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Finding Truth and Reality within Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness 

 Lois Tyson, the author of Critical Theory Today, wrote in her chapter dedicated to 

deconstructionist critical theory that, “New Critical reading often can serve as the first step in the 

deconstruction of a text” (246). Deconstruction of literature interested me a great deal after reading 

Tyson’s chapter, and I wanted to use it in this project. I decided that if Tyson thought using New 

Criticism was helpful to deconstruction, then that was what I would do.  

 The text I chose was Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. This was partially due to a vague 

memory of reading the story before, and partly due to the feeling the title gave me when I read it. I 

could see the issue of interpreting the title and thinking that a completely different story was beneath 

the cover than what was actually read. The title gave me hope that I would easily be able to apply my 

criticism of choice to the book.  

 The New Criticism reading of Heart of Darkness initially made me think of focusing on the issues 

of the white man’s burden and the ambiguity of civil versus savage. When I sat down to start writing, 

however, I was stuck. The theme was not speaking to me. I changed to this idea of expectation versus 

reality because it felt like the path less trodden. I hoped that I would be able to present to the reader 

that the major tension within the book was the built-up expectation of one thing that was crushed by an 

opposing reality. This would pair with the theme ‘lack of truth’ well because the expectation was 

generally based on little real evidence. 

 The Deconstructionist reading, then, borrowed the tension I described in the New Criticism 

reading. My goal was to turn the tension I observed before into binary oppositions. The ideology at work 
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in the text, in my opinion, was about truth being irrelevant. By deconstructing the terms I used to define 

the binary oppositions, I hoped to show the individual and dynamic nature of reality, which implies that 

truth is subjectively relevant.  

Hide the Truth, A New Criticism take on Heart of Darkness 

When considering Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, one must first interpret the title. Its ambiguity 

mirrors the central tension of the short story: a buildup of expectations that collide with opposing 

realities. Looking at the dual nature of the verbiage used in the title, this dichotomy is clearly depicted as 

two expectations are presented: 1) the deep jungles are the heart of the darkness, or 2) the heart of 

men is the center of darkness. This ambiguity of meaning in the title sets the pace for the story’s main 

point of tension: the buildup an exception assumed as a truth that is then obliterated by the opposing 

reality. This tension leads Marlow though a kind of cultural indoctrination (the internalizing of cultural 

ideologies, language, religion, social normal, etc.), which is central to the ‘lack of truth’ theme which is 

most prevalent in the story.    

 The dual meanings of the title of Heart of Darkness start with the ambiguity of the word ‘of.’ 

According to Cedric Watts, ‘of’ allows for a more metaphorical approach to the title where ‘heart’ is 

translated to mean “center” and the definition of ‘darkness’ is extended to include the subtext “sinister, 

evil, corrupt, malevolent, mysterious or obscure” (6). Using the metaphorical approach, Watts defines 

the meaning of the title to be “the center of a dark … region” (6). On the other hand, when taking a 

more literal approach to the title, ‘heart’ is equated to the organ found in all humans, while ‘darkness’ 

keeps the same defined context, making the translation “the heart which has the quality of darkness” 

(Watts 6). These two translations of the title of Heart of Darkness create ambiguity about what the novel 

is attempting to say, but instead of causing contradictory messages, these translations are 

complimentary of each other, yet lay the foundation for set expectations about a supposed experience 

which is expected from the story. Expectations are what fill Heart of Darkness: expectations of what is 
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true, expectations of what is false, or even expectations of relief (the end) of circumstances. For each 

expectation that is made (by Marlow especially), it is met with an opposing reality that leaves the 

character with a problem, the lack of truth.  

