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Abstract This research work has shed light on Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902) through Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. It has focused on the protagonist, Kurtz, and has investigated the reasons that have led to his brutal, megalomaniac conduct in Africa. Freud’s notion of the psychic apparatus and the three elements, namely the id, the ego and the superego has served here as key tools of analysis. They have been used to describe and account for the transformation of the protagonist’s behaviour, from a good man in Europe to a greedy imperialist and agent of evil on the Dark Continent. The central issue has consisted of understanding why Kurtz’s mind has worked as it does. The study has revealed that the processes involved in the psychic apparatus have played an important role in the changes occurring within Conrad’s protagonist’s conduct in both Europe and Africa. The main conclusion has been that the savage nature of Kurtz, which in Europe has been kept under control by strict moral norms, has bubbled to the surface in Africa.
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Introduction Joseph Conrad was a Polish-born British author who is considered as one of the greatest writers in the English language. With works like The Nigger of the Narcissus(1887), Lord Jim (1900), and Heart of Darkness(1902), he secured a place in the pantheon of eminent novelists, and established himself as a “keen-eyed chronicler of the social and political themes that animated the contemporary Western World and until with the rise of the post colonial studies” (Peters, 2010: 44). His novella, Heart of Darkness, is one of the most widely studied, taught and highly regarded literary works. It has generated much critical debate on such major issues as racism, imperialism, misogyny, and the unconscious. Seen by many as one of the best and most evocative works in the English language, Heart of Darkness is a symbolically dense and thematically wide-ranging work that has been studied from multiple theoretical perspectives: postcolonial, political, feminist, psychoanalytical, and narratological. The literary importance of Heart of Darkness made it the subject matter of many critics. In fact, it can be considered as a psychological masterpiece, based on Conrad’s personal and family exile in Russia. It also delves into the traumatic experience during his personal voyage to the Belgian Congo in 1890. The atrocities he witnessed in Africa, recorded in his Congo Diary, are reflected in Heart of Darkness; a work in which Conrad’s psychological complexities combine with a deep reflection on human psychology and moral issues: “good and evil, civilization and savagery, reason and feeling, etc” (Conrad,1978: 22). In exploring these issues Conrad seems to be trying to penetrate and grasp the human nature’s inmost depths. Like Marlow who tries to understand himself through his antithetical self – Kurtz- Conrad is also somehow seeking self-understanding. That is to say, Conrad implicitly reveals his own mental and psychological states while relating the conflicts between good and evil, civilization and barbarity, the conscious and unconscious. For Conrad, writing Heart of 6



Darkness may be seen in many ways as an unconscious defense mechanism called ‘displacement’ and which is defined by Richard Niolon as: “One way to avoid the risk associated with feeling unpleasant emotions” (Niolon, 2011). In this way Conrad redirects his mind from an object felt to be dangerous or unacceptable – a traumatic experience – to a safe and acceptable object, a work of fiction. “As a personal experience Joseph Conrad pondered the tragic reality of the Congo for an entire decade before transforming it into his most powerful and influential work entitled Heart of Darkness” (Meyers, 2001:191). Likewise, John G. Peters argues that: “the strange materials of his life [Conrad] have naturally attracted the psycho-analytic critic” (Peters, 1996:09). Critics interpreting Conrad’s fiction from psychoanalytic perspectives are numerous, whether these are Freudian, Jungian, or Lacanian. To name a few, Bernard C. Meyer, Albert J.Guerard and Martin Bock are among these. While psychoanalytical approaches provide useful insights, they have also drawn criticism from certain Conrad scholars. Robert Hampson, for instance, argues that critics adopting psychoanalytical approaches to Conrad’s work: “Often seem more inspired by Freud or Jung rather than by Conrad himself” (Hampson, 1992:06). He adds: “I have found it more rewarding to regard Conrad as a great psychologist who knew what he wished to say and to approach his work as the deliberate expression, in art of his ideas about human nature” (ibid:06). Ross Murfin reinforces this point when he says: “An author may write in order to gratify secretly some forbidden wish” (Murfin, 1989:113). This unconscious wish makes its way into the text by the process of displacement. Murfin remarks that in order to uncover an author’s wish, a critic would utilize some of the methods which Freud used to uncover the meaning of dreams. We only partially agree with these critics, because Conrad is first of all an artist who has created a work of fiction in which imagination and reality, conscious and unconscious designs interweave in ways that discourage simple definitions of text and psychology. 7



Issue and working hypothesis The present research adopts a Freudian perspective on Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. The aim consists in exploring Kurtz’s psyche as it is depicted in Marlow’s narrative. Through our analysis drawing on Freud’s theory of psychoanalysis, we intend to highlight the opposing facets of human nature as they are conveyed in Marlow’s depiction of Kurtz. We are particularly interested in uncovering the secret of Kurtz’s strange behaviour and misconduct in Africa. This perspective best suits the aim of our study which is centrally concerned with shedding light on Kurtz’s darkest side. Conrad’s protagonist’s actions and reactions as reflected in Marlow’s narrative take various forms depending on interests as well as social, political and geographical contexts. Whatever the theoretical questions from which Kurtz’s actions and reactions are examined, the main question to be asked is: why does Kurtz behave as he does? Since Sigmund Freud’s ideas appeared after the publication of Heart of Darkness (1902), this novella may be considered as having anticipated rather than being influenced by Freudian theories. John Stape remarked that: The interest of Freud and Jung (and later on of Northrop Fyre, Joseph Campbell, and Claude Lévi-Strauss) in the importance of myth was shared by numerous Modernist writers, and here again Conrad seemed to have anticipated them



(Stape, 1996: 51).



