
Character Analysis of Heart of Darkness 

Heart of Darkness, written by Joseph Conrad in 1899, is a novel that explores the themes 

of imperialism, racism, and the darkness that exists within the human soul. The novel's 

protagonist, Charlie Marlow, serves as a lens through which these themes are explored. 

At the beginning of the novel, Marlow is a sailor on a mission to find the elusive ivory trader, 

Kurtz. As Marlow journeys deeper into the heart of Africa, he becomes increasingly disillusioned 

with the imperialist project, and begins to see the ways in which it is corrupting both the 

colonizers and the colonized. He is particularly disturbed by Kurtz, who has become a godlike 

figure to the local population, but who has also descended into madness and barbarism. 

One of the most notable aspects of Marlow's character is his complexity.  

On the one hand, he is a product of his time and place, with many of the racist and 

imperialist attitudes that were common among Europeans of the era. However, he is also deeply 

introspective and thoughtful, and is constantly questioning his own beliefs and assumptions. This 

inner conflict is exemplified by his relationship with Kurtz, who represents both the potential for 

greatness and the potential for corruption within the human soul. 

In addition to Marlow, the other characters in the novel serve to illustrate the ways in 

which imperialism and racism can corrupt the human soul. The Belgian colonizers are depicted 

as brutal and exploitative, while the native population is portrayed as both victimized and 

dehumanized. The character of Kurtz, in particular, serves as a warning about the dangers of 

unchecked power and ambition, and the ways in which imperialism can lead to madness and 

barbarism. 

The novel has been widely analyzed and interpreted, with many scholars focusing on its 

themes of imperialism, racism, and the human condition. In particular, critics have noted the 



ways in which Conrad's portrayal of Africa and its people reflects the racist attitudes of the era. 

However, other scholars have argued that the novel is a critique of imperialism and racism, and 

that Conrad is using his portrayal of these themes to challenge the dominant narratives of his 

time. 

Overall, Heart of Darkness is a powerful and thought-provoking novel that continues to 

resonate with readers and scholars alike. Through the character of Marlow and his journey into 

the heart of Africa, Conrad offers a searing critique of imperialism and the darkness that exists 

within the human soul. 

 


