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INTRODUCTIO!' 

In order t o determine exactly how Conrad f e l t about 

human i n s t i t u t i o n s , we must f i r s t consider the matter of 

his scepticism in general . Apparently, c r i t i c s have found 

some d i f f i cu l ty in deciding whether he was a t rue sceptic 

or no t . The problem seems to l i e in what appears to be a 

contradict ion in the tone of some of Conrad's statements, 

in f ac t , with regard to t h i s par t icular aspect of Conrad's 

na tu re , i t i s not unusual to find c r i t i c a l opinions which 

are diametr ical ly opposed. Thus, we find one c r i t i c , Al

ber t Guerard, saying, " . . . h e IConradJ intended to express 

an ult imate skepticism when he makes his equation of God 

and the immortal s e a . . . . I t i s evident that Conrad wanted 

to express his profound d i s t r u s t of human qua l i t i e s many 

people are accustomed to revere — p i ty , for instance, or 

i n t e l l e c t u a l complexity,"'^ and another, James Baird, say

ing, "Conrad affirms the values of established soc ie ty ." 

Not a l l c r i t i c s have attempted to make such absolute 

statements, of course. Many more have recognized a pos

s ib le contradict ion and have t r i ed to resolve i t with v a r i -

^Albert Guerard. Introduction to A^ Outcast of the 
Islands by Joseph Conrad (New York, 1962), p . 12. 

^Jarnes Baird, JsHmsIt A Sj^^^f i l ihSi 9m\^9U<> Mode 
Ifl Primltivism (New York,^956) , jH^S. 



ous unsat is factory r e s u l t s . Robert Penn Warren describes 

the usual attempt a t a resolut ion as "the notion that the 

introverted and lonely Conrad, with a sizable baggage of 

g u i l t s and f e a r s , yearned, even as he mixed some contempt 

with his yearning, for the s implici ty and ce r ta in ty of the 

extroverted MacWhirrs of the world."3 Warren then offers 

his own reso lu t ion , which i s ce r ta in ly more penetrating than 

the one he descr ibes , but which also i s not en t i r e ly s a t i s 

factory: 

Conrad's scepticism i s ul t imately but a 
"reasonable" recognition of the fact 
tha t man i s a na tura l creature who can 
r e s t on no revealed values and can look 
forward to nei ther individual Immortal
i t y nor r a c i a l survival . But reason, 
in t h i s sense, i s the denial of l i f e and 
energy, for against a l l reason man in 
s i s t s , as man, on creating and trying to 
l ive by cer ta in values . These values a r e , 
to use Conrad's word, " i l l u s i o n s , " but 
the l a s t wisdom i s for man to r ea l i ze tha t 
though his values are i l l u s iona , the i l 
lusion i s necessary, i s i n f i n i t e l y p re 
c ious , i s the mark of his human achieve- , 
ment, and i s , in the end, his only t r u t h . ^ 

The flaws in Warren's conclusion l i e in his lack of explana

t ion of how the need for lying to oneself can be called one's 

"only t r u th" and in his implication tha t Conrad ul t imately 

affirms these i l lus ions in an i d e a l i s t i c sense. Warren ap-

^Bobort Penn Warren, loMsk Smcai^ A P r t U c ^ l § m -
Dpa^um^ ed», R»W. Stallman (Michigan State I&iiversity, 19o0), 
pi 216• 

^Ibid.y p . 218. 



pears to be intent on discovering some final redemption for 

Conrad and his lost characters. 

A similar solution, which also emphasizes the notion 

of redemption, is offered by Morton Zabel, who declares: 

...the nature of illusion is probed, the 
residue of truth is sublimated, the op
erations of intelligence and conscious
ness are tested, until finally, out of 
that vaporous haze of skepticism and des
perate Imposture of values which were 
threats to Conrad's personal and artis
tic security, a hard irreducible center 
of moral certitude and human conviction 
is arrived at.^ 

In order to support his vision of Conrad's "moral certitude 

and human conviction," Zabel quotes the following statement 

from i jp̂ rgfQAaX la^ar i* 
Those who read me know my conviction tha t 
the world, the temporal world, r e s t s on 
a few very simple ideas5 so simple tha t 
they must be as old as the h i l l s . I t r e s t s 
notably, among others , on the idea of F i 
d e l i t y . • . .The revolutionary s p i r i t i s 
mighty convenient in t h i s , tha t i t f rees 
one from a l l scruples as regards ideas . 
I t s hard, absolute optimism, i s repulsive 
to my mind by the menace of fanaticism 
and intolerance i t contains*^ 

I t seems tha t Zabel i s maintaining tha t such an em

phatic denunciation of the revolutionary s p i r i t proves tha t 

Conrad's "haze of skepticism" has evaporated, but i s such a 

denunciation ac tua l ly incongruous with a scept ica l nature? 

W t o n Zabel. Introduction to J M ^Qllftî bJ,̂ ,, Conrac^ 
(N6W York, 1 ^ 7 ) , p . 38. 

^Ibid.y p» 39« 



In fact, through his preoccupation with revolution (and 

also anarchy), is not Conrad merely saying that these phe

nomena are simply some additional institutions for idealists, 

to fasten their hopes to? The last sentence of the statement 

quoted by Zabel indicates that this is, indeed, the case. 

Conrad rejects revolution, not because it criticizes the 

existing standards, but because it is characterized by a 

"hard, absolute optimism," the very mark of an idealist. 

Conrad differs from the revolutionist (who also distrusts 

the prevailing institutions) in his lack of reforming zeal. 

Obvlou»ly, a true scepticism must also deny the ideal of the 

revolutionist, who would only substitute another institution 

for the one he has destroyed. Conrad's quarrel with anar

chy is also consistent with his scepticism. Although, at 

first glance, anarchy might be considered the purest form 

of scepticism (a denial of everything), Conrad sees it as a 

typically human form of insanity — fanatical devotion to 

an ideal. I3x "The Informer" Conrad describes anarchy as a 

"faith"^ and recognizes that Home, the anarchist, and Sev-

rin, the informer, have much in common. They are compared 

to "a fanatical monk in a meditative attitude" and "an in

spired denunciatory prophet from a wilderness" as they face 

each other} and each understands the other perfectly. Con-

-̂ Joseph Conrad, "The Informer," 4 Set pf Six (Gar̂  
den City, New York, 1921), p. 75. 



rad describes them as "two fana t ics . " ° Anarchy i s seen, 

t hus , not as absolute scepticism, but as absolute devotion 

to an absolute i dea l . 

As can be expected, t h i s seeming contradict ion in 

Conrad's nature i s reflected in his l i t e r a r y works. For 

example, Victory^ which t r e a t s the subject of scepticism, 

has been considered i l l u s t r a t i v e of Conrad's dual nature 

by several c r i t i c s . Zabel, who feels that he has solved 

the problem, c i t e s V;|.ctoj!y as support for his t h e s i s . He 

maintains tha t characters l ike Heyst are "carrying out the 

drama of the i r divided natures ."^ He implies tha t Conrad 

Intends some larger significance when he creates such char

a c t e r s , tha t he sees "the divided man" as "a metaphor of 

society and of humanity." Zabel indicates his preoccupa

t ion with the idea of redemption when he dec la res : 

The inward-driving, center-fathoming ob
session of the t a l e becomes reversed t o 
ward external standards of value. I t i s 
f i n a l l y the world that saves us — the 
world of human necess i t i es and d u t y . ' ^ 

I t must be admitted that a superf ic ia l reading of 

Vi^ctory tends to support l a b e l ' s theory. Axel Heyst i s , 

a t the beginning, a confirmed scep t i c . The influence of 

^JSstiA^f P» 96. 

^zabel, p. 28. ' 

IQibid.f p. 29. 



hie father hae left him with a "profound mistrust of life." 

He resolves never to become involved with any human being 

or institution; in order to avoid involvement, he vows 

that he will drift. He explains his decision when he re

flects, "This shall be my defence against life."'*'* Later 

on, when Heyst does become involved with the girl, Conrad 

declares, "All his defences were broken now. Life had him 

fairly by the throat."^^ When his relationship with Lena 

ends in destruction, one would expect that this outcome 

would lead Heyst back to his former state of scepticism. 

Surprisingly, however, his reaction is just the opposite. 

Almost idealistically, he declares, "...woe to the i-ian 

whose heart has not learned while young to hope, to love — 

and to put its trust iri lifel"''^ Obviously, this state

ment could have several possible interpretations. The one 

most likely to be adopted after a superficial reading would 

involve a complete change of heart on the part of Heyst, a 

conversion (or redemption), so to speaks His love for the 

girl has brought him a new faith in life and all of the ab

stract valueij. Unfortunately, this iixterpretation is no 

longer appropriate when one examines the novel more thor-

11 Joseph Conrad, Victory (Garden City, New York, 
1921)^p. 76. 

^^jyAM P* 183. 

^3jj2i4,, p. 338. 



oughly. Perhaps there is a hliit of the subtler implica

tions of this statement in a discussion that Heyst has 

with Lena. He is speaking of his relationship with Mor

rison, which does, in fact, represent his first lapse in

to involvement. Compelled by the desire to explain this 

relationship to the girl, he declares: 

In past years, in mements of doubt that 
will come to a man determined to re
main free from absurdities of existence, 
1 often asked myself, with a momentary 
dread, in what way would life try to get 
hold of me? And this was the wayl... 
Truth, work, ambition, love Itself, may 
be only counters in the lamentable or 
despicable game of life, but when one* 
takes a hand one must play the game.* 

Perhaps Heyst's statement of faith at the end of the book 

merely represents his realization that, if one is to live 

at all, he cannot escape illusion, even when he recognizes 

it for illusion. 

