.” “The record of Conrad’s political opinions,”
         Fleishman adds, “is a record of growth.” 
      

      
         It shows no consistent application of first principles, nor systematic doctrine, nor
            even a sustained temperamental attitude. As in natural growth, there is an interplay
            of inner and outer forces which generates unlooked-for excrescences, and there is
            also an expanded comprehension—an ability to take in more of the world. Above all,
            this is the growth of an imagination: it is the mind of an artist with which we are
            concerned, not that of a philosopher or a politician. The opinions are limited by
            naïveté, shaped by circumstances, charged with passion. They make up a set of ways
            of looking at the world, ways of seeing the impersonal forces of history to be instinct
            with human tragedy. With this somewhat vague but steadily growing imaginative comprehension,
            Conrad fashioned the personal dramas of his political novels as parables of man’s
            life in history. (23)
         

      

      Though Fleishman suggests Conrad’s political positions—represented in his fiction—are
         unsystematic, Fleishman himself imposes a system on what he calls Conrad’s “steadily
         growing imaginative comprehension.” Fleishman’s argument is strained repeatedly as
         he tries to impose his vision of Conrad’s developing political consciousness, which
         Fleishman sees, essentially, as an organicism most often associated with Edmund Burke.
      

      
      In Joseph Conrad: Narrative Technique and Ideological Commitment, published in 1990, Jeremy Hawthorn resists the natural effort of earlier critics
         to impose a consistent political philosophy on Conrad’s work. Hawthorn usefully employs
         Keats’s term “negative capability” to refer to Conrad’s capacity to accept often contradictory
         positions and points of view and then work those positions and viewpoints into his
         art. Hawthorn focuses on Conrad’s narrative technique, especially his use of free
         indirect discourse, and this helps him produce a number of subtly nuanced, politically
         wide-ranging interpretations of what Hawthorn identifies as Conrad’s successful fiction.
         But Hawthorn’s over-arching project is to distinguish between Conrad’s artistic successes
         and failures. He suggests that Conrad’s fiction is great only when his technique is
         informed by his “intellectually active moral consciousness,” that his art fails when
         he fictionalizes his own (conservative) political positions (xii).
      
 
      Once again, this suggests that Conrad maintained more-or-less stable and conservative
         political ideas throughout his working life, but any survey of his Collected Letters proves that Conrad’s political positions varied with his circumstances and with his
         audience. In the Letters, Conrad’s politics range from those expressed in his anti-democratic rant (“Where’s
         the man to stop the rush of social-democratic ideas?”) to Spiridion Kliszczewski (December,
         1885, discussed with The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ below), to his equally famous letter fifteen years later, to Cunningham Graham, which
         expresses qualified agreement with his socialist friend. The world would indeed be
         better if Graham’s positions were adopted, he claims. Conrad’s only disagreement with
         Graham is that he believes the world cannot be changed, and he expresses this through
         his well-known comparison of the universe to a knitting machine; human nature and
         human society cannot be altered: “You can’t interfere with it. The last drop of bitterness
         is in the suspicion that you can’t even smash it” (CL, 1, 425). As I suggest in Chapter 5, Conrad reveals a sympathetic understanding of
         those who want to “smash it” in his anarchist stories and The   Secret Agent. He mocks the aggressive activities of suffragettes in a 1913 letter to Michael Holland,
         wondering whether Holland’s wife laments having missed joining this “latest fashionable
         amusement for ladies” (CL, 5, 227), though he had signed a petition favoring women’s right to vote three years
         before.[2]    Overall, the Letters reveal an active interest in politics, local, national, and international, but they
         do not provide a stable base from which to view his fiction. Any effort to hold the
         politics in his fiction against the politics he expresses in his letters and non-fiction
         is complicated by the internal contradictions within both. 
      

      
      Paul Armstrong takes Hawthorn’s position on Conrad’s negative capability a bit further
         in his Play and the Politics of Reading (2005), where he argues that Conrad created texts that not only interrogate and,
         often, criticize particular cultural conventions, assumptions, and prejudices, but
         that also challenge the reader to find areas in the texts themselves that might be
         interrogated and criticized. And he directly addresses the issue of Conrad’s shifting
         politics: 
      

      
         Tying [Conrad’s] political fictions to the past . . . has often made Conrad’s political
            thinking seem incoherent or contradictory. He has been praised as a courageous critic
            of imperial exploitation in the Congo, for example, even as he has been lambasted
            as a racist example of European cultural hegemony. He has been seen as a radical opponent
            of Western capitalism and as a conservative defender of traditional institutions.
            His irony, always sharp and often dark and scathing, has seemed oddly unstable, and
            as a result Conrad has been regarded as a curious political writer who is passionate
            about politics without it being at all clear what his politics are. 
         

      

      Instead, Armstrong argues, Conrad

      
         typically offers contradictory perspectives to the reader that refuse to cohere into
            a straightforward image of the past, and he does so because he wishes to expose the
            limitations and inadequacies of his time without alleviating the reader’s responsibility
            to struggle with their complications. The contradictions in his political fiction
            are an incitement to future audiences to engage problems that Conrad refused to contain
            in the past. The notorious ambiguities of Conrad’s political novels are not instances
            of confusion but strategies for speaking across historical distance. (74–75)[3]   
         

      

      With this, Armstrong frees us from the critical compulsion to seek a consistent lens
         through which to read Conrad’s political fiction, a move that Conrad himself would
         have applauded. He would have been especially pleased with Armstrong’s insistence
         that Conrad expected a great deal from his audience, including an ability to turn
         the skepticism expressed by the narrative in the works against not only the direct
         objects of his satire, such as imperialism, radical groups, and sentimentalists, but
         also against the implicit, variable positions and values he himself seems to have
         promoted and expressed in his fiction.
      

      
      Indeed, there is no doubt that Conrad wrote for an ideal audience that was wide-awake,
         open to a wide variety of points of view, and capable of self-criticism, an audience
         that he despaired of finding in his lifetime. In Conrad’s only half-joking letter
         to H. G. Wells in September, 1908, about his short story, “An Anarchist,” he suggested
         that he will “get several additional centuries of Purgatory for that tale—that is
         if the Recording Angel of man’s deeds knows what he is about, and it would be impious
         to doubt that” (CL 4, 128). Only an angel in heaven, Conrad’s ideal reader, can fully understand his
         fiction. And, at least in Conrad’s fiction, neither angels nor heaven exist. 
      

      
      My approach in the subsequent chapters follows the familiar modern and post-modern
         distrust of what Jean-François Lyotard has called “the grand narrative.” In “Lessons
         in Paganism” Lyotard wrote of his distrust of theories and narratives in a way that
         echoes Conrad’s own disdain for “ideas” and narratives, narratives that include both
         constructions of individual personalities and national histories: 
      

      
         I take the view that theories themselves are concealed narratives, that we should
            not be taken in by their claims to be valid for all time, that the fact that you once
            invented a narrative is no excuse for not starting all over again, even if your narrative
            did look like an unshakeable system, that it is not right to be coherent and immutable,
            or in other words true to yourself, but that it is right to try to be true to your
            ability to tell the stories you think you hear in what others are doing and saying.
            (130)
         

      

      Lyotard acknowledges our compulsive drive to produce narratives at every level: from
         the largest ontological theories to the stories we tell ourselves about our own behaviors
         and motivations. Lyotard’s critique of the grand narrative can therefore be applied
         both at the micro and macro level: to individuals and to entities as large as nations.
         Individuals compulsively seek the over-arching narrative form of their individual
         lives and the lives of others, and nations celebrate grand, founding narratives to
         promote their unique identities and to encourage patriotism and social cohesion. At
         the micro level, Lyotard’s critique echoes Marlow’s attack on ideas in his often-cited
         praise of common, dependable, “unintellectual” people in Lord Jim, a type Jim proves not to be:
      

      
         He stood there for all the parentage of his kind, for men and women by no means clever
            or amusing, but whose very existence is based upon honest faith, and upon the instinct
            of courage. I don’t mean military courage, or civil courage, or any special kind of
            courage. I mean just that inborn ability to look temptations straight in the face—a
            readiness unintellectual enough, goodness knows, but without pose—a power of resistance,
            don’t you see, ungracious if you like, but priceless—an unthinking and blessed stiffness
            before the outward and inward terrors, before the might of nature and the seductive
            corruption of men—backed by a faith invulnerable to the strength of facts, to the
            contagion of example, to the solicitation of ideas. Hang ideas! They are tramps, vagabonds,
            knocking at the back-door of your mind, each taking a little of your substance, each
            carrying away some crumb of that belief in a few simple notions you must cling to
            if you want to live decently and would like to die easy! (38–39)
         

      

      Jim believed his personality was founded, in Lyotard’s words, on “an unshakeable system,”
         that it was “coherent and immutable,” that he was indeed “one of us,” a dependable
         gentleman, and he dies trying to prove it. In the novel, Marlow, in his role as Jim’s
         surrogate father, contributes to this narrative myth-making and attempts to place
         Jim into a situation where he can impose just the right narrative on his life, where
         Jim can become the protagonist in his own adventure story. The novel is centrally
         concerned with the failure of that life narrative.[4]    Razumov has a more extreme version of the same problem in Under Western Eyes; Razumov cannot create a satisfactory, coherent narrative to follow, so his personality
         remains hopelessly and painfully incoherent until the end of the novel, when he is
         deafened and then smashed by a bus: a reality far more tangible than the ideas he
         thinks he believes, or those he tries to believe, or those he pretends to believe.
         The reality of his life continually defies the narratives he attempts to impose and
         the narratives that others attempt to impose on him. Heyst’s problem in Victory is, in part, his inability to see himself clearly, the discontinuity between what
         he thinks he knows of himself and the self we can see, often indirectly and indistinctly,
         through the story. The central irony in Victory is that Heyst, following his father’s example, himself evinces no faith in the grand
         narratives of his time, yet he is pulled into the two that destroy him: the narrative
         of colonial exploitation and the narrative of heterosexual romance.
      

      
      As Heyst’s problems confirm, Conrad’s work not only undermines the concept of the
         unified personality—the character who strives to make a coherent story of his or her
         life always fails—it directly addresses the limitations of the largest, grandest narratives.
         Heart of Darkness has been justly celebrated for mocking the European, imperial “bringers-of-progress-and-enlightenment”
         narrative, a narrative imposed by King Leopold on the Congo. In Nostromo, nearly every character imposes a different narrative—historical, economic, and social,
         all proven false—on the various governmental units and institutions of Costaguana.
         The phony radicals in The Secret Agent have an unshakeable faith in each of their “coherent and immutable” systems. The
         novel analyzes the genesis of revolutionary movements in a way that anticipates both
         Lyotard and Michel Foucault; the movements do not grow out of any historical necessity
         but out of the incomplete and inadequate development of individuals, individuals shaped
         by large, naturalistic forces. 
      

      
      In “What is Enlightenment?” (“Was ist Aufklärung”?), first published in 1978, Foucault
         laid out his method for uncovering the ways large human constructions, such as the
         sciences, medicine, law, and other disciplines, operate. He suggested “that criticism
         is no longer going to be practiced in the search for formal structures with universal
         value, but rather as a historical investigation into the events that have led us to
         constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing,
         thinking, saying” (46). Conrad’s work also undermines “formal structures with universal
         value,” and his characters live in a world of competing, conflicting words and conceptions.
         They are naturalistic subjects and, often, victims of what the society is “doing,
         thinking, saying.” My approach follows Foucault in that I hope to reveal and, as far
         as possible, account for the discontinuities, the ruptures, in Conrad’s political
         thought as it is expressed, for the most part, in his novels and stories. That is
         why I call this book a political genealogy, a word that suggests contingency rather than order and permanence, abrupt change
         rather than steady development. I hope to provide a sense of Conrad’s chiaroscuro
         approaches to politics through the major portion of his writing career, to reveal
         some of the rich eccentricities and inconsistencies in Conrad’s work, and to prove
         that the politics in his fiction are radically contingent, depending, of course, on
         his own life experiences and contemporary events, but more importantly on his audience
         and genre.[5]    
      

      
      Defining Political Fiction

      
      It was easier to distinguish between “political fiction” and non-political fiction
         in the 1960’s, when Eloise Knapp Hay and Avrom Fleishman wrote the first books entirely
         devoted to Conrad’s politics, than it is today. The “political” novels for Hay include
         The Rescue, Heart of Darkness, Nostromo, The Secret Agent, and Under Western Eyes. Fleishman covers the same novels, adding a number of Conrad’s short stories and
         including brief mentions of other works. Neither felt the need to fully define a “political”
         story or novel, though we can infer a definition based on the works they discuss.
         Political fiction, for them, included fiction dealing with characters interacting
         with or against systems of government. So Hay and Fleischman overlook Winnie’s problems
         in The   Secret Agent because her situation, the situation of any lower-class woman in late Victorian England,
         failed to register with them as political; they neglect the early and late Malay novels,
         Almayer’s Folly (1895), An Outcast of the Islands (1896), and Victory (1915), though the first two, especially, focus on the problems created by colonialism;
         and they overlook Chance, Conrad’s peculiar meditation on feminism and criminal capitalism. Since the 1960’s,
         however, the application of the word “political” has expanded. In the 1970’s, when
         feminists agreed that “The Personal is Political,”[6]    the distinction between political and non-political fiction began to disappear.
         Today nearly every feature of life and fiction might be labeled “political,” because
         nearly every facet of life might have at least a potential political implication.
         
      

      
      For the purposes of this study, I will therefore use the word “political” broadly;
         I will use it to refer to any feature in Conrad’s fiction that has wide social and
         cultural implications, including the roles of men and women, class, finance and financial
         systems, and colonialism. Conrad wrote three major novels that deal explicitly and
         centrally with political systems: Nostromo, The Secret Agent, and Under Western Eyes. And “An Anarchist” and “The Informer” are centrally concerned with radical political
         movements. In addition, however, any novel set in the colonial world is political
         in that sense, so the Malay novels (Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the Islands, and Lord Jim) and the African stories, “An Outpost of Progress” and Heart of Darkness are political. The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ takes place entirely aboard ship. But Conrad makes a number of references to contemporary
         political issues—to the relationship between labor and management, between a more-or-less
         egalitarian crew and its more-or-less autocratic ships’ officers. And the ship is
         often presented as a microcosm representing society as a whole, one that holds off
         the inevitable encroachments of democracy and socialism. Chance is not only a critique of capitalism but of the “new woman.” All of these novels
         and stories are therefore political in our twenty-first century conception of the
         word. 
      

      
      Representations of the political in Conrad’s fiction vary widely, but the one constant
         of Conrad’s vision is its darkness, a darkness perfectly embodied by Conrad’s doomed
         young men. Kurtz, a talented young man driven by economic necessity to advance Belgium’s
         imperial ambitions, dies miserably in the heart of Africa. Jim is shot in the chest,
         Stevie blown to bits, Nostromo and Decoud also shot, Charles Gould rendered isolated,
         corrupted, and impotent, and Razumov deafened and crippled. The suffering does not
         end with the deaths—all leave grieving women: the so-called “African mistress” and
         Intended (Heart of Darkness), Jewel (Lord Jim), Winnie (The Secret Agent), Linda, Antonia, and Emilia (Nostromo), and Natalia (Under Western Eyes). The political is always the personal, and, in the (altered) words of Stephen Dedalus,
         politics is a nightmare Conrad’s protagonists can never escape.[7]    
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   Conrad first officially shifted from his given name to Joseph Conrad early in 1894,
                  when he signed off as second mate of the Adowa, his last position at sea. See Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Life, 186. 
               

            

         

         
            2.   Simmons, “Conrad and Politics,” p. 114. 

            

         

         
            3.   For a fine discussion of the way Conrad moves beyond particular political positions
                  to explore ontological questions of power, community, and change—focusing on Nostromo­—see Armstrong’s “Conrad’s Contradictory Politics: The Ontology of Society in Nostromo.” Armstrong’s assertion in the essay that, “Like the rest of his works, Conrad’s
                  political novels are a sustained meditation on the meaning and significance of contingency”
                  (1) might serve as the epigraph for this book. 
               

            

         

         
            4.   Daphna Vulcan Erdinast first suggested this in Joseph Conrad and the Modern Temper, where she shows how Jim leads a “fictional life,” one dictated to him by the adventure
                  fiction he reads, and that by entering Patusan Jim is seeking to enter a complete,
                  coherent narrative (39–47).
               

            

         

         
            5.   I will allude frequently to genre throughout this study, often making the connection
                  between the work’s politics and the politics one might associate with any work in
                  that genre. When I suggest that a situation, scene, or character is generic, however,
                  I do not mean to diminish the novel or story. The word generic, in other words, is not meant to be a term of abuse. As David Duff writes in the
                  introduction to Modern Genre Theory, contemporary, serious interest in popular culture has made generic a neutral term: “Indeed, the word genre now seems to have lost most of its negative
                  charge, and to be operating instead as a valorizing term, signaling not prescription
                  and exclusion but opportunity and common purpose: genre as the enabling device, the
                  vehicle for the acquisition of competence” (2). 
               

            

         

         
            6.  “The Personal is Political” is the title of an essay by Carol Hanisch, published
                  in Notes from the Second   Year: Women’s Liberation. Shulamith Firestone and Anne Koedt, eds. New York: Radical Feminism, 1970. 
               

            

         

         
            7.   Allan Simmons puts this another way in his fine introductory essay, “Conrad and
                  Politics”: “Conrad’s fiction demonstrates his ongoing fascination with the political
                  process, in particular, the manner in which it entraps the individual. Indeed, the
                  entrapment of the individual within the nexus of political regulation and determination
                  remains one of the most persistent themes in his major fiction” (123). 
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 1

      The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ (1897), Almayer’s Folly (1895),
 and An Outcast of the Islands (1896)
      

      
         
         
         
      

      
      The “Preface” and The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ (1897)
      

      
      Conrad himself seldom noted the political implications of his work. In the famous
         statement of his artistic creed in the “Preface” to the Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’, he wrote that art “may be defined as a single-minded attempt to render the highest
         kind of justice to the visible universe, by bringing to light the truth, manifold
         and one, underlying its every aspect. It is an attempt to find in its forms, in its
         colours, in its light, in its shadows, in the aspects of matter and in the facts of
         life, what of each is fundamental, what is enduring and essential—their one illuminating
         and convincing quality—the very truth of their existence” (xi). Since political opinion
         is nearly always local—rooted in a particular culture and time—it can seldom be described
         in this platonic way, as “enduring and essential.” In the “Preface,” Conrad therefore
         explicitly rejects the idea that art can be political, or that the political can be
         art. 
      

      
      If he had identified himself with a literary movement, we might be tempted to infer
         a political orientation. (Naturalists, with whom Conrad’s work has a number of affinities,
         were quite often political radicals.) But in the “Preface” the only literary movement
         Conrad is willing to be identified with is the self-consciously anti-political art-for-art’s-sake movement, and even this identification is faint. 
      

      
         It is evident that he who, rightly or wrongly, holds by the convictions expressed
            above cannot be faithful to any one of the temporary formulas of his craft. The enduring
            part of them—the truth which each only imperfectly veils—should abide with him as
            the most precious of his possessions, but they all: Realism, Romanticism, Naturalism,
            even the unofficial sentimentalism (which like the poor, is exceedingly difficult
            to get rid of,) all these gods must, after a short period of fellowship, abandon him—even
            on the very threshold of the temple—to the stammerings of his conscience and to the
            outspoken consciousness of the difficulties of his work. In that uneasy solitude the
            supreme cry of Art for Art itself, loses the exciting ring of its apparent immortality.
            It sounds far off. It has ceased to be a cry, and is heard only as a whisper, often
            incomprehensible, but at times and faintly encouraging. (xv)
         

      

      So Conrad’s anti-political aesthetic in his “Preface” is quite explicit; nonetheless,
         he reveals a clear, if implicit, political position. In the passage quoted above,
         “unofficial sentimentalism” is held up for particular scorn. “Like the poor,” he writes,
         it “is exceedingly difficult to get rid of.” Conrad links his scorn for sentimentalists
         to the chief object of their concern: the poor. In the novella, sentimentalists, humanitarians,
         and labor organizers are all denounced, while solidarity, a solidarity that stems
         from a single-minded, uncomplaining commitment to the work at hand, is celebrated.
         In the “Preface” Conrad writes that “[the artist] speaks to our capacity for delight
         and wonder, to the sense of mystery surrounding our lives; to our sense of pity, and
         beauty, and pain; to the latent feeling of fellowship with all creation and to the
         subtle but invincible conviction of solidarity that knits together the loneliness
         of innumerable hearts, to the solidarity in dreams, in joy, in sorrow, in aspirations,
         in illusions, in hope, in fear, which binds men to each other, which binds together
         all humanity—the dead to the living and the living to the unborn” (xii). This encomium
         to men’s solidarity is a political statement that underscores the way James Wait and,
         especially, Donkin are vilified in the story. The novella is explicitly political,
         in other words, in the way it celebrates male community, a community upheld by a rigidly
         conservative, even reactionary social hierarchy, and by the way it vilifies those
         who threaten it.
      

      
      Whether these aesthetic and political judgments were Conrad’s own or merely an echo
         of those of his audience remains an open question, however. Peter McDonald, drawing
         on the earlier work of Todd Willy, demonstrates convincingly that the political positions
         in both the “Preface” and in the work itself substantially echo those held by William
         Henley, the editor of The New Review where the novella first appeared. Henley was the leader of the so-called Henley Circle
         or Regatta, which was aggressively pro-imperial and, like the novella, anti-democratic.
         The ship, after all, is celebrated for its properly unshakable, autocratic hierarchy;
         we are meant to applaud when the first mate, Mr. Baker, beats up an unruly crew member.
         Henley’s circle supported the art-for-art’s-sake movement and it celebrated the individual
         author as the necessary genius who descends into himself to create art; Conrad echoes
         these positions in the “Preface” as well. 
      

      
       Conrad’s close adherence to the Henley Circle’s aesthetic and political positions
         reveals just how carefully he considered his audience when he was writing at this
         stage in his career.[1]    But we can’t accuse him of complete insincerity because we have the letter of
         December 1885 to Spiridion Kliszczewski which, according to Najder, is one of two
         letters to Kliszczewski that year that represent the first preserved record of Conrad’s
         written English.[2]    In this angry, anti-democratic letter, Conrad complains bitterly about the return
         of the Liberals to power in England. This occurred after the franchise was increased
         from three to five million male property-owners: 
      

      
         By this time, you, I and the rest of the “right thinking” have been grievously disappointed
            by the result of the General Election. The newly enfranchised idiots have satisfied
            the yearnings of Mr Chamberlain’s herd by cooking the national goose according to
            his recipe. . . . [E]very disreputable ragamuffin in Europe feels that the day of
            universal brotherhood, despoliation and disorder is coming apace, and nurses daydreams
            of well-plenished pockets amongst the ruin of all that is respectable, venerable and
            holy. The great British Empire went over the edge, and yet on to the inclined plane
            of social progress and radical reform. . . . 
         

         
         England was the only barrier to the pressure of infernal doctrines born in continental
            back-slums. . . . The destiny of this nation and of all nations is to be accomplished
            in darkness amidst much weeping and gnashing of teeth, to pass through robbery, equality,
            anarchy and misery under the iron rule of a militarism despotism! Such is the lesson
            of common sense logic.
         

         
         Socialism must inevitably end in Caesarism.

         
         (Zdzisław Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Life. 105–106)
         

      

      This might well remind us of Thomas Carlyle’s similar screed following the 1867 Reform
         Act, “Shooting Niagara: And After?” The metaphor is nearly the same: Carlyle claims
         that by enfranchising more people, England is going over Niagara Falls into a world
         controlled by impoverished vulgarians; Conrad’s response to the 1885 Reform Act was
         to claim the British Empire had gone over a cliff, not a falls. The self-righteous,
         pig-headed style of Conrad’s letter echoes and quite possibly imitates Carlyle’s.[3]    Conrad wrote this letter eleven years before he began work on The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ (June, 1896, according to Najder, p. 228). Its vehemence and hyperbole might be dismissed
         as symptomatic of a relatively young man writing in a relatively new language, but
         we can also see how closely its political sentiments parallel those expressed in the
         novella. The values of the novella are aggressively conservative, including a nostalgia
         for a more innocent past, deference to a rigid, autocratic hierarchy, scorn for emerging
         technologies, outright hatred for those who shake the established order, and racism.
      

      
      The racism in The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus,’ highlighted in the title but left intact even when the novella was re-titled The Children of the Sea in its American edition, reflects the most reactionary impulses of the late Victorian
         period. James Wait, the nigger of the title, is never allowed to shake free of his
         introductory description: 
      

      
         He held his head up in the glare of the lamp—a head vigorously modelled into deep
            shadows and shining lights—a head powerful and misshapen with a tormented and flattened
            face—a face pathetic and brutal: the tragic, the mysterious, the repulsive mask of
            a nigger’s soul. (18)
         

      

      From his stilted diction and syntax to his aversion to work, Wait is a figure out
         of vaudeville, a stage nigger, fearful in both senses of the word. On one hand, he
         appears to be an intimidatingly powerful Black man. With a touch of homoerotic anticipation,
         the first mate, Baker, eagerly looks forward to Wait’s contribution to his watch:
         “Those West India niggers run fine and large—some of them . . . Ough! . . . Don’t
         they? A fine, big man that, Mr. Creighton. Feel him on a rope. Hey? Ough! I will take
         him into my watch, I think” (20). On the other hand, Wait’s shirking attitude and
         his illness render him empty and worse than useless; he creates discord aboard ship
         and nearly inspires a mutiny.
      

      
      Conforming to the conventions of vaudeville, Wait himself is fearful: an abject coward.
         During the storm, Conrad dramatizes his terror with a hyperbole reserved in the story
         only for the vilification of the other antagonist, Donkin. Trapped in his room after
         the Narcissus capsizes, scared out of his wits when men come to free him, he can only “squeak”
         his terror. Conrad subjects him to cartoonish abuse as the men grab for his “wool”
         to pull him out and then handle him brutally to save him:
      

      
         He glared with his bulging eyes, mute as a fish, and with all the stiffening knocked
            out of him. He wouldn’t stand; he wouldn’t even as much as clutch at our necks; he
            was only a cold black skin loosely stuffed with soft cotton wool; his arms and legs
            swung jointless and pliable; his head rolled about; the lower lip hung down, enormous
            and heavy. We pressed round him, bothered and dismayed; sheltering him we swung here
            and there in a body; and on the very brink of eternity we tottered all together with
            concealing and absurd gestures, like a lot of drunken men embarrassed with a stolen
            corpse.
         

         
         Something had to be done. We had to get him aft. A rope was tied slack under his armpits,
            and, reaching up at the risk of our lives, we hung him on the fore-sheet cleet. He
            emitted no sound; he looked as ridiculously lamentable as a doll that had lost half
            its sawdust, and we started on our perilous journey over the main deck, dragging along
            with care that pitiful, that limp, that hateful burden. (71–72)
         

      

      Later, after the cook, an evangelical, exhorts Wait to think of his impending death,
         Wait’s fear paralyzes him, and the narrative voice compares him with a “brute”: “He
         was afraid to turn his head, he shrank within himself; and there was an aspect astounding
         and animal-like in the perfection of his expectant immobility. A thing of instinct—the
         unthinking stillness of a scared brute” (118). Even in death, Wait clings to the ship
         “with an undying fear” until Belfast screams “Jimmy, be a man!” and his corpse slides
         into the sea (159–160). This representation of the shirking, cowardly vaudeville nigger—in
         The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’, in other stories and novels of the period, and on the stage—balanced the Victorian
         fear of the virile black man.[4]   
      

      
      The aged, manly, and (quite pointedly) white Singleton exemplifies nearly all the
         political values of the novella; he is an able seaman described with an affection
         that swings between the homoerotic and the paternal: “Old Singleton, the oldest able
         seaman in the ship, set apart on the deck right under the lamps, stripped to the waist,
         tattooed like a cannibal chief all over his powerful chest and enormous biceps. Between
         the blue and red patterns his white skin gleamed like satin; his bare back was propped
         against the heel of the bowsprit” (6). “Singleton, struggling into his jacket, came
         last, tall and fatherly, bearing high his head of a weather-beaten sage on the body
         of an old athlete” (14). Singleton is the perfect employee, never carping on his rights,
         superhumanly competent, entirely accepting of the ship’s hierarchy, and, because he
         is presented as antiquated and near death, a clear sign that the world is moving on
         without him in a bad direction. The pervasive tone of nostalgia in the story is created
         by repeated laments that Singleton and his world are being supplanted by a less manly
         new world, powered by steam and dominated by men like Donkin and their enablers on
         shore: the sentimentalists, humanitarians, and labor agitators: 
      

      
         Singleton stood at the door with his face to the light and his back to the darkness.
            And alone in the dim emptiness of the sleeping forecastle he appeared bigger, colossal,
            very old; old as Father Time himself, who should have come there into this place as
            quiet as a sepulchre to contemplate with patient eyes the short victory of sleep,
            the consoler. Yet he was only a child of time, a lonely relic of a devoured and forgotten
            generation. He stood, still strong, as ever unthinking; a ready man with a vast empty
            past and with no future, with his childlike impulses and his man’s passions already
            dead within his tattooed breast. . . . Well-meaning people had tried to represent
            [Singleton and his peers] as whining over every mouthful of their food; as going about
            their work in fear of their lives. But in truth they had been men who knew toil, privation,
            violence, debauchery—but knew not fear, and had no desire of spite in their hearts.
            Men hard to manage, but easy to inspire; voiceless men—but men enough to scorn in
            their hearts the sentimental voices that bewailed the hardness of their fate. (24–25)
         

      

      From any but the most reactionary perspective, Singleton is a peculiar hero.[5]    He is a slave to his ship and to his profession. He will never achieve self-consciousness,
         never see himself wholly. He is enslaved by his intellectual limitations and by a
         social order that provides him only the grossest physical outlets; he measures himself
         every day against the work of the ship and the power of the sea, and he goes ashore
         every few months for unspecified, drunken debauches: “For many years he had heard
         himself called “Old Singleton,” and had serenely accepted the qualification, taking
         it as a tribute of respect due to a man who through half a century had measured his
         strength against the favours and the rages of the sea. He had never given a thought
         to his mortal self. He lived unscathed, as though he had been indestructible, surrendering
         to all the temptations, weathering many gales. He had panted in sunshine, shivered
         in the cold; suffered hunger, thirst, debauch; passed through many trials—known all
         the furies” (98–99). After steering the Narcissus for thirty hours through a terrific storm, he crashes to the floor of the forecastle
         and discovers his mortality:
      

      
         Old! It seemed to him he was broken at last. And like a man bound treacherously while
            he sleeps, he woke up fettered by the long chain of disregarded years. He had to take
            up at once the burden of all his existence, and found it almost too heavy for his
            strength. Old! He moved his arms, shook his head, felt his limbs. Getting old . .
            . and then? He looked upon the immortal sea with the awakened and groping perception
            of its heartless might; he saw it unchanged, black and foaming under the eternal scrutiny
            of the stars; he heard its impatient voice calling for him out of a pitiless vastness
            full of unrest, of turmoil, and of terror. He looked afar upon it, and he saw an immensity
            tormented and blind, moaning and furious, that claimed all the days of his tenacious
            life, and, when life was over, would claim the worn-out body of its slave. . . . (99)
         

      

      The title of the first American edition of the novella, Children of the Sea, places the emphasis on Singleton, the aged child-hero whose decay signals the end
         of a heroic age.
      

      
      Donkin, Singleton’s evil opposite, represents the New Man, a caricature of what reactionary
         Victorian England feared would emerge from the new collectivism, described in Conrad’s
         letter to Kliszczewski as the “universal brotherhood,” “despoliation and disorder,”
         that would descend from Britain’s democratic reforms. While Singleton is presented
         as an aging colossus, an object of veneration and even awe for the rest of the crew,
         Conrad paints Donkin with a furious, almost hysterical scorn, unmatched anywhere in
         his writing:
      

      
         Another new hand—a man with shifty eyes and a yellow hatchet face, who had been listening
            open-mouthed in the shadow of the midship locker—observed in a squeaky voice:—“Well,
            it’s a ‘omeward trip, anyhow. Bad or good, I can do it on my ‘ed—s’long as I get ‘ome.
            And I can look after my rights! I will show ‘em!” . . . He stood with arms akimbo,
            a little fellow with white eyelashes. He looked as if he had known all the degradations
            and all the furies. He looked as if he had been cuffed, kicked, rolled in the mud;
            he looked as if he had been scratched, spat upon, pelted with unmentionable filth
            . . . and he smiled with a sense of security at the faces around. . . . He unbuttoned
            the only two buttons that remained and every one saw that he had no shirt under it.
            It was his deserved misfortune that those rags which nobody could possibly be supposed
            to own looked on him as if they had been stolen. His neck was long and thin; his eyelids
            were red; rare hairs hung about his jaws; his shoulders were peaked and drooped like
            the broken wings of a bird; all his left side was caked with mud which showed that
            he had lately slept in a wet ditch. He had saved his inefficient carcass from violent
            destruction by running away from an American ship where, in a moment of forgetful
            folly, he had dared to engage himself; and he had knocked about for a fortnight ashore
            in the native quarter, cadging for drinks, starving, sleeping on rubbish-heaps, wandering
            in sunshine: a startling visitor from a world of nightmares. He stood repulsive and
            smiling in the sudden silence. This clean white forecastle was his refuge; the place
            where he could be lazy; where he could wallow, and lie and eat—and curse the food
            he ate; where he could display his talents for shirking work, for cheating, for cadging;
            where he could find surely some one to wheedle and some one to bully—and where he
            would be paid for doing all this. They all knew him. Is there a spot on earth where
            such a man is unknown, an ominous survival testifying to the eternal fitness of lies
            and impudence? A taciturn long-armed shellback, with hooked fingers, who had been
            lying on his back smoking, turned in his bed to examine him dispassionately, then,
            over his head, sent a long jet of clear saliva towards the door. They all knew him!
            He was the man that cannot steer, that cannot splice, that dodges the work on dark
            nights; that, aloft, holds on frantically with both arms and legs, and swears at the
            wind, the sleet, the darkness; the man who curses the sea while others work. The man
            who is the last out and the first in when all hands are called. The man who can’t
            do most things and won’t do the rest. (9–11)
         

      

      Donkin is vilified from every possible vantage point. He is physically repugnant,
         morally tainted, a sponger and a bully. But Conrad isn’t finished, adding that Donkin
         is
      

      
         The pet of philanthropists and self-seeking landlubbers. The sympathetic and deserving
            creature that knows all about his rights, but knows nothing of courage, of endurance,
            and of the unexpressed faith, of the unspoken loyalty that knits together a ship’s
            company. The independent offspring of the ignoble freedom of the slums full of disdain
            and hate for the austere servitude of the sea. (11)
         

      

      Conrad’s vilification of Donkin is unrelenting: Donkin attacks the captain and attempts
         to evade responsibility for the attack; he calls for a general strike; he steals from
         the dying Wait, the other shirker aboard the Narcissus who is rendered sympathetic primarily when being abused by Donkin. We last hear of
         him in the penultimate paragraph: “And Donkin, who never did a decent day’s work in
         his life, no doubt earns his living by discoursing with filthy eloquence upon the
         right of labour to live” (172). As Brian Richardson suggests, Conrad has made Donkin
         “both a contemptible, lazy, selfish shirker and a spokesperson for socialist ideals—two types that while independently plausible,
         are historically unlikely as conjoined in the same person (labor organizing was, and
         is, a most altruistic activity), and here especially resonate as the stigmatic hybrid
         imagining of a conservative or reactionary” (215).
      

      
      The characters of Wait, Singleton, and Donkin conform to nearly every late Victorian
         reactionary trope dealing with race, labor, and social hierarchy. For these and other
         reasons, The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ is almost too readily analyzed and critiqued from a Marxist perspective. Capital
         builds, owns, and outfits the ship, pays the sailors; capital provides the purpose
         of the voyage, an entirely commercial purpose. Yet the owners remain mysterious, and
         even the cargo remains unidentified: it is never mentioned. (Fittingly, the only reference
         at all to cargo in the story comes when the captain, Allistoun, remembers a time on
         another ship when the crew also nearly mutinied, in that case to gain access to a
         cargo of liquor; cargo, in the economy of this story, becomes visible only when a
         crew threatens to steal it.) Capital is the silent, mysterious, all-powerful and universal
         motivator of the narrative’s action and of most of the noble impulses of the crew.
         Anything that promotes the mercantile mission is applauded; anything that interferes
         is vilified. And yet the underlying forces of mercantile capitalism are invisible.
         As Frederic Jameson notes in The Political Unconscious, “the sea is both a strategy of containment and a place of real business: it is a
         border and a decorative limit, but it is also a highway, out of the world and in it
         at once, the repression of work—on the order of the classic English novel of the country-house
         weekend, in which human relations can be presented in all their ideal formal purity
         precisely because concrete content is relegated to the rest of the week—as well as
         the absent work-place itself” (210). In this novella and in most sea fiction, the
         commercial nature of the enterprise, the frame within which all this activity occurs,
         remains hidden. 
      

      
      The ship is a commodity, of course, and the true heroine of the tale. During the great
         storm, the captain watches the Narcissus with a lover’s eyes: 
      

      
         [H]e never took his eyes off the ship. He kept his gaze riveted upon her as a loving
            man watches the unselfish toil of a delicate woman upon the slender thread of whose
            existence is hung the whole meaning and joy of the world. We all watched her. She
            was beautiful and had a weakness. We loved her no less for that. We admired her qualities
            aloud, we boasted of them to one another, as though they had been our own, and the
            consciousness of her only fault we kept buried in the silence of our profound affection.
            She was born in the thundering peal of hammers beating upon iron, in black eddies
            of smoke, under a grey sky, on the banks of the Clyde. The clamorous and sombre stream
            gives birth to things of beauty that float away into the sunshine of the world to
            be loved by men. The Narcissus was one of that perfect brood. Less perfect than many
            perhaps, but she was ours, and, consequently, incomparable. We were proud of her.
            In Bombay, ignorant landlubbers alluded to her as that “pretty grey ship.” Pretty!
            A scurvy meed of commendation! We knew she was the most magnificent sea-boat ever
            launched. We tried to forget that, like many good sea-boats, she was at times rather
            crank. She was exacting. She wanted care in loading and handling, and no one knew
            exactly how much care would be enough. Such are the imperfections of mere men! The
            ship knew, and sometimes would correct the presumptuous human ignorance by the wholesome
            discipline of fear. (50–51)
         

      

      The ship is the perfect embodiment of Marx’s concept of the commodity as fetish; her
         value and “life” are far more important than the value and life of the crew. The Narcissus rightly demands love and service, and because she is beautiful and valuable, the
         work aboard ship is ennobled and ennobling. All the accoutrements of commerce are
         therefore romanticized—the captain, the ship, the officers, the work itself—and this
         pedestrian, mercantile voyage becomes an exercise in heroic self-sacrifice. As the
         storm abates, Baker raises the morale of the crew by scolding the sailor, Knowles,
         for cutting off a piece of relieving tackle to lash himself to the ship. The tackle
         is worth more than the seaman. The members of the crew are relieved that order has
         been restored, that they are where they belong: instruments of the ship and of the
         commercial order they serve. Donkin, predictably, screams defiance just at this point.
      

      
      Overall, one can create a complete, coherent picture of Conrad’s politics based on
         the novella, its “Preface,” and the earlier letter to Kliszczewski. Class divisions
         (enforced, ultimately, by corporal punishment) insure the proper running of the ship.
         Capital, invisible but ubiquitous, drives the action and underpins the ship’s moral
         system. Sentimentalism, linked with humanitarianism and labor movements, is scorned
         for promoting self-consciousness in the crew, softening them and interfering with
         the ship’s discipline. Women are excluded; in the most incongruous moment in the novella,
         the gentlemanly second mate, Creighton, dreams of his girlfriend back in England.
         Creighton looks toward shore before the ship is underway:
      

      
         And he saw . . . a long country lane, a lane of waving leaves and dancing sunshine.
            He saw stirring boughs of old trees outspread, and framing in their arch the tender,
            the caressing blueness of an English sky. And through the arch a girl in a light dress,
            smiling under a sunshade, seemed to be stepping out of the tender sky. (21–22)
         

      

      The girl seems ludicrously out of place, just as the captain’s wife seems an alien
         presence when she boards the ship at the end of the voyage.[6]    With its commodity fetishism, classism, casual misogyny, and blatant racism, The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ is extraordinarily conservative,[7]    but so was its audience, and so was its genre. As Benita Parry points out, “The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ militantly sponsors the commandment on ‘law, order, duty, and restraint, obedience,
         discipline’ that had been hymned by Kipling and handed down as scripture” (60). This
         is the scripture of the colonialist adventure story, to which The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ conforms nearly perfectly. Paradoxically, while the novella celebrates the reactionary
         politics of popular adventure fiction, as I have suggested above, it is best seen
         as a domestic political allegory. So, when we move from the Narcissus to Almayer’s Folly, we move from domestic to imperial politics.
      

      
      Almayer’s Folly (1895)
      

      
      As his biographers have noted, Konrad Korzeniowski spent a relatively brief time in
         and around the Malaysian Archipelago. In 1883, he was second mate of the Palestine, which caught fire off the coast of what is now South Sumatra, Indonesia. (Conrad
         fictionalized the incident in “Youth.”) The crew spent six days in Muntok and were
         then taken to Singapore, where Conrad spent another three weeks before returning to
         Europe (Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Life, 94–95). In 1887, he traveled to Semarang, Java, as first mate of the Highland   Forest. Disabled by a falling spar during a storm, he was sent to Singapore, spent time
         in the hospital, and then signed aboard as first mate of the steamship Vidar, a coasting trader that made a number of stops inland (up the Barito, Kutai, and
         Berau Rivers), giving him some experience of the interiors of Malaysian and Indonesian
         islands. But Korzeniowski left the Vidar early in 1888, having spent, according to Najder, a total of 135 days on the ship,
         with only a very limited time to acquaint himself with the Malays and the many foreigners
         living and trading among them: Chinese, Arabs, Dutch, and English (Najder, 114–121).
         Despite having spent just over four months in the area, the vast majority of it aboard
         ship, the islands of Malaysia and Indonesia and their peoples figure prominently in
         five of his novels—Almayer’s Folly, An Outcast of the Islands, The Rescue, Lord Jim, and Victory—and in four short stories, “The Lagoon,” “Karain,” “Because of the Dollars,” and
         “The Plantar of Malata.” 
      

