
Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-08, Sept 2018 Special Issue (01) 

 

 w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8 
 

Page 170 

The Role of Marlow in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness 
 

 Sachin Namdeo Gadekar 
Assistant Professor of English,Tuljaram Chaturchand College of Arts, Science and 
Commerce, Baramati, Pune-413102, MS, India  
 
 
 
As a prolific writer Joseph Conrad’s career flourished at the intersection of the late 
Victorian and the early modern cultural phases. Joseph Conrad before settling down 
as a novelist had been exposed to an adventurous life, first as an orphaned son of a 
Polish expatriate revolutionary family, as a sailor and then as a naturalized citizen of 
Britain. These early experiences had a major bearing on his work. 
Conrad’s innovative and unusual method of narration helped him to explore the deep 
rooted force of the personal problems and to link it to the cultural crisis of the time, 
which placed him among the great modern writers such as Kafka, T.S. Eliot, and 
James Joyce etc. In case of Conrad there was an important relationship between his 
life and material which spurred him to write the novels. Like other artists, Conrad was 
greatly influenced by the ideas of his time. He responded imaginatively and 
intellectually to those ideas. 
The present research paper is an attempt to focus on the innovative and unusual 
method of narration in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899). It is used as an important 
tool to present the moral degradation of characters in the novella, subsequently of the 
follower of European imperial mission. The aim of this paper is to bring more 
understanding and appreciation to the writing of a great artist Joseph Conrad. 
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness has received all the admiration. It has been given a kind 
of canonical place in modern literature. While studying Conrad’s novella there is a 
great responsibility for finding the most poignant and intimate emotions.  
KEYWORDS : Narration, imperialism, morality, degradation, exploitation etc.  
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is quite different from that of his earlier novels because 
of an unusual method of narration. He used Marlow as a narrator. Conrad invented the 
character called Marlow as a narrator for the first time, in his short story ‘Youth’, 
published in Blackwood Magazine in 1898. Later, he continued with Marlow as a 
narrator in other novels like Lord Jim (1900), Chance (1913) etc. In Heart of Darkness 
Marlow is supposed to be recounting his memories to a group of companions, all ex-
merchants, seamen on a convivial occasion. 
Heart of Darkness is Conrad’s most complex novella offering a brilliant fictional 
account of the savage extortion unleashed by imperialism in the guise of progress. 
The novella presents an account of a journey through the Congo, deep into the heart 
of Africa and into the human nature. It is a story of an idealistic journalist named 
Kurtz, who has the power to corrupt the others and himself through his eloquence; of 
a man who makes a trip to the Congo to study the living conditions of the Congolese 
and suggest ways and means of ameliorating the plight of the natives. His idea is to 
write a book on his findings but as he reaches Congo, he finds the continent rich in 
material prospects. He forgets his mission and becomes a cruel lord subjugating the 
natives and exploiting the rich resources through smuggling elephant tusks. In the end 
of the story he totally ignores his earlier mission and falls critically ill and dies on his 
way back to Europe. 
The story of Heart of Darkness is narrated by Marlow who had been commissioned 
with the job of going to the Congo and to bring back to Belgium the company’s most 
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successful ivory trader named Kurtz. The story deals with his experiences in central 
Africa. Conrad introduces a seemingly plain, simple and innocuous voyage to raise 
expectations of an adventure story. He recounts from memory an elaborate pattern of 
voyages starting from that of the Romans in first century A.D. to Britain, through the 
French incursions into Britain in and around 1066 A.D., of William Normandy, to the 
Elizabethan voyages bringing us close to the time of narration with Marlow’s own 
voyage. 
Heart of Darkness is not simply a straightforward recital of Marlow’s adventure but it 
is a dramatization of Marlow himself, who had visited this colonial world before and 
is narrating this story for the benefit of his British listeners, who belong to the 
business class. Conrad’s narrative presents different perspectives to imperialism. The 
novella presents the futility of imperialist philanthropy. 
Conrad does not assume the role of the narrator. In the first few pages from the start 
and during Marlow’s narration, Conrad has introduced an anonymous narrator. But, 