It is possible that, by narrowing our inquiry to in

clude only Conrad's attitude toward institutions and by ex

amining some of the statements he has made on the subject, 

we can lend some clarification to the question of his scep

ticism. Through innumerable statements, such as the fol

lowing, Conrad has left no doubt as to his basic mistrust 

of human institutions: 

...a solemnly established institution be-

I'^IbiS... p. 166. 
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gins to grow old at once in the dis
cussion, abuse, worship, and execra
tion of men. It grows obsolete, odi-
oaS| and intolerable^ i t stands fa
tally-condemned to an unhonoured old 
age«15 

Also, In a letter to Garnett, he exclaims, "...where ia 

the thing, institution or principle which I do not doubt?"16 

It may^ then, at f irst glance, seem contradictory when he 

apparently expresses aome regard for the institutions of 

his own days 

But though the past keeps firm hold 
on one, yet one feels with the same 
warmth that the men and the inst i tu
tions of to-dav have their merit and 
their claims.l/ 

la Conrad, in fact, presenting an affirmation of these in-

stitutiona as Warren and Zabel imply he might? If not, then 

what &ro their "aerit and claima"? While i t i s obvious to 

any careful reader that there is no actiaal, l inguistic con

tradiction between any of the statements quoted above, i t 

i s possible that someone who is watching for signs of re

demption in Conrad might see a tonal contradiction and read 

the f irs t two statements as emotionally negative toward in-

atltutiona and the last one as emotionally affirmative. There 

15joseph Conrad, EsMa, m MI& iaM MJd̂ t̂HflL (Garden 
City, Hew York, 1926), p. 108. 

Edw»rd Garnett (Rew York, 1926), p. 33. 

I^Conrad, ffPtf^S m M££L asA I&y^&Cl, p. 262. 



la no need, however, to see even this much dichotomy; the 

"merit and claims" of these institutions are not that they 

are worthy of faith but that they are necessary as recip

ients of faith. They are, in other words, required illus

ions. This interpretation implies no idealistic affirma

tion of anything. Thus, we can certainly agree with Warren 

that "these values [here illustrated by human institutionsj 

are...'illusion'"; and we can also agree that "the illusion 

is necessary." However, these illusions do remain basically 

undependable and have virtually nothing to do with either 

wisdom or truth. In fact, their relationship to human a-

chievement is, at best, precarious. Conrad, lacking a re

volutionary spirit, allows men their illusions and does not 

force them to face truth, which man is not equipped to con

front. The truth seeker must, in order to survive, repud

iate his quest and, like Heyst, put "his trust in life." 

It seems, then, that this apparent contradiction is 

primarily caused by a subtle interrelationship between some 

of the salient aspects of Conrad's philosophy. First of all, 

he sees the human being as an inevitable prey of loneliness 

and isolation, who, because of fear and ignorance, is wil

ling to cling to any illusion in an attempt to overcome this 

solitude. Conrad also feels that nothing that men can have 

cognizance of is permanent. Institutions, as a form of il

lusion, incur his distrust because they are founded on and 
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often exploi t human fear and ignorance and because they 

are subject to the changes of time and chance. However, he 

i s to le ran t of them because he recognizes the human need 

of them and because he knows that they are inev i tab le . De

s t ruc t ion of any i n s t i t u t i o n only leads the way to e s t ab l i sh 

ment of another, which i s bu i l t on the same shaky foundations 

and subject to the same shi f ts of fortune. As he explains 

in the introduction to Under l< f̂estern ^yesy basic conditions 

do not change with the f a l l of an i n s t i t u t i o n : 

The feroci ty and imbecil i ty of an auto
c ra t i c rule reject ing a l l l ega l i t y and 
in fact basing i t s e l f upon complete 
moral anarchism provokes the no less 
imbecile and atrocious answer of a pure
ly Utopian revolutionism encompassing de
s t ruc t ion by the f i r s t means to hand, in 
the strange conviction that a fundamental 
change of heart must follow the downfall 
of any given human in s t i t u t i on .1° 

Throughout the discussion of these ideas , Nostromo 

w i l l be used as a focal point . Since i t seems to be Conrad's 

most comprehensive treatment of man's r e l a t ionsh ips , both 

to society and to other individuals , i t should re f l ec t most 

of his major themes. Warren has described t h i s novel as 

"a g rea t , massive, multiphase symbol that would render his 

Conrad's t o t a l vision of the world, his sense of individual 

des t iny , his sense of man's place in na ture , his sense of 

l8joseph Conrad, ]M2JL Western Eves (Garden City, 
New York, 1963)» p . I x i . 
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his to ry and society."'*^ In viev/ of t h i s descr ip t ion , 

NostrQ];np seems appropriate as a focus for a discussion 

of th ia na tu re . 

19Warren, p. 220. 



CHAPTER I 

JSOLATim 

If we are going to maintain that Conrad sees i n s t i 

tutions as one means of meeting the human need for i l lus ion , 

we must show that he fee ls that such a need does ex i s t . Appar

ently, Conrad would except no one when he maintains that fear 

and ignorance are the inevitable enemies of mankind. In Notes 

Oft Life aa4 l e t ters he declares that both are unavoidable in

gredients of human nature when he states "that fear i s natural 

to man"̂  and that human action "in i t s nature must for ever 

remain short-sighted."^ Apparently, too, every man i s destined 

to benefit from his short-sightedness. Afraid to face the 

truth, which "is not often recognized, because i t i s not always 

f i t to be seen,"3 men overcome their fear by making unconscious 

use of their ignorance in order to cling to their i l lus ions . 

Conrad indicates the universality of this process when he speaks 

of the "bond between us and that humanity so far away": 

Their hearts — like ours — must endure 
the load of g i f t s from Heavens the curse 
of facts and the blessing of i l lus ion , 
the bitterness of our wisdom and the ae« 
ceptive consolation of our fo l ly .^ 

Iconrad, ^otes m. hU^ SM. feU^rs» P* 1^3. 

^I^id.f p. 111. 

^MA^9 P* 133. 

^Joseph Conrad, Author's Note, Almaver's Follv §jai 
jLast Sasflxa ( » w York, 1923), pp. 5*6. 

12 
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In one of his letters to Edward Garnett, Conrad emphasizes 

the need for illusion even more strongly and implies that 

the individual who finds himself without this support be

gins to search actively for something to believe in: 

I suffer now from an acute attack of 
faithlessness in the sense that I do 
not seem to believe in anything, but 
I trust that by the time we meet I 
shall be more like a human being and 
consequently ready to believe any ab
surdity — and not only ready but ea
ger. 5 

Since the majority of men are endowed with an abund

ant supply of illusions, they merely accept what has been 

provided for them by their ancestors or society and remain 

satisfied and unshaken all of their lives. tJafortunately, 

this kind of person does not usually lend himself to inter

esting character study; so, with a few exceptions like Mac-

Whirr, the characters blessed with complacency play only 

secondary roles in Conrad's novels. 3hstead, Conrad's atten

tion is drawn to those people who, like himself, have some

how lost all faith and must find something to believe in or 

be destroyed. Their condition is usually stimulated by one 

or a combination of two general factors — abandonment by 

a former illusion and scepticism. Probably the most pre

valent indication that a Conrad character is in this uncom

fortable situation is the fact that he begins to experience 

a profound sense of isolation. As Conrad shows in a pas-

^Conrad, MtiSIS., p. 3^. 
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sage from Ajx Outcast fi£ i ^ Islands, it is the recogni

tion of isolation, rather than isolation itself, that is 

unusual: 

...to her [AissaJ , the savage, violent, 
and ignorant creature — had been re
vealed clearly in that moment the tre
mendous fact of our isolation, of the 
loneliness impenetrable and transparent, 
elusive and everlasting; of the inde
structible loneliness that surrounds, 
envelops, clothes every human soul from 
the cradle to the grave, and, perhaps, 
beyond.6 

Aissa, who has been deprived of Willems, is an example of 

one who has been deserted by a sustaining illusion. She 

makes it clear that Willems has been the sole object of 

her attention for some time when she declares, "I see no

thing else I What else is there?...Himl — My life I Him 

who to me is so great that his presence hides the earth 

and the water from my sight I "^ It is when she discovers 

that her lover is gone that she recognizes her ccaaplete 

aloneness; and, as is clear from Conrad's statement, what 

is unusual about her is not that she is isolated, but that 

she is aware of her solitude. 

The condition of solitude and the subsequent search

ing for faith is described in even more detail in Onder Wes

tern Eves. Razumov has managed to maintain an aloof scep-

6joseph Conrad, 4a Outcast Q£ t M Islands (New York, 
1962), p. 225. 

ĴSlia,., p. 22lf. 
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ticism toward everything except his one ideal — his stud

ies. When his scholar's life is disrupted by Haldin, he 

finds that he cannot return to this ideal; and, almost 

panic stricken, he grasps for something to believe iii. 

He seeks, first of all, to align himself with the great 

past of autocratic Russia. When he thinks of Haldin, how

ever, his thoughts make a sharp turn; and he finds himself 

longing to embrace the goal of the revolutionists. Al

though this is not yet the end of Razumov*s search, the 

description of his psychological state at this point is 

particularly interesting: 

Razumov longed desperately for a word of 
advice, for moral support. Who knows 
what true loneliness is — not the con
ventional word, but the naked terror? 
To the lonely themselves it wears a 
mask. The most miserable outcast hugs 
some memory or some illusion. Now and 
then a fatal conjunction of events may 
lift the veil for an instant. For an 
instant only. No human being could bear 
a steady view of moral solitude without 
going mad. 

Razumov had reached that point of vision. 
To escape from it he embraced for a 
whole minute the delirious purpose of 
rushing to his lodgings and flinging him-
se3Lf on his knees by the side of the bed 
with the dark figure yialdin] stretched 
on it; to pour out a full confession in 
passionate words that would stir the whole 
being of that man to its innermost depths; 
that would end in embraces and tears; in 
an incredible fellov/ship of souls — such 
as the world had never seen. It was sub
lime 1" 

Qconrad, Under Ŵ t̂̂ f̂fl ixaS) P« 32. 
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As has already been indicated, the situation that 

Razumov Is in is not unusual for a Conrad character. Vir

tually all of the major, as well as several of the minor, 

characters in Nostromo undergo similar difficulties and 

exhibit similar longings although there are various dif

ferences in their situations that necessitate a considera

tion of each of them. The fact that none of them display 

exactly the same psychological reactions as Razumov tends 

to make our analysis more complex. Ultimately, however, 

there can be discovered in each of these characters the 

same general pattern — a feeling of isolation which leads 

to the search for a supporting illusion and the subsequent 

return to isolation if the illusion should fail. 

