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1. In Heart of Darkness, Joseph Conrad explores the idea of moral corruption, and how it 

leads the “civilized” man into savagery.  Specifically, the racism and madness that are in control 

of Kurtz parallel the base brutality at the core of colonialism, and highlight the hypocrisy of the 

colonial system, which carries a façade of goodwill, while actively exploiting people and 

resources.  However, because Marlow is disturbed by the horrors around him, he escapes the 

darkness that has overcome Kurtz, and remains unbroken, both physically and emotionally.  

2. One characteristic of this work that is particularly post-colonial is the amount of violence 

that takes place in the area under colonization. In Heart of Darkness, the natives and the 

colonists are involved in a violent struggle, and we can see this when a helmsman is shot with an 

arrow and killed. Also, violence is clearly inflicted upon the natives to turn them into 

“dying…shadows of disease and starvation” (1964). 

 During the colonization process, there is usually an admired leader who has a sense that 

they are making history by transforming a land of savages into civilization. Kurtz has a myth-like 

status as a person doing groundbreaking things for the continent of Africa. As he is approaching 

his death, Kurtz is upset that he cannot continue his work in Africa. This quality of Kurtz’s 

personality implies a self-important, uncaring personality on the part of settlers everywhere. 

3. One aspect that was surprising in the work was the portrayal of the cannibals and the 

pilgrims as they made their way to the inner station. While on the boat, they are attacked by 
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natives during a morning fog. The thing that was surprising was that the pilgrims seemed far less 

helpful, despite their weaponry, than the cannibals on the boat. The cannibals, who were referred 

to as “fine fellows (in their place),” remained quiet while the pilgrims on the boat created more 

trouble by firing their guns and creating more smoke. It seemed odd that the cannibals would be 

less trouble than the white men on the trip. Or that their weapons would be useless in an attack. 

 Another aspect that was surprising was the contrast between Marlow and the company 

and Kurtz. The company is frequently portrayed as corrupt and as rather inefficient. For most of 

the story, Kurtz, while brutal and horrible, can be seen as admired by several people in the story 

including Marlow. In fact, the oddest part to me seemed that the story portrayed Africa (and its 

“savages”) as the corrupting factor on the Europeans as opposed to the other way around and that 

the company men (while greedy) were made worse by being there and that Kurtz started out with 

the goal of bringing civilization and ended up being corrupted. The shocking part of this seemed 

to be that the story focused on the effects of the colonizer instead of the colonized. 

4. Why are all of the other characters except Marlow and Kurtz only referred to by their 

occupations or relationships to these two characters, and how does this affect the reader’s 

perception of them as people? 

 Francis Ford Copolla’s Apocalypse Now is a loose adaptation of Heart of Darkness which 

moves the setting forward to the Vietnam War and changes the protagonists from English to 

Americans. If you have seen the movie, do you think it succeeded in carrying over the critique of 

imperialism contained in the novella? 

 Why is the story told through a separate narrator besides Marlow? 


