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Abstract 

 
This paper explores the psychological and moral descent depicted in Joseph 

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, arguing that the narrative blurs the boundaries 

between suppressed inner instincts and the fragile veneer of civilisation. The 

physical journey into the African interior is interpreted as a metaphorical 

expedition into the raw core of human nature, where societal norms 

disintegrate and primal instincts surface. The analysis employs an integrated 

theoretical framework combining Freudian psychoanalysis—particularly the 

dynamics of the id, ego, and superego—with existentialist thought, which 

emphasizes the individual’s search for meaning in an inherently absurd and 
chaotic world. Through this lens, the study investigates the psychological 

turmoil and existential crisis experienced by both Marlow and Kurtz, shaped by 

isolation and the dissolution of moral order. Conrad’s strategic use of literary 
devices, especially symbolism and spatial imagery—such as the contrast 

between light and darkness and the portrayal of the Congo—serves to 

externalize the characters’ internal conflicts and moral corruption. The study 
concludes that the central horror of Heart of Darkness is not the physical 

wilderness, but the psychological collapse that ensues when individuals 
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confront the unfiltered depths of their own consciousness, stripped of societal 

restraints. 

Keywords: Psychological; Existentialism; Interiority; Isolation; Symbolism 

 

 

Introduction 

Joseph Conrad’s novella, Heart of Darkness, transcends a mere adventure narrative to 

delve deeply into the psychological and moral complexities of its characters, particularly 

focusing on the latent savagery and corruption within the human psyche. This exploration 

is often interpreted through the lens of colonialism, where the physical journey into the 

African interior mirrors a descent into the darkest recesses of human nature. Indeed, the 

narrative structure itself, often described as a tale within a tale, reinforces this layered 

investigation into ontological dimensions, drawing readers into a multi-faceted exploration 

of human experience (Benzon, 2011).  

The enduring critical fascination with Heart of Darkness attests to its complex and 

often contradictory interpretations, ranging from critiques of imperial exploitation to 

examinations of existential despair. This paper posits that Conrad masterfully employs 

literary techniques to expose the profound interiority of his characters, particularly Marlow 

and Kurtz, revealing the psychological tolls exacted by confronting the “Heart of Darkness” 

both externally and internally. Conrad’s deliberate use of symbolism, particularly the 

pervasive motif of light and darkness, serves as a crucial mechanism for unveiling the moral 

ambiguity inherent in the colonial enterprise and within the human soul.  

Background of the Study 

This exploration of human interiority aligns with phenomenological approaches to 

literature, which emphasise the study of human experience as a means to understand 

literary works. This framework enables an in-depth analysis of how characters perceive and 

interact with their world, providing insights into their subjective realities and psychological 

states. Conrad’s oeuvre, especially Heart of Darkness, seeks to investigate alienation and the 

existential dilemma as a broader symptom found in contemporary literature about the 

human psyche in mutation (Houassi, 2025). 
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Indeed, the narrative’s enduring exploration of its protagonists’ innermost 

psychological terrains provides a fertile landscape to work with psycho analytical theories 

which often focus on the dynamic between conscious and subconscious desires, fears and 

anxieties Jungian archetypes, e.g., the Shadow (below), for instance offer an attractive 

platform through which to interrogate the primitive unconsciousness that emanates from 

Conrad’s caricatures and how societal repression can lead one into severe psyche pathology 

(Thurmond, 2012). 

Significance of the Study 

This paper also contributes to the ongoing discussion about how literary narratives 

can illuminate the complexities of human thought processes, thereby enhancing critical 

debate over psychological realism in modernist fiction (Larbi, 2019). It also examines how 

Conrad’s narrative strategies, including internal monologue and symbolic imagery, grant the 

reader close access to the characters’ minds, influencing reader investment and compassion. 

By examining these aspects, the research aims to explore how Heart of Darkness challenges 

this primordial sense of self and disrupts conventional understandings of identity and 

morality (Jaiswal, 2021). 

It is in accordance with the psychological analyses of novels that are usually 

engaged in the analysis of character development and intrinsic conflicts via Freud’s 

structure of the id, ego and superego to know how unconscious conflicts and drives play 

significant role in the development (Priyatno et al., 2024)(Almas et al., 2024). This 

perspective enables a deeper appreciation for how Conrad, much like later practitioners of 

the psychological novel, such as Virginia Woolf, utilises narrative to explore the profound 

impact of internal psychological states on human behaviour and perception. In this sense, 

the symbolic reflection of human attitudes in literature, primarily through symbolism, 

offers a layered approach to understanding these connections in the human unconscious, 

as evident in the works of Katherine Mansfield (Dananjaya & Veerasingam, 2018). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical base of this project will be drawn from psychoanalytic theory, particularly 

Sigmund Freud’s fundamental ideas, to uncover the deep psychological conflicts and 

unconscious motives that are woven throughout the story of Heart of Darkness. 