Since the San Tome silver mine is the most influential 

force in Costaguana, it is not unusual that it should have 

several devotees, the most obvious of whom is Don Carlos 

Gould. Actually, he is one of the more difficult characters 

to analyze because the reader sees him from almost the same 

perspective as would a citizen of Costaguana — as a pre

sence often felt but not really known. Occasionally, how

ever, we do obtain a somewhat closer view of him although 

it is more often through the eyes of someone else than through 

his own consciousness. The two characters who consider him 

moat frequently are his wife, Emilia, and the sceptic, I4artin 

Decoud. Strangely enough, in some instances, what we do not 

learn about him is almost as illuminating as what we do learn. 
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It is as though Conrad were seeking to maintain the image 

of Don Carlos as an aloof and dignified personage who is 

somehow foreign to the land he was born in. 

At the beginning of the book, we are treated to one 

of the rare glimpses into the mind of Charles Gould; and 

even this look is from a distance, in the nature of a 

flashback to the time of his childhood and early adult

hood. The impression is of a lonely boy who fastens al

most all of his interest on the letters he receives from 

his father in Costaguana. When the silver mine becomes the 

primary topic in these letters, it also becomes the primary 

topic of Charles Gould's thoughts. When his father dies, 

we discover how important he has been to Charles: 

It hurt Charles Gould to feel that never 
more, by no effort of will, would he be 
able to think of his father in the same 
way he used to think of him when the poor 
man was alive. His breathing image was 
no longer in his power. This considera
tion, closely affecting his own identity, 
filled his breast with a_.mournful and 
angry desire for action.^ 

As can be expected, this desire for action is directed to

ward that which has been his major interest for so many 

years; "for his action, the mine was obviously the only 

field" (p. 79). It seems that Gould feels that in turning 

9 
Joseph Conrad, Nostroiqo (New York, 1961), p. 79. 

(All further references to this source will be included 
in the text of the paper.) 
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to the mine he can, "by way of atonement," erase any blot 

on the memory of his father (p. 80). A di.̂ cussion that 

Gould has with his wife after they have already reached 

Costaguana further describes the relationship between 

Charles and his father. Gould hints that he felt in some 

way exiled from his father when he declares, "Ma did not 

know me. He parted from me for my sake, and he would never 

let me come back" (pp. 85-86). He mentions also that his 

father "was a lonely man" and indicates that he, too, knew 

loneliness when he almost plaintively asks, "He could not 

know me. Do you think he could?" 

Although the influence of Charles Gould is at once 

felt in Sulaco, he apparently forms no close ties. The na

tives themselves regard him as different and foreign even 

though he was born in Costaguana: 

With such a family record, n^ one could 
be more of a Costaguanero than Don Carlos 
Gould; but his aspect was so characteris
tic that in the talk of common people he 
was just the Ihglez — the Englishman of 
SulaCo. He looked more English than a 
casual tourist (p. 6^-). 

At first impression, in fact, it appears that Emilia Gould's 

conviction "that no one could know her Charles — really 

know him for what he was,,but herself" (p. 86), is certainly 

true. Since she "was the first and perhaps the only person 

to detect this secret mood which governed the profoundly 

sensible, almost voiceless attitude of this man towards the 

world of material things" (p. 7^), it would seem that she 
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should hold the right to share his dream. Later, however, 

we find that even she does not "really know him." The per

son who comes closest to knowing him for what he is is Mar

tin Decoud although there are certainly no close ties be

tween the two men. In fact, it is Decoud who reveals all of 

Emilia's misconceptions when he tells her that her husband 

is an extreme idealist. Mrs. Gould is astonished and de

clares, "I don't know that I understand you, Don Martin" 

(p. 200); but when Decoud has left her, she is forced to 

face the situation and consider the actual relationship be

tween her husband and his mine: 

She had watched it with misgivings turning 
into a fetish, and now the fetish had grown 
into a monstrous and crushing weight. It 
was as if the inspiration of their early 
years had left her heart to turn into a wall 
of silver bricks, erected by the silent 
work of evil spirits, between her and her 
husband. He seemed to dwell alone within 
a circumvalation of precious metal, leaving 
her outside with her school, her hospital, 
the sick mothers and the feeble old men. 
more insignificant vestiges of the initial 
inspiration (p. 203). 

She has, at last, clearly recognized Gould's isolation from 

all humanity, including herself; and, in doing so, has gained 

a glimpse of her own solitude. 

Emilia, like her husband, has apparently been pre

pared for loneliness all of her life. "An orphan from early 

childhood" (p. 87), she is first seen staying with an "old 

and pale aunt," who leads "a still, whispering existence" 

(p. 7^); and it seems that her only other associate is her 
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ftaaee, Charles ^OVLXIX. It is easy to see that her love 

for Gould is of the most Idealistic nature and that she 

has attached herself to his dream because she has attached 

herself to him. When he first asks her to go to Costaguana, 

the effect on her la profound. Her emotion seems to be a 

combination of exhilaration and Insecurity: 

And immediately the future hostess of all 
the Europeans In Sulaco had the physical 
experience of the earth falling away from 
under her. It vanished completely, even 
to the very sound of the bell. When her 
feet touched the ground again, the bell 
was still ringing in the valley; she put 
her hands up to her hair, breathing quick̂ i* 
ly, and glanced up and down the atony 
lane (p. 77}* 

After she reaches Sulaco, it seems at first that she has 1-

dentified herself with the mine as much as her husband has. 

tt is not long, however, before there are hints of future 

difficulties: 

Mrs. (Jottld was too intelligently sympthetio 
not to share that feeling. It made l i f e ex
cit ing, and she was too much of a woman not 
to like excitement. But i t frightened her, 
too, a l i t t l e (p. 95). 

Perhaps i t i s this fear, as much as i t is her altruism^that 

leads her to devote so much time to philanthropy. It i s 

clear that the people of Sulaco have no real identity to 

her; she feels that they a l l look alike, "as if run into the 

same ancestral mould of suffering and patience** (p. 107). 

It also seems to be significant that "she was the only Sng<» 

liahwoxaan in Sulaco** (p. 51)« 

After the conversation with Martin Decoud, Bmilia 
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Gould can no longer ignore the gulf between her and her 

husband. Finally, near the end of the book, as she medi

tates in the garden, the truth of her own isolation de

scends upon her with crushing force: 

...a great x̂ ave of loneliness...swept 
over her head. And it came into her 
mind, too, that no one would ever ask 
her with solicitude what she was think
ing of•..•An Immense desolation, the 
dread of her own continued life, de
scended upon the first lady of Sulaco 
(pp# Mf3-Wf). 

Since this is the final impression we receive of Emilia 

Gould, her story seems somewhat incomplete. We do not 

know what she might turn to in order to relieve her isola

tion; perhaps it will be only the memory of her past idealism* 

There is, perhaps, a touch of irony in the fact that, 

as Emilia Gould is growing to realize her isolation, another 

person is making her the instrument of his salvation. Dr. 

Moaygham, one of the many victims of the revolution, has vir

tually exiled himself from society because of the guilt he 

feels from having allowed himself to break down under the 

torture of one of Sulaco's leaders, Guaman Bento. He con

siders it unfortunate that he did not die in prison and 

remembers that when he was released, "his heart was beating 

violently with the fear of this liberty" (p. 32H-). Although 

the people of Sulaco do not know what Dr. Monygham has done, 

his attitude soon antagonises them so that his solitude is 

wily increased; "no one could be on intimate terms with Bl 

SiiTor Doctor, who, with his twisted shoulders, drooping head. 
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head, sardonic mouth, and sidelong bitter glance, was mys

terious and uncanny" (p. 109). They are correct in believ

ing that his manner of dress and his actions are "an esta

blished defiance to the conventionalities of Sulaco" (p. 62). 

He is extremely sceptical, even cynical, of all standards 

and Ideals, except for his own strange ideal, the **ideal 

conception of his disgrace" (p. 325). With nothing else 

to believe in, he has formed his own standard: 

It was a conception which took no account 
of physiological facts of reasonable argu
ments. But it was not stupid for all that. 
It was simple. A rule of conduct resting 
mainly on severe rejections is necessarily 
simple. Dr. Monygham*s view of what it 
behooved him to do was severe; it was an 
ideal viev; insomuch that It was the imagi
native exaggeraticm of a correct feeling 
(p. 325). 

Apparently, this ideal is not entirely satisfactory, 

however; for Dr. Monygham has to seek another object for 

his faith. Emilia Gould proves to be this object. Actually, 

his relationship with Mrs. Gould does not provide any com

munication between the two. She realizes that even he can

not "be answered with careless sincerity in the ideal per

fection of confidence" (p. Mf3); and he thinks of his devo

tion for her as an "inexhaustible treasure** kept "in the sec

ret of his heart like a store of unlawful wealth" (p. ^30). 

What is particularly interesting is the conflict that this 

devotion creatos in the doctor's attitude toward the nine. 

He cannot help but feel "an angry uneasiness before the pro

sperity of the San Tome mine, because its growth was robbing 
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her MSmiliaJ of all peace of mind" (p. 325); yet, as e-

vents proceed in Costaguana, he is eventually forced to com

mit himself cmnpletely so that when the crisis comes, we 

are informed that "the doctor was loyal to the mine....It 

claimed him at last" (p. 372). So Dr. Monygham, who has 

scorned those who work for the preservation of any institu

tion, finds himself dedicated to just such a task. 

Another who becomes strongly affected by the mine in 

spite of former indifference is Nostromo. The effect is, 

of course, quite different; instead of leading to purposeful 

action, it leads to destruction. When we first see Nostromo, 

he is one of the most self-contained individuals in the book. 

Although Decoud maintains that Nostromo is a sceptic and 

holds the events of the revolution in "passive contempt" 

(p. 223), the capataz de cargadores does not seem so bothered 

by his scepticism as does Decoud, probably because it is 

not of a particularly intellectual nature. As Decoud also 

maintains, all that Nostromo really cares for "is to be well 

spoken of" (p. 223). He is self-contained because his ambi

tion is realised. 