 Charles Marlow, as the primary character, is the driving force of expressing the primary tension 

and theme of Heart of Darkness. He starts by dramatically building the expectations that his mission to 

the African continent is rather innocent: for trade and bringing civilization to the natives. Once there, 

the opposing truth that the natives are enslaved, in chains, and left to die under a tree when their 

usefulness has passed, forces Marlow to confront the first untruth from the Company. Marlow’s 

expectations begin to rise again, however, as he is teased with snippets of information about a prodigy 

trade post manager named Kurtz. As Marlow is led closer and closer to finally meeting the man he has 

come to admire, his earnest expectation of finding someone like him, someone great and separate from 

the likes of the pilgrims, grows substantially.  Quickly after finding the post, his expectations are dashed 

by the oppositional reality that Kurtz is only as great as the amount of ivory he has gathered and not by 

the number of natives’ heads he decorates his hut with. Kurtz was a lie, and when Marlow is faced with 

revealing the truth of this lie to Kurtz’s fiancé, he lies as well showing his indoctrination into the 

conspiracy of the company is complete.  

 The Company that hires Marlow, provides him with little information about the journey he is 

about to embark upon. To be hired, Marlow’s employer “shook hands … murmured vaguely, [and] was 

satisfied with [Marlow’s] French” before sending him to “sign some document” (16). The lack of 

information, or truth, given Marlow by the Company leaves his imagination ‘blank.’ He has nothing to 

base the duties of his trip on besides his conversation with a physician who “glorified the Company’s 

business,” and Marlow’s boyhood dream to go to “the biggest, the most blank” spot on the map (17, 

13). Marlow’s aunt, who wrote letters to all the right people to get Marlow hired at the Company, 

imparts to Marlow that “[he] was also one of the workers, with a capital—you know. Something like an 
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emissary of light, something like a lower sort of apostle” (18). Here Marlow’s expectation of his role and 

the quality of the adventure he is about to embark upon is at its highest. He is going to the place he 

dreamed of as a kid, he will be in charge of his own steamboat, and he will be the ‘emissary of light’ to 

the natives who live in darkness. It does not take long, however, before Marlow is blindsided by the 

oppositional reality.  

 Marlow prefaces the change between “emissary of light” to “oppressive wonder” by beguiling 

the loss of facts: “For a time I would feel I belonged still to a world of straightforward facts, but the 

feeling would not last long” (21, 20). When Marlow lands at the Company’s station, he is greeted by 

black people, each wearing an “iron collar on his neck, and all were connected together with a chain” 

(23). The beginning of truth is appearing to Marlow and he thinks, “these men could by no stretch of the 

imagination be called enemies” (23). Finally, the horror that becomes the crux of reality on Marlow’s trip 

is revealed under the shade of some trees, 

Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between trees, leaning against the trunks, clinging to the earth, 

half coming out, half effaced within the dim light, in all the attitudes of pain, abandonment, and 

despair… They were dying slowly—it was very clear. They were not enemies, they were not 

criminals, they were nothing earthly now,—nothing but black shadows of disease and 

starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish gloom. (Conrad 24)  

The dreamy expectation of coming to a mysterious continent as an ‘emissary of light’ is permanently 

cracked and shattered as the absence of truth provided by the Company is exposed to Marlow through 

its hidden reality. Through the imagery of “black shadows” and “black shapes” that are spread over the 

earth dying, Marlow sees his first surreal visage of truth. The Company is not there to help the natives 

become civilized, they are there enslaving and murdering the natives and to strip their lands of useful 

resources. The tension works to reveal the theme, there is no truth here in the jungles that can be 

uttered through the language available to the white men perpetuating the reality.   
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Marlow, however, is not a character to lose hope, and he believes there is something 

worthwhile, even after the savagery of the white Europeans has been revealed to him. It is in his very 

next breath, it seems, that Marlow’s shattered expectations are glued back together in the form of 

Kurtz.  

 Kurtz, according to the Company’s lead accountant, is a “first-class agent” and “a very 

remarkable person” who has been able to “[send] in as much ivory as all the others put together” (27). 

The accountant impresses to Marlow that Kurtz is the person to know, that he is going places. 

