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Beyond Mastery:  The Future of Conrad’s Beginnings

I.  Identification

A few years ago, I went through my books, throwing out those ancient paperbacks with cracked covers and crumbling pages, books I had read as far back as high school.  To my surprise, I could remember holding many of them in my hands and reading them for the first time, and the experience brought back that era of innocent wonder.  The purity of the moment was, however, marred by the comments I had made in the margins, little notations clearly intended to register triumphant acts of decoding.  Such as the sudden discovery in The Sound and the Fury of “the theme of South versus North”; or the boldly speculative assertion made near the end of Pride and Prejudice that “they really love each other.”  At certain key points in the text, I had placed arrows, garnished with a single, penetrating word:  “symbolism.”  I tossed the copy of Paradise Lost I had purchased in my sophomore year in college without looking into it at all, for fear that I had written something like “Don’t do it!” or “It’s all her fault.”  Still, by the time I had finished, I had seen enough of my own teenaged mind at work to make me reflect that innocence might be nothing more than a sluggish dimness peculiar to privileged immaturity.  Indeed, I felt I had truly lost my innocence not long ago, but just then, when I came face to face with the truth about what I had always considered my brilliant youth.  It is often claimed that reading literature is improving, that it expands one’s imagination and cultivates a moral sensibility.  But these goods come to us slowly, if they come at all.  A far more immediate moral benefit is the check to pride, and to prejudice, that rises, with a certain musty odor, directly off the page, as we read not the books of our past, but our own insights into them.  

Many of my own contributions to what I have come to consider the rarely studied genre of pre-professional marginal auto-humiliation were clustered in the copy of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness that I read in high school.  One in particular still lingers, with a kind of radioactive glow, in my memory.  Near the point in the text where Marlow, who has yet to meet Kurtz, comments that, “at that point, Kurtz was just a word for me,” I had, in a state of inspired misunderstanding, written, “me, too:  I am Kurtz”—a comment even dumber than it sounds because it must have been written on a second reading, after I found out who Kurtz was.  Time erases many things, and today I truly have no idea what horrors I thought I had faced down in Park Ridge, Illinois.  But since then, I have come to understand that I am not alone in discovering in Conrad’s work an especially intimate appeal.  The most exotic and profoundly solitary of authors, Conrad somehow solicits identifications from readers who feel themselves not merely entertained or enlightened by his work, but in a sense represented in it, as though Kurtz, and Marlow, and Lord Jim, and the others were just words for them.  

For all I know, it may have been the Kennedy assassination, which happened in the same semester that I first read Conrad, that disclosed to me the heart of darkness.  But in a very short time, the Vietnam war provided an even more compelling realization of “the horror, the horror”; this was in fact the premise of Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, which he conceived as a Vietnamization of Conrad’s novella.  Nor was Vietnam the last of the Conradian horrors we have witnessed over the past century.  There have been many others—so many that it might be said that from the moment Heart of Darkness appeared in 1899, the world has devoted itself to a prolonged and multifaceted exploration of Conrad’s phrase.  On occasion, this exploration has been disturbingly direct, as when the Unabomber, Theodore John Kaczynski, discovered a secret sharer in the mind of Conrad, or Teodor (Jozef Konrad) Korzeniowski.  Kaczynski, a lapsed professor of mathematics, was apparently stimulated, or overstimulated, by the Conradian book that has long been a dark favorite of mine, The Secret Agent, a work he found especially pertinent to his insane project in that it was concerned with terrorist bombings orchestrated by a professor.
  The general subject of urban terror is in fact far more mainstream now than it was in 1907, when it seemed, to many of Conrad’s readers, that he was simply making up the fanciful notion that an underground conspiracy in collusion with foreign powers could plot the violent destruction of society by detonating bombs in the middle of the metropolis.  Since then, the world—not just London, but the United States, Russia, Indonesia, Israel, Somalia, Japan, the Philippines, and too many other places to name—has turned in Conrad’s direction, and while we have all suffered as a consequence, he has gained a mass of new potential readers who might see their world accurately, if metaphorically, described by his books.  Politically and personally conservative, dedicated to his craft, Conrad has given voice not only to the distinctive horrors (and banalities, as my own example attests) of the twentieth century, but also, it sadly appears, to those of the twenty-first.  

How can Conrad be so uncannily intimate with the minds of others who share none of his experiences, none of his attributes, none of his values?  How can his work provide a docking-point for such a vast range of personalities, attitudes, and ideologies?  How can someone as overpoweringly peculiar as Conrad speak to and for so many?  

We might be tempted to explain Conrad’s appeal by pointing to his vast experience in the world.  He was undoubtedly the most-traveled author in history at that time, having experienced life in his native land of Poland, Russia, much of Europe, Southeast Asia, South America, and Africa, not to mention twenty years at sea, before settling in England.  But Conrad was not simply a tourist, accumulating an enriching store of experience.  He was, from early childhood, dispossessed.  After leading a failed revolution against Russian dominance of Poland, Conrad’s father was sent, with his wife and four year-old son, into exile to Vologda, two hundred and fifty miles northeast of Moscow.  As was the custom, they walked, with Conrad’s mother barely surviving the journey.  So, after beginning life in a country that, having been carved up like Lear’s kingdom by the three great imperial powers at the end of the eighteenth century, did not exist in a geo-political sense, Conrad attained the age of reason in a household where daily life consisted of paternal lamentations about the death of the mother and the loss of the motherland, lamentations that ceased only with the death of Conrad’s father, when the young Joseph was eleven.  When Conrad, at just the same age I was when I first read him, abruptly decided he would go to sea, those around him were astonished, for landlocked Poland had no navy, no merchant marine, no maritime tradition; at the time, there were virtually no Poles on the oceans of the earth.  

It is possible in retrospect to see that the sea, with its clear hierarchy of command, its time-honored traditions, its intense fellowship of the craft, provided Conrad with a consoling metaphor for the sense of belonging associated with a true homeland.  But it was likely that, in the first and most literal instance, the sea appealed to the youth as an escape, a departure, a negation of his entire life—in other words, as an abandonment of total loss, a departure from deprivation.  And so we may say that, in going to sea, Conrad was not trying to accumulate experience, to see the world in all its richness, but something far more complex:  he was both compulsively replicating his initial experience of dispossession and loss, and seeking to turn that experience to good account, to turn it into a profession, an identity, a life.  

Taking him to the farthest corners of the earth, Conrad’s nautical career introduced him to countless others who, like himself, were uprooted or unrooted; he was repeatedly forced to discover within himself resources and capacities that would have lain dormant if he had remained at home, or what passed for home.  By the time he began to write, in his thirties, Conrad understood, better than those who had remained in their own communities, that human identity was not limited to the possibilities available only in one’s original circumstance.  Indeed, he had proved this himself in dramatic fashion:  when, in 1889, he briefly piloted a steamer called the Roi des Belges up the Congo River, this former colonial subject, now an employee of King Leopold, became perhaps the only person in the world who had managed, in his time, to be both a victim and an agent of imperial oppression.  By the end of his voyages, Conrad was, in short, intimate to a degree we can scarcely imagine with the human capacity for adaptation, a capacity that, for most people, most of the time, is unused and even largely unsuspected.  