      
      Norman Sherry demonstrates that Conrad depended both on his brief experiences in Malaysia
         and on a handful of non-fiction sources to recreate the Archipelago in his fiction,
         and most critics following Sherry have argued that Conrad’s portrayals of Malaysian
         topography, people, and politics are more-or-less accurate.[8]    When charged with inaccuracy by Hugh Clifford (later a friend), Conrad defended
         himself by claiming that “all the details about the little characteristic acts and
         customs . . . I have taken out (to be safe) from undoubted sources—dull, wise books”
         (Collected   Letters, 2, 130). Conrad patterned his characters and took their names from his sources.
         Babalatchi, a former pirate and effective schemer in both Almayer’s Folly and An Outpost of the Islands, is a composite character, likely based on figures from Sherard Osborn’s My Journal in Malayan Waters (London, 1860), Spenser Saint John’s Life in the Forests of the Far East: Or Travels in Northern Borneo (London, 1863), and Alfred Russel Wallace’s The Malay Archipelago: The Land of the Orang-utan and the Bird of Paradise, with Studies
            of Man and Nature (London, 1886)—the latter was Conrad’s “favorite bedside companion” (Sherry, 142).
         The overarching political situation in Almayer—with its internal and external interactions and conflicts among Arabs, native Malays
         of different tribes, Dutch, and English—derives from Conrad’s sources, as do most
         of his characters. But his representation of the Malay peoples, culture, and landscape
         was also heavily influenced by the popular representation of the colonial world in
         late Victorian newspapers, magazines, and fiction; when Conrad departs from his sources
         in travel books, he most often follows the conventions of colonial adventure fiction.
         As Ian Watt noted in his seminal Conrad in the Nineteenth Century, “As the reviews of Almayer’s Folly make clear, Conrad was in part following current market formulae. Almayer’s Folly could after all be regarded as romance in the most popular sense, since it contained
         a love story with a happy ending; and it also fitted in with contemporary interest
         in exotic adventure” (43–45).[9]   
      

      
      Conrad’s favorite source, Wallace’s The Malay Archipelago, presents Malaysian women quite sympathetically. Here, Wallace attempts to explain
         Malaysia’s static population growth: 
      

      
         A Dyak woman generally spends the whole day in the field, and carries home every night
            a heavy load of vegetables and firewood, often for several miles, over rough and hilly
            paths; and not unfrequently has to climb up a rocky mountain by ladders, and over
            slippery stepping-stones, to an elevation of a thousand feet. Besides this, she has
            an hour’s work every evening to pound the rice with a heavy wooden stamper, which
            violently strains every part of the body. She begins this kind of labour when nine
            or ten years old, and it never ceases but with the extreme decrepitude of age. Surely
            we need not wonder at the limited number of her progeny, but rather be surprised at
            the successful efforts of nature to prevent the extermination of the race. (143) 
         

      

      In another of Conrad’s sources, the Journals of James Brooke, edited by Henry Keppel, Brooke praises the beauty of Malaysian women: “The women
         are decidedly good-looking, and far fairer than the men; their figures are well shaped,
         and remarkable for their embonpoint,” and he notes their similarities with European women: “They are not immured; they
         eat in company with the males; and, in most points, hold the same position toward
         their husbands and children as European women” (37). Not all of the contemporary travel
         accounts of Malaysian women were this positive,[10]    but the range of treatment of non-white women in travel accounts and in newspapers,
         magazines, and journals in the 1890’s was great, significantly greater than the range
         of representation of women in colonial adventure fiction. Most often represented in
         the popular English press as passive victims of oppressive cultural practices (victims
         of suttee, for example, or of forced marriages) or victims of war, women might also be shown
         earning medical or legal degrees in India, or their circumstances might be compared
         favorably with those of European women.[11]   
      

      
      But in colonialist adventure fiction, non-white women conform to a relatively small
         number of conventional types: they might be passive victims, alluring-but-forbidden
         temptations for white men, aged crones, or subtle opponents who refuse to play by
         the rules. Two of the three women central to the plot of Almayer’s Folly are essentially generic representations of women in colonial adventure fiction. 
      

      
      Almayer’s Folly opens with domestic conflict: “Kaspar!” an unidentified but “well-known shrill” voice
         screams from off-stage, “Makan! [Eat!]” (3). The speaker is Almayer’s wife, a Malay
         he agreed to marry because she is the adopted daughter of his patron, Tom Lingard.
         Almayer’s wife is never given a name and, if Almayer’s Folly were ever to gain the status of classic literature, their marriage would rank with
         the most hateful in the canon, worse than Emma and Charles Bovary’s in Madam Bovary or Dorothea and Edward Casaubon’s in Middlemarch, worse even than Isabel and Gilbert Osmond’s in Portrait of a Lady. Their hatred for each other begins immediately and never flags. At their wedding
         ceremony, “Almayer was uneasy, a little disgusted, and greatly inclined to run away.
         A judicious fear of the adopted father-in-law and a just regard for his own material
         welfare prevented him from making a scandal; yet, while swearing fidelity, he was
         concocting plans for getting rid of the pretty Malay girl in a more-or-less distant
         future” (23). His wife’s hatred is less subtle and more direct; she has an affair
         with Lakamba, the future Rajah of the region, and she refrains from poisoning Almayer
         only because she believes he knows the location of gold mines in the Borneo interior.
         So Almayer’s faithful servant Ali “cooked his rice and made his coffee, for he dared
         not trust any one else, and least of all his wife” (28). He stays with her because
         he fears even more the wrath of his patron Lingard if he runs away. Most of their
         conversations are opportunities for her to abuse him, to sneer openly and viciously
         at his manhood. They come closest to civility when she begs him to reveal the secret
         of the gold to Lakamba. (Her affair with him, known to everyone in Sambir except Almayer,
         ended only after Lakamba became the Rajah (25, 27). But when Almayer refuses to speak
         about the gold, the civility is short-lived: 
      

      
         “Why don’t you go to the Rajah?” she screamed. “Why do you go back to those Dyaks
            in the great forest? They should be killed. You cannot kill them, you cannot; but
            our Rajah’s men are brave! You tell the Rajah where the old white man’s [Lingard’s]
            treasure is. Our Rajah is good! He is our very grandfather, Datu Besar! He will kill
            those wretched Dyaks, and you shall have half the treasure. Oh, Kaspar, tell where
            the treasure is! Tell me! Tell me out of the old man’s surat [diary] where you read
            so often at night.”
         

         
         On those occasions Almayer sat with rounded shoulders bending to the blast of this
            domestic tempest, accentuating only each pause in the torrent of his wife’s eloquence
            by an angry growl, “There is no treasure! Go away, woman!” Exasperated by the sight
            of his patiently bent back, she would at last walk round so as to face him across
            the table, and clasping her robe with one hand she stretched the other lean arm and
            claw-like hand to emphasize, in a passion of anger and contempt, the rapid rush of
            scathing remarks and bitter cursings heaped on the head of the man unworthy to associate
            with brave Malay chiefs. It ended generally by Almayer rising slowly, his long pipe
            in hand, his face set into a look of inward pain, and walking away in silence. He
            descended the steps and plunged into the long grass on his way to the solitude of
            his new house, dragging his feet in a state of physical collapse from disgust and
            fear before that fury. She followed to the head of the steps, and sent the shafts
            of indiscriminate abuse after the retreating form. And each of those scenes was concluded
            by a piercing shriek, reaching him far away. “You know, Kaspar, I am your wife! your
            own Christian wife after your own Blanda [Dutch] law!” For she knew that this was
            the bitterest thing of all; the greatest regret of that man’s life. (39–40)
         

      

      Not much notice was taken of this ugly marriage in the contemporary reviews of the
         novel. Readers noted the hatred of Almayer by his “savage wife” but failed to remark
         Almayer’s intense hatred and contempt for her, treating his response as natural: an appropriate response to marriage with someone
         of an uncivilized race.[12]    In the popular colonial literature of the 1890’s in England, Mrs. Almayer, though
         unusual in some ways, would not have been an unfamiliar figure. Magazines of the late
         nineteenth century are full of related characters: alluring but forbidden non-white
         women, and “natives” who retain their “savagery” under a veneer of Western civilization.
      

      
      Captain Lingard captured the future Mrs. Almayer when she was fourteen; though Lingard
         does not realize this, she had been one of the pirates who attacked Lingard’s ship.
         Lingard’s natural, Western impulse is to “civilize” her, so he sends her to be trained
         in a convent in Samarang (now Semarang). Not only is this worse than death for the
         “savage” girl, but four years of training have no effect on her character: 
      

      
         Perhaps had she known of the high walls, the quiet gardens, and the silent nuns of
            the Samarang convent, where her destiny was leading her, she would have sought death
            in her dread and hate of such a restraint. But in imagination she pictured to herself
            the usual life of a Malay girl—the usual succession of heavy work and fierce love,
            of intrigues, gold ornaments, of domestic drudgery, and of that great but occult influence
            which is one of the few rights of half-savage womankind. But her destiny in the rough
            hands of the old sea-dog, acting under unreasoning impulses of the heart, took a strange
            and to her a terrible shape. She bore it all—the restraint and the teaching and the
            new faith—with calm submission, concealing her hate and contempt for all that new
            life. She learned the language very easily, yet understood but little of the new faith
            the good sisters taught her, assimilating quickly only the superstitious elements
            of the religion. (22)
         

      

      We might note the characteristic colonialist elements of this description. Conrad’s
         narrative adopts a knowing tone, confidently making sweeping statements about all “half-savage womankind” which, at the time, would include all the women inhabiting
         the world colonized or potentially colonized by Europeans. The bland distinction between
         Catholic “faith” and “superstition” is also characteristic of contemporary colonialist
         discourse. Readers would be expected to accept the claim that the future Mrs. Almayer
         would be drawn to trivial superstitions rather than the broader, more elevating features
         of Catholic faith.
      

      
      With her Western education and her (fast-fading) good looks, the future Mrs. Almayer
         conforms to two popular tropes employed for the presentation of non-whites in colonial
         literature: the “westernized native” and the alluring but taboo “native woman.” One
         type of the “westernized native”—the one who slavishly adopts western speech, dress,
         and habits—is always treated with mocking disdain.[13]    The other type of “westernized native” only adopts the ruling nation’s manners
         and language to advance his or her own self-interest. Secretly, these characters remain
         “savages,” and late nineteenth–century British magazines are full of stories detailing
         their duplicity and their eventual “reversion to savagery.” Mrs. Almayer represents
         this latter type. Like Caliban and his many descendants in British literature, she
         despises the civilization she is forced to accept, and she employs it paradoxically
         in her angry attacks on Almayer: “I am your wife! your own Christian wife!” (40).
         When she uses her understanding of Western values to attack Almayer, she echoes Caliban’s
         retort to Prospero in The Tempest: 
      

      
         You taught me language, and my profit on’t

         Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you,

         For learning me your language! (Act 1, scene 2)

      

      Mrs. Almayer also conforms to the trope of the exotic and alluring non-white woman,
         though, as we might expect in a Conrad novel, both her attractiveness and her affair
         with Lakamba are mentioned very briefly. We need to read closely to detect that she
         has been described as a “pretty Malay girl” (23) during the wedding ceremony. The
         word “pretty” is never associated with her again. After she bears their only child,
         Nina, she “aged very rapidly” (27),[14]    and every subsequent physical description of her in the novel paints her as repulsive:
         She screams at Almayer with “her soiled robe wound tightly under the armpits across
         her lean bosom, her scant grayish hair tumbled in disorder over her projecting cheek-bones”
         (39). The Almayers’ sitting room is never used; “Nobody ever sat there; there was
         nothing there to sit upon, for Mrs. Almayer in her savage moods, when excited by the
         reminiscences of the piratical period of her life, had torn off the curtains to make
         sarongs for the slave-girls, and had burnt the showy furniture piecemeal to cook the
         family rice” (90–91). She is grasping and witchlike,[15]    and her voice is always “shrill.” In short, she is almost a caricature of the
         exotic woman, initially beautiful and seductive, but one who transforms rapidly into
         a forbidding shrew and proves to be a fatal attraction who lures the white man to
         his destruction.[16]   
      

      
      Taminah, the Siamese slave girl and the second of the three important women in Almayer’s Folly, conforms to every colonialist trope. Before the handsome, heroic Dain Maroola appears,
         she lives in absolute, almost subhuman ignorance and unconsciousness: 
      

      
         In that supple figure straight as an arrow, so graceful and free in its walk, behind
            those soft eyes that spoke of nothing but of unconscious resignation, there slept
            all feelings and all passions, all hopes and all fears, the curse of life and the
            consolation of death. And she knew nothing of it all. She lived like the tall palms
            amongst whom she was passing now, seeking the light, desiring the sunshine, fearing
            the storm, unconscious of either. The slave had no hope, and knew of no change. She
            knew of no other sky, no other water, no other forest, no other world, no other life.
            She had no wish, no hope, no love, no fear except of a blow, and no vivid feeling
            but that of occasional hunger, which was seldom, for Bulangi was rich and rice was
            plentiful in the solitary house in his clearing. The absence of pain and hunger was
            her happiness, and when she felt unhappy she was simply tired, more than usual, after
            the day’s labour. (112–13)
         

      

      In colonialist adventure fiction, non-white women are often compared with animals—aggressive
         “native” women might be compared with beautifully dangerous big cats, the unaggressive
         with beautifully passive deer—and all are associated with the land itself: alluring,
         threatening, and in need of a white, male controlling hand. Conrad pushes the trope
         almost to parody when he compares Taminah to a palm tree, “seeking the light, desiring
         the sunshine, fearing the storm, unconscious of either.” When Dain awakens her sexual
         desire, she becomes a passive vessel of that desire, driven by an emotion she can
         neither control nor understand. Babalatchi recognizes this instantly and uses her
         in his attempt to betray Dain. At the end of the novel, after Dain has left with Nina,
         Taminah pines away, dying soon after Babalatchi buys her. Taminah is all feeling,
         a perfect victim of her emotions and of the culture.
      

      
      Nina, on the other hand, is a unique creation, perhaps Conrad’s attempt, as Agnes
         Yeow puts it, to work out “in his own mind how to construct, handle, and inscribe
         the half-caste identity, racially, culturally, legally, and politically”[17]    (135). The child of a European father, Almayer, and a Malay mother, her conscious
         decision to be part of her mother’s people instead of her father’s is unusual, possibly
         unique.[18]    The other so-called half-castes in colonial fiction always strive to be “white.”
         As Ruth Nadelhaft suggests, Nina brings a uniquely critical perspective to the novel;
         she is in a position to judge both Eastern and Western world views and cultures (243
         [1982]). Nina is the least limited of the characters in the novel, the most free.
         Andrea White notes that “Like the author, she is something of a privileged observer;
         one of many, her view here disturbs the conventional solitary telling” (132). Her
         “passion” (though amply on display when she attacks the Dutch naval officers seeking
         Dain[19]   ) is neither primitive nor destructive. Uniquely, her half-caste status appears
         to be an advantage in that it gives her a clear perspective on the white and the non-white
         worlds. At the end of the novel she chooses to leave her father and to repudiate his
         dream of bringing her to Amsterdam. Her experiences, including her critical observations
         of her mother and father, make this a deliberate, conscious, and justifiable choice,
         a choice consecrated by the narrative when Babalatchi announces the birth of her son.[20]    
      

      
      Nina is not an entirely transformative creation; her white genetic inheritance gives
         her eyes a “gleam of superior intelligence,” for example, and the representations
         of the other Malays in Almayer’s Folly closely follow the conventions of colonialist adventure fiction. Norman Sherry suggests
         that Dain Maroola, Nina’s noble Malayan lover, is based on Alfred Russel Wallace’s
         representations of the Bugis nobility in The Malay Archipelago (1869), though Sherry says that he could find no “definite prototype” for Dain. Wallace
         wrote that the “higher class of Malays are exceedingly polite, and have all the quiet
         ease and dignity of the best-bred Europeans. Yet this is compatible with a reckless
         cruelty and contempt of human life, which is the dark side of their character” (Sherry,
         163). There is no doubt that Conrad consulted Wallace, but Dain was drawn far more
         from contemporary colonialist tropes than from life. As Linda Dryden notes (62), he
         is the complete noble savage: handsome, physically powerful, brave, and honorable.
         Dain first meets Almayer to initiate a trading agreement, and, because of his noble
         status and wealth, this causes a stir in Almayer’s household. Mrs. Almayer tries to
         prevent Nina from seeing him, but Nina insists: 
      

      
         After Mrs. Almayer’s retreat from the field of battle, Nina, with a contemptuous exclamation,
            “It’s only a trader,” had lifted the conquered curtain and now stood in full light,
            framed in the dark background on the passage, her lips slightly parted, her hair in
            disorder after the exertion, the angry gleam not yet faded out of her glorious and
            sparkling eyes. She took in at a glance the group of white-clad lancemen standing
            motionless in the shadow of the far-off end of the verandah, and her gaze rested curiously
            on the chief of that imposing cortége. He stood, almost facing her, a little on one
            side, and struck by the beauty of the unexpected apparition had bent low, elevating
            his joint hands above his head in a sign of respect accorded by Malays only to the
            great of this earth. The crude light of the lamp shone on the gold embroidery of his
            black silk jacket, broke in a thousand sparkling rays on the jeweled hilt of his kris
            protruding from under the many folds of the red sarong gathered into a sash round
            his waist, and played on the precious stones of the many rings on his dark fingers.
            He straightened himself up quickly after the low bow, putting his hand with a graceful
            ease on the hilt of his heavy short sword ornamented with brilliantly dyed fringes
            of horsehair. Nina, hesitating on the threshold, saw an erect lithe figure of medium
            height with a breadth of shoulder suggesting great power. Under the folds of a blue
            turban, whose fringed ends hung gracefully over the left shoulder, was a face full
            of determination and expressing a reckless good-humour, not devoid, however, of some
            dignity. The squareness of lower jaw, the full red lips, the mobile nostrils, and
            the proud carriage of the head gave the impression of a being half-savage, untamed,
            perhaps cruel, and corrected the liquid softness of the almost feminine eye, that
            general characteristic of the race. Now, the first surprise over, Nina saw those eyes
            fixed upon her with such an uncontrolled expression of admiration and desire that
            she felt a hitherto unknown feeling of shyness, mixed with alarm and some delight,
            enter and penetrate her whole being. (54–55)
         

      

      The thinly-veiled (literally: Nina initially appears unveiled, much to her mother’s
         disgust, but then partially veils her face with a curtain) eroticism of this colonialist
         boy-meets-girl set piece, with Nina’s “slightly parted” lips and Dain’s protruding
         kris and erect figure, images that “penetrate her whole being,” is unusual for Conrad,
         but Dain himself could hardly be a more conventional representative of the Noble Savage
         of colonialist romance. He fights bravely against the Dutch, deals honorably with
         Almayer and the various powers in the otherwise corrupt world of Sambir politics,
         and he risks his life to carry off his love, Nina.[21]   
      

      
      Sherry could also find no “convincing source” for the Rajah, Lakamba, in the travel
         books Conrad consulted. But the lazy, scheming, and casually bloodthirsty Rajah of
         Almayer’s Folly (he poisoned his predecessor, schemes ceaselessly against Almayer, and is described
         repeatedly as fat and sleepy) represents another generic trope of colonial fiction
         and, more generally, of colonial discourse.[22]    Lakamba, both in Almayer’s Folly and in An Outcast of the Islands, is more a representative of the type of the Oriental despot than a recreation of
         anyone Conrad would have encountered in Malaysian Archipelago or in his sources in
         travel literature. In The Malay Archipelago, for example, Wallace notes how men he was traveling with feared that the Rajah of
         Lombock “had just sent down an order to the village, that they were to get a certain
         number of heads for an offering in the temples to secure a good crop of rice,” just
         the sort of thing Oriental despots do in colonial adventure fiction. But Wallace laughs
         at their fears, noting that travelers were always treated by the local rulers with
         hospitality (252–53), and Wallace notes later the Rajah’s restraint and intelligence[23]    (276–87). In James Brooke’s diary, though one Rajah (Pangeran Macota) is grasping,
         treacherous and cowardly, another, the Rajah Muda Hassim, is invariably praised as
         a generous host and a just ruler: “Borneo Proper, once the seat of piracy, which few
         vessels could approach with safety, is now under the sway of the Rajah Muda Hassim.
         The character given this rajah by many persons who know and have traded with him is
         good, and he is spoken of as generous and humane, and greatly inclined to the English”
         (9).
      

      
       Lakamba’s advisor, Babalatchi, combines in his shabby person the competing and sometimes
         contradictory colonial implications of Almayer’s Folly. Babalatchi is the parody of a European diplomat, a parody that cuts both ways. The
         narrative never lets the reader forget his “barbarism” and absolute alterity; one-eyed,
         he is most often scantily dressed, squatting, and ugly: “the very picture of watchful
         ugliness” (46). He schemes to buy the passive Taminah and she dies soon after he succeeds,
         providing a touch of sexual perversity to his portrait. But his diplomacy is skillful,
         and there are frequent references to parallels with “civilized” diplomats engaging
         in the same behavior. There is nothing unusual in this; colonial fiction often draws
         parallels between “savage” and “civilized,” comparable to the way behavioral biologists
         draw parallels between animals and humans. In colonialist fiction, the reader is meant
         to chuckle at these parallels, secure in the knowledge that an absolute divide remains
         between these savage and semi-savage others and themselves. Yet Conrad troubles the
         convention by making his risible “diplomatist” more complete and human than the convention
         normally allows. Beneath his scheming, Conrad provides glimpses of someone trying
         to navigate a complex, treacherous world, a world that would betray him if he makes
         one wrong step. He is unable to trust Lakamba; his only dependable ally is the venal
         Mrs. Almayer, and their alliance is purely tactical and mercenary. Conrad gives Babalatchi
         a sense of his own mortality, and this broadens Babalatchi’s sympathies. As the following
         passage reveals, Babalatchi is not always thinking only of hatching schemes to advance
         himself:
      

      
         The Rajah sat still, glaring stonily upon the table, and Babalatchi gazed curiously
            at the perplexed mood of the man he had served so many years through good and evil
            fortune. No doubt the one-eyed statesman felt within his savage and much sophisticated
            breast the unwonted feelings of sympathy with, and perhaps even pity for, the man
            he called his master. From the safe position of a confidential adviser, he could,
            in the dim vista of past years, see himself—a casual cut-throat—finding shelter under
            that man’s roof in the modest rice-clearing of early beginnings. Then came a long
            period of unbroken success, of wise counsels, and deep plottings resolutely carried
            out by the fearless Lakamba, till the whole east coast from Poulo Laut to Tanjong
            Batu listened to Babalatchi’s wisdom speaking through the mouth of the ruler of Sambir.
            In those long years how many dangers escaped, how many enemies bravely faced, how
            many white men successfully circumvented! And now he looked upon the result of so
            many years of patient toil: the fearless Lakamba cowed by the shadow of an impending
            trouble. The ruler was growing old, and Babalatchi, aware of an uneasy feeling at
            the pit of his stomach, put both his hands there with a suddenly vivid and sad perception
            of the fact that he himself was growing old too; that the time of reckless daring
            was past for both of them, and that they had to seek refuge in prudent cunning. They
            wanted peace; they were disposed to reform; they were ready even to retrench, so as
            to have the wherewithal to bribe the evil days away, if bribed away they could be.
            Babalatchi sighed for the second time that night as he squatted again at his master’s
            feet and tendered him his betel-nut box in mute sympathy. (65–66)
         

      

      As Andrea White points out (126–127), even Mrs. Almayer, the essentially nameless
         crone who functions primarily in the text to make Almayer’s life as miserable as possible,
         is humanized when the narrative provides brief glimpses of her sorrows: the loss of
         her family in their battle with Lingard, her forced (and failed) acculturation in
         a convent, her marriage to the sordid Almayer, and the temporary loss of her daughter.
      

      
      The point of view in Almayer’s Folly shifts from colonizer to colonized and back in ways that make it difficult to settle
         upon one, unifying vision of this exotic-yet-familiar colonial world, and the critical
         response to the novel reflects that difficulty. Summarizing his position on Almayer, which is that it is essentially racist and pro-imperial, Todd Willy writes: “In
         general, to be savage in Conrad’s first novel is to be endowed with either vestigial
         or dominant traits of a distinctly ‘lower’—although at times an absolutely necessary
         and often thoroughly admirable—character. In either case, savagery’s hallmark is,
         according to the narrator, a certain lack of ‘restraint.’” Later, he adds that Conrad
         “presents savagery as being at least partially a matter of genetic inheritance” (5,
         6). Agnes Yeow takes the same position, arguing that the narrative “betrays certain
         racist assumptions evident in the idea that although humanity is fundamentally the
         same, Christianity is in binary relation with savagery and culture with nature. At
         a deeper level, the text does not quite subvert the privileged term in spite of authorial
         intentions to the contrary” (101). Christopher GoGwilt writes, in response to Cedric
         Watts’s claim that “the novel’s ‘ironic complex of racial, national and sexual revenge’
         transcends racial stereotypes,” that “racial stereotype is the very motor force” of
         Conrad’s plot (The Passage of Literature, 46). 
      

      
      Yet other critics take the opposite view. Via a close, stylistic analysis, Allan Simmons
         makes a persuasive case that the novel’s heteroglossia effectively undermines the
         narrative’s generic and racist presentations of the Malays and the colonial situation.
         Summarizing his argument he writes, “in Almayer’s Folly, the narrating voice, which commences by underscoring the voice of the Occidental
         colonizer, is gradually infiltrated by the voices of the colonized: in response to
         the untenabilities of its own position, this voice blends the cultural voices in the
         novel, it becomes culturally polyphonic” (“Conflicting,” 170). Gene Moore, an equally
         knowledgeable reader of Conrad’s Malay fiction, takes the same view: “Beneath the
         romantic melodrama of their plots and the exoticism of their settings, the Malay fictions
         display a serious interest in moeurs malaisiennes, an ethnographic awareness of many different kinds of ‘natives’ engaged in a struggle
         for survival” (21). 
      

      
         For all their adjectival excesses and their attention to the racial self-image of
            the white man, the Malay fictions bear witness to Conrad’s abiding respect for the
            humanity and dignity of the forgotten peoples of the Malay Archipelago. As he affirmed
            in the preface to the first of all his novels, he was “content to sympathise with
            common mortals no matter where they live; in houses or in huts, in the streets under
            a fog or in the forests behind the dark line of dismal mangroves that fringe the vast
            solitude of the sea (Almayer 3). (35)
         

      

      Both sides of this debate are right; Almayer’s Folly both subverts and supports the vast cultural apparatus that fueled European imperialism.
         Almayer is hardly the white, altruistic conqueror of Western imperial dreams; he is
         petty, shabby, and ineffectual. Eventual defeat of the Malays in their battles with
         the West seems inevitable, but the advent of colonial rule promises nothing to improve
         the lives of common Malays, whose experiences with Europeans in the novel are limited
         to venal traders and Dutch naval gunboats. Yet the genre itself works against a straightforward
         reading of the novel as anti-colonial. As Robert Hampson suggests, the novel reproduces
         “the Enlightenment model of barbarism, savagery, and civilization—or, at least, [Conrad]
         makes use of this discourse (and, in particular, the savage/civilized binary)” (Cross-Cultural, 113). This is the savage/civilized binary adopted by colonialist adventure fiction:
         embedded in the genre. Representations of native peoples as “savage,” their rulers
         as corrupt, self-serving, and despotic, their women as passive victims, witch-like
         crones, or alluring sexual traps for white men are features of colonial fiction that
         Conrad imports into a narrative that genuinely attempts to characterize the various
         representatives of white and brown races critically but fairly.
      

      
      An Outcast of the Islands (1896)
      

      
      Babalatchi reappears in An Outcast of the Islands, Conrad’s prequel to Almayer’s Folly, and he remains the same paradoxical figure: always “savage,” “disreputable,” and ugly,
         but, because he is able and persuasive, a mocking mirror to European diplomats: “In
         his readiness to learn from experience that contempt for early principles so necessary
         to a true statesman, he equaled the most successful politicians of any age” (56).
         So he once again conforms to the colonialist trope of the parallel figure from a different
         universe; his similarities with his European counterparts draw attention to his absolute,
         savage difference and raise a smile in Conrad’s audience. But Babalatchi both perpetuates
         and works against the trope, for he is given his own voice and offers an unchallenged,
         alternative point of view. Near the end of the novel, we learn that Babalatchi has
         manipulated one white man, Willems, into betraying another, Lingard, and now Babalatchi
         hopes to cap the scheme by having Lingard murder Willems: just what we would expect
         of this “one eyed diplomatist” (AF, 45) Yet Babalatchi must convince Lingard and complete his scheme after he has just
         witnessed the death of his chief, Omar el Badavi. Babalatchi is saddened and shaken
         by the death, a death rendered more grievous by the violent presence of the unbelieving
         and profane European, Willems:
      

      
         At the first hour of the morning he sat up—he so weak—and said plainly some words
            that were not meant for human ears. I held his hand tightly, but it was time for the
            leader of brave men to go amongst the Faithful who are happy. They of my household
            brought a white sheet, and I began to dig a grave in the hut in which he died. She
            mourned aloud. The white man came to the doorway and shouted. He was angry. Angry
            with her because she beat her breast, and tore her hair, and mourned with shrill cries
            as a woman should. Do you understand what I say, Tuan? That white man came inside
            the hut with great fury, and took her by the shoulder, and dragged her out. Yes, Tuan.
            I saw Omar dead, and I saw her at the feet of that white dog who has deceived me.
            (228) 
         

      

      Babalatchi’s anger at the whites is given unanswerable justification here. Few human
         rights are more essential than the right to mourn one’s dead in one’s own, culturally-prescribed
         way. Willems’s violently insensitive interference neatly stands in for all the West’s
         blundering interference in cultures the West never fully understands and therefore
         never properly respects.
      

      
      Aïssa, the alluring, hyper-sexualized daughter of Babalatchi’s blind pirate chief,
         Omar el Badavi, and Conrad’s fiercest, most melodramatic femme fatale, attracts the most critical attention in An Outcast of the Islands. One pole of the debate is represented by Ruth Nadelhaft in Joseph Conrad, where she claims that Aïssa exposes Willems’s flaws and therefore the flaws of both
         European sexism and imperialism (30–34). Michael Andrew Roberts provides a more nuanced
         reading in Conrad and Masculinity. Roberts agrees that Aïssa is given an independent voice to critique both male power
         and European imperialism, but he also points out she is something of a late-nineteenth-century
         cliché of the non-white femme fatale[24]    (38), and this seems the least anachronistic way to understand her. She is based
         on no figure from the “dull, wise” travel books Conrad consulted and on no figure
         Conrad met in his own travels. She emerges absolutely out of colonialist adventure
         fiction. Her every significant appearance insists on her association with the jungle,
         an invariable feature of the alluring non-white woman in the genre.[25]    Willems first sees her as he wanders away from the settlement in Sambir:
      

      
         Who was she? Where did she come from? Wonderingly he took his eyes off her face to
            look round at the serried trees of the forest that stood big and still and straight,
            as if watching him and her breathlessly. He had been baffled, repelled, almost frightened
            by the intensity of that tropical life which wants the sunshine but works in gloom;
            which seems to be all grace of colour and form, all brilliance, all smiles, but is
            only the blossoming of the dead; whose mystery holds the promise of joy and beauty,
            yet contains nothing but poison and decay. He had been frightened by the vague perception
            of danger before, but now, as he looked at that life again, his eyes seemed able to
            pierce the fantastic veil of creepers and leaves, to look past the solid trunks, to
            see through the forbidding gloom—and the mystery was disclosed—enchanting, subduing,
            beautiful. He looked at the woman. Through the checkered light between them she appeared
            to him with the impalpable distinctness of a dream. The very spirit of that land of
            mysterious forests, standing before him like an apparition behind a transparent veil—a
            veil woven of sunbeams and shadows. (70)
         

      

      Like Kurtz’s African mistress, discussed later, Aïssa personifies the jungle itself,
         “the very spirit of that land of mysterious forests.” Like the jungle, she is savage,
         untamed, and very dangerous to white men. The end of the novel rounds off the cliché
         by having Aïssa age rapidly; a very few years after the action of the novel, she has
         become a “doubled-up crone” (366). The genre itself takes revenge on the exotic woman
         for her sexual power.
      

      
      Willems’s degeneration after his contact with Aïssa is another trope of colonial adventure
         fiction, which is haunted by the fear of being contaminated by a “lower” race and
         culture, of being deracinated. Captain Randall, in Robert Louis Stevenson’s “The Beach
         of Falesá” (1892) represents the type. The hero, Wiltshire, is scared sober when he
         meets him: 
      

      
         In the back room was old Captain Randall, squatting on the floor native fashion, fat
            and pale, naked to the waist, grey as a badger, and his eyes set with drink. His body
            was covered with grey hair and crawled over by flies; one was in the corner of his
            eye—he never heeded; and the mosquitoes hummed about the man like bees. Any clean-minded
            man would have had the creature out at once and buried him; and to see him, and think
            he was seventy, and remember he had once commanded a ship, and come ashore in his
            smart togs, and talked big in bars and consulates, and sat in club verandahs, turned
            me sick and sober. (14)
         

      

      Randall had lived too long among the people of the South Seas; he became an alcoholic,
         adopted the superstitions of the Islands, and lived in a “bad place, behind the village,
         in the borders of the bush” (15). McIntosh Jellaludin, in Rudyard Kipling’s “To Be
         Filed for Reference” (1888) is another example; he lived and died with an Indian woman
         in the “native” quarters of an Indian city.[26]    The European who “goes fantee” or “native” is a dark feature of the genre, most
         famously represented by Kurtz in Heart of Darkness.[27]   
      

      
      Just as Aïssa embodies the native femme fatale almost to parody, Willems’s thorough and minutely documented deracination draws our
         attention to the trope; he loses himself entirely to the native woman and, therefore,
         to the jungle and to the alluring but terrifying forces of degeneration, and the reader
         watches Willems as Willems watches his own racial identity, his confident European
         self, slip away. The process of deracination, with its powerful feelings of desire,
         fear, and loss, begins in their first encounter: 
      

      
         Willems stared at her, charmed with a charm that carries with it a sense of irreparable
            loss, tingling with that feeling which begins like a caress and ends in a blow, in
            that sudden hurt of a new emotion making its way into a human heart, with the brusque
            stirring of sleeping sensations awakening suddenly to the rush of new hopes, new fears,
            new desires—and to the flight of one’s old self. (69) 
         

      

      The scene ends with Willems drinking muddy water out of his hand. Soon after, Willems
         spends five weeks with Aïssa and returns to Almayer filthy, feverish, bearded, and
         barefoot:
      

      
         Willems’ head appeared above the level of the floor, then his shoulders rose gradually
            and he stood at last before Almayer—a masquerading spectre of the once so very confidential
            clerk of the richest merchant in the islands. His jacket was soiled and torn; below
            the waist he was clothed in a worn-out and faded sarong. He flung off his hat, uncovering
            his long, tangled hair that stuck in wisps on his perspiring forehead and straggled
            over his eyes, which glittered deep down in the sockets like the last sparks amongst
            the black embers of a burnt-out fire. An unclean beard grew out of the caverns of
            his sunburnt cheeks. The hand he put out towards Almayer was very unsteady. The once
            firm mouth had the tell-tale droop of mental suffering and physical exhaustion. He
            was barefooted. (87–88)[28]   
         

      

      Willems incongruously embodies one other trope of colonialist fiction; he becomes
         physically powerful as soon as he leaves the white world. Aïssa is attracted to him
         because “To her he was something new, unknown and strange. He was bigger, stronger
         than any man she had seen before, and altogether different from all those she knew”
         (75). Contemporary readers are likely to be startled by this claim, because before
         he meets Aïssa, Willems had never been described in this way. Lingard first describes
         him as looking “like a starved cat. Skin and bone” (17), and sets him up as a clerk,
         working in an office. Yet after his first encounter with Aïssa, the word most often
         associated with him is “strong”; he is a physical threat to Babalatchi and to the
         powerful Aïssa (“the strong woman who carried her blind father through the surf under
         the fire of the warship from the north” (54)). Willems’s transformation from trading
         clerk to action anti-hero represents Conrad’s awkward adaptation of the character
         to the genre. In their conflicts with non-whites in adventure fiction, the white protagonist
         is nearly always physically superior to his non-white antagonist.
      

      
      Both Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands conform in significant ways to the demands of the genre, creating a savagery/civilization
         binary from beginning to end and reproducing colonialist adventure tropes, often in
         extravagant or even incongruous ways. But Conrad deviates from the genre as well,
         in part by making his European heroes shabby, self-deluded failures. Even Tom Lingard,
         the closest Conrad ever came to producing a complete, colonial adventure hero, is
         presented critically. He loves Sambir and believes only he knows what is best for
         its inhabitants.
      

      
         He looked proudly upon his work. With every passing year he loved more the land, the
            people, the muddy river that, if he could help it, would carry no other craft but
            the Flash on its unclean and friendly surface. . . . He knew every settler on the banks between
            the sea and Sambir; he knew their wives, their children; he knew every individual
            of the multi-coloured groups that, standing on the flimsy platforms of tiny reed dwellings
            built over the water, waved their hands and shouted shrilly: “O! Kapal layer! Haï!”
            while the Flash swept slowly through the populated reach, to enter the lonely stretches of sparkling
            brown water bordered by the dense and silent forest, whose big trees nodded their
            outspread boughs gently in the faint, warm breeze—as if in sign of tender but melancholy
            welcome. He loved it all: the landscape of brown golds and brilliant emeralds under
            the dome of hot sapphire; the whispering big trees; the loquacious nipa-palms that
            rattled their leaves volubly in the night breeze, as if in haste to tell him all the
            secrets of the great forest behind them. . . . He loved everything there, animated
            or inanimated; the very mud of the riverside; the very alligators, enormous and stolid,
            basking on it with impertinent unconcern. . . .
         

         
         His river! The whispers of curious men, the mystery of the thing, were to Lingard
            a source of never-ending delight. (OI, 200–202)
         

      

      Lingard’s all conquering love, which temporarily conquers Sambir and Lingard himself,
         is benign enough, as the narrative reassures us: “His deep-seated and immovable conviction
         that only he—he, Lingard—knew what was good for them was characteristic of him and,
         after all, not so very far wrong” (200). Yet Lingard is deluded in thinking his rule
         will endure or have any lasting effect, just as the later, eponymous hero of Lord Jim is deluded. Conrad also violates the conventions of colonial adventure fiction by
         employing polyphony; even Aïssa, his most extravagant, generic cliché, is given a
         voice that remains unanswered.
      

      
      The politics of Conrad’s first two Malay novels therefore result from an uneasy amalgam
         between a humane tolerance and acceptance of the other and the genre of colonial adventure
         fiction, which supplies its own racist and sexist stereotypes, and which represents
         Western imperialism as sometimes unfortunate but inevitable: inevitable because Malays
         and other inhabitants of the colonial world live in an unchanging past, while the
         aggressive West pushes forward into a dynamic future. The short story, “Karain: A
         Memory,” which Conrad first published in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1897 (the year after An Outcast was published) and later collected in Tales of Unrest (1898), clearly illustrates the dynamism of the West versus the absolute stasis of
         the East. Its opening paragraphs epitomize the presentation of the exotic in late
         Victorian fiction, reminding the reader repeatedly that Karain, the Malay chieftain,
         and Karain’s people are rooted in an eternal past:
      

      
         Sunshine gleams between the lines of those short paragraphs—sunshine and the glitter
            of the sea. A strange name wakes up memories; the printed words scent the smoky atmosphere
            of to-day faintly, with the subtle and penetrating perfume as of land breezes breathing
            through the starlight of bygone nights; a signal fire gleams like a jewel on the high
            brow of a sombre cliff; great trees, the advanced sentries of immense forests, stand
            watchful and still over sleeping stretches of open water . . . . (13) 
         

      

      London is “smoky,” its citizens read newspapers; Malayasia’s air is “perfumed,” its
         sunshine bright, and its citizens use “signal fires.” London is immediate, alive,
         while Karain’s world is “bygone,” a memory. Karain’s people are exotic, “barbarous”
         with their bright clothes, charms, and weaponry. They
      

      
         thronged the narrow length of our schooner’s decks with their ornamented and barbarous
            crowd, with the variegated colours of checkered sarongs, red turbans, white jackets,
            embroideries; with the gleam of scabbards, gold rings, charms, armlets, lance blades,
            and jewelled handles of their weapons. (13)
         

      

      Karain’s land seems to the narrator to be cut off completely from the rest of the
         world:
      

      
         It was still, complete, unknown and full of a life that went on stealthily with a
            troubling effect of solitude; of a life that seemed unaccountably empty of anything
            that would stir the thought, touch the heart, give a hint of the ominous sequence
            of days. It appeared to us a land without memories, regrets and hopes; a land where
            nothing could survive the coming of the night, and where each sunrise, like a dazzling
            act of special creation, was disconnected from the eve and the morrow. (14) 
         

      

      The political values of The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ and the early Malay fiction might ultimately be described as “conservative.” ‘Narcissus’ evokes nostalgia for earlier ages, when ships were powered by wind and when crews
         were uninfected by egalitarian values. In the Malay fiction, contact with Western
         culture is destructive: Malays were better off when they were left alone. Yet, while
         Narcissus is a tidily consistent package of reactionary politics—anti-egalitarian and racist,
         a semi-conscious celebration of capital over labor—the characters in the Malay fiction
         anticipate a post-colonial world. They are given voices that speak back to the West,
         that insist on a shared, complex humanity. The greatest of Conrad’s Malay fiction,
         Lord   Jim, will take us in new directions and represents another political rupture.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   In “The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’: History, Narrative, and Nationalism,” Allan Simmons argues that Conrad was less
                  influenced by Henley’s politics than Willy and McDonald suggest. Simmons notes that
                  Conrad was “half way through the period of composition” (146) of the novella before
                  his first mention of Henley in his letters (October, 1896), so he might not have had
                  the Henley Circle in mind while he was writing. That Conrad doesn’t mention Henley
                  in extant letters proves little about Henley’s influence, and whether Conrad was writing
                  for Henley or not, the aesthetics and politics in the “Preface” and the novella strongly
                  echo those of the Henley Circle. 
               

            

         

         
            2.   For a very useful and well-informed discussion of the contemporary political context
                  of Conrad’s letter, see Simmons, “Conrad and Politics,” 110–17. 
               

            

         

         
            3.   Ian Watt notes the importance of Carlyle to Conrad in Conrad in the Nineteenth Century, 149–151, as does Michael DiSanto, more extensively, in Under Conrad’s Eyes: The Novel as Criticism, (see especially 33–65), though neither notes Carlyle’s “Shooting Niagara.” I was
                  alerted to Conrad’s echo of “Shooting Niagara” by the political scientist, John Compton,
                  a Chapman University friend and colleague. 
               

            

         

         
            4.   Jeremy Hawthorn suggests that the representation of James Wait reveals the novella
                  as apprentice work; Conrad simply did not have control of his materials yet, so Wait’s
                  character is inconsistent (111–115). Hawthorn is certainly right that Wait’s character
                  is inconsistent, but, as Hawthorn himself points out later in the chapter (121–128),
                  these inconsistencies are not at all inconsistent with the “character” of the stage
                  nigger, who was often presented as both urbane and primitive, with a stilted and awkward
                  grandiloquence inappropriate to his station, and who might be both physically intimidating
                  and cowardly. Conrad has merely imported this racist stereotype whole cloth into his
                  narrative. 
               

