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The Political Economy of
Joseph Conrad

F

ROBERT M. WHAPLES

What can Joseph Conrad tell us about the political and economic
arrangements that make for a flourishing society? I argue in this essay
that Conrad presents the England of his time as embodying the

institutional and cultural arrangements that make for a peaceful, prosperous,
flourishing society. That England was characterized by a small state, the rule of law,
relatively free markets, and a people with a “sentimental regard for individual liberty”
(The Secret Agent, Conrad [1907] 1994, 33). Although he certainly does not see
England as Utopia, he clearly views it as a force for good in a globalizing world and a
model to be emulated elsewhere, if possible. Unfortunately, as he explains, it is very
difficult for some societies to adopt these arrangements.

Conrad’s understanding of human nature, politics, economics, and culture was
shaped by his biography. He was born in Berdyczów, Poland (then part of the Russian
Empire, now part of Ukraine) in 1857 as Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski. He lost
his mother, Ewa, to tuberculosis when he was seven. His father, Apollo—a poet,
playwright, translator, failed estate manager, and revolutionary who was sentenced to
internal exile and later allowed to leave Russia—died when Joseph was eleven. Conrad
was taken in by his mother’s brother, Tadeusz, who became like a second father to him
but was in many ways the opposite of Apollo Korzeniowski—a practical man who
successfully ran his family’s estate and had an impressive career as a government ad-
ministrator. The experience of growing up as a Pole in the autocratic Russian Empire
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and the tension between the outlooks of his idealistic father and his pragmatic uncle
inform much of Conrad’s life and literature.

Conrad left central Europe for a life at sea as a young man. After four years in
France and on French ships, he joined the British merchant marine in 1878. He
eventually climbed to become a ship captain and began to write fiction, much of it
related to his voyages—first under sail, later under steam—to ports around the world,
especially the East Indies. This essay focuses on his most widely acclaimed works,
published at the height of his career—Heart of Darkness (1899), Lord Jim (1900),
Nostromo (1904), The Secret Agent (1907), and Under Western Eyes (1911).

Under Western Eyes and The Secret Agent

The core of Conrad’s thinking on political and economic issues can be seen in the
contrasts between the Russia and Russians of Under Western Eyes and the England and
English of The Secret Agent. The juxtaposition of the two suggests the political,
economic, and cultural arrangements that work best. Western arrangements—
exemplified in English (or Swiss) institutions—work well; Eastern arrangements—
embodied in Russian institutions—do not. This is obvious, and we don’t need to read
Conrad’s novels to discover this. Simple observation, then and now, shows that a system
of individual freedom and responsibility is preferable to one of autocracy and despotism.
However, drawing from his experiences in both worlds, Conrad’s two novels dem-
onstrate this distinction in unexpected and insightful ways.

Under Western Eyes (Conrad [1911] 1980) tells the story of Kyrilo Razumov, a
bright philosophy student at St. Petersburg University whose world is shocked when a
fellow student, Victor Haldin, appears in his apartment seeking help after he has as-
sassinated the czar’s brutal minister of state in a bomb attack. Haldin is mistaken in
considering Razumov—“an ordinary young man, with a healthy capacity for work . . .
sane ambition . . . [and] an average conscience” (8)—to be a fellow radical. Razumov’s
goals are to secure a position in the Russian administrative state, where he can help
implement more gradual, liberal reforms, becoming “a great reforming servant of the
greatest of States” (251). Although it is clear that Razumov, like most Russians, has
much sympathy for the radical cause, he ultimately decides that his life will be ruined
unless he turns Haldin in to the authorities. In fact, like that of most Russians, his life is
ruined either way. Razumov is eventually convinced to work with the authorities by
infiltrating radical expatriates living in Switzerland. He is greeted as a man of action, for
it is assumed that he was one of Haldin’s co-conspirators, falls in love with the sister of
the man he betrayed, eventually reveals himself to the revolutionaries, and is crippled
after being attacked by a double agent. The story is narrated by an Englishman, a
teacher of languages, who in many ways acts as Conrad’s voice, as does Charles Marlow
in many other Conrad stories.
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The Russia of Under Western Eyes is depicted as a place of “senseless desperation
provoked by senseless tyranny,” as Conrad puts it in his author’s introduction (8).
Deformed by generations of living with tyranny, “the spirit of Russia is the spirit of
cynicism. It informs the declarations of statesmen, the theories of her revolutionists, and
the mystic vaticinations of prophets to the point of making freedom look like a form of
debauch, and the Christian virtues themselves appear actually indecent” (63), infecting
nearly every character in the novel. Russia is characterized by “the moral corruption of
an oppressed society where the noblest aspirations of humanity, the desire for freedom,
an ardent patriotism, the love of justice, the sense of pity, and even the fidelity of simple
minds are prostituted to the lusts of hate and fear, the inseparable companions of an
uneasy despotism” (14). In fact, as Natalia Haldin, perhaps the least cynical of Russians,
explains, “In Russia all knowledge [is] tainted with falsehood” (91). The “illogicality of
their attitude, the arbitrariness of their conclusions” (12) show that Russians’ reason is
corrupted. So is their faith. Natalia’s fatalistic mother professes that “[w]ith us in
Russian the church is so identified with oppression, that it seems almost necessary when
one wishes to be free in this life, to give up all hope of a future existence. . . . There is
neither peace nor rest in Russia for one but in the grave” (92–93).