Conrad’s acquired sensitivity to the human capacity to assume different forms became the basis for both his self-understanding and his understanding of human beings generally.  At first, this singular understanding was couched in conventional forms.  He began his first novel, Almayer’s Folly, with an “Author’s Note” that asserts “a bond between us and that humanity so far away,” referring to the inhabitants of Borneo, where his tale was set.  Still, the real germ of Conrad’s career, as he says in an account written years later, was not just an enlightened cosmopolitanism, but something far more personal and direct, a connection he had formed with a Dutch trader he had met on his travels in Southeast Asia, Olmeijer, whom Conrad rechristened Almayer.  “If I had not got to know Almayer pretty well,” Conrad wrote, “it is almost certain there would never have been a line of mine in print.”
  In fact, Conrad did not know Almayer that well at all, having visited him no more than four times in 1887.
  But even without, in all likelihood, any reciprocal interest on Almayer’s part, Conrad somehow penetrated him imaginatively, investing him with his own concerns, his own circumstances, his own dreams.  What seems to have impressed Conrad most forcibly was, as Ian Watt puts it, “the vast disparity between the extravagant hopes of Almayer’s inner life and the petty actualities of his achievement,” a disparity, Watt adds, “which Conrad was familiar with, no doubt, in himself” (Watt xxiii).  The only trace within the novel of this unusual attachment is in the epigraph Conrad chose:  “Who of us has not had his promised land, his day of ecstasy, and his end in exile?” (Qui de nous n’a eu sa terre de promesse, son jour d’extase, et sa fin en exile?)  These words apply only at a great stretch to a man Watt describes as “apparently a fairly successful and respected” trader, but seem to come straight from the heart of that ecstasy-prone exile, Conrad himself (Watt, xxii).  Conrad did not put it this way, but the stimulation he later attributed to Almayer seems actually to have come from Conrad’s experience of discovering himself, some unexpressed or even unacknowledged facet of himself, within the other man.  The experience that made Conrad a writer, I am suggesting, was his discovery that he could locate himself, his own authentic essence, outside himself, in another being.  

Over the next few years, Conrad found ways to incorporate this experience into his works, recording a series of peculiarly intense imaginative relationships between men, generally conducted in fraught silence across a distance.  At first, he scarcely seems to know what he is doing or why he is doing it.  The famous preface to his first major work, The Nigger of the “Narcissus” continues the rather formulaic or conventional cosmopolitanism of the preface to Almayer’s Folly, with its evocation of a “bond” with distant humanity, by describing the task of the artist as one of speaking to “the latent feeling of fellowship with all creation.”  The cliché is, however, immediately revealed as having a darker and more intimate signification, with the entire passage reading as follows:  “[The artist speaks] to the latent feeling of fellowship with all creation—to the subtle but invincible conviction of solidarity that knits the loneliness of innumerable hearts . . . which binds together all humanity.”  In this critical document, often taken as his artistic “credo,” Conrad is clearly struggling to convert his own painful experience of profound solitude into a basis for universal kinship:  we are alike, he says, in being totally alone.  Indeed, it almost seems that a connection between the unvoiced term solitude and solidarity has, as if by a sudden inspiration, enabled him to imagine this conversion—as if the language had supplied him with a thought that he needed, but was unable to formulate on his own.  

And then, in the following year, 1898, Conrad begins the creative explosion that issued in Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim in rapid sequence; and here, one senses, he has at last found his subject.  For in these books, he seems to discover, as it were, within stock phrases about human oneness or a fellowship with all creation, something far stranger and more unsettling:  a kind of subrational or obsessive attachment in which one person apprehends in another the secret of his own identity, some deeply implicit or unrealized condition, some concealed principle of his own being.  When Marlow sits in the court of inquiry, staring at the man who will become Lord Jim, he exemplifies the Conradian scenario in which a solitary, disconnected character projects a mysterious affinity between himself and another, fitting himself into the other’s skin, taking the other’s experience as his own.  “It is not my own extremity I remember,” Marlow says, thinking back on Kurtz; “No!  It is his extremity I seem to have lived through.”
 

Marlow is a man with little investment in his own identity, a man capable of surrendering himself without surrendering much, but he is the most psychologically crucial figure in Conrad, for he serves in Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim as a lightning rod for the kind of ambiguous, passionate, and nonreciprocal relationships that define Conrad’s distinctive sensibility.  The general idea Marlow “represents” is that the boundaries between people are porous and transgressable—that identity is fluid and less crystallized or “mastered” than we generally think.  The idea, in other words, is that identity itself—the character we present to the world and to ourselves—is a deeply unstable configuration:  it could be otherwise, and in a sense it is otherwise:  we are not as distinct from each other, as integrated in ourselves, as we might like to think, or as it seems we are.  It is entirely possible to locate the center of our being outside rather than inside.  And so, when we read Conrad and feel that he has expressed us somehow, that his text consists of “words for me,” we replicate the experience of Marlow.  In short, we find it easy to identify with Conrad’s work because identification is what his work, or some of his work, is all about.  

II. II. Adoption

The concept of identification only dominated his work for a brief period, from 1897 to 1900.  After this point, he wrote a number of worthy books and two extraordinary ones, Nostromo and The Secret Agent, but he never again returned to this idea, or theme, in quite the same spirit.
  Still, during this time, he wrote three of his very greatest works, The Nigger of the “Narcissus,” Heart of Darkness, and Lord Jim.  Moreover, this period also marks the moment when Conrad’s language is at its most magical, its most strangely suggestive, its most distinctively “Conradian,” and the intriguing question I’d like now to consider concerns the relationship between these two aspects of Conrad’s art.   

Almost from the very first, Conrad was accounted a “master of the English language,” and this phrase has continued to affect our thinking about his remarkable linguistic achievement.
  Like many compliments, this one seems empty, suggesting that all we need to do in order to understand Conrad is to admire him.  But the idea of linguistic mastery, rightly understood, actually leads us into a new understanding of Conrad’s particular genius.  Mastery, we should begin by noting, is not precisely synonymous with ease or fluency.  It refers not to untroubled dominion or uncontested control but rather to a situation where a potentially rebellious force has been contained or managed.  Mastery is achieved against resistance and maintained by effort, with the mastered force constantly threatening to reverse positions with the mastering power.  Such a situation is described perfectly by Conrad’s friend and collaborator, Ford Madox Ford, who marveled at the way in which Conrad “took English, as it were by the throat and, wrestling till the dawn, made it obedient to him as it had been obedient to few other men.”
  The great Polish Conrad scholar Zdzislaw Najder points out that for every non-native speaker, there is a moment when the new language is “resistant like every object that is strange and newly discovered, and at the same time softly pliable because not hardened in schematic patterns of words and ideas inculcated since childhood.”
  This account accurately characterizes Conrad’s relationship to English, but just as important, it implicitly confines that relationship to a moment—the very moment, I would like to suggest, when Conrad achieved a mastery of the language, the moment when identification was his primary theme.  