            

         

         
            5.   In an exchange with the socialist Cunningham Graham, Conrad scorns his friend for
                  imagining Singleton with an education (responding to a letter from Cunningham Graham
                  we no longer have). Conrad calls Singleton “simple and great like an elemental force”
                  (CL, 1, 423). For Fleishman’s brief discussion of this exchange, which leads Fleishman
                  to conclude that Conrad’s representation of Singleton reveals Conrad’s pessimism in
                  that only an unconscious man can be heroic because self-consciousness leads to un-heroic
                  doubts and equivocations, see his Conrad’s Politics, 25–27. 
               

            

         

         
            6.   For a fuller discussion of women’s roles in Narcissus, see my Homosexuality in the Life and work of Joseph Conrad, p. 26. 
               

            

         

         
            7.   For an interesting alternative perspective, see Stephen Ross’s “The Ancien Régime
                  and Fetishistic Politics in The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’. Ross argues that Allistoun’s decision not to cut away the masts after the ship capsizes
                  proves him to be incompetent, driven by ego, so he fails as an upholder of reactionary
                  values. This is ingenious but strained. Allistoun is never proven wrong on the voyage,
                  and he is presented as the only true adult aboard ship. 
               

            

         

         
            8.   See his Conrad’s Eastern World, 139–170. In an essay first published in 1939, “Conrad’s Malaysia,” Florence Clemens
                  suggested that “Conrad’s eastern fiction is in itself an authority on the general
                  political situation in the archipelago and on the material Malay scene” (24). For
                  another confirmation of Conrad’s accuracy in depicting the Malaysian world, see Agnes
                  Yeow’s Conrad’s Eastern Vision : A Vain and Floating Appearance, where she notes “[I]t is telling that a noted scholar of Southeast Asian history
                  like G. J. Resink has consulted Conrad’s fiction and used it as a counter-point to
                  affirm or strengthen his own reconstruction of what took place at the time and even
                  to fill the gaps left by historical documents” (4). D.C.R.A. Goonetilleke, in “Conrad’s
                  Malayan Novels: Problems of Authenticity,” claims that “[Conrad’s] Malayan world is
                  predominantly authentic in all its varied spheres” (51). In Cross-Cultural Encounters in Joseph Conrad’s Malay Fiction, Robert Hampson recreates the late 19th century definitions of “Malay” and “Malaysia”
                  and explores Conrad’s sources in detail. And Gene Moore notes, approvingly, “Beneath
                  the romantic melodrama of their plots and the exoticism of their settings, the Malay
                  fictions display a serious interest in moeurs   malaisiennes, an ethnographic awareness of many different kinds of ‘natives’ engaged in a struggle
                  for survival” (21).
               

            

         

         
            9.   Andrea White has written the best, most detailed discussion of Conrad’s reliance
                  in Almayer’s Folly on conventions within the popular adventure tradition. See Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, 116–33. 
               

            

         

         
            10.   Though published after Almayer, Hugh Clifford’s In Court and Kampong: Being Tales and Sketches of Native Life in the Malay Peninsula (1897) expresses an amused disdain for the morals of Malaysian women reflected in
                  other sources available to Conrad. “The women of Kĕlantan are, many of them, well
                  favoured enough. They are, for the most part, fine upstanding wenches, somewhat more
                  largely built than most Malay women, and they appear more in public than is usual
                  in the Peninsula. At Kôta Bharu, women, both young and old, crowd the markets at all
                  hours of the day, and do most of the selling and buying. They converse freely with
                  strangers, go about unveiled, and shew no signs of that affected bashfulness, which
                  cloaks the very indifferent morals of the average Malay woman, but which it is a point
                  of honour with her to assume when in the presence of men” (26–27). 
               

            

         

         
            11.   An anonymous article in the Strand, “Lady Dufferin and the Women of India” (1891) notes that 204 women were being trained
                  in India as physicians; two earned higher marks than any male medical students and
                  finished their studies in England (460). Writing in Blackwood’s Magazine, Harold Fielding details the independence, freedom, and accomplishments of Burmese
                  women, who “stand in every way on an absolute equality with men, as far as law, as
                  religion, and as custom are concerned” (776). 
               

            

         

         
            12.   See Norman Sherry’s Joseph Conrad: The Critical Heritage. A reviewer in the Daily Chronicle remarked “the savage hatred for [Almayer] of his Malay wife” (49). Another in the
                  World identifies Mrs. Almayer incorrectly as a “half-caste” and calls her a “bad bargain”
                  (51). She is “the curse of his existence” (the Athenaeum, 52) who “may have degraded him but” the reviewer adds approvingly, his degrading
                  marriage “has never turned him into a brute, and even the savage to whom he has given
                  his name knows that she can mock him without fear of the one punishment that she dreads
                  [that he would murder her]” (the Speaker, 55–56). 
               

            

         

         
            13.   The most prominent members of this group were the so-called “Babus” of India. Rudyard
                  Kipling mocks them harshly, for example, in “The Enlightenments of Pagett, M.P.” and
                  “The Head of the District,” though he presents other Indians sympathetically. 
               

            

         

         
            14.   The rapid aging of non-white women is another familiar trope of colonialist fiction.
                  Kipling’s “Lispeth” might be the most well-known example. The title character is described
                  as the most beautiful woman of the Indian hill country. She falls in love with an
                  English traveler, who flirts with her and leaves for England. Her response is to conclude
                  that the English are hypocrites, renounces Christianity and English customs, and then
                  take “to her own unclean people savagely . . . . her beauty faded soon” (11). 
               

            

         

         
            15.   She is actually suspected of witchcraft by the people of Sambir, 33, 108, 119, 149,
                  163. 
               

            

         

         
            16.   In Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, Andrea White makes the undeniable point that, unlike most other non-white women
                  in colonial adventure fiction, Mrs. Almayer is given a voice, and that voice has some
                  authority and autonomy. Before Lingard marries her off to Almayer, Conrad asks the
                  reader, briefly, to imagine the captured young woman’s plight from her own perspective
                  (125–128). White’s observation is important; she is right to suggest that reproducing
                  Mrs. Almayer’s perspective and having her speak for herself sets her off from other
                  colonial fiction of the time. But this does not contradict the fact that she conforms
                  to many of the colonialist tropes for the presentation of the exotic woman. 
               

            

         

         
            17.   “Nevertheless,” Yeow adds interestingly, “as a cultural hybrid himself and with
                  his own doubts about the flimsy veneers of civilization and culture, Conrad must have
                  recognized the irony of such an attempt” (135). 
               

            

         

         
            18.   Tom Henthorne first suggested that Nina is the first “half-caste” protagonist in
                  English literature (40), and he suggests that Nina’s representation in Almayer’s Folly shifts through the novel itself and with revisions as Conrad’s own attitudes changed
                  and he became increasingly anti-colonial (because of his experiences in the Congo)
                  (Conrad’s Trojan Horses, 39–40). 
               

            

         

         
            19.  “And he killed white men!” interrupted Nina.

               “I regret to say they were white. Yes, two white men lost their lives through that
                  scoundrel’s freak.”
               

               “Two only!” exclaimed Nina.

               The officer looked at her in amazement.

               “Why! why! You—” he stammered, confused.

               “There might have been more,” interrupted Nina. “And when you get this—this scoundrel
                  will you go?”
               

               The lieutenant, still speechless, bowed his assent.

               “Then I would get him for you if I had to seek him in a burning fire,” she burst out
                  with intense energy. “I hate the sight of your white faces. I hate the sound of your
                  gentle voices. That is the way you speak to women, dropping sweet words before any
                  pretty face. I have heard your voices before” (AF, 105–106). 
               

            

         

         
            20.   Drawing on the work of Homi Bhabha, Robert Hampson offers a persuasive, somewhat
                  different point of view regarding Nina. Hampson first notes that “Various critics
                  have suggested that Nina, as someone who is both brown and white but living in a world
                  in which brown and white are polarized, is forced to find her identity by having to
                  choose between brown and white” (106). But, he says, it might be argued that Nina
                  “finds her identity not through finally choosing (or being forced to choose) her mother’s
                  world rather than her father’s (that is, by accepting the binaries through which identity
                  is constructed), but rather as a constant performance of identity in the interstices
                  between the different codes and traditions in which she is situated through ‘the overlap
                  and displacement of the domains of difference.’” (Cross-Cultural Encounters, 106–107). 
               

            

         

         
            21.   In a book that represents Conrad convincingly as a postcolonial writer, Tom Henthorne
                  argues that Dain Maroola shouldn’t be dismissed “as a mere love interest.” “He is
                  more than just a convention of a popular romance . . . for it is through him that
                  Conrad represents what it is to be an anticolonial insurgent” (48). Dain is indeed
                  the ideal, indigenous anticolonial insurgent, but this is a role we can assign him
                  only in a post-colonial world. The character emerges directly from the tradition of
                  the noble savage, related more to Rider Haggard’s Umslopogaas, who appears in Allan Quatermain (1887), and Nada the Lily (1892) than to any post-colonial insurgent. (See Brian Street, The Savage in Literature, especially 56–59.)
               

            

         

         
            22.   Contempt for native rulers in Africa and Asia is a very common trope of late nineteenth-century
                  British colonial discourse, quite evident in its newspaper of record, the London   Times. The Times correspondent to Kabul during the British occupation in 1880 wrote a long piece devoted
                  entirely to the potential rulers of Afghanistan whom the British might support. He
                  despairs of being able to recommend anyone to be the next Emir: “The whole [royal]
                  family [in Afghanistan] is a striking illustration of the apparent inability of the
                  modern aristocracies of all Eastern countries to develop high governing faculties
                  and to live and rule for the benefit of anyone but themselves.” (“The Princes of Afghanistan,”
                  4). Four years later, a correspondent condemns all the native rulers in India using
                  similar terms: “[P]etty chiefs, secure in their insignificance . . . enjoy to the
                  fullest their brief hour of authority and debauchery, the worst scenes of tyranny
                  are enacted, and misrule decides everything in its own bad way” (Times, 11 April, 1884: 5).
               

            

         

         
            23.   Wallace’s judgments tend to be relatively fair and forthright unless he has recourse
                  to humor. Wallace draws attention to the Rajah’s intelligence via an elaborate scheme
                  the Rajah devises to ensure a fair census of his people, a scheme that succeeds. But
                  before lighting on the solution to his census problem, Wallace characterizes the Rajah’s
                  state in this way: “This was a very hard problem; and the Rajah thought and thought,
                  as hard as a Malay Rajah can be expected to think, but could not solve it; and so
                  he was very unhappy, and did nothing but smoke and chew betel with his favourite wife,
                  and eat scarcely anything; and even when he went to the cock-fight did not seem to
                  care whether his best birds won or lost” (278).
               

            

         

         
            24.   See Conrad and Masculinity, 38–43, for Roberts’s interesting debate with John Stape on how to read Aïssa. 
               

            

         

         
            25.   Robert Hampson describes her place in the novel perfectly, demonstrating how the
                  novel demonizes Aïssa via the description, quoted below, of her first meeting with
                  Willems, who sees her “as the embodiment of the ‘mystery’ (OI, 70) of the ‘tropical life’ of the surrounding forests. He experiences her as a femme
                  fatale, but the sexual encounter is also inflected as female; the colonial landscape
                  is figured as ‘nature’ rather than ‘culture’; and non-Europeans are similarly situated
                  as part of ‘nature’ rather than part of ‘culture’” (Cross-Cultural Encounters, 118).
               

            

         

         
            26.   With Conrad’s Kurtz, Randall and Jellaludin are the most famous examples from the
                  period, but they appear in stories that work against the trope. Wiltshire, the hero
                  of “The Beach of Falesá,” marries Uma, a South Sea Islander, but there is no sign
                  that he loses his racial identity in the marriage. The story is almost unique, in
                  fact, in that his marriage ennobles him. Jellaludin is thoroughly “lost,” but he is
                  a sly representation of Kipling himself, who also lost himself in the cultures of
                  Northern India and produced stories that often present Indians with warm admiration.
                  
               

            

         

         
            27.   The purest, most (unintentionally) humorous example of the type might be the debased
                  Bob Heatherby, formerly an “English gentleman,” in Gilbert Parker’s “While the Lamp
                  Holds Out to Burn” (Pall Mall Magazine, 1899). Referred to repeatedly throughout the
                  story as “the Lost One,” the hero provides a glimpse of him: “[N]ever had he seen
                  eyes so terrible as these . . . staring, bulbous, bloodshot, hunted eyes; but they
                  were blue, a sickly faded blue; and they were English!” (38–39). 
               

            

         

         
            28.   This scene might best be described as operatic. Though Willems is speaking with
                  Almayer, a man he despises, he confesses the terrifying, overpowering nature of his
                  enslaving love for Aïssa to him, as though he is singing an aria for an invisible
                  audience rather than speaking with his enemy. Christopher GoGwilt interestingly explores
                  the operatic quality of Conrad’s Malay romances in The Passage of Literature, where he notes that “Readers have often been struck by the operatic qualities of
                  Conrad’s early Malay tales, and Conrad’s own comments in letters suggest that he thought
                  of the Malay (or “Lingard”) trilogy of his first projected novel sequence in terms
                  of a specifically operatic aesthetic” (39). 
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 2

      Lord Jim (1900)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Colonialist Roots

      
      Lord Jim is a generic mélange. I was twelve when I read it the first time, and I was drawn
         through it (and ultimately, to a life-long affection for Conrad’s novels and stories)
         by its tales of adventure and its flawed but heroic young protagonist. As Marlow says
         of Jim, the novel appeals to all sides of us at once; Lord Jim is an imperial romance, an art novel, a study in epistemology, a meditation on masculine
         codes of honor, and a cultural and critical Rorschach test. Its politics and aesthetics
         are linked in ways that have challenged critics for the last fifty years. It is the
         culminating expression of Conrad’s vision of the Malay Archipelago and, therefore,
         of its colonial politics. Like Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands, it both perpetuates and subverts the conventions of colonial adventure fiction.
         At the same time, it also reintroduces and reconsiders concepts of class and labor
         first examined in the Nigger of the ‘Narcissus.’ 
      

      
      With its colonial traders, represented at one end by the Romantic and romanticized
         Stein and at the other by the unspeakable Cornelius, its triumphant (if temporary)
         conquest by a white colonial hero, its veiled misogyny, and its cast of non-white
         characters, including another noble Dain (Waris), a corrupt Rajah, and a beautiful
         but doomed half-caste paramour, Lord Jim closely follows generic conventions. These tropes are concentrated in the Patusan
         half of the novel, and they have helped to make readers feel that the two halves are
         incompatible.
      

      
      The most formulaic colonialist representations in Lord Jim are of non‑white peoples and cultures. The captain of the ship that takes Jim to
         Patusan is the “dapper little half‑caste” skipper of one of Stein’s brigantines, who
         has a “face the colour of lemon‑peel,” a “thin little black moustache drooping on
         each side of his thick, dark lips,” and whose “flowing English seemed to be derived
         from a dictionary compiled by a lunatic” (181). Since he will ferry Jim from a white
         world to a non‑white world, the fact that he is half‑white and half non-white seems
         appropriate. The fact that he is a ludicrous but also sinister figure makes him entirely
         conventional, and so is Marlow’s ironic appreciation of his malapropian English. “Half‑castes”
         are ludicrous or sinister or both in nearly all colonialist fiction. Marlow’s disgusted
         description of the “third‑class deputy resident,” who has heard that Jim is in Patusan
         and has got hold of some fabulous gem, is also typical, though it is more comically
         grotesque than usual: He is a “a big, fat, greasy, blinking fellow of mixed descent”
         whom Marlow finds “lying extended on his back in a cane chair, odiously unbuttoned”
         (210). And it is entirely appropriate that the repulsive and abject Cornelius, also
         a “half‑caste,” would connive in but not be the agent of Jim’s death.
      

      
       Dain Waris represents another trope in colonialist fiction: the faithful intermediate.
         The prototype is Friday from Robinson Crusoe, and his successors persist in popular film. These figures are often lighter‑skinned
         than their fellow countrymen, and they are superior to them in every way. Their most
         characteristic act is to die fighting for their white masters and/or war‑comrades.
         Doramin is the most impressive leader in Patusan, and, as Doramin’s son, Dain Waris
         has a pedigree suitable to be the companion of the white protagonist. Marlow says
         of him that “his own people said with pride that he knew how to fight like a white
         man,” and Marlow confirms their judgment by adding, “This was true.” In colonialist
         fiction, any judgment of this sort would need to be confirmed in just this way by
         a white onlooker or by the narrative itself. Marlow elaborates on Dain’s many “white”
         qualities: 
      

      
         he had that sort of courage—the courage in the open, I may say—but he had also a European
            mind. You meet them sometimes like that, and are surprised to discover unexpectedly
            a familiar turn of thought, an unobscured vision, a tenacity of purpose, a touch of
            altruism. 
         

      

      Physically, Dain Waris also matches the type, for he is “Of small stature, but admirably
         well proportioned, [with] a proud carriage, a polished, easy bearing, a temperament
         like a clear flame” (198).
      

      
       He is the perfect second. After Sherif Ali is defeated, Dain helps Jim appoint new
         head‑men of the surrounding villages (206). If Jim were not such a thoroughly altruistic
         ruler in Patusan, we might suspect that Jim uses Dain’s knowledge and connections
         in this way to consolidate his own power. This is the way white men make use of faithful
         subordinates in colonialist fiction. When Gentleman Brown and his men first descend
         on Patusan, Dain is in charge and would like to attack them—an example, we may suppose,
         of his “unobscured,” European vision—but the other Patusan leaders overrule him. We
         do not blame him, of course, but the resulting tragedy is therefore as much Dain’s
         failure as Jim’s. Had he shown more decisive leadership the community would have been
         safe. Faithful intermediates are almost never shown in positions of absolute authority,
         however, so it is no wonder that most readers place the blame for the resultant tragedy
         exclusively on Jim. It is no wonder as well that Dain is never given speech; he is
         an absolutely flat, generic figure. 
      

      
      The cruel, corrupt, and contemptible Oriental despot is another persistent trope.
         Literary examples in Conrad’s time include those who appear in stories and novels
         by Rider Haggard and Rudyard Kipling, and later in Edgar Rice Burrough’s Tarzan series. They appeared in the non‑fiction as well; Conrad would have encountered them
         regularly in his morning newspaper. The Rajah Tanku Allang meets the qualifications
         of the Oriental despot as fully as Dain Waris meets those of the faithful intermediate.
         Indeed, Conrad seems to have delighted in exaggerating the figure until the Rajah
         very nearly becomes a parody of the trope. Marlow introduces him as “a dirty, little,
         used‑up old man with evil eyes and a weak mouth, who swallowed an opium pill every
         two hours, and in defiance of common decency wore his hair uncovered and falling in
         wild, stringy locks about his wizened, grimy face.” The Rajah holds court in “a ruinous
         barn with a rotten bamboo floor, through the cracks of which you could see . . . the
         heaps of refuse and garbage of all kinds lying under the house” (173–174). His soldiers
         have been waylaying and robbing people, so Jim makes a state visit to read him a lecture
         in public morality. “A shaking fury seemed to enter [the Rajah’s] old, frail body,”
         after Jim mentions one incident of extortion. “He writhed weirdly on his mat, gesticulating
         with his hands and feet, tossing the tangled strings of his mop—an impotent incarnation
         of rage” (189). Before Jim temporarily sets things right in Patusan, the Rajah’s “cruelty
         and rapacity had no other bounds than his cowardice . . . . He struck at [Doramin]
         through his subjects, and thought himself pathetically in the right” (195). Oriental
         rulers were inevitably like this in turn‑of‑the‑century stories and in the popular
         press; they indulged in every vice, ruled incompetently, and imposed extortionate
         taxes on their long‑suffering people.
      

      
      Words like “inert,” “static,” and “unchanging” nearly always adhere to late nineteenth-century
         descriptions of Eastern and African nations and cultures. While the West moves along
         with the great sweep of history, Africa and the East remain apart from that movement,
         unable even to look forward, much less advance on their own. Only contact with the
         West will allow them to progress socially, economically, politically, or, the missionaries
         would say, spiritually. Conrad provides the reader with a sense of going backward in time in his two African stories, “Outpost of Progress” and Heart of Darkness. In his Malay fiction, however, the impression is more of stasis. In Lord Jim, when Marlow is about to leave Jim and Patusan for the last time, he tells us that
         he is leaving a world that will never change to join a world in motion. He was going
         back to England, he says, “to the world where events move, men change, light flickers,
         life flows in a clear stream . . . . But as to what I was leaving behind, I cannot
         imagine any alteration” (200).[1]   
      

      
      Jim’s transforming influence in Patusan and his relationship with his people there
         make him the heir of the historical Rajah Brooke of Sarawak as well as Daniel Dravot
         (the man who would be king in Kipling’s story, which also investigates the trope of
         the Englishman’s “natural” ability to bring order to the East), Case, the evil trader
         and de facto ruler of the island in Robert Louis Stevenson’s “The Beach of Falesá,”
         and the infamous Mr. Kurtz.[2]    Unlike these other fictional imperialists, however, Jim’s influence is entirely
         benign. After he defeats the Sherif, he curtails the evil graspings of the Rajah,
         ends all the internecine warfare that characterized Patusan before his arrival, and
         even settles domestic disputes. His success, Jim tells Marlow, was “immense,” and
         the power he gained over the lives of what became “his” people, Marlow adds in confirmation,
         was also immense:
      

      
         the seal of success upon his words, the conquered ground for the soles of his feet,
            the blind trust of men, . . . the solitude of his achievement. . . . I can’t with
            mere words convey to you the impression of his total and utter isolation. I know,
            of course, he was in every sense alone of his kind there, but the unsuspected qualities
            of his nature had brought him in such close touch with his surroundings that this
            isolation seemed only the effect of his power. His loneliness added to his stature.
            There was nothing within sight to compare him with. (205)
         

      

      Jim’s ability to lead, to judge, and to administrate came to him, Marlow tells us,
         “like keen scent to a well‑bred hound” (188). Jim’s splendid isolation in the East,
         the deep respect verging on adulation that he inspires in the people of Patusan, and
         his intuitive ability to impose order make him a recognizable type of the conquering
         European, another in a long line of Crusoes who, after settling and defending their
         islands, become the lords of “their” people. Even his failure confirms this, for when
         he dies there is no power that can replace him, and Patusan presumably falls back
         under the sway of its corrupt former ruler, the Rajah.
      

      
       Of course, colonialist discourse included several other possible types of the European
         within the colonial equation. Jim did not need to end up a success in Patusan. His
         early exposure to the East, as Tracy Seeley points out in her fine article, leads
         to his decision to join the crew of the Patna, and this is, as she puts it, his “first great leap from the life he has sworn to uphold”
         (98). By taking a berth on the Patna, he joins the men who have been corrupted by the East, who have gone soft and who seek
         soft berths in ships with large native crews that will do all the hard work. The alcoholic
         chief engineer describes himself as “an old stager” (24), and this is the term used
         in colonialist discourse for men who have spent so much time in the East that they
         may know it too well. Their racial identity has been affected by their contact. The
         engineer therefore represented what should have been a pointed example to Jim, but
         Jim is not the sort to discover in himself the infirmities of others. His jump from
         the Patna, in fact, might have saved him from becoming one of “them” instead of “one of us.”
         The final stage in this kind of degeneration might lead to the white man taking a
         non‑white wife, moving away from European settlements, becoming an alcoholic or opium
         addict, and even changing his religion. These were the men who were said to have “gone
         native,” examples of whom in literature include Captain Randall of Stevenson’s “The
         Beach of Falesá,” McIntosh Jellaludin, from Kipling’s “To Be Filed for Reference,”
         Willems in An Outcast of the Islands, and, once again, Kurtz, who is distinctive in that he remains a powerful and effective
         imperialist at the same time that he “goes native.”
      

      
       One other way Lord Jim conforms to the conventions of traditional adventure fiction is in its treatment
         of women. Adventure fiction has been more-or-less misogynistic since its inception.
         In Robinson Crusoe the only human contact Crusoe seems to yearn for is male; Friday fails to satisfy his needs completely because he isn’t white, not because
         he isn’t female. In the end, Crusoe’s brief marriage is purely incidental. (Defoe
         has Crusoe marry a woman after his return to England, and then he kills her off, all
         in one sentence. This is Crusoe’s only romantic encounter with a woman in a book that
         covers the first sixty‑seven years of his life.) English women, as many readers have
         pointed out, are treated like the so‑called natives of colonialist fiction[3]   : they are childish, unreliable, and incompetent, and they need men to protect
         them. But sometimes men need protection from them, for they are often the source of all the trouble in the story. In Heart of Darkness, one woman, Kurtz’s Intended, drives Kurtz to seek riches in the Belgian Congo, where
         he meets another woman, his African mistress, who helps complete his degeneration
         and, therefore, his doom. Even Marlow himself is sent “out there” nearly to his death
         by his excellent aunt, a foolishly idealistic woman who doesn’t have the foggiest
         understanding of the world into which she is sending her favorite nephew.
      

      
        Lord Jim is no exception. Marlow is explicit when he excludes women from his audience. As
         he tells the story of Jim’s romance, he wonders “how the world can look to them [that
         is, to women]—whether it has the shape and substance we know, the air we breathe!” (209). Like most turn‑of‑the‑century adventure fiction, Lord Jim was written primarily about men for an audience of men and boys. In this world, women
         are either obstacles to adventure, objects to be won, or subtle opponents who don’t
         play by the rules. In many of the brief character sketches that enrich the novel,
         men are made unhappy or even killed by women. Captain Elliot, the master attendant
         of the port where the Patna is towed and who is the first to accuse the Patna captain of deserting the ship, is obsessed by his inability to marry off his unattractive
         daughters, and he makes himself and his underlings miserable because of his obsession.
         Little Bob Stanton, a friend of Marlow’s, gives up his preferred life as a chief mate
         to marry, and he winds up in the soul-killing business of selling insurance: 
      

      
         Poor Bob’s spell of shore-life had been one of the complications of a love affair,
            I believe. He fondly hoped he had done with the sea for ever, and made sure he had
            got hold of all the bliss on earth, but it came to canvassing in the end. Some cousin
            of his in Liverpool put him up to it. He used to tell us his experiences in that line.
            He made us laugh till we cried, and, not altogether displeased at the effect, undersized
            and bearded to the waist like a gnome, he would tiptoe amongst us and say, “It’s all
            very well for you beggars to laugh, but my immortal soul was shriveled down to the
            size of a parched pea after a week of that work.” (116)
         

      

      Then he is killed by an hysterical lady’s maid, who drowns him, along with herself,
         when she panics aboard the sinking Sephora. Selvin, Marlow’s chief mate, is reliable in every way. His one fault is that he is
         driven into jealous rages by a woman whom Marlow describes in this way: “I had a glimpse
         of her once, and, honestly, I couldn’t conceive a man abandoned enough to plunge into
         sin for the sake of such an unattractive person” (120).
      

      
      One would think that Jewel would prove an exception, and she does reveal a number
         of dependable, even manly qualities as she saves Jim from assassination and commands,
         “very efficient and high‑spirited,” in Jim’s stockade after the first attack of Brown’s
         men. “Through the whole affair,” Marlow adds, “she showed an extraordinary martial
         ardour” (220). Jim even says, jokingly, of her that Jewel was “the best man of them
         all” under the stress of Brown’s attack (297).[4]    What little we know of Jewel in her relationship with Jim, however, is not very
         attractive. Her love is jealous and possessive. Marlow learns, to his amazement, that
         Jewel “mistrusted [Jim’s] very slumbers” and believes that some memory of his early
         disaster, which he has tried, unsuccessfully, to explain to her, will call him back
         to the white world (237). She hovers over Jim during Marlow’s visit like an anxious,
         jealous spirit. “The girl,” Marlow tells us, “never went to sleep till we [Marlow
         and Jim] had separated for the night” (213). After Marlow fails to convince Jewel
         of Jim’s faithfulness, Marlow slinks away, defeated by her passionate ignorance. At
         the end, Jewel believes (rightly, no doubt) that by committing a kind of honorable
         suicide, Jim has deserted her. We last see Jewel in Stein’s house, poisoning Stein’s
         final years. She will not forgive Jim, and this distresses both Stein and, I guess,
         most readers. “Schrecklich,” Stein murmers. “Terrible! Terrible! What can one do?” Jewel says once again that
         Jim was false, and Stein tries once again to appeal to her: “‘No! no! no! My poor
         child! . . . ’ He patted her hand lying passively on his sleeve. ‘No! no! Not false!
         True! true! true!’ He tried to look into her stony face. ‘You don’t understand. Ach!
         Why you do not understand? . . . Terrible’” (263). When we last see Stein, in the
         closing paragraph of the novel, we learn that “the poor girl is leading a sort of
         soundless, inert life in Stein’s house.” And when we learn that “Stein has aged greatly
         of late” in the next sentence, we may decide that this aging has something to do with
         his having been saddled with the implacable Jewel (313). Jewel remains a disturbing
         and alien intruder at the end, a fitting symbol of the way most women are represented
         in turn-of-the-century adventure fiction. 
      

      
      With its exotic romance, its stage Malays in predictable relationships with the conquering
         European protagonist, and its setting in a timeless East, the Patusan episode reads
         like any number of colonialist stories from the period, in this case a colonialist
         story which happens to have gotten itself attached to an extraordinary, modernist
         novel. Much of the critical response to Lord Jim since its publication has been to fault it for possessing two incompatible halves
         or to defend it by pointing out the essential connections between the two. In his
         extended analysis of the two part structure of the novel in Conrad in the Nineteenth Century, Ian Watt suggests that the two halves must be very different from each other because the close analysis Conrad employs in part
         one would have had a corrosive effect on part two. Events in Patusan, he writes, “would
         be revealed for the romantic schoolboy adventures that they essentially are if they
         were subjected to the extended and rigorous cross‑examination which is applied to
         Jim’s desertion of the Patna. In the second part of Lord Jim, Conrad is not dealing with realities that can stand up to three‑dimensional scrutiny”
         (308). Robert Hampson writes that “It is now generally accepted that Conrad structures
         the narrative of Lord Jim by reference to light literature; in the first part of the novel, he produces a counter-version
         of the sea-life romance; in the second part of the novel, in Patusan, he re-creates
         the colonial world of adventure romance.” Agreeing with other critics, Hampson claims
         “the systematic overturning of romance conventions in the first part of the novel
         means that the romance world of Patusan has already been ruled out as a possible reality:
         the ‘exotic space’ of Patusan is an impossible, undiscovered place in the charted
         world of the novel” (Cross-Cultural Encounters, 129). 
      

      
      This claim that the first half of the novel cancels out the second leads critics to
         conclude that the colonialist politics of the Patusan story are also canceled; the
         colonialist tropes are merely one discredited feature of the discredited genre of
         imperial romance: we aren’t supposed to take them seriously. But the reverse claim,
         that the second half cancels the first, is more plausible since that is the usual
         order of this process; later events are normally said to cancel out earlier events.[5]    So we might say that the heroic colonialism displayed in Patusan, with its uplifting
         narrative arc ending only with the death of the white hero, is something like an antidote
         for the troubling moral relativism of the Patna episode. But as I will suggest later in this chapter, this reading too is problematic
         because all grand narratives are repudiated in the novel. The arc of Jim’s career
         may be heroic, ultimately, to Jim and to some readers (like myself as a young teenager),
         but the narrative is consistent in its dismissal of all grand and redeeming narratives,
         whether large and political or small and personal. 
      

      
      The Politics of Class

      
      One of the odd but engaging features of Lord Jim is the way its genre-inflected colonialist politics collide with its casually subversive
         politics of class. The most famous example of this subversion comes early in the novel,
         when Jim’s father is described as a parson who works to maintain a rigidly hierarchical
         class structure: “Originally [Jim] came from a parsonage. Many commanders of fine
         merchant-ships come from these abodes of piety and peace. Jim’s father possessed such
         certain knowledge of the Unknowable as made for the righteousness of people in cottages
         without disturbing the ease of mind of those whom an unerring Providence enables to
         live in mansions” (10). Drawing our attention to this passage, Fredric Jameson claims
         that the Anglicanism referred to here and the narrative itself act to “contain” class
         struggle, and he claims that Jim leaves his father’s world in part to sidestep these
         hidden but implicit conflicts: “From our point of view, and from the logic of its
         insertion in Conrad’s text, this ideological function of religion is also to be grasped
         in terms of containment and totality; the geographical vision of cottage, mansion,
         and ‘little church’ (the place of the production of the ideology that harmonizes them)
         requires that neither class position be able to focus or indeed to see the other.
         Jim’s method for living this geography, harmonized by ideological blindness, is an
         uncommon one: choosing a vocation such that he can step completely outside all three
         class terrains and see them all equally, from over a vast distance, as so much picturesque
         landscape” (211). Though Jameson is right to note that Jim’s father’s religion seeks
         to distract its parishioners from class conflicts, he is wrong to credit Jim with
         choosing his vocation to avoid the class divisions his father works (probably unconsciously)
         to hide. Jim is entirely unaware of these divisions; he goes to sea for the same reason
         boys in the adventure stories he has read go to sea: in his imagination he “confronted
         savages on tropical shores, quelled mutinies on the high seas, and in a small boat
         upon the ocean kept up the hearts of despairing men—always an example of devotion
         to duty, and as unflinching as a hero in a book” (11). Jim is unconscious not only
         of his own, personal limitations but of the social foundation of his world; he is
         entirely incapable of reflecting on his father’s ideological role in a society based
         on class divisions. 
      

      
      Here is another, related passage, rendered equally famous by Jameson’s analysis in
         The Political Unconscious. In this passage from Lord Jim, Conrad juxtaposes the pilgrims sleeping aboard the Patna with the men working the ship’s engines: 
      

      
         Above the mass of sleepers a faint and patient sigh at times floated, the exhalation
            of a troubled dream; and short metallic clangs bursting out suddenly in the depths
            of the ship, the harsh scrape of a shovel, the violent slam of a furnace-door, exploded
            brutally, as if the men handling the mysterious things below had their breasts full
            of fierce anger: while the slim high hull of the steamer went on evenly ahead, without
            a sway of her bare masts, cleaving continuously the great calm of the waters under
            the inaccessible serenity of the sky. (20)
         

      

      Jameson claims that this passage reveals Conrad employing a modernist style of containment
         and repression. “[T]he work of what we will call the impressionistic strategy of modernism
         . . . is to derealize the content and make it available for consumption on some purely
         aesthetic level” (214). Just as Jim, and the narrative itself, according to Jameson,
         goes to sea to avoid confronting class conflict, Conrad’s impressionistic rendering
         of the ship’s machinery and the labor needed to keep it operating displace the reader’s
         attention from that labor. But Jameson’s argument that Conrad’s modernist aesthetics
         hide the reality of a world dominated by capital is strained. By drawing our attention
         to the anger of the men driving the ship forward, Conrad briefly focuses on the forces
         that animate the modern world and keep it on its inexorable path. And he draws attention
         to the incongruity of those forces being harnessed to take pilgrims to Mecca, juxtaposing
         their ancient, quiet faith against harshly modern, secular, noisy technology, fueled
         by a capitalism dependent, essentially, on wage slaves. The glimpses of social injustice
         we are given in these two passages, and the bland religious hypocrisy that supports
         that injustice, are not contained or repressed, they are available to any close reader
         of these passages; paradoxically, The Political Unconscious has focused the attention of a generation of readers on them.
      

      
      Jim’s problem, in fact, relates directly to the class divisions exposed here. Jim
         fails because he is too imaginative to accept the lot of the workaday sailor and unlike,
         say, Mr. Baker, the first mate of the Narcissus, he never develops a “perfect love” of his work at sea: Jim “made many voyages. He
         knew the magic monotony of existence between sky and water: he had to bear the criticism
         of men, the exactions of the sea, and the prosaic severity of the daily task that
         gives bread—but whose only reward is in the perfect love of the work. This reward
         eluded him.” (14). Mr. Baker appears to have achieved that “perfect love,” and this
         enables him not only to embrace a Spartan existence and risk his life with every voyage
         but to compel everyone under his command to do the same: all to enrich the ship owners
         and the merchants they serve. In Lord   Jim, Brierly also evinces that “perfect love”; he personally cares nothing for the pilgrims,
         but, as a professional sailor, he says of himself that he would not treat a cargo
         of rags the way the Patna’s crew behaves toward their human cargo. “Frankly, I don’t care a snap for all the
         pilgrims that ever came out of Asia, but a decent man would not have behaved like
         this to a full cargo of old rags in bales” (56). This equation of Muslim pilgrims
         with rags is explicitly, undeniably racist, of course, and in the economy of the novel,
         Brierly discredits himself here; we remember the German Patna skipper’s dismissal
         of the pilgrims boarding his ship as “cattle” (17), and we recoil from both captains.
         But Brierly is also merely upholding the values of his world. He had saved lives at
         sea, but it was his rescue of “ships in distress” that earns him a solid gold chronometer
         from “underwriters”; he is rewarded not for saving people but for saving ships and
         goods, rewarded not by grateful human beings, exactly, but by the ship’s insurers.
         
      

      
      The novel’s presentation of Brierly as both an unfeeling racist and a supremely effective
         but unconscious tool of capital-fueled imperialism highlights the novel’s chiaroscuro
         politics. In another example of the ways political perspectives collide in Lord Jim, Conrad made key changes in the original story of the Jeddah, on which the central event of the novel is based. While the fictional Patna sustained its damage in a dead calm, and the cause remained a source of speculation,
         there was nothing mysterious about the reason for the Jeddah’s troubles at sea; a storm shook the boilers loose and the hull sprang a leak. Unlike
         the passive passengers aboard the Patna, the Jeddah’s passengers armed themselves to take control of the lifeboats and fought to keep the
         crew from abandoning them. This led to the deaths of twelve men, all crew members
         who were drowned when the passengers attacked their lifeboat as it was being lowered.
         The model for Jim, Augustine Podmore Williams, the young first mate of the Jeddah, helped the captain and his wife escape in a lifeboat before he himself was thrown
         overboard by the enraged passengers. He was then taken aboard the captain’s lifeboat.[6]    By making the pilgrims into passive victims, Conrad accomplished two things: he
         removed any excuse the crew might have had for abandoning the ship, but he also reinforced
         the trope that the Eastern masses have no agency. The real Jeddah’s passengers took action while the Patna’s passengers act like the “inert,” passively suffering masses of nineteenth and early
         twentieth-century colonialist fiction and popular colonialist discourse. So the novel
         emphasizes and deplores the racism of both Brierly and the Patna’s captain, but it also promotes a point of view about non-white peoples as enduring
         and docile, a point of view later confirmed by the imperial romance of Patusan. At
         the same time, the novel is also a long interrogation and critique of the codes of
         conduct that sustain imperialism and capitalism.[7]    
      

      
      So Lord Jim appears to step back from Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands in its representation of the colonial encounter.[8]    The two earlier novels reproduce the conventions of imperial romance, but they
         are also polyphonic; Nina, Babalatchi, Mrs. Almayer, and Aïssa all speak in compelling,
         generally uncontested ways against Western imperialism. But Arab and Malay voices
         are muted in Lord Jim; the Rajah Tunku Allang, a cardboard character out of colonial discourse, is given
         two sentences: “You hear, my people! No more of these little games”; Dain Waris never
         speaks at all. At the same time, the novel also appears to repudiate the aggressively
         reactionary domestic politics of The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’; the codes inscribed and celebrated in the novella are subject to intensive critique
         in the novel. And mercantile capitalism, which secretly drives not only the action
         of the novella, but acts as its ethical and moral foundation, is quietly but critically
         interrogated. 
      

      
      The Critique of the Grand Narrative

      
      Debates about Lord Jim’s politics are sure to remain unsettled, but its thorough-going rejection of any grand
         narrative is easy to demonstrate and is, very likely, non-controversial. Jim goes
         to sea, famously, “after a course of light holiday literature”; Jim constructs his
         ego ideal around the literary images of hardship, privation, conflict, sacrifice,
         and triumph found in adventure fiction. With Stein’s help, Marlow eventually places
         Jim in a magically naturalistic world where he can pursue and achieve that ideal,
         a triumph sealed by his death. The narrative fails to end there, however, and the
         public effects of Jim’s personal triumph are all negative: Malays who sided with him
         are killed or displaced, and the people who love him, Jewel and Marlow, are betrayed.
         The hero’s bovarism, his rather simple-minded absorption into the world of adventure fiction, is held
         up to what we might call sympathetic but thorough-going ridicule. While the novel
         adopts the colonialist details of imperial romance, it repudiates its grand narrative.
         
      

      
      More fundamentally, the very structure of the novel itself privileges the anecdote,
         the brief, discontinuous image or event, at the expense of the grand narrative.[9]    Not only is Jim’s character presented as a sometimes self-contradictory pastiche
         via a variety of viewpoints and parallel characters, but several of the defining grand
         narratives of the late nineteenth-century are revealed as inadequate, limiting, and,
         ultimately, inhuman. Imperialism triumphs only in romance; capitalism privileges money
         over human beings; ancient chivalric codes of duty and honor crush those who violate
         those codes and blind those who support them, enslaving the latter to convention,
         an enslavement enforced by a justifiable fear that any questioning of those codes
         will lead to alienation, to exile from the club. Brierly is a slave to the code and
         he commits suicide; we never learn the secret of that suicide, why it is that he is
         made to feel he is no longer “one of us,” though we can guess Jim’s circumstances
         made him question the code that gave his life meaning. Jim also commits a form of
         suicide, but his look is “proud and unflinching” as he falls, celebrating his “pitiful
         wedding with a shadowy ideal of conduct,” proving, as Marlow adds, that he remained,
         indeed, “one of us” (313).[10]   
      

      
      From its first appearance at the beginning of the last century, readers have focused
         on the moral and ethical implications of Lord Jim. What do we learn from Jim’s circumstances, his cowardice and his long, successful
         or unsuccessful attempt to redeem himself? A very early reviewer wrote that Lord Jim “is a book to make the world wider and deeper, a piece of life not over vivid but
         full of colour, moral because morality is at the root of humanity, touched with romance
         and profoundly true.” Another (possibly Edward Garnett, Conrad’s close friend and
         his greatest early interpreter) claims that it is only an “accident” that “the book
         is of the sea and the East”: “its application to life, to all of us, is in no way
         diminished by this chance. For Jim . . . stands for the universal; he has something
         in common with us all” (Sherry, The Critical Heritage, 113, 115–116). One hundred years later, Linda Dryden continues to assign particular
         moral intentions to the novel. She writes that “Jim’s ego ideal is a deception arising
         out of the literary tradition of gentlemanly conduct and imperial adventure; but Conrad
         shows how an ideal must be bound to a moral conviction for it to have worth and substance”
         (147). Given the centrality of Jim’s leap from the Patna and its repercussions through the novel, it makes perfect sense that readers, like
         the characters in the book, would formulate varying opinions concerning Jim’s guilt,
         and that this would drive much of the critical discussion. But though Conrad deals
         repeatedly with innocence and guilt, with loyalty and betrayal, and, in the broadest
         terms, with right and wrong behavior, he is not a didactic writer, and there is no
         grand, moral pronouncement that we are being asked to take from Lord Jim. 
      