It is not until he is out of the reach of his repu

tation that he begins to feel isolated; and, even so, his 

isolation comes much more slowly than does Decoud's: 

Then he (Hostromo)' , too, experienced that 
feeling oT solitude which had weighed 
heavily on Decoud after the lighter had 
slipped off the shore. But while the man 
on the island was oppressed by a bizarre 
sense of unreality, affecting the very 



2h 

ground upon which he walked, the mind 
of the capataz of the cargadores turned 
alertly to the problem of future con
duct (p. 268). 

Once Nostromo reaches land again, however, he falls into a 

deep sleep; and he awakens in solitude. His reaction to a-

waking indicates that he realizes that the illusion of his 

reputation is gone: 

His first confused feeling was exactly 
this — that it was not in keeping. It 
was more like the end of things. The 
necessity of living concealed somehow, 
for God knows how long, which assailed 
him on his return to consciousness, made 
everything that had gone before for years 
appear vain and foolish, like a flatter
ing dream come suddenly to an end (p. 357). 

As he looks around him, the physical characteristics of "the 

open solitude between the harbor and the town" render "more 

sensible his profound isolation" (p. 362). It is interest

ing to note that, at this point, although Nostromo has no 

"intellectual existence" as Razumov did, the psychological 

reactions of the two men are almost identical — both begin 

to search frantically for something to believe in: 

The confused and intimate impression of 
universal dissolution which beset a sub
jective nature at any strong check to 
its ruling passion has a bitterness ap-

foachine that of death itself....He 
ostromo] was as ready to become the 

prey of any belief, superstition, or de
sire as a child (p. 360)» 

Unfortimately for Nostromo, his new ruling passion becomes 

the silver from the mine; and no other illusion can quite 

break its hold. 
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Nostromo's companion, Decoud, is also unable to 

find a satisfactory belief once he has realized his soli-

ttade. Decoud, at first glance, seems to represent the 

complete sceptic, intellectual in nature and cynical in 

manner. When we begin to examine him carefully, however, 

it seems that he does not become a true sceptic until he 

finds himself alone on the island. He is first presented 

to us as the talented young intellectual, fresh from France, 

who has "pushed the habit of universal raillery to a point 

where it blinded him to the genuine impulses of his own 

nature" (p. 1^8). Although he ridicules every standard 

and ideal, he is not without illusion; his pose of "in

tellectual superiority" is his ideal. He is not completely 

sceptical because he believes in himself. It is in con

nection with this illusion that his love for Antonla Avel-

lanos becomes particularly significant. When Decoud dis

covers that he is returning to Sulaco, he thinks about An

tonla, who, obviouslj^ has affected him strongly in the past. 

He remembers, also, how she affected him — by treating 

"slightingly his pose of disabused wisdom"! 

On one occasion, as though she had lost 
all patience, she flew out at him about 
the aimlessness of ills life and the lev
ity of his opinions. He was twenty then, 
an only son, spoiled by his adoring fam
ily. This attack disconcerted him so 
greatly that he had faltered in his af
fectation of amused superiority before 
that insignificant chit of a schoolgirl. 
But the impression left was so strong 
that ever since all the girl friends of 
his sisters recalled to him Antonla Aval-
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IanOS by some faint resemblance, or by 
the great force of contrast. Iz was, 
he told himself, li':e a ridiculous 
fatality (p. ^h9). 

When he sees her again, of course, the ii:ipression is only 

strengthened; and he frequently feels "his familiar habit 

of ironic thought fall shattered against Antonla's gravity" 

(p. 178). His belief in himself is shaken; so he trans

fers this belief to Antonla. Strangely enough, this trans

ference of faith re-establishes his belief in himself with, 

however, a new aspect; formerly he sought to protect him

self with universal ridicule; now he seeks to accomplish 

something through absolute love. Because of this love, he 

finds it impossible to maintain his sceptical indifference 

toward political idealism. "Antonla's belief in the cause" 

makes the "reality of political action" seem much closer. 

His reaction bothers him, and he soothes himself by saying 

that he is "not a patriot, but a lover" (p. 166); however, 

his letter to his sister shows that he takes his plan of 

separation seriously. He declares that he realizes that 

South American republics "come into the world like evil 

flowers on a hotbed of rotten institutions"; but he seeks to 

justify his own plan by declaring to his sister, "The seed 

of this one has germinated in your brother's brain, and that 

will be enough for your devoted assent" (p. 20^-). He also 

indicates in the letter that he is beginning to feel iso

lated, but is still clinging to his love and his idea: 

'I have a feeling of a great solitude a-
round me,' he continued. 'Is it, perhaps. 
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because I am the only man with a defi
nite idea in his head. In the complete 
collapse of every resolve, intention, 
and hope about me? But the solitude 
is also very real' (p. 210). 

•My dear girl, there is that in Antonla 
which would make me believe in the feasi
bility of anything. One look at her is 
enough to set my brain on fire' (p. 216). 

As has already been indicated, once Decoud leaves 

the shore, he is no longer able to count on his love or 

on his idea; "even his passionate devotion to Antonla, into 

which he had worked himself up out of the depths of his 

scepticism, had lost all appearance of reality" (p. 239). 

When he is alone on the island, he is once again able to piC' 

ture Antonla, not as a sustaining ideal as before, but as 

a "gigantic and lovely...^allegorical statue, looking on 

with scornful eyes at his weakness" (p. ̂ 25). Even his 

former pose of sceptical indifference has deserted him: 

Solitude from mere outward condition of 
existence becomes very swiftly a state of 
soul in which the affectations of irony 
and scepticism have no place. It takes 
possession of the mind, and drives forth 
the thought into the exile of utter un
belief. After three days of waiting for 
the sight of some human face, Decoud 
caught himself entertaining a doubt of 
his own individuality. It had merged in
to the world of cloud and water, of na
tural forces and forms of nature (p. U-25). 

There is absolutely nothing left for Decoud to turn to; so 

he kills himself, and Conrad makes clear the reason for his 

death: "The brilliant Costaguanero of the boulevards had 

died from solitude and want of faith in himself and others" 

(p. i+2^). 
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This last statement concerning Decoud certainly 

indicates that Conrad feels rather strongly that, in order 

to survive, man must have something to believe in even 

though the object of faith is only an illusion. Since Con

rad is so clearly aware of this need, it seems quite pos

sible that this awareness explains his tolerance of human 

institutions. The possibility that an institution could 

become the object of a man's faith could justify its exis

tence in Conrad's eyes. Although it is true that Conrad 

sees these institutions as inevitable, the nature of his 

acceptance of them seems to imply that he considers them 

more than just unavoidable; after all, he does speak of 

their "merit and claims." Since several of the characters 

^ Noatromo have been shown to be in need of a sustaining 

illusion, if they tend to turn to institutions as recipients 

for their faith, then it would seem that the "merit and 

claims" of these institutions are that they do meet this 

apparently desperate need. 



CHAPTER II 

GONaAD'S TOLERANCE OP INSTITUTIONS 

It might be beneficial, before we begin showing 

how inst itutions can become sustaining i l lus ions , i f we 

define precisely what wi l l be meant by the term "institu

t ion." Although the dictionary l i s t s several possible 

meanings for the word, only two of these l i s t ings seem to 

be pertinent in this discussicani — 1. "an established law, 

custom, practice, system, etc ." and 2 . "a familiar person 

or thing;.i" Although the second meaning i s colloquial, Con

rad indicates in several statements that he does recognize 

i t ; for example, he has called such familiar things and 

people as Himtley and Palmer biscuit tins'' and the censor 

of plays^ accepted inst i tut ions . In Nostromp, there i s a 

plentiful supply of inst i tut ions, ranging a l l the way from 

the long-establish€Mi and wide-spread ( l ike the Catholic 

Church) to the recent and local (such as a prominent c i t izen 

of Sulaco.) 

When we examine Conrad's f i c t ion , we begin to see 

a definite need in his characters for the institutions of 

donventional society. The most obvious examples of such 

a need are displayed by the characters who suddenly find 

^Conrad, Notes m IALLSL 3 M letters^ p. 233. 

^Conrad, iaiiai&j PP» 205-206. 
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themselves separated from these inst i tut ions . In Notes 

m M£^ m& I*ettp;ps Conrad hints at the sort of situation 

which then occurs: 

Some day i t [clvil isationl must f a i l , 
and we shall Tiave then a vealth of ap
pallingly unpleasant sensations brought 
home to us with painful intimacy.3 

Probably, Conrad's most graphic example of what happens 

to men who are physically abandoned by c iv i l izat ion i s his 

account of the men ( l ike Kurtz) who lose themselves in the 

Congo. Their condition i s described thoroughly in "An Out

post of Progress": 

Few men realize that their l i f e , the 
very essence of their character, their 
capabil it ies and their audacities, are 
only the expression of their belief in 
the safety of their surroundings. The 
courage, the composure, the confidence; 
the emotions and principles; every great 
and every insignificant thought belongs 
not to the individual but to the crowd: 
to the crov6 that believes blindly in 
the i rres i s t ib le force of i t s ins t i tu
tions and of i t s morals, in the pcajer 
of i t s police and of i t s opinions.^ 

In another short story, "The Return," we find that the sepa

ration from c iv i l i zat ion can be emotional as well as physical. 

Alvan Hervey, the main character, has just discovered that 

his marriage i s not as ideal as he had thought; and he sud-

— — « * « — < — — — — I I * r^>.ai»——fc»»M»» • ! 11 • » — — « — — a — — — » « III I. I II I II • im»mmmmmmmm,mmmmmi^mmmmmmmmmm 

3conrad, MsMs. m M£^ SM liSiiS£3.9 P* HO. 
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Joseph Conrad, "An Outpost of Progress," Thp Portabj.e 
Caaxfli (New York, 1957), p. ^ 2 . 
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denly feels that he cannot believe in anything: 

For a moment he ceased to be a member of 
society with a position, a career, and a 
name attached to all this, like a descrip
tive label of some complicated compound. 
He was a simple human being removed from 
the delightful world of crescents and 
squares. He stood alone, naked and afraid, 
like the first man on the first day of 
evil....There is a moment of dumb dismay, 
and the wanderings must begin again; the 
painful explaining away of facts, the fe
verish raking up of illusions, the culti
vation of a fresh crop of lies in the sweat 
of one's brow to sustain life, to make it 
supportable, to make it fair.5 

If the average man finds so much support in all of the esta

blished institutions, is it not reasonable to suppose that 

a more exceptional person, who suddenly realizes his isola

tion, might turn to at least one institution to find a reci

pient for his faith? 

