
Joseph Conrad, Victorian Imperialism, and the Onset of Modernism  

 The son of Polish patriot turned merchant seaman turned writer was 

henceforth—after twenty years at sea—an English novelist. 

  In his travels through Asian, African, and Caribbean landscapes that 

eventually worked their way into his fiction, Conrad witnessed at close 

range the workings of European Empires, including the British, French, 

Belgian, Dutch, and German, that at the time controlled most of the earth’s 

surface and were extracting from it vast quantities of raw materials and 

profiting from forced or cheap labor. (NA 1947) 

 

  



The Belgian 

Congo is 

“The Heart 

of Darkness” 



Profiting from what raw materials? 

• BRITISH INDIA 

– Examples: 

– Tea 

– Silk 

– Spices 

– Opium, which the British 

especially traded with 

China 

 

• Gandhi eventually stood up to 

British rule and lead India to 

independence in the 20th century. 

• BELGIAN CONGO 

– Examples: 

– Minerals, esp. copper 

– Rubber 

– Ivory 

– Less Significant: Cocoa, 

Coffee, Cotton, Tea 

 

• BRITISH SOUTH 

AFRICA / ―Rhodesia‖ 

– Example: 

– Diamonds 

 



• Cecil Rhodes and the Boer War 
 

• Cecil Rhodes was instrumental in assuring 
British dominance of southern Africa. He 
founded the De Beers Mining Company, 
eventually controlling 90% of the world’s 
diamond production. After becoming 
prime minister of the Cape Colony (now 
South Africa) in 1890, he used his influence 
to strengthen British control over the region. 

• His master plan was to establish a Cape to 
Cairo railroad line that would link British 
colonial interests in Africa between Egypt 
and the Cape Colony in southern Africa. 
The Boers (Dutch settlers in Africa), 
however, provided heavy and eventually 
armed resistance to this proposal. After 
authorizing an aggressive invasion of the 
Boer Republic of Transvaal which ended 
poorly, Rhodes was removed from office. 
However, the seeds of the Boer War had 
been sown. 

• Great Britain decided to annex the Boer 
republics, and with Boer resistance came 
the Boer War (1899-1902). By all accounts 
the fighting was vicious, with the Boers 
employing guerilla tactics and the British 
eventually using 450,000 troops to achieve 
victory. 

• In 1910, the various British colonies in 
southern Africa were united as the Union of 
South Africa, eventually becoming the 
nation of South Africa after WWII. 

A good friend of Rudyard Kipling 



What did people do in the colonies, and what 

benefit did they think they were bringing? 

• Aside from the troops, there were administrators, traders, and missionaries. 

 

• Those who thought they were bringing ―civilization‖ to the ―savages‖ saw 
themselves as 

•Building infrastructure 

  (roads, railways, ports),  

 

•Stimulating the economy  

  through trade, and  

 

•Educating the ―heathens‖  

  by teaching them literacy  

  and religion. 

 



Modernist Traits in Conrad’s Text 

• ―By deploying intermediate narrators and multiple points of view in his 

fiction, he suggests the complexity of experience and the difficulty of judging 

human actions‖ (NA 1948). 

 

• ―He helped develop modern narrative strategies—frame narration, 

fragmented perspective, flashbacks and flash-forwards, psychologically 

laden symbolism—that disrupt chronology, render meaning indeterminate, 

reveal unconscious drives, blur boundaries between civilization and 

barbarism, and radically cast in doubt epistemological and ethical 

certainties‖ (NA 1948). 

 

• ―Another indication of Conrad’s modernist proclivities is the alienation of his 

characters‖ (NA 1948).   



Blurring Boundaries—―Who Is Really the Bad Guy?‖: 
Questioning Boundaries Can Be Unsettling, Destabilizing, and 

Downright Dangerous.  What if the Good Guy is the Bad Guy?  

  “GOOD” 

• Civilized 

• Pious 

• Intelligent 

------------------------------------- 

• Those who pray to 
the gods. 
 

 

• Heathcliff as self-
made man and 
devoted soulmate 

 

• Victorian Imperialists 

 

  “EVIL” 

• Primitive, a Savage 

• Impious, a Heathen 

• Ignorant 

 ---------------------------------------- 

• Those who question 
the gods. 

 

• Heathcliff as ruthless, 
satanic, stop-at-
nothing figure 

 
• Savage Primitives 

Some writers who 

upset simple binary 

oppositions ( ―good‖ & 

―evil‖ break down and 

become blurred): 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

(Socrates who was killed) 
 

 

(Emily Brontë)  
 

 

 

(Conrad)  