      
      We know this because of Stein. The narrative introduces Stein, the great trader, entomologist,
         and adventurer as something of an uber voice. He is nearing the end of an exemplary life. He has been true to himself and
         to his friends and dependents. His scientific studies give him a reliably analytical
         turn of mind. So critics have, rightly, attributed particular importance to his conversation
         with Marlow, which is near the very center of the novel. And Stein comes the closest
         of any Conrad character to a definitive answer to the question of “how to be” in a
         novel that never rests in its pursuit of that question. But after telling Marlow that
         he knows the answer, Stein falters. “So if you ask me,” he starts confidently, “how
         to be?”
      

      
         His voice leaped up extraordinarily strong, as though away there in the dusk he had
            been inspired by some whisper of knowledge. “I will tell you! For that too there is
            only one way.”
         

         
         With a hasty swish-swish of his slippers he loomed up in the ring of faint light,
            and suddenly appeared in the bright circle of the lamp. His extended hand aimed at
            my breast like a pistol; his deepset eyes seemed to pierce through me, but his twitching
            lips uttered no word, and the austere exaltation of a certitude seen in the dusk vanished
            from his face. The hand that had been pointing at my breast fell, and by-and-by, coming
            a step nearer, he laid it gently on my shoulder. (162)
         

      

      Stein begins his response to Marlow with a fleeting glimpse of some overarching, grand
         truth of human experience. The truth is within his grasp; the analogy of a man struggling
         to keep his head above the waves is the perfect analogy. But when he must interpret
         the analogy, the narrative he seeks disappears. Like all narratives in Lord Jim, the narrative concerning man’s true purpose and proper being he sought to articulate
         eludes him.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   I am not the first to notice the colonialist implications of this passage. Benita
                  Parry notes that Marlow’s “ultimate vision of Patusan is realised in a configuration
                  of negatives; it is timeless, immobile, a land without a past . . . where the old
                  trees and old mankind exist in their original dusk of being” (96).
               

            

         

         
            2.   Linda Dryden usefully compares Jim with the heroes of imperial romance novels by
                  R. M. Ballantyne, G. A. Henty, and Rider Haggard. “The white-clad imperial adventurer
                  that Jim seems to epitomize thus represents his race and his breeding, a representative
                  of the best that England can produce” (140). Dryden notes that Jim doesn’t achieve
                  that standard and reads his failure as a critique of the imperial hero and of the
                  genre itself. My position is slightly different. I would argue that though Jim fails,
                  and though the conventions of the imperial romance are interrogated in the novel,
                  Jim’s racial superiority is never questioned. 
               

            

         

         
            3.   Many critics have pointed this out. See, for example, Marianna Torgovnick’s Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, Modern Lives, especially “Taking Tarzan Seriously” (22–72) and “Traveling with Conrad” (141–58).
                  
               

            

         

         
            4.   In “‘The White Man’s Jewel’: Writing the Body in Conrad’s Lord Jim,” Catherine A. Civello notes this and other passages to show how Conrad’s presentation
                  of Jewel reflects his phallocentrism. Civello sees the book’s misogyny as a reflection
                  of Conrad’s time and his own psychology, and this is plausible, but I would add that
                  it seems to have been intrinsic to the adventure genre itself.
               

            

         

         
            5.   Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan may be suggesting just this when she characterizes the shift
                  from the Patna half of the novel to the Patusan half as a move from a modern present into a heroic-epic
                  world, as a “regression” into that world. She notes that “while the novel is undoubtedly
                  foregrounded against the spiritual and ethical malaise of modernity, it is not merely
                  a reflection of the modern temper but an active, if desperate, attempt to defeat it
                  by a regression to a mythical mode of discourse. This regression, effected by the
                  transition to Patusan, is at the core of the structural rift in the novel” (Modern Temper, 35).
               

            

         

         
            6.   For a thorough review of the events of the Jeddah, see Thomas Moser’s “The Pilgrim Ship Episode.” 
               

            

         

         
            7.   Stephen Ross makes just this point in Conrad and Empire when he juxtaposes Lord Jim with The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’, highlighting the startling contrast in the ways the two novels present the prevailing
                  world order of the late nineteenth, early twentieth-century: “Both Lord Jim and The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ present the tension between individual self-interest and the (sometimes exorbitant)
                  demands of the prevailing social organization. Moreover, both works illustrate the
                  erosion of that social organization from within, registering the dawning awareness
                  that the organization exists only by virtue of the willing participation of the subjects
                  whom it organizes; just as the possibility that Wait is malingering precipitates a
                  crisis among the crew on the Narcissus, so Jim’s ex post facto display of honor in standing trial for his transgression
                  precipitates a crisis among the marine community. By capturing the reciprocal (and
                  at times paradoxical) dynamic by which a group of people can constitute an organization
                  that then oppresses them, both The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ and Lord Jim function as parables of modernity. . . . The signal difference between the two novels,
                  . . . is that . . . The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ concludes with a nostalgic affirmation of the ‘posthumous creation’ of an authentic
                  community while Lord Jim concludes with a radical uncertainty about any such possibility (65–66).
               

            

         

         
            8.   In Conrad’s Trojan Horses, Tom Henthorne argues that Lord Jim is a disguised post-colonial novel. Conrad succeeded artistically and critically
                  with his earlier Malay novels, but not financially. So in Lord Jim, Conrad muted non-white voices and disguised his anti-imperial message. Jim, he writes,
                  “is more fool than hero, a man whose death marks the beginning of the postcolonial
                  period in Patusan” (133). Henthorne’s argument is ingenious, but for me, Conrad’s
                  rather thorough reproduction of colonialist tropes makes this reading implausible.
                  
               

            

         

         
            9.   Bruce Henricksen makes this point thoroughly and eloquently in Nomadic Voices, where he demonstrates that “Everywhere beneath the surface unity of ‘the’ novel
                  and ‘the’ story of Jim lie fragmentation and multiplicity. If postmodernism, suspecting
                  the regularization implicit in the notions of totality and harmony, privileges dispersal,
                  pastiche, and fragmentation, then Lord Jim, while unified by the centrality of Marlow’s voice—but a voice plagued with doubts
                  and uncertainties—anticipates a postmodern dispersal into perpetually decentered textuality;
                  it can be read as a critique of singular metanarratives that would totalize and finalize
                  their objects” (86). 
               

            

         

         
            10.   For a fine discussion of Conrad’s interrogation of the mariner’s code of honor in
                  Lord Jim, see Mark Conroy, 99–104. 
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 3

      Heart of Darkness (1899–1900)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Heart of Darkness and “The Transfer”
      

      
      Very near the end of the last century, a story attacked Belgian atrocities in the
         Congo. It has two narrators, one who opens and closes the tale, and another who tells
         the main part of the story to the primary narrator while they sit comfortably aboard
         ship. The second narrator, an Englishman, tells of how he followed a European into
         the heart of the Congo. The European had gotten a group of native Africans together
         to raid villages and gather an enormous amount of ivory. He is obsessed with ivory,
         and when he learns that a rival trader has accumulated a small hoard of his own, he
         takes it from him and threatens this rival with death. Instead, he dies himself in
         the interior. The second narrator returns to Europe and meets the European’s Intended.
         While telling the story to the primary narrator, he hesitates to detail all of the
         European’s excesses, but he admits to a grudging admiration for him.
      

      
       If the European were named Kurtz and the second narrator Marlow, the story would
         be quite familiar, but Heart of Darkness was published fifteen months after “The Transfer,” by C. J. Cutcliffe Hyne, appeared
         in Pall Mall Magazine, December 1897. In “The Transfer,” Cecil Gering, a British trader, encounters the Belgian
         Baron Caissier, who is “in the service of the État du Congo.” Like Kurtz, Caissier
         has raised a native African army to gather ivory, and he also commits “unspeakable”
         atrocities. Caissier attempts to kill Gering, but Gering manages to hang Caissier
         and leave Africa with all the ivory. As in Heart of Darkness, Gering tells his story to the primary narrator while on board ship.
      

      
       In addition to employing the same framing device and general plot outline, the stories
         share many details. Caissier tells Gering “a yarn of one or two things that had happened
         since he’d been up there in the Interior on the ivory raid, and, by Jove, some of
         his pretty tales fairly made me shiver” (501). Gering never gets more specific than
         this about Caissier’s “excesses,” and he continues with a disclaimer about Caissier’s
         methods: “I’m not particular myself; a man can’t be if he’s got to handle Central
         African savages with any degree of success, and nobody but a hypocrite will tell you
         anything else; but some of the Baron’s doings had been just too horrible to talk of”
         (501). Marlow makes a similar disclaimer after seeing the chain gang at the first
         company station: “You know I am not particularly tender; I’ve had to resist and to
         attack sometimes . . . without counting the exact cost, according to the demands of
         such sort of life I had blundered into” (57). But, Marlow also adds, these Belgians
         had gone too far. Marlow and Gering speak in a very similar way about the same issue:
         Belgian atrocities in the Congo. 
      

      
       Caissier finds Gering sick and injured in the jungle. His first impulse is to nurse
         him back to health, but Gering’s lot of ivory and their old rivalry over an English
         woman make him decide to hang Gering instead. When Gering protests, Caissier’s partner
         replies that Caissier can do as he likes: “You aren’t in London now, or Brussels—you’re
         in Central Africa; and there isn’t as much law to the thousand square miles here as
         would fill a brass cartridge case” (502). In Heart of Darkness, Kurtz also uses a native African army to secure thousands of pounds of ivory, but,
         like Caissier, he wants even more, and he threatens to shoot the Harlequin if he fails
         to hand over his “small lot of ivory.” “Well,” the Harlequin says of Kurtz, “He wanted
         it, and wouldn’t hear reason. He declared he would shoot me unless I gave him the
         ivory and then cleared out of the country, because he could do so ... and there was
         nothing on earth to prevent him killing whom he jolly well pleased. And it was true
         too” (102). After Gering, unlike the Harlequin, resists, and after Gering manages
         to turn Caissier’s soldiers against him and has him hanged, he pauses before marching
         off with the ivory and takes off his hat to the dangling Caissier, deciding he must
         give him his due, and admitting “He had not been without his points” (507). Marlow
         reveals a similar, grudging admiration for Kurtz.[1]   
      

      
       The parallels between the stories are too close to be coincidental. Marlow and the
         Harlequin follow Kurtz into the heart of the Belgian Congo just as Gering follows
         Caissier. Kurtz and Caissier both terrorize the native Africans and raise an army
         to raid the countryside. Both threaten their rivals with death, declaring they are
         beyond any law but their own. Kurtz dies of fever and Caissier’s African followers
         hang Caissier, but in most exotic stories at the turn of the century, the jungle fevers
         and the native Africans living in the jungle are so closely identified that their
         deaths are equivalent. Both Gering and Marlow are horrified by Caissier’s and Kurtz’s
         deeds and hesitate to name them, but both find the men admirable as well. Both pack
         the dead man’s ivory up and both meet the dead man’s Intended. Both tell their stories
         to another character who is an anonymous, primary narrator and whose reflections frame
         the tale.
      

      
       “The Transfer” is not the only Cutcliffe Hyne story that resembles Heart of Darkness. G. Peter Winnington discovered that Conrad also drew on the Hyne stories that appeared
         in Pearson’s Magazine from 1897 to 1898 (later collected in The Adventures of Captain Kettle [1898] and The Further Adventures of Captain Kettle [1899]). Winnington’s thorough and convincing demonstration of Conrad’s many borrowings
         from Cutcliffe Hyne and the close parallels between “The Transfer” and Heart of Darkness suggest that the vexed and contested politics of the text—the subject of so many papers,
         essays, and books—must first be viewed as generic, as the politics of what Patrick
         Brantlinger aptly calls “the Imperial Gothic” (227–53).[2]    Exotic stories, which were extraordinarily popular at the turn of the century,
         often include Europeans who have “gone native” or “Fantee” in the jungle, venal traders,
         alluring but dangerous dark women, and relatively humane Englishmen. “The Transfer”
         and Heart of  Darkness are two of many later nineteenth-century stories that constitute a literary genre,
         a genre with its own stock characters, plot formulae, and conventions for presenting
         Africa and the East. 
      

      
      The Imperial Gothic

      
       Conrad has Marlow allude to the genre he is working within quite explicitly at the
         start of Heart of Darkness. Marlow begins his own exotic tale with a sketch, reminding his listeners of the
         Roman conquest of Britain, which provides us with the outlines of two conventional
         exotic stories. In the first, a Roman commander of a trireme in the Mediterranean
         is “ordered suddenly north; run overland across the Gauls in a hurry; [and] put in
         charge of one of these craft . . . ” (46). The commander then works up the Thames:
         “—cold, fog, tempests, disease, exile, and death—death skulking in the air, in the
         water, in the bush” (46). In retrospect, we know that the commander’s transfer resembles
         Marlow’s appointment to the trading company, and his journey foreshadows Marlow’s
         coastal voyage aboard the French steamer and his voyage to Kurtz. Conrad’s contemporary
         readers would also have known that Marlow was paraphrasing not only his own “story”
         in the tale of the Roman commander, but also the typical exotic short story with a
         soldier-protagonist. In Cutcliffe Hyne’s “The Bait” (1898), for example, the protagonist’s
         career parallels Marlow’s commander precisely: both are competent, neither is particularly
         thoughtful, the commander looks forward to a promotion that Hyne’s protagonist achieves,
         and, as always in turn-of-the-century exotic fiction, the wilderness, with its swamps,
         bushmen, and diseases, acts as a deadly backdrop for the working out of their ambitions.
      

      
       Marlow next suggests an alternative story in which “a decent young citizen in a toga”
         comes to Britain as a government official or trader “to mend his fortunes” (46). Turn-of-the-century
         exotic fiction is full of impecunious young men who leave England for this reason;
         like the young citizen, they also face great personal risks and potentially great
         financial rewards. The Idler: An Illustrated Monthly Magazine (1892–1911), very popular at the end of the nineteenth century, published a number
         of these stories. Two representative examples are Hesketh Bell’s “On Her Majesty’s
         Service” (1897) and Alec Dawson’s “A Daughter of Accra Queens” (1897). In both, the
         protagonists are decent young men who come to West Africa to mend their fortunes,
         the first as a government official, the second as the assistant administrator of a
         “factory.” 
      

      
       Fevers and arrows are not the only dangers they face, and in the description that
         follows, Marlow makes explicit the seductive threat of the wilderness always implicit
         in late nineteenth-century exotic stories:
      

      
         Land in a swamp, march through the woods, and in some inland post feel the savagery,
            the utter savagery, had closed round him—all that mysterious life of the wilderness
            that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in the hearts of wild men. There’s no initiation
            either into such mysteries. He has to live in the midst of the incomprehensible, which
            is also detestable. And it has a fascination, too, that goes to work upon him. The
            fascination of the abomination—you know, imagine the growing regrets, the longing
            to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender, the hate. (46–7)
         

      

      In retrospect, we can see in the young citizen’s story an adumbration of Kurtz’s career,
         “the growing regrets, the longing to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender,
         the hate”—just as the commander’s foreshadows Marlow’s, but we can also see Marlow
         exploring states of mind hinted at in many other exotic stories. The threat of the
         wilderness in these stories is psychological as well as physical, and the sexual component
         of that threat, not explicit here but implied in the words “fascination” and “surrender,”
         is one of the primary causes of Kurtz’s degeneration. But Marlow’s story begins not
         with Kurtz but with Marlow himself, who, like the protagonist of countless turn-of-the-century
         stories, is driven to seek work in the tropics.
      

      
       Protagonists of exotic stories in the 1890’s leave England for one of three reasons:
         they work for colonial governments as soldiers or administrators and hope to advance
         their careers; they are traders; or, most unusually, they are missionaries. Marlow’s
         employer is a quasi-governmental trading company, but Marlow is neither a government
         official nor a trader, and he is certainly no missionary. He insists that his motives
         differ from those of the men he must work with, who “were going to run an oversea
         empire, and make no end of coin by trade” (50), but he leaves his reasons for coming
         to Africa ambiguous; he identifies himself with explorers while admitting that the
         time of exploration is past. Central Africa “had ceased to be a blank space of delightful
         mystery” (48); it was now a Belgian colony. Why does Marlow go? Marlow only provides
         negative answers, but we can learn something of the story’s place within the contemporary
         exotic tradition as we watch Marlow examine and reject two of the roles available
         to protagonists of other exotic stories: those of the trader and the missionary.
      

      
      He does not go as a trader. Trade, and in Heart of Darkness this means exclusively the pursuit of ivory, is excoriated most severely. The narrative
         exposes the pilgrims’ imbecile rapacity, Kurtz’s “excesses,” and the brutal exploitation
         of African labor. It characterizes trade goods as “an inextricable mess of things
         decent in themselves but that human folly made look like the spoils of thieving” (73).
         The novella is a straightforward attack on one of the primary justifications for the
         imperial program: that it will provide economic benefits to the colonizers and the
         colonized. 
      

      
      Whether this attack is limited to Belgium’s brutal exploitation of the Congo is a
         much debated question, and the answer depends on how we interpret two key early passages.
         Just after Marlow has introduced the Roman commander and the “decent young citizen
         in a toga,” he characterizes the impulse of one nation to conquer another as “robbery
         with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale.” The Romans, he says,
      

      
         were conquerors, and for that you want only brute force—nothing to boast of, when
            you have it, since your strength is just an accident arising from the weakness of
            others. They grabbed what they could get for the sake of what was to be got. It was
            just robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale, and men going at it
            blind—as is very proper for those who tackle a darkness. The conquest of the earth
            which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or
            slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it
            too much. (47)
         

      

      The implication of this characterization of the imperial impulse seems clear: Britain
         itself was once a colonial outpost, conquered by people interested only in what they
         could steal, with no justification beyond their superior military power, a superiority
         achieved only by historical accident, not cultural or racial superiority. This condemnation
         may certainly be applied to the Belgians represented in the novella. But what follows
         makes it unclear whether the narrative condemns all imperial adventures:
      

      
         What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretence
            but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea—something you can set up, and bow
            down before, and offer a sacrifice to. . . . (47)
         

      

      If we read no irony into these two sentences and we take Marlow at his word, we must
         interpret this as a justification for British imperialism.[3]    In Kipling’s colonial fiction, it is just this “unselfish belief in the idea”
         that makes heroes of his British soldiers and administrators in India. The “idea”—that
         British imperialism is ultimately motivated by a desire to improve the world—is an
         underlying assumption of nearly all late-nineteenth century colonial adventure fiction
         published in England. For me, Marlow’s view of the colonial map of Africa in the outer
         office of the director of the Belgian colonial enterprise confirms this straightforward,
         generically appropriate celebration of British imperialism. The map identifies the
         European colonial powers by color: blue for the French, green for the Italians, orange
         for the Dutch, purple for the Germans, yellow for the Belgians, and red for the English:
      

      
         There was a vast amount of red—good to see at any time because one knows that some
            real work is done in there, a deuce of a lot of blue, a little green, smears of orange,
            and, on the East Coast, a purple patch, to show where the jolly pioneers of progress
            drink the jolly lager-beer. However, I wasn’t going into any of these. I was going
            into the yellow. Dead in the centre. (50–51)
         

      

      The performance of “real work” is nearly always a consoling and redeeming pursuit
         in Conrad’s fiction. By praising the “real work” being accomplished in the British-controlled
         regions of Africa, Marlow exempts Britain from most of the anti-imperial rhetoric
         in the novella.
      

      
       Marlow’s references to another role of the colonial, that of the missionary, reflect
         the typical anti-missionary bias apparent in many other turn-of-the-century exotic
         stories.[4]    He finds his aunt’s enthusiasm for what she believes is his quasi-religious mission
         as “a lower sort of apostle” in Africa, “weaning those ignorant millions from their
         horrid ways,” embarrassing (53). Marlow reveals how he feels about evangelical imperialism
         in an early aside to his auditors, deriding the missionary’s work as a frivolous kind
         of “invasion”:
      

      
         I had then, as you remember, just returned to London after a lot of Indian Ocean,
            Pacific, China Seas—a regular dose of the East—six years or so, and I was loafing
            about, hindering you fellows in your work and invading your homes, just as though
            I had got a heavenly mission to civilize you. (48)
         

      

      Marlow’s comment also touches on one final role of the colonist, a role so obvious
         to contemporary British readers that it remains nearly unexpressed in most contemporary
         exotic fiction. Marlow’s aunt believes the trading company’s pursuit of profits is
         secondary to its primary function of civilizing natives, which, for the aunt and people
         like her, is almost indistinguishable from missionary work: roads, Western technology,
         and hygiene leading, as they saw it, inevitably to Christianity. Marlow may not be
         sure what he is doing in Africa, but his aunt is sure, and because of her representation
         of Marlow to the company, the pilgrims lump him with Kurtz as one of “the gang of
         virtue” (68). What makes Heart of Darkness unusual in this regard is not its questioning of the possibility that the colonists
         can succeed in their “civilizing mission,” many earlier stories question this, but
         its questioning of whether the imposition of European civilization will benefit the
         Africans at all, whether Europeans have the capacity and the right to “take up the
         white man’s burden.” This question is never answered; by the time Heart of Darkness appeared, the Belgian Congo was already a scandal in Europe, so a story attacking
         that particular example of European imperialism would not necessarily have been read
         as an attack on the whole project. But the question leads us from Marlow to Kurtz,
         whose intentions from the start had been to take up the burden.
      

      
      F. R. Leavis accuses Conrad of “borrowing the arts of the magazine-writers” when he
         has Marlow suggest Kurtz’s depravity with horrified but imprecise phrases such as
         “unspeakable rites,” “unspeakable secrets,” and “Monstrous passions” (179, 180), and
         he is right. A fear of contamination through exposure to “savagery” seems to affect
         exotic writers as much as their characters, and other exotic story writers have similar
         difficulties describing precisely how a man who has “gone Fantee” acts and what he
         knows. Cutcliffe Hyne also has his Marlow, Cecil Gering, shrink from detailing Caissier’s
         exploits. Marlow hears that Kurtz “preside[d] at certain midnight dances ending with
         unspeakable rites” (95), but he shuns the knowledge and only listens “reluctantly”
         (95). Later the Harlequin begins to tell Marlow how native chiefs were made to approach
         Kurtz and Marlow again refuses, almost in fright, to hear: “‘I don’t want to know
         anything of the ceremonies used when approaching Mr. Kurtz’ [Marlow] shouted” (104).
         
      

      
      Authors stop short of giving the details of these mysteries at least in part because
         they cannot pretend to more than hearsay knowledge of them. Too great a knowledge,
         the “fascination of the abomination,” as Marlow calls it, may make their audience
         suspicious. At one point Marlow has to reassure his listeners that he was unaffected
         by that fascination. He begins a description of native dances on shore: “They howled
         and leaped and spun and made horrid faces; but what thrilled you was just the thought
         of their humanity—like yours—the thought of your remote kinship with this wild and
         passionate uproar.” A listener interrupts here, objecting to this idea of “kinship”
         (however “remote’’), with the word “Ugly,” and though Marlow may begin to feel that
         he is on thin ice with this audience, he insists on that “remote kinship” until someone
         objects more strongly still, wondering ironically (and in a surprisingly hostile way
         considering these are all old friends) why Marlow himself “didn’t go ashore for a
         howl and a dance.” Marlow retreats, saying that he couldn’t pay too much attention;
         he was “saved” from greater knowledge of the savagery around him by his work aboard
         the steamboat (79–80).[5]    
      

      
      Conrad’s presentation of both the storyteller and his audience is not unique among
         exotic stories; “The Transfer” provides the same situation. What makes Conrad’s use
         of the framing device more complicated and self-reflective than Cutcliffe Hyne’s is
         the occasional hostility of Marlow’s auditors. Marlow fears to learn too much of Kurtz’s
         degeneration, but he finds the Africans, especially their uninhibited primal energy,
         fascinating as well as repulsive. As he explores the reasons for his fascination,
         however, his audience becomes uneasy, interrupting him with increasingly hostile remarks
         until Marlow changes the subject. In this way, Conrad provides us with a hint that
         Marlow found the “savages” less “abominable” and more “fascinating” than he is able
         to reveal to a director, a lawyer, an accountant, and the unidentified narrator.
      

      
      Marlow also provides us with an overview of the relationship between the teller of
         exotic tales and his audience. The writer explores the heart of darkness, sometimes
         physically and always imaginatively, and returns to an audience often primarily interested
         in having its cultural prejudices confirmed and reinforced, to readers who like a
         good story but who don’t want to reexamine their own circumstances in the light of
         what they might learn from other cultures, other points of view, or, most harrowingly,
         from narrators who return with diminished respect for and faith in European culture.
         Marlow later tells of throwing his blood-soaked shoes overboard, and one of his auditors
         sighs and mutters “Absurd”:
      

      
         “Absurd!” [Marlow] cried. “This is the worst of trying to tell . . . Here you all
            are, each moored with two good addresses, like a hulk with two anchors, a butcher
            around one corner, a policeman round another, excellent appetites, and temperature
            normal . . . from year’s end to year’s end. And you say, Absurd! Absurd be—exploded!”
            (93) 
         

      

      When Marlow decides to ally himself with Kurtz, then, he sides not only against the
         “pilgrims,” but against his own audience, which is too stolid and unemotional to understand
         Marlow’s narrative, too unimaginative to feel the attraction of an alternative to
         conventional English life. Kurtz is imaginative enough both to feel and to respond,
         but his acknowledgment of that fascination is dangerous, as he begins to understand,
         and though he comes to Africa hoping to enlighten the Africans, he grows to hate them,
         adding “Exterminate all the brutes!” to his manuscript addressed to the “International
         Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs” (95). Kurtz’s response, a simultaneous
         feeling of attraction and repulsion, articulated in Heart of Darkness and implicit in much exotic literature of the time, coupled with his relative poverty
         and desire for wealth, lead to his peculiar form of degeneration, a degeneration characterized
         not only by hatred of the Africans and lust for ivory, but also by a too profound
         understanding of the exotic world:
      

      
         We had carried Kurtz into the pilot house. There was more air there. Lying on the
            couch he stared through the open shutter. There was an eddy in the mass of human bodies,
            and the woman with helmeted head and tawny cheeks rushed out to the very brink of
            the stream. She put out her hands and shouted something and all that wild mob took
            up the shout in a roaring chorus of articulated, rapid, breathless utterance.
         

         
         “Do you understand this?” I asked.

         
         He kept on looking out past me with fiery, longing eyes, with a mingled expression
            of wistfulness and hate. He made no answer, but I saw a smile, a smile of indefinable
            meaning, appear on his colourless lips that a moment after twitched convulsively.
            “Do I not?” he said slowly, gasping as if the words had been torn out of him by a
            supernatural power. (114–115)
         

      

      Marlow cannot fully understand the passionate uproar, though his references to “kinship”
         earlier in the story show that he may understand more than his audience will allow
         him to acknowledge. But Kurtz understands his followers completely, and this is the
         ultimate sign of his capitulation to the wilderness.[6]   
      

      
       Conrad’s meditation on Kurtz’s situation may be considered from another perspective
         as well; Heart of Darkness is an unrelenting attack on system and “efficiency.” True efficiency ends in Kurtz’s
         admonition to “Exterminate the brutes.” Like so many proponents of genocide in the
         twentieth century, Kurtz chooses to eliminate anyone who interferes with his system,
         as does the company manager. Most telling is the chief accountant’s belief in an immaculate
         system, his grotesque focus on keeping perfect accounts while white traders sicken
         and die around him, and his confession that the noise of the African carriers makes
         him hate them to the death. We may also recall the workers who stumble off to die
         in the Grove of Death, labeled “inefficient.” Systems operate independently of human
         comfort and need, even of human will. So when Marlow explains that what “saves us”
         (Englishmen) from acting like the Roman conquerors in ancient Britain is “the devotion
         to efficiency” (47), we should either question his reliability or, more properly,
         I think, read this as an ironic statement. The efficient application of system in
         the story leads to suffering and death. 
      

      
      Marlow describes his fireman, an “improved specimen,” as he calls him, in this way:
         “upon my word, to look at him was as edifying as seeing a dog in a parody of breeches
         and a feather hat, walking on his hind legs” (80). A similar contempt for westernized
         or semi-westernized natives appears in many other exotic stories. Conrad’s depiction
         of these “specimens” is no less intolerant and dehumanizing; the fireman, as Chinua
         Achebe has pointed out, is a “dog in a parody of breeches” (785). Although Marlow
         expresses real sympathy for most of the exploited and brutalized Africans in the Congo
         and suggests a kinship with them that he explores as far as his audience will allow,
         his derisive attitude toward westernized natives is a common feature of the genre.
      

      
       Marlow’s description of the mysteriously malignant jungle also mirrors the treatment
         it often receives in turn-of-the-century exotic fiction; the jungle is disgusting
         and almost supernaturally dangerous to white men, and Marlow occasionally makes its
         native inhabitants mere extensions of it. As he travels along the African coast aboard
         the French steamer, Marlow calls the rivers “streams of death in life, whose banks
         were rotting into mud, whose waters, thickened into slime, invaded the contorted mangroves,
         that seemed to writhe at us in the extremity of an impotent despair” (14). Near the
         Central Station:
      

      
         The great wall of vegetation, an exuberant and entangled mass of trunks, branches,
            leaves, boughs, festoons, motionless in the moonlight, was like a rioting invasion
            of soundless life, a rolling wave of plants piled up, crested, ready to topple over
            the creek to sweep every little man of us out of his little existence. (30)
         

      

      As in nearly all exotic literature of this period, the jungle is a malignant, terrifying
         antagonist of the Europeans, and the natives are its children and accomplices. When
         heavy fog forces Marlow to stop above Kurtz’s station, he hears a cry that precedes
         the native attack on the steamer: “to me it seemed as though the mist itself had screamed”
         (83). When Kurtz appears for the first time carried by his followers, “as if by enchantment
         streams of human beings, of naked human beings with spears in their hands, with bows,
         with shields, with wild glances and savage movements, were poured into the clearing
         by the dark-faced and pensive forest” (105). When Kurtz’s followers leave, they vanish
         “without any perceptible movement of retreat, as if the forest that had ejected these
         beings so suddenly had suddenly drawn them in again as the breath is drawn in a long
         aspiration” (106).
      

      
      The Africans merge with the jungle in another way. When Marlow attempts to explain
         Kurtz’s regression, he blames the “wilderness.” It “had found him out early and had
         taken on him a terrible vengeance for the fantastic invasion” (104):
      

      
         The wilderness had patted him on the head, and behold it was like a ball—an ivory
            ball; it had caressed him, and lo!—he had withered; it had taken him, loved him, embraced
            him, got into his veins, consumed his flesh and sealed his soul to its own by the
            inconceivable ceremonies of some devilish initiation. He was its spoiled and pampered
            favourite. (93)
         

      

      It was not the “wilderness” that did these things to Kurtz, of course; the “inconceivable
         ceremonies” and “devilish initiation” must be associated with the native tribes who
         worshipped him. Yet Marlow does not see the need to distinguish between the jungle
         and the people who inhabit it; as in many exotic stories, the two merge into one nemesis
         confronting the European.
      

      
      Marlow makes Kurtz’s African mistress epitomize the association between the jungle
         and its inhabitants:
      

      
         She was savage and superb, wild eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous
            and stately in her deliberate progress. And in the hush that had fallen suddenly upon
            the whole sorrowful land, the immense wilderness, the colossal body of the fecund
            and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pensive, as though it had been looking
            at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul. . . . She stood looking at
            us without a stir and like the wilderness itself with an air of brooding over an inscrutable
            purpose. (107)
         

      

      The Western fear of equatorial jungles and of dark-skinned women comes together in
         Marlow’s description of Kurtz’s “savage” mistress. With her hair “done in the shape
         of a helmet,” her “brass leggings to the knees” and “brass wire gauntlets to the elbow”
         (107), she is a formidable figure, an actual threat to the Harlequin, Marlow, and
         the “pilgrims”; it is clear that she could turn Kurtz’s followers against them (107–108).
         She is the wilderness, for it is obviously she who inspires all of the sexual imagery associated
         with his degeneration. It is she who had “caressed” Kurtz, “loved him, embraced him,
         got into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul to [her] own.”[7]   
      

      
      When we hold Heart of Darkness against “The Transfer” and other “magazine” tales written at the same time, certain
         features of the story become clearer. Kurtz remains fundamentally inscrutable, but
         the characters who have “gone native” or “Fantee” in other turn-of-the-century stories
         in the imperial gothic genre are equally mysterious, mainly because those who tell
         their stories (such as the fictional narrators, Gering and Marlow, and, perhaps, even
         the authors themselves) must shrink from gaining or revealing too deep an understanding
         of the “Fantee” character’s degradation. Marlow’s contempt for “corrupted,” Westernized
         Africans and for the work of missionaries, and his tendency to blur the distinctions
         between the jungle and its inhabitants—especially between the jungle and Kurtz’s African
         mistress—are commonplaces of the form, as is the almost supernatural malignancy of
         the jungle itself. At the same time, Heart of Darkness often provides a commentary on the form, beginning with Marlow’s opening synopsis
         of two kinds of exotic stories, the obvious irony being that he sets these contextualizing
         stories in Celtic England, equating at least an ancient Britain with contemporary
         Africa. No other contemporary exotic story, except Conrad’s own “Outpost of Progress,”
         provides such a sweeping attack on colonial trade, and few question, the way Heart of Darkness questions, whether European “civilization” will ultimately benefit those in the conquered
         countries. Conrad’s most interesting contribution to the form, however, may be the
         narrative frame that he likely adapted from Cutcliffe Hyne’s “The Transfer.” By making
         Marlow’s audience an occasionally hostile check on the narrative, Conrad reveals the
         exotic writer’s precarious location between the comfortably known and the frighteningly
         strange. If writers gained their audiences by promising to introduce them to strange
         places and people, Conrad implies that they could lose those audiences if they showed
         a too-profound understanding of their subjects. Other turn-of-the-century authors
         undoubtedly confronted this dilemma, but Conrad is unique in making it an integral
         part of his story. The lawyer, accountant, and director of companies (though perhaps
         not the unnamed primary narrator) represent a critical, contemporary audience that
         keeps Marlow in check, that keeps him from straying too far from the generic requirements
         of a gothic imperial tale. 
      

      
      Since Heart of Darkness both echoes and criticizes the characters, situations, incidents, and form of the
         imperial gothic, it both echoes and criticizes its politics. It is therefore no wonder
         that readers who often share the same disdain for imperial politics—for the social
         Darwinism, racism, bullying nationalism, misogyny, and the other political features
         we associate with stories of imperial adventure—disagree so profoundly over the politics
         of the novella. As in Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands, the genre-generated politics of Heart of Darkness clash with the novella’s anti-imperialism, and this clash has generated a great deal
         of critical heat. Critics who focus on the novella’s colonialist tropes label it Eurocentric
         and racist; critics who focus on the venality of the “pilgrims,” the ugly treatment
         of the Africans, and the hypocrisy of the colonial project in general, call it anti-imperial.
         What readers should agree upon, however, is that, as in Lord Jim, Conrad demonstrates a distrust of all grand narratives.[8]  The grand narrative of imperialism—at least the narrative sold on the streets of
         Brussels in the 1880’s and 1890’s—is discredited: the pilgrims intend to exploit,
         not benefit, the Africans economically, and they have nothing to teach anyone about
         “civilization” or Christianity. Smaller narratives are also undercut. In Heart of Darkness’s Ur text, “The Transfer,” the hero returns to Europe to marry the girl, thereby
         fulfilling the requirements of the heterosexual romance narrative. In Heart of Darkness, the hero returns to Europe to confront a woman he finds, essentially, terrifying.
         Her steadfast faith in the monstrous Kurtz and her unwavering commitment to the conventions
         of heterosexual romance drive Marlow to lie to her and then to flee. The narrative
         of the coherent, developing self is also undercut. Instead of following the usual
         path from ignorance to experience via adventure, Marlow begins with self-confident
         knowledge (“I will go there”) and ends in troubled, melancholy doubt. 
      

      
      Andrea White draws our attention to Marlow’s dismissal of his work and the work of
         his audience aboard the Nelly as “monkey tricks” he and they perform “for—what is it? half a crown a tumble,” suggesting
         that his criticism asks them—the director of companies, the lawyer, the accountant,
         the unidentified primary narrator—to understand their own relationship to the imperial
         endeavor and their own complicity . . . in the events he is narrating” (183). My own
         reading calls this claim into question; I don’t believe England’s colonial activities
         are discredited in the story. I would argue, instead, that this passage identifies
         yet another discredited narrative; the work performed by what Marxists call the bourgeois
         subject. Just as Conrad provides a glimpse of anger in the breasts of the laborers
         stoking the boilers aboard the Patna in Lord Jim, here he provides a hint of how middle-class men, caught up in the forces of capitalism,
         might gain a dark perspective on how constrained and constraining those roles are.
         These men aren’t shoveling coal into a boiler day after day. Theirs is clean, middle-class
         work, and it pays well, but Marlow still feels moved to apologize for his sneer concerning
         their “monkey tricks”: “I beg your pardon. I forgot the heartache which makes up the
         rest of the price.” Marlow acknowledges and deplores a European system, with capitalism
         at its heart, that controls them all and keeps them all on a stage, performing their monkey tricks. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   “I affirm Kurtz was a remarkable man. He had something to say. He had said it. .
                  . . He had summed up—he had judged. ‘The horror!’ He was a remarkable man. After all,
                  this was the expression of some sort of belief. It had candour, it had conviction,
                  it had a vibrating note of revolt in its whisper, it had the appalling face of a glimpsed
                  truth” (118).
               

            

         

         
            2.   Andrea White takes this approach in Joseph Conrad and the Adventure Tradition, where she demonstrates that in Conrad’s fiction overall, a character’s beliefs and
                  desires are “constructed and carried on by the dreams and narratives of others, oral
                  texts and written ones, especially by the adventure fiction and travel writing of
                  the day” (151). White suggests that Heart of Darkness is both a reflection of and a meditation on imperial adventure fiction, and I draw
                  the same conclusion in my analysis. We differ, however, in our assessment of the political
                  implications of the novella’s roots in adventure fiction. 
               

            

         

         
            3.   Henricksen comes to just this conclusion: “The framing narrator who begins Heart of Darkness . . . is . . . a mythmaker whose retrospective grand narrative of colonial history
                  serves the interests of imperialism. He invokes ‘the great spirit of the past,’ then
                  eulogizes ‘the great knight-errants of the sea . . . .’ His discourse creates a glorified
                  past that is usable for the purposes of imperialism” (51). 
               

            

         

         
            4.   Cutcliffe Hyne’s “The Bait” provides a typical example of how missionaries are mocked
                  in turn-of-the-century imperial fiction. “The bait” in the story is a smugly self-righteous
                  evangelical minister who marches into “the bush” to convert an African ruler. In the
                  terms of the story, his imprisonment by “a couple of [African] ecclesiastics” (531)
                  was well-deserved. 
               

            

         

         
            5.   Andrea White is usually right in her analysis of the way Heart of Darkness fits with the other adventure fiction of its time, but she is wrong when she calls
                  Marlow’s confessed ignorance “ungeneric” (179). Authors and narrators of these stories
                  often shrink from a too-profound understanding of the natives in colonial settings.
                  Kipling’s “To be Filed for Reference,” “Beyond the Pale,” “To Be Held for Reference,”
                  and others include men who “know too much” about India and Indians. 
               

            

         

         
            6.   When I describe Kurtz generically, as a figure who has “gone Fantee” in the African
                  jungle, I do not mean to foreclose other readings. In his compelling analysis, Bruce
                  Henricksen suggests that Kurtz is not a character at all in the traditional sense;
                  he is a product of other characters’ meta-narratives—especially Marlow’s—and of the
                  meta-narratives imposed by Conrad’s readers. Henricksen asks, “What is the true story
                  about Kurtz, and how do the explanatory metastories embedded in Marlow’s interpretive
                  discourse influence our perception of that truth? Is he a good man gone bad, or someone
                  who was always a schemer and role player and who has finally shown his true colors?
                  Is he an apostate who abandoned a supposedly superior culture for a supposedly savage
                  one? Or is he a sick man? Is the story we think we see a product of Marlow’s interpretive
                  discourse, or is it objectively available?” (55). Conrad’s radically skeptical technique
                  allows us to accept any of these answers, depending on our own perspectives, and it
                  makes Kurtz an absolutely ambiguous figure—he is a bundle of fundamental contradictions.
                  Reading Kurtz as a feature of the genre, however, yields a particular political statement.
                  Within this genre, the jungle, which features none of the controls of European culture
                  and includes unrestrained, libidinous natives, may deracinate an invader, especially
                  an imaginative one, and the process of deracination is so frightful, it cannot be
                  examined too closely. This shifts the responsibility for imperial “excesses” from
                  the Europeans to the world they are attempting to conquer. 
               

            

         

         
            7.   For a discussion of the role of women in the novella, see Homosexuality in the Life and Work of Joseph Conrad, 28–33, where I argue that women more-or-less innocently create the controlling frame
                  for the story; they drive the men into danger and death. In this way, the novella
                  echoes and even amplifies the misogynistic politics of colonial adventure fiction.
                  