This supposition becomes even more reasonable when we 

analyze the actual nature of institutions; one of the main 

advantages that they present to the prospective believer is 

that they so readily provide action, which is beneficial to 

the individual in several ways, all of which Conrad recog

nizes. As he declares in Nost̂ romp, "action is consolatory" 

because it is the "friend of flattering Illusions." Since 

"it is the enemy of thought," it hinders any uncomfortable 

meditation which might suggest to the individual how isolated 

he actually is. Also, action provides a "sense of mastery 

5joseph Conrad, "The Return," Taleg pf Unrest (Garden 
City, New York, 1926), p. 133» 
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over the Fates" (p. 79); it gives men the illusion that 

they are controlling their affairs and accomplishing great 

deeds. Finally, and perhaps most important, action gives 

a man a sense of identity, a "sustaining illusion of an 

independent existence as against the whole scheme of things 

of which we form a helpless part" (p. ̂ 25). Of course, we 

must remember that action is not the remedy by itself; it 

must be actitai which can be idealized. As the ehlef engi

neer in Nos^ropo perceives, "things seem to be worth nothing 

by what they are in themselves....the tmly solid thing about 

them is the spiritual value which every one discovers in 

his own form of activity" (p. 279). 

Another advantage presented by institutions is that 

they lend themselves to worship by means of ritual and cere

mony. Again, the individual finds a way to express himself 

without thought, which he must avoid since it will only lead 

him to be aware of "the crushing, paralyzing sense of hu

man littleness, which is what really defeats a man" (p. 373). 

ih Last Essays. Conrad describes the psychological process 

involved in the substitution of a ritual for thought: 

Theologically Christmas Day is the great
est occasion for rejoicing offered to 
sinful mankind; but this aspect of it is 
so august and so great that the human 
mind refuses to contemplate it steadily, 
perhaps because of its own littleness, 
for which it is in no way to blame. It 
prefers to concentrate its attention on 
ceremonial observances, expressive gen
erally of good will and festivities, 
such, for instance, as giving presents 
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and eating plum pudding.^ 

Although in Nostromo^ we are primarily concerned 

with the characters whose psychological conditions we have 

already discussed, i t i s in teres t ing to note that v i r t ua l l y 

a l l of the characters make f u l l use of the available i n s t i 

t u t i o n s . In f a c t , Conrad makes i t clear t h a t the most im

portant influence in Sulaco, the object to which more people 

pin the i r f a i t h than any other, the mine i t s e l f , i s "an im

portant i n s t i t u t i o n , . . . a ra l lying point for everything in 

the province tha t needed order and s t a b i l i t y to l ive" (p . 115). 

Of course, l i ke any good i n s t i t u t i o n , the mine has possible 

s p i r i t u a l s ignif icance; there must be an opportunity for 1-

dealism, or i t w i l l be too d i f f i cu l t for the devotee to j u s t 

ify his dedicat ion. The Senor Administrado sees the mine 

as pouring down "the g i f t s of well-being, secur i ty , and ju s 

t i c e upon the t o i l e r s " ; and the t o i l e r s are in accord, for 

they have "invested i t Uhe minel with a protecting and in

vincible v i r t u e , as though i t were a f e t i sh made by the i r 

own hands" (p . 3^3)• 

Although several of the characters eventually turn 

t o the mine, only two seem to be will ing from the f i r s t to 

dedicate themselves to the ideal of material i n t e r e s t s , 

Charles Gould and Mr. Holroyd, the American backer. Mr. 

Holroyd, a lonely man, i s an overt i d e a l i s t , probably 

Conrad, Mmr^V^§ ?9llY UM. fa^fe Ba^^yfly P* 2^8. 
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his c a p i t a l i s t i c deal ings . He has indulged his Idealism 

up t o now in the support of Protestant churches, and Mrs. 

Gould remarks with disgust that he looks upon "his own 

God as a sor t of in f luen t ia l par tner , who gets his share 

of p ro f i t s in the endowment of churches" (p . 83). I t 

seems na tu ra l , then, that a person of th i s nature would 

grav i ta te toward an i n s t i t u t i on l ike the San Tome^mine 

since i t represents a chance to provide his main i n t e r e s t , 

materialism, with an i d e a l i s t i c sanction: 

The head of the s i lver and s t ee l in t e res t s 
had entered into Costaguana af fa i rs with a 
sort of passion. Costaguana had become 
necessary to his e x i s t e n c e . . • . I t was a spe
c i a l form of the great man's extravagance, 
sanctioned by a moral intention big enough 
to f l a t t e r his vani ty. Even in t h i s aber
ra t ion of his genius he served the progress 
of the world (p . 328). 

I t i s somewhat ironic t h a t , at the beginning of t he i r 

r e l a t ionsh ip , Charles Gould feels tha t he has no I l lus ions 

whereas Mr. Holroyd i s , in many respects , jus t a "dreamy 

i d e a l i s t " (p . 89) . I t i s t r u e , of course, tha t Holroyd's 

v is ions of control l ing the en t i r e world are far more ^ex-

pansive than Gould's plan of saving the San Tome mine. Don 

Carlos has some ju s t i f i c a t i on for feeling proud of the "cor

rectness of his aim, def in i te in space and absolutely a t 

ta inab le within a l imited time" (p . 89) . What i s i ronic i s 

tha t he does not r ea l i ze tha t he i s , never the less , an 1-

d e a l i s t . He i s able to control his manner and actions so 
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thoroughly that he does not give the appearance of a dream

er, even to himself. His practical demeanor allows him to 

make statements like the following and appear deceptively 

unidealistic: 

...I pin my faith to material interests. 
Only let the material interests once get 
a firm footing, and they are bound to im
pose the conditions on which alone they 
can continue to exist. That's how your 
money-making is justified here in the face 
of lawlessness and disorder. It is just
ified because the security which it de
mands must be shared with an oppressed 
people. A better justice will come after
wards. That's your ray of hope (p. 9^). 

In spite of his manner of cool and sensible practicality, 

however, Charles Gould's attachment to the mine continues 

to grow until, by the end of the book, he has become a fa

natic, a man "haunted by a fixed idea"; and he realizes 

that he and Mr. Holroyd share a "common passion" (p. 328). 

There are two other people who display an alle

giance to the mine — Emilia Gould and Dr. Monygham. Their 

attachments are not quite of the same nature as Charles 

Gould's and Mr. Holroyd's, however. Both Emilia and Monyg

ham have devoted themselves to other institutions, and these 

illusions have led them to the mine* 

It is easy to see that, to Emilia, the mine ̂ is at 

first only part of the excitement she sees in the future: 

All the eagerness of youth for a strange 
life, for great distances, for a future 
in which there were an air of adventure, 
of combat — a subtle thought of redress 
and conquest, had filled her with an in
tense excitement (p. 79). 
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Although, a f te r she reaches Sulaco, Emilia displays a thor

ough In te res t in the mine, i t i s soon evident tha t i t i s 

not t h e . s o r t of i n s t i t u t i on that can en l i s t her i dea l i s t i c 

support . Conrad informs us tha t "even the most legit imate 

touch of materialism was wanting in Mrs. Gould's character" 

(p . 87); and i t appears tha t she soon begins to have some 

problem in keeping "their prosperity without a s ta in on i t s 

only r e a l , on i t s immaterial side" (p . 87). In a conversa

t ion tha t Emilia has with her husband just before she ta lks 

to Martin Decoud, we discover just how opposed are the basic 

a t t i t u d e s of the Goulds toward what the mine represents : 

She raised her eyes and looked at her hus
band's face, from which a l l sign of sym
pathy or any other feeling had disappeared. 
'Why don ' t you t e l l me something?' she a l 
most wailed. 

' I thought you had understood me perfectly 
from the f i r s t , * Charles Gould said, slowly 
. . . ' The re were things to be done. We have 
done themj we have gone on doing them. 
There i s no going back now. I don ' t suppose 
t h a t , even from the f i r s t , there was rea l ly 
any possible way back. And, what's more, 
we can ' t even afford to stand s t i l l . ' 

'Ah* if one only knew how far you mean to 
g o , ' said his wife, inwardly trembling, but 
in an almost playful tone. 

'Any d i s tance , any length, of course , ' was 
the answer, in a matter-of-fact tone, which 
caused Mrs. Gould to make another effort to 
repress a shudder (p . 192). 

Emilia Gould's lack of materialism wi l l not l e t her 

dedicate herself to the mine the way her husband has done. 

There i s , however, another i n s t i t u t i o n which i s more suited 

t o her "woman's i n s t i nc t of devotion" (p . 86) — the i n s t i -
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tution of marriage. It seems clear from tn:. first that it 

is extremely important to her to be able to feol that "theirs 

was 3 successful match" (p. 3^-). She takes great delight 

in telling nerself thab she is the only one who really 

knows her Charles, and her trips to the mine daring her 

first months In Sulaco evince more of a desire for "together

ness" than for a look at the mine itself. Perhaps one of 

the reasons she finds herself so interested in the mine is 

that she somehow connects it with her marriage; in fact, 

she feels that the history of the mine is "in essence the 

history of her married life" (p. 80). When she finally re

alizes, after her talk with Decoud, exactly what the mine 

has done to her relationship with her husband, she finds 

herself in the painful position of having to be faithful 

to that which she feels most bitter towards. She knows 

now just how much San Tome means to her husband; and, even 

after the mine is out of danger, she still shudders at any 

"allusions to the destruction that had come so near" 

(p. ̂ 32). Although she knows now that her marriage is not 

quite as she had thought, it is otie institution that she 

is willing to go "any length for;"and she understands per

fectly when the doctor says, "Ah, yesl•..Women count time 

from the marriage feast" (p. ^32). 

Although Dr. Monygham also finds himself expressing 

allegiance to the mine and even risking his life to save 

it, like Smilia, he does not find it the sort of institu

tion that can readily capture his attention. He has too 
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much scorn for human progress of any kind, "being d i s i l 

lusioned as to mankind in general because of the particu

lar instance in which his own manhood had failed" (p. 373)-

Besides, as i s evident from his habits of dress and his 

manner of l iv ing , he also lacks "even the most legitimate 

touch of materialism." In spite of Dr. Monygham's distrust 

of mankind, however, Sulaco i s not completely void of that 

which can capture his imagination. When he i s f i r s t intro

duced to the reader, we are told that "only Mrs. Gould 

could keep his unbelief in men's motives within due bounds" 

(p. 62) . Apparently, "Mrs. Gould's humanizing influence" 

i s not limited to the doctor; for i t seems that "the English 

sen'ora" has become almost as much of an institution as has 

her husband's mine. Since the Gould family has been "esta

blished in Costaguana for three generations," Emilia's pre

sence in Sulaco i s noticed at once; and her "unselfishness 

and sympathy" soon lead "her to achieve the conquest of Su

laco" (p. 63). Also, the fact that she i s frequently the 

only lady at a gathering makes her even more noticeable. 

The people of Sulaco watch and approve of everjrthlng she does, 

whether i t i s riding up to the mine or presiding elegantly 

at a dinner party. They also appreciate her altruism; and, 

according to Conrad, the hoaesick young men who have come 

to work at the mine allude to her frequently. She i s spoken 

of as "kindness personified" (p. 60). Certainly, i f any 

individual could be called an inst i tut ion, Emilia Gould would 

qualify. 
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It would be possible, or course, for Dr. Monygham 

to be devoted to Emilia Gould, the individual, rather than 

Emilia Gould, the inst i tut ion. In view of some of Conrad's 

descriptions of the doctor's feel ings , however, i t seems 

more than l ike ly that Monygham loves Emille for what she 

represents rather than what she actually might be. As 

has already been mentioned, there i s no real communication 

between the two; and, although the doctor does later sense 

some of her secrets ( l ike her relationship with her husband), 

he never sees her as anything less than a perfect ideal: 

With the utter absorption of a man to whom 
love comes l a t e , . . . t h e sight of that woman 
.. .suggested ideas of adoration, of kissing 
the hem of her robe (p. ^37). 

The way that Dr. Monygham associates Emilia with the si lver 

mine also indicates that he regards her with simply an in

tensif ied version of the public's opinion of her: 

It [the niine presented i t s e l f to his f i f t y -
years-old-eyes in the shape of a l i t t l e woman 
in a soft dress with a long train, with a 
head attractively overweighted by a great 
mass of fa ir hair, and the delicate precious-
ness of her inner worth, partaking of a gem 
and a flower. As the dangers thickened round 
the San Tome mine, this i l lusion acquired 
force, permanency, and authority (p. 372). 

The realm of material interests i s not the only aspect 

of l i f e in Sulaco which provides people with ready-made i l 

lus ions . Another such area i s p o l i t i c s . In the midst of 

a l l of the turmoil, we can find any number of men l ike Don 

Juste Lopez who are willing to do almost anything "to save 

the form at least of parliamentary institutions" (p. 309), 
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or whatever kind of institutions they happen to be dedi

cated to. Probably the two most important political i-

dealists are Don Jose Avellanos and his daughter, Antonla. 

Although Don Jose has been "ruined in every way" by a for

mer corrupt government, Conrad makes it clear that such a 

man "possessed of passion is not a bankrupt in life" (p. 137). 

The institution that he has devoted himself to is the gov

ernment of his country, which he believes can be run with 

peace and prosperity. Antonla, too, supports "the great 

cause" and would sacrifice anything, including Decoud, in 

order to fulfill her dream (p. 175). 

Although Martin Decoud knows that Antonla's dream 

cannot really be fulfilled, he cannot avoid its influence; 

in spite of himself he begins to believe in the system that 

he is trying to institute. Although he is speaking truly 

when he says that he has "no patriotic illusions,...only 

the supreme illusion of a lover" (p. 177)> he is frequently 

forced to note that this "supreme illusion" has to involve 

patriotism; and, at times, he has to admit that he is "more 

of a Costaguanero than he J would have believed possible" 

(p. 166). 

Another inst itution which i s ideally suited for lonely 

souls , the Catholic Church, also has i t s share of devotees. 

Although the present view of the masses i s characterized as 

"anti-priestly free thought" (p. 363), Conrad declares that 

the "popular mind i s incapable of scepticism"; consequently, 

many people find themselves turning to the Church to cure 



their isolation. Perhaps the image of the Church in Sulaco 

is best illustrated by the "moss-stained effigy of some saint

ly bishop, mitred and staffed, and bearing the indignity of a 

broken nose meekly, with his fine stone hands crossed on his 

breast" (p. 105). The Church may not be so powerful as it 

once was; but it is still there, available if needed. 

There are three characters, in particular, in Nostromo. 

who look to the Church as the object of their faith. Signers 

Teresa, who feels that Nostromo has abandoned her, finds com

fort during a revolution by "muttering pious invocations to all 

the saints of the calendar" (p. 39). Father Roman, who sees 

so clearly that the "working of the usual public institutions 

is a series of calamities overtaking private individuals," 

nevertheless clings to the rituals of his own institution 

without once doubting their efficacy: 

He had been marrying, baptizing, con
fessing, absolving, and burying the 
workers of the San Tome mith dignity 
and unction for five years or more; 
and he believed in the sacredness of 
these ministrations, which made them 
his own in a spiritual sense. They 
were dear to his sacerdotal supremacy 
(p. 3 ^ ) . 

The third supporter of the Church is Father Corbelan, who is 

probably the most desperate of the three. Antonla's uncle, 

"a strenuous priest with one idea" (p. 185), is the typical 

"true believer," rabid and uncompromising: 

It was known that Father Corbelan had 
come out of the wilds to advocate the 
sacred rights of the Churfih with the 
same fanatical fearlessness with which 
he had gone preaching to bloodthirsty 
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savages, devoid of human compassion •javagwo, uuvuxu ui numan compass 

or worship of any kind (p. 181). 

Apparently, then, the Church, in spite of its decline. 

Is still able to attract a rather wide variety of believers. 

There is one other person, also, who almost seems ready to 

turn to this institution for his support except that circum

stances will not allow him to find any comfort there. This 

person, Nostromo, is, as has already been mentioned, "ready 

to become the prey of any belief, superstition, or desire." 

Since he has been reared as a Catholic, it is natural that 

the memory of his former beliefs should return to him. Be-

cause of his refusal to get a priest for Teresa Viola, when 

she is dying, however, Nostromo cannot face the thought of 

religion with any emotion but guilt. Consequently, that 

which could have become a solace to him in his isolation, 

can now be only another torture: 
She was dead. But would God consent to 
receive hei soul? She had died without 
confession or absolution, because he had 
not been willing to spare her another mo
ment of his time. His scorn of priests . 
as priests remained; but, after all, it 
was impossible to know whether what they 
affirmed was not true. Power, punishment, 
pardon, are simple and credible notions. 
The magnificent capataz of cargadores, 
deprived of certain simple realities, such 
as the admiration of women, the adulation 
of men, the admired publicity of his life, 
was ready to feel the burden of sacrile
gious guilt descend upon his shoulders 
vp* 363)• 

Perhaps, if Nostromo had not ignored Teresa's request, he 

would have been able to find a more sustaining object of de-
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votion than the silver from the mine. 

There are various other institutions presented in 

Nostromoy all of which have their dedicated supporters. For 

example, there is the always prevalent possibility of revolu

tion or war, which Conrad declares has become "a calm and regu

lated institution."7 This particular institution, like the 

others, has a wide variety of followers, ranging from Giorgio 

Viola, "the idealist of the old, abstract revolutions" (p. 2^), 

to General Montero, whom "the fortunes of war served... mar-

velously" (p. 57)• All of the institutions discussed are 

obviously capable of meeting the human need for action; many 

of them also provide comforting rituals and ceremonial ob

servances. It is obvious that the characters who, because of 

their recognized isolation, so desperately need a sustaining 

illusion, are able to find it in the institutions they attach 

themselves to. Thus, the institutions in Nostyomo have suf

ficiently demonstrated their "merit and claims." The story, 

however, cannot end here. It must not be forgotten that Con

rad, in spite of his tolerance, stiUL regards institutions as 

basically untrustworthy. Perhaps, another look at the charac

ters and institutions of Nostromo can illustrate the reason 

for this mistrust. 

7conrad, Notps SSL X»lfe afî  Lettersf p. 108. 



CHAPTER III 

CONRAD'S DISTRUST OF INSTITUTIONS 

Although most of the characters in Nostromo do find 

comfort in their illusions at least for a time, the atmosphere 

of Sulaco at the end of the book is distinctly ominous. New 

conflicts and disputes are already evident, and it would seem 

that Conrad had written the following words directly to the 

characters in Nostromo: 

If you believe in improvement you must weep, 
for the attained perfection must end in cold, 
darkness and silence. In a dispassionate 
view the ardour for reform, improvement, for 
virtue, for knowledge and even for beaury is 
only a vain sticking up for appearances, as 
though one were anxious about the cut of 
one's clothes in a community of blind men.** 

Apparently, the really fortunate man is the one who does not 

outlive his dream. 

There seem to be several reasons for Conrad's thinking 

that, ultimately, an institution is likely to disappoint its 

believer. The first v/eaknass of any human institution is 

present in its foundation. It has already been illustrated 

how the characters of Nostromo turn to their illusions out 

of desperation, a psychological condition which would probably 

cause them to be careless in their choice. It is possible, 

however, that, even if a man were not actually desperate, his 

inherent fear would have to enter any decision that he makes. 

^Conrad, "Letters," TM SMiM^lSL SmSSlf P- 73^. 

r I' 
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Apparently, judging from a statement from "An Outpost of 

Progress," Conrad believes fear to be the ultimate motive: 

A man may destroy everything within himself, 
love and hate and belief, and even doubt; but 
as Icmg as he clings to life he cannot destroy 
fear: the fear, subtle, indestructable, and 
terrible, that pervades his being; that tinges 
his thoughts; that lurks in his heart; that 
watches on his lips the struggle of his last 
breath.^ 

If fear must be present in the foundation of any institution, 

it would seem that that foundation would, of necessity, be 

weak. 

Fear is not the only natural characteristic of man 

which enters the establishing of institutions. Ignorance, too, 

enters into all human actions and decisions. Conrad's descrip

tion of the causes of the Monterist revolution could be ap

plied to the foundation of any institutioni 

...the fundas^ntal causes were the same as 
ever, rooted in the political immaturity of 
the people, in the indolence of the upper 
classes ana the mental darkness of the lower 
(p. 335). 

Apparently, even the need for activity, which has already been 

discussed, ±3 grounded in the natural fear and ignorance of 

mankind in general: 

The intellectual stage of mankind being as yet 
in its infancy, and states like most IMividuals, 
having but a feeble and imperfect consciousness 
of the worth and force of the inner life, the 

^Conrad, "An Outpost of Progress," tM Portable Coa-
£3l$ P« ̂ 79. 
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need of making their existence manifest to 
themselves is determined in the direction of 
physical activity.3 

Consequently, an individual who fears a loss of identity 

turns to that which will provide action because he does not 

know where else to turn; and, as we have previously seen, 

institutions do provide this activity. Obviously, anything 

constructed on such a basis of fear and ignorance would have 

but a tenuous existence. 

It seems reasonable, then, to expect that the sort of 

support that such an institution would give would be particu

larly vulnerable to any destructive force that presents it

self. Unfortunately, for the individual who is depending on 

the institution, the most destructive forces of all are the 

most universal — chance and, above all, time. Conrad, who 

has written an entire novel on the effedts of "mere chance," 

describes it as "a mighty force"^; and his comments about 

time are even more frequent and emphatic. For example, in 

Notes oa M£§L a M iiSSME^* he declares: 

The only influence that cannot be restrained 
is simply the influence of time, which dis
engages truth from all facts with a merciless 
logic and prevails over the passing opinions, 
the changing impulses of men.5 

3conrad, M ^ ^ m M£^ ^ L ^ i i ^ , P. 108. 
k 

p . i x . 
Joseph Conrad, Chance (Garden City, New York, 1957), 

^Conrad, SsMa m Mfa i M Letters^ p . 133. 
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Certainly, the institutions presented in Nostromo display a 

def inite vulnerability to these destructive forces. 

Conrad makes another interesting, i f subtle, comment 

on the nature of man's relationship to the institutions of 

his making when he describes virtually a l l of the institutions 

in Nostromo with religious imagery and cal l s the individual's 

attachment to the institution a fa i th . Apparently, he does 

not l imit this manner of description to Nostromo^ either; for 

many examples can be found throughout his writing. For example, 

in i a s i lasaYtj in a discussion of Galsworthy's Forsyte Saga. 

Conrad describes what he ca l l s the institution of property as 

"a sort of unholy religion whose fundamental dogma, public 

ceremonies and awful secret r i t e s , forming the subject matter 

of this remarkable novel, take no account of human dignity."^ 

This use of religious terras to describe the various 

inst i tut ions in Hostyomo occurs so often that i t would be 

d i f f i cu l t to c i t e every example. Again and again, too, such 

a description wi l l ca l l to mind a passage from another of 

Conrad's works, which portrays the same institution in similar 

terms. For example, we find that Giorgio's "enthusiasm had 

been fed on scenes of carnage, on the examples of lofty devo

t ion , on the din of armed struggle, on the inflamed language 

of proclamations. He had never parted from the chief of his 

choice — the f iery apostle i1 Garibaldi of independence" (p. 50), 

Also, he has gained from his "existence of excitement, adventure, 

^Conrad, AtaflY^r'? 'PollY §M Msii Esseiy?, p. 351. 
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and wild warfare" a "puritanism of conduct born of stern 

enthusiasm, like the puritanism of religion" (p. 52). Con

rad again describes war in religious terms when he presents 

General Montero as characterized by "the atrocious grotesque-

ness of some military idol of Aztec conception and European 

bedecking, awaiting the homage of worshippers" (p. 125). Con

rad is even more explicit in his comparison of war to reli

gion in Mirror ^ ttĵ  SSiSit in which he maintains that war is 

"a half-mystic and glorious ceremony with certain fashionable 

rites and preliminary incantations."^ 

Conrad uses the same sort of imagery to describe the 

world of material interests. In Note^ 2SL Life and Letters he 

speaks of technicians as "the high priests of the modern cult 

of perfected material and mechanical appliances," and in lia-

atromo he speaks of the "religion of silver and iron" (p. 8^). 

As with the other characters, Charles Gould's attachment to the 

mine is referred to as a "faith" (p. 87); and he regards his 

picture of the mine (p. 351) in almost the same manner that Te

resa looks at the images of her saints and that Giorgio gazes 

at the likeness of Garibaldi, who is also a "saint" (p. 51). 

The people of Sulaco, too, have begun to think of the mine the 

same way they would think of a church; it is something to be 

believed in and depended on in time of need, and Charles Gould 

is seen in the role of its priest as possessing the powers of 

'̂ Joseph Conrad, mX£^ fi£. tiiS. § ^ § M 4 Pep^pn^l Be-
Q^S^i (London, 1925), p. 27. 
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an intercessor: 

'It is believed that your [oould'sj soul is 
so just that a prayer from you would cure the 
sickness of every beast, like the oration of 
the upright judge. Let me have some words 
from your lips that would act like a charm 
upon the doubts of our partida, where all 
are men' (p. 31^). 

There are many other examples of more or less direct 

use of religious terms to describe the various institutions in 

Nostromo. For instance, political beliefs are called "doc

trines" (p. 13^)J and the word "faith" is used constantly. 

Another overt utilization of religious imagery is found in 

the description of the reign of Guzman Bento: 

The powej of supreme government had become 
in his [Bento'sj dull mind an object of 
strange worship, as if it were some sort 
of cruel deity. It was incarnated in him
self, and his adversaries, the Federalists, 
were the supreme sinners, objects of hate, 
abhorrence, and fear, as heretics would be 
to a convinced inquisitor (p. 135). 

When we consider all of these instances in which Conrad 

applies religious terms to other institutions, it seems reason

able to suppose that he would also employ his own conceptions 

of religion and its relationship to mankind in discussions of 

these other institutions. In light of this supposition, some 

of his comments about religion are particularly significant. 

One statement from a letter to Garnett indicates that Conrad 

feels that religion (Christianity, in particular) does provide 

a service to Its believers, but will probably fail them in 

the end: 

^'^^"liSi^.i'f^l-- COULESB uuAax 
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...Christianity...is distasteful to me. I 
am not blind to its services but the absurd 
oriental fable from which it starts irritates 
me. Great, improving, softening, compassion
ate it may be but it has lent itself with a-
mazing facility to cruel distortion and is the 
only religion which, with its impossible stan
dards, has brought an infinity of anguish to 
innumerable souls — on this earth.° 

If Conrad does transfer any part of the implications 

of this opinion to the institutions that he compares with the 

Christian religion, the prospect of anyone finding permanent 

support from these institutions is dim. Another comment from 

one of Conrad's letters can, with more certainty, be applied 

to the characters and institutions of Nostromo. Since vir

tually all of the characters are described as having faith in 

the institutions they have attached themselves to, their hold 

on their sustaining illusions looks extremely tenuous when 

viewed in the light of the following statement: 

Faith is a myth and beliefs shift like mists 
on the shore; thoughts vanish; words once 
pronounced die; and the memory of yesterday 
is as shadowy as the hope of tomorrow, --
only the string of my platitude seems to have 
no end. As our peasants say: 'Pray, brother, 
forgive me for the love of God,' And we don't 
know what forgiveness is, nor what is love, 
nor where God is.^ 

In Nostfroiao itself we see an example of a religious 

faith which does eventually fail its believer when Teresa is 

^itm^itmmm^mmt^^mmtmmmtmmm^m^mmmmmmmtmmmmmmmm^mmmmmMmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmtmmmmmmmimmmmmmmmmmm^^ 

^Conrad, igiisiia* P* 13^. 

9conrad, "Letters," 1 ^ £21!iiULa Coaiait PP- 73^-735. 
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forced to die without confession and absolution. It would 

seem that Teresa's misfortune is somehow representative of the 

danger that is involved when one attaches so much faith to an 

institution, for almost every major character ultimately dis

covers his precarious hold on the object of his devotion. Dr. 

Monygham is probably the only important character who emerges 

from the novel with sustaining illusion still intact, and even 

he experiences a moment of insecurity when Mrs. Gould lies to 

him in order to protect Nostromo: 

The light of his temperamental enmity to Nos
tromo went out of Dr. Monygham's eyes. He 
stepped back submissively. He did not believe 
Mrs. Gould. But her word was law. He accepted 
her denial like an inexplicable fatality af
firming the victory of Nostromo's genius over 
his own. Even before that woman, whom he loved 
with secret devotion, he had been defeated by 
the magnificent capataz de cargadores, the man 
who had lived his own life on the assumption 
of unbroken fidelity, rectitude and courage 
(p. ^75)1 

Dr. Monygham's reaction i s , of course, ironic since 

Nostromo, too, has been unable to sustain himself without c l ing

ing to an i l lus ion and has also turned to a woman "as a drown

ing man clutches at a straw" (p. ^63). 

There i s also a touch of irony in the fate of Nostromo's 

companion on the expedition to save the s i lver . Although Decoud 

i s deserted by a l l his i l lus ions , including his plan for Sulaco, 

It soems for a while 'ifter his death that his idea may work 

an3n*fay; in fact i t seems to be the ideal system for Sulaco: 

It was l ike a second youth, l ike a new l i f e , 
f u l l of promise, of unrest, of t o i l , scat-
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taring lavishly i t s wealth to the four cor
ners of an excited world (p. ^30). 

It i s not long, however, before Decoud's original 

scepticism i s Justif ied. The idea l i s t s , l ike Antonla and her 

uncle. Father Corbelan, cannot remain content with the s itua

tion as i t i s . Perhaps they fee l the loss of a cause to fight 

for . At any rate, they decide they cannot "abandon, groaning 

under oppression, those who have been their countrymen only 

a few years ago" (p. ^32); they fee l that they must annex the 

rest of Costaguana so that everyone may benefit from the wealth 

of the mine. A new military force i s organized; and, in spite 

of Mrs. Gould's wondering how people who have so recently par

ticipated in a revolution could "forget i t s memory and i t s l e s 

son" (p. ^32), i t seems that a new chapter wi l l soon be added 

to Decoud's account of the pol i t ica l history of Sulaco: 

We convulsed a continent for our independence 
only to become the passive prey of a democratic 
parody, the helpless victims of scoundrels and 
cutthroats, our institutions a mockery, our laws 
a farce — a Guzman Bento our master (p. 162)1 

It seems that in Nostromo Conrad has clearly il lustrated 

the opinion he voices in the following statement from Notes oa 

. . . p o l i t i c a l inst i tut ions , whether contrived 
by the wisdom of the few or the ignorance of 
the many, are incapable of securing the hap
piness of mankind.'^ 

loconrad, satsfi m M££ 9M iaitacai P« 33. 
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It is even more disillusioning to note that the in

stitution can disappoint its supporter even when it succeeds 

since, if it is too successful, it robs the individual of the 

necessity for idealized action. 

Like the political institutions, the San Tome mine 

seems destined to disappoint its followers. Charles Gould, who 

is the most intense devotee of the mine, finds that simply being 

the administrator of San Tome involves him in hypocrisies v/hich 

he has no taste for. Finally, when the silver is sunk, he is 

forced to take action in a way that is most unpleasant for him: 

He felt that this accident had brought to a 
point all the consequences involved in his 
line of conduct, with its conscious and sub
conscious inteu'tlons. There must be an end 
now of this silent reserve, of that air of 
impenetrability behind which he had been safe
guarding his dignity. It was the least ig
noble form of dissembling forced upon him by 
that parody of civilized institutions which 
offended his intelligence, his uprightness, 
and his sense of right....He had no ironic 
eye. He was not amused at the absurdities 
that prevail in this world. They hurt him 
in his innate gravity (p. 327). 

Gould's decision to destroy the mine rather than have 

it taken from him indicates how seriously he regards his pos

session of it, and how acutely he has realized the possibility 

of losing it. He does not see, however, that, even if the mine 

is not destroyed, it can never fulfill his idealistic dreams 

for it. Although the mine does bring wealth and peace to Sula

co for a while, we are clearly shown that this good fortune can

not last. Before Decoud dies, he already sees the mine as "hate 
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ful and immense, lording it by its vast wealth over the valor, 

the toil, the fidelity of the poor, over war and peace, over 

the labors of the town, the sea, and the Campo" (p. ̂ 29); and 

Dr. Monygham absolutely predicts that "the time approaches when 

all that the Gotad Concession stands for shall weigh as heavi-

3^ upon the people as the barbarism, cruelty, and misrule of 

a few years back" (p. ^36). 

When Emilia Gould realizes exactly what the fate of 

the mine is to be, we see that Charles Gould will not be its 

only victim; for Emilia sees clearly that her own Institution, 

her marriage, is proving to be just as disillusioning: 

Incorrigible in his^devotion to the great sil
ver mine was the Senor Administradorl Incor
rigible in his hard, determined service of the 
material interests to which he had pinned his 
faith in the triumph of order and justice. Poor 
boyI...It was a colossal and lasting success; 
and love was only a short moment of f orgetful-
ness, a short intoxication, whose delight she 
remembered with a sense of sadness, as if it 
had been a deep grief lived through. There 
was something inherent in the necessities of 
successful action which carried with it the 
moral degradation of the idea....He did not see 
it. He could not see it. It was not his fault. 
He was perfect, perfect; but she would never 
havê  him to herself ....she saw clearly the San 
Tome mine possessing, consuming, burning up the 
life of the last of the Costaguana Goulds; mas
tering the energetic spirit of the son as it 
had mastered the lamentable weakness of the fa
ther. A terrible success for the last of the 
Goulds....With a prophetic vision she saw her
self surviving alone the degradation of her 
young ideal of life, of love, of work — all 
alone in the Treasure House of the World (p. Mf^^). 

The minor characters who have attached themselves to 

political, military, or economic institutions also must discovej 
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eventually, that their causes are lost; and they must either 

find a new cause or, like Giorgio, cling to the memory of the 

old. If we judge from the history of the country and the na

ture of the political situation, we are forced to agree with 

Dr. Monygham that there will be no "peace and rest" in Sulaco 

(p. ^35). Although Conrad generally accepts this rather pes

simistic prospect with apparent equanimity, his tone becomes 

almost bitter when he considers the effect of all this turmoil 

on the common people who usually have nothing to do with its 

origin. As Conrad declares in NoatropiOj. the people's incapa

city for scepticism "delivers their helpless strength to the 

wiles of swindlers and to the pitiless enthusiasms of leaders 

Inspired by visions of high destiny" (p. 363). The common 

people need something to believe in just as their leaders do; 

consequently, they are ready victims. 

Conrad makes it quite clear that all of the institutions 

which affect the common man eventually lead to exploitation and 

persecution. He also indicates that there is no remedy for the 

situation; for, as soon as one institution is no longer the ru

ling power, another takes over. For example, in Nostromo^ the 

politicians have assumed the authority that was once held by 

the priests as is indicated when Don Pepe declares, "Poor Cos

taguana. Before, it was everything for the padres, nothing 

for the people; and now it is everything for these great pol

iticians in Sta. Marta, for negroes and thieves" (p. 98). In 

fact, according to a statement in "Caspar Ruiz," even the pro-
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cess of change, the war or revolution which establ ishes new 

systems and which has become an in s t i t u t ion i t s e l f , harms the 

Innocent far more than the gu i l ty : 

And, as i s usual in war, the mass of the 
people, v7ho had the l ea s t to gain by the 
i s sue , suffered most in the i r obscure per
sons and the i r humble for tunes. ' ' ' 

Ih Nostrotfip^ Conrad shows that the conditions in 

Costaguana during the revolution follow the pattern he has 

described: 

The cruel f u t i l i t y of things stood unveiled 
in the l ev i ty and sufferings of that incor
r i g ib l e people; the cruel f u t i l i t y of l ives 
and of deaths thrown away in the vain en
deavor to a t t a in an enduring solution of 
the problem (p . 316). 

F ina l ly , we are able to see in process the progression of one 

pa r t i cu la r i n s t i t u t i o n , the San Tome mine, as i t i s es ta 

bl i shed, gains i d e a l i s t i c support, and eventua3JLy uses t h i s 

support to exploi t the helpless : 

She [Emilia) saw the San Tome mountain hang
ing over the Campo, over the whole land, feared, 
hated, wealthy, more soulless than any ty ran t , 
more p i t i l e s s and autocrat ic than the worst 
government, ready to crush innumerable l ives 
in the expansion of i t s greatness (p . W+) . 

Probably, more than anything e l s e , t h i s b i t te rness in 

Conrad's tone when he speaks of t h i s exploi tat ion of the common 

man shows the thoroughness of his scepticism; for , as he ob

viously does possess a genuine "love for mankind,"^^ he would 

''^Conrad, "Gaspar Ruiz," 4 § ^ s£ SJj^, p . 3 . 

^^conrad, "Le t t e r s , " Jba Ppft^frlg CQflXMt P- 7 ^ ^ 



tend to come closest to advocating reform when he thinks a-

bout the people's suffering. Yet, even in this case, his 

scepticism prevails; although he deplores the condition of the 

inhabitants of Sulaco, he realizes that any attempt to re

l ieve their situation would be fut i le and would end only in 

"cold, darkness and silence." Although there i s no perma

nent happiness for a man in the support of inst i tutions, the 

human need for something to believe in wi l l continue to pro

vide existence for them. 



CONCLUSION 

If we judge solely from Conrad's viewpoint, it be

gins to seem that the situation of mankind is hopeless from 

every angle. If a man has nothing to believe in, he must 

perish like Decoud. If he does find something to attach 

his faith to, like an institution, it must be an illusion; 

for "faith is a myth." It seems that man's only chance for 

any sort of happiness is to find an illusion which v/ill not 

collapse during his lifetime. Actually, Stein, in Lord 

Jimy has described the situation perfectly: 

He [manj wants to be a saint, and he wants 
to be a devil — and every time he shuts 
his eyes he sees himself as a very fine 
fellow — so fine as he can never be...In 
a dream.•. 

And because you not always can keep your 
eyes shut there comes the real trouble — 
the heart pain — the world pain. I tell 
you. my friend, it is not good for you to 
find you cannot make your dream come true.... 

Yes I Very funny this terrible thing is. A 
man that is born falls into a dream like a 
man who falls into the sea. If he tries 
to climb out into the air as inexperienced 
people endeavour to do. he drowns...The 
way is to the destructive element submit 
yourself, and with the exertions of your 
hands and feet in the water make the deep, 
deep sea keep you up.' 

As is apparent, this solution is not assured of working 

every time. If the dream should fail, the man is once a-

gain in danger of being drowned, as is shown in Nostromo; his 

**Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
1958), ?• 153. 

58 



59 

only chance then is to find another dream quickly before 

he has to remain in the air too long. 

Probably the only aspect of Conrad's personality 

which tempers his scepticism in any way is his enduring 

love and sympathy for mankind. Since he is one of the mem

bers of the unfortunate human race and, therefore, under

stands their problem only too well, he would not deprive 

anyone of his illusion even if he could. Consequently, al

though he sees the ridiculousness and the cruelty of all 

human institutions, he tolerates them for the support which 

they can offer a man at least for a short time. Besides, he 

realizes that these Institutions are inevitable and that 

when time and chance have destroyed them, human fear and ig

norance will replace them as quickly as is possible. 
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