
joseph conrad the secret sharer
joseph conrad the secret sharer is a celebrated novella that delves into themes of
identity, duality, and moral ambiguity through the experiences of a young sea captain and
his mysterious counterpart. Written by Joseph Conrad, the story is renowned for its rich
symbolism, psychological depth, and exploration of human nature under pressure. This
article provides an in-depth analysis of Joseph Conrad the secret sharer, examining its
plot, characters, themes, and literary significance. Additionally, it explores the historical
and biographical context that influenced the novella’s creation. Readers will gain a
comprehensive understanding of how Conrad’s narrative techniques and thematic
concerns contribute to the enduring impact of this work. The following sections will guide
the examination of the story’s key elements and the critical interpretations that have
shaped its reputation in modern literature.
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Plot Summary of Joseph Conrad The Secret
Sharer
The novella centers around a young, inexperienced sea captain who takes command of a
ship navigating through the Gulf of Siam. Early in his voyage, he discovers a mysterious
man, Leggatt, hiding aboard the vessel. Leggatt is a fugitive who has escaped from a
previous ship after killing a crew member in self-defense. The captain decides to conceal
Leggatt in his cabin, forging a secret alliance between them. This relationship forces the
captain to confront his own sense of identity and leadership. Throughout the story, the
captain struggles with the ethical implications of harboring a fugitive, as well as the
psychological tension of sharing his solitude and command. The plot unfolds as a
psychological drama that blurs the lines between self and other, authority and rebellion.

Main Characters and Their Symbolism



The Young Captain
The protagonist is a newly appointed captain who embodies youth, inexperience, and the
burden of responsibility. His internal conflict and growth are central to the narrative. He
represents the struggle for self-definition and moral clarity in uncertain circumstances.
His encounter with Leggatt prompts a journey of self-discovery that is both literal and
metaphorical.

Leggatt, the Secret Sharer
Leggatt is the enigmatic figure who acts as the captain’s “secret sharer.” He symbolizes
the captain’s hidden self or alter ego, reflecting qualities such as decisiveness, courage,
and the willingness to transgress societal norms. Leggatt’s fugitive status and moral
ambiguity highlight themes of duality and the complexity of human nature.

Supporting Characters
Other minor characters, such as the first mate and the crew, serve to emphasize the
isolation of the captain and the secret he harbors. They also represent societal order and
the external pressures that the captain must navigate in maintaining his authority.

Themes and Motifs in The Secret Sharer

Identity and Duality
One of the most prominent themes in Joseph Conrad the secret sharer is the exploration of
identity. The relationship between the captain and Leggatt illustrates the dual nature of
the self, where one’s public persona contrasts with a hidden, more authentic identity. This
duality raises questions about integrity, self-acceptance, and the masks people wear.

Isolation and Leadership
The novella examines the loneliness inherent in leadership and the burdens it imposes.
The captain’s secret alliance with Leggatt becomes a coping mechanism for his isolation,
symbolizing the internal struggle leaders face when making difficult decisions alone. The
story portrays leadership as a solitary and morally complex endeavor.

Moral Ambiguity and Justice
The ethical dilemma surrounding Leggatt’s crime and escape invites readers to consider
the nature of justice and morality. The captain’s decision to protect Leggatt challenges
conventional notions of right and wrong, emphasizing the ambiguity and subjectivity of
moral judgment.



Motifs

Water and the Sea: Representing both freedom and danger, the sea serves as a
backdrop for the psychological journey.

Mirroring: The captain and Leggatt function as mirror images, reinforcing the
theme of duality.

Shadows and Light: Symbolizing knowledge, concealment, and revelation
throughout the narrative.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Point of View and Narrative Voice
The story is narrated in the third person limited perspective, closely aligned with the
captain’s consciousness. This narrative choice allows readers intimate access to the
captain’s thoughts and emotions, enhancing the psychological depth of the story. The use
of a subjective viewpoint also emphasizes the theme of uncertainty and internal conflict.

Symbolism and Imagery
Joseph Conrad employs rich symbolism and vivid imagery to convey complex themes. The
secret nature of Leggatt’s presence aboard the ship is highlighted through motifs of
concealment, darkness, and secrecy. The sea’s imagery reflects the unpredictable and
often hostile environment in which the characters operate, mirroring their inner turmoil.

Style and Language
The novella features Conrad’s characteristic dense and evocative prose, with carefully
constructed sentences that build atmosphere and tension. The language is both poetic and
precise, contributing to the story’s enduring literary reputation. The use of nautical
terminology and detailed descriptions of the maritime setting create an immersive
experience.

Historical and Biographical Context

Joseph Conrad’s Maritime Experience
Conrad’s own background as a seaman profoundly influenced the narrative of The Secret
Sharer. His firsthand knowledge of life at sea and the psychological challenges faced by



captains informs the story’s authenticity and thematic focus on leadership and isolation.

Early 20th Century Maritime Setting
The novella is set during a time when sea voyages were perilous and captains held
immense authority. This historical context underscores the themes of responsibility and
moral complexity, as decisions made at sea could have life-or-death consequences.

Biographical Influences
Conrad’s personal struggles with identity, exile, and belonging resonate through the
story’s exploration of duality and secrecy. His experience as an outsider and observer of
human nature enriches the novella’s psychological dimensions.

Critical Reception and Interpretations

Initial Reception
Upon publication, Joseph Conrad the secret sharer received acclaim for its narrative
innovation and psychological insight. Critics praised its exploration of complex themes and
Conrad’s mastery of maritime storytelling. However, some found the story’s ambiguity
challenging.