               

            

         

         
            8.   For two fine discussions of the way Heart of Darkness contradicts the universal will-to-narrative, see Brooks’s chapter on the novella
                  in Reading for the Plot, where he writes that Heart of Darkness “poses in an exemplary way central questions about the shape and epistemology of
                  narrative. It displays an acute self-consciousness about the organizing features of
                  traditional narrative, working with them still, but suspiciously, with constant reference
                  to the inadequacy of the inherited orders of meaning. It suggests affinities to that
                  pre-eminently nineteenth-century genre, the detective story, but a detective story
                  gone modernist: a tale of inconclusive solutions to crimes of problematic status.
                  In its representation of an effort to reach endings that would retrospectively illuminate
                  beginnings and middles, it pursues a reflection on the formal limits of narrative,
                  but within a frame of discourse that appears to subvert finalities of form. Most of
                  all, it engages the very motive of narrative in its tale of a complexly motivated
                  attempt to recover the story of another within one’s own, and to retell both in a
                  context that further complicates relations of actors, tellers, and listeners” (238).
                  And see Richard Niland’s Conrad and History, where he shows how the novella disrupts our sense that history can be pinned down
                  to one, clear narrative: “History is a series of recurring postscripts influencing
                  our interpretations of the past . . . .” At the end of the tale, Marlow “contemplates
                  whether there can be any truth to our knowledge of history” (83). 
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 4

      Nostromo: A Tale of the Seaboard (1904)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      The Triumph of Global Capitalism

      
      Irving Howe’s Politics and the Novel, first published in 1957, includes a fine chapter on Conrad that has informed many
         of the best subsequent discussions of Conrad’s politics. In the section devoted to
         Nostromo, Howe demonstrates the way Costaguana’s development is echoed precisely in Leon Trotsky’s
         analysis of how all pre-industrial nations must develop in a world dominated by industrialized powers.
         In Permanent Revolution (1930) Trotsky[1]    asks, rhetorically, “What, when the proletariat, together with the peasantry,
         directs its fight against one class, the bourgeoisie— not against the remnants of
         feudalism, but against the bourgeoisie—what . . . is such a revolution called? Perhaps
         a democratic revolution?” As Howe points out, Trotsky might have been referring to
         what happens in Costaguana: 
      

      
         Though Conrad would have been alarmed to hear this, Nostromo verifies . . . Leon Trotsky’s theory of the “permanent revolution,” a theory that
            sketches the problems of a backward country in an industrialized world. The semi-colonial
            nation . . . suffers from a sickly blend of primitivism and sophistication, a severance
            from its indigenous past and a crippling distance from the industrial present. It
            must compete with the advanced countries yet cannot; it desperately needs their capital
            yet strives to resist the domination that is the price of capital. What Trotsky calls
            “the tasks of the bourgeois revolution”—the setting up of a stable republic, the division
            of the land among the peasants, the achievement of both political and economic independence—cannot
            be completed by a native ruling class which depends on foreign capital for its survival.
            Hence . . . the leadership of the nation falls to the young and rising proletariat
            which performs the tasks once assigned to the bourgeoisie, and thereby the two revolutions,
            bourgeois and socialist, are telescoped into one. (101) 
         

      

      Making use of Trotsky’s analysis, Howe provides a thorough synopsis of the political
         situation of Costaguana. In the novel, General Montero is presented as such a monstrous
         caricature of the leader of a military coup, readers may overlook how naturally he
         emerges within an economy created by Costaguana’s post-colonial politics. Trotsky’s
         analysis helps us see Montero as an ugly but inevitable response to the strains Costaguana
         encounters as it tries to compete in a world economy dominated by the capitalist super-powers
         of Europe and the United States.[2]    The novel ends with Charles Gould and the entire Occidental Republic dealing with
         labor troubles and increasing socialist agitation. So, as Trotsky predicted of all
         emerging economies, the successful bourgeois revolution of the Blancos in Nostromo is almost simultaneously threatened by what might be called a socialist, proletarian
         revolution.
      

      
      Howe is equally perceptive in the way he brings Marx to elucidate the connection between
         the political and the personal in the character of Charles Gould:
      

      
         Charles Gould, though scornful of all political theorizing, is the most remarkable
            political figure in the novel. Perhaps nowhere else in modern fiction does one find
            so vivid an illustration of the power which ideology can establish over a nonpolitical
            man. Blindly confident in the rationale of imperialism, hopeful to the end that the
            San Tomé mine will yield order and peace, he is a good man with an endless capacity
            for self-delusion in behalf of “material interests.” (109)
         

      

      Robert Hampson ably advances Howe’s approach to Gould in Joseph Conrad: Betrayal and Identity. Quoting from Ernst Fischer and Franz Marek’s exegesis of Marxist theory,[3]    Hampson lays out the terms of Gould’s alienation: “Marx suggested that the contradiction
         between the actual socialization of production and the fragmentation of property among
         a multitude of private interests ‘distorts human society into a society ruled by things
         . . . an alien world of . . . powerful institutions, gigantic fetishes.’ This aspect
         of ‘material interests,’ the condition of alienation, is evident in . . . Gould’s
         [character]. . . . He has been taken over by the mine he ‘owns’ and has become merely
         the instrument of its expression: he has become ‘the might and majesty of the San
         Tomé mine in the person of Charles Gould’” (156–157).
      

      
      Indeed, Charles Gould is the perfect embodiment of the alienated, bourgeois subject,
         a label which helps us understand his fundamentally contradictory character. Competent
         in his dealings with men and material conditions, he has an intelligence perfectly
         suited to manage the San Tomé mine. His romance with Emilia, who represents the moral
         center of the novel, makes him attractive both to Emilia and to the reader. He is
         handsome and commanding, supremely rational but also courtly and almost uniformly
         kind in his interactions with others. Yet, insofar as Nostromo is a love story, with the Goulds at its center, it ends as a romance of betrayal,
         a betrayal symbolized by their childless marriage. Once he has raised the necessary
         capital and re-opened the mine, Gould spends his nights not with Emilia but with his
         “monstrous” “fetish” (221), to which he devotes all his time, commitment, and passion:
      

      
         [Emilia] saw the San Tomé mountain hanging over the Campo, over the whole land, feared,
            hated, wealthy; more soulless than any tyrant, more pitiless and autocratic than the
            worst Government; ready to crush innumerable lives in the expansion of its greatness.
            He did not see it. He could not see it. It was not his fault. He was perfect, perfect;
            but she would never have him to herself. . . . she saw clearly the San Tomé mine possessing,
            consuming, burning up the life of the last of the Costaguana Goulds; mastering the
            energetic spirit of the son as it had mastered the lamentable weakness of the father.
            A terrible success for the last of the Goulds. The last! She had hoped for a long,
            long time, that perhaps—But no! There were to be no more. An immense desolation, the
            dread of her own continued life, descended upon the first lady of Sulaco. With a prophetic
            vision she saw herself surviving alone the degradation of her young ideal of life,
            of love, of work—all alone in the Treasure House of the World. The profound, blind,
            suffering expression of a painful dream settled on her face with its closed eyes.
            In the indistinct voice of an unlucky sleeper lying passive in the grip of a merciless
            nightmare, she stammered out aimlessly the words—
         

         
         “Material interest.” (521–522)

      

      Gould is a tool of the mine, a tool of the great financier, Holroyd,[4]    a tool of “material interests.” Once his enslavement to the mine is complete,
         Gould no longer communicates with Emilia;[5]    his humanity has been sacrificed to the mine. Emilia confirms this when she blames
         “material interest,” not Gould, for his betrayal.[6]   
      

      
      Nostromo is another tool and victim of global capitalism. In Conrad and Empire Stephen Ross shows how Nostromo, “as an enforcer of Imperial law,” “serves material
         interests by exemplifying the slave morality that underwrites and sustains their regime
         of control.” He is “the archetypal ideological subject.” Ross notes that, for the
         Europeans, Nostromo is wholly owned by the Oceanic Steam Navigation Company (135).
         His enslavement to the OSN mirrors Gould’s enslavement to material interests, though
         Nostromo is significantly less well-compensated for his servitude than Gould, and
         therefore more conscious of it and more resentful. Ross argues convincingly that Nostromo’s
         battle with Teresa (Giorgio’s wife and therefore Nostromo’s adoptive mother) represents
         a confrontation between the old, religion-based ideology that privileges tradition
         and family relationships with the newer, alienating and impersonal master-slave relationships
         imposed by capitalism. In their final conversation, Teresa laughs at him bitterly,
         telling him that since he is selling himself to the rich, he should become rich himself
         and therefore become the master instead of the slave (135). Nostromo follows that
         advice, loses his identity, and dies a slave to the silver.[7]    
      

      
      The conflict between traditional religious values and the values of ascendant, global
         capitalism gives Nostromo considerable moral earnestness. Benita Parry notes how Conrad provides a religious
         resonance to what Howe has identified as implicitly Marxist, narrative judgments.
         She writes, “[i]n a text where notions of sin, transgression, redemption, the traffic
         in souls and transactions with the devil enter into the characters’ self-analysis
         and occur as objective explanations of their conduct, the use of an iconography and
         essential symbolism which draws on scriptural sources brings a religious dimension
         to the terms of the ethical discourse.” Emilia Gould makes this religious dimension
         explicit, Parry adds, when she describes the silver mine to herself as “More soulless
         than any tyrant, more pitiless and autocratic than the worst government; ready to
         crush innumerable lives in the expansion of its greatness.” “Echoes of biblical usage
         also accrete around the central symbol.” Silver, of course, has quite positive cultural
         associations, but it also carries the taint of being, as Parry puts it, “the currency
         paid for the primal act of treachery in the story of Christ” (104). 
      

      
         In that Nostromo constructs a moral argument against fetishising material objects and censures the
            cult of acquisitiveness, it undercuts the ethical sanctions attached by the ideologues
            of capitalist civilization to the principle and institution of private ownership,
            and in speculating on the hypothesis that property is theft, the text generates its
            most subversive insight. (105)
         

      

      The religious overtones of the novel lend a gravity to Conrad’s cultural critique
         that is not entirely undercut by the cynicism introduced by the novel’s own cultural
         critics and, most readers assume, stand-ins for Conrad: Decoud and Monygham. Emilia’s
         optimistic, religiously inflected world view competes with the cynical, even nihilistic
         world views essentially shared by the pair. Decoud protests that he is trapped in
         a political farce, a farce he describes aptly and convincingly:
      

      
         Imagine an atmosphere of opera-bouffe in which all the comic business of stage statesmen,
            brigands, etc., etc., all their farcical stealing, intriguing, and stabbing is done
            in dead earnest. It is screamingly funny, the blood flows all the time, and the actors
            believe themselves to be influencing the fate of the universe. Of course, government
            in general, any government anywhere, is a thing of exquisite comicality to a discerning
            mind; but really we Spanish-Americans do overstep the bounds. No man of ordinary intelligence
            can take part in the intrigues of une farce macabre. (152)
         

      

      Decoud’s cynical political creed is neatly summed up in this passage: “any government
         anywhere is a thing of exquisite comicality to a discerning mind,” and he embodies
         one of Conrad’s few consistent political positions: a person’s political positions
         derive from his or her personal experiences and character. Like several later characters
         in The Secret Agent and Under Western Eyes, the “politics” Decoud is willing to pursue derive entirely from his personal circumstances.
         He plans the secession of the Occidental Republic to impress Antonia and to make it
         possible for them to stay together. His thinking and planning as a revolutionary have
         nothing to do with any political ideas; he is not fighting for anyone’s freedom or,
         certainly, to make the world safe for “material interests.” His politics derive instead
         out of his personality, his talents, and his circumstances.
      

      
      Monygham’s perspective is essentially the same, rendered darker and even more cynical
         by his age and experiences. Speaking to Emilia of the forces underpinning the prosperity
         of the new Occidental Republic, he sounds like Karl Marx characterizing the almost
         mystical power of the commodity: “There is no peace and no rest in the development
         of material interests. They have their law, and their justice. But it is founded on
         expediency, and is inhuman” (511). Monygham’s characterization of the forces of global
         capitalism as impersonal and inhuman is borne out in the narrative. Even Holroyd,
         the financier who claims to “run” the man running the mine in Costaguana, admits that
         those forces are beyond even a millionaire’s control. Earlier in the novel, when he
         agrees to finance the mine, Holroyd brags to Gould that the United States and its
         men of finance “shall be giving the word for everything: industry, trade, law, journalism,
         art, politics, and religion, from Cape Horn clear over to Smith’s Sound, and beyond,
         too, if anything worth taking hold of turns up at the North Pole. And then we shall
         have the leisure to take in hand the outlying islands and continents of the earth.”
         That means that they will run “the world’s business,” which, for Holroyd, constitutes
         the foundation of everything he has just mentioned. But then he adds, “The world can’t
         help it—and neither can we, I guess” (77). As Monygham later suggests, material interests
         operate independently of any individual human agency and, in fact, material interests
         alter the human beings through which they are advanced and expressed. After the bourgeois
         revolution that leads to the secession of the Occidental Republic, the people have
         been altered; the men, he claims, “have grown different”: 
      

      
         Mrs. Gould, the time approaches when all that the Gould Concession stands for shall
            weigh as heavily upon the people as the barbarism, cruelty, and misrule of a few years
            back. . . . It’ll weigh as heavily, and provoke resentment, bloodshed, and vengeance,
            because the men have grown different. Do you think that now the mine would march upon
            the town to save their Senor Administrador? Do you think that? (511)
         

      

      In short, as Lenin later suggested, the bourgeois revolution contains the seeds of
         the next revolution, when the miners and other workers rise again, but this time in
         their own interests, not those of the Senor Adminstrador.
      

      
      Throughout much of the novel, Emilia’s perspective overbalances the cynical political
         perspectives of Decoud, Monygham, and the other male characters; she is always given
         the last word. When, in conversation with Emilia, Gould repeats Holroyd’s claim that
         “the great silver and iron interests will survive” the death of Holroyd “and some
         day will get hold of Costaguana along with the rest of the world,” Emilia is scandalized:
         “And do you believe that, Charley?” Mrs. Gould asked. “This seems to me most awful
         materialism, and—.” Gould immediately steps away from his claim, reassuring Emilia:
         “My dear, it’s nothing to me,” interrupted her husband, in a reasonable tone. “I make
         use of what I see” (83). Gould claims he is making use of Holroyd to pursue the couple’s
         dream of bringing peace and prosperity to Sulaco. The events of the novel prove he
         is mistaken; in his deal with Holroyd, he becomes a slave to the mine, a slave to
         the material interests that destroy their ideals and their marriage. But in this passage,
         Emilia’s counterbalancing, humane perspective is temporarily upheld.
      

      
      In one of the great scenes in Nostromo, her perspective is honored again when she witnesses the creation of the first ingots
         from the mine:
      

      
         [S]he heard with a thrill of thankful emotion the first wagon load of ore rattle down
            the then only shoot; she had stood by her husband’s side perfectly silent, and gone
            cold all over with excitement at the instant when the first battery of only fifteen
            stamps was put in motion for the first time. On the occasion when the fires under
            the first set of retorts in their shed had glowed far into the night she did not retire
            to rest on the rough cadre set up for her in the as yet bare frame-house till she
            had seen the first spongy lump of silver yielded to the hazards of the world by the
            dark depths of the Gould Concession; she had laid her unmercenary hands, with an eagerness
            that made them tremble, upon the first silver ingot turned out still warm from the
            mould; and by her imaginative estimate of its power she endowed that lump of metal
            with a justificative conception, as though it were not a mere fact, but something
            far-reaching and impalpable, like the true expression of an emotion or the emergence
            of a principle.[8]  (107)
         

      

      In this extraordinarily evocative passage, Conrad characterizes Emilia’s complex responses
         to the first production of the mine. Emilia sacrifices her comfort to witness and
         support the work; the success of the mine is a success Emilia and Charles have achieved
         together. Her sexual excitement is palpable in the way she handles the ingot, “with
         an eagerness” that makes her hands tremble. The produce of the mine reflects her husband’s
         success, his potency. The ingot is a “conception,” something they have borne between
         them: the first (and, as it turns out, only) real fruit of their marriage. And this
         intimate success will have “far-reaching” effects; it will improve the world. Her
         vague feelings are brought into heightened relief by dark hints concerning the true,
         Satanic nature of the silver, conceived not in the intimacy of the Goulds’ union but
         in the fires and “dark depths of the Gould concession.”
      

      
      Though Emilia Gould is more fully and sympathetically drawn, she has much in common
         with Marlow’s “excellent aunt” in Heart of Darkness. Both live in a world guided by humane principles, in which commerce and profit are
         means to noble ends. The aunt amuses and faintly alarms Marlow by telling him how
         glowingly she has represented him to his future employer: “It appeared . . . I was
         . . . one of the Workers, with a capital—you know. Something like an emissary of light,
         something like a lower sort of apostle.” Marlow counters that the company is run for
         profit, but she insists, quoting Timothy in the New Testament: “You forget, dear Charlie,
         that the labouror is worthy of his hire.” Marlow deserves whatever he is paid because
         he is doing the Lord’s work. Immediately after this scene, Marlow famously says of
         all women: “It’s queer how out of touch with truth women are. They live in a world
         of their own, and there has never been anything like it, and never can be. It is too
         beautiful altogether, and if they were to set it up it would go to pieces before the
         first sunset. Some confounded fact we men have been living contentedly with ever since
         the day of creation would start up and knock the whole thing over” (53). Marlow never
         returns to his aunt’s cozy parlor to describe his experiences, and he lies to the
         Intended, so both Marlow’s aunt and the Intended are left in their ideal world. Charles
         Gould also works hard to protect Emilia from knowledge of the world he inhabits. But
         his enslavement to the mine finally opens her eyes. Emilia tells Nostromo’s lover,
         Giselle, to console herself after Nostromo’s death: “Very soon he would have forgotten
         you for his treasure.” The narrative describes her insight as “worthy of Dr. Monygham
         himself” (561). The political and personal reality of the Goulds’ situation is made
         clear to her; Emilia despairs, and the novel closes as a domestic tragedy.
      

      
      “Autocracy and War”

      
      Conrad’s sometimes hyperbolic and self-contradictory[9]    essay, “Autocracy and War,” was written as he was completing Nostromo, and it sheds light on the politics of the novel. Both deal in similar ways with
         the interrelationships of democracy, capitalism, imperialism, and war. In “Autocracy
         and War” Conrad claims that the wars of the future will be fought with great ferocity,
         unrestrained by the (admittedly weak and hypocritical) sense of noblesse oblige demonstrated by the old monarchies. The wars involving the new democracies 
      

      
         will be fought out differently, with lesser frequency, with an increased bitterness
            and the savage tooth-and-claw obstinacy of a struggle for existence. They will make
            us regret the time of dynastic ambitions, with their human absurdity moderated by
            prudence and even by shame, by the fear of personal responsibility and the regard
            paid to certain forms of conventional decency. For if the monarchs of Europe have
            been derided for addressing each other as ‘brother’ in autograph communications, that
            relationship was at least as effective as any form of brotherhood likely to be established
            between the rival nations of this continent, which, we are assured on all hands, is
            the heritage of democracy. In the ceremonial brotherhood of monarchs the reality of
            blood-ties entered often for what little it is worth as a drag on unscrupulous desires
            of glory or greed. Besides there was always the common danger of exasperated peoples
            and some respect for each other’s divine right. No leader of a democracy without other
            ancestry but the sudden shout of a multitude and debarred by the very condition of
            power from even thinking of a direct heir, will have any interest in calling brother
            the leader of another democracy—a chief as fatherless and heirless as himself. (86–87)
         

      

      Democracies are unconstrained by the old feudal values of honor, tradition, and loyalty;
         they are motivated exclusively by material interests. Conrad looks to the colonial
         battles in Africa for a model of the future. Like Africa at the turn of the last century,
         Conrad anticipates that the world of the near future will be divided up among imperial
         powers, kept from a state of perpetual war by the exigencies of trade:
      

      
         [D]emocracy which has elected to pin its faith to the supremacy of material interests
            will have to fight their battles to the bitter end, on a mere pittance—unless indeed
            some statesman of exceptional ability and overwhelming prestige succeeds in carrying
            through an international understanding for the delimitation of spheres of trade all
            over the earth, on the model of the territorial spheres of influence marked in Africa
            to keep the competitors for the privilege of improving the nigger (as a buying machine)
            from flying prematurely at each other’s throats. (88)
         

      

      Competition among nations for international markets will inevitably lead to war; the
         only way to prevent this will be a global conference modeled, Conrad speculates, on
         the Berlin Conference (1884–1885) that codified Europe’s colonial possessions in Africa
         and created the Belgian Congo. The Berlin Conference temporarily halted the colonial
         wars among the imperial powers, but it left the Africans to be brutally exploited
         by Europeans pursuing their own material interests. Conrad’s nightmare vision would
         have the entire world held in place by an international web of material interests,
         the peace only occasionally broken by ferocious wars inspired by competition for trade.
         This future is born out in the novel: the arms Decoud buys for Sulaco troops are paid
         for by the mine, and Holroyd finances Sulaco’s war of secession. Decoud himself confirms
         this analysis when he tells Antonia and Emilia: “Now the whole land is like a treasure-house,
         and all these people are breaking into it, whilst we are cutting each other’s throats.
         The only thing that keeps them out is mutual jealousy” (174).
      

      
      Hobson’s and Lenin’s Imperialism

      
      Conrad’s political analysis in “Autocracy and War,” echoed in his fictional Costaguana,
         might have derived from John Hobson’s Imperialism, A Study, (1902) which appeared two years before the publication of Nostromo (1904) and includes several passages that may well have influenced Conrad’s thinking.[10]    In the “Preface,” Hobson characterizes the “Scramble for Africa” in this way:
         “Earth hunger and the scramble for markets were responsible for the openly avowed
         repudiation of treaty obligations which Germany, Russia, and England had not scrupled
         to defend. The sliding scale of diplomatic language, hinterland, sphere of interest,
         sphere of influence, paramountcy, suzerainty, protectorate, veiled or open, leading
         up to acts of forcible seizure or annexation which, sometimes continue to be hidden
         under ‘lease,’ ‘rectification of frontier,’ ‘concession,’ and the like, was the invention
         and expression of this cynical spirit of Imperialism. While Germany and Russia were
         perhaps more open in their professed adoption of the material gain of their country
         as the sole criterion of public conduct, other nations were not slow to accept the
         standard” (13). Later, in a chapter on those who benefit from imperialism (a rich
         minority he describes in his chapter title as “The Economic Parasites of Imperialism”),
         Hobson makes the same argument Conrad makes in Heart of   Darkness and Nostromo; imperialism is driven by greed disguised in humanitarian or evangelical terms: 
      

      
         The play of these forces [the economic forces driving imperialism] does not openly
            appear. They are essentially parasites upon patriotism, and they adapt themselves
            to its protecting colours. In the mouths of their representatives are noble phrases,
            expressive of their desire to extend the area of civilisation, to establish good government,
            promote Christianity, extirpate slavery, and elevate the lower races. Some of the
            business men who hold such language may entertain a genuine, though usually a vague,
            desire to accomplish these ends, but they are primarily engaged in business, and they
            are not unaware of the utility of the more unselfish forces in furthering their ends.
            Their true attitude of mind is expressed by Mr. Rhodes in his famous description of
            “Her Majesty’s Flag” as “the greatest commercial asset in the world.” (61) 
         

      

      We might recall Marlow’s aunt’s belief in his heavenly mission to civilize Africans,
         a belief driven by the imperial propaganda disseminated in Brussels at the end of
         the nineteenth century. One last parallel between Nostromo and Hobson’s Imperialism is Hobson’s description of the power of industry and capital in the United States,
         which he uses to explain the sudden US interest in adopting a global, imperial policy
         despite what was, until the end of the century, a reluctance to look beyond its own
         borders. Financiers and industrialists drive the new imperialistic impulses of the
         US, evident in its colonial conquest of the Philippines:
      

      
         It was this sudden demand for foreign markets for manufactures and for investments
            which was avowedly responsible for the adoption of Imperialism as a political policy
            and practice by the Republican party to which the great industrial and financial chiefs
            belonged, and which belonged to them. The adventurous enthusiasm of President Roosevelt
            and his “manifest destiny” and “mission of civilization” party must not deceive us.
            It was Messrs. Rockefeller, Pierpont Morgan, and their associates who needed Imperialism
            and who fastened it upon the shoulders of the great Republic of the West. They needed
            Imperialism because they desired to use the public resources of their country to find
            profitable employment for the capital which otherwise would be superfluous. (77–78)
         

      

      There are no references to Hobson in Conrad’s letters, but Allan Hunter as well as
         Fleishman, Parry, and White have all noted that both Hobson and Conrad were part of
         a small but influential movement opposed to Britain’s imperial policies.[11]    Hobson’s warnings concerning the destructive influence of imperialism on Britain’s
         economic development and its national psyche were part of a national debate.
      

      
      Vladimir Lenin notes that he drew on Hobson’s Imperialism in his own Imperialism: The Highest Form of Capitalism (1920), but Lenin’s work more closely echoes Conrad’s analysis of capitalism, imperialism,
         and war in “Autocracy and War” and Nostromo than Hobson’s. Lenin lists five attributes of what he calls the highest form of capitalism,
         the stage at which nations, banks, and industries combine within developed countries
         to control and extort enormous profits for individual capitalists from the rest of
         the world. This stage in the history of capitalism, he wrote in 1916, is characterized
         by the following attributes: 
      

      
         (1) the concentration of production and capital has developed to such a high stage
            that it has created monopolies which play a decisive role in economic life; (2) the
            merging of bank capital with industrial capital, and the creation, on the basis of
            this “finance capital,” of a financial oligarchy; (3) the export of capital as distinguished
            from the export of commodities acquires exceptional importance; (4) the formation
            of international monopolist capitalist associations which share the world among themselves,
            and (5) the territorial division of the whole world among the biggest capitalist powers
            is completed. Imperialism is capitalism at that stage of development at which the
            dominance of monopolies and finance capital is established; in which the export of
            capital has acquired pronounced importance; in which the division of the world among
            the international trusts has begun, in which the division of all territories of the
            globe among the biggest capitalist powers has been completed (106).
         

      
 
      Lenin might have been summarizing the economic and political world of Nostromo, in which Holroyd and Sir John represent a “financial oligarchy”; the “export of
         capital” underwrites the political stability and political upheaval of Costaguana;
         Holroyd anticipates the sharing of the world among American plutocrats, when “the
         territorial division of the whole world among the biggest capitalistic powers [will
         be] complete.”[12]   
      

      
      Conrad’s own handling of this material in “Autocracy and War” perfectly highlights
         the paradoxes and complexities of his political expressions in Nostromo and in his work overall. On the one hand, we have the reactionary racism implicit
         in his dismissive use of the word “nigger” (in his attack on capitalists for attempting
         to turn Africans into “buying machines”). Nostromo itself, as Fredric Jameson has noted, includes significant racism in its representation
         of the “Latin races”: “At the most general level, we have the classic ‘Anglo’ picture
         of a Latin ‘race,’ lazy, shiftless, and the like, to which political order and economic
         progress must be ‘brought’ from the outside. . . . Whatever the ambiguities of this
         perspective . . . it is certainly a thought of the ‘Other,’ and it is inconceivable
         that a Latin American novelist could without a Hegelian ‘Unhappy Consciousness’ focus
         his material in this way, even if the facts and the anecdotes remained the same” (270).
         Indeed, Nostromo reproduces the familiar, nineteenth-century hierarchy of race. White Europeans are
         actors in a dynamic present; Native Americans are acted upon, trapped in the past, long-suffering, mute, and passive; the always sympathetically
         drawn Emelia Gould is unable to tell one “flat, joyless” face from the other (100).[13]    “Negroes” are “ragged” (122), “half-educated” (158), an insurgent “looking for
         a chance to stick a knife into the stomach of an honest man” (272). The grotesquely
         drawn Montero brothers are given “Negroid” features: “They were very much alike in
         appearance, both bald, with bunches of crisp hair above their ears, arguing the presence
         of some negro blood” (386).[14]    On the other hand, we see, both in “Autocracy and War” and Nostromo, a forward-looking, radical recognition of the ways democracy, capitalism, and imperialism
         are entangled. Conrad, as Parry suggests (128–130), is more radical than Hobson, who
         believed imperialism was supported and perpetrated by a small group of elites; for
         Hobson, the problem could be addressed once it was thoroughly identified as a “social
         pathology.” In Nostromo and “Autocracy and War,” imperialism is treated in the way Lenin later treats it:
         as a natural outcome of late-stage capitalism. Conrad’s insistence, finally, in “Autocracy
         and War” that history advances as an expression of masses of people responding to
         large, impersonal forces, forces that most are unable to detect or to understand,
         might be identified as much with Edmund Burke as with Marx, but his analysis of monarchies
         is almost explicitly Marxist in its claim that monarchies, which supplanted a less-centralized
         feudalism, nourish the seeds of bourgeois capitalism. Here is what he wrote in “Autocracy
         and War”: 
      

      
         It has not been the business of monarchies to be adaptive from within. With the mission
            of uniting and consolidating the particular ambitions and interests of feudalism in
            favour of a larger conception of a state, of giving self-consciousness, force and
            nationality to the scattered energies of thought and action, they were fated to lag
            behind the march of ideas they had themselves set in motion in a direction they could
            neither understand nor approve. (84) 
         

      

      This analysis of monarchy and the way it creates the forces of its own destruction
         is virtually indistinguishable from Marx’s.
      

      
      Nostromo’s Critique of the Grand Narrative
      

      
      Through its introduction of Don José Avellanos’s Fifty Years of Misrule, Nostromo gently mocks what we might call the academic, historical narrative. Conrad claims
         in his “Author’s Note” to have drawn from it to produce his true history of Costaguana.
         The narrative occasionally quotes from Avellanos’s work, noting with approval his
         willingness to treat Guzmán Bento even-handedly, though Bento was the dictator responsible
         for having Avellanos imprisoned and tortured. Yet the world of Nostromo has no patience for closely argued, disinterested, scholarly representations of political
         history, and the manuscript is torn apart, the pages left drifting in the piazza or
         used as wadding in a battle to secure the Alameda Club. In it, “Don Jose Avellanos
         desired passionately for his country: peace, prosperity, and . . . ‘an honourable
         place in the comity of civilized nations’”; that it would be used as wadding during
         a battle is a sad irony, as Decoud points out (140, 235).[15]    
      

      
      The smaller narratives created by newspaper stories, with their reliance on predetermined,
         formulaic reporting of contemporary events, come in for much harsher criticism than
         Fifty Years of Misrule. General Montero’s grotesquely bloated ego is fed by the exaggerated newspaper accounts
         of the battle that led to the Blanco victory: “the Costaguana Press was in the habit
         of styling Montero’s forest march from his commandancia to join the Blanco forces
         at the beginning of the troubles, the ‘most heroic military exploit of modern times,’”
         a phrase that motivates Montero, the narrative suggests, to lead a coup and initiate
         the civil war (39). Decoud begins as a dilettante journalist who sends stories to
         the Semenario, the principal newspaper in Sta. Marta, before returning to Costaguana, where he
         is called upon to create a newspaper to counter the Monterist press. He reveals his
         own attitude toward journalism in an intimate conversation with Antonia: “You can’t
         think I am serious when I call Montero a gran’ bestia every second day in the Porvenir? That is not a serious occupation” (177), and later when he cries “Gran bestia,”
         “with all the strength of his lungs,” into a room full of politicians debating their
         response to the Montero coup. He confesses to Antonia: “This is the quintessence of
         my journalism; that is the supreme argument” (191).
      

      
      Captain Mitchell believes and repeats the newspaper accounts of the “historical events”
         leading to the establishment of the Occidental Republic. For Mitchell, Hernandez,
         the robber turned Minister of War, gains heroic stature because the London Times devotes a full article to him in its series devoted to the Costaguana civil war,
         entitled “Treasure House of the World” (483). Mitchell’s view of historical events
         is formed and guided by newspaper accounts published on the other side of the world,
         even though he himself has participated in these events. Indeed, the most comprehensive
         and amusing critique of the grand narrative appears in chapter 10 of the third and
         last book, “The Lighthouse.” The most important facts of the civil war—the saving
         of the mine and of Gould by the miners, the defeat of Montillo and Pedrito Montero
         by forces led by Barrios and Hernandez— are related off-handedly and in retrospect
         by “Fussy Joe” to a bewildered, congenially bullied auditor, who very likely represents
         a jocular version of Conrad’s reader. Mitchell’s naïve tour of Sulaco recapitulates
         the creation of the Republic; as he leads his victim on a long, confusing circuit
         of the prosperous city, describing the great events of the revolution that created
         the new nation and stultifying his auditor with food, cigars, and incomprehensible
         facts and opinions, he becomes a satire on Conrad himself, while his fatuous and tedious
         tour is a satire of the novel and, ultimately, of the traditional, epic narrative
         of the founding of nations.[16]    
      

      
      Nostromo contains all the features of the epic.[17]    Its story of the creation of the Occidental Republic includes heroic, sometimes
         martyred founding fathers (Avellanos, Decoud, Gould, Nostromo); their loyal, grieving,
         sacrificing women; and ennobling, enduring myths that elide the founders’ true motivations
         or corruption. Acting in response to their own individual personalities, circumstances,
         and desires, the most active characters, the founding fathers and even their capitalist
         patrons, are only partially conscious of their roles in founding the Republic or of
         the political and economic forces that act through them. In Nostromo, Conrad reproduces the epic genre, analyzes its foundational forces, and holds the
         genre up to examination and, sometimes, even ridicule. The ridicule is especially
         apparent in the concluding book, when he has the obtuse Captain Mitchell celebrate,
         memorialize, and grossly oversimplify the new nation’s founding. The novel’s politics
         therefore emerge from its epic genre; very much like his near contemporary, Karl Marx,
         another expatriate living in England, Conrad drew on large, overarching economic and
         political concepts to trace the forces responsible for the Republic’s founding. Jameson
         suggests the way the politics in the novel emerge from its genre when he asserts that
         Nostromo differs from Lord Jim in that, unlike the earlier novel, it is a “demanding and ambitious effort of the
         social and historical imagination.” When Conrad turns from the adventure tale, focused
         on one, flawed individual in Lord Jim, to the epic, Nostromo, the “analogous materials” of both novels—the materials dealing with large, socio-economic
         forces—“are utterly metamorphosed” (269). As he shifts genres from sea tales to epic,
         from The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ to Lord Jim to Nostromo, he sounds less and less like Thomas Carlyle, more and more like Karl Marx. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   Trotsky, like Conrad, was born in the Ukraine, though twenty-two years later than
                  Conrad. 
               

            

         

         
            2.   Within six months of the Blanco, bourgeois revolution, the Monterists, as they call
                  themselves, attack the Blancos for selling the country out to foreign capitalists:
                  “calling upon [the people] to rise with their knives in their hands and put an end
                  once for all to the Blancos, to these Gothic remnants, to these sinister mummies,
                  these impotent paraliticos, who plotted with foreigners for the surrender of the lands
                  and the slavery of the people” (158).
               

            

         

         
            3.   In The Essential Marx, translated by Anna Bostock. (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970) 50–51. 
               

            

         

         
            4.   Holroyd understands the relationship perfectly: Holroyd “was not running a great
                  enterprise [in Costaguana]; no mere railway board or industrial corporation. He was
                  running a man!” (81).
               

            

         

         
            5.  Emilia “raised her eyes and looked at her husband’s face, from which all sign of
                  sympathy or any other feeling had disappeared. ‘Why don’t you tell me something?’
                  she almost wailed.
               

               ‘I thought you had understood me perfectly from the first,’ Charles Gould said, slowly.
                  ‘I thought we had said all there was to say a long time ago. There is nothing to say
                  now’ (207).
               

            

         

         
            6.   Irving Howe analyzes this situation eloquently: “Nowhere is Conrad’s creative tact
                  better employed than in his delicate intimations of a parallel between Gould’s political
                  and private fates. The mine has become a token of some ‘subtle conjugal infidelity,’
                  as Mrs. Gould senses when she feels ‘as if the inspiration of their early years had
                  left her heart to turn into a wall of silver bricks, erected by the silent work of
                  evil spirits between her and her husband.’ In the innocence of perplexity Mrs. Gould
                  speaks of evil spirits, but is she not pointing to that mystification of the industrial
                  world which Marx called the ‘fetishism of commodities,’ the mystification by which
                  human labor seems to take on an existence independent of the men who perform it? If
                  ever a man has surrendered his self to his social role, it is Charles Gould. The sterility
                  of the mine is the sterility of his marriage, the public failure both cause and magnified
                  reflection of his private failure” (109). J. Hillis Miller agrees with Howe that Gould
                  becomes a tool of “material interests”: “What is most terrifying about this process
                  of exploitation is Conrad’s suggestion of its inevitability, at least in the eyes
                  of the capitalist exploiters. It does not matter what are the motives of the agents
                  of global capitalism, how idealistic, honest, or high-minded they are. They are co-opted
                  in spite of themselves by forces larger than themselves” (“Nostromo as a Critique of Global Capitalism,” 169). 
               

            

         

         
            7.   Avrom Fleishman’s discussion of the character of Nostromo is also germane here.
                  Fleishman reveals how Nostromo gains class consciousness through the novel, noting
                  four stages: the rescue of Riberia, the suppression of the rioting at the beginning
                  of the Montero revolution, the secret mission to Hernandez, the removal of the silver,
                  and the summoning of Barrios’ army to defeat Pedro Montero (174). 
               

            

         

         
            8.   Stephen Ross draws our attention to this scene as well, noting that Emilia “performs
                  an implicit rite of baptism and consecration, turning the ‘insignificant object, that
                  looks . . . very much like a piece of tin’ into a fetish, the shibboleth of material
                  interests” (119). 
               

            

         

         
            9.   He expresses some hope, for example, early in the essay that Europe is moving toward
                  integration and, therefore, peace, but later claims that Europe, as a unified and
                  unifying concept, is dead.
               

            

         

         
            10.   Allan Hunter first noticed Conrad’s probable knowledge of Hobson’s Imperialism. See his Joseph Conrad and the Ethics of Darwinism, 143–47. 
               

            

         

         
            11.   See Fleishman, 124, Parry, 128-29, and White, 98. 

            

         

         
            12.   In “Joseph Conrad as Guide to Colonial History,” Christopher GoGwilt has already
                  drawn attention to the parallels among Conrad’s fictional world of Costaguana and
                  Hobson’s and Lenin’s political and economic analyses of imperialism: “Nostromo may be the most thoroughgoing fictional critique of that dynamic variously described
                  by Hobson’s liberal British and Lenin’s revolutionary Russian critique of imperialism.
                  It is the combination of companies (the Oceanic Steam Navigation Company; the National
                  Central Railroad company, financed by Holroyd’s bank)—their consolidation into a cartel,
                  or monopoly, following the interests of high finance capital—that shores up the ‘material
                  interests’ of the San Tomé mine, linking Costaguana to the economic world system.
                  The chartered company that gives birth to the independent country (according to Hobson’s
                  model of economic development) or (according to Lenin’s model) that makes the Latin
                  American country in turn dependent (a ‘semi-colony’) on the anarchic forces of international
                  finance capital—this is the theme of Nostromo” (144).
               

            

         

         
            13.   For an interesting discussion of the treatment of the “Indios” in Nostromo, see Szczeszak-Brewer, 37–41 and, especially, 48-51, where she notes, ingeniously,
                  how they are represented as the hyper-sexualized, abjected Other in an early scene.
                  
               

            

         

         
            14.   In his fine chapter on Nostromo, Jakob Lothe argues that the racism Jameson detects in Nostromo should be attributed to narrative voices that are always modified, if not discredited,
                  by other voices (221–222). But the stereotyped representation of “Latin races,” of
                  “Negroes,” and of the consequences of having “negro blood” occur in the narrative
                  itself, in ways that are never contradicted. 
               

            

         

         
            15.   Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan captures the gentle quality of Conrad’s treatment of Avellanos:
                  “Don Jose Avellanos, the ‘Nestor of the Ricos’ (148), venerable author of ‘Fifty Years
                  of Misrule’ (which, though never published, is claimed in Conrad’s ‘Author’s Note’
                  to be the documentary origin of the narrative, and hence the source of its authority),
                  is treated more charitably and respectfully than the misguided Captain Mitchell, but
                  his blind patriotism and his love of rhetoric make him ineffectual and pathetically
                  incompetent for dealing with anything that does not fit his historical vision” (“Nostromo and the Writing of History,” 180). 
               

            

         

         
            16.   Hillis Miller comes to the same conclusion about Mitchell’s role in the novel to
                  parody official national histories: “Captain Mitchell is the spokesperson for an exemplary
                  ‘official history,’ with its naïve conception of ‘historical events’ as following
                  one another in a comprehensible linear and causal succession. Conrad quite evidently
                  disdains such history writing.” (“Nostromo as a Critique of Global Capitalism,” 163). 
               

            

         

         
            17.   For a rich and interesting conception of Nostromo as a new kind of epic that explores the replacement of oral storytelling by competing
                  print media, see Michael Greaney’s Conrad, Language, and Narrative, 115–134. 
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 5

      “An Anarchist” (1906), “The Informer” (1906), and The Secret Agent (1907)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      The Dynamite Novel

      
      Nothing demonstrates Conrad’s extraordinary creative range more clearly than his move
         from the leisurely, semi-mythical sonorities of Nostromo (1904), with its epic and mock-epic conventions, to the claustrophobic intensity
         of The Secret Agent (1907): Conrad’s dynamite novel.  Explosions, both real and imagined, are at the
         heart of The Secret Agent, just as they dominate and define the other novels in the subgenre, which combines
         melodrama, crime fiction, and, sometimes, science fiction.[1]    As the name suggests, the subgenre was a response to the consequences of the invention
         of dynamite by Alfred Nobel in 1867 and its adoption by radical groups as a preferred
         weapon; dynamite has many times the explosive power of gunpowder. It was “relatively
         easy and inexpensive to manufacture, and small groups or even individuals could handle
         the greatest destructive force ever before known in the history of civilization” (Melchiori,
         2). Dynamite provided determined groups a credible way to oppose state power; in England,
         that group was usually the Irish Fenians. From 1881 to 1885, the Fenians carried out
         a number of attacks, focusing on London: the London Times offices in 1883; the Underground in 1883, 1884, and 1885; and the House of Commons
         and Westminster in 1885. These attacks convinced the English that terrorism was something
         even a relatively open society needed to fear; the dynamite novel was an expression
         of that anxiety.[2]    Because dynamite fiction very often reflected and was inspired by a society that
         feared an internal, not a foreign, enemy, an enemy created by the very structure of
         English society, the politics of the genre tended to be reactionary. The fiction treated
         the radicals as noxious misfits: cruel, monstrous, criminally insane, or sometimes,
         as is the case with “Zero” in Robert Louis Stevenson and Fanny Van de Grift Stevenson’s
         The Dynamiter  (1885), bumbling fools. It seldom identified the social ills that might lead people
         to adopt radical positions: poverty, class divisions, imperial wars, or, generally,
         an unjust social system, though Grant Allen takes small steps in the latter direction
         in For Maimie’s Sake: A Tale of Love and Dynamite. One of the protagonists, the brilliant chemist, Sydney Chevenix (a likely model
         for the Professor[3]    in The Secret Agent), works obsessively on the creation of a noiseless explosive. As Melchiori noted
         (228–232), Chevenix revels in the military superiority his creation will give the
         British in their wars with “a lot of uncivilized enemies . . . the unsophisticated
         savages [won’t] even know they’re being shot.” They will be killed in droves. “There’s
         an engine of civilization for you!” (24) Chevenix cries, enthusiastically. Chevenix’s
         assistant, the Polish Stanislas Benyowski, is a nihilist who dreams of assassinating
         “enemies of the people.” Allen asks his reader to condemn both Benyowski and Chevenix
         for their willingness to use violence and terror to advance their causes, whether
         in support of an idea, nihilism, or a state, Great Britain. But Allen never criticizes
         English society, and his nihilists spend their time and ferocity attacking each other.
         The Secret Agent and the two anarchist stories Conrad wrote at the same time are unusual, possibly
         unique, in that they blame both the radicals and the cultures, foreign and domestic,
         that fuel the radical outrage.[4]    
      

      
      “An Anarchist” (1906), “The Informer” (1906), and The Secret Agent (1907) all deal both with radical ideologies and with the class systems that provoke
         those ideologies. Though all three works condemn early twentieth-century socialists
         and anarchists, they all attack the French and British class systems more sharply
         and unequivocally. Indeed, they demonstrate the truth of Conrad’s own comments about
         The Secret Agent in his “Author’s Note”: “I have no doubt . . . that there had been moments during
         the writing of the book when I was an extreme revolutionist, I won’t say more convinced
         than they but certainly cherishing a more concentrated purpose than any of them” (8).
         Most of the radicals are presented dismissively, but their causes are not. In the
         short stories, Conrad’s irony always works in at least two directions, with the middle-class
         narrators essentially unconscious of the way their stories implicitly undermine class
         hierarchies, hierarchies which are under explicit attack by the radicals, so both
         the radicals and their anarchist ideals and the narrators and their less-conscious
         acceptance of bourgeois conventions are under scrutiny and attack. The Secret Agent has no narrator, so the irony and the narrative’s point of view—the values of the
         novel—are harder to pin down than those in the stories. The irony is so generally
         corrosive, in fact, that it might appear to dissolve everything it touches: governmental
         systems, both actual and those proposed by the radicals; the British police force;
         international diplomacy; the English aristocracy, middle class, and working class;
         even the institution of marriage and family. But though The Secret Agent has no heroes, no characters or institutions left untouched by its pervasive and
         scathing irony, it has one central villain: the English class system, a system condemned
         at the moral heart of the novel. The short stories, “An Anarchist” and “The Informer,”
         written at the same time, with similar subjects, provide a useful window on how to
         read the irony in the novel. The radicals may have advocated demonic means to end
         England’s iniquitous class system, but the narratives’ sympathies are ultimately with
         them, with Conrad’s radical devils. 
      