Coming to English for the first time as an adult, Conrad passed through a period of awkward apprenticeship, and his accent—idiosyncratic even for a Pole—remained a lifelong marker of foreignness.  And yet, he later wrote, he sensed that he was somehow destined to be an English writer, if not an English speaker, and even felt himself to be “adopted by the genius of the language, which directly I came out of the stammering stage made me its own so completely that its very idioms I truly believe had a direct action on my temperament and fashioned my still plastic character” (PR, v).  Most native speakers do not think of themselves as being “adopted” by the language they speak, nor do they think of language in this external, quasi-human sense, as a superior being.  But Conrad always regarded English as an alien medium; and besides, the concept of adoption was especially resonant for him inasmuch as he himself had been effectively adopted on two other critical occasions.  The first was by his uncle, who took responsibility for the young orphan after the death of his parents, and the second was by a retired sea captain, who examined Conrad for his captain’s license.  This gentleman, Conrad wrote years later, was a sort of “grandfather in the craft” who made him feel “adopted” into the fellowship of the sea (PR, 119, 118).  

Conrad sometimes fixes on particular words, especially those with multiple meanings, which he explores in various contexts, the result being, on occasion, a startling disclosure of a web of odd associations in his mind.  In this case, Conrad seems to be responding in the first instance to the fact that adoption compensates for the lack of a given or “natural” identity by conferring an external or contingent identity that can still be effective as a principle of psychic organization.  But beyond this, when Conrad says he was adopted by the English language, he seems to be exploring, and applying to himself, the fact that adoption gives one the opportunity to find one’s identity in an external or non-natural field of possibilities, and forces one to produce oneself by volition and will rather than merely accepting the gifts of genetic determination.  Adopted identity may be bestowed, but it requires assent, a kind of seconding of the motion, and can even be refused.  Adoption entails, therefore, a certain openness, a freedom to experiment, that might represent, for a creative artist, a salutary condition.  As the son of a failed Polish patriot, the young Conrad might well have felt himself limited to a certain few options, none promising; but adoption opened before him a space for innovation and self-invention—even, perhaps, for self-mastery—without the traumas of the Oedipal crisis:  the father already dead, no further fathers need die for the son to flourish.  

Conrad seems, then, to have intuited a connection between paternity and linguistic facility, and to have discovered a punning way to express this connection through the term “adoption.”  As a set of pre-existing and “inherited” determinants, conditions, and structures, language seems to most native speakers a natural and unproblematic principle of identity, a “mother tongue.”  Only lawyers and writers, perhaps, regard it as a medium with its own hidden rules, mechanisms, and possibilities; and a native speaker who sets out to master the language always struggles against a prior sense that language requires no conscious effort at all.  For Conrad, by contrast, command of the English language, and therefore of a means of self-expression, was attainable only through labor.  What was natural for others was to be alien for him, and the miracle was that he discovered that the foreign language expressed him perfectly, and he rapidly and eagerly became “its own” as a way—his way—of becoming himself.  

“Adoption” thus became for Conrad a way of conceptualizing both his struggle to master the English language and his struggle to achieve his own identity.  The point on which I want to insist is that these struggles only lasted for a short time, that charmed interval when the still-“resistant” language itself had become, in his powerful grasp, at last “pliable” or “obedient” but had not yet disappeared as a problem.  This was, as I have said, the same time when the theme of character-to-character identification dominated his work and his imagination.  We might begin to explain this striking fact by noting that both adoption and identification involve similar principles—the assumption of another’s identity, the inner assent to an external principle of being.  The hypothesis, in other words, is that by depicting the identification of one character with another, Conrad was casting into narrative form the very struggle he was experiencing with respect to his medium.  

How can mastery be measured, or even observed?  Consider a series of passages in which we can track Conrad’s astonishingly rapid progress in his use of the language.  The first is from Almayer’s Folly, begun in 1889 and published in 1895:  

In the middle of a shadowless square of moonlight . . . a little shelter-hut perched on high posts, the pile of brushwood near by, and the glowing embers of a fire with a man stretched before it, seemed very small and as if lost in the pale green iridescence reflected from the ground.  On three sides of the clearing, the big trees of the forest, lashed together with manifold bonds by a mass of tangled creepers, looked down at the growing young life at their feet with the somber resignation of giants that had lost faith in their strength.  And in the midst of them, the merciless creepers clung to the big trunks in cable-like coils, leaped from tree to tree, hung in thorny festoons from the lower boughs, and, sending slender tendrils on high to seek out the smallest branches, carried death to their victims in an exulting riot of silent destruction. (165)

In reading this, we need to keep reminding ourselves that the subject is, after all, only trees and vines, for these have been given a wild energy, even a sentience—even a malignant intentionality.
  Conrad, who could see for himself the effect his speech produced on his listeners, seems to be reflecting their view of his early infelicities or gaucheries when he describes a character in Lord Jim whose “flowing English seemed to be derived from a dictionary compiled by a lunatic.”
  The author of Almayer’s Folly was no longer in the lunatic phase, but could not yet be described as master of anything in the domain of language; indeed, the language in this passage seems to cry out for a principle of control, of responsible management, that the author is unable to provide.  

Now let’s take a passage from Nostromo, published in 1904, a few years after the charmed interval when Conrad, as I am arguing, had been a master of the English language.  Once again, the subject is nature, but note the orderly fluency of the exposition:  

[T]he head of the calm gulf is filled on most days of the year by a great body of motionless and opaque clouds.  On the rare clear mornings another shadow is cast upon the sweep of the gulf.  The dawn breaks high behind the towering and serrated wall of the cordillera, a clear-cut vision of dark peaks rearing their steep slopes on a lofty pedestal of forest rising from the very edge of the shore. . .  . Bare clusters of enormous rocks sprinkle with tiny black dots the smooth dome of snow.

Despite an achieved assurance that contrasts markedly with the chaos of the first passage, here, once again, we are not tempted to call the author a master of language.  The overexcited lunatic has departed, leaving in his place a fine and accomplished writer, in perfect command:  no natural objects are compared to gloomy giants or invested with a wild death-force; no verbal oddities suggest limitations, much less incompetence.  Instead, we have an animated but “clear-cut vision” of clouds, peaks, rocks, snow.  At this point, Conrad can make sense, but, despite a high level of verbal energy, can no longer make magic.  The referential grip on the world is much firmer, but the language has been tamed to the point where we scarcely experience it as a separate force at all.  The first passage could only have been written by an inexperienced genius, but this passage might have been written by anybody with a high order of competence.  If, at the beginning of his career, the language had clearly not yet made Conrad “its own,” then by the time of Nostromo, Conrad has succeeded in making English altogether his own. 