Throughout the whole of the rest of the story, Marlow is hardly able to complete an action without 

hearing about, talking about, or thinking about Kurtz. In fact, ‘Kurtz’ is written one hundred twenty-two 

times in the whole of Heart of Darkness, which is only a one hundred six page story. After the name 

‘Kurtz’ is introduced, there is not a single page where it is not used. The obsession, the building 

expectation, that Marlow has to meet Kurtz so that they can talk is best summed up as the steamboat, 

along with its travelers, approach Kurtz’s trading post: “Where the pilgrims imagined it crawled to I 

don’t know. To some place where they expected to get something, I bet! For me it crawled toward 

Kurtz—exclusively” (49). For Marlow, there is nothing to see or do at their destination that is not 

specifically tied to Kurtz. His expectation for how great this man is has driven him to obsessively want to 

meet the mysterious trade post manager. Marlow must meet Kurtz because “Mr. Kurtz [is] the best 

agent… an exceptional man, of the greatest importance to the Company…” (32).  The truth, the 

oppositional reality, that Marlow encounters when he lands anchor at the trading post leaves Marlow 

confused about which “nightmare” he should be loyal to (85). In other words, what version of the truth 

or lies should he accept as reality. 

 Kurtz, who has been ill, has surrounded his hut with ‘ornamental’ stakes that are topped by 

human heads. Marlow first observes this through his looking glass from the deck of his steamboat. He 

comments, “They would have been even more impressive, those heads on the stakes, if their faces had 
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not been turned to the house” (79). On further inspection, Marlow discovers one of the head’s lips have 

shriveled allowing the teeth of the individual to be seen. Marlow calls it a smile. It is clear that Kurtz has 

engaged in the same treatment of the natives as the group at the Company station. But Kurtz has taken 

his involvement with the natives further than using their body parts as decoration. Marlow’s first view of 

the man in question is while he is on a stretcher carried by the natives. As hundreds of natives appear 

from out of the forest, it becomes clear to Marlow that his life depends on Kurtz’s relationship with 

these people. The man Marlow identifies as the Russian attests to this fact, “Now, if he does not say the 

right thing to them, we are all done for” (81). The full severity of the hidden truth about Kurtz becomes 

apparent as Marlow observes that he has some control over the native population. The built up 

expectations Marlow had about Kurtz (Kurtz being a deep thinking, well spoken, leader), were again 

shattered by the reality. Yet despite this reality, Marlow still celebrates the meeting, “A voice! A voice! It 

was grave, profound, vibrating, while the man did not seem capable of a whisper” (82). It is after this 

point that Marlow decides he will be loyal to the lies which cover up Kurtz’s activities in Africa. Marlow 

accepts this burden knowingly, 

And for a moment it seemed as if I also were buried in a vast grave full of unspeakable secrets. I 

felt an intolerable weight oppressing my breast, the smell of damp earth, the unseen presence 

of victorious corruption, the darkness of impenetrable night. (Conrad 85) 

It is as if the repeated contradictions between what Marlow expected and what he visually or physically 

experienced were, in actuality, an induction into “some conspiracy,” something he suspects before his 

journey and is confirmed before the time of its fulfillment (16). The thematic ‘lack of truth’ device pulls 

Marlow through the story using the build of expectations on the back of half truths and lies which are 

then destroyed by the oppositional reality that is seen but not uttered. Underlying this is the profound 

human experience of indoctrination where the lack of truths are what culture, and therefore language, 

are built upon. It is the completion of Marlow’s indoctrination (the end where he lies to Kurtz’s 
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intended) which finally ends the tension between expectation and reality, for he no longer needs either 

while in the “nightmare of [his] choice” (88).  

 While the plot and oppositions at work in Heart of Darkness work hand in hand to create and 

maintain the theme, these devices do not work alone. Cedric Watts uses the theories of Ezra Pound and 

Ludwig Wittgenstein to argue that language is at the heart of human understanding because it is 

through language that we see the world (112). This idea includes how language is used within cultures 

to define people and activities. In Heart of Darkness the terms that are assigned to the natives by 

Marlow and, prior to him, society, show how the language we use to describe a person or action, the 

very word, can be the lie. Watts gives a few examples of places where this kind of linguistic lie takes 

place within the text, 

The French ship is conducting “one of their wars” by shelling “enemies”; the natives of the 

chain-gang are “criminals”; a debased native is “one of the reclaimed”; … Kurtz’s victims are 