Therefore, instead of showing the influence of Freudian theory on Heart of Darkness, our purpose is to read this novella by utilizing Freudian modes of analysis. Our work is divided into three sections: the section dealing with methods and materials will provide Freud’s theory on psychoanalysis, which will serve as a theoretical frame for our discussion of Joseph Conrad’s biography. Since Heart of Darkness, under 8



examination here, is based on Conrad’s own traumatic experience in the Congo, we may consider this work as autobiographical to a certain extent. This section will also include a summary of the novella. The second section is concerned with results and contains the findings reached in our analysis. Finally, the discussion section is devoted to the analysis of Kurtz by using Freudian terminology we are going to see how Kurtz loses his super-ego in Africa.
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Methods and materials 1-Methods Most of our categories of analysis will be borrowed from Sigmund Freud’s Psychoanalytic Theory in The Ego and the Id (1923). In other words, we shall try to scrutinize Kurtz’s conduct through the second topography, also called the structural theory which distinguishes between the id, the ego and the super-ego. 1-1: Sigmund Freud’s Psychoanalytic Theory Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) expresses his idea about human psyche by introducing the notion of the Psychic apparatus. The Freudian versions of the psychic apparatus correspond to what we subsequently call the topographies. The first of these appears in Chapter VII of The Interpretation of Dreams (1900) and essentially details the distinction between the conscious, the preconscious and the unconscious. This first topography is called the topographic theory. The second topography appears in The Ego and the Id (1923). It distinguishes between the id, the ego and the super-ego and it is also called the structural theory. It is the latter that we are going to apply in our analysis of Kurtz. 1-1-1-the id: Freud states that the id contains: every-thing that is inherited, that is present at birth, that is fixed in the constitution-above all, therefore, the instincts, which originate in the somatic organization and which find their first mental expression in the id in forms unknown to us ( Freud, 1940:18).



According to Freud, the id is present at birth. It is an important part of our personality because as newborns, it allows us to get our basic needs met. For example, if a baby is hungry 10



he cries because he wants to be fed. Freud believes that the id doesn't care about reality or the needs of others; it is only concerned with its own immediate satisfaction. And indeed, it takes little to realize that babies have no real consideration for their parents' wishes. They expect their parents to be completely at their disposal, indifferent to whether the parents are sleeping, relaxing, having dinner, or taking a bath. When the id wants something, it seeks instantly to get it, in total disregard of everyone and everything else. 1-1-2-the ego: Freud says that the ego “has the task of self-preservation” (Freud, 1940:18). He adds: “in relation to the id, it [the ego] performs that task by gaining control over the demands of the instincts” (Ibid: 19). Within the next three years, as the child increasingly interacts with the world, the second part of the personality begins to develop. Freud calls this part the ego. It is based on the reality principle. The ego understands that other people have needs and desires and that sometimes being impulsive or selfish can hurt others. It is the ego's job to meet the needs of the id, while taking into consideration the reality of the situation. 1-1-3-the super ego: Finally Freud defines the super-ego as: Not merely the personalities of the parents themselves but also the racial, and family traditions handed on through them[...]an individual’s super ego in the course of his development takes over contributions from later successors and substitutes of his parents



(ibid: 21).



By the age of five, the superego develops due to the moral and ethical restraints placed on us by our caregivers. Many equate it with the conscience as it dictates us a sense of right and wrong. In a psychologically/morally healthy person the ego is, according to Freud, the strongest so that it can satisfy the needs of the id, not upset the superego, and still take into 11



consideration the reality of every situation. But if the id gets too strong, impulses and self gratification take over the person's self control. If the super-ego becomes overpowering, the person is likely to become morally rigid, judgmental and unbending in his or her interactions with the world. The following diagram shows how the ego maintains a balance within human psyche, for Freud: “A well-balanced ego is fundamental to healthy mental life, and a dominance of the ego by the id leads to psychosis and by the superego results in neurosis” (Peter, 2000: 48).



As we can see from the above diagram, the ego tries to mediate between the id and the superego in order to achieve a sense of balance. To give a concrete example of how the Freudian structural theory works, consider Mr. Smith’s situation. Mr. Smith walks into the grocery store and sees a very attractive woman winking at him and his id thinks: I'd like to go to that woman and make love to her in the middle of this store." The ego then says, "wait, you can't do that in front of all these people, let's go to her house and do it there." The super-ego then says, "wait, you can't do that, you are married (Hyde and Delamater, 2006: 23).



In our study, the structural theory is used as a tool to analyze Kurtz’s actions and reactions in both Europe and Africa, to explain the character’s behaviour and motivations. As Barbara F.