Now let’s take a passage from the dead center of the period on which I’m focusing, a description of Marlow’s approach to the mouth of the Congo River:  

We called at some more places with farcical names, where the merry dance of death and trade goes on in a still and earthy atmosphere as of an overheated catacomb; all along the formless coast bordered by dangerous surf, as if Nature herself had tried to ward off intruders; in and out of rivers, streams of death in life, whose banks were rotting into mud, whose waters, thickened into slime, invaded the contorted mangroves, that seemed to writhe at us in the extremity of an impotent despair.  . . . the general sense of vague and oppressive wonder grew upon me.  It was like a weary pilgrimage amongst hints for nightmares (HD, 17).  

It is difficult to describe the feelings imparted by such a strange and memorable passage, with its extravagant metaphors, the meandering elasticity of its syntax, its oscillation between past and present tenses, its almost garish vitality.  But it is precisely such passages that give us the sense of a focused command in which the conventions of the language are being twisted or worked to radically unconventional effect.  Early readers of Conrad reported that his prose seemed like an excellent translation from some unknown foreign tongue; others felt that the English language had been invaded by some alien energy; still others felt that Conrad had tapped some facet or dimension that no native speaker or writer had yet discovered.  In passages of “purer” description, Fredric Jameson says, “Conrad’s sensorium virtually remakes its objects,” suggesting “forms of libidinal gratification as unimaginable to us as the possession of additional senses, or the presence of nonearthly colors in the spectrum.”

During his brief period of linguistic mastery, nobody suggested that Conrad was incompetent, nor did they suggest that he was an effortless professional like his friend Ford.  They felt, rather, that he was a master of the English language, and they felt this way because they could actually sense the immense struggle between titanic forces—Conrad’s overmastering will to express the truth about things and about his thoughts and sensations, and the conventions of the English language, in which such truths had never yet been expressed.  They felt that the language, without being violated, had been forced to yield something unsuspected, in the process being exposed as something less like a passive medium, a lexicon with grammar, and more like a dynamic, almost creative agency with a startling capacity to bring new objects into being—the “earthy atmosphere,” the “impotent despair” of the “contorted mangroves,” and the notion, novel to many readers even today, of a “weary pilgrimage amongst hints for nightmares.”  Once again, Conrad provides the exact description of his own style when he has Marlow characterize the speech of Kurtz as consisting of “common everyday words” that nevertheless “had behind them . . . the terrific suggestiveness of words heard in dreams, of phrases spoken in nightmares” (65).  

I have been arguing that Conrad was fascinated by adoption because it represented a way of acquiring an identity that was not “natural” or given, but externally bestowed.  Conrad may, I have suggested, been excited by this possibility because nature had given him so little; and adoption, with its opportunity for self-invention, seemed to offer so much.  If we look back to the passage from Almayer’s Folly quoted earlier, we can, I think, actually see traces of a half-conscious meditation on the concept of nature itself.  In this passage, “a man” appears as an inconspicuous and virtually nonsentient speck in a scene of wild natural vitality; indeed, it is surprisingly easy to read this passage without noticing that human form at all.  And, in general, in the first movement of Conrad’s career, nature, especially in the form of jungles, rivers, and seas, often seems to dominate the human figures, often appearing as an immense matrix, a heaving rhythm of mindless generation and death, in which human beings are embedded and from which they distinguish themselves only fitfully and with great difficulty.  What we seem to be witnessing in the works published before 1897 is a struggle in the roots of Conrad’s imagination to pry humanity free from nature, to liberate it from the mass of tangled creepers, in, perhaps, the same manner as Michelangelo’s giant unfinished sculptures, known as “Slaves,” which seem to be twisting free of the unchiseled rock mass itself in which they are immured, to which they are “enslaved.”  We can—if we abandon all professional scruples against unfounded speculation—imagine that, during this time, Conrad was trying to imagine himself free from the clutches of nature, trying to see how he might advance, through a series of fortuitous adoptions, from the desolate condition of being an orphan in a defeated country, an unrelated person with no worldly prospects, to being a man of culture, an “author,” even a “British” author, a man who fabricates lives, including his own.
  

Eventually, beginning with The Nigger, nature becomes in his work a reduced and merely physical phenomenon—an agency that tries, for example, to ward off intruders, a force against whose periodic furies human beings could test and measure themselves, but no longer a metaphysical threat.  Exemplified by storms at sea, nature becomes a trial through which one must pass in order to discover “how good a man I was,” as the ubiquitous Marlow, having just endured difficulties at sea, says in “Youth.”
  In other words, nature becomes secondary to human concerns, a background and a trial but not a matrix of inhumanity, a challenge to one’s very being.  And then, passing through this period—passing the test—Conrad rapidly loses interest in nature altogether:  in Nostromo, nature is little more than a setting; and by 1907 and The Secret Agent, Conrad’s imagination is entirely urban, and would remain so.  The sword has been pulled from the stone, and human beings emerge fully distinct from their natural context.
  

But now if we probe once again the central text, Heart of Darkness, we can see the momentary but disturbing appearance of something far more mysterious than we see either before or after.  Take the scene where Marlow describes the natives along the shore as possessing “a wild vitality, an intense energy of movement, that was as natural and true as the surf along their coast” (12).  This is, of course, a commonplace, that the natives are closer to nature than the Europeans.  But this cliché produces striking effects in the context by raising the question of whether Kurtz’s gesture of disengaging from the imperial project and paddling back upriver to his jungle hut represents a rejection of a culture become criminal in favor of nature and natural law.  Many readers have seen the text in this light, but to do so means understanding as “natural” the practices of the natives, including cannibalism, skulls on stakes, and a willingness to worship a crazed European.  Reading Heart of Darkness, we are forced to wonder—does nature represent a moral standard or the negation of moral standards?  Ought we to be more, or less natural?  Do Europeans have a different nature from Africans; do men have a different nature from women?  Is human nature “natural” or “un-natural”?  None of these questions has an immediate answer, which suggests that, at the moment he composed Heart of Darkness, Conrad was temporarily between paradigms, and had no clear idea of nature at all.  

It is in Heart of Darkness that we can truly see what it might mean to be “adopted by the language.”  Marlow is talking, in the passage below, about the final phase of his penetration into the interior, the last leg of the fateful voyage upriver that ends at the Inner Station and Kurtz.  This account qualifies as one of the very greatest descriptive passages in the English language, and an eloquent testament to the author’s mastery.  The ostensible subject, once again, is foliage.  

Going up that river was like traveling back to the earliest beginnings of the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big trees were kings.  An empty stream, a great silence, an impenetrable forest.  The air was warm, thick, heavy, sluggish. . . . The long stretches of the waterway ran on, deserted, into the gloom of overshadowed distances.  On silvery sandbanks hippos and alligators sunned themselves side by side.  . . . You lost your way on that river as you would in a desert and butted all day long against shoals trying to find the channel till you thought yourself bewitched and cut off for ever from everything you had known once—somewhere—far away—in another existence perhaps. (35) 

Unlike the passage from Almayer’s Folly, things are actually described in a way that does not suggest that they are invested by language with an inappropriate force or character.  Despite the use of extravagant simile (“Going up that river was like traveling back . . . you lost your way on that river as you would in a desert . . . .”), the language is firmly referential, and we get a clear image of the scene rather than a kind of hallucination.  