Tara Kumar Dahal 

Volume 3, Issue 3, 2025 1283 

Psychological Theories of the Self 

This approach enables a comprehensive analysis of characters like Marlow and 

Kurtz, whose actions and perceptions are often shaped by deeply rooted unconscious 

desires and repressed anxieties. More specifically, it is Freud’s tripartite structure—the id, 

ego, and superego—that provides an interesting framework for analysing the inner 

conflicts, emphasising primal urges versus reason and moral obligations in the characters 

from the novella (Shaji, 2020). 

Furthermore, the concept of the unconscious, as described by Freud, is crucial in 

understanding the hidden desires and concealed motivations that the protagonists uncover 

in “Heart of Darkness”. Such a conceptual framework also provides the means to explore 

characters’ defence mechanisms in response to psychic trauma, as well as the moral and 

ethical ambiguities encountered at an outlying colony. This interpretation aligns with 

previous studies that have applied Freudian psychoanalysis to examine the intricate 

relationship between human psychological behaviour and the constant struggle between 

instinct for immediate satisfaction, reason, and moral standards (Almas et al., 2024). 

Existentialism and Interiority 

The existentialist view also contributes to this by focusing on individual freedom, 

responsibility, and the question of meaning in an otherwise irrational world. In Conrad’s 

portrayal of individuals facing life-defining choices and the weight of their decisions, we 

not only have a meditation on the existential angst that comes with human interiority, but 

an investigation into how people make meaning within worlds marked by moral 

disintegration and societal breakdown. This lens provides a means to analyse how 

characters are forced to meet their own demise and the lack of inherent meaning in this, 

shedding light on how characters respond psychologically to the extreme circumstances 

they find themselves in. The theme of alienation and man’s confrontation with an 

indifferent universe, so central to existentialist philosophy, is closely connected to Marlow 

and Kurtz’ psychological struggles as they face the final boundaries of their humanity 

(Milfont, 2009). 

This fusion of psychoanalysis and existentialism offers a rich insight into the 

complex psychological terrains that Conrad creates, showing how people act under 

pressure as they struggle against themselves and seek to find meaning in their existence. 

The double readings of the film reveal particularly interesting psychological horror 
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underpinnings: something that is terrifying not in a physical way, but in the exploration of 

fractured mentality. Second, applying Freud’s (1919) uncanny theory – which posits that 

something is familiar yet disturbing – may help explain the deep-seated sense of terror and 

psychological unrest in Conrad’s novel (AlShalan, 2024). 

Conrad’s Exploration of Interiority 

Building upon these frameworks, Conrad masterfully employs literary techniques to 

delve into the protagonists’ inner worlds, reflecting a chaotic interplay between order and 

disorder within their psyches. His narrative structure, frequently employing a frame 

narrative where Marlow recounts his experiences, creates a sense of psychological distance 

while simultaneously inviting the reader into the labyrinthine depths of his introspection 

(O’Dea, 2004).  

This narrative strategy allows for a nuanced exploration of Marlow’s psychological 

transformation as he confronts the moral ambiguities of colonialism and the unsettling 

allure of Kurtz’s primal existence. The fragmented and introspective nature of Marlow’s 

narration further highlights the internal disarray and the struggle to articulate experiences 

that defy conventional understanding. Conrad’s use of ambiguity and symbolic language 

further enriches this exploration, compelling readers to actively engage in interpreting the 

characters’ internal states and motivations. This approach also resonates with existentialist 

inquiries into the human condition, where individuals are depicted as grappling with 

profound choices and their repercussions in a world devoid of inherent meaning, a theme 

echoed in works exploring unconventional morality (Marimuthu, 2024).  

Marlow’s Journey into the Self 

Marlow’s expedition into the heart of Africa serves not merely as a physical journey 

but as a profound descent into his own psychological interior, mirroring the unsettling 

encounters with the unknown that challenge his established moral compass. This inward 

voyage forces him to confront the inherent savagery and moral decay lurking beneath the 

veneer of civilisation, ultimately revealing the fragile nature of his own ethical convictions. 