      
      “An Anarchist”

      
      The eponymous hero of “An Anarchist” (which first appeared in Harper’s Magazine, August, 1906) is a young Parisian workman, Paul, who loudly embraces anarchism in
         a drunken rage during his twenty-fifth birthday party. Jailed and released, he is
         annexed by criminals who justify their robberies by pretending anarchist principles.
         They force him to participate in a bank robbery; he’s easily caught and jailed again,
         this time on a penal island off the coast of South America. He escapes with two of
         his anarchist “comrades,” whom he kills once they’ve rowed him to safety. A ship strands
         him on another island, where he’s enslaved by the manager of a huge cattle ranch owned
         by B.O.S. Ltd., a company famous throughout the world for its processed beef products.
         The manager, Harry Gee, needs someone to maintain the company steam launch, and when
         he finds Paul wandering the island, he guesses he is an escaped prisoner and forces
         him to work for the company. He becomes a literal slave. The narrator offers to help
         Paul escape, but he has nowhere to go, and a life of repeated betrayals has left him
         in absolute, hopeless despair. 
      

      
      The long, sardonic attack on advertising that opens “An Anarchist” runs precisely
         counter to the attitudes and tones of Harper’s, the popular, advertisement-rich American magazine where the story first appeared:
      

      
         B.O.S. Bos. You have seen the three magic letters on the advertisement pages of magazines
            and newspapers, in the windows of provision merchants, and on calendars for next year
            you receive by post in the month of November. They scatter pamphlets also, written
            in a sickly enthusiastic style and in several languages, giving statistics of slaughter
            and bloodshed enough to make a Turk turn faint. The “art” illustrating that “literature”
            represents in vivid and shining colours a large and enraged black bull stamping upon
            a yellow snake writhing in emerald-green grass, with a cobalt-blue sky for a background.
            It is atrocious and it is an allegory. The snake symbolizes disease, weakness—perhaps
            mere hunger, which last is the chronic disease of the majority of mankind. Of course
            everybody knows the B. O. S. Ltd., with its unrivalled products: Vinobos, Jellybos,
            and the latest unequalled perfection, Tribos, whose nourishment is offered to you
            not only highly concentrated, but already half digested. Such apparently is the love
            that Limited Company bears to its fellowmen—even as the love of the father and mother
            penguin for their hungry fledglings. (406) 
         

      

      The contempt for the advertisements representing this meat extract could hardly be
         more plain, but the dim-witted, bourgeois narrator exempts the company that produces
         it from that blame: “Of course the capital of a country must be productively employed.
         I have nothing to say against the company” (406). Conrad’s irony works first against
         the fatuous claims of advertisements, then against the fatuous narrator, who creates
         a false distinction between advertisements and the companies that commission them.
         The actual product, the material extracted from slaughtered cattle celebrated by pamphlets
         distributed in many languages throughout the world, is as bogus as its ads; the narrator’s
         claim that B.O.S. Ltd. makes “productive” use of capital reflects the point of view
         of someone wearing ideological blinders, unable (or, perhaps, unwilling) to grasp
         the predatory nature of international corporations. In this way, the narrator adopts
         the point of view of Harper’s Magazine itself. During the early years of the twentieth century, business was always good
         in Harper’s, for it created the wealth that underpins the pleasant, upper middle-class lives
         of the characters in its domestic comedies and dramas. In Harper’s world, business is stern and demanding, but also glamorous; the university is only
         a lighthearted way station for young men “going into business.”
      

      
      But in this story, as in Nostromo, the world is increasingly ruled by ruthless, international corporations, and business
         is the ultimate villain. Stephen Donovan articulates this well in his essay, “Magic
         Letters and Mental Degradation: Advertising in ‘An Anarchist’ and ‘The Partner.’”
         “Conrad wrote ‘An Anarchist’ in a climate of growing cynicism about modern business
         and, in particular, the unchecked might of a new industrial entity: the vertically-integrated
         corporation, supported by vast capital reserves and exercising direct control over
         every stage in the production process” (76). As Donovan demonstrates, Conrad regarded
         the true anarchists as the wealthy capitalists, whose laws are purely impersonal and
         economic.[5]    Its attack on advertising, Donovan adds, proves that the story “signally fails
         to follow the requirements of fiction magazines, then under pressure from advertisers
         to publish upbeat tales . . . that would put readers in the mood to buy” (85). When
         the lepidopterist-narrator protests “Of course the capital of a country must be productively
         employed” and that he has “nothing to say against the company,” the irony is obvious.
         B.O.S. Ltd. produces and aggressively markets a noxious pseudo-food, and in the name
         of that company, one of its managers keeps one of its employees miserable and enslaved.
         
      

      
       Like its attitude toward business and advertising, the narrative structure and tone
         of “An Anarchist” was foreign to Harper’s. The cynicism of the narrator, a butterfly collector, casts a shadow over his story.
         He first claims that he is not gullible enough to swallow the extravagant advertising
         of B.O.S. Ltd. This should demonstrate, he says, the truth of the unfortunate Paul’s
         story; we should believe the butterfly collector because he is a skeptic. He next
         mocks the unrealistic romances and dramas that appeared in Harper’s. “The story,” he tells us, 
      

      
         contains all the elements of pathos and fun, of tragedy and comedy, of sensation and
            surprise—whereas from rational conduct there is nothing to be expected of a touching,
            instructive, and amusing nature. I am sure to be misunderstood, but I disdain to labor
            a point which to me seems absolutely self-evident. I will only remark that the whole
            body of fiction bears me out. Its main theme, I believe, is love. But it has never
            entered any writer’s head to take rational love for a subject. We should yawn. Only
            the complicated absurdities of that psycho-physiological state can rouse our interest
            and sympathy. (406–407)
         

      

      With this aside, the narrator and, by association, Conrad himself attacks Harper’s and its readers. Conrad presents himself (very indirectly, of course, through the
         faintly absurd lepidopterist-narrator) as writing something that (the narrator claims)
         is strictly true but will therefore have only a limited readership. By Harper’s standards, it is a disagreeable story that ends unsatisfactorily; there is no virtue
         to be rewarded, and evil remains unpunished. Harper’s Magazine paid well, and Conrad needed the money, but “An Anarchist” reveals an angry contempt
         for Harper’s advertising, for conventional, bourgeois fiction, and for its audience.
      

      
      “The Informer”

      
      Like “An Anarchist,” “The Informer” (which also first appeared in Harper’s Magazine, in December 1906), was written deliberately against the grain—a magazine story that
         mocks magazine stories and their readers. “The Informer” also has a flawed, eponymous
         hero, an unreliable narrator, and a sardonic tone: all uncharacteristic of Harper’s fiction.[6] An anticipation of The Secret Agent (1907) and Under Western Eyes (1911), the story is set in London and concerns a society of anarchists infiltrated
         by Sevrin, the informer, who prefigures Razumov in the later novel. He falls in love
         with the wealthy “lady revolutionist” of the group—the predecessor of Natalia Halden
         and the likely successor of Vera Trotsky, another sympathetic “lady revolutionist”
         in Allen’s For Maimie’s Sake. The mysterious Mr. X, an internationally-known anarchist and pamphleteer, travels
         to London to discover who has been leaking the anarchist cell’s intentions to the
         police. Because of Mr. X’s elaborate ruse, Sevrin reveals himself to the anarchists
         in his effort to save the woman he loves from arrest, then commits suicide. 
      

      
      The narrative form of this story is striking. Conrad invented an oddly elaborate frame;
         a friend in Paris, a collector of striking personalities, puts the primary narrator
         in touch with Mr. X, “the greatest destructive publicist that ever lived” (131). The
         primary narrator is a comfortable, easily shocked collector of Chinese bronzes and
         porcelain. The dangerous Mr. X is also a collector and shares an intelligent interest
         in the narrator’s precious collection, protected from the rest of his house by a fire-proof
         door. The densely middle-class narrator and the incendiary pamphleteer strike up an
         odd acquaintance and meet regularly to share meals at a fashionable restaurant, where
         Mr. X tells the tale of Sevrin and the woman he calls “the Lady Amateur,” using a
         title that mocks her interest in radical politics—she has no real understanding of
         the cruel and dangerous world of anarchists. She joins the group because she finds
         its transgressiveness exciting. 
      

      
      Unlike the primary narrator, Mr. X is actually a writer with a cynical understanding
         of what sells to the reading public. At this stage in his career, Conrad himself had
         not managed to make a satisfactory living with his pen, but Mr. X has made a fortune
         selling his pamphlets to the bourgeoisie:
      

      
         What I have acquired has come to me through my writings; not from the millions of
            pamphlets distributed gratis to the hungry and oppressed, but from the hundreds of
            thousands of copies sold to the well-fed bourgeois. You know that my writings were
            at one time the rage, the fashion—the thing to read with wonder and horror, to turn
            your eyes up at my pathos . . . . or else to laugh in ecstasies at my wit. (133) 
         

      

      Mr. X has made his fortune, in other words, from selling his writing to the middle-class
         readers of Harper’s Magazine. “Don’t you know yet,” he adds,
      

      
         that an idle and selfish class loves to see mischief being made, even if it is made
            at its own expense? Its own life being all a matter of vestment and gesture, it is
            unable to realize the power and danger of real ache and of words that have no sham
            meaning. It is all fun and sentiment. (133) 
         

      

      In “An Anarchist,” the narrator explains that the reading public is amused by the
         “imbecility” of their fellow human beings. The pathetic story of the betrayed working
         man, Paul, “contains all the elements of pathos and fun, of tragedy and comedy, of
         sensation and surprise” (406). The unhappy life of this working class Parisian is
         merely an entertainment. In “The Informer,” the second narrator, the radical pamphleteer
         Mr. X, maintains that bourgeois readers love sensation for its own sake because their
         lives are empty, “all a matter of vestment and gesture.” The primary narrator himself,
         who protects his expensive collection so zealously, evinces elaborate disdain for
         anarchists, calling Mr. X “a kind of rare monster.” He responds in horror to Mr. X’s
         claim that “There’s no amendment to be got out of mankind except by terror and violence”
         (132). Yet he is fascinated by Mr. X’s story and admits “there was some excitement
         in talking quietly across a dinner-table with a man whose venomous pen-stabs had sapped
         the vitality of a least one monarchy” (132).[7]    This first narrator is therefore very much like prosperous, middle-class magazine
         readers, shuddering delightedly at the dinner table as they listen to stories out
         of a bourgeois nightmare, “full of lean jaws and wild eyes” (132).[8]    No wonder Conrad created such an elaborate cordon sanitaire to separate himself from the teller of this tale. The smug, self-satisfied collector
         of bronzes and porcelain, much like the typical Harper’s reader, enjoys hearing “stories” of the poor and of the futile anarchists who have
         little chance of changing a social order that keeps middle-class readers and their
         possessions safe, like the narrator’s collection, behind fire-proof doors.
      

      
      The Secret Agent

      
      The most influential critics of the politics in The Secret Agent in the 1960s, J. Hillis Miller, Eloise Knapp Hay, and Avrom Fleishman, represented
         the novel’s politics as something of a side-show. In Poets of Reality, Hillis Miller argues that Conrad’s fiction demonstrates that “[a]ll human ideals,
         even the ideal of fidelity, are lies. They are lies in the sense that they are human
         fabrications. They derive from man himself and are supported by nothing outside him”
         (17). The Secret Agent represents the clearest and greatest example of this existential nihilism. All men
         in the monstrous world of London, Hillis Miller contends, “agree that life is a game
         with rules everyone must obey, that many of these conventions cannot be talked about
         openly, and that nothing must be done to upset the delicate balance between thief
         and policeman, anarchist and reactionary ambassador. All of these classes of men deny
         their cooperation with the others. All are more-or-less consciously living a lie.
         They are alike in their refusal to look for the truth behind the surface of things,
         and in their determination to maintain the status quo.” Society, he adds, is a machine,
         a “manmade machine” that “has ended by making men, and by determining their existence
         within a framework of which many of them are not aware and which they do not wish
         to question” (41–42). This brilliantly acerbic analysis is compelling, but if we accept
         it, not only do all of the political positions taken by the characters become absurd,
         but the novel itself becomes depoliticized. All of the characters are posturing over
         the abyss, and this is the novel’s central message: human beings “are more-or-less
         consciously living a lie.” 
      

      
      Though neither identifies Conrad as an existential nihilist, both Eloise Knapp Hay
         and Avrom Fleishman also fail to take seriously the various political positions represented
         in The   Secret Agent. “The revolutionists of Conrad’s novel,” Hay writes, “neither set the world on fire
         nor rise to sterile heroisms. Their conspiracies are worse than vain; they achieve
         disaster inadvertently: the gory destruction of a feeble-minded boy, the suicide by
         drowning of a conscientious cockney woman” (219). And Fleishman agrees that the novel
         reflects Conrad’s organicism—a “politics” that rejects political systems. The narrative
         point of view in The Secret Agent provides “an ironic vision because Conrad’s fundamental social value was the organic
         community, while the present status of men is that of isolation from each other, alienation
         from the social whole, and, in consequence, loneliness and self-destruction” (188).
         So Fleishman’s position is that the novel is purely satirical; Conrad’s “true” politics
         are consistent—he was a champion of “the organic community” in all his works. In Fleishman’s
         reading, The Secret Agent is an unremitting, critical satire of the individuals in the novel, none of whom
         act to strengthen community. 
      

      
      The position that The Secret Agent is a study in nihilism, that all systems represented in the novel are held up to
         the same caustic scrutiny and all are found deficient—indeed, that all humanly-devised
         systems are meretricious lies that hide what are actually webs of self-interest—is
         easy to support. Most of the revolutionaries are frauds, beginning with the self-consciously
         fraudulent Adolph Verloc. Karl Yundt is merely a vicious man with a vicious ideology
         that mirrors his personality. Comrade Alexander Ossipon, pseudo-scientist/author of
         a (likely pornographic) pamphlet entitled “The Corroding Vices of the Middle Classes”
         and lecturer on socialism and “hygiene” (probably a reference to the use of condoms),
         uses his political position to justify his conquests of the young women who support
         him. We might include the Professor and even Stevie on this list: their radical political
         positions appear to derive from their physical, mental, and psychological deficiencies.
         And the contempt extends beyond the revolutionaries. Through much of the novel the
         tone is coldly dismissive of their opponents as well, of those upholding Britain’s
         social values: whether the novel deprecates Inspector Heat for focusing primarily
         on advancing and maintaining his career; the assistant commissioner, more concerned
         with his own, often unhappy domestic situation than maintaining the public order;
         the home secretary, a nearly fossilized bureaucrat, or the man on the street who relishes
         the spectacle of fallen horses.[9]    If the tone of The Secret Agent were consistently ironic, distanced, and semi-comic, then it would be reasonable
         to assert that the dismissal of the political positions of its characters as merely
         a superficial expression of their personalities, and it would be equally reasonable
         to claim that the narrative itself floats above all politics, endorsing only existential
         nihilism or an essentially apolitical organicism.[10]    
      

      
      The Politics of Pathos

      
      Yet, as in Nostromo, certain key passages express a moral outrage that forces the reader to confront
         social ills embedded in England’s social and political system, ills that cry out for
         reform—perhaps for radical reform. After Stevie is killed, Winnie remembers their
         life together, including scenes from their terrible childhood, when she tried to protect
         him from their father’s abuse: 
      

      
         She remembered brushing the boy’s hair and tying his pinafores—herself in a pinafore
            still; the consolations administered to a small and badly scared creature by another
            creature nearly as small but not quite so badly scared; she had the vision of the
            blows intercepted (often with her own head), of a door held desperately shut against
            a man’s rage (not for very long); of a poker flung once (not very far), which stilled
            that particular storm into the dumb and awful silence which follows a thunder-clap.
            (183) 
         

      

      Here, as in The Secret Agent’s great predecessor, Bleak House,[11]    the suffering of children is a moral touchstone: an evil that demands not ironic
         distance but emotional engagement and a search for remedies. Other touches of genuine
         pathos are sprinkled (admittedly, sparingly) throughout the narrative. We might recall
         the scene in the Verloc bedroom after Verloc has heard the sneering ultimatum from
         Vladimir that he must instigate a bombing outrage or lose his job. The narrative provides
         numerous reasons to despise Verloc, who is grotesquely fat and lazy, a professional
         hypocrite who lives in the middle of a concentric circle of lies. Yet in a handful
         of passages, he is treated as just another flawed and struggling human being; in the
         bedroom scene we witness his lonely isolation, highlighted by his desire to protect
         Winnie from the ugly details of his secret life and by their isolation from each other,
         each with concerns that the other cannot share or understand. The assistant commissioner
         is a far more attractive figure, but we see his professional and personal struggles,
         briefly, from the same perspective. He requires solace in his club from the stresses
         of his professional and personal life; he spends two hours each day playing whist
         with other men needing the same refuge:
      

      
         He entered his club to play from five to seven, before going home to dinner, forgetting
            for those two hours whatever was distasteful in his life, as though the game were
            a beneficent drug for allaying the pangs of moral discontent. . . . [T]hey all seemed
            to approach the game in the spirit of co-sufferers, as if it were indeed a drug against
            the secret ills of existence. (82)
         

      

      The moral heart of the novel, the place where the novel’s pathos is most sharply focused,
         occurs in one of the greatest artistic representations of moral outrage in twentieth-century
         English literature: during the funeral procession to Winnie’s mother’s final home.
         Winnie’s mother fears Verloc will tire of supporting her as well as Stevie, so she
         lies her way into an alms house for publican widows—separating herself from her children,
         the only connection to human community she appears to have. The journey to her new
         home, which will also be her grave,[12]  is accomplished by a cab driver who is a stand-in for Charon, the ferryman of the
         dead. The cabman beats his wretched horse, and this upsets Stevie so badly he climbs
         down from the cab to walk until his sister scolds him back to his seat beside the
         driver. The cabbie tells him of his poverty, his hard life, and his wife and four
         hungry children. After they’ve left their mother in her shabby, final home, Stevie
         walks to the bus with Winnie and works hard to articulate this profound injustice:
      

      
         “Poor brute, poor people!” was all he could repeat. It did not seem forcible enough,
            and he came to a stop with an angry splutter: “Shame!” Stevie was no master of phrases,
            and perhaps for that very reason his thoughts lacked clearness and precision. But
            he felt with greater completeness and some profundity. That little word contained
            all his sense of indignation and horror at one sort of wretchedness having to feed
            upon the anguish of the other—at the poor cabman beating the poor horse in the name,
            as it were, of his poor kids at home. And Stevie knew what it was to be beaten. He
            knew it from experience. It was a bad world. Bad! Bad!
         

      

      He sums up his feelings succinctly: “Bad world for poor people” (131–132).

      
      I find these passages heartbreaking; there is nothing coolly ironic about the treatment
         of human suffering in The Secret Agent. Winnie’s circumstances force her to choose between her beau, the young, attractive
         butcher’s son, and the grotesque but far richer Verloc; her love for her mother and,
         especially, Stevie require her to choose Verloc, so she effectively prostitutes herself.
         No one is to blame for this. In another work (Joyce’s story, “The Boarding House,”
         is just one of many examples), Winnie’s mother would have connived to ensure Winnie
         chose the more financially secure suitor, but here Winnie’s mother knows nothing of
         Winnie’s lonely sacrifice, just as Winnie later knows nothing of her mother’s equally
         lonely sacrifice, for which there is also no one to blame. Over and over in The Secret Agent, we are shown social evils, the “Shame!” as Stevie puts it, “his sense of indignation
         and horror at one sort of wretchedness having to feed upon the anguish of the other—at
         the poor cabman beating the poor horse in the name, as it were, of his poor kids at
         home” (132). As Winnie points out to Stevie at the end of this scene, cogently enough,
         the system itself is to blame for these injustices, a system kept in place by men
         like Verloc, the assistant commissioner, Sir Ethelred, and the police: “Don’t you
         know what the police are for, Stevie? They are there so that them as have nothing
         shouldn’t take anything away from them who have” (133). In the economy of The Secret Agent, Winnie is absolutely right, and Conrad’s analysis of this systemic villainy has
         a great deal in common with The Communist Manifesto. 
      

      
      Taking Politics Seriously

      
      Though too steeped in irony to be suitable for the radical newspapers with the rousing
         titles (The Torch, The Gong) sold in Verloc’s shop, the opening pages of The Secret Agent might have appeared in a description of London written by a bona fide Marxist:
      

      
         Through the park railings [Verloc’s] glances beheld men and women riding in the Row,
            couples cantering past harmoniously, others advancing sedately at a walk, loitering
            groups of three or four, solitary horsemen looking unsociable, and solitary women
            followed at a long distance by a groom with a cockade to his hat and a leather belt
            over his tight-fitting coat. Carriages went bowling by, mostly two-horse broughams,
            with here and there a victoria with the skin of some wild beast inside and a woman’s
            face and hat emerging above the folded hood. And a peculiarly London sun—against which
            nothing could be said except that it looked bloodshot—glorified all this by its stare.
            It hung at a moderate elevation above Hyde Park Corner with an air of punctual and
            benign vigilance. The very pavement under Mr Verloc’s feet had an old-gold tinge in
            that diffused light, in which neither wall, nor tree, nor beast, nor man cast a shadow.
            Mr Verloc was going westward through a town without shadows in an atmosphere of powdered
            old gold. There were red, coppery gleams on the roofs of houses, on the corners of
            walls, on the panels of carriages, on the very coats of the horses, and on the broad
            back of Mr Verloc’s overcoat, where they produced a dull effect of rustiness. . .
            . He surveyed through the park railings the evidences of the town’s opulence and luxury
            with an approving eye. All these people had to be protected. Protection is the first
            necessity of opulence and luxury. They had to be protected; and their horses, carriages,
            houses, servants had to be protected; and the source of their wealth had to be protected
            in the heart of the city and the heart of the country; the whole social order favourable
            to their hygienic idleness had to be protected against the shallow enviousness of
            unhygienic labour. (15–16)
         

      

      Once we have read the earlier short stories, we know how to read the irony in this
         passage. Conrad describes a social order that produces an idle, privileged class needing
         vigilant protection from the “unhygienic,” laboring masses. Verloc, one very peculiar
         arm of the London police force, along with the more conventional constabulary, help
         maintain this unjust homeostasis.
      

      
      The nightmarish scene of the cab ride crossing London is precipitated by Winnie’s
         mother’s intuitive recognition of the financial basis of her family’s relationship
         with Adolph Verloc. In The Communist Manifesto, Marx famously claims that, in a bourgeois society, the cash nexus stands at the
         heart of every relationship, even the most personal and intimate: “The bourgeoisie
         has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has reduced the family relation
         to a mere money relation” (58). The Verloc marriage stands at the center of The Secret Agent, and the foundation of that marriage is financial. Winnie married Verloc because
         he had the financial resources to support Winnie, Winnie’s mother, and, especially,
         Stevie. Conrad emphasizes the sordid nature of that financial transaction by making
         their home a porn shop on a seedy side of town. Winnie cannot be blamed for her decision
         to prostitute herself; her sacrifice is a grim one. At the same time, her deception
         of Verloc, who believed Winnie loved him for himself, is equally grim: calculated
         and cold. But the rigid British class system offers her no reasonable alternative.
         If she marries her own true love, the butcher’s son, she must leave Stevie to his
         own inadequate devices.
      

      
      “An Anarchist,” “The Informer,” and The Secret Agent all provide what is essentially a Marxist analysis of bourgeois society. The poor
         are victims of a rigid class system held in place by the police and a complex system
         of economic, legal, and social injustice. This seems to me to be nearly indisputable.
         The only other question to ask is this: Does Conrad provide a solution? As both Nikolai
         Chernyshevsky and Vladimir Lenin ask (the latter only five years before The Secret Agent): What is to be done?
      

      
      Most of the radicals devoted to overthrowing the system in Conrad’s three works are
         frauds or secret agents working for the police. Anarchists are simply thieves in “An
         Anarchist,” and Paul’s socialist lawyer is a careless careerist with no real interest
         in social justice. In The Secret Agent, Karl Yundt is a dried-up, vicious charlatan, and Ossipon an intellectually empty
         sensualist. But in “The Informer,” the second narrator, the radical pamphleteer, contrasts
         favorably with the comfortably dense, complacently bourgeois narrator; Mr. X is given
         all the most cogent lines, and his disdain for the middle class is validated by the
         text and goes unchallenged. In The Secret Agent, the moral spokesman is Stevie, and he acts (ineffectually, of course) against the
         evils of the world. Michaelis and his naïve Marxism are treated with real sympathy.
         His story, quite similar to Paul’s in “An Anarchist,” is pathetic; he was a harmless
         young man swept up in a movement he was too limited to understand or control. He is
         easily dismissed because he is pathetic, grotesquely obese, and his long imprisonment
         has made him incapable of answering any challenge to his simple ideas. But he and
         his Marxist position are supported by the wealthy, aristocratic Lady Patroness, one
         of the few, relatively admirable figures in the novel. Michaelis is treated quite
         gently; he has a sweet, almost angelic nature, and for him, the establishment of a
         workers’ paradise does not require a violent revolution. His Marxism is rather naïve,
         but it is presented fairly and accurately. Here is how he characterizes his political
         creed to the other radicals in Verloc’s parlor:
      

      
         All idealisation makes life poorer. To beautify it is to take away its character of
            complexity—it is to destroy it. Leave that to the moralists . . . . History is made
            by men, but they do not make it in their heads. The ideas that are born in their consciousness
            play an insignificant part in the march of events. History is dominated and determined
            by the tool and the production—by the force of economic conditions. Capitalism has
            made socialism, and the laws made by capitalism for the protection of property are
            responsible for anarchism. No one can tell what form the social organisation may take
            in the future. Then why indulge in prophetic phantasies? At best they can only interpret
            the mind of the prophet, and can have no objective value. Leave that pastime to the
            moralists. (37) 
         

      

      This is not only a pretty good synopsis of some of the key elements of Marxism, an
         essential part of it is proven accurate in the economy of the novel. When Michaelis
         claims that “ideas that are born in [men’s] consciousness play an insignificant part
         in the march of events,” when he articulates a materialist historiography, in other
         words, that stresses the importance of people’s material circumstances over their
         ideas, he echoes Conrad’s representations of men’s consciousness and their ideas in
         the novel. The Professor’s ideas, for example, stem in large part from his circumstances;
         as someone who grew up in a poor background, and as a disappointed, embittered academic,
         his social and economic circumstances lead to his embrace of anarchism—his ideas,
         and the ideas of the other characters in the novel, have material origins.
      

      
      Marx and the formation of the Bourgeois Subject

      
      Marx and Engle’s The German Ideology (written in 1845–1846 but left unpublished until 1932) might be the clearest and
         most direct source of information about the relationship between the bourgeois subject
         and culture, about the ways the bourgeois individual is influenced and, ultimately,
         created by his or her culture. Here is one of the passages devoted to the creation
         of the bourgeois subject in The German Ideology: 
      

      
         The way in which men produce their means of subsistence  depends first of all on the
            nature of the actual means of subsistence they find in existence and have to reproduce.
            This mode of production must not be considered simply as being the production of the
            physical existence of the individuals. Rather it is a definite form of activity of
            these individuals, a definite form of expressing their life, a definite mode of life
            on their part. As individuals express their life, so they are. What they are, therefore,
            coincides with their production, both with what they produce and with how they produce.
            The nature of individuals thus depends on the material conditions determining their
            production. 
         

      

      So, as we’ve already heard from Michaelis, the material conditions of people’s lives
         determine their thinking, their very being: “As individuals express their life, so
         they are.”
      

      
      The German Ideology describes the history of economic relations before the rise of the bourgeoisie: from
         families to tribes (based on families) to agricultural collectives and towns including
         slaves, laborers, tradesmen, overlords, and finally to an aristocracy and kings. These
         circumstances, including all the interactions among the members of the various classes,
         create the consciousness of the individuals. 
      

      
         The social structure and the State are continually evolving out of the life-process
            of definite individuals, but of individuals, not as they may appear in their own or
            other people’s imagination, but as they really are; i.e. as they operate, produce
            materially, and hence as they work under definite material limits, presuppositions
            and conditions independent of their will. 
         

         
         The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven
            with . . . material activity . . . , the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking,
            the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux [effusion,
            flowing out] of their material behaviour. The same applies to mental production as
            expressed in the language of politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc.,
            of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc.—real, active
            men, as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces
            and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest forms. Consciousness
            can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of men is their
            actual life-process.
         

      

      Marx was the first great, secular philosopher to suggest that human beings are controlled
         and even, in a sense, created by economic and cultural forces they neither control
         nor entirely understand; that is a central observation and claim that undergirds Marxist
         theory. It is also a central observation and claim informing all of Conrad’s greatest
         fiction.
      

      
      The two white traders in “An Outpost of Progress” represent Conrad’s most explicit
         examples of the bourgeois subject. They have no ideas of their own—their consciousness
         has been created for them by their culture. Kayerts and Carlier, he writes, 
      

      
         were two perfectly insignificant and incapable individuals whose existence is only
            rendered possible through the high organization of civilized crowds. Few men realize
            that their life, the very essence of their character, their capabilities and their
            audacities are only the expression of their belief in the safety of their surroundings.
            The courage, the composure, the confidence, the emotions and principles, every great
            and every insignificant thought belongs not to the individual but to the crowd—to
            the crowd that believes blindly in the irresistible force of its institutions and
            of its morals, in the power of its police and of its opinion. (Tales of Unrest, 79) 
         

      

      “An Outpost of Progress” is Conrad’s most naturalistic story; he treats his characters
         as though they are experimental subjects. Take two mediocre creations of a bourgeois
         society, Conrad tells us, place them in an alien environment, and here is what must
         happen.
      

      
      That objective distance between the narrative voice and the central figures closes
         in Lord Jim: the central character is treated much less objectively; the secondary narrator,
         Marlow, loves him, and most readers want him to succeed. So Jim’s lack of autonomy
         is less obvious; Jim is the hero of the novel, and we want our heroes to be self-actuated.
         But Jim is nearly as much a creature of his material circumstances as Kayerts and
         Carlier. He decides to become a sailor because of his economic circumstances; he was
         one of five sons, so he needed to support himself independently of the small estate,
         the parish living his father had inherited. He grew up reading adventure fiction,
         so he makes a crucial life decision to go to sea based on novels that more-or-less
         slavishly follow culturally-determined formulae. The ideas he imbibes from adventure
         novels, in other words, are not his own. And those ideas are the productions of a
         self-justifying, bourgeois culture. After he makes a criminal mistake—choosing to
         save his life by abandoning the passengers of his ship—he spends the rest of his life
         attempting to convince himself and anyone he encounters that he is an English gentleman,
         attempting to live up to what, in the novel, proves to be an arbitrary and often inhuman
         code of conduct that guides his actions and even his thoughts. So Jim’s actions and
         thoughts are determined, from beginning to end, by his material circumstances and
         by his culture. 
      

      
      Sympathy for the Devil

      
      The Professor shares Karl Yundt’s misanthropy, but he is treated quite differently.
         Born to lower-class parents, he is prevented from pursuing an academic career by his
         class and his unprepossessing physiognomy. His Nietzschean disdain for the middle
         class is also unattractive, but, like Stevie, he is a sincere moral agent. He is not
         merely seeking revenge on a world that refuses to recognize and reward his talents:
         
      

      
         The way of even the most justifiable revolutions is prepared by personal impulses
            disguised into creeds. The Professor’s indignation found in itself a final cause that
            absolved him from the sin of turning to destruction as an agent of his [own] ambition.
            To destroy public faith in legality was the imperfect formula of his pedantic fanaticism;
            but the subconscious conviction that the framework of an established social order
            cannot be effectually shattered except by some form of collective or individual violence
            was precise and correct. He was a moral agent . . . . (66)
         

      

      As I hope I have shown above, “the established social order” is the ultimate villain
         in these three works, so the Professor is sanctioned by the text to work against that
         order. The Professor is the most cogent (though not the only) spokesman for the novel;
         he is also its unacknowledged, and unacknowledgeable, hero. Like another great work
         of art, like Paradise Lost, Conrad’s fiction of 1906 and 1907 evinces real sympathy for the Devil. It also conveys
         a radical, Marxist disdain for contemporary bourgeois English society, and it articulates
         a materialist approach to the creation of the bourgeois subject. Overall, though The Secret Agent honors the values of Great Britain—freedom of thought in an open society, a society
         protected by a long tradition of civic stability—it also registers real disgust for
         the complacency of the middle classes in Great Britain, a complacency that seems impervious
         to the plight of the poor and that takes a vicarious pleasure in the spectacle of
         anarchists fighting desperately and vainly for social justice.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   Though the editors of the Cambridge Secret Agent, Bruce Harkness and Sid Reid, claim in their introduction that “Conrad does not seem
                  to have been influenced” by earlier dynamite fiction (XXX), Sarah Cole accurately
                  describes the generic origins of The Secret Agent in At the Violet Hour. “The novel itself, composed, it should be stressed, well after the period it depicts,
                  is so replete with characters and plots out of that earlier period as to read like
                  a handbook of late Victorian conventions for construing the anarchist scene. So, for
                  instance, the idea that anarchism and violence are inescapable partners is writ into
                  the saga as a premise; the presence of dynamite is a linchpin of the text; the anarchists
                  in The Secret Agent fall into typologies as they so often did in the literature of the period, each portraying
                  some aspect of the terrorist; semificitionalized events like the Rome conference to
                  which Vladimir refers have historical counterparts; and the novel returns incessantly
                  to a number of themes that dominated the late Victorian rendition of anarchism, such
                  as the emphasis on bombs as the inevitable tools of anarchists, the freighted relation
                  between words and deeds, and the international quality of the movement” (At the Violet Hour, 111).
               

            

         

         
            2.   For a clear and thorough discussion of the way police forces, government offices,
                  the press, and the public responded to terrorist attacks in the 1880’s, see Porter,
                  especially 21–67. 
               

            

         

         
            3.   Chevenix’s obsession with the creation of a noiseless dynamite corresponds with
                  the Professor’s obsession with the creation of the perfect detonator. Zero, the buffoonish
                  chemist/dynamiter in the Stevensons’ The Dynamiter, is another model for the Professor. He sees himself working tirelessly to create
                  the perfect deadly explosion, complaining that “chemicals are proverbially fickle
                  as woman, and clockwork as capricious as the very devil” (156). 
               

            

         

         
            4.  For a very fine discussion of The Secret Agent’s complex satire, see Brian W. Shaffer’s “‘The Commerce of Shady Wares’: Politics
                  and Pornography in Conrad’s The Secret Agent.” Shaffer agrees that England’s disdain for radical politics is criticized at least
                  as harshly as the radicals themselves, noting that “There is textual and contextual
                  evidence to suggest that The Secret Agent maligns the culture’s apprehensions about revolutionary politics as much as it does
                  the phenomenon itself” (460).
               

            

         

         
            5.   Donovan documents Conrad’s attitude, in part by quoting from a famous 1907 letter:
                  “By Jove! If I had the necessary talent I would like to go for the true anarchist—which
                  is the millionaire” (76). In “Hanging a Dog: The Politics of Naming in ‘An Anarchist,’”
                  Jennifer Shaddock also shows how “An Anarchist” “demonstrates the mutual reliance
                  of capitalism and anarchism—their hateful but, nonetheless, symbiotic embrace” (56).
                  
               

            

         

         
            6.   Margaret Scanlan puts this well in “Language and Terrorism in Conrad’s ‘The Informer’”:
                  “If Conrad intended ‘The Informer’ as popular entertainment, feeding the public’s
                  appetite for stories about sinister anarchists and secret dynamite factories, his
                  text betrays other interests” (117). For another fine treatment of the story as a
                  bitter commentary on the morally ambiguous role of the writer, see The Strange Short Fiction of Joseph Conrad, where Erdinast-Vulcan suggests the tale reveals how “a work of fiction invariably
                  involves some ‘aestheticization’ of reality, a betrayal of its complexity and fullness
                  for the sake of artistic containment” (118).
               

            

         

         
            7.   As Robert Hampson articulates more fully in “Storytellers and Storytelling in ‘The
                  Partner,’ ‘The Informer,’ ‘The Lesson of the Master’ and The Sacred Font. See 137–40.
               

            

         

         
            8.   Diana Culbertson first suggested in 1974 that Conrad was “performing a sly parody
                  of himself” in “The Informer,” and “mocking the readers of Harper’s.” “It is difficult to escape the conclusion,” she adds, “that Mr. X is, in part,
                  the voice of Conrad telling a story that the narrator wants to hear, and that the
                  narrator is Conrad’s magazine-reading public” (431, 432). In her essay, Scanlan also
                  shows how “writers share an uncomfortable identity with informers and terrorists”
                  (115) in the story. 
               

            

         

         
            9.   Stevie, the novel’s moral barometer, is overwhelmingly distressed “by the dramas
                  of fallen horses, whose pathos and violence induced him sometimes to shriek piercingly
                  in a crowd, which disliked to be disturbed by sounds of distress in its quiet enjoyment
                  of the national spectacle” (13). 
               

            

         

         
            10.   In a fine reading of the novel that reveals how fully Conrad incorporated Caesar
                  Lombroso’s theories of personality, Ellen Harrington argues that Winnie’s “portrayal
                  exemplifies Conrad’s nihilist vision of a corrupt modern society in which self-interest
                  and degeneracy are endemic” (“The Female Offender, the New Woman, and Winnie Verloc
                  in The Secret Agent” 57). My only difference with Harrington is her characterization of the novel as
                  “nihilist.” As I suggest below, the novel has too many flashes of moral indignation
                  to be labeled in that way. 
               

            

         

         
            11.   Dickens’s Bleak House echoes throughout The Secret Agent, from its characterizations (Michaelis’s obesity seems to derive from Bleak House’s Chadbland, and Inspector Heat owes something to Inspector Bucket) to its tone,
                  identical to the tone of the third person narrative that works contrapuntally with
                  Esther’s in Bleak   House. Conrad himself noted how important the novel was to him; A Personal Record includes this tribute: Bleak House, he wrote is “a work of the master for which I have such an admiration, or rather
                  such an intense and unreasoning affection, dating from the days of my childhood, that
                  its very weaknesses are more precious to me than the strength of other men’s work.
                  I have read it innumerable times, both in Polish and in English” (124). Hawthorn notes
                  this influence in Joseph Conrad: Narrative Technique and Ideological Commitment, 136–37. 
               

            

         

         
            12.   “ In the privacy of a four-wheeler, on her way to a charity cottage (one of a row)
                  which by the exiguity of its dimensions and the simplicity of its accommodation, might
                  well have been devised in kindness as a place of training for the still more straitened
                  circumstances of the grave” (123–24).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 6

      A Personal Record  (1912) and Under Western Eyes (1911)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Before turning back to Conrad’s fiction and Under Western Eyes, I will briefly explore the politics in Conrad’s longest piece of autobiographical
         writing: A Personal Record. The contrast between the conservative, rather parochial politics of A Personal Record and those presented in Under   Western Eyes highlights the profound incongruity between the politics of Conrad’s public persona
         and the politics that enliven his creative productions. A Personal Record is monophonic, a response to Conrad’s need both to justify his Polish background
         to a British audience and to be faithful to that background, to prove himself thoroughly
         and reliably English despite his foreign origins but to pay tribute to those origins
         at the same time. There are no competing voices in A Personal Record that talk back or that present alternative points of view. So while we understand
         early in Heart of Darkness, Lord Jim, and Under Western Eyes that the narrators’ voices are limited and that other characters present alternative,
         equally valuable perspectives that demand to be heard, in A Personal Record we are given no alternative to the opinionated, evasive, and tendentious voice of
         the narrator. A Personal Record was written the same time as Under Western Eyes,[1]    and the stolidly conservative politics of the former contrast with and highlight
         the alternative, radically contingent and various politics in Conrad’s fiction. But
         A Personal Record also contains what might be the key to understanding his fiction’s politics. Giving
         full, autonomous voices to the characters that peopled his imagination was both an
         aesthetic and a moral imperative to Conrad. 
      

      
      Politics in A Personal Record

      
       A Personal Record is one of the strangest author’s memoirs in English—distinguished above all by what
         it does not tell us. There is hardly any mention of Conrad’s immediate family or friends; we
         learn that he had a dog and that his great uncle was once forced to eat a dog, but
         not that he had two children or that he had many warm, male friendships and corresponded
         with many of the most important writers of his time. There are only faint allusions
         to his terrible money troubles, or to the fact that he suffered from various physical
         and psychological ailments. Though we get a glimpse of some personal philosophy that
         translates pretty readily into an aesthetic position, there is nothing like a systematic
         discussion of his political and philosophical positions.
      

      
      The tone of A Personal Record is equally strange. For the most part, we hear the voice of a late nineteenth-century
         English gentleman, somewhat jaded and evasive: a self-deprecating man of the world.
         He might remind us in fact of the narrator of Under Western Eyes. One reason he works so hard in the memoir to establish the casual improbability
         of his decision to be a writer is that he adopted or, at least, pretended to have
         adopted the British gentleman’s belief in the amateur ideal. He never wants to appear
         too earnest in his profession as a writer, too proud of himself, too much the professional
         novelist concerned with widening his audience, with self-promotion, or with increasing
         his income. Here is how he characterizes his decision to write Almayer’s Folly, his first novel:
      

      
         In the career of the most unliterary of writers, in the sense that literary ambition
            had never entered the world of his imagination, the coming into existence of the first
            book is quite an inexplicable event. In my own case I cannot trace it back to any
            mental or psychological cause which one could point out and hold to. The greatest
            of my gifts being a consummate capacity for doing nothing, I cannot even point to
            boredom as a rational stimulus for taking up a pen. (85) 
         

      

      Only a truly mad friend, he adds, would have suggested he might be a writer.