12



McManus says: “The more closely the theory seems to apply to the characters, the more realistic the work appears” (McManus, 1998).
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2-Materials: We cannot help referring to Joseph Conrad’s life, since Heart of Darkness, on which this study focuses, is based on Conrad’s own traumatic experience in the Congo. 2-1-Conrad’s life: ‘Joseph Conrad’ (pseudonym of Józef Teodor Konrad Nalecz Korzeniowski) was born on December, 3rd, 1857 in Berdyczow, Poland. At the time of Conrad’s birth, Poland was divided among Prussia, Russia and Austria for over sixty years. Conrad had a harsh, unhappy childhood. At the age of five, his family was exiled to Vologda, because of his father’s revolutionary activities. In exile, the family lived in isolation and poverty. As a result, Conrad’s parents contracted tuberculosis. His mother died of tuberculosis in April 1865 and four years later his father died of the same causes leaving Conrad an orphan. These traumatic experiences were to haunt Conrad for his entire life. He describes life in his later fiction as being a “solitary ordeal and compares it to a nightmare” (Knowles, 1996:6). At age of twelve, Conrad came under the patronage of his wealthy uncle, Thaddeus Bobrowski. When he was sixteen, he went to France in search of better social, political and economic conditions: to become economically independent, live out adventures, and escape political unrest and, above all, the grim prospect of being enrolled in the Russian army. Since his uncle had connections in the shipping industry and French was his second language, Conrad got a job as a sailor in Marseilles. The four years he spent on French ships gave him the experience he longed for. During this period, he was involved in gun running, as well as accumulating huge gambling debts; in his despair he even attempted suicide, but failed as the bullet astonishingly missed his heart. In 1878, Conrad joined the British merchant navy, with
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which he pursued his career for almost fifteen years. His service in the British merchant navy provided the material for most of his novels. Joseph Conrad’s visit to the Belgian Congo from 1890 to 1894 had both positive and negative effects on his life. The positive aspect of the voyage was the fact that he was able to write a famous novella filled with chilling commentary about his daily experiences among the natives of the Congo. On the other hand, while in the Congo he underwent a physical and mental breakdown that would affect his health for the rest of his life. “When Conrad returned from the Congo to resettle in London, his mind and thoughts were fragmented” (Karl, 1979: 308). Conrad ended a sea career that spanned twenty years, from which he drew material for his fiction. As with many other Conrad’s novels “the idea of imperialism, the conquest of the earth by various means, is brought to the forefront” (Hay, 1996: 83) is also central to Heart of Darkness. Throughout the novella, Conrad records his experiences by using characters like Kurtz and Marlow in order to paint a clear picture for the reader about how life really was for inhabitants of the Congo under the cruel reign of King Leopold II of Belgium. Conrad essentially speaks through the voice of Marlow, a British gentleman, who tells a story to other British gentlemen. Marlow provides a rather cloudy account to his fellow countrymen, but in fact, it seems as though Conrad is doing this on purpose, “to add to the mystery and darkness of the place” (Watts, 1988: 45). Conrad is noted for his tales of dangerous life at sea and in exotic places. His work reveals his deeply pessimistic view of life and human nature, the absurdity of the human condition, and skepticism about progress. According to Encyclopedia Britannica (1970: 364) Conrad “published 13 novels, 2 volumes of memoirs, and 28 short stories”. Among his novels are: Almayer's Folly (1895), The Nigger of the "Narcissus" (1897), Lord Jim (1900), 15



Nostromo (1904), The Secret Agent (1907), and Under Western Eyes (1911). Several of these are regarded as masterpieces. On August 3rd, 1924, Conrad died of a heart attack at the age of sixty-six, and was buried at Canterbury, England. By skillfully transforming his experiences as a seaman into literature, Conrad became a leading twentieth-century British novelist whose works still stimulate a great deal of interest and debate.
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2-2-Summary of Heart of Darkness The story opens with an unnamed narrator describing a group of men aboard an English ship, The Nellie, anchored on the Thames waiting for the wind to slow down, so that they can resume their voyage. The narrator mentions a passenger known as Charlie Marlow, the only member of the group who still follows the sea. Marlow soon takes up the narration and refers to London as being one of the dark places on earth. Thus he tells his fellows about his journey to Africa where he is sent to find a man – Kurtz – among the ivory seekers. Kurtz* is an ivory trader and imperial agent, sent by a shadowy Belgian company into the heart of Africa, more precisely to the “Congo Free State”. His mission is to bring light, faith and commerce to “the dark places of the earth”. However, afterwards he abandons his philanthropic ideals and turns into a whimsical, brutal ruler reigning over the natives of the Inner Station with an iron hand. In Africa, Kurtz gathers vast quantities of ivory to satisfy his greed and lust for money. Kurtz’s power and the natives’ fear and reverence for him were such that nothing or no one could stop him from getting what he wants. As a result, his success as a trader in ivory and cruelty were well known in the whole region. When Marlow meets with Kurtz, he finds him ill and feverish. Thus he tries to take him back down the river in his steamboat. Kurtz dies on the boat after uttering his last words, “The horror! The horror!”