The psychological trauma inflicted by these revelations forces Marlow to re-evaluate his 

understanding of humanity and the thin line separating civilisation from barbarity, much 

like Gothic writers explored psychological issues through their works (Mutawa, 2024).  

This journey transforms Marlow from an idealistic observer into a troubled witness, 

haunted by the profound moral compromises he encounters and the unsettling truths 
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about human nature. His internal monologue and introspective narration become pivotal in 

chronicling this psychological transformation, wherein his perceptions of himself and 

society undergo a radical reevaluation. This internal turmoil is amplified by the contrast 

between Marlow’s initial European sensibilities and the raw, untamed reality of the Congo, 

forcing him to confront the disjunction between his inner world and external perceptions 

(Mustofa et al., 2023).  

Kurtz’s Descent into Darkness 

Kurtz’s descent into darkness represents the ultimate psychological unravelling, a 

catastrophic surrender to the primitive urges and unchecked power that the “Heart of 

Darkness” engenders. His intellectual brilliance and once-noble intentions are gradually 

corrupted by the absence of societal constraints and the intoxicating influence of absolute 

dominion, illustrating a profound exploration of human fallibility. This transformation is 

not merely an external event but a deep-seated psychological breakdown, exposing the 

terrifying potential for moral degradation within the human psyche when unchecked by 

external ethical frameworks. His journey becomes a cautionary tale of how isolation and 

unchecked power can erode one’s identity and moral compass, resonating with themes of 

identity crisis and profound isolation seen in other literary works (Kaur & Singh).  

This psychological deterioration is exacerbated by his god-like status among the 

native population, blurring the lines between saviour and tyrant, and ultimately leading to 

an existential crisis as he confronts the void within himself (Kaur & Singh, 2024). This 

internal void, intensified by the moral vacuity of his actions, propels Kurtz into a state of 

profound psychological torment, ultimately culminating in his chilling final utterance, “The 

horror” This exclamation, laden with the weight of his self-realisation, encapsulates the 

terrifying psychological aftermath of his unbridled savagery and the profound moral 

emptiness he has embraced. His tragic demise serves as a potent symbol of the destructive 

potential of unchecked human desires and the insidious ways in which power can corrupt 

the most seemingly enlightened minds.  

The Role of Setting in Reflecting Interiority 

The oppressive and enigmatic landscape of the Congo River basin functions as 

more than a mere backdrop; it becomes a visceral projection of the characters’ internal 

states, mirroring the psychological murkiness and moral decay they encounter (C & 

Arciniegas, 2020, 1-14). Characters’ alienation and confusion are heightened by the dense 
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jungle and oppressive climate, forcing them to grapple with their own personal demons in a 

place that defies integration. This symbiosis of insider and outsider space, then, reveals the 

journey on foot to be not only a physical one through the heart of Africa but also a 

psychological quest into the unknown wildernesses within ourselves. The dark and stifling 

density of the jungle also mirrors, in its nature, the psychological burden Marlow and Kurtz 

are bearing – symbolising their struggle with themselves and their innermost moral 

ambiguities. 

This interplay between setting and psyche is crucial in demonstrating how external 

environments can profoundly shape and reflect an individual’s interiority, forcing a 

confrontation with primal aspects of the self. Furthermore, the river itself, a winding and 

treacherous path, symbolises the labyrinthine journey into the unconscious, fraught with 

hidden dangers and confronting the explorer with unsettling truths about humanity’s 

darker impulses (Lonergan, 2020).  

Themes of Isolation and Alienation  

The physical and psychological remoteness of the African interior in Heart of Darkness 

fosters a pervasive sense of isolation, driving characters like Marlow and Kurtz to confront 

their deepest fears and existential anxieties in solitude.  

The Isolation of the Individual 

This profound geographical detachment from familiar European society strips away 

the comforting illusions of civility, forcing an unmediated encounter with the raw, 

unvarnished aspects of human nature. This isolation intensifies their self-reflection, leading 

to a heightened awareness of their own vulnerabilities and moral ambiguities, much like 

Gregor Samsa’s metamorphosis exacerbates his feelings of isolation and disconnection 

(Kaur & Singh, 2024).  