Modern Critical Perspectives
Contemporary scholars interpret the novella through various lenses, including
psychoanalytic, existential, and post-colonial frameworks. Many focus on the duality of the
self, the moral dilemmas faced by the captain, and the implications of secrecy and identity
in a postmodern context.

Enduring Legacy
The novella remains a significant work in Conrad’s oeuvre and in modern literature, often
studied for its thematic richness and stylistic achievements. It continues to inspire
adaptations and scholarly debate, highlighting its lasting relevance.

Exploration of identity and self in literature1.

Psychological realism and narrative complexity2.

Maritime symbolism and the human condition3.



Ethical ambiguity in leadership4.

The influence of personal experience on literary creation5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Joseph Conrad's 'The Secret
Sharer'?
The main theme of 'The Secret Sharer' is the exploration of duality and identity, focusing
on the psychological connection between the captain and the fugitive, Leggatt, as they
mirror aspects of each other's character.

How does Joseph Conrad use symbolism in 'The Secret
Sharer'?
Conrad uses symbolism extensively, with the sea representing the unconscious mind and
the isolation of the captain symbolizing his internal conflict. Leggatt, the secret sharer,
symbolizes the captain's hidden self or alter ego.

What role does the setting play in 'The Secret Sharer'?
The setting, primarily the ship at sea, creates a confined and isolated environment that
intensifies the psychological tension and highlights themes of solitude, secrecy, and self-
discovery.

How does 'The Secret Sharer' reflect Joseph Conrad's
views on leadership?
The story reflects Conrad's views on leadership as complex and introspective, showing
that true leadership requires self-understanding, moral courage, and the ability to
reconcile conflicting aspects of oneself.

What narrative perspective is used in 'The Secret
Sharer' and how does it affect the story?
The story is told from a first-person perspective, which allows readers to closely
experience the captain's inner thoughts and emotions, enhancing the psychological depth
and intimacy of the narrative.

Why is the relationship between the captain and Leggatt



important in 'The Secret Sharer'?
Their relationship is crucial as it represents the captain's confrontation with his own
hidden qualities, fears, and desires, ultimately leading to his personal growth and self-
acceptance.

Additional Resources
1. Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad
This novella, like "The Secret Sharer," explores themes of identity, morality, and the
duality of human nature. Set in the Congo, it follows a voyage into the darkest recesses of
the human soul and colonial exploitation. Conrad’s vivid prose delves into the
psychological and existential struggles faced by the protagonist. It is often considered one
of his greatest works and a companion piece to "The Secret Sharer."

2. Lord Jim by Joseph Conrad
"Lord Jim" is a novel that examines themes of honor, guilt, and redemption, much like "The
Secret Sharer." The story centers on a young seaman who struggles with a moment of
cowardice and its consequences throughout his life. Conrad’s exploration of moral
ambiguity and personal identity resonates deeply with the psychological undertones found
in "The Secret Sharer."

3. Typhoon by Joseph Conrad
This novella focuses on a sea captain’s confrontation with a powerful storm, highlighting
themes of leadership, courage, and human endurance. Similar to "The Secret Sharer," it
presents the sea as a setting for intense psychological and physical challenges. Conrad’s
narrative style immerses the reader in the tension between man and nature.

4. The Mirror of the Sea by Joseph Conrad
A collection of autobiographical essays, this work offers insights into Conrad’s own
experiences as a sailor. It provides valuable context for understanding the maritime
themes and psychological depth in "The Secret Sharer." Readers gain an appreciation for
the sea’s symbolic role in Conrad’s storytelling.

5. The Lagoon by Joseph Conrad
In this short story, Conrad explores themes of isolation, love, and betrayal within a tropical
setting. The narrative’s focus on inner conflict and moral complexity parallels the
psychological tension found in "The Secret Sharer." It is a poignant example of Conrad’s
skill in portraying human emotions in challenging environments.

6. Freud and the Sea: Psychoanalysis and Maritime Literature by Michael J. Bell
This critical study examines the psychological themes in maritime literature, including
Joseph Conrad’s works such as "The Secret Sharer." The book analyzes the unconscious
motivations of characters and the symbolism of the sea in shaping identity. It offers a
psychoanalytic perspective that enriches the understanding of Conrad’s narratives.

7. The Cambridge Companion to Joseph Conrad edited by J. H. Stape
This comprehensive volume provides scholarly essays on Conrad’s major works, including
"The Secret Sharer." It covers thematic analyses, historical context, and literary criticism,
making it an essential resource for students and readers interested in Conrad’s oeuvre.



The book situates "The Secret Sharer" within the broader framework of Conrad’s literary
career.

8. Reading Joseph Conrad: Postcolonial Approaches by Daniel R. Schwarz
This book explores Conrad’s works through the lens of postcolonial theory, discussing
themes of empire, identity, and power dynamics. It offers critical insights into "The Secret
Sharer," highlighting its subtle commentary on colonialism and selfhood. Schwarz’s
analysis helps readers appreciate the complex cultural and political layers in Conrad’s
writing.

9. Seascapes: Maritime Themes in Literature by John R. Stilgoe
Focusing on the role of the sea in literature, this work examines how maritime settings
influence narrative and character development. It includes discussions of Joseph Conrad’s
"The Secret Sharer" as a prime example of sea stories that delve into human psychology
and existential themes. The book enriches understanding of how the ocean shapes literary
imagination.
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