17



___________________________________________________________________________ *The character of Kurtz is introduced through other characters. In fact, the reader knows relatively little about him until the end of the novella.
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Results



After our investigation on the character of Kurtz, we have reached the following results: In Europe where there are laws, religions, and values, Kurtz behaves in a normal way because he is conscious of his surroundings. His freedom is limited by social and moral norms and in this context it is easier for his ego to mediate between the id and the superego to achieve a balance. As Kurtz makes his way into the interior of ‘the heart of darkness’ he begins to change. This transformation can be attributed to his psyche or more notably to his id, ego, and super-ego. Being away from his civilized society in Europe Kurtz’s psyche degenerates because of the alien, primitive surroundings in Africa. Under these new, unfamiliar geographical and cultural conditions Kurtz’s super-ego loses control over his actions. And as there are no moral restrictions to set limits to his behaviour he easily succumbs to the forces of darkness. As it is mentioned in the text, Kurtz’s psychological portrait is highly ambiguous. In Europe the protagonist is a great individual with many talents, whereas, in Africa he turns into a greedy, cruel man. In civilized Europe Kurtz’s lusts and fantasies are repressed or kept under control, because of the strict supervision and moral restraints imposed on him by society. But in colonial Africa where there are clearly no such moral restraints he feels that he has an absolute authority; he behaves as a demiurge that has the power to order and kill. His desire for power and wealth in Africa results in the id getting control over his ego which leads to his state of psychosis. His psychotic state allows him to follow corrupted ways and use criminal means to accumulate wealth in Africa. For Kurtz, all means are justified to fulfill his ends. This includes enslaving, killing and mass extermination of the innocent natives.
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Discussion This section is devoted to the analysis and discussion of the results reached after applying Freud’s psychoanalytic theory to Kurtz. This would include different interpretations regarding the aim of our study. Kurtz is the central character in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. He is a European first-class agent operating in Africa on behalf a Belgian trading company. He is introduced in the novella as “a universal genius” (Conrad, 1992:103), a man with multiple talents: he is a painter, a musician, a writer, a journalist, and a promising politician. He starts out as an imperialist in the best tradition of the "white man's burden". As a European civilized man, Kurtz believes that he has the right to govern and impose his culture and knowledge on the Africans. The “International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs” sends him to Africa to fulfill this noble mission of civilizing, educating, and enlightening the Africans. Kurtz is seen as the representative of Western culture and civilization: “His mother was halfEnglish, his father half-French. All Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz” (ibid: 71). In sum, he stands for Europe’s imperial consciousness. However, once in Africa, Kurtz degenerates. He undergoes several changes; precisely the changes that Kurtz has undergone affected his psyche. For a better understanding, we shall analyze Kurtz’s actions and reactions in both Europe and Africa according to the Freudian principles about the psychic apparatus. Therefore, it is important to shed light on his behaviour to know what the internal rules that control him really are. Freud says: Life is too hard for us; it brings us too many pains, disappointments and impossible tasks, in order to bear it, we cannot dispense with palliative measure



(Bloom, 1987: 67). 21



Kurtz was unable to marry his fiancé because of financial constraints in Europe. To solve this problem, he decides to join a Belgian company. In Africa, Kurtz is isolated from his original social and cultural background. This geographical and cultural estrangement may account for his disillusionment and subsequent madness. Generally, when an individual is cut off from a civilized society he tends gradually to become coarse, ill-behaved and antisocial. Kurtz is in many respects a vivid example of this: his savage nature which in Europe was kept under control by strict moral norms bubbles to the surface in Africa. Freud says: Civilization describes the whole sum of the achievements and regulations which distinguish our lives from those of our animal ancestors and which serve two purposes-namely, to protect men against nature and to adjust their mutual relations



(Thurschwell, 2000: 105).



In Europe where there are laws, religions, and values, Kurtz behaves in a normal way because he is conscious of his surroundings. His freedom is limited by social and moral norms and in this context it is easier for his ego to mediate between the id and the superego to achieve a balance. In other words, Kurtz grows up in a civilized environment and acts according to the accepted rules and conventions: “He is a very remarkable person” (Conrad, 1992: 27) also “an exceptional man” (ibid: 32). For instance, in this civil and policed environment when someone has no money his id drives him to get that money. But he cannot rob it from others because of the existence of the superego -laws, religion, and police-. Thus, in order for Kurtz to get the riches that he could not legally get in Europe, he plans to go to Africa to work and amass wealth, lawfully or unlawfully. In Africa Kurtz’s thoughts are not different from the beliefs of the rest of the Europeans who felt charged with the mission to civilize Africans. But as he becomes the 22



absolute ruler for a long period, these apparently noble thoughts gradually fade and give way to what Freud calls the original personality. To clarify this transformation, it is important to notice that every human being according to Freudian theory has an id, ego, and super-ego. These are the levels in the human psyche. The id is based on the pleasure principle, if the id had its way all people would only seek pleasure and self-gratification. From this, the ego and super-ego developed. The super-ego is an extension of the ego. The ego itself is the consciousness of the human being. It is based on the reality principle as well as being the representative of the real world. The super-ego is the idea of being conscious of the values and norms of a society, Peter Childs writes in this concern: Freud believes that every individual developed an unconscious which would affect their behaviour, to the extent suggested by his 1900 book The Psychology of Everyday life, was echoed in the intense interest the modernists took in the drives, obsessions and compulsions motivating ordinary people. After his theory of the conscious, pre-conscious and unconscious, Freud’s second tripartite map of the mind from 1923 postulated three agencies: a willful, primal id, a socialized, prohibitive super-ego and a part-conscious, part unconscious rationalizing ego in the meddle (Childs, 2000: 55).