once Marlow takes over the narrative assumes the form of first person narrative. 
Though the narrator is in the present, the events, (action) narrated relate to a time in 
past, when Marlow was commissioned with the responsibility of escorting the 
terminally ill, Kurtz, the agent of the ‘inner’ station of the company. 
The novella’s outer structure of ‘action’ which is physical, in the form of movement, 
is broken up into three sections. First, Marlow travels from Europe to the Central 
station. Secondly, Marlow travels from the Central station to the Inner station and 
Thirdly, Marlow returns to Europe. As Marlow is only re-telling his past voyage, 
there is actually no physical action for Marlow and his friends are stuck up in mid- 
stream on the Thames. So, Marlow is telling us his own psychological adventure. 
What is presented in the narrative is Marlow’s interpretation of Kurtz’s action or 
acts of commission and omission in terms of morality. 
Marlow has a first-hand apprehension of the action. He impresses us as a reliable 
narrator. As Marlow’s narration begins, the anonymous narrator becomes one of the 
listeners, goading Marlow whenever he pauses to recollect from the past. But, as the 
narrative proceeds, the real purpose of these voyages unravels itself. The significance 
of the title becomes more and more evident, but not without the concomitant horror, 
the moment the purpose becomes evident, the dominant theme, the universal question 
of imperialism shocks us to silence and petrifies us. The adventure turns into a quest 
story, Marlow’s quest for Kurtz. The adventure story is portrayed as a metaphorical 
adventure inwardly and outwardly and literally Marlow’s adventure from the ‘outer’ 
to the ‘inner’ station commanded by Kurtz.  
 Marlow does not represent his class. He has learned the lesson of the sea and 
evinces a stranger’s curiosity about the life on land. He is also a wanderer. Conrad 
says, “he did not represent his class. He was a seaman, but he was a wanderer, too, 
while most seamen lead, if one may say so express it, a sedentary life” (Conrad 3).  
It takes him to a region where most of the moral values are abandoned. The four 
men who constitute Marlow’s audience, a director, an accountant, a lawyer and the 
anonymous narrator who opens and closes the narrative are the product of a 
powerful European civilization. Three of them are landowners and businessmen, 
who are interested in serving their own commercial interests. Marlow’s companions 
contemplate the waterway which leads to the centre of the earth, and the unknown 
mysterious part of the earth. 
Marlow’s initial response to the European civilization is ambiguous. When he tries 
to draw a picture of the European civilization as the torch- bearer into the unknown, 
mysterious land, the earlier heroic picture dismantles. The whole focus turns to the 
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history of European or English civilization. It merely seems a flux, because England 
herself was an unknown territory, receiving the attention of Roman Invaders. In this 
perspective English civilization seems less permanent and loses its glamour. About 
Roman invaders and Eastern trade Conrad says that they were: 
Hunters for gold or pursuers of fame, they all had gone out on that stream, 
bearing the sword, and often the torch, messengers of the might within the 
land, bearers of a spark from the sacred fire. What greatness had not floated on 
the ebb of that river into the mystery of an unknown earth!.. .The dreams of 
men, the seed of commonwealths, the germs of empires (Conrad 3). 
Marlow’s inward journey towards the Central station undertaken to find Kurtz is an 
exploration of colonial mission of Europeans to find out what they saw and did in 
Congo during their mission. Throughout their imperialist enterprise Europeans 
carried with them greed and pride. In the beginning of the novella, the first narrator 
talks about the history of British and European empires and their imperialist 
enterprise and the way they implement it in the African continent.  
Further, Marlow’s attempt to defend the British imperialist mission creates an 
ambiguity. He says “what saves us is efficiency- the devotion to efficiency” and 
“what redeems it is the idea only” (Conrad 5). Here, Conrad may be commenting 
ironically, because it makes readers compare the present mission of Kurtz with the 
past. In the course of the novella readers realize that there is no difference in the 
imperialist enterprise of both the regimes. The difference is in the idea only or in the 
way in which they pursue it. Europeans carried out greed and pride with them in the 
disguise of western civilization for the upliftment of the Africans and sacrificed their 
souls in the process. Conrad points out it with an effective use of language and 
narrative techniques. 
Throughout the novella Marlow has provided an evocative particularity of details. 
The symbolic connotations of the visualized details take us far beyond the primary 