      
      But this tone of the world-weary, urbane English gentleman is repeatedly violated.
         The narrator of this Record is race and birth-proud; the Poles, for the most part, appear in his memoir as a
         warm, genuine, generous, and historically oppressed people. His family—his parents,
         grandparents, great grandparents, aunts, and uncles, though not his wife and children—are
         presented as almost uniformly remarkable. And the lower classes, especially the servant
         classes, are presented in a patronizing way. Here, for example, is his dismissive
         treatment of the maids working in the boarding house he rented when he began Almayer’s   Folly: 
      

      
         Of late it was the landlady’s daughter who answered my bell. I mention this little
            fact with pride, because it proves that during the thirty or forty days of my tenancy
            I had produced a favourable impression. For a fortnight past I had been spared the
            unattractive sight of the domestic slave. The girls in that Bessborough Gardens house
            were often changed, but whether short or long, fair or dark, they were always untidy
            and particularly bedraggled as if in a sordid version of the fairy tale the ash-bin
            cat had been changed into a maid. I was infinitely sensible of the privilege of being
            waited on by my landlady’s daughter. She was neat if anemic. (70) 
         

      

      Lavish praise of one’s own ancestors violates the beau ideal of the late Victorian
         British gentleman, who might certainly have felt pride in his heritage, but who would
         have avoided making that pride so obvious in a memoir. Gratuitous mockery of the female
         servants also violates that ideal. More importantly, for our purposes, that mockery
         suggests a classism inconsistent with much of Conrad’s creative work. The clearest
         counter-example occurs in Lord Jim, where Marlow expresses essentially the opposite point of view—a “democratic quality
         of vision”:
      

      
         “My weakness consists in not having a discriminating eye for the incidental—for the
            externals—no eye for the hod of the rag-picker or the fine linen of the next man.
            Next man—that’s it. I have met so many men,” he pursued, with momentary sadness—“met
            them too with a certain—certain—impact, let us say; like this fellow, for instance—and
            in each case all I could see was merely the human being. A confounded democratic quality
            of vision which may be better than total blindness, but has been of no advantage to
            me, I can assure you. Men expect one to take into account their fine linen. But I
            never could get up any enthusiasm about these things.” (75)
         

      

      The contrast between the classist position in A Personal Record and the egalitarianism of Conrad’s surrogate in Lord Jim is clear, indicating a dichotomy between the politics in the memoir and the politics
         in his fiction.[2]   
      

      
      In the first preface to A Personal Record, Conrad promises he will present the absolute truth about his life, claiming that
         he will come out from “behind the veil” of fiction: “Truth of a modest sort I can
         promise you, and also sincerity.” And from his description of the project to Pinker
         in Conrad’s Letters, it does seem that he really intended to reveal something of himself.[3]    But the work, as several critics have already pointed out, is more concealing
         than revealing. 
      

      
      In their comprehensive and excellent introduction to the Cambridge edition of the
         book, Najder and Stape call A Personal Record “Conrad’s only sustained piece of autobiographical writing” (xxi). This is true,
         strictly speaking, but A Personal Record is really no more autobiographical than Heart of Darkness, The Shadow-Line, or “Prince Roman.” The autobiography is an artifice, a narrative more-or-less based
         on fragmented (and sometimes inaccurate) memories, but very specifically directed
         to achieve particular ends. 
      

      
      Conrad seems to have had a number of reasons for writing A Personal Record. He hoped to explain, as far as he was willing to explain, his motivation for becoming
         a writer, especially his motivation to write in English. He wanted to legitimate his
         sources in serious art, which he does with his several allusions to Flaubert and his
         subtle mockery of Kipling. He wanted to honor his family, his youthful influences,
         the men who had helped him and served with him in the merchant marine, and his Polish
         heritage. He wanted to explain and justify his decision to betray that heritage and
         go to sea. He wanted to explain his middle-aged choice to leave a successful sea career
         and become a writer. And, finally, he hoped to establish his conservative British
         bona fides. The latter is accomplished, somewhat inconsistently, through the adoption
         of the tone and phraseology of a cultivated, very conservative English gentleman.
         
      

      
      In his “Author’s Note,” appended in 1919, eleven years after Some Reminiscences first appeared, Conrad begins by disclaiming the commonly held belief that he consciously
         chose to write in English, not in Polish, his first language, or in French, his second.
         Conrad claims: 
      

      
         The truth of the matter is that my faculty to write in English is as natural as any
            other aptitude with which I might have been born. I have a strange and overpowering
            feeling that it had always been an inherent part of myself. English was for me neither
            a matter of choice nor adoption. The merest idea of choice had never entered my head.
            And as to adoption—well, yes, there was adoption; but it was I who was adopted by
            the genius of the language, which directly I came out of the stammering stage made
            me its own so completely that its very idioms I truly believe had a direct action
            on my temperament and fashioned my still plastic character. (4–5)
         

      

      This is a stunning claim. Conrad asks us to accept not only that he never considered
         writing creatively in Polish or in French, but that his own adoption of English almost
         immediately began to alter his temperament and his character. And he asks us to accept
         these claims without offering any support, for, he adds, “It was a very intimate action
         and for that very reason it is too mysterious to explain.” (5)
      

      
      Of course, this begs at least two questions: First, why did he never think of writing
         in the other languages? Second, how did his marriage, as he later puts it, with English
         alter his character and temperament? I suspect these questions have no satisfactory
         answers, but it is easy to understand why he would make them. In both cases, he is
         attempting to make himself an English writer, not a Pole writing in English, because,
         above all, he wanted to be seen as English, both for personal and for political reasons.
         Though he was born Polish, he insists that he was somehow genetically predisposed
         to speak and write in English; he was born to be a citizen of Great Britain. 
      

      
      The next claim Conrad attempts to debunk is that he and his work were influenced by
         what, at the time, was called “Sclavonism,” or “Slavism.” We know that Conrad wanted
         to distinguish himself and his work as much as possible from Russian influences—the
         death of both of his parents was hastened because of their resistance to the Russian
         occupation of Poland—so he would naturally find any association between himself and
         Russians, via the “Slavism” label, highly irritating. But Conrad goes further than
         this. Without defining what reviewers might have meant by the influence of “Slavism”
         on his work, Conrad refutes it, arguing that he was raised not by Slavs but by Westerners,
         people with the broadest sympathies and fellow feeling for the “unprivileged.” Poles,
         he claims, are Westerners, but politically conservative Westerners, whose feelings derived, as he put it, out
         of a “calm and deep conviction both lasting and consistent, and removed as far as
         possible from that humanitarianism that seems to be merely a matter of crazy nerves
         or a morbid conscience” (6). This seems entirely unconvincing and suspect to me. A
         number of critics have suggested that Conrad’s own conscience was indeed morbidly
         preoccupied with the possibility that his abandonment of Poland was somehow shameful.
         There is evidence of this in A Personal Record. And Conrad himself suffered from “crazy nerves,” or what was then called “neurasthenia.”
         His adoption of an aggressively anti-humanitarian position here, and his attribution
         of that position to Western-leaning Poles, seems feigned and unlikely. But he insists
         here and throughout the Record that he is a conservative, English gentleman, and that, as the son of Polish aristocrats,
         he came to that position naturally. By rejecting humanitarianism, in other words,
         Conrad repudiates any radical or even liberal political interests. 
      

      
      A little later in the “Author’s Note” he scolds a Polish admirer for suggesting that
         Conrad was the son of a “revolutionist.” His father Apollo was no revolutionary, Conrad
         insists: “No epithet could be more inapplicable to a man with such a strong sense
         of responsibility in the region of ideas and action and so indifferent to the promptings
         of personal ambition as my father. . . . He was simply a patriot in the sense of a
         man who believing in the spirituality of a national existence could not bear to see
         that spirit enslaved” (5–6). Yet we know that Apollo, though he rejected violence,
         was a reformer as well as a patriot. Najder and Stape note that Conrad’s “suggestion
         that the insurgents were not interested in changing the socio-political order is incorrect:
         most were democrats and republicans” (n. 197). 
      

      
      This “Note” is an example of how Conrad tried to create a coherent, consistent, and
         consistently conservative view of himself. He wanted to be seen as an upholder of
         ancient British virtues, as a denouncer of radicals and of radical change. 
      

      
      The autobiography itself begins by establishing Conrad’s legitimate and serious literary
         sources. At the opening of chapter 1, he calls Gustave Flaubert his literary guardian
         angel while poking gentle fun at Rudyard Kipling in an allusion to one of Kipling’s
         less successful poems, “The Song of the Banjo.”[4]    Later in the same chapter, Conrad notes, with his usual irony, that his work on
         Almayer’s Folly was not quite respectable because it put him in concourse with foreign, non-white,
         disreputable characters who would certainly have offended the sensibilities of his
         English landlady:
      

      
         Unknown to my respectable landlady, 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 beings, 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? (23–24)
         

      

      For me, this is one of the keys to the moral and political side of Conrad’s fiction.
         Clearly, Conrad wanted attention, fame, the right kind of recognition. And he needed
         an outlet for his art; he was driven to create his novels and stories, which he accomplished
         at great personal cost. But the “moral” side of writing demands that the author recreate
         the characters from his life and reproduced in his imagination faithfully. From this
         passage we can see that for Conrad, the higher purpose of fiction is to respond to
         the appeal of other human beings, who quietly and irresistibly desire to be memorialized.
         So there is another inconsistency in his memoir. Writing in his own, public voice,
         Conrad rejects revolution and liberal humanitarianism. But his art demands that he
         faithfully and sympathetically memorialize the many people he has met who continue
         to populate his imagination, people who might be revolutionaries and liberal humanitarians,
         whose actions and ideas often clash with those celebrated in A Personal Record and in other of Conrad’s non-fiction writing. His art, in other words, demands polyphony;
         Babalatchi in Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands, Giorgio Viola and Emilia Gould in Nostromo, the Professor, Verloc, and Winnie in The Secret Agent, all speak in voices that are left uncancelled by the narrative. In short, the memoir
         itself points out the incongruity between the politics of Conrad’s public persona
         and the eclectic, wide-ranging politics in his art.
      

      
      Overall, A Personal Record is an odd, polemical memoir. The narrator tells us almost nothing that is truly “personal”:
         nothing of his great, early griefs, his schooling, his affections, his successes and
         failures. It is the opposite of Rousseau’s Confessions, and the narrator therefore seems no closer to the man, Joseph Conrad, than is Conrad’s
         fictional narrator, Marlow, or the narrator of his last great work, Under Western Eyes, which is a far more “personal” record. 
      

      
      Under Western Eyes  and Crime and Punishment

      
      Conrad’s turn from The Secret Agent to Under Western Eyes moves us from the semi-satirical to the personal. The latter is Conrad’s most autobiographical
         work in the sense that it explores the issues closest to Conrad’s own life and psychology.
         Other novels and stories—Heart of Darkness, “Youth,” “A Smile of Fortune,” The Shadow Line, and The Arrow of Gold—are based more on the facts of his life, but Under Western Eyes most reveals Conrad struggling with his past, struggling with the often dark events
         and relationships that formed him and continued to haunt him. “It was neither his
         biggest [novel] nor the one that took him the longest to write, but it was perhaps
         the one that caused him more anguish than anything else he ever wrote” (Najder, 409).
         
      

      
      As with Lord Jim, Conrad first thought he was writing a short story when he began the work originally
         entitled “Razumov” in December, 1907: “Fond of symbolic gestures, Conrad probably
         began Razumov—‘to get away from Chance on which I was making no serious progress’—on his fiftieth birthday, 3 December 1907.
         On December 4, recovering from another attack of gout, he sent Pinker ‘a few more
         pages of Chance for typing’ and announced: I took your hint of trying to start a short story. You
         will have it after Xmas.—It should help with the bills. It’s the one about the revolutionist
         who is blown up with his own bomb” (Carabine, 7–8). 
      

      
      This promise to his long-suffering literary agent, James Pinker, that he would receive
         a finished short story after Christmas, was only the first of an increasingly anguished
         series of failed promises to complete the lengthening manuscript of Under Western Eyes, finished just over two years after he began, at the end of January, 1910.[5]    Conrad wrote “The Secret Sharer” (1910) and A Personal Record (first appearing in Ford Madox Ford’s The English Review and called Some Reminiscences, 1908–1909) to relieve himself both financially and psychologically during the ordeal
         of writing Under Western Eyes. But the relief was only temporary; after completing the manuscript, Conrad suffered
         a collapse that left him incapacitated for two months. Najder quotes Conrad’s wife,
         Jessie, on the nature and extent of his illness: 
      

      
         Conrad has had a complete nervous breakdown and gout. Gout everywhere, throat, tongue,
            head. . . . Poor boy, he lives the novel, rambles all the time and insists the Dr.
            and I are trying to put him into an asylum. . . . [H]e lives mixed up in the scenes
            and holds converse with the characters. (410–11)
         

      

      A number of critics have argued that Conrad never fully recovered from this breakdown
         and that his creative powers were never the same. It is true that, whether caused
         by the breakdown or not, Conrad never matched the intensity, engagement, and depth
         of Under Western Eyes in his later fiction.
      

      
      I have argued that the politics in Conrad’s fiction depend more on genre than on any
         overarching political perspective. So his adventure fiction set at sea expresses the
         often-reactionary politics of that genre in The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus,’ the early Malay fiction and Heart of Darkness express the politics of contemporary colonial fiction and the imperial Gothic, and
         The Secret Agent adapts the characters and situations of other dynamite fiction, though its acknowledgment
         of the legitimacy of the radicals’ critique of British culture, if not their means
         of achieving reform, make its politics more radical than other works in the genre.
         Under Western Eyes is different. It is not Conrad’s “Russian novel”;[6]    as a number of critics have demonstrated, it is his adaptation, reimagining, and
         meditation on Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, so the study of its politics must also include a study of its intertextuality, its
         close and sometimes contentious relationship with the earlier novel. The echoes of
         Crime and  Punishment in Under Western Eyes are numerous and unmistakable: from the largest plot constructions to the smallest
         details. The broader similarities include various central plot devices: in both, a
         promising student, following a specious and later-discredited political position,
         commits a crime for which he is psychologically persecuted by officials and suffers
         immediate, psychosomatic illness and enduring psychological torment; in both, widowed
         mothers and a sister—threatened by a sinister rival to the brother—figure prominently;
         in both the protagonist confesses at the conclusion and receives a form of absolution.[7]    At the level of smaller detail, both plots include drunken characters—the painter,
         Nikolay Dementyev in Crime and Punishment, Ziemianitch in Under Western Eyes—who are blamed for the crime, and in both the protagonist could have escaped punishment
         by allowing these lower-class, unstable characters to accept the blame.[8]    
      

      
      Superficially, from a political perspective Conrad’s novel is an answer to, not an
         echo of, Crime and Punishment. Politics do not appear to be central to Crime and Punishment, which offers a characteristically Russian mysticism that does not question autocratic
         rule and advocates an acceptance of suffering as the ultimate human goal, a position
         that would seem to transcend politics altogether. Under Western Eyes, on the other hand, thoroughly and systematically attacks Russian autocracy and despotism,
         presenting Russia’s political officials as cynical and cruel. Yet the underlying politics
         in both novels are quite similar in one, important way: both are presented through
         a gendered lens. In both, the conflict among various political positions is a sterile
         exercise, a game played by grown-up, male children that often leads to bloodshed and
         tragedy but never to progress. In both, however, women offer an alternative perspective,
         one that rejects conflict, competition, and political ideologies in favor of spiritual
         renewal and love. Both parody and reject feminism as a political position adopted
         by men, but both present the redeeming power of women as antidotes to deeply flawed,
         patriarchal political systems. 
      

      
      Under Western Eyes traces the effect of a cruel, autocratic government—the late nineteenth, early twentieth-century
         government of Tsarist Russia—with a focus on one particular victim, whose full, formal
         name appears only once on the first page of the book: “Cyril son of Isidor—Kirylo
         Sidorovitch—Razumov” (11). Razumov’s mother is dead, and his father, Prince K—, cannot
         afford to acknowledge Razumov, the handsome, well-mannered, intelligent consequence
         of Prince K—’s affair with the pretty daughter of an archpriest. So Razumov is an
         orphan and, as he suggests himself, the deeply troubled child of Great Russia. As
         a political novel, Under Western Eyes is the dark story of how Mother Russia devours her children. 
      

      
      The Russian government is represented by a rogue’s gallery of brutal fanatics, intent
         on eliminating every sign of dissent. Mr. de P—, the political figure assassinated
         by Haldin,[9]    was 
      

      
         the President of the notorious Repressive Commission of some years ago, the Minister
            of State invested with extraordinary powers. The newspapers made noise enough about
            that fanatical, narrow-chested figure in gold-laced uniform, with a face of crumpled
            parchment, insipid, bespectacled eyes, and the cross of the Order of St. Procopius
            hung under the skinny throat. . . . He served the monarchy by imprisoning, exiling,
            or sending to the gallows men and women, young and old, with an equable, unwearied
            industry. In his mystic acceptance of the principle of autocracy he was bent on extirpating
            from the land every vestige of anything that resembled freedom in public institutions;
            and in his ruthless persecution of the rising generation he seemed to aim at the destruction
            of the very hope of liberty itself. (14) 
         

      

      Mr. de P— is avenged by General T—, described repeatedly as “cruel,” with “a grotesqueness
         of aspect,” who anticipates the capture, interrogation, and torture of Haldin with
         a gloating satisfaction: “We want that bird alive. It will be the devil if we can’t
         make him sing a little before we are done with him” (42).
      

      
      The most representative figure of the Russian government is Nikita, nicknamed Necator
         (“killer” in Latin), who pretends to work for the revolutionaries but, like Razumov,
         is a double agent. Unlike Razumov, however, he clearly enjoys his work and will maim
         or kill for either party. In Conrad’s fiction, oppressive governments encourage and
         promote men like Nikita; Father Beron, who presides over the slow torture of political
         prisoners in Nostromo, is another example. But the revolutionaries fighting oppression promote men of the
         same stamp. As the narrator suggests, a violent revolution quickly “falls into the
         hands of narrow-minded fanatics and of tyrannical hypocrites” (108), and men like
         Karl Yundt, the vicious anarchist in The Secret Agent, are given full license to murder any who might impede or threaten the revolution.
         Nikita’s license to kill comes from both Tsarist Russia and its revolutionary opponents.
         
      

      
      The one, deceptively sympathetic Russian bureaucrat, the enigmatic Councilor Gregor
         Mikulin, supervises Razumov’s and Nikita’s activities as double-agents. Modeled after
         Porfiry Petrovich, the police detective who interrogates Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, Mikulin represents the perfect foil for Razumov, an image of the man Razumov might
         have become if Victor Haldin had never entered Razumov’s life. He appears humane and
         sympathetic to Razumov and a voice of sanity and reason: a kind, paternal figure—precisely
         the surrogate, bearded father the orphaned young man needs in his time of trouble.
         Yet his kindliness is a façade; he cares little for Razumov. Mikulin is a spymaster
         who uses his considerable intelligence and psychological insight to create, manipulate,
         and control his autocracy’s secret agents. 
      

      
      The novel attacks Tsarist Russia from the first chapter to the last. In the first
         we learn that Haldin’s assassination of Mr. de P— is the natural consequence of “an
         oppressed society where the noblest aspirations of humanity, the desire of freedom,
         an ardent patriotism, the love of justice, the sense of pity and even the fidelity
         of simple minds are prostituted to the lusts of hate and fear, the inseparable companions
         of an uneasy despotism” (14). Haldin is a promising, idealistic young man; his three
         stage transformation from idealist to assassin to quasi-religious, political martyr
         reveals the perversion at the heart of Tsarist Russia. At the end of the novel, just
         before Razumov confesses his betrayal of Haldin to Haldin’s sister, Natalia, Russia
         is described as “the prison of their souls” (262). The Russian government hovers over
         the Russian characters, suppressing or corrupting every noble ideal, promoting deception,
         hatred, and, especially, cynicism. Cynicism “is the mark of Russian autocracy and of Russian revolt. In its pride of
         numbers, in its strange pretensions of sanctity and in the secret readiness to abase
         itself in suffering the spirit of Russia is the spirit of cynicism. It informs the
         declarations of her Statesmen, the theories of her revolutionists and the mystic vaticinations
         of prophets to the point of making freedom look like a form of debauch, and the Christian
         virtues themselves appear actually indecent” (58). After Razumov betrays Haldin he
         is left to himself, in the untenable position of being both a betrayer of the revolution
         and a suspect of the state. Only the influence of his father, Prince K—, keeps him
         from being immediately destroyed by one or the other. We are given this glimpse of
         General T— and Mikulin considering his fate: “One can imagine them talking over the
         case of Mr Razumov in the full sense of their unbounded power over all the lives in
         Russia, with cursory disdain, like two Olympians glancing at a worm” (234). 
      

      
      Under Western Eyes’s thorough rejection of Tsarist Russia is its most obvious divergence from  Crime and Punishment, which provides few glimpses of the governmental system within which its characters
         act. Unlike Haldin’s principled, if vain and wrong-headed, attack on despotism, in
         which he attempts to strike against a tyrannous sitting government, Raskolnikov kills
         the pawn broker,  Alyona Ivanovna,  as a way to test an abstract argument about the
         right of great personalities such as Napoleon to commit immoral, criminal acts to
         pursue their goals. As he tells his interrogator,  Porfiry Petrovitch,  
      

      
         legislators and leaders of men, such as Lycurgus, Solon, Mahomet, Napoleon, and so
            on, were all without exception criminals, from the very fact that, making a new law,
            they transgressed the ancient one, handed down from their ancestors and held sacred
            by the people, and they did not stop short at bloodshed either, if that bloodshed—often
            of innocent persons fighting bravely in defense of ancient law—were of use to their
            cause. It’s remarkable, in fact, that the majority, indeed, of these benefactors and
            leaders of humanity were guilty of terrible carnage. In short, I maintain that all
            great men or even men a little out of the common, that is to say capable of giving
            some new word, must from their very nature be criminals—more-or-less, of course. Otherwise
            it’s hard for them to get out of the common rut; and to remain in the common rut is
            what they can’t submit to, from their very nature again, and to my mind they ought
            not, indeed, to submit to it. ( 255) [10]       
         

      

      The other crime, beside Haldin’s, in  Under Western Eyes, Razumov’s betrayal of Haldin, is also provoked by the Russian government. Razumov’s
         “conversion” to an acceptance of Russian despotism and his absolute rejection of revolutionary
         alternatives is forced upon him by his circumstances; if he refuses to embrace the
         ruthless, reactionary politics of General T—, General T— will destroy him.
      

      
      So Raskolnikov’s crime is driven, in part, by self-destructive hyper-rationalism,
         while Haldin’s and Razumov’s crimes are driven, in part, by cruel political realities.
         Yet in both novels the central young men are also driven by psychological compulsions
         that remain more-or-less unconscious and beyond their control. Raskolnikov’s helpless
         poverty, his resentment of his mother’s control of his life, and his obsessive concern
         for his sister, Dounia, drive his murder as much as, possibly more than, his Nietzschean,
         great man theories. In the later novel, Razumov believes his betrayal of Haldin follows
         logically from his sudden acceptance of a conservative viewpoint,[11]     but the betrayal is really a response to his great fear that his association
         with Haldin’s crime would lead to his alienation from Russian society, the only family
         he has ever known. Like Raskolnikov, he believes he acts logically, but he is also
         driven by compulsions created by his status as a virtual orphan and by his lack of
         other, intimate human connections. Ironically, his betrayal of Haldin, committed to
         ensure his connection with the great family of Russia, leads to his exile and his
         alienation from Russia until he returns, physically ruined, at the end. So both novels
         reveal young men working out their personal compulsions in more-or-less political
         ways, so both suggest that the political is always a reflection of the personal. 
         
      

      
      While Under Western Eyes treats Russian autocracy with exaggerated contempt, it also rejects the alternatives
         offered by the revolutionaries gathered in Geneva.[12]  Their leader, Peter Ivanovitch, is a hypocrite feminist, pretending to worship women
         as the potential redeemers of the world while abusing his female assistant, the gentle
         Tekla. The narrator rightly fears Ivanovitch will draw Natalia into his orbit and
         abuse her as well. Like the sham revolutionaries in The Secret Agent, Ivanovitch acts not out of disinterested political conviction but out of his own
         self-interest. Saved by a woman who helps free him from a literal ball and chain,
         he turns his gratitude into a political doctrine. But his real and sole ambition is
         to extend his influence and to dominate others. Ivanovitch’s feminism is an echo of
         the way “the woman question” is treated in Crime and Punishment, which also mocks the adoption of feminism as a political position. Raskolnikov’s
         impetuous friend, Razumihin, offers Raskolnikov the chance to make money translating
         mildly scandalous German texts into Russian; one of the German pamphlets asks the
         question, “Is woman a human being?” Razumihin suggests, cynically, that this will
         appeal to semi-educated people as a contribution to “the woman question” (112). Later
         in the novel, in an argument with his former mentor, Pyotr Petrovitch Luzhin, the
         foolish Lebeziatnikov argues himself into a knot while attempting to support women’s
         equality. Luzhin mocks Lebeziatnikov for calling himself a feminist though he has
         beaten a woman. Lebeziatnikov defends himself:
      

      
         But that’s nonsense and it has nothing, nothing whatever to do with the woman question!
            You don’t understand; I used to think, indeed, that if women are equal to men in all
            respects, even in strength (as is maintained now) there ought to be equality in that,
            too. Of course, I reflected afterwards that such a question ought not really to arise,
            for there ought not to be fighting and in the future society fighting is unthinkable.
            . . and that it would be a queer thing to seek for equality in fighting. I am not
            so stupid. . . (356–357)
         

      

      In both novels, feminism as a political position is mocked, but, as I will suggest
         below, in both, women’s points of view are held up as superior to men’s. Sonia in
         Crime and Punishment and Natalia Haldin and Sophia Antonovna in Under Western Eyes offer mystical and humane alternatives to the hyper-rational but superficial positions
         of the male protagonists.
      

      
      In his Exiles and Émigrés: Studies in Modern Literature, Terry Eagleton plausibly claims that the effect of Conrad’s attack on both Russian
         autocracy and the forces that oppose it in Under Western Eyes is to cancel both out, so the novel “is not formally concerned with political conflict”:
      

      
         [T]he major political conflict is one between “senseless tyranny” on the one hand
            and “senseless desperation” on the other. “The ferocity and imbecility of an autocratic
            rule rejecting all legality and in fact basing itself upon complete moral anarchism,”
            says Conrad in his authorial note, “provokes the no less imbecile and atrocious answer
            of a purely Utopian revolutionism encompassing destruction by the first means to hand
            . . . .” This, essentially, is the political equation which the novel presents, and
            it cancels itself out into a void. Anarchists and autocrats, as in The Secret Agent, are locked interdependently together within the same grotesquely arbitrary game,
            each destructively abstracted from the “sane, orderly reality—normal, practical, everyday
            life”—embodied in different ways by Razumov before his betrayal and the kindly English
            professor. The novel, consequently, is not formally concerned with political conflict,
            since on this level there is nothing to choose. (22–23)[13]    
         

      

      This would seem reasonable, especially given the narrator’s self-confident assertion
         that the watchword of his story is “cynicism,” but it fails to take the women of Under Western Eyes into account. Mrs. Haldin, Natalia, Tekla, and, especially, Sophia Antonovna, both
         in their circumstances and in their points of view, represent a relatively coherent
         response to that cynicism, and this complicates any assessment of the book’s politics.
      

      
      The Gendered Politics in Under Western Eyes

      
      That the monstrously hypocritical Peter Ivanovich is an ardent “feminist” might taint
         the reader’s view of the political positions taken by women in the novel. Ivanovich’s
         worship of the bizarre Madam de S—, a figure the narrator describes with hyperbolic
         horror, would seem to undercut any political position we might characterize as “gendered.”
         Yet when we focus on the novel’s other women, we see that they offer a perspective
         that counter-balances the cynicism and ultimate nihilism arising collectively out
         of the competing male voices of General T—, Mikulin, Peter Ivanovich, Victor Haldin,
         Razumov, and the narrator. 
      

      
      Victor and Natalia’s mother, always identified as Mrs. Haldin, never articulates a
         political position. Like Raskolnikov’s mother, she idolizes her son and, according
         to the narrator, “would have set fire to her house and emigrated to the moon without
         any sign of surprise or apprehension” had Victor asked her.[14]    Politically, Mrs. Haldin merely acquiesces in her children’s political statements
         or mildly disagrees without offering alternatives. Yet her circumstances, as Jeremy
         Hawthorn has pointed out, illustrate the effect of the political on people’s individual
         lives. Autocracy and its radical opposition may appear to cancel themselves out in
         the novel, but the conflict between them creates terrible suffering, a suffering embodied
         most poignantly by Mrs. Haldin. After quoting a passage from the novel that suggests
         “the real drama of autocracy is not played on the great stage of politics,” Hawthorn
         adds, “Mrs Haldin is wordless and motionless, and yet what she presents to the teacher
         of languages is more profound than the words and gestures of the public play; her
         posture is a window on the otherwise concealed world of private suffering, the backstage
         truth behind the publicly acted performance” (237). The suffering of mothers in both
         novels, suffering that ends only with death, presents a mute but poignant condemnation
         of systems that tolerate and even induce that suffering. 
      

      
      Mrs. Haldin is immobilized by the news of her son’s death; she sickens, suffers confusion,
         delusions and paranoia, then dies. The consequences of this sterile but violent dialectic
         of autocracy versus revolution are embodied, quite literally, in this suffering maternal
         figure. Pulcheria Raskolnikov, Raskolnikov’s mother, also suffers passively and dies
         at the end of the novel. Yet in the later novel, maternal suffering has redemptive
         power—when Razumov finally visits Mrs. Haldin to discuss her son and his death, the
         political conflict Razumov himself embodies ends; he becomes, simply, himself—not
         the locus of two monstrous, abstract antagonists. This would seem to be a singularly
         apolitical, even anti-political development; to say that ancient antagonisms can be
         healed by the recognition of a mother’s love and suffering might well be dismissed
         as mysticism and sentimentalism, terms of abuse in Conrad’s essays. Yet this perspective
         is supported effectively by other, more active women in the novel. 
      

      
      Natalia Haldin is somewhat naively idealistic, but her critique of the West is astute.
         She notes that the nations of the West have “made their bargain with fate” (96), suggesting
         that they have traded true liberty and equality for stability and economic prosperity.
         In Under Western Eyes, the West is represented as smugly complacent in its superiority to the East (especially
         Russia). Western nations consider themselves completed, blessed with self-balancing
         institutions of government, law, and economy. All of their difficulties, in other
         words, are in the past. But Natalia sees the West as excessively materialistic, part
         of its bargain having been made with capitalism. Capitalism generates prosperity,
         but it thrives on competition, and it starves the soul. Natalia hopes for a Russian
         government that nourishes the soul, a government based on harmony, not competition,
         and on love. This makes her a Slavophile in the sense that she believes Russia will
         find a way to salvation that is independent of Western ideas of democracy or Marxism,
         with the former’s reliance on competition, and latter’s emphasis on class conflict.
         In this exchange between the narrator and Natalia, the narrator deprecates her belief
         that all human conflict might end in peace and harmony. He asks: 
      

      
         “Are antagonistic ideas then to be reconciled more easily—can they be cemented with
            blood and violence into that concord which you proclaim to be so near?”
         

         
         “It is inconceivable,” I added, with something like annoyance.

      

      This seems a reasonable question, difficult to answer. But Natalia’s response, expressing
         a belief in the unfathomable mystery of life and the power of love, is equally unanswerable:
      

      
         “Everything is inconceivable,” she said. “The whole world is inconceivable to the
            strict logic of ideas. And yet the world exists to our senses, and we exist in it.
            There must be a necessity superior to our conceptions. It is a very miserable and
            a very false thing to belong to the majority. We Russians shall find some better form
            of national freedom than an artificial conflict of parties—which is wrong because
            it is a conflict and contemptible because it is artificial. It is left for us Russians
            to discover a better way.” (89–90)
         

      

      The narrator’s position is not unsympathetic to Natalia’s. Like the persona Conrad
         created for his non-fiction, the language teacher does not believe any governmental system will redeem a people, and he sees the flaws of Western democracies
         quite clearly, as he suggests in his scorn of Rousseau,[15]    his ironic reference to the way “the divine democracy,” like autocracy, “devours
         its friends and servants” (234), and his tacit acceptance of Natalia’s criticism of
         Western materialism. But he knows that all systems have been created by human sacrifice,
         and he honors that sacrifice. He responds to Natalia’s charge about the West’s materialistic
         compromise with fate in this way: “It may be that our bargain was not a very lofty
         one. But the terms men and nations obtain from fate are hallowed by the price” (96).
         The language teacher argues, in other words, that the honor, loyalty, and sacrifice
         of the people who founded the nations of the West redeem the decidedly imperfect,
         Western European systems they created. By suggesting that political systems might
         be redeemed by the suffering of those who fought for them, the language teacher at
         least temporarily moves toward an acceptance of Natalia’s position.
      

      
      Tekla, the “lady companion” of Madam de S— and Peter Ivanovich’s amanuensis and drudge,
         recognizes the injustices of Russian society early in life and comes to her political
         position naturally as she tries to understand the poverty and suffering of one little
         girl, begging on the street. When she hears from an old apple seller that poverty
         is a condition supported by the government for the benefit of the rich, she rebels,
         leaves her middle-class home, and seeks to help the poor. She cares for a young man
         imprisoned and beaten for distributing temperance tracts and joins the revolutionaries
         when he dies. Like Natalia, her simple, direct, and absolute rejection of a system
         that produces human suffering makes her appear naïve, and her inability to free herself
         from Peter Ivanovich makes her pathetic. But her condemnation of a system that benefits
         only the rich is insightful:[16]   
      

      
         I ran away from my parents, you know, directly I began to think by myself. It is not
            very easy, such thinking. One has got to be put in the way of it, awakened to the
            truth. I am indebted for my salvation to an old apple-woman, who had her stall under
            the gateway of the house we lived in. She had a kind wrinkled face, and the most friendly
            voice imaginable. One day, casually, we began to talk about a child, a ragged little
            girl we had seen begging from men in the streets at dusk; and from one thing to another
            my eyes began to open gradually to the horrors from which innocent people are made
            to suffer in this world, only in order that governments might exist. After I once
            understood the crime of the upper classes, I could not go on living with my parents.
            Not a single charitable word was to be heard in our home from year’s end to year’s
            end; there was nothing but the talk of vile office intrigues, and of promotion and
            of salaries, and of courting the favour of the chiefs. . . . The Ministry of Finances!
            What a grotesque horror it is! What does the starving, ignorant people want with a
            Ministry of Finances? (119–120)
         

      

      Tekla attempts to advance the revolution in any way she can, but she finds herself
         serving a revolutionary who is as corrupt, narcissistic, and morally blind as the
         workers in the Ministry of Finance. The end of the novel finds her nursing the crippled
         Razumov: in the economy of the novel, a far more noble occupation.
      

      
      Sophia Antonovna[17]    is the most clear-sighted and attractive political figure in Conrad’s fiction,
         a formidable opponent to despotism, to Razumov’s superficial conservatism,[18]    and to the narrator’s cynical rejection of all political systems. When she speaks
         for the oppressed and against oppression, her voice is unanswered and unanswerable.
         Like Tekla, Sophia Antonovna comes to her fiercely revolutionary political position
         at an early age, after watching her father struggle to feed himself and his family
         in a system that offered him a meager subsistence, and no respect: 
      

      
         

         
         Her father was a clever but unlucky artisan. No joy had lighted up his laborious days.
            He died at fifty; all the years of his life he had panted under the thumb of masters
            whose rapacity exacted from him the price of the water, of the salt, of the very air
            he breathed; taxed the sweat of his brow and claimed the blood of his sons. No protection,
            no guidance! What had society to say to him? Be submissive and be honest. If you rebel
            I shall kill you. If you steal I shall imprison you. But if you suffer I have nothing
            for you—nothing except perhaps a beggarly dole of bread—but no consolation for your
            trouble, no respect for your manhood, no pity for the sorrows of your miserable life.
         

         
         And so he laboured, he suffered, and he died. He died in the hospital. Standing by
            the common grave she thought of his tormented existence—she saw it whole. She reckoned
            the simple joys of life, the birthright of the humblest, of which his gentle heart
            had been robbed by the crime of a society which nothing can absolve.
         

         
         “Yes, Razumov,” she continued, in an impressive, lowered voice, “it was like a lurid
            light in which I stood, still almost a child, and cursed not the toil, not the misery
            which had been his lot, but the great social iniquity of the system resting on unrequited
            toil and unpitied sufferings. From that moment I was a revolutionist.” (202)
         

      

      Sophia Antonovna’s selfless devotion to her cause and her uniquely empathetic understanding
         of the tormented Razumov render her the most unambivalently heroic character in Conrad’s
         fiction. In her fine essay, Kaplan remarks Antonovna’s central, philosophical position
         and powerful voice, noting that she criticizes Razumov in a way that reflects on and
         criticizes Conrad’s own, most characteristic style when Antonovna warns Razumov against
         an over-reliance on irony. Kaplan quotes Antonovna’s scolding of Razumov for his sneering
         sarcasm: “Remember, Razumov, that women, children, and revolutionists hate irony,
         which is the negation of all saving instincts, of all faith, of all devotion, of all
         action. Don’t rail. Leave off . . . ” (214). Kaplan adds: “Thus, Conrad places in
         her mouth an apt criticism of his most characteristic tone as a novelist. In this
         way, Conrad’s character argues with her creator about his method of characterization
         and about his treatment of human experience” (110). This is a brilliant tribute to
         Conrad’s polyphony; Kaplan points out that in her criticism of Razumov, Sophia Antonovna
         refutes and undermines the nihilistic, cynical tendencies evident in so much of Conrad’s
         own fiction, non-fiction, and letters.
      

      
      At the end of her essay, Kaplan suggests that Conrad understood Sophia Antonovna’s
         transgressive power and attempted to rein her in: “In the reader’s last glimpse of
         her, Conrad attempts to contain her in an envelope of irony: she rhapsodically relates
         Peter Ivanovitch’s union with a peasant girl and concludes, with naiveté and faulty
         judgment, “Peter Ivanovitch is an inspired man” (110). But here Kaplan is wrong, for
         she contradicts her own tribute to Conrad’s technique. Like the language teacher,
         Sophia Antonovna is allowed to speak for herself; her voice is left unchallenged,
         and it contributes to the novel’s genuine polyphony. Her perspective is unique, one
         the cynical language teacher simply cannot fully understand or refute. 
      

      
      As in Crime and Punishment, the political voices in Under Western Eyes are never reconciled, and no consistent or fully coherent political position emerges
         to dominate or even guide our understanding of the action. Razumov’s conversion to
         a form of Burkean conservatism seems reasonable enough if we forget that he is driven
         to it by his own terrible circumstances. The narrator’s lack of faith in all systems
         of government dominate the book until he is answered so effectively by Natalia’s simple
         defense of her doctrine of reconciliation and love. When the narrator protests, irritably,
         that her position is inconceivable, she responds that “The whole world is inconceivable
         to the strict logic of ideas. And yet the world exists to our senses and we exist
         in it. There must be a necessity superior to our conceptions” (87). The narrator has
         no answer to this. Both Tekla and Sophia Antonovna espouse radical positions in response
         to personal experience, with a noble conviction that provides a compelling contradiction
         to the cynicism of the male characters, especially the cynicism of Razumov and the
         narrator. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.    A Personal Record, first published a Some Reminiscences, was published 1908–1909, Under Western Eyes was written from 1907–1910. 
               

            

         

         
            2.   Admittedly, this contrast is complicated by gender: the denigrated servants in A Personal Record are maids; the fraternal rag picker in Lord Jim is male. 
               

            

         

         
            3.   Ford Madox Ford (Hueffer) published the series of papers first called Some Reminiscences and then A Personal Record in The English Review from November 1908 through June 1909. Conrad described these papers in a September,
                  1908, letter to Pinker as “intimate personal autobiographical things . . . . They
                  will tell in a measure my own story and as it were the story of my books—they will
                  be concerned with Polish life and life at sea, intimate thought and sensations” (CL 4, 125). 
               

            

         

         
            4.   “The Song of the Banjo” is a dramatic monologue spoken by a banjo. Conrad’s allusion
                  to it is obviously satirical. 
               

            

         

         
            5.   For a detailed account of this painful ordeal, see Carabine, 1–63. 

            

         

         
            6.   In her fine essay, “Conrad’s Narrative Occupation of/by Russia in Under Western Eyes,” Kaplan claims that Under Western Eyes is indeed Conrad’s Russian novel, “Joseph Conrad’s attempt to occupy in fiction an
                  enemy territory, that of the late nineteenth century Russian novel” (97). But what
                  she and others have actually demonstrated is the novel’s occupation of/by one novel: Crime and Punishment. 
               

            

         

         
            7.   I have intentionally if, perhaps, confusingly conflated Razumov and Haldin in these
                  and later examples, since Crime and Punishment’s Raskolnikov is represented in Under Western Eyes by both of these characters. Both Haldin’s ideologically-driven assassination of
                  Mr. de P— and Razumov’s ideologically-driven betrayal of Haldin correspond with Raskolnikov’s
                  murder of the pawn broker, which was also driven by an abstract idea that proved false
                  when put into action. Haldin’s mother and sister correspond closely to Raskolnikov’s
                  mother and sister. Counselor Mikulin, who interrogates and manipulates Razumov, corresponds
                  with Porfiry Petrovich, who interrogates and manipulates Raskolnikov. By dividing
                  Raskolnikov into two characters in his adaptation of Crime and Punishment, Conrad can show how Russian despotism destroys both its young, idealistic opponents,
                  such as Haldin, and those like Razumov, who attempt to accommodate themselves to the
                  regime. This is one of the ways that Under Western Eyes is much more explicitly political than Crime and Punishment. 
               

            

         

         
            8.   For a fuller catalog of these parallels, see Knapp Hay, (280–282), Busza (110–112),
                  Fogel (199–207), Smith, and Kaplan (noted above). Kaplan demonstrates that Conrad
                  “was responding in detail to Crime and Punishment . . . . Indeed the unofficial title of Conrad’s book might be Crime and Punishment Under Western Eyes, since Conrad’s novel echoes Dostoevsky’s in setting, plot, character, dialogue,
                  tone, and imagery” (99). See also Carabine’s, ‘“Where to?’: A Comparison of Dostoevsky’s
                  Crime and Punishment and Conrad’s Under Western Eyes,” Adelman (88–94), and Sewlall. 
               

            

         

         
            9.   Conrad based de P— on Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev (1827–1907), “the leading
                  instigator of the reactionary policies invoked after the assassination of Alexander
                  II” (note in the Cambridge Under Western Eyes, xxxvii). The assassination scene itself, as Fleishman points out (219,) is based
                  on the assassination of Alexander II, in 1882. 
               