Kurtz’s desire for power and wealth in Africa results in the id getting control over his ego which leads to his state of psychosis. This psychosis explains his loss of contact with reality, and his degeneration by arbitrarily killing the natives and establishing himself as a supreme ruler in the Inner Station. His brutal conduct is well exemplified in the exclamation “Exterminate all the brutes!” (Conrad, 1992: 72). According to Freud, "the super-ego stands in contrast to it [the id] as the representative of the internal world" (Freud, 1962:26), there is a struggle between the id and the super-ego*. Kurtz becomes so far removed from his society’s restrictions that good and evil become 23



relative terms to him. As these moral boundaries begin to fade, he loses sight of the patterns that influence and restrain his deeds, Freud also claims that: A child fears and admires the higher nature that is represented by their parents and as they grow they take this higher nature into themselves as the super-ego (Freud, 1962:26).



*The super-ego works in contradiction to the id. The super-ego strives to act in a socially appropriate manner, whereas the id just wants instant self-gratification. It controls our sense of right and wrong and guilt. It helps us fit into society by getting us to act in socially acceptable ways. The super-ego's demands oppose the id’s, so the ego has a hard time in reconciling the two.



The relationship between the ego and the super-ego is defined as: “The ego submits to the categorical imperative of its super-ego" (ibid: 38). Kurtz is going on a trip into the heart of the African continent, a primitive environment, which causes him to lose touch with civilization, Watts Cedric writes about the African environment: The rather surrealistic landscape, in which the boiler is wallowing in the grass like a mental animal from another planet, seems to hint of a future time when all man’s technology will be annulled by the non-human environment



(Cedric, 1993: 1929).



By leaving the civilized world, i.e., Europe, Kurtz has lost all contact with the forces that influence the super-ego. He is detached from the values and morals of an enlightened society. He finds himself in a society without traditions and customs. According to the narrator’s description Africans are primitive men who obey only their instincts. Alienated from his original culture and social customs, Kurtz thus loses his super-ego because he no longer needs it and succumbs to the power of darkness, in a world without laws, restrictions and policemen: 24



Everything belonged to him-but that was a trifle. The thing was to know what he belonged to, how many powers of darkness claimed him for their own.. That was the reflection that made you creepy all over. It was impossible-it was not good for one either-trying to imagine. He had taken a high seat amongst the devils of the land- I mean literally. You can’t understand.[…] how can you imagine what particular region of the first ages a man’s untrammeled feet may take him into by the way of solitude – utter solitude without a policeman



(Conrad, 1992:70).



One reason why he becomes deaf to his super-ego in Africa is that he no longer needs it because of the lack of social constraints. The other reason is due to his repressed feelings while in Europe, namely: his lust for power, money, and fame, according to the World Book Encyclopedia: “Repressed feelings can cause personality disturbances, selfdestructive behavior, or even psychical symptoms” (Maas, 1991: 854). In short, Kurtz loses the super-ego because he is no longer constrained by the norms of the European civilization, but also because of the madness of his soul: Anything approaching the change that came over his features I have never seen before, and hope never to see again. Oh, I wasn’t touched. I was fascinated. It was a veil had been rent. I saw on that ivory face the expression of somber pride, of ruthless power, of craven terror- of an intense and hopeless despair



(Conrad, 1992: 99).



This loss of the super-ego leads to Kurtz's showing a lack of restraint in his dealings with the natives: “Mr. Kurtz lacked restraint in the gratification of his various lusts” (Ibid: 83). This is the reason why he gives up his philanthropic ideal that consists of bringing light or civilization to the Dark Continent. Instead he sets himself up as a god to the natives at the Inner Station. He manipulates the local natives to his interest, raids the country, plunders villages, and kills anyone who threatens his enterprise: This lot of ivory now is really mine. The company did not pay for it. I collected it myself at a very great personal risk. I am afraid they will claim it as theirs though. 25



H’m. It is a difficult case. What do you think I ought to do-resist? Eh? I want no more than justice



(ibid: 106). Before his loss of the super-ego -the product of socialization and the vehicle of cultural tradition- there was a natural balance within his psyche, i.e. his ego could achieve balance between the id, and super-ego. However, Kurtz has no longer a super-ego to impose limits on his behaviour. Therefore, he lets his basic instincts get the lead. Marlow comments on this when he says: "I saw the inconceivable mystery of a soul that knew no restraint, no faith, and no fear, yet struggling blindly with itself" (ibid: 95-96). As Kurtz slowly loses his mind his situation gets even worse, since he does not have a super-ego on which to rely. When he looks within himself, he realizes the extent of his derangement. This is exemplified in Marlow’s description: "But his soul was mad. Being alone in the wilderness, it had looked within itself, and, by heavens! I tell you, it had gone mad" (Conrad, 1992: 95). Kurtz’s madness begins after his renunciation to the norms and conventions his original society in which he benefited from the support and esteem of family and friends. Kurtz’s cousin tells Marlow that “Kurtz had been essentially a great musician” and “was a making of an immense success” (ibid: 103). This positive image of Kurtz is also reiterated in the discussion between Kurtz’s Intended and Marlow. The Intended says: “Men looked up to him-his goodness shone in every act” (ibid: 109). From these examples, we understand that Kurtz acts as a good man who attracts and charms people by his behaviour. This initial good nature is shown by his travel to the heart of the African continent in order to accomplish a noble task that consists of bringing light and progress to the natives. He expects to fulfill a philanthropic mission by helping to establish a civilized society in Africa in compliance with the "white man's burden". Kurtz goes there equipped with moral values and intellectual