“rebels”; and Kurtz’s megalomanic depravity is, according to the manager, the “vigorous action” 

for which the time was not ripe: “unsound method.”  (Watts 112) 

The lie of the language singled out by Watts above, is revealed by Marlow when he first sees the native 

people dying in the shade, but due to his induction into the conspiracy of it all, he never reverses the 

language, allowing for the lack of truth, or reality, to persist—something a fully indoctrinated human 

would not be able to help but do. This linguistic device plays directly into the irony and oppositional 

devices Conrad presents in Heart of Darkness. The irony, according to Watts, is the dynamic between 

“appearance and reality” (112). His assessment compliments the earlier arguments made in this paper, 

as the language used to describe the native people and the actions of whites is undermined by the visual 

reality that appears before Marlow along his journey. This basic irony further works to undermine the 

linguistic constructs of truth within the language being used, proving again and again that truth is lacking 

within the text.  
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 The paradox, then, which permeates the text deals directly the linguistic lies within the narrative 

which are actively contradicted by the language Marlow uses to describe what he sees. An example of 

this actively happening in the text is when Marlow is at the Company station where he sees the chain-

gang “criminals” who are being watched over by a “reclaimed” (23). The paradox lies in the language 

Marlow initially uses to describe the natives chained together: “Six black men” (22). He describes the 

men as being so thin he could count their ribs and their “joints were like knots in a rope,” but they are 

men before they are ever reluctantly identified as criminals (23). The “reclaimed” is dressed in a uniform 

and carrying a weapon like a white man would, however, he is not called a man in Marlow’s 

observations of him, he is only referred to as a reclaimed. Marlow has attributed the respect due a 

white man, who is undeniably human, to the “criminals” chained together, whose humanity are under 

attack and debate, by not using derogatory slang to describe their visage. It is not until the non-criminal 

“reclaimed” native is seen, that Marlow refuses the native’s human identity. The contradiction in the 

very language Marlow uses creates the paradox of reversing what kind of man is less human or 

“inhuman” (59). Criminals are not the men who are chained up, they are the men who carry the guns 

and wear the uniform, a truth in paradox to the reversed language assigned to these individuals 

throughout the novel.  

This paradox is the result of an individual who lived inside one culture but is now being 

indoctrinated into another. Marlow shares his undeniably universal human experience of needing to 

learn and conform to a sub-culture (that of the Company’s) within the structure of his existing culture. 

This happens to Marlow without his knowledge to some extent since the truth of the matter has been 

kept from his view. The unknow to him process makes him unsettled as he prepares to leave on his 

journey: “I began to feel slightly uneasy… and there was something ominous in the atmosphere” (16); 

“She talked about ‘weaning those ignorant millions from their horrid ways,’ till, upon my word, she 

made me quite uncomfortable” (19); and “a queer feeling came to me that I was an imposter” (19). The 
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things here that Marlow describes is like every human being on their way to their first day of work, not 

knowing exactly what to expect, and hoping that at least one of the things told to them about the 

Company is true. Then these expectations are tried over and over again through the rigorous process of 

on-the-job training that is specifically designed to indoctrinate the new employee into the culture of the 

Company, so they know the right jargon, behaviors, and, most importantly, know to not share trade 

secrets. This sounds like every job every single person has ever bothered starting, a universal experience 

that does not have direct boundaries of gender, race, sex, or age. It is in the training, the welcome 

program, the modules and tests where new definitions and meanings are given to words and actions 

which define the work completed, the roles of the people, and the job activities performed. Sometimes, 

the language used changes the meaning of words individuals have known all their lives, and suddenly 

they have contradictory definitions for a single word trapped within their head. This is the same as the 

linguistical lie, the paradox withing Heart of Darkness which creates a lack of truth.  

In this section I have reviewed Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad using the New Criticism 

methodology. I showed that Heart of Darkness’s tension (expectation versus reality), ambiguity (dual 

meanings that create lack of truth), plot (Marlow’s continued rise in expectation versus oppositional 

reality), irony (appearance versus reality in language), and paradox (observation negating language) 

work together to present a single theme: lack of truth. I have also showed that these same devices and 

theme tie together to represent the universal human experience of cultural indoctrination. The formal 

elements and literary devices create a complex web in interlocking ideas that connect to the theme to 

give Heart of Darkness organic unity.   