            

         

         
            10.   References to Crime and Punishment are to Constance Garnett’s translation, the one Conrad would have used. 
               

            

         

         
            11.   That viewpoint emerges under the enormous pressure of Razumov’s fear that, if he
                  is associated with Haldin and the revolutionaries, he will be alienated from the family
                  of Russia. It is that fear that produces his political creed: “History not Theory.
                  Patriotism not Internationalism. Evolution not Revolution. Direction not Destruction.
                  Unity not Disruption.” (57). That this is written in an “unsteady, almost childish”
                  hand proves that this manifesto derives from fear and not from some deliberate or
                  fully conscious moment of inspiration. For a convincing discussion of the sources
                  of Haldin’s and Razumov’s revolutionary and conservative points of view in Polish
                  intellectual history, see Niland, 27, 140–145. 
               

            

         

         
            12.   As noted above, Crime and Punishment also rejects radical political movements, questioning the motives and intelligence
                  of the “radicals.” In a conversation with Raskolnikov’s interrogator, Porfiry Petrovitch,
                  Raskolnikov’s friend, Razumihin, rails against the superficiality of the advocates
                  of socialism. Though Razumihin isn’t always reliable, his rejection of socialism remains
                  unanswered (251–252). Later, the foolish and intellectually muddled Andrey Semyonovitch,
                  “an anæmic, scrofulous little man, with strangely flaxen mutton-chop whiskers of which
                  he was very proud,” is associated with “progressive” ideas (354–355). 
               

            

         

         
            13.   Eagleton goes on to claim, unconvincingly, that the novel is fundamentally reactionary
                  because Conrad tilts the scales in favor of the autocrats (23–32). 
               

            

         

         
            14.   This is one of the many ways she echoes Raskolnikov’s mother in Crime and Punishment, who would also sacrifice anything for her son: “You know,” she writes Raskolnikov,
                  “how I love you; you are all we have to look to, Dounia and I, you are our all, our
                  one hope, our one stay” (31). 
               

            

         

         
            15.  When Razumov finds a refuge to write in his diary on the L’Île Rousseau, an appropriate
                  spot for his confessions, the narrator suggests that “There was something of naive,
                  odious, and inane simplicity about that unfrequented tiny crumb of earth named after
                  Jean Jacques Rousseau.” Rousseau figures in the novel primarily as the author of his
                  Confessions (see Michael John DiSanto, Under Conrad’s Eyes: The Novel as Criticism, 133), but his political positions are also criticized. Razumov’s sneering dismissal
                  of Geneva as the fitting heart of democracy, “no bigger than a parched pea and about
                  as much value,” is never counterbalanced in the narrative. 
               

            

         

         
            16.   Kaplan characterizes Tekla eloquently: “although abject and shrinking, [she] is
                  nonetheless a moving spokeswoman for the social injustices that motivate even timid
                  persons of conscience to revolutionary action: ‘I hated my hands that had no power,
                  my voice that could not be heard, my very mind that would not become unhinged” (109).
               

            

         

         
            17.   Knapp Hay (282) and Smith show that Conrad based Sophia Antonovna directly on Sonia
                  in Crime and Punishment. Conrad called his character Sophia Semenovna, Sonia’s formal name, “for well over
                  two hundred pages of the manuscript” of Under Western Eyes (Smith, 5). This is the most telling evidence of how intimately the two novels are
                  connected.
               

            

         

         
            18.   Razumov’s conservatism is superficial because he adopts it when Haldin seeks refuge
                  in his room, and Razumov is then forced to take sides, to choose between despotism
                  and revolt. 
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 7

      Chance (1912)
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Nothing but Technique

      
      The publication of Chance, first serialized in The New York Herald in 1912, followed by revised book editions in England (Methuen) and the United States
         (Doubleday) in 1914, ended Conrad’s terrible money troubles. It was a huge success.[1]    This is treated as a significant irony by most Conrad critics, who, echoing the
         “achievement and decline” thesis, identify Chance as the first of Conrad’s depleted fictions, those written after Under   Western   Eyes. In his Psychoanalytic   Biography, Bernard Meyer argues, persuasively, that Conrad’s enormous psychological investment
         in Under Western Eyes led to a breakdown, so he never risked that level of investment in his writing again
         (220–223). 
      

      
      This is a reasonable argument. Though critics have written a number of books and essays
         attempting to refute the achievement and decline theory,[2]    no one has argued plausibly that Conrad’s later fiction exhibits the intensity
         and scope of Heart of Darkness,   Nostromo, The Secret Agent, or Under Western Eyes. But Chance is nonetheless a strange, interesting novel: Conrad’s only attempt to create a romance
         with a young woman as protagonist, and his only novel to make a swindling millionaire
         its central antagonist. It is also a fitting work to conclude this study, for it reveals,
         once again, the profound and radical inconsistency of the politics in Conrad’s fiction.
         
      

      
      In a tortuously arch and oblique review in the Times Literary Supplement (later expanded in Notes on Novelists), Henry James argues that Chance is, above all, an experimental novel, one which privileges method over substance.
         In the review, James first criticizes most contemporary novels for being full of incident
         but relatively artless, lacking in attention to method and craftsmanship. He then
         singles out Chance as being, essentially, no more than a study in method, in how novels are told. “The
         miracle,” he writes of Chance, “is of the rarest”:
      

      
         confounding all calculation and suggesting more reflections than we can begin to make
            a place for here; but the sources of surprise for it might be, were this possible,
            even greater and yet leave the fact itself in all independence, the fact that the
            whole undertaking was committed by its very first step either to be “art” exclusively
            or to be nothing. (Notes on Novelists, 274) 
         

      

      Chance, he claims, concerns itself almost entirely with its narrative method; the narrators
         (or what James calls the “producers”) are “almost more numerous and quite emphatically
         more material than the creatures and the production itself in whom and which we by
         the general law of fiction expect such agents to lose themselves” (275).
      

      
      As Cedric Watts suggests, for James to accuse Conrad of excessive self-consciousness
         and attention to method over plot is amusingly ironic (116). But James was right to
         identify the novel as pure écriture. Susan Jones goes further than James to demonstrate the self-consciousness and the
         great authorial distance that Conrad achieved in Chance, unearthing the many subgenres Conrad both incorporates and mocks. Conrad, she writes,
         draws “on the methods of a number of sub-genres: the romance . . . the detective novel
         . . . the sensation novel and melodrama, complete with family jealousies, a wicked
         governess, intrigues, domestic enclosure, and the sense of female entrapment onboard
         ship. Flora’s story emerges obliquely from an interweaving series of set pieces consisting
         of a ‘rites of passage’ narrative of a young sailor, a Victorian family saga, the
         biography of a fraudulent financier, and anecdotes of seamen delivering a cargo of
         explosives to the colonies on Anthony’s ship, The Ferndale” (Conrad and Women, 104). Chance echoes and quietly mocks the popular genres of its day: the romance, the melodrama,
         the bildungsroman, the crime novel, and the sea novel.[3]    
      

      
      Marlow creates distance from events by reminding us repeatedly that the action is
         carried out by characters, characters whose origins are fictional. Charles Powell
         is the protagonist of Chance when it functions as a bildungsroman. One of the down-and-out porters who helps young
         Powell to his first berth as a ship’s officer aboard the Ferndale is “like a hungry ogre” (29). With this otherwise superfluous observation, Powell’s
         voyage from innocence to experience, piloted by an ogre “and his horrible little pal
         in [a] soldier’s coat” (29–30), becomes proverbial; he is a generic young man beginning
         his generic adventures in a generic fairy tale. Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan notes how emphatically
         Conrad draws attention to the generic qualities of the novel when she writes, 
      

      
         it is not only Marlow, the narrator, who insists on the fictionality of his tale.
            Conrad himself seems to take part in the game of textuality by neatly dividing the
            story into the section of “The Damsel” and the section of “The Knight.” Whereas the
            reader of a bona fide romance is invited to immerse himself in the world of the work,
            the reader of Chance is constantly reminded of the textual, fictional quality of this world as loudly
            proclaimed by the generic signals. (Joseph Conrad and the Modern Temper, 158–159) 
         

      

      The large number of references to books, usually novels, contributes further to our
         sense that this is less a novel than a meditation on the novel. Marlow refers to his own reading at least four separate times, and Roderick
         Anthony courts Flora de Barral in part because he was bored during his visit with
         his sister and her family; he had “read every book there is” in the Fynes’ cottage.
         Powell describes Captain Anthony as a “great reader” and confesses that he, himself,
         had “a great liking for books. To this day I can’t come near a book but I must know
         what it is about” (413). The novel is full of both storytellers (including an unnamed,
         primary narrator, though Marlow and Powell provide most of the narrative) and writers—Carleon
         Anthony, the poet; his daughter Zoe, author of the feminist tract mocked by Marlow;
         and even the “pedestrian” John Fyne, who “wrote once a little book called the “Tramp’s
         Itinerary,” on English walking paths (37). In two separate scenes, Marlow appears,
         unnecessarily, to greet the primary narrator from the shadow of a bookcase (350, 359);
         Marlow himself, it seems, emerges from books. The grotesquely villainous De Barral
         can’t understand Powell’s Biblical reference to Jonah (399–400); the good characters
         are all readers, while the villain of the piece says of himself that he is “‘no reader’
         with something like pride in his low tones” (381).
      

      
      Chance is flooded with references to books, and Conrad seems not only to be gently mocking
         readers, both the characters in his book and his actual audience, but authors, both
         the authors of the subgenres he deliberately echoes, and Conrad himself. Anyone, it
         seems, can write a book. And anyone can live, delusionally, within their pages. In
         “a world which prides itself on being scientific and practical, and in possession
         of incontrovertible theories,” Marlow reminds us, echoing a similar sentiment from
         The Tempest,[4]    we “are the creatures of our light literature much more than is generally suspected”
         (288). The novel’s protagonists—Roderick Anthony, Flora de Barral, and young Charles
         Powell—are all readers who are influenced, sometimes in malign ways, by their reading.
         And the novel’s writers—Carleon Anthony, Zoe Fyne, and John Fyne—are all manipulative
         to various degrees. 
      

      
       James’s contention that the novel is essentially pure technique, a novel more about
         writing a novel than about characters and incidents, is therefore well justified.
         Based on Conrad’s biography, we can deduce two good reasons for him to have produced
         it: first, we might recall Bernard Meyer’s persuasive suggestion that he could no
         longer risk deep and perilous psychological investment in his fiction, so he wrote
         Chance and his later works from a far greater critical and emotional distance. Second, Conrad
         desperately needed to reach a wider audience, and, as Susan Jones demonstrates in
         “Modernism and the Marketplace: The Case of Conrad’s Chance,” he deliberately and, as it turned out, successfully manipulated the novel’s ingredients
         to appeal to the mostly female readers of the New   York Herald’’s “Sunday Magazine,” where it was first serialized (105–108). 
      

      
      Chance’s byzantine narrative structure[5]    and multiple narrative voices make it difficult to assign any particular political
         perspective to the novel. The characters’ viewpoints might be dismissed as mere ingredients
         in this generic stew because the characters themselves seem generic: the ingénue Charles
         Powell; the grasping, social climbing, desperate governess; the first mate who both
         venerates and monopolizes his captain. Even its name draws our attention to the generic
         nature of its plot, driven by its many accidents of “chance.” The novel, we might
         say, is pure artifice. Despite this, Chance invites us to explore its politics as I have defined them for this study because
         its chief villain is a fraudulent financier, its secondary villain a published feminist,
         and its secondary narrator an acerbic misogynist. 
      

      
      Chance and Class
      

      
      In a much-quoted October 7, 1907 letter to his socialist friend, Cunningham Graham,
         Conrad defends himself from the charge that The Secret Agent unfairly makes villains of anarchists. He has not attacked true revolutionaries in
         the novel, Conrad claims in his response; the “revolutionaries” in the novel, with
         the exception of the Professor, are mere “shams.” Instead, he identifies the true anarchists of the early twentieth century, the millionaires: “By Jove! If I had the
         necessary talent I would like to go for the true anarchist—which is the millionaire.
         Then you would see the venom flow. But it’s too big a job” (Collected Letters, 3, 491). But in Nostromo Conrad had already “gone after” Holroyd, his representation of an evangelical American
         capitalist who operates independently of any rules. Holroyd’s great wealth frees him
         to pursue his own ends and to seek his own version of immortality through the spread
         of his religious beliefs and the establishment of the Occidental Republic, the newest
         nation in South America. As I suggested in chapter 4, the political implications of
         this portrait are clear and direct. Has Conrad created a second millionaire anarchist
         in de Barral? Should we read him the same way? As I will seek to demonstrate below,
         probably not. 
      

      
      In Conrad’s Secrets, Robert Hampson adds one more subgenre to the list noted above, echoed in Chance: the “criminal capitalism” novel. The second half of the nineteenth century suffered
         a large number of bank failures and spectacular financial swindles. As Hampson points
         out, while the criminal justice system focused on petty crime, what later became known
         as white collar crime affected far more people, throwing numbers of the middle and
         lower middle class into poverty. Drawing on the work of Ranald Michie’s The City of London in Victorian and Edwardian Culture, 1815–1914, Hampson notes the large number of novels devoted to financial swindles of all kinds:
         “From Thackeray’s The Great Hoggarty Diamond (1841), Charles Kingsley’s Yeast (1851) and G. W. M. Reynolds’s Mysteries of London (1844–1856) through to Arnold Bennett’s Teresa of Watling Street (1913) and Le Queux’s Sins of the City (1914), Michie lists over fifty novels dealing with banking crises, financial speculations
         and fraud” (114). One of these novels, Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s The Doctor’s Wife (1864), was a likely source for Chance (112). 
      

      
      De Barral and his crimes are additional, sensational ingredients of the generic jumble
         of Chance. I argue above that Nostromo stages and demonstrates the criminality of post-colonial, late-stage capitalism,
         at least in so far as it affects former colonies. Holroyd, in this reading, becomes
         something of an unconscious anarchist who creates his own laws. But as the villain
         of Chance, de Barral is quite different from Holroyd; the latter operates well within the economic
         laws of imperial capitalism and evinces something of the grandeur of America’s robber
         barons. De Barral is a lower-class outsider from the start, a small man with small
         ideas who achieves a great short-term success but is caught and punished for his transgressions,
         in part because he lacks the intelligence to keep from being swindled himself. While
         Holroyd leads the large, all-conquering forces of imperial capitalism, and his power
         drives the action of the novel into a future pitting a rising proletariat against
         its capitalist masters, de Barral is never any more than an ignorant bank clerk who
         finds the formula to strike it rich at the expense of his depositors.[6]    He is thoroughly discredited from the start. We learn of his success in retrospect;
         through the present of the novel, he is either in jail or, as he believes, virtually
         imprisoned while sailing with Anthony and Flora as the anonymous Mr. Smith. 
      

      
      In part because of de Barral’s singular meanness, and in part because of the generic
         priorities of the novel—its insistent, self-conscious display of its generic ingredients—it’s
         difficult to read Chance as a clear indictment of the system that produces men like de Barral. Indeed, it
         seems more appropriate to read Chance as upholding and perpetuating the conservative cultural values most often expressed
         by the other novels within its many subgenres; its classism, for example, is far more
         pervasive than its criticism of England’s financial system. From the pinched, hypocritical
         morality of de Barral to the representation of Flora’s cousins as a rogues’ gallery
         of lower-class philistines, the tone of Conrad’s disdain for lower middle-class taste
         and values perfectly matches the magazine fiction of its time. Harper’s Monthly Magazine, where Conrad first published “An Anarchist” (Aug 1906) “The Informer” (Dec 1906)
         “The Partner (Nov 1911) and “The Secret Sharer” (Aug-Sept 1910) is full of stories
         told from this perspective, where the values of the characters match the values expressed
         in the magazine’s ads. The young men in the stories drive the cars and the young women
         wear the clothes and use the creams advertised in its pages. The values of the lower
         classes, especially the lower middle class, are mocked.[7]    
      

      
      The representation of Flora’s cousins in Chance reproduces the class snobbishness of much of the other fiction published in The New York Herald and other popular magazines of its time. After the Fynes rescue Flora from the general
         collapse of the de Barral household, where the servants are described, dismissively
         enough, as “having assembled for a fatuous consultation in the basement” (127), the
         Fynes send a telegram to de Barral, letting him know Flora is with them. De Barral
         never responds. Instead, he sends a grotesquely vulgar cousin to the Fynes to take
         Flora in. The following quotation conveys the extent and vehemence of Marlow’s and,
         I believe, the narrative’s classism:
      

      
         To a telegram in guarded terms dispatched to de Barral no answer was received for
            more than twenty-four hours. This certainly caused the Fynes some anxiety. When the
            answer arrived late on the evening of next day it was in the shape of an elderly man.
            An unexpected sort of man. Fyne explained to me with precision that he evidently belonged
            to what is most respectable in the lower middle classes. He was calm and slow in his
            speech. He was wearing a frock-coat, had grey whiskers meeting under his chin, and
            declared on entering that Mr. de Barral was his cousin. He hastened to add that he
            had not seen his cousin for many years, while he looked upon Fyne (who received him
            alone) with so much distrust that Fyne felt hurt (the person actually refusing at
            first the chair offered to him) and retorted tartly that he, for his part, had never seen
            Mr. de Barral, in his life, and that, since the visitor did not want to sit down,
            he, Fyne, begged him to state his business as shortly as possible. The man in black
            sat down then with a faint superior smile.
         

         
         He had come for the girl. His cousin had asked him in a note delivered by a messenger
            to go to Brighton at once and take “his girl” over from a gentleman named Fyne and
            give her house-room for a time in his family. And there he was. His business had not
            allowed him to come sooner. His business was the manufacture on a large scale of cardboard
            boxes. He had two grown-up girls of his own. He had consulted his wife and so that
            was all right. The girl would get a welcome in his home. His home most likely was
            not what she had been used to but, etc. etc.
         

         
         All the time Fyne felt subtly in that man’s manner a derisive disapproval of everything
            that was not lower middle class, a profound respect for money, a mean sort of contempt
            for speculators that fail, and a conceited satisfaction with his own respectable vulgarity.
            (128–29)
         

      

      The Fynes must send Flora off with this caricature of middle-class respectability,
         but very shortly after she joins her cousins, she is so verbally abused by the other
         members of the family, especially the mother and sisters, that she runs away. Here
         is how Marlow describes her reception and flight from the “odious” cousins’ household:
      

      
         I could imagine easily how the poor girl must have been bewildered and hurt at her
            reception in that household—envied for her past while delivered defenceless to the
            tender mercies of people without any fineness either of feeling or mind, unable to
            understand her misery, grossly curious, mistaking her manner for disdain, her silent
            shrinking for pride. The wife of the “odious person” was witless and fatuously conceited.
            Of the two girls of the house one was pious and the other a romp; both were coarse-minded—if
            they may be credited with any mind at all. The rather numerous men of the family were
            dense and grumpy, or dense and jocose. None in that grubbing lot had enough humanity
            to leave her alone. At first she was made much of, in an offensively patronising manner.
            The connection with the great de Barral gratified their vanity even in the moment
            of the smash. They dragged her to their place of worship, whatever it might have been,
            where the congregation stared at her, and they gave parties to other beings like themselves
            at which they exhibited her with ignoble self-satisfaction. She did not know how to
            defend herself from their importunities, insolence and exigencies. She lived amongst
            them, a passive victim, quivering in every nerve, as if she were flayed. After the
            trial her position became still worse. On the least occasion and even on no occasions
            at all she was scolded, or else taunted with her dependence. The pious girl lectured
            her on her defects, the romping girl teased her with contemptuous references to her
            accomplishments, and was always trying to pick insensate quarrels with her about some
            “fellow” or other. The mother backed up her girls invariably, adding her own silly,
            wounding remarks. I must say they were probably not aware of the ugliness of their
            conduct. They were nasty amongst themselves as a matter of course; their disputes
            were nauseating in origin, in manner, in the spirit of mean selfishness. These women,
            too, seemed to enjoy greatly any sort of row and were always ready to combine together
            to make awful scenes to the luckless girl on incredibly flimsy pretences. Thus Flora
            on one occasion had been reduced to rage and despair, had her most secret feelings
            lacerated, had obtained a view of the utmost baseness to which common human nature
            can descend—I won’t say à propos de bottes as the French would excellently put it, but literally à propos of some mislaid cheap lace trimmings for a nightgown the romping one was making for
            herself. Yes, that was the origin of one of the grossest scenes which, in their repetition,
            must have had a deplorable effect on the unformed character of the most pitiful of
            de Barral’s victims. (163–165)
         

      

      What can we expect, Marlow asks, of people whose business might be the “manufacture
         on a large scale of cardboard boxes”? Nothing in the lives of these people escapes
         Marlow’s disdain: their dress, their unrefined manners, their intelligence, or their
         religion. Even Marlow’s French phrases help demonstrate the superiority of the cosmopolitan
         Marlow over Flora’s impossibly vulgar cousins.
      

      
      Here and elsewhere Marlow proves himself a tremendous snob, a Wildean figure[8]  with an interest in room furnishings; he ingratiates himself with a money-lender
         by remarking, when he enters the “financier’s” office, that he “had never seen so
         many fine things assembled together out of a collection.” Later during the interview,
         the money lender notices and encourages Marlow’s admiration for his objects while
         deprecating the taste of his usual clients: “I see that you know what you are looking
         at. Not many people who come here on business do. Stable fittings are more in their
         way.” “Just go and have a look,” he adds, “at that garniture de cheminée yonder.” The garniture, Marlow agrees, “was very fine” (77). In the first half of the novel, Marlow repeatedly
         insists on his superiority to those who don’t share his tastes, attitudes, and background.
         He happens to be near the courthouse at the close of de Barral’s trial and is caught
         up in the overflow crowd outside, waiting for the news of de Barral’s sentence:
      

      
         The sentence making its way outside met with a good reception. A small mob composed
            mainly of people who themselves did not look particularly clever and scrupulous, leavened
            by a slight sprinkling of genuine pickpockets, amused itself by cheering in the most
            penetrating, abominable cold drizzle that I remember. . . . (85)
         

         
         I got mixed up in that crowd seething with an animosity as senseless as things of
            the street always are . . . . (86)
         

      

      Marlow resents being jostled in the crowd. He was “greatly incommoded by the pressure
         of a hulking fellow who was remarking to some of his equally oppressive friends that
         the ‘beggar ought to have been poleaxed.’ I don’t know whether he had ever confided
         his savings to de Barral but if so, judging from his appearance, they must have been
         the proceeds of some successful burglary” (86). We might contrast this Marlow’s disdain
         for common people, whom he labels “things of the street,” with the attitude of Lord Jim’s Marlow—his far more generous response to the crowd outside Jim’s trial in Lord Jim (57) and his characterization of the pilgrims, bound for Mecca: “Eight hundred men
         and women with faith and hopes, with affections and memories, they had collected there,
         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” (17). The attitude of Chance’s Marlow presents a telling contrast; it is both misanthropic and classist.[9] 
      

      
      Marlow isn’t always reliable. He is at first annoyed by Flora, confessing that he
         doesn’t like “rude girls” (45), mocking her despair and even her gestures toward suicide;
         but then he changes his feelings radically, taking up her cause and becoming her champion:
         with Anthony and Powell, becoming one of her “knights.” His speculations are often
         extravagant, sometimes ineffectually rebutted by the primary narrator and sometimes
         proven wrong by the narrative.[10]  But nothing in the novel contradicts his snobbish, often vehement dismissal of lower
         middle-class tastes, attitudes, and occupations. In this case, the novel upholds the
         class values of much of the popular romantic and sentimental fiction of its time.
      

      
      Misogyny

      
      Marlow’s extravagant misogyny represents the most important political feature of Chance. For Thomas Moser in Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline, the “decline” phase of Conrad’s career begins with Chance. “Conrad’s moral sense,” he writes,
      

      
         demanding that his characters act upon their own volition, conflicts with his misogyny.
            Woman in action, woman as the competitor of man, is insufferable. Thus, Conrad’s sympathy
            for the homeless waif [Flora] vanishes as soon as she makes a gesture of self-assertion.
            Marlow’s comments on women and Conrad’s characterization of Mrs. Fyne in Chance both seem to evolve from unconfessed misogynistic feelings. (160)  
         

      

      Moser wasn’t the first to deplore the misogyny in Chance—Conrad’s close friend and supporter, Edward Garnett, mildly but directly criticized
         the novel in the Nation for its treatment of the Fynes—both, he found, are caricatured in ways that reveal
         Conrad’s own prejudices, his disdain for feminists and middle-class values:
      

      
         Mr. Conrad’s philosophic derision of all theorists is disclosed in his scathing treatment
            of the respectable Fynes. Perhaps he over-emphasizes by a shade his ironical derision
            which plays like sheet lightning round the heads of these self-complacent people,
            “common-place, earnest, without smiles and without guile.” Perhaps, in Marlow’s dislike
            of feminism the author’s shadow is projected too obtrusively on the curtain, but,
            anyway, in the portraits of the Fynes, the middle-class mediocre target is riddled
            with shafts barbed with malicious wit. (The Critical Heritage, 278)
         

      

      Conrad himself insisted on the political nature of that misogyny by making Zoe Fyne
         a champion of women’s rights, a suffragette. According to Cedric Watts, Conrad based
         Mrs. Fyne on Sylvia Pankhurst, author of The Suffragette: The History of the Women’s Militant Suffrage Movement, published in 1910, two years before Chance first appeared. If Watts is correct, as I believe he is, Conrad created an inaccurate,
         even slanderous parody. Here is how Marlow characterizes the philosophy of her “little
         book”:
      

      
         It was not political, it was not social. It was a knock-me-down doctrine—a practical
            individualistic doctrine. You would not thank me for expounding it to you at large.
            Indeed I think that she herself did not enlighten me fully. There must have been things
            not fit for a man to hear. But shortly, and as far as my bewilderment allowed me to
            grasp its naïve atrociousness, it was something like this: that no consideration,
            no delicacy, no tenderness, no scruples should stand in the way of a woman (who by
            the mere fact of her sex was the predestined victim of conditions created by men’s
            selfish passions, their vices and their abominable tyranny) from taking the shortest
            cut towards securing for herself the easiest possible existence. She had even the
            right to go out of existence without considering anyone’s feelings or convenience
            since some women’s existences were made impossible by the shortsighted baseness of
            men. (59)
         

      

      And later:

      
         He told me that his wife had been very much engaged in a certain work. I had always
            wondered how she occupied her time. It was in writing. Like her husband she too published
            a little book. Much later on I came upon it. It had nothing to do with pedestrianism.
            It was a sort of hand-book for women with grievances (and all women had them), a sort
            of compendious theory and practice of feminine free morality. It made you laugh at
            its transparent simplicity. But that authorship was revealed to me much later. I didn’t
            of course ask Fyne what work his wife was engaged on; but I marveled to myself at
            her complete ignorance of the world, of her own sex and of the other kind of sinners.
            (65–66)
         

      

      Nowhere in The Suffragette does Pankhurst anticipate Zoe Fyne’s advice that women act unscrupulously, practice
         “feminine free morality,” in their relationships with men.
      

      
      Quite the reverse is the case, in fact. The Marlow of Chance is infamous for claiming that women have no sense of honor or decency, that they
         seek only thrills, and that they purse “sensation at any cost”: 
      

      
         As to honour—you know—it’s a very fine medieval inheritance which women never got
            hold of. It wasn’t theirs. Since it may be laid as a general principle that women
            always get what they want we must suppose they didn’t want it. In addition they are
            devoid of decency. I mean masculine decency. Cautiousness too is foreign to them—the
            heavy reasonable cautiousness which is our glory. And if they had it they would make
            of it a thing of passion, so that its own mother—I mean the mother of cautiousness—wouldn’t
            recognize it. Prudence with them is a matter of thrill like the rest of sublunary
            contrivances. “Sensation at any cost,” is their secret device. All the virtues are
            not enough for them; they want also all the crimes for their own. And why? Because
            in such completeness there is power—the kind of thrill they love most. (63)
         

      

      In The Suffragette, Pankhurst reveals male political officials acting dishonorably in their dealings
         with suffragettes. They would promise to give women the vote in their election addresses,
         but then back down when they were elected to seats in Parliament. A brief story provides
         some contemporary perspective on Marlow’s mischaracterization of women’s sense of
         honor. As a protest against an anti-suffragette bill informally called “The Brawling
         Bill” in 1909, which “was intended to penalize anyone found guilty of disorderly conduct
         within the confines of the Palace of Westminster while parliament was in session,”
         Pankhurst, the likely model for Mrs. Fyne, joined four other women who protested by
         chaining themselves to a statue in the Central Lobby of the Houses of Parliament (Crawford,
         237). Those convicted under the Brawling Bill might be imprisoned for as much as six
         months, and fined as much as £100. During the debate over the measure, one Member
         of Parliament, a Mr. Keir Hardie,[11]    accused his male counterparts of treating the suffragettes dishonorably, so it
         was understandable they would resort to extreme measures to ensure they were heard:
      

      
         [Hardie] stated that in his opinion the Bill was only necessary because of the failure
            of members of the Government, and Members of the House to redeem their election pledges
            in regard to Women’s Suffrage, and that it was because women felt that they could
            no longer appeal to the honour of the House of Commons, that they had taken to extreme
            measures. (The Suffragette, 371) 
         

      

      Pankhurst never suggested that women should act dishonorably in The Suffragette, the source Conrad would have had access to as he was writing Chance, and here we see her quoting from a member of parliament who accuses other politicians
         of acting dishonorably in their dealings with women. Whether or not Conrad based Zoe
         Fyne on Sylvia Pankhurst, we can see that Chance takes a very clear, reactionary position resisting the growing women’s movement in
         England.[12]   
      

      
      Several critics have attempted to make the case that Chance invites the reader to reject Marlow’s misogyny. In Joseph Conrad: Narrative Technique and Ideological Commitment, Hawthorn argues that Chance both attacks feminism and at the same time challenges early twentieth-century patriarchy.
         Hawthorn suggests that Carleon Anthony is a deliberate parody of the author of “The
         Angel of the House,” and that since Anthony is a domestic tyrant in the novel, the
         reader is led to question and reject the sentiments in Coventry Patmore’s most famous
         poem: “The character of Roderick Anthony’s father, the poet Carleon Anthony, is at
         least partially modeled after the Victorian poet Coventry Patmore, author of that
         archetypal celebration of the mythic Victorian wife and mother ‘The Angel in the House’”
         (133). “These echoes and references [to Patmore]” Hawthorn adds:
      

      
         help to establish that Chance cannot just be dismissed as an anti-feminist tract; internal textual evidence can
            be adduced to support the thesis that in this novel Conrad was concerned to attack
            the patriarchal views of women, views which through talk of ‘The Angel in the House’
            seemed to lay claim to a positive disposition towards the female sex, but which in
            practice were associated with a domestic tyrannizing of wife and children. (135) 
         

      

      But this seems strained because it depends on importing a particular, critical reading
         of “The Angel in the House” into the plot of Chance, and then using that reading to answer Marlow’s misogynistic statements. Hawthorn
         must create an alternative, supportive framework for his argument, forcing the text
         to conform to what are likely his own feelings about patriarchy. Depending on faint
         resemblances between Patmore and Carelon Anthony’s poetry and biography, Hawthorn’s
         argument is too slight to support the claim that the novel should not be “dismissed
         as an anti-feminist tract.”
      

      
      In a book published a decade after Hawthorn’s, Susan Jones agrees that the novel paradoxically
         supports women’s rights, focusing on Flora’s circumstances to argue that, as in his
         representation of Winnie in The Secret Agent, Conrad wants to remind the reader of women’s grossly limited options under patriarchy:
         “While many critics emphasize its success in the marketplace, implying that Conrad
         denied his aesthetic principles in writing a ‘woman’s novel,’ they fail to see, in
         the emergence of Flora de Barral, the continuity in the ongoing preoccupations of
         his work, or the development of a sensitive attitude to the characterization of women.
         In Chance, the repetition of well-worn gestures and poses reinforces the reader’s perception
         of a gap between being and representation, drawing attention to the disparity between
         what a woman is, or might choose to be, and the roles that have been prescribed for
         her” (Conrad and Women, 102). “The epistemological issue,” she adds, “—how to know the woman—lies at the
         heart of the narrative’s structure. But the method of constructing the story exposes
         the unreliability of the narrators’ observations. Conrad creates a network of voyeurs,
         who, tantalized by the object of their view, nevertheless fail to represent her accurately”
         (118). 
      

      
      Jones’s argument is more substantial and better supported than Hawthorn’s, but, unlike
         Winnie, Flora is made too passive to carry the burden of this reading. This is another
         example of how Conrad’s political positions cannot be said to “develop” from one novel
         to another; there is no continuity between Winnie Verloc and Flora de Barral. Flora
         suffers passively under the abuse of her grotesquely cruel governess, then under the
         abuse of her vulgar cousins, and then under the selfish cruelty of her father, who
         perversely but easily prevents her from developing an intimate and loving relationship
         with her husband. After de Barral’s suicide, when the spell of her father’s presence
         is broken, she is literally carried, half-fainting, into her cabin by her husband.
         And after Captain Anthony’s death, she waits passively for Marlow to arrange her happy-ending
         relationship with Powell. Not only does Flora’s passivity prevent us from making her
         the hero of a story concerned with the oppression of women in a patriarchy, Flora’s
         problems and insecurities are also primarily caused by women. She is traumatized by her governess, brutalized by the women in her cousin’s
         family, and ultimately betrayed by Mrs. Fyne. All these women’s acts are committed
         within stereotypical female roles: those of the governess, those of catty and envious
         female rivals within a family, and those of a faux-feminist author. As Cedric Watts
         puts it, “Flora’s neurotic insecurity and her inhibitions about marriage have been
         caused largely by the malevolence of her governess and by the teachings of the ‘emancipated’
         Mrs Fyne; it is to the chivalrous Captain Anthony and the gallant young Powell that
         she owes her salvation” (Joseph Conrad: A Literary Life, 119). 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Flora de Barral is no Winnie Verloc, though both are presented as victims of patriarchy,
         and Zoe Fyne has almost nothing in common with Sophia Antonovna, though both take
         an interest in the fortunes of a younger woman and try (at least at first, in Zoe
         Fyne’s case) to help her. Chance demonstrates once again the radical incongruity of the politics in Conrad’s fiction,
         in this case, on the “woman question.” The novel’s treatment of class is also radically
         inconsistent with earlier novels. We might remember, once again, the Marlow in Lord Jim who speaks wistfully of his inability to see the difference between rich people and
         poor people, the fortunate and the unfortunate: “in each case all I could see was
         merely the human being” (75). Lord Jim’s Marlow contrasts pointedly with the Marlow of Chance, who has nothing in common with the earlier Marlow’s melancholy egalitarianism; Chance’s Marlow is, quite confidently, both a classist snob and a misogynistic bully. 
      

      
      This leaves us to ask whether we can infer any narrative point of view in Chance, whether we can assign any political position to the novel at all. If we accept James’s
         claim that Chance is an extended study in style, we might conclude that we cannot. Given that John
         Fyne’s earnestness is treated with such humorous disdain (every reference to him mocks
         his solemnity and seriousness in some way), should we adopt this as our own stance
         on the characters and incidents? Should we take anything in the novel seriously? We
         might recall the way Marlow and Fyne search for the suicidal Flora; even the possibility
         of a young woman’s suicide makes Marlow want to laugh. Chance appears to be the least sincere, the most deliberate of Conrad’s creations. How,
         he seems to have asked himself, can I appeal to a middle-class audience that has always
         eluded me? What are the ingredients? I need a damsel in distress, a knight, or several
         knights, a conniving villain, a happy concluding romance. The reading public, especially
         women, are interested in the “new woman” these days, so I will include a woman who
         (mis)represents that position. I will sprinkle in some discrete sex—Flora is bred
         to be mated to a cad, who successfully seduces her, though she escapes just before
         she reaches the sexually mature age of sixteen. Just at this point, she is comically
         abducted by Fyne, who literally carries her into his hotel. The obvious impropriety
         of this, as Marlow coyly suggests (“What might have been [the spectators’] thoughts
         at the spectacle of a shameless middle-aged man abducting headlong into the upper
         regions of a respectable hotel a terrified young girl obviously under age, I don’t
         know” (125) is diffused when the hyper-masculine but cowed Fyne leaves her in the
         arms of his (veiled lesbian) wife. Then Flora herself becomes the seducer of Captain
         Anthony, who is then separated from his inconsolable first mate, whose interest in
         Anthony may or may not be homoerotic.[13]    So the novel is full of muted gestures in the direction of sexuality, much like
         the generic fiction Conrad imitates to reach the audience of The New York Herald’s Sunday Magazine. 
      

      
      The novel’s classism is also a prominent feature of the other stories in the Herald and other popular magazines—perhaps another generic feature. And, despite the novel’s
         narrative complexity, it is also quite conventional in the way it presents at least
         two grand narratives. The heterosexual romance that drives the (meandering) plot ends
         with Charlie Powell getting the girl and their living happily ever after in middle-class
         comfort. The other grand narrative celebrated by the novel, the one imposed most persistently
         both on novels and history, traces the relentless progress of cause and effect. The
         novel’s very title is Chance, and the workings of “chance” lead inexorably to the saving of the heroine (multiple
         times), Powell’s employment as second mate, Anthony’s elopement with Flora, the defeat
         of the villain, and the happy ending. While so much of Conrad’s fiction illustrates
         the arbitrary nature of ontology and epistemology, Chance’s plot works systematically through a series of “chance” occurrences to predictable
         conclusions. 
      

      
      But if we dismiss the politics in Chance as entirely generic and insincere, we must return to the practice of distinguishing
         Conrad’s genuine, engaged, artistic fiction from his “merely” generic work. One reason
         we should avoid condemning any one novel or story in this way is that all of Conrad’s fiction might be called generic, as Jameson famously claims in The Political   Unconscious: 
      

      
         [E]ven after eighty years, his place is still unstable, undecidable, and his work
            unclassifiable, spilling out of high literature into light reading and romance, reclaiming
            great areas of diversion and distraction by the most demanding practice of style and
            écriture alike, floating uncertainly somewhere between Proust and Robert Louis Stevenson.
            (206)
         

      

      Early readers of Almayer’s Folly and An Outcast of the Islands appreciated Conrad’s exoticism: his extravagant Malays, black haired beauties, and
         flashing krises. The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus’ is a sea tale; Heart of Darkness a cautionary story in the imperial gothic genre; Lord Jim, a boy’s adventure novel. Nostromo includes an irresistibly handsome young hero who bends iron bars with his bare hands,
         and The Secret Agent is a dynamite novel. In Conrad’s novels and stories, the politics are embedded in
         the genre. Attempts to impose a stable or developing political position on his work
         will always fail. Despite readers’ best efforts to bring him into one political fold
         or another, he remains, politically, the most elusive of authors.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1.   See Joseph Conrad: A Literary Life, 114–122, where Cedric Watts lays out the marketing, reception, and sources of Chance. 
               

            

         

         
            2.   For a useful discussion of the achievement and decline debate, including its participants
                  and their central arguments, see Simmons in A Joseph Conrad Companion. 
               

            

         

         
            3.   For a very recent analysis of the various genres echoed in Chance, focusing especially on the influence of Dickens, see Kujawska-Lis. 
               

            

         

         
            4.   “We are such stuff as dreams are made on” Act 4, scene 1, The Tempest. 
               

            

         

         
            5.   Susan Jones characterizes the narrative accurately in Conrad and Women: “the method of constructing the story,” she writes, “exposes the unreliability of
                  the narrators’ observations. Conrad creates a network of voyeurs, who, tantalized
                  by the object of their view, nevertheless fail to represent her [Flora] accurately.
                  Marlow, however, believes firmly in his own authority as interpreter of all he sees
                  and hears. . . . Yet his perceptions are rarely as accurate as he makes out” (118).
               

            

         

         
            6.   The parallels between Bernard Madoff and de Barral are uncanny. For a fine discussion
                  of de Barral’s reliance on empty advertisements to promote his Ponzi scheme, see Donovan
                  (Popular Culture), 154–56. 
               

            

         

         
            7.   See my “‘Pathos and Fun’: Conrad and Harper’s Magazine.” But not all the stories in popular magazines were classist, or classist in the
                  same way as the Marlow of Chance. In Nanon Toby’s “Miss Allaire: Manikin for the Paris Dress Emporium,” for example,
                  published in the New York Herald Magazine February 20, 1910 (Chance was published in the same magazine two years later), Miss Allaire learns to love
                  a man of the lower middle class and to reject the snobbism of her mother. The fiction
                  in these magazines very often adjudicates the contemporary debates involving style,
                  class, race, and gender, especially the “woman question.” Marlow’s attitudes situate
                  him on the more reactionary pole of those debates. 
               

            

         

         
            8.   For a discussion of Marlow’s bisexuality and the homoerotic undertones of Chance, see Homosexuality in the Life and Work of Joseph Conrad: Love between the Lines (74–76). 
               

            

         

         
            9.   And we might as well add “racist” to Marlow’s more general misanthropy and classism
                  in Chance. In Conrad’s second equation between Africans or African Americans and dogs—after
                  the far more infamous one noted above in Heart of Darkness—Marlow compares the barking of the Fyne dog with the music of some “nigger minstrel”:
                  “His sharp comical yapping was unbearable, like stabs through one’s brain, and Fyne’s
                  deeply modulated remonstrances abashed the vivacious animal no more than the deep,
                  patient murmur of the sea abashes a nigger minstrel on a popular beach” (141). This
                  last version of Marlow in Chance has almost nothing in common with earlier Marlows, whose tolerance, generosity, humanity,
                  and humility concerning their own limitations contrast so sharply with this Marlow’s
                  conceited pride in his superior point of view. 
               

            

         

         
            10.   Dealing with the text’s misogyny, Armstrong makes the case for Marlow’s unreliability,
                  but he notes at the same time that the narrative doesn’t adequately provide space
                  for rebuttal (“Misogyny and the Ethics of Reading: The Problem of Chance.”) The same is true of Marlow’s classism, which is left even more unchallenged than
                  the misogyny in the novel. Though the primary narrator’s indignant objections to some
                  of Marlow’s more outrageously sexist comments are, as Armstrong suggests, ineffectual,
                  at least some objections are raised. None is raised to his classism. 
               

            

         

         
            11.   Hardie was a member of the Scottish Labour Party. He was first secretary of the
                  party at the time that Conrad’s friend, Robert Cunningham Graham, was its president.
                  
               

            

         

         
            12.   Others have listed Marlow’s many and varied misogynistic characterizations of women.
                  Armstrong’s “Misogyny and the Ethics of Reading: The Problem of Conrad’s Chance” is especially comprehensive. But see Greaney as well, where he begins a chapter
                  on Chance noting that “It is the most ‘feminine,’ or female-oriented, of Conrad’s novels, but
                  its engagement with issues of gender is tainted by the arch misogyny of Marlow, whose
                  clumsy and unsympathetic line in anti-feminist repartee is never convincingly challenged
                  or dialogized in the text” (98). 
               

            

         

         
            13.   See Homosexuality in the Life and Work of Joseph Conrad, 76–77. 
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