This enforced solitude also amplifies the psychological pressure on individuals, 

compelling them to confront their inner selves without the mitigating influence of social 

conventions or external validation. Moreover, the vast and indifferent wilderness itself 

becomes a silent, imposing witness to their unravelling, further accentuating their 

insignificance in the face of primal forces. This existential isolation highlights the fragility 

of the human psyche when stripped of its customary anchors, revealing a profound 

vulnerability to psychological distress and moral compromise. The novel, then, suggests 

that to understand human interiority accurately, one must look into the furnace of supreme 
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loneliness, where masks are stripped away and the bare self is exposed. This deep 

introspection, stemming from isolation, compels characters to scrutinise the core of their 

values and confront inconvenient truths about their own righteousness or motivations. 

Often, it leads to a challenge of established ethical frameworks and, as such, highlights the 

limitations of external societal norms on internal moral space (Qu & Li, 2009). 

Alienation from Society 

The story focuses on the social and psychological alienation of the characters, who 

are not only geographically separated but also mentally/scientifically, portraying their 

dissociation from common life principles (Lumi & Lumi, 2015). This detachment is not so 

much rooted in geographical distance as in a psychological gap, and the characters are 

increasingly removed from the core values of their own societies each day. This dislocation 

from known cultural norms drives them to create a new ethic, sometimes leading to tragic 

results, as they navigate a universe with no clear moral guidelines. This deep disconnect 

from social norms creates an internal struggle for many characters as they try to rationalise 

their behaviour based on their remaining European values. 

This mental alienation is exacerbated by the naturalistic oppositions and savage 

scenes which they witness in Congo, and that undermine and dismantle their previous 

ideals of civilisation and morality. The characters’ increasing disillusionment with the 

European ideal thus results in an instinctive or internal exile, matching their physical 

distance as well as an emotional and intellectual separation from their origins. This internal 

exile can be experienced as profound meaninglessness and despair, a well-known existential 

theme in literature and the human experience, where man faces the absurdity of his 

existence when he is expelled from logical structures (such as sense and teleology) to which 

metaphysics refers him (Mammadova, 2004). 

Psychological Impact of Isolation 

The sense of estrangement that characters in Heart of Darkness experience exacts a 

high psychological toll, typically evident in the form of paranoia, existential dread, and a 

fragmented identity. It also leaves the men within with so much unresolved tension and 

doubt that the naturalistic elements and moral grey areas of it all will drive them to inch 

closer, if not over the line, to madness, while calling into question the very fibre of their 

own senses. This mental deconstruction is amplified by the disappearance of traditional 
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forms of social organisation, which leads to massive anomie in society, with people no 

longer knowing what they live for (Ghaleb, 2024). 

This estrangement from social norms may lead to an alienation so profound that, as 

Feuer says, ‘the commonest wants of the heart are thwarted and make men work for their 

own destruction’. The absence of external moral orders in the wild frequently prompts 

characters to construct their own, and thus corrupt their ethical barometers, even to the 

point of committing acts that would be considered monstrous in civilisation. This 

existential void sometimes gives rise to a profound sense of loneliness, where people 

perceive their social relationships as unfulfilling due to pathological phenomena such as 

exclusion or apprehension within the isolated working environment of the colonial 

presence (Tang et al., 2023). 

The psychological burden is exacerbated by the relentless exposure to the brutal 

truths of colonialism that would have characters grapple with its inherent violence and 

dehumanisation at the heart of the imperial project. This immersive experience in the Heart 

of Darkness reveals the fragility of the European psyche when confronted with its own 

suppressed barbarity, often leading to a profound re-evaluation of what constitutes 

“civilisation” itself. This disillusionment frequently culminates in a noogenic neurosis, a 

state characterised by an existential vacuum and a profound sense of meaninglessness, as 

their previous moral frameworks disintegrate under the weight of such profound 

experiences (Leshchenko et al., 2023).  

Symbolism and Imagery 

Conrad masterfully employs a rich tapestry of symbolism and vivid imagery throughout 

Heart of Darkness to deepen the narrative’s exploration of human interiority and the 

insidious nature of colonialism.  

The River as a Symbol of the Subconscious 

The meandering, dark expanse of the Congo River thus functions as a powerful 

metaphorical representation of the uncharted depths of the human subconscious, carrying 

characters deeper into both geographical and psychological wilderness. Its serpentine 

course mirrors the convoluted journey into the hidden recesses of the human mind, 

revealing repressed desires, primal instincts, and the darker aspects of human nature. This 

journey, much like a descent into the human psyche, often unearths uncomfortable truths 

and challenges the superficial veneer of civilisation (Huang, 2022).  
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The river’s enigmatic flow, often shrouded in mist and primordial silence, further 

emphasises the inherent ambiguity and inscrutability of these internal landscapes. As 

characters venture further along its currents, they confront not only the physical dangers of 

the jungle but also the unsettling revelations about their own moral ambiguities and the 

latent savagery within. This descent into the subconscious, facilitated by the river’s 

symbolic journey, compels characters to confront their own unhomeliness and self-

estrangement, mirroring the disruptive impacts of colonialism on individual identity (TAŞ, 

2022, 241-251).  