But unlike the passage from Nostromo, the language is not transparent or obedient to the author’s will; in fact, language itself almost seems to make suggestions to the author, of the kind that we saw earlier in the “Preface” to The Nigger, when the pain of solitude yielded to its own balm in “solidarity.”  The whole passage seems to be built on a silent metaphor, “the river of time”; but even more intriguing is the quiet but decisive force of the word deserted that Marlow uses to describe the absence of people on the river.  This word seems to generate all by itself the next thought, that “you lost your way on that river as you would in a desert.”  The description of being alone, unable to orient yourself, in a featureless space hostile to humanity, is often applied to deserts, but rarely to rivers.  A native speaker, thinking primarily of concepts, might never have made the connection, but Conrad, with his anxious sensitivity to English words—which still seemed to him strange, newly discovered, almost material things—was attentive to the form of words as well as their meanings, and this sensitivity enabled him to make the connection between a deserted river and a desert.  And so, by way of a hidden pun, the passage proceeds from an account of a lonely boat trip to a meditation on the experience of finding yourself bereft of your past, your identity, your humanity itself, adrift in a strange world indifferent to your existence.  Bewitched by the river and by his own language, Marlow achieves and articulates a degree of detachment, or “desertion,” that might never have been voiced in these terms by a native speaker.  


In this instance, we can observe, or almost observe, the genius of the language adopting the author, suggesting new thoughts.  But adoption, as I have argued, also implies the possibility of resistance, where limits in the power or adequacy of language are recognized, and the language is wrestled into submission.  The task of recognizing these limits is delegated to Marlow, who registers repeated shocks at certain habitual or mechanistic verbal conventions.  He is irritated, for example, by his aunt’s talk about “weaning those ignorant millions from their horrid ways”; discomfited by reports that he and Kurtz are considered two of a kind, partners in “the new gang—the gang of virtue”; appalled by the manager’s description of Kurtz’s “unsound method”; and amazed by various labels attached to the chained, enslaved, or dying Africans he sees.  “Rebels!” he exclaims to himself on hearing the description of the dried heads impaled on stakes outside Kurtz’s hut.  “What would be the next definition I was to hear.  There had been enemies, criminals, workers—and these were—rebels” (58).  Marlow senses that the linguistic categories provided by the Belgians (translated into English) are somehow inadequate, even demonstrably wrong, but his unease takes largely passive forms until this outburst, when it suddenly seems about to become ethically productive.  

That potential had been signaled a few pages earlier, in the continuation of the passage on which we’re focusing.  As he steams upriver, Marlow passes groups of natives on the shoreline who seem to him to be scarcely human:  

a burst of yells, a whirl of black limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies swaying, of eyes rolling under the droop of heavy and motionless foliage.  The steamer toiled along slowly on the edge of the black and incomprehensible frenzy.  The prehistoric man was cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us—who could tell? . . . we were traveling in the night of first ages, of those ages that are gone, leaving hardly a sign—and no memories. (37)

Nothing in Marlow’s experience has prepared him for this astonishing scene, except perhaps the conventional presumption that Africans were “prehistoric.”  Marlow borrows this cliché, as he had borrowed the notion that Africans were “natural,” but we can sense his discontent with the language at his disposal in his very next comment:  “The earth seemed unearthly.”  What could this mean?  Marlow seems to have discovered a limitation in the language, a gap in coverage, an insufficiency, a failure to provide the right term.  And so, in the interests of recording the truth, he produces a statement that seems nonsensical.  Surely, if anything should be “earthly,” it is the earth, but in this instance, it is not so:  here, if only here, the earth is unearthly—even, we recall, as the “atmosphere” is “earthy.”  

Having imposed himself on the language in describing the earth, Marlow proceeds to an even more daring innovation.  The passage reads, “The earth seemed unearthly, and the men were—No, they were not inhuman.  Well, you know, that was the worst of it—this suspicion of their not being inhuman.  They howled and leaped and spun and made horrid faces, but what thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity—like yours—the thought of your remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar” (37-38).  Clearly, Marlow had been about to follow an “automatic” tendency of language itself to parallelism and say that the earth was unearthly and the men were inhuman, but then, in a moment of spontaneous self-revision marked by a dash, he decided that the men were not inhuman, that the statement offered him by language was not, after all, precise, it was not exact.  

This moment represents the most radical and disturbing insight of Conrad’s literary career, when Marlow concedes that the “savages,” on whose inhumanity or subhumanity was predicated an entire imperial enterprise, were not, in fact, inhuman—that no metaphysical difference intruded between the European and the howling figures on the shore—and that the lavish rhetoric of religious and humanitarian altruism by which the entire squalid affair had been justified lacked a factual premise.  It was disturbing to many of Conrad’s contemporaries that Marlow could assert a common humanity binding themselves and the savage cannibals of the African interior, and it is disturbing to some others, and to the majority of his readers today, that he has to work this assertion out laboriously, as if it were a new, strange, and unsettling thought.
  But what is recorded is momentous:  in refusing the routine statement offered him by the linguistic mechanism, Marlow also refuses the thought behind that mechanism, and asserts, or admits, a kinship that official ideology denied.
  


Mastery of the language, then, is not merely a matter of technical facility, the discovery of clever new ways of putting things.  It entails both a responsiveness to language—a willingness to hear the suggestions of language (desert . . . deserted)—and a willingness to question and even refuse a linguistic mechanism whose sufficiency goes largely unquestioned by native speakers, and, more important, to refuse the ideology that goes silently along with it, embedded in its customary phrases and locutions.  It is when Conrad masters the language in the technical sense that he is able to conceive of and even to urge a relinquishing of mastery in the ideological-imperial sense.    


Something traumatic seems to have happened to Conrad on his own trip up the Congo in 1890.  His journals give little clue as to what that might have been, but he later said that his experience converted him from a “perfect animal” with “not a thought in his head” into a writer.
  Perhaps this conversion occurred when Conrad, son of a patriot who had been arrested, shackled, and removed from his homeland, saw Africans described by their European conquerors as workers, enemies, criminals, and rebels.  Perhaps Conrad discovered, during this most formative of his travels, that language does not simply record or reflect identity, but, in a brutally pragmatic sense, confers it, and that mastery of language is mastery itself; perhaps he sensed that his own rapidly increasing powers would one day be sufficient to enable him to manipulate language to unravel prejudicial assumptions and to create new truths.  By insisting—a decade after the experience itself—that no, they were not workers, enemies, or rebels, and no, they were not inhuman, Conrad took a long step on this arduous path.  