sense of the novella. It slowly drives to the larger awareness of the incidents or 
characters. Marlow is not merely a narrator of the novella. He is a fully dramatized 
character. He has an active role in the story and also speaks for himself. He has 
sympathy for colonialism and also a critic of it. 
One of the important merits of the narrative is the purposeful skipping of 
chronological time, which to Marlow seems consequential, since his narrative is 
concerned less with the incidents and more with the man-Kurtz whom he is going to 
meet. So, before we meet Kurtz, Marlow reveals many things about him. The story 
is not about the actual voyage in physical terms, but it is his mental voyage. So, he 
gets enough time to judge different characters and their behaviour in particular 
framework of morality. 
Marlow’s narration takes us forwards and backwards in time. He sometimes narrates 
separate incidents and sometimes combines incidents in one stretch such as the 
incidents from the attack before landing, to the meeting with ‘Intended’. Through his 
narrative method of going forth and back, neglecting chronological time Conrad 
emphasizes the crucial fact that he was aiming at ‘timelessness’ and universality in 
portraying greed and imperialism symbolized by Kurtz, that he does not seem to 
focus on the civilization of the natives, their restraint and their humanity. The 
narrative technique, therefore, is a deliberate attempt at exhorting readers to miss 
chronology of events and focus on and apprehend what Kurtz is, which is the same 
as apprehending what the civilization of Europe has been despite the tall claims of 
the Europeans. 
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Edward Said comments that Conrad’s invention of Marlow is intended to serve two 
purposes. First, Conrad felt the need for ‘distancing’ himself from his narrator- 
persona, Marlow. This keeps him to control and organize his experiences without 
sentimentalizing it. Secondly, Conrad employs a ‘double vision’ namely to respond 
to British and European imperialism, through Marlow, as a former native of an 
oppressed nation, Poland, under Russian communism. 
Edward Said believes that the imperial attitude is beautifully portrayed in Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness. The narrative is concerned directly with the redemptive force, as 
well as “the waste and horror of Europe’s mission in the dark continent” (Said, 
1994, 23). Conrad has used Marlow to present an imperialist world-view, of the non-
Europeans of the time. In the narrative, it is suggested that independence is for 
whites and Europeans. The lesser beings or non-Europeans are born to be ruled.   
Conrad uses the technique of narration which Cedric Watts calls ‘delayed decoding’. 
The term means that Marlow does not convey his understandings immediately. He 
makes the effects precede the causes in the order of narration and offers his 
comments on the causes later. 
Marlow’s narrative, on the surface, resembles an adventure story, but it is more than 
that. Because Conrad makes us see other things such as the critical meeting with 
Kurtz which occurs on a trail through the grass. His discovery of a dead Negro with a 
bullet in his forehead suggests that this novella is not an ordinary travelogue. As 
Albert J. Guerard in his article ‘The Journey Within’ describes it: “Heart of Darkness 
nevertheless remains one of the great dark meditations in literature and one of the 
purest expressions of a melancholy temperament” (Cox 6). 
 In several situations Conrad often consciously or unconsciously presents difficulty to 
his readers. He concentrates on the self deception of virtuous men, which led them to 
leave their pursuit of the good life. Here, complexity is created by leaving his readers 
on their own to think about whether these deceptions are inherent part of human 
nature or the result of particular imperial ideology. Conrad leaves it on his readers to 
determine it. Hence, it is difficult to get the final single solution. It often increases 
complexity. Conrad’s most famous account of his intention as a novelist is given in 
the preface to The Nigger of the Narcissus. He says, 
My task which I am trying to achieve is by the power of the written word to 
make you hear, to make you feel- it is, before all, to make you see. That – and 
no more, and it is everything if I succeed, you shall find there according to 
your deserts, encouragement, consolation, fear, charm all you demand – and 
perhaps, also that glimpse of truth for which you have forgotten to 
ask….(Berseth vii). 
 
Thus, Conrad’s greatness lies in the universality of his views of life and his ability to 
express it. However, the present research paper do not address or fully explain 
Conrad’s greatness as an artist, but it sheds light on Conrad’s main concern with the 
narrative techniques. It highlight the universal issue of imperialism vis - a- vis its 
impact on the moral aspects of individual.      
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