Darkness and Light as Metaphors for Good and Evil 

The interplay of darkness and light in Heart of Darkness transcends simple binaries, 

instead serving as complex metaphors that illuminate the ambiguity of morality and the 

porous boundaries between perceived good and evil. This layered depiction subverts our 

typical understanding of good and evil, where absolute darkness often hides behind a 

civilised façade and supposed ‘darkness’ hints at an unsettling truth (Murphy, 2020). The 

dark irony of such symbolic oppositions is used to prompt readers to reflect on subjectivity 

in ethical judgments and how imperial narratives all too easily subvert moral codes to 

legitimise domination. 

For example, the symbolic use of “darkness” may allude not just to the uncharted 

lands of the Congo but also to the moral darkness within men and colonisers whose 

expeditions, unfortunately, reveal there is something deeply empty about their being. On 

the other hand, instances of “light” come from unlikely places, such as the touching dignity 

and strength of character displayed by the Aborigines, which provide islands of humanity 

in an otherwise dark ocean. This delicate balance of light and dark highlights Conrad’s 

investigation of human nature, its penchant for ultimate sordidness and surprising heroism, 

reminding us that the line between good and evil is never black and white. The pervasive 

motif of ghostly apparitions and the central notion of “ghosts” within the plot also 

highlight the haunting legacy of history and ongoing colonial trauma, raising issues about 

ethical duties regarding spectral typologies (Lee, 2017). 

The Use of Colour and Sensory Details 

Conrad has finessed the limited colour palette, relying heavily on greys, blacks, and 

sepia tones to suggest a feeling of decay, ethical ambiguity, and psychological bleakness that 

shadows the colonial venture. The purposeful chromatic restraint reflects these characters’ 
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journey into a moral emptiness, where the bright lines between good and bad dissolve into 

an oppressive grayscale. Blotchy is sparing with bright colours - these are reserved for 

squalid characters or situations, as if the sodden dung in their clothing and on what passes 

for a landscape is somehow more vivid than the dogged desolation of psychology so 

adroitly catalogued. This creative decision not only serves to enhance the brooding mood 

but also symbolically represents the stifle of native culture and the monochrome vision 

forced on them by their oppressors. As well as colour, Conrad’s rich sensory descriptions – 

of overpowering heat and the deafening sound of the jungle, with its all-pervading smell of 

putrefaction – lull us into this alternate reality, thus accentuating how alien and bewildering 

it can seem. 

This preference serves to highlight the widespread despondency and emptiness that 

form the deep-seated roots of the colonial venture. In addition to visual imagery, Conrad 

appeals to the reader’s senses in a way that is meant to envelop them in the primal 

experience of the Congo by using olfactory cues such as “smell of corruption” and auditory 

experiences like those created from “hollow drums”, creating an overall sense of actual 

dread and anxiety. The richness of this sensory contact lies not in description alone, but in 

the way it informs mindsets and feelings as characters continue their progress; unlike 

fictional urban otherworlds where one’s perceptive filters might be fitted for life outside 

rather than inside, the jungle damning constantly confronts and reconstitutes perceivers’ 

sensorium (Parandeh & Pirnajmuddin, 2015). 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined how Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness transcends its 

status as a mere adventure tale to become an exploration of human inwardness. We have 

thus been able to observe how, in psychoanalytical and existentialist terms, the literal 

passage into the Congo becomes a descent into the psychological recesses of Marlow and 

Kurtz. Conrad skillfully employs a framing device and interior monologue to deliver 

readers a private tour of his characters’ soul-searching and mind-bending experiences. The 

setting itself, particularly the river and jungle, functions as a direct reflection of the 

protagonists’ psychological states and moral decay. The novel highlights how isolation and 

alienation from society can strip away civility, revealing the primitive, “savage” aspects of 

the human psyche. Ultimately, the paper demonstrates that the true horror in Conrad’s 
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work is not found in external threats, but in the unsettling unravelling of the human mind 

when confronted with its own darkness. 
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