 

Deconstructing Reality in Heart of Darkness  

In the New Criticism analysis completed above, expectation versus reality is identified as the primary 

tension in Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad. These two ideas are also shown to be in opposition to 
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each other in some fundamental ways. Expectation, when built in a character like Marlow, usually is 

based on the absence of truth or facts. If expectation is the absence of truth, then reality is the revealing 

of truth. As Heart of Darkness reaches its zenith, Marlow assures us, that the preferred state to be in, is 

not one of revealed reality, but rather within the absence of truth of expectation. The opposing forces of 

lack of truth versus revealed truth propose the underlying ideology that truth is irrelevant to the gains to 

be had in its absence. Through the deconstruction of these opposites, the limitations of this ideology 

and the consequence thereof can be inferred.  

 A lot of how expectation and reality operate as opposites is demonstrated in the section above. 

Context, however, will be helpful for the work being completed in this section. As pointed out, Marlow 

acts as the main example of the binary opposites in action as his story is a manifestation of the ideology 

at work. Marlow begins his tale in Heart of Darkness by explaining the circumstances which lead him to 

be hired by the “glorified” (17) Company where he would be an “emissary of light” and an “apostle” (18) 

while he “wean[ed] those ignorant millions from their horrid ways” (19). The Company itself gives 

Marlow no exact information about what he will be doing besides using a steamboat to travel from 

place to place along the river (which is described by Marlow as a serpent (13, 16)). Marlow’s 

expectation, therefore, is built upon a lack of facts or truth compared to what is revealed to him later in 

the text.  

 This language that is either spoken to Marlow or within his thoughts, despite the many 

signifiers, gives Marlow positive expectations about his trip. For example, the signified for “glorified” is a 

kind of abstract positive state, but its signifiers can include any number of things: glory (triumph, 

beautiful, God, goodness), religion (angels, apostle, good, righteousness), celebration (party, winner, 

endings/beginnings), and adoration (love, favorite, special, meaningful). What can be noted by the listed 

signifiers is that they are all considered positive notions, things that most people would associate to 

doing good. Similarly, the phrase “emissary of light” can be deconstructed to several meanings. Emissary 
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could be exchanged for ambassador or envoy; similarly, light can be expanded to mean good, bright, or 

dextral. In the same way the title of Heart of Darkness can be deconstructed to show its ambiguity, 

“emissary of light” can be deconstructed to show a consistency of meaning as the antonym to the title. 

Marlow, working in a Company of glory, is the “emissary of light” who is poised to discover the heart of 

the darkness. Within the context of the book, the fierce battle between opposites is set by the extremes 

of untruth as a positive motivator for action versus the negative reality of revealed truth. 

 To show a representation of how the unveiled truth is based in negativity, it is necessary to 

review the moments where Marlow sees what the Company is really doing on the continent. It starts 

with the imagery Marlow uses to describe the nature along the coast as he travels toward the mouth of 

the ‘snake’ river. The boarders of the continent are surrounded by “dangerous surf,” the opening to 

rivers were “streams of death in life” running up against beaches “rotting into mud” (21). When he 

reaches the Company station, Marlow describes it as a “scene of inhabited devastation” (22). Marlow 

finally gets to see this devastation up close when enslaved men “[toil] up the path” (22). The men are 

starved and chained together, and Marlow calls them “criminals” and attributes descriptors like 

“meager,” “violently,” “deathlike,” “indifference”, and “unhappy” (23).  

 The way in which negative descriptors are used by Marlow as he processes the unveiled truth, 

are telling. His perception of this reality, of the truth that has finally been imparted to him, is full of 

distaste. He is neither surprised, which seems like a legitimate response, nor is he angry (also 

legitimate). Each descriptor points to a long line of signifiers (small, hurt, pain, absence, uncaring, 

sadness) that are in opposition to the positive meanings derived from the expectation. The negative 

connotation placed on the reality, therefore, makes it an unwanted state.  

