religion in heart of darkness

Introduction

Religion in Heart of Darkness is a complex theme that intertwines with colonialism, morality, and
the human psyche. Joseph Conrad's novella, published in 1899, delves into the darkness of human
nature while critiquing the imperialist endeavors of European nations in Africa. This article explores
the representation of religion within the narrative, examining its implications on characters, their
moral dilemmas, and the broader social commentary that Conrad provides through his work.

The Role of Religion in Colonial Context

Conrad's "Heart of Darkness" is set against the backdrop of European colonialism, where religion
often served as a justification for the exploitation and domination of African societies. The
missionaries who ventured into Africa sought to spread Christianity, believing it to be a civilizing
force. However, their presence often masked a more sinister agenda.

The Civilizing Mission

European powers claimed that their colonial pursuits were guided by a divine mandate to civilize the
"savage" peoples of Africa. This notion can be broken down into several key ideas:

1. Justification for Imperialism: Religion provided a moral framework for colonizers, presenting
their actions as a benevolent effort to uplift and educate indigenous populations.

2. Moral Superiority: The colonizers often viewed themselves as morally superior, believing that
their Christian values were a remedy for the perceived barbarism of African cultures.

3. Religious Conflict: The introduction of Christianity often led to tension and conflict between
different belief systems, as indigenous practices were dismissed as primitive.

In "Heart of Darkness," the character Kurtz embodies this conflict. Initially arriving in Africa with lofty
ideals of spreading enlightenment, he ultimately succumbs to the very darkness he aimed to
eradicate, showcasing the hypocrisy of the civilizing mission.

Kurtz: The Fallen Messiah

Kurtz serves as a pivotal character representing the complexities of religion in the novella. His
transformation from an idealistic missionary to a tyrannical figure illustrates the dangers of



unchecked power and the moral decay that can occur in the absence of true ethical guidance.

e Charismatic Leadership: Kurtz’'s ability to captivate those around him creates a quasi-
religious following among the native population, demonstrating the power dynamics at play.

e Corruption of Ideals: Despite his initial intentions, Kurtz becomes consumed by greed and
lust for power, ultimately abandoning his mission and embracing the darkness within himself.

e Symbol of Duality: Kurtz represents the dual nature of humanity, embodying both the
potential for enlightenment and the capacity for moral decay.

Kurtz's final words, "The horror! The horror!" serve as a haunting reflection on the futility of his
mission and the inherent darkness in humanity, questioning the very foundations of religious morality
that he once espoused.

Contrast Between Religion and Morality

Throughout "Heart of Darkness," Conrad draws a stark contrast between religious ideals and the
moral realities faced by characters in the novella. This dichotomy raises questions about the true
nature of morality and the role that religion plays in shaping ethical behavior.

Religious Hypocrisy

The hypocrisy of the colonizers is evident in their actions, which often contradict the very principles of
Christianity they claim to uphold. This theme is illustrated through several characters:

1. The Accountant: The accountant in the novella is obsessed with profit and efficiency,
showcasing the prioritization of material gain over moral considerations.

2. The Company: The European trading company, which employs Marlow, is driven by greed and
exploitation, undermining the purported religious mission of civilizing Africa.

3. Marlow’s Reflection: Marlow, the protagonist, grapples with the moral implications of
colonialism and questions the legitimacy of the colonizers' claims of bringing civilization.

These characters highlight the dissonance between the professed values of Christianity and the
actions taken in the name of religion, exemplifying how moral integrity is often sacrificed on the altar
of imperial ambition.



The Role of Indigenous Beliefs

While the novella critiques European religion, it also acknowledges the complexity of indigenous
beliefs. The African characters, often portrayed as "savages" within the colonial narrative, have their
own systems of spirituality and morality that contrast sharply with European values.

e Spiritual Connection to the Land: Indigenous peoples possess a deep relationship with their
environment, which informs their beliefs and practices.

e Community and Tradition: African cultures emphasize community and tradition, contrasting
with the individualistic tendencies of European societies.

* Resistance to Colonization: The spiritual practices and beliefs of indigenous peoples serve as
a form of resistance against colonial oppression.

Conrad's depiction of indigenous spirituality serves to challenge the notion of European superiority
and highlights the richness of African cultures. Through this lens, "Heart of Darkness" critiques the
simplistic binary of civilized versus savage, revealing the moral ambiguities inherent in both.

Conclusion

In "Heart of Darkness," religion serves as a multifaceted theme that reflects the complexities of
colonialism, morality, and human nature. Conrad skillfully illustrates the contradictions of religious
ideals as they intersect with the brutal realities of imperialism. Through characters like Kurtz and
Marlow, the novella critiques the hypocrisy of European colonizers while acknowledging the depth of
indigenous beliefs.

Ultimately, Conrad's exploration of religion in "Heart of Darkness" compels readers to confront the
darker aspects of humanity and question the ethical implications of their actions. The novella remains
a powerful commentary on the moral dilemmas faced in the pursuit of power and the enduring
struggle between light and darkness within the human soul.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Joseph Conrad portray religion in ‘Heart of
Darkness'?

Conrad presents religion as a complex and often hypocritical force, primarily through the contrast
between European missionaries and the indigenous cultures they encounter, highlighting the moral
ambiguities of colonialism.



What role does Kurtz's religion play in his character
development?

Kurtz's religion is symbolic of the corrupting influence of power; initially seen as a civilizing mission, it
devolves into a form of fanaticism that ultimately leads to his moral and spiritual downfall.

Is there a critique of organized religion in 'Heart of Darkness'?

Yes, Conrad critiques organized religion by showing how it can be used to justify colonial exploitation,
suggesting that religious ideologies can mask the true intentions of imperialism.

How does the concept of ‘darkness’ relate to religion in the
novella?

The 'darkness' in 'Heart of Darkness' represents both the unknown aspects of human nature and the
moral ambiguity of religious beliefs, as it contrasts the supposed enlightenment of European
civilization with the primal instincts of humanity.

What is the significance of the African wilderness in relation
to religious themes?

The African wilderness symbolizes a space devoid of European religious influence, where traditional
beliefs and practices challenge Western notions of civilization and morality, highlighting the conflict
between different belief systems.

How does Marlow's perspective on religion evolve throughout
the story?

Marlow's perspective shifts from a belief in the civilizing mission of European religion to a more
skeptical view, recognizing the destructive consequences of that mission on both colonizers and the
colonized.

What does the character of the Intended represent in the
context of religion?

The Intended represents the idealization of religion and morality, serving as a contrast to the brutal
realities of colonialism and the disillusionment experienced by characters like Marlow and Kurtz.

How do symbols like the fog and the river relate to religious
themes in the novella?

The fog symbolizes confusion and moral ambiguity, while the river represents a journey into the
depths of the human soul, both serving to illustrate the complexities of faith and the search for
meaning in a chaotic world.
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