III.  Universality


I have spoken of Conrad’s mastery of the language as though this was a natural and neutral concept, but it is not:  it is the product of a specific intellectual environment.  If, in their times, Dante, Shakespeare, Flaubert, and Keats were not praised as masters of the language—if they were praised as vessels of the world-spirit, as inspired geniuses, as national heroes, as voices of the people—the reason is not that they had failed to achieve Conrad’s facility, but that the concept of “the language” then in place did not support the notion of mastery.  People who regard language as a gift bestowed by God will not praise a mere individual as a master of language; nor will those who hold language to be a matching of things and names.  And if, like the rationalist thinkers of the French Enlightenment, we hold language to be a species endowment that distinguishes human beings from brutes, it will not occur to us that a particular individual might be a singular master.  And, finally, if, like the linguistic nationalists of the nineteenth century, we maintain that language represents the accreted and concretized spirit of a people, then we will not regard individuals as masters, especially not an individual like Conrad, a latecomer and outsider to the language.  

In order for anyone to be praised as a master of a given language, language must be conceptualized in a certain way; and in one of those marvelous coincidences that gives people faith in the notion of a Zeitgeist, that very conception was being developed by an obscure Swiss linguist at just the time that Conrad was gaining a reputation.  In lectures given at the University of Geneva beginning in 1906, Ferdinand de Saussure invented modern linguistics by identifying what he called the integral and concrete object of linguistics—language as such, the system of signs that enables members of a linguistic community to communicate.  In signs, sounds are bonded with concepts to produce meaningful utterances, or words; these, when heard by another person, can be decoded so that the original thought is transferred to the mind of another.  Since, in his account, thoughts are conveyed mechanically from head to head without reference to context of any kind, Saussure’s theory represents the most influential version of “the language machine,” a metaphor that, according to Roy Harris, dominates all of twentieth-century linguistics.
  

Because the language machine is constructed by society, its signs are, as Saussure argued, “arbitrary” and non-natural:  each linguistic community has its own categories and concepts.  This part of Saussure’s theory would have been intuitively apparent to the multi-lingual Conrad, and even to Marlow, who seems to creep on towards Saussure as relentlessly as he approaches Kurtz.  (Indeed, the famous talking heads of Saussure’s speaking circuit are a kind of theoretical third to both the skulls surrounding Kurtz’s hut and the men Marlow sees at the Outer Station, “advancing in a file . . . connected together with a chain whose bights swung between them”—a “signifying chain” indeed [19].)
  Marlow’s experience of losing his way on the river, feeling cut off from everything he had known, also has unexpected Saussurean resonance.  To Saussure’s early readers, the most unconventional feature of his account was undoubtedly the way in which it located language entirely in the heads of speakers and hearers, where concepts were joined to sounds.
  Where previous linguists had stressed the matching of word to object, Saussure set the world off to one side, relegating it, as Marlow might say, “to another existence perhaps.”  Conrad also grasped the devastating consequence of this account of the sign, an acute sense of unreality deriving from the fact that things can be called whatever the dominant power in the community chooses to call them.  “All is illusion,” he wrote to a friend during a particularly bleak period, “—the words written, the mind at which they are aimed, the truth they are intended to express, the hands that will hold the paper, the eyes that will glance at the lines.”
  “The ‘things as they are,’ ” he wrote to a friend in despair, “exist only in words” (CL, 1: 200).
  And in another Zeitgeist coincidence, Conrad wrote in Under Western Eyes, a book largely set in Geneva and published at the very time when Saussure was lecturing there, that “Words, as is well known, are the great foes of reality.”
 

There is, however, another consequence of language conceived in this way, and this one proved to be beneficial to Conrad, or at least to his reputation.  Language that floats free of the world assumes the character of a game or an instrument, a system that one can learn and a skill that one deploy, like playing the flute or chess, which any competent person may do, but some may do better than others.
  In the ethos of Saussure, it becomes possible for the first time to speak of linguistic “mastery.”  Conrad’s use of the alien English language provided the best possible example of mastery, since his facility was learned, laboriously, as an adult.  In this respect, Conrad was an exemplary Saussurean writer.  

But in other respects, Conrad exceeded or eluded the Saussurean model, and the ways he did so actually provide the grounds for a compelling critique of Saussure and of the whole idea of a language machine.  Strangely, for a Swiss citizen, Saussure based his theory of language on the self-contained system of signs in a given linguistic community.  But Conrad’s thronging, multilingual mind operated on a completely different principle.  For him, homonyms, cognate forms, common roots, and interlinguistic puns crowded around each word, which came accompanied, as it were, by adjacencies and distractions, including immediate translations into several other languages.
  It would have been impossible for Conrad to think of natural languages as tidy little self-contained packages, as Saussure does.  But the fluidity and interpenetration Conrad experienced actually corresponded to the real world, beginning with Switzerland, where no lines on maps or gates at the borders seal off one language from another.  

Another weakness in Saussure’s theory that Conrad exposes concerns Saussure’s implicit conservatism.  Society determines the meaning of signs, Saussure says, and solidarity with the past checks individual initiative.  We cannot simply make up new signs, or decide one fine day that a given sound will represent a new thought.  But people are “generally content with the language they have inherited,” and so language is stabilized and held in place by a general acceptance of the status quo.
  Not having inherited English, Conrad never achieved this unquestioning ease; but his practice of relentless and probing innovation as he strove to express his thoughts and represent the world suggests the real mutability and pliability of language in a way that Saussure’s account does not.  After all, if Saussure were right and language was a fixed code inherited from the past—an essentially conservative system that displays “collective inertia towards innovation” and even “the impossibility of revolution,” the social institution that is “least amenable to initiative,” a system in which “at every moment solidarity with the past checks freedom of choice”—then nobody could do what Conrad is said to have done, to disclose within the language resources unsuspected by native speakers (CGL, 73, 74).  

But the most glaring limitation of Saussure’s theory was that it posited a mental world of clear and conscious thoughts, proceeding in crisp succession from mind to mind in obedience to intentions with an efficiency that can only be called Swiss.  For Conrad, this was simply never the case.  His daily experience of being misunderstood or not understood at all by those who heard him speak instilled or perhaps reinforced a constant doubt that he could communicate with his readers, or even put his own thought into words at all.  After noting that Kurtz was “just a word for me,” Marlow asks his listeners, “Do you see him?  Do you see the story?  Do you see anything?  It seems to me I am trying to tell you a dream . . . it is impossible to convey the life-sensation of any given epoch of one’s existence—that which makes its truth, its meaning—its subtle and penetrating essence . . . We live as we dream—alone” (30).  Such an insight, so utterly characteristic of Conrad—so indicative of his particular kind of literary achievement, in which words seem to have an excess of meaning beyond mere intention, and the transfer of thoughts is a vain illusion—simply never occurred to Saussure.  Indeed, we can measure the immense distance between the two by considering the portrait of “the Intended” in Heart of Darkness—a pathetic and deluded creature living entirely in her illusions, which are shown to be complicit with “the horror”—as a Conradian commentary (unintended, of course) on intentions in general.  Perhaps, in a Swiss mood, we might think we would rather live in a Saussurean world; but Conrad’s corrosive doubt surely reflects, admittedly in extreme form, the actual experience of language users more accurately than Saussure’s theoretical idealization. 

