The Root of All Evil: Joseph Conrad's
Exploration of Greed, Corruption, and the
Human Condition

Joseph Conrad, a Polish-born British writer, emerged as a literary giant in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. His novels and short stories, set
against the backdrop of exotic locales and turbulent human relationships,
delved into profound themes of morality, the human psyche, and the
devastating consequences of greed and corruption.
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One of Conrad's most acclaimed works is Heart of Darkness, a novella that
serves as a chilling allegory for the horrors of colonialism and the dark
depths of human depravity. The novel follows Marlow, a seafarer who
embarks on a journey into the Congo to find a missing ivory trader named
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Kurtz. As Marlow progresses upriver, he witnesses firsthand the brutality,
exploitation, and moral decay that have infected the colonial enterprise.

In this article, we will explore Conrad's exploration of greed, corruption, and
the human condition in Heart of Darkness. We will analyze the novel's
symbolism, characterization, and themes to gain a deeper understanding of
Conrad's insights into the complexities of human nature.

The Symbolism of Darkness:

Darkness is a central and pervasive symbol in Heart of Darkness. It
represents the physical darkness of the Congo forest, as well as the moral
darkness that has consumed the characters and the colonial enterprise. As
Marlow travels upriver, he gradually descends into a world of chaos,
savagery, and madness.

The darkness of the forest also symbolizes the inner darkness that lurks
within the human heart. Marlow encounters Kurtz, a man who has
succumbed to the depravity of his surroundings and become the
embodiment of evil. Kurtz's descent into madness is a warning to Marlow
and the reader about the dangers of succumbing to the temptation of greed
and corruption.
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Character Analysis: The Complexities of Kurtz:

Kurtz is a pivotal character in Heart of Darkness. He is a former ivory trader
who has retreated into the heart of the Congo and become the object of
fascination and horror for the other characters. Kurtz is a brilliant but deeply
flawed man, whose greed and ambition have corrupted his soul.

Conrad portrays Kurtz as a multifaceted character. He is both a symbol of
the savagery and violence of colonialism and a tragic victim of his own
uncontrolled desires. Kurtz's final words, "The horror! The horror!," echo the
depths of his own depravity and the horrors he has witnessed in the Congo.
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Themes: The Devastating Consequences of Greed and Corruption:

Heart of Darkness is a powerful indictment of greed and corruption. Conrad
shows how these forces can corrupt even the most noble of intentions and
lead to catastrophic consequences.

The colonial enterprise in the Congo is a prime example of how greed and
corruption can destroy both individuals and societies. The ivory trade has
turned the Congo into a land of darkness and despair, where human life is
cheap and violence is rampant. Marlow witnesses the horrors of slavery,
torture, and brutality firsthand, and he comes to realize the true nature of
the darkness that has consumed the Congo.
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Conrad also explores the corrupting influence of greed on individual
characters. Kurtz is the ultimate example of how greed can destroy a soul.
His ambition to become the "king" of the Congo leads him to commit
unspeakable atrocities. In the end, Kurtz is a broken and hollow man,
consumed by his own greed.

Heart of Darkness is a timeless and thought-provoking masterpiece that
continues to resonate with readers today. Conrad's exploration of greed,
corruption, and the human condition is both insightful and alarming. He
shows how these forces can corrupt even the most noble of intentions and
lead to devastating consequences.

The novel is a powerful reminder of the importance of resisting greed and
corruption in all its forms. It is a warning against the dangers of letting our
desires for wealth and power consume us. By understanding the
destructive consequences of greed, we can hope to avoid the horrors that it
can bring upon us.

Further Reading:

= Conrad, Joseph. Heart of Darkness. Dover Publications, 2016.

=  Watts, Cedric. Joseph Conrad: A Critical Biography. Yale University
Press, 2013.

= Dyer, David. Conrad's Heart of Darkness: A Casebook. Oxford
University Press, 2011.
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