26



capacities, carrying a torch of civilization to the “ignorant millions” (ibid: 18). His painting depicts a blindfolded woman bearing a torch against a dim background: I noticed a small sketch in oils, on a panel, representing a woman, draped and blindfolded, carrying a lighted torch. The background was somber almost black. The movement of the woman was stately, and the torch-light on the face was sinister (ibid: 36). The woman likely symbolizes the Europeans who have come to civilize the natives. The torch she carries represents the European customs and values that Europeans try to force upon the native Africans. The woman is blindfolded because the Europeans cannot see the negative effects that their colonial system has on the natives. Her face has become distorted because the European customs seem rather repulsive to the natives. In Africa, Kurtz is considered as an exceptional individual. The chief accountant declares that Kurtz: “is a very remarkable person who sends in as much ivory as all the others put together” (Conrad, 1992:27). The general manager tells Marlow that: “Mr. Kurtz was the best agent he had, an exceptional man, of the greatest importance to the Company” (ibid: 32). The Harlequin is even more enthusiastic. He tells Marlow: Ah! I’ll never, never meet such a man again. You ought to have heard him recite poetry-his own, too, it was, he told me. Poetry!” he rolled his eyes at the recollection of these delights. “Oh, he enlarged my mind!



(ibid, p91).



Furthermore, Kurtz is, as we have seen, a man of talent and a powerful ruler. He has the ability to guide men and control the natives. The company describes him as the best agent, a great professional who is very important to the company:



27



This is the reason why I [Marlow] affirm that Kurtz was a remarkable man. He had something to say. He said it. Since I had peeped over the edge myself, I understand better the meaning of his stare that could not see the flame of the candle, but was wide enough to embrace the whole universe piercing enough to penetrate all the hearts that beat in the darkness.[…] 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- the strange commingling of desire and hate



(ibid: 101).



When Marlow meets Kurtz, he finds him ill and feverish. Thus he tries to take him back down the river in his steamboat. Kurtz dies on the boat after uttering his last words, “The horror! The horror!” (ibid: 100). This expression has generated an impressive amount of conflicting interpretations. Stape, for instance, argues: “Perhaps they refer [The horror! The horror! ] to Kurtz’s corruption, perhaps to the horror of senseless universe […] no final resolution is offered”’ (Stape 1996:43). In our own interpretation, we can say that these last words are a moment of recognition -the return of the super-ego-, a moment of complete knowledge where Kurtz recognizes that his inmost darkness and that the means through which he has got ivory are cruel and horrifying. It is the horror what he is become: I saw on that ivory face the expression of somber pride, of ruthless power, of craven terror- of an intense and hopeless despair. Did he live his life again in every detail of desire, temptation, and surrender during that supreme moment of complete knowledge? He cried in a whisper at some image, at some vision-he cried twice, a cry that was no more than a breath-“The horror! The horror!”



(Conrad, 1992: 99-100).



Kurtz’s internal darkness is one of the most important themes in Heart of Darkness; it symbolizes the darkness which is potentially in everyone’s heart. Kurtz may be observing the motives to which his life is dedicated and the facets that he will not live long enough to finish his plans. In other words, he has perhaps become aware that he can never mend all the evil he 28



has caused. It may also mean that he pronounces ‘The horror! The horror! Because he is conscious that he will never return to his finance as he dies on the steamer taking him down the Congo. These words might represent his judgment on the unworthiness of his end. It can also be a comment on the human condition, a statement about life with its terrors and horrors. At the end of the story, Kurtz comes to realize the harsh truth with “the horror”. Moreover, it can be inferred that the horror caused by King Leopold’s invasion to the Congo is the same horror that is personified in Kurtz’s last words. E. D. Morel says about the cruelty of King Leopold’s invasion to the Congo that: All the cruelties of Alva in to Lowlands, all the savagery of Spanish to Caribs are as child’s play compared with the deeds of the Belgians in the Congo



(Morel, 1909: 04). However, from another point of view, we can consider Kurtz as an infamous, megalomaniac subject who loses control over his behaviour and becomes prey to the wilderness and the unknown. In Freudian terms we can say that Kurtz’s id seeks only to satisfy its inner needs. “Kurtz slain victims are ‘rebels’, Kurtz’s megalomaniac depravity is, according to the manager, the ‘vigorous action’ for which ‘the time was not ripe’: unsound method” (Watts, 1993: 129). This is illustrated through Kurtz’s greed by owning the largest quantity of ivory and by persecuting the natives. Marlow reports Kurtz’s words: “My Intended, my ivory, my station, my river, my-’ everything belonged to him” (Conrad, 1992:70). Kurtz’s alienation from the European society urges him to embrace a new religion, adopt a new character and learn how to communicate with the natives since he spends most of his time with his black mistress. Kurtz is full of evil and cruelty. His misconduct takes him beyond the limits of reason and madness is the price of this transgression. The wilderness fascinated him and affected his conduct. He is dehumanized and estranged from his race. Finally he “had taken a high seat amongst the devils of the land” (Conrad, 1992:70). The 29