Language seemed to Saussure and others to be primarily a vehicle of communication, but Conrad’s experience of language was, in general, one of intense groping solitude and isolation.  He did, however, manage to communicate this experience so effectively that, for many readers, especially in the twentieth century, his most compelling narratives represent profound explorations of the inner world of the mind.  This approach had replaced an earlier “nineteenth-century” understanding of Conrad in which the subject of his tales seemed to be what happens to men when they venture into remote parts of the world where they have to exist in conditions of extreme heat and humidity without a supportive social structure.
  In the nineteenth-century reading, Conrad’s work was valuable insofar as it extended the range of European literature, in a spirit of what one reviewer called “annexation,” all the way to the ends of the earth.
  In the twentieth century, however, Conrad was assimilated, perhaps too rapidly, to Freud and the general notion of the unconscious; the relationship between Kurtz and Marlow eclipsed that between Kurtz and the natives, and the paradigmatic Conradian issue became not annexation but “penetration,” a word that grasps, in a Freudian spirit, the cognitive and the sexual together.  As Morton Dauwen Zabel put it, “The facts of human action and conscience which most of [his contemporaries] were content to record passively, detachedly, critically, theoretically, he brought all his forces to the task of penetrating.”
  Marlow’s desperate statement that it seemed to him he was trying to tell us a dream indicated, to many readers of the twentieth century, that the narrative itself was a form of therapy.  So powerfully did Conrad exemplify certain Freudian themes that he may in fact have exerted a reciprocal influence on the reception of Freud.  At least for literary critics, it almost goes without saying that Freud is Conradian; as Frederick R. Karl says, “Freud, too, returned from the world of dreams—an equally dark Congo—with an interpretation and a method.”
  But we must at least recognize that neither Freud nor Conrad had any interest—any conscious interest—in the other, and we should not feel obliged to staple them together, especially if this prevents us from fashioning a Conrad for the twenty-first century.  

In fact, as the twentieth century drew to a close, there were a number of indications that readers were dissatisfied with explanations of Conrad that confined themselves to the mind.  The issues that arose over the past generation concerning the position of Africans, women, and colonized peoples in his work suggested a new concern with broader social, moral, and political issues.  These issues, while interesting and productive in themselves, also prepared the way for a new reading that looks outward, beyond the individual mind.  

Such a reading might begin with the famous description at the beginning of Heart of Darkness of Marlow’s narrative methods.  The mysterious narrator—the man who listens to Marlow and reports his speech, the man who never appears, whose name and identity we never know—comments that “the yarns of seamen have a direct simplicity, the whole meaning of which lies within the shell of a cracked nut.”  Coming at the very moment Freud published The Interpretation of Dreams, this seems a casual but decisive dismissal of “inner” meaning as vulgar and naïve, something any ordinary sailor could pull off.  But Marlow, the narrator suggests, is different.  In Marlow’s tales, “the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze” (9).  When Marlow, lounging on the deck of the Nellie, gestures back upriver towards the interior of England and says, “this also has been one of the dark places of the earth,” he does seem to be telling a different kind of story, one that refers not to the inside of the individual mind but to some hazy interpersonal space beyond time and consciousness, a space in which people can be different than they are, and comparable to those from whom they are (at the moment) different.  In this space, one’s position on the timeline of modernity determines cultural and even personal identity:  in other circumstances, Marlow suggests, we could be not merely different, but radically and repellently different than we are, without being completely different.  

The language has no preexisting name for this space, but perhaps it is pliable enough to accommodate a new term, the “surconscious,” which might be described as a domain of meaningfulness that exists ambiguously among people, beyond and between their individual minds, at the margins of linguistic categories and concepts.  Where the unconscious, with its dark inadmissible secrets, isolates, the surconscious envelops and unites.  There are no secrets in the surconscious, no privacies, only collectively felt intimations of thoughts or feelings.  But the surconscious shares with the unconscious a resistance to translation into clear propositions, clear sentences, or clear stories, an insistence on something beyond the thoughts we can formulate in rational terms.  This account must itself remain blurred and unsatisfying, if provocative.  

And yet, the surconscious might turn out to be Conrad’s contribution to the ethical and political thought of the twenty-first century.  The challenges of this new era, insofar as they can be glimpsed in these very early days, do not involve a heroic confrontation with the depths of our being, but rather an acknowledgment, which has its own form of heroism, that those whom political or cultural ideology casts as subhuman or inhuman—barbarians, criminals, cannibals, terrorists, those ignorant millions with their horrid ways—are co-participants in a single human commonality; an acknowledgment that, No, they are not inhuman.  Reaching back to a common prehistory, gesturing out towards the enveloping ocean, and venturing deep upriver to the absolute savage, Marlow, an ordinary man in most respects, heralds a new effort to reach beyond rather than within for the source of our deepest being.  

We should, however, be wary of rescuing Conrad from one cliché only to deliver him into the hands of another.  On page one of a 1981 account of The Humanities in American Life, we read that the humanities—exemplified by literary studies—awaken in people “a sense of what it might be like to be someone else or to live in another time or culture”; they “tell us about ourselves, stretch our imagination, and enrich our experience.  They increase our distinctively human potential.”
  One reason Conrad has been such an enduring presence in the undergraduate classroom is that reading him does in fact enrich our experience in just this way.  Through his writing, we get a keen and sharply described sense of what it might be like to travel up the Congo, live through a revolution in South America, throw a bomb, pass through a storm at sea, and so forth.  And one of the reasons that Heart of Darkness in particular is such a fixture in the classroom is that it includes a memorable portrayal of a young person in the process of stretching his imagination.  This would be not Marlow but the deranged Russian youth whom Marlow discovers languishing in the jungle, enriching his experience while serving Kurtz.  This young man seems somehow to have obtained an advance copy of The Humanities in American Life, because when he meets Marlow, he begins to talk the talk:  “When one is young one must see things,” he says excitedly; one must “gather experience, ideas; enlarge the mind.”  The ultimate disheveled English major who has found his charismatic teacher, the Russian youth presents an astonishing sight:  “There he was before me,” Marlow says, “in motley as though he had absconded from a troupe of mimes, enthusiastic, fabulous.  His very existence was improbable, inexplicable, and altogether bewildering . . . It was inconceivable how he had existed . . . –why he did not instantly disappear.”  He had subsisted in the depths of the jungle on inspiration alone:  “I tell you,” the protégé says of his master, “this man has enlarged my mind!” (54).  