 The text confirms Marlow’s wish to stay out of reality in two separate passages. The first occurs 

after he find that the manager had attempted to take the steamboat down the river without him. The 

steamboat and Marlow are stuck at a trading post waiting on rivets to complete repairs, 
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“I don’t like work—no man does—but I like what is in the work, —the chance to find yourself. 

Your own reality—for yourself, not for others—what no other man can ever know. They can 

only see the mere show, and never can tell what it really means” (Conrad 40). 

Marlow’s viewpoint in this passage is dedicated to creating an individualized reality, one that only the 

individual themself is aware. What is an individual reality that no one else can take part in? A dream. 

Expectations founded in untruths are similar to dreams. Dreams do not have a base of shared 

experience across people or groups, instead it is the imaginative wishes of subconscious ideas that are 

so obscured from fact that they can hardly be considered truth. This is where Marlow wishes to be: in an 

expectation born from a dream.  

 The second passage that denounces the state of reality occurs while Marlow is guiding the 

repaired steamboat down river watching for shallow, rocky snags. The passage is prefaced with 

Marlow’s introspection of himself that came as an “unrestful and noisy dream” where he was reminded 

of the “overwhelming realities of this strange world” (47).  It is in the monotony of the work that 

Marlow finds relief from his realities, “When you have to attend to things of that sort, to the mere 

incidents of the surface, the reality—the reality, I tell you—fades. The inner truth is hidden—luckily, 

luckily” (Conrad 48). There is nothing about this negatively depicted truth (reality) that Marlow wants 

any part of. It is “overwhelming,” and he looks forward to the times when it can fade away or become 

hidden.  

 The Heart of Darkness’s text clearly shows, of its binary opposites of expectation versus reality, 

that expectation is the privileged state of being. What this means is that Marlow, the driving force of the 

narrative, ‘sides’ with untruths over the overwhelmingly negative reality presented before him. He 

finalizes this decision with the death of Kurtz picking “the nightmare of [his] choice” (88). For Marlow, 

the tension of his narrative is resolved, he has decided the winner and is determined to stay loyal to his 

choice.  
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 The ideology at work in Heart of Darkness is based on the resolution Marlow makes for himself 

by the end of the book. His resolution was to pick his nightmare, to pick the expectation he could live 

with while knowing and ignoring the truth. Therefore, the truth is irrelevant to the gains to be had in its 

absence where living in the dream of expectation is preferred over the truth of reality. But what is 

reality, and what is truth? These aspects of the binary opposition have not been properly defined.  

 Reality may be one of the most ambiguous terms used within the context of this paper. In terms 

of deconstruction, “language is our ‘ground of being,’ or the foundation from which our experiences and 

knowledge of the world are generated” (Tyson 241). This is important when considering the definitions 

of reality. Generally, reality is all current existence as it is right now. Pamela B. Paresky, a Doctor of 

Psychology, reminds her readers “that the reality we experience is constrained by our biology.” While 

describing the research of David Eagleman, a neuroscientist, Paresky describes that the senses used to 

experience reality are still interpreted by an organ trapped in a dark, black cave that has never seen the 

out-side, yet the brain allows its vehicle (the human) to experience something of ‘reality.’ This is 

essentially what is referred to as perception. Reality is what exists, perception is the only way humans 

can interact with it. Deconstruction theory, then, would say that language is perception. All of our 

knowledge of what reality is, is derived from our abilities to have and use language. Language, according 

to Lois Tyson, “For deconstruction, then, language … is itself as dynamic, evolving, problematical, and 

ideologically saturated as the worldviews it produces.” If language is dynamic like Tyson writes, and 

language is the vehicle for which all reality is created, then reality is as unstable as the language which 

creates it. This is problematic when looking at the definition of truth, or ‘true:’ a fact based on reality.  