Autocracy destroys civic institutions and social interaction in Russia. As shown by
virtually every scene in the novel, “Whenever two Russians come together, the shadow
of autocracy is with them, tingeing their thoughts, their views, their most intimate
feelings, their private life, their public utterances—haunting the secret of their silences”
(95). Because of this shadow, Russians “detest life, the irremediable life on the earth as it
is, whereas we westerners cherish it” (93). A common reaction is the bottle. “We
Russians are a drunken lot. Intoxication of some sort wemust have: to get ourselves wild
with sorrow or maudlin with resignation; to lie inert like a log or set fire to the house.
What is a sober man to do?” (86).

And, in fact, the Russians in Under Western Eyes do see freedom as a form of
“debauch.”When Razumov, living in Geneva, encounters a gate that has become rusty
and looks as though it has not been closed or locked for a long time, he mutters with
displeasure, “Democratic virtue. There are no thieves here, apparently” (172). When he
sees an idle Swiss workman lounging on a bench, “taking the day off in lordly repose, as
if everything in sight belonged to him,” he again mutters, “Elector! Eligible! En-
lightened! A brute, all the same” (172). Later, he dismisses Geneva as an “odious town
of liberty” (191)—the same Geneva that the English narrator sees as “a town of prosaic
virtues and universal hospitality” (278). To the degraded Russian mind, Switzerland is
odious despite the peaceful, prosperous lives of the people and the fact that, as one of the
revolutionaries points out, “there are millions of people in Russia who would envy the
life of dogs in this country” (206).

Russia’s autocratic state also plays a central role in The Secret Agent (Conrad
[1907] 1994). The titular secret agent is Adolf Verloc, an indolent man, who was jailed
for stealing French gun designs, immigrates to England, runs a seedy knickknack and
smut shop, and is at the center of a group of anarchists. He reports to Mr. Vladimir, the
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first secretary in the embassy of an unnamed foreign power that is obviously Russia, but
also provides information to the English police. Vladimir instructs him to bomb the
Greenwich Observatory, or he will lose his subsidy, but the operation goes amiss, killing
Verloc’s young mentally handicapped brother-in-law, Stevie.

The England of The Secret Agent is a reputable, humane, prosperous place.
Because it is a land of respectability, the men who enter Verloc’s shady shop often turn
up their overcoat collars so as not to be recognized. Even Stevie “under our excellent
system of compulsory education . . . had learned to read and write, notwithstanding the
unfavourable [vacant droop] of [his] lower lip” (17). Verloc’s mother-in-law blushes in
accepting charity, and when she is fearful of a hackney driver because of his disability (an
iron hook for a left hand), a benign policeman intervenes to soothingly explain that the
driver wouldn’t have been given a license if he couldn’t be trusted to do his job ad-
equately. The English treat their radicals gently. One of them, Michaelis, who was
complicit in an attack that left a constable dead, “had come out of a highly hygienic
prison round as a tub” (42).