We may infer from this portrait a proleptic Conradian commentary on the potential for vacuity in the rhetoric of self-enlargement.  But Conrad is more explicitly concerned with the sinister forms of self-enlargement demonstrated by Kurtz.  Kurtz doesn’t say much in this book, but when he does, he speaks with a hallucinatory obsessiveness about “‘My Intended, my station, my career, my ideas’ ”—these, Marlow reports, “were the subjects for the occasional utterances of elevated sentiments” (67).  Especially when it comes cloaked in the rhetoric of elevated sentiments, this appropriative habit of mind represents the colonial-imperial attitude itself, reduced to its pure state and condensed into a single individual, even a single orifice.  Near the end, Marlow has a vision of Kurtz “opening his mouth voraciously as if to devour the earth with all its mankind” (72).  

Most darkly of all, the properly Conradian experience of identification comes at the cost not just of one’s parochial limitations or prejudices, but also of one’s values and sense of self, one’s most fundamental sources of assurance about who one is or might be.
  This is certainly not what the authors of The Humanities in American Life had in mind, but Conrad asks us to go beyond their vision of—let’s be frank—morally complacent self-enrichment, and to imagine a bond with people we do not and even cannot admire; who seem to us degraded, primitive, lawless, deranged, and even inhuman; who simply cannot be assimilated within the framework of our most deeply held commitments.  This hard fact is often missing in recent celebrations of “the other” and cultural “difference.”  Readers of Clifford Geertz, the most widely influential anthropologist of his era, were inspired to read his 1983 insistence that we must learn to see “ourselves among others, as a local example of the forms human life has taken”; but unlike Geertz himself, they often neglected to think through the consequences of establishing a kind of equivalence with others whom their own values—including tolerance and universalism themselves—compelled them to condemn.
  

In an era of enlightened cosmopolitanism, when we seem to be able to transcend our cultural limitations by accessing vast stores of information and doing away, once and for all, with myths and ancient prejudices about the peoples of the world, we would do well to remind ourselves of Marlow’s struggle to admit the humanity of savages, of the real difficulty of establishing positive, transcultural, pan-ideological relationships on a purely “human” or universal level.  We cannot simply proclaim an untroubled oneness with that humanity so far away any more than we can speak, or make ourselves want to speak, a world language.  Identification, in Conrad, is never easy, for it is an involuntary and traumatic experience that forces us to recognize that the things we cherish about ourselves—the very terms of our cultural, historical, and individual identity, not to mention the moral and legal codes by which we live—are not universal, necessary, or even benign, but are, like Saussurean signs, arbitrary and contingent, with a disturbing power to alter our self-understanding, even to maim.  

But if contemporary advocates of the humanities typically come to rest in a state of heightened self-satisfaction—enrichment for ourselves, great benefit to the other, at no cost—that actually mimics rather than refutes the colonial-imperial attitude, Marlow comes to rest in a profound despair, obsessively telling his tale to such audiences as he can command.  His insight into a universal humanity seems only to have deepened his isolation, and his compulsive narration of his experiences produces as little good effect on him as it did on Coleridge’s ancient mariner.  

A little story from the end of the twentieth century, different from Marlow’s but similar in some respects, might point the way out.  

Several years ago, the State Department, in its wisdom, sent me to lecture at a couple of universities in Croatia, including the university at Osijek, a nineteenth-century city that had seen better days.  These better days were a long time ago; in recent years, at the end of the twentieth century, the city had come under attack from the Yugoslav army in a conflict that had left its mark on each building in the city center, and on everyone in it.  I had never been in Croatia, or in a recent war zone; I had only rarely been in places where I simply could not communicate linguistically.  Even in the one Western institution in town, a McDonald’s installed with great fanfare just the year before, I had to point in order to get my sandwich.  The English-speaking students and faculty to whom I was delivering my last lecture in a sweltering, third-floor room had, just a few years before, been trembling in their cellars as shells and bombs exploded around them; and now they were listening to me as I presented them with Heart of Darkness, a text that almost all of them were reading for the first time.  

I drew their attention to the passage where Marlow, at the very beginning of his tale, notes that England, too, had been one of the dark places of the earth, in the “savage” position with respect to the conquering Romans.  “What do you know about dark places of the earth?” I asked; “what happens in dark places? what must happen for a place to be called ‘dark’?”  After a difficult period of silence—it is impossible to render the painful sluggishness of the time that followed; I felt as if I were trying to find my way on a deserted river, cut off from everything I had known—one student raised her hand.  “Murder,” she said quietly, and the word hung in the air.  Others eventually had their own answers:  “bombs” . . . “war” . . . “rape.”  I didn’t understand this last word, and had to ask her to repeat it.  “Look around you,” one said; and all thought their thoughts.  With no memories of people now dead or maimed to occupy me, I thought of the six-foot hole I had seen in the corner of an apartment house, a space where people might have been sitting, watching at the window, at the time the shell ripped through; of the shrapnel marks on every single building; of the sunburst pattern of grooves gouged in the pavement of the streets by cluster bombs; and of something I had seen just that morning, a staccato trail of machine gun bullets running diagonally up the image of the Virgin Mary in the church in the middle of the town.  “And yet,” said one, “a few years ago we were all Yugoslavs—almost Europeans.”  

I took this comment to refer to an understanding, rare in the world at large but common in that room, that people who belong one moment to the civilized world can abruptly find themselves in a “jungle” where “savagery” reigns; that they can suddenly find themselves called enemies and criminals by their former compatriots, and can even find themselves calling those compatriots the same.  But these students, as I will call them, were now crowded into a classroom, stretching their imaginations in a different direction, enlarging their minds by considering things from other points of view, imagining a bond with that humanity so far away—Congolese natives, English sailors, Conrad, me.  What lingers in my mind is the experience of watching these young people come to terms with the fact that Heart of Darkness described them, too, that it contained “words for them.”  I find myself hoping that this recognition helped alleviate their sense of helpless isolation and exposure, even as it provided a well-nigh mythic account of them.  

The world contains so many dark places that “darkness” might be considered a kind of common denominator, the underlying basis of all our identifications.  What this means, I think, is that we share with all humans not just a capacity for savagery, but a common vulnerability to being called savage.  Since signs are arbitrary, we are all exposed, in theory, to the possibility of being slotted into the dark place reserved for the absolute Other, and treated accordingly.  This fact, while not exactly heartening in itself, might still open onto a more promising prospect in the form of two linked insights whose combination is distinctly Conradian:  first, that we are inhibited by psychology, ideology, and language from realizing a universal identity:  we live as we dream, alone.  And second, that since all human beings are isolated in these and other ways, we are in fact identified with each other, all others, even if we cannot fully express or realize this universal identification.  Our subjective and linguistic isolation is precisely what we hold in common:  solitude is the condition of solidarity.  The passionate mind-to-mind identifications Conrad depicted between characters who are, as personalities, utterly alone only begin to suggest the real dimensions of Conrad’s insight.  If we could learn to think isolation and universality together, we might yet gain a certain perspective on our common lot, as well as on our common predicament, and thereby open a pinprick of light within the immense darkness that Marlow confronts but—as a man on the cusp of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—only half understands.  
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