
 
 

 

 
 

The Means of Imperialism: An Argument-Centered Project 
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Excerpts for Evidence 
 

These excerpts come from: Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, St. Martin’s Press, 1899:1989.   
 

(1) What saves us is efficiency – the devotion to efficiency. But these chaps [the Romans in 
what is now Great Britain, at about 0 CE] were not much account, really. They were no 
colonists; their administration was merely a squeeze [an after-thought], and nothing more, I 
suspect. There were conquerors, and for that you want only brute force – nothing to boast 
of, when you have it, since your strength is just an accident arising from the weakness of 
others. They grabbed what they could get for the sake of what was to be got. It was just 
robbery with violence, aggravated murder on a great scale, and men going at it bling – as is 
very proper for those who tackle a darkness. The conquest of the earth, which mostly means 
the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than 
ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea 
only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretense but an idea; and an unselfish belief 
in the idea – something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to . . . 
(21).   

 
(2) Once I remember [as we sailed down the western coast of Africa, headed to Congo,] we 

came upon a man-of-war anchored off the coast. There wasn’t even a shed there and she 
was shelling the bush. It appeared the French had one of their wars going on thereabouts. 
Her ensign dropped limp like a rag; the muzzles of the long six-inch guns stuck out all over 
the low hull; the greasy, slimy swell swung her up lazily and let her down, swaying her thin 



 
 

masts. In the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she was, incomprehensible, 
firing into a continent. Pop, would go one of the six-inch guns; a small flame would dart and 
vanish, a little white smoke would disappear, a tiny projectile would give a feeble screech – 
and nothing happened. Nothing could happen. There was a touch of insanity in the 
proceeding, a sense of lugubrious drollery in the sight; and it was not dissipated by 
somebody on board assuring me earnestly there was a camp of natives – he called them 
enemies! – hidden out of sight somewhere (28). 

 
(3) I’ve seen the devil of violence, and the devil of greed, and the devil of hot desire; but, by all 

the stars! These were strong, lusty, red-eyed devils, that swayed and drove men – men, I tell 
you. But as I stood on this hillside [in the African Congo,] I foresaw that in the blinding 
sunshine of that land I would become acquainted with a flabby, pretending, weak-eyed devil 
of a rapacious and pitiless folly. . . . Black shapes crouched, lay, sat between the 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. Another mine of the cliff went off, 
followed by a slight shudder of the soil under my feet. The work was going on. The work! 
And this was the place where some of the helpers had withdrawn to die. They were dying 
slowly – it was very clear (30-31). 

 
(4) This devoted band called itself the Eldorado Exploring Expedition, and I believe they were 

sworn to secrecy. Their talk, however, was the talk of sordid buccaneers: it was reckless 
without hardihood, greedy without audacity, and cruel without courage; there was not an 
atom of foresight or of serious intention in the whole batch of them, and they did not seem 
aware these things are wanted for the work of the world. To tear treasure out of the bowels 
of the land was their desire, with no more moral purpose at the back of it than there is in 
burglars breaking into a safe (45).   

 
(5) We were wanderers on a prehistoric earth, on an earth that wore the aspect of an unknown 

planet. We could have fancied ourselves the first of men taking possession of an accursed 
inheritance, to be subdued at the cost of profound anguish and of excessive toil. But 
suddenly, as we struggled round a bend, there would be a glimpse of rush walls, of peaked 
grass-roofs, a burst of yells, a whirl of black limbs, a mass of hands clapping, of feet 
stamping, of bodies swaying, of eyes rolling, under the droop of heavy and motionless 
foliage. The steamer toiled along slowly on the edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy. 
The prehistoric man was cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us – who could tell? We were 
cut off from the comprehension of our surroundings; we glided past like phantoms, 
wondering and secretly appalled, as sane men would be before an enthusiastic outbreak in a 
madhouse (50).   



 
 

 
(6) All Europe contributed to the making of Kurtz [the director of an Ivory collecting outpost 

in the Congo]; and by and by I learned that, most appropriately, the International Society for 
the Suppression of Savage Customs had entrusted him with the making of a report for its 
future guidance . . . . Now I had suddenly a nearer view [of Kurtz’s grounds,] and its first 
result was to make me thrown my head back as if before a blow. Then I went carefully from 
post to post with my glass, and I saw my mistake. These round knobs were not ornamental 
but symbolic; they were expressive and puzzling, striking and disturbing – food for thought 
and also for vultures if there had been any looking down from the sky; but at all events for 
such ants as were industrious enough to ascend the pole. They would have been even more 
impressive, those heads on the stakes, if their faces had not been turned to the house. Only 
one, the first I had made out, was facing my way. I was not so shocked as you may think. 
The start back I had given was really nothing but a movement of surprise. I had expected to 
see a knob of wood there, you know. I returned deliberately to the fist I had seen – and there 
it was, black, dried, sunken, with closed eyelids – a head that seemed to sleep at the top of 
that pole, and, with the shrunken dry lips showing a narrow white line of the teeth, was 
smiling too, smiling continuously at some endless and jocose dream of that eternal slumber. . 
. . I want you to clearly understand that there was nothing exactly profitable in these heads 
being there. They only showed that Mr. Kurtz lacked restraint in the gratification of his 
various lusts, that there was something wanting in him – some small matter which, when the 
pressing need arose, could not be found under his magnificent eloquence. Whether he knew 
of this deficiency himself, I can’t say. I think the knowledge came to him at last – only at the 
very last. But the wilderness had found him out early, and had taken on him a terrible 
vengeance for the fantastic invasion. In think it had whispered to him things about himself 
which he did not know, things of which he had no conception till he took counsel with this 
great solitude – and the whisper had proved irresistibly fascinating. It echoed loudly within 
him because he was hollow at the core (65, 73).   