Because of English attitudes and the ultimate fairness of England’s political system,
even the least sane of the radicals indignantly senses “the hint of an invincible multitude
behind” the English police (84). The disorder of the anarchists is contrasted with the
orderliness of society and the authorities. Outside of the misdeeds of the provocateurs
and radicals themselves, the only real injustice seen in the London of The Secret Agent is
when a “poor cabman [beats] his poor horse in the name, as it were, of his poor kids at
home” (142), as he merely seeks to earn a living and feed his family.

Russia’s radicals, blighted by its autocracy, are just as hard and brutal and evil as the
men running the country—“apes of a sinister jungle,” as Conrad describes them in
Under Western Eyes ([1911] 1980, 8). In contrast, in The Secret Agent England’s
radicals are mainly a collection of misfit eccentrics, with the “temperamental defect” of a
“dislike for all kinds of recognized labor” (51). Peter Ivanovich, the leader of the
expatriate Russian revolutionaries, is depicted in Under Western Eyes as at best a petty
tyrant, at worst “an awful despot” (195). For example, he flies at a servant because the
eggs are not properly prepared. Lest she disturb his thoughts, the secretary who takes his
dictation is forced to sit immoveable, staring down at the paper with an “air of un-
intelligent expectation,” setting her jaw so that she will not visibly shiver in the unheated
room because Ivanovich is “miserly in such matters” of human compassion (128, 129).
Ivanovich “puts on the callousness of a stern revolutionist, the insensibility to common
emotions of a man devoted to destructive ideas” (161), but this is to be expected
because in a place like Russia “an iron will is an integral part of such a temperament.
How else could he be a leader? . . . He is a great man. Great men are horrible,” as
Razumov explains (195).

England treats its radicals rather gently as it knows they pose no real threat because
its system works well, whereas Russia must suppress its radicals. As the English narrator
ofUnder Western Eyes puts it, “[T]o us Europeans of theWest, all ideas of political plots
and conspiracies seem childish, crude inventions for the theatre or a novel” (97).
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Conrad “never forgot or forgave the ‘oppressive shadow of the great Russian
empire’ that had afflicted his childhood” (Jasanoff 2017, 53), but he unfortunately did
not or could not offer a prescription as to howRussia could becomemore like England.1

It appears to be trapped. There is no path by which it can escape its prison. Although so
much of his writing focuses on moments on which characters make critical
choices—such as Jim deciding to leap from the crippled Patna in Lord Jim or Razumov
deciding to turn in the revolutionary Haldin in Under Western Eyes—in the worlds he
creates the fates of particular societies often seem to be sealed. The “tiger cannot change
his stripes nor the leopard his spots,” Conrad comments in Under Western Eyes (8).
Therefore, in places like Russia, as Conrad’s voice, the teacher of languages, explains in
Under Western Eyes, when the revolution comes, a

real revolution—not a simple dynastic change or a mere reform of
institutions—in a real revolution the best characters do not come to the front.
A violent revolution falls into the hands of narrow-minded fanatics and of
tyrannical hypocrites at first. Afterwards comes the turn of all the pretentious
intellectual failures of the time. Such are the chiefs and the leaders. . . . The
scrupulous and the just, the noble, humane, and devoted natures; the un-
selfish and intelligent may begin a movement—but it passes away from them.
They are not the leaders of a revolution. They are its victims: the victims of
disgust, of disenchantment—often of remorse. Hopes grotesquely betrayed,
ideals caricatured—that is the definition of revolutionary success. (117–18)

An autocratic society such as Russia, where autocracy has burrowed into the hearts
and souls of the people, has no escape. There are three possible equilibria—autocracy,
revolution, and liberalism—but autocracy and revolution are ultimately virtually the
same, and they cannot evolve into liberalism. Russia’s subsequent history—from czars
to Soviet Communists to Vladimir Putin—seem to bear out this pattern to a strong
degree. Attempts to liberalize—to build political and economic freedom with a culture
that supports them—have largely been futile.