 Perception, or rather language, is an individual experience. What this means is that the way in 

which one person’s brain interprets the information from the sense, is not the same way another 

individual’s brain will interpret these same signals. Paresky shows how this can be true by telling the 

story of Michael May, a man who was blind for forty-three years and received stem cell treatment that 
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returned his sight. Paresky says, “After 43 years of living in the "blind" reality his brain created, the 

visual stimuli aren’t interpreted by his brain in an intelligible way.” In other words, just by having the 

sensory input for sight, does not guarantee that the brain will interpret that signal in the same way 

another brain would. If it could, then Michael May would have had no issue interpreting what he saw. In 

this way, biology and deconstruction theory agree that the dynamic nature of language/perception, 

creates a unique reality for each individual. This is the kind of reality Marlow is searching for when he 

says, “Your own reality—for yourself, not for others—what no other man can ever know” (40). This is 

how the lines between opposites blur in Heart of Darkness: expectation (dream of individual reality) and 

reality (dynamic perceptions individual realities). 

 The truth is irrelevant to the gains to be had in its absence. This is the ideology of Heart of 

Darkness given that there is a legitimate truth for one to choose to ignore in favor of an expectation. 

Through deconstructing the terminology of the binary opposites of expectation and reality, it can be said 

that truth is indeed irrelevant.  Truth is based on a fact of reality and reality is an individualized, dynamic 

experience built through language/perception and inhibited by the biological nature of humanity. Truth, 

then, is also subjective and individual and irrelevant to the group, community, society, or culture, each 

of which would have their own sets of multiple realities. In Marlow’s case, when he chooses to ‘lie’ to 

Kurtz’s intended at the very end of his tale, has not rejected ‘reality’ in favor of expectation (since the 

two are essentially the same), but has, through language, built an expectation (a positive individualized 

reality) for Kurtz’s intended to hold on to in her time of grief.  

 In this section, I extended the tension (expectation versus reality) I discovered while examining 

Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness using New Criticism. In doing so, I showed how ‘expectation’ is the 

privileged side of the binary opposition because of the positive language associated to it within the text. 

This observation was opposed to ‘reality’ having negative imagery and language. The privilege of 

‘expectation’ was also seen textually when Marlow’s preference to live within the expectation rather 
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than reality was discussed. After establishing the base ideology operating within the text based on the 

binary opposites, I deconstructed the language I used throughout this paper to define ‘expectation’ and 

‘reality’ to show how their definitions and psychological descriptions blurred them together making the 

language used to separate them ambiguous at best. Last, I showed how this ambiguity affected the 

ideology presented and what it could do in the text for Marlow.  

 

Conclusion 

The New Criticism reading above revealed to me an unexpected universal human experience. I was 

expecting to decipher something more along the lines of ‘searching for truth,’ but instead the text pulled 

me toward my brief study of anthropology. This allowed me to view Heart of Darkness through a 

different lens than normal. Cultural Indoctrination is not limited to the larger culture of say a nation, but 

also happens for the smaller cultures as well (families, communities, school, or work). What I think this 

helped reveal in the text was something beyond colonization or imperialism that could help evaluate 

parts of the text anew. Subcultures, like that of the company Marlow works, have a separate culture 

than say the depicted general populous Marlow crossed paths with. I think thinking in this way can open 

up a more in depth look at the specifics of the Company’s culture and the ways in which they enforce 

their ideals onto Marlow. 

 Deconstructing Heart of Darkness brought to attention the fickle nature of truth and reality. I 

think that I was able to show how the science of reality coupled with the base theory of deconstruction 

that Tyson talks about in Critical Theory Today, created a mess of the term reality, making it as 

subjective to individual experience as, say, a dream. The fact that Marlow rejects reality and then 

choose his nightmare can, I think, put into question a lot of the action in the text. Who is to say what 

exists right now in the text if our narrator wishes to reject reality and let the truth fade away? What 

then could be argued is a dream or an individual perception/language as Marlow goes place to place? I 
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think the ambiguity of language and placing language in the same actionable state as perception can 

open interesting doors of inquiry about the narrator who is listening to Marlow on the boat, about 

Marlow, or about Kurtz. What states of reality are any of these characters in?   
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