darkness surrounding him has awakened the “forgotten and brutal instincts”. This reinforces more the idea that in every human being there is an evil side but this evil will not appear unless the environment and conditions are ripe. The darkness, however, can emerge and ultimately destroy the person if not checked by reason and control. Kurtz suffers from a psychic conflict. His ego cannot mediate between the id and super-ego, because the id finds its way in that primitive environment and is in the position to fulfill all its hidden wishes: Mr. Kurtz’s methods had ruined the district. I have no opinion on that point, but I want you clearly to understand that there was nothing exactly profitable in these heads being there. They only showed that Mr. Kurtz lacked restraint in the gratification of his various lusts, that there was something wanting in him-some […] I think the knowledge came to him at last-only at the very last. But the wilderness had found him out early, and had taken on him a terrible vengeance for the fantastic invasion. I think it had whispered to him things about himself which he did not know, things of which he had no conception till he took counsel with this great solitude



(ibid: 83). Indeed Kurtz is a megalomaniac* and egocentric character, a man who “wanted an audience” (ibid: 79). He overestimates himself and assigns to himself a god-like position, feared and revered by the natives. Kurtz is a complex character with a double personality. He is at once good and evil. He comes to Africa animated with the ideal of bringing civilization to the natives. However, in this alien, hostile environment Kurtz fails to live up to this ideal because his id is the only driving force behind his actions. We can suggest that Conrad’s ambivalence in the portrayal of Kurtz may reflect his own ambivalent relationship with imperialism. In his childhood, Conrad witnessed Russian imperialism of which his native Poland was a victim. This imperialism directly affected his family and himself. His parents, suffered from Russian colonial domination and both died in exile. We can say that Conrad’s Polish background provided a rationale for his anti-
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imperialism stance. Adam Hochischild affirms: “Heart of Darkness is one of the most scathing indictments of imperialism in all literature” (Hochischild, 1999:148). * From Megalomania, it is a psycho-pathological condition characterized by delusional fantasies of wealth, power, or omnipotence. It is characterized by an inflated sense of self-esteem and overestimation by persons of their powers and beliefs.
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We can relate Conrad’s anti-imperialism stance to his Traumatic childhood experience, in Freudian terms it is a regression* to the past. The English poet William Wordsworth wrote about nature and nurture, "The Child is father of the Man" (Liebmann, 2009: 16). It is commonsense knowledge that from birth a child undergoes physical maturation (e.g., sexual maturation) and the development of body, mind, and character (e.g., psychological growth, social interaction, and adaptation). Freud's developmental psychology grows out of his method of psychoanalytic investigation of adult emotional disorders. He believes that when someone experiences a traumatic event, he or she uses a defense mechanism called displacement and this can be related to Conrad’s life as follows: Conrad’s harsh childhood conditions may, to a large extent, explain his subsequent pessimistic vision of life. In Freudian terms he experienced a kind of traumatism that will reappear later on through his writing and the way in which he describes Kurtz as an evil man. Freud believes that “past events shape the psyche” (Childs, 2000: 50). Freud first discovered that adult neurotic disorders, specifically hysteria, were caused by psychic shock, or trauma . “It [trauma] creates a psychic upheaval and long lasting effects, when the mind refuses to consciously recognize a traumatic event the unconscious repress* it” (Thurschwell, 2000:30). Kurtz rejects his poor conditions in Europe; we can suggest that through this portrayal of Kurtz Conrad tries to show his own rejection of the harsh poor conditions under which he lived with his family. This may explain why he makes of Kurtz an adventurer who wants to improve his living condition.



In addition, Conrad portrays Kurtz as a man who is unable to marry his fiancée in Europe. So, he goes to Africa to make money in order to return later on to Europe and get married. Once in Africa, he lives with a black mistress, knowing that as an engaged man such *Regression, according to psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, is a defense mechanism leading to the temporary or long-term reversion of the ego to an earlier stage of development rather than handling 32



unacceptable impulses in a more adult way. The defense mechanism of regression, in psychoanalytic theory, occurs when thoughts are pushed back out of our consciousness and into our unconscious.



a thing is forbidden. We can suggest in this case that the instinctive sexual power of Kurtz’s id overpowers his ego. “He [Kurtz] makes his agents starve while he gives lots of food to the black women of his harem” (Hochschild, 1999:151). The example of Mr. Smith and the attractive woman in the grocery store cited earlier can help us here better illuminate and understand Kurtz’s conduct. We can also apply Hyde’s and Delamater’s example of how the Freudian psychic apparatus works on the character of Kurtz as follows: Mr. Kurtz was unable to marry his fiancée in Europe because of the rigid societal restraints. Once in Africa, his id allows him to have a mistress, his moral judgment -the ego- has no remorse or guilt over opposing the rules, because of the absence of societal pressure -the super-ego-. The second important element that can explain Conrad’s ambivalent attitude towards imperialism is that Conrad became a naturalized British subject in 1886. As such, it is unimaginable for him to confront directly his adopted British culture and question the imperial ideology which sustains this culture. Most importantly, Conrad was enthusiastic about the British values and virtues. In this respect, he felt that "liberty can only be found under the English flag all over the world" (Hochischild, 1999:148). And it is also well known that nineteenth-century imperialism is both vividly portrayed and often backed up and consolidated by the literature of the period. The empire as a system prevails in Heart of Darkness. Besides, references to the idea of Europe as a “bearer of civilization” and Africa as a “dark” and “primitive” place are prevalent in the novella, and it is best shown through the metaphor: “going up that river was like traveling back to the earliest beginning of the world” (Conrad, 1992:48). Kurtz, who stands for Europe as a whole and who is, in other words, the representative of European culture and identity has the mission of bringing “progress” and 33



“science” to the Africans because Europe has both “pity” and a duty towards the natives. This supposes that the West is the only source of civilization and Europeans have the duty to bring and spread this Western enlightenment on the Dark Continent. “Africa,” wrote Graham Greene, “will always be the Africa in the Victorian atlas, the blank unexplored continent in the shape of the human heart.” (Green, 1961: 12) The African heart described by Greene: Acquired a new layer of meaning when Conrad portrayed the Congo under King Leopold as the Heart of Darkness, a place where barbarism triumphs over humanity, nature over technology, biology over culture, id over super ego



(McLynn, 1992: 34). In the light of the study of Heart of Darkness, it is clear that Conrad’s attitude towards imperialism is double-edged. On the one hand, he is in some ways pro-imperialist in the sense that he does not completely reject the imperial ideology. On the other hand, he is against the abuses of imperialism. A number of critics have drawn attention to Conrad’s ambivalence towards empire. Amar Acheraïou, for instance, argues that Conrad criticizes empire but “does not radically call into question the imperial ideology which sustains the colonial system” (Acheraïou 2008: 140). What Conrad wishes fundamentally is not to dismantle empire, but to make the idea at the back of colonization mean something other than ‘a sentimental pretence’ with no concrete grounding. No wonder, then, that despite his mordant critique Marlow believes that the imperial idea is in essence a valid one. It is, he suggests, the failure to materialize or redeem it which is at stake



(Acheraïou 2008: 143). Conrad’s ambivalence can be attributed to different factors. Some of these factors are related to his private life, others to the imperialist culture in which he lived. His ambiguous attitude may, above all, result from his inability fully to question “the myth of England as an ideal colonizer” (Acheraïou 2008: 154). 34



Kurtz is a character who stands for an archetypal “civilized man” and typical imperialist, who eventually yields to his barbaric nature under the influence of the “less civilized” context of the Congo. Kurtz is a man who exemplifies Western culture and civilization, a man of talent who reads and writes poetry. Additionally he is on a mission and produces a report for the international society for the suppression of savage customs. He is a “hollow” man hungry for ivory and power. This is the reason why he willingly yields to his primitive instincts and becomes an id-driven, involved in the dreadful rites of the natives; he lets his dark side become the prime mover of his actions. Marlow’s first physical description of Kurtz reads as follows: And the lofty frontal bone of Mr. Kurtz! They say the hair goes on growing sometimes, but this-ah-specimen was impressively bald. 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 (Conrad, 1992:69). Kurtz is the chief of the Inner Station and the main reason of Marlow’s trip, a man who has the ability to lead men and control the natives. He does whatever he wants, because there are no laws to restrain him. He is struggling with his inner darkness, but at the novella’s end before he dies he recognizes the horror within his soul and sums up the horror. Kurtz’s greed, curiosity and desire for ivory are the main reasons why he comes to Africa. As a ruthless imperialist he hopes to exploit the Congo’s resources for his own profit. The barbarity of his deeds, cruelty and greed cause his derangement and lead to his failure to carry out his ideals and finally to his death.
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Conclusion In our attempt to offer a Freudian interpretation of Kurtz’s behaviour in Heart of Darkness, we can deduce that the protagonist changes from a European civilized being capable of striking a balance between the urges of the id and the constraints of the super-ego, into an evil man in the heart of Africa. Through Kurtz’s duality which is dramatized here by Conrad we may conclude that a man can change his behaviour according to his geographical and societal surroundings. Within the novel, the lack of authority and societal pressure as well as the presence of primeval surroundings Kurtz becomes id-driven. In other words, by removing all constraints and pressures the instinctive id overpowers Kurtz’s super-ego because the ego cannot achieve a balance in such unrestrained environment. In our research work, we have seen how Conrad shows through Kurtz’s behaviour in Africa that inside every human soul there is an evil side. This evil side, will not surface unless the environment and conditions are ripe. The novella records events experienced by Conrad when he was in the Belgian Congo. We can suggest that Marlow, the personal narrator stands for Conrad himself. In other words, he appears as Conrad’s mouthpiece, mediating to us the author’s moral and philosophical views. After his voyage to the Congo, Conrad returned ravaged by scars, mental distraction and illness.



This research work is not exhaustive. The scope of our memoir does not allow us to deal with the entire issues that underlie the novella under study. Therefore, it remains other students’ duty to expand further research on the work of Joseph Conrad’s heart of Darkness. It is our belief that much can be written to investigate the novella through Sigmund Freud’s topographic theory that essentially details the distinction between the conscious, the preconscious and the unconscious.
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