1. It is important to note that England is Conrad’s exemplar—not the United States. This preference
may have been in part because Conrad knew England well and not America, but it also underlines the
fact that societies are shaped not only by their formal institutions and laws but also by their cultures and
the virtues they inculcate and idealize. Conrad saw English cultural values—especially the sense of self-
control and civility—as superior to American values. In Under Western Eyes, Haldin thinks Razumov is
“[c]ollected—cool as a cucumber. A regular Englishman,” which is, of course, a misreading of this Russian
(Conrad [1911] 1980, 25, emphasis added). In Conrad’s short story “The Secret Sharer” ([1910] 2003b), the
ship’s captain comments on an incident on an English ship by saying that it “[b]eats all these tales we hear about
murders in Yankee ships” (178). A murder on a British ship is surprising, but not so on an American ship. In Lord
Jim, the German captain of the Patna has his license canceled by the British authorities and reacts by declaring, “I
vill an Amerigan citizen begome” (Conrad [1900] 1931, 42). Where else would a cad go? One of the radicals in
The Secret Agent explains that the American character is “essentially anarchistic. . . . The collective temperament is
lawless” (Conrad [1907] 1994, 67). This attitude toward Americans is especially clear in some of Conrad’s letters.
For example, writing after the United States helped rescue Europe from autocracy in World War I and helped
launch an independent Poland, Conrad wrote that “American influence in European affairs cannot possibly be
good on account of the [American] people’s crudeness and ignorance” (qtd. in Jasanoff 2017, 300).
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Finally, it should be noted that by liberalism Conrad didn’t envision the modern
welfare state. InUnderWestern Eyes, his mouthpiece, the teacher of languages, notices
a Swiss couple—“the man, colourlessly uncouth, was drinking beer out of a glittering
glass; the woman, rustic and placid, leaning back in the rough chair, gazed idly
around”—and observes that even for people like this their “fate was made secure from
the cradle to the grave by the perfected mechanism of democratic institutions” (150).
“Cradle to the grave” cannot connote the redistributive welfare state because the
latter did not exist in Switzerland at this time. In 1910, government spending on social
programs (such as welfare, pensions, health care, and housing) was virtually non-
existent anywhere in the world. Government spending on social programs exceeded
one percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in only a handful of countries—the
highest being Denmark at a mere 1.75 percent of GDP. Switzerland “firmly resisted
the rise of taxing and transferring” and was among the lowest spenders on welfare
programs (Lindert 2004, 15).2 What enabled the happy fate of this couple and their
countrymen were the culture and institutions that secured property and incentivized
people to prosper by taking individual responsibility—and allowed them to relax
and enjoy their freedom, even if that freedom could not make everyone refined and
cultivated.

Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim

Heart of Darkness and Lord Jim are stories of men entering into Hobbesian worlds, one
descending to savagery after leaving civilization, the other being redeemed. As inUnder
Western Eyes and The Secret Agent, Conrad uses these stories to show the need for a
benevolent supporting culture to protect fallen humanity from the risks that can destroy
civilization.

The narration of Heart of Darkness (Conrad [1899] 2003a) takes place on the
Thames River, just a few miles from London, “the greatest town on earth” (37)—the
hub of world commerce. The people living along the banks of the Thames were once
savages, nearly two thousand years earlier, when the Romans arrived. Now they are
civilized, prosperous and efficient, with a “butcher round one corner, a policeman
round another” (90). Echoing Conrad’s own experience, the narrator, CharlesMarlow,
recounts his employment as captain of a river steamer on the Congo River, working in
the ivory trade. At every turn, Marlow bears witness not only to the evils but also to the
inefficiencies of business in the Congo. The company that he works for (plainly the
trading company owned by King Leopold II of Belgium) suffers deeply from a principal-
agent problem—with each man looking out for his own interests and never for the

2. Lindert’s data can be found at https://economics.ucdavis.edu/people/fzlinder/peter-linderts-
webpage/data-and-estimates/lindert-data-for-cup-book/Benchmark_data_1880-1930.xls/view. Govern-
mental social spending in the United Kingdom reached only 1.4 percent of GDP in 1910.
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greater good of the enterprise or the betterment of mankind. Employees undermine
one another to advance their own careers and fortunes.

The company operation’s unmistakable inefficiency is presented repeatedly. As
Marlow treks inland, he discovers decaying machinery “wallowing in the grass,”
“objectless blasting” ostensibly aimed at constructing a railway (51), and drainage pipes
among which “there wasn’t one that was not broken. It was a wanton smash up” (52).
This decay infects equipment, employees, and management alike. It can be contrasted
with Marlow’s “extraordinary find”—a copy of An Inquiry into Some Points of Sea-
manship, written by a master in His Majesty’s Navy with a “singleness of intention, an
honest concern for the right way of going to work” (78). True to form, the “honest
concern” with adding value comes from an Englishman. One gross inefficiency
hamstrings the company’s entire operation. “There were cases of [rivets] down at [the
company’s station near] the coast—cases—piled up—burst—split! You kicked a loose
rivet at every second step in that station yard.” But “there wasn’t one rivet to be found
where it was wanted. We had plates that would do, but nothing to fasten them with.
And every week themessenger . . . left our station for the coast. And several times a week
a coast caravan came in with trade goods. . . . And no rivets. Three carriers could have
brought all that was wanted to set that steamboat afloat” (65–66). This inefficiency
brings the company’s trade on the river to a halt, rendering all other actions useless, but
it takes months for the company to address the problem. The inefficiency breeds soul-
destroying idleness, asMarlow sees it. Work builds civilization and ultimately betters the
man: “I don’t like work—no man does—but I like what is in the work,—the chance to
find yourself” (66).

Rather than finding themselves in work, the men who go to the Congo seek to lose
themselves, “to tear treasure out of bowels of the land, with no more moral purpose . . .
than burglars breaking into a safe” and with “not an atom of foresight or of serious
intention” (68). Marlow finds them contemptible. The most successful of the com-
pany’s agents is Kurtz, who putatively came to Africa with the noblest civilizing in-
tentions and has written a report for the International Society for the Suppression of
Savage Customs. Loosed from civilization, however, this “gifted creature” hones his
abilities “in collecting, bartering, swindling, stealing ivory” (89) and then descends into
unspeakable savagery—raiding the countryside to obtain ivory, attracting followers who
worship him like a god, sever the heads of “rebels,” and post them on stakes around his
compound. Kurtz falls under the spell of the “throb of drums, the drone of weird
incantations” (112) and becomes “a soul that knew no restraint, no faith, no fear”
(112). This is what undergirds civilization—restraint, faith, and fear. Ultimately, the
central purpose of the novel is to explore what can happen to a man from a civilized
society who is put into a world where there are “no external checks” (59), into “utter
solitude without policemen,” where “there is no warning voice of a kind neighbor, no
whispering of public opinion” (91), no civilizing influences. Conrad isn’t saying that all
civilized men undergo this transformation in uncivilized places—Marlow certainly
doesn’t. Rather, it seems that men with grand conceptions of themselves and grandiose
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plans and dreams are most apt to do so. It’s men like Kurtz, “who could get himself to
believe anything” and who—back in Brussels—“would have been a splendid leader of
an extreme party” (119, emphasis added). Conrad’s point is deeply conservative. Kurtz
is the kind of person who thinks he can solve the problems of the world with his
condescending, enlightened vision, but he only makes them worse and destroys himself
in the process because he is “hollow” inside. In the end, he thinks that it is just for him to
get all the money from the ivory trade, but the company he works for none of it—and
that it is even right to steal the ivory of a man who has nursed him back to health. Be
wary of those whose ideas about justice are smokescreens for their warped selfishness.

Although Heart of Darkness is often seen as a pointed condemnation of impe-
rialism, it is decidedly not an attack on British imperialism. Conrad’s villains aren’t
imperialists per se, but those who do the job wrong—as somany allow themselves to do.
At the headquarters of the Belgian trading company, Marlow lingers over a large map of
Africa: “There was a vast amount of red—good to see at any time, because one knows
that some real work is done in there, a deuce of a lot of blue, a little green, smears of
orange. . . . However, I wasn’t going into any of these. I was going into the yellow”
(45). On such maps, the British Empire was coded in red—that’s where some “real
work” is done. But Belgian territory was yellow—cowardly, deceitful, sickly, jaundiced
yellow. They were malignant imperialists, and many early readers saw Conrad’s book as
a condemnation of Belgian operations in the Congo, which are estimated to have killed
millions.

Lord Jim (Conrad [1900] 1931), like Heart of Darkness, deals with the fate of a
man who is cut off from civilization. Jim, the son of a country parson, goes to sea as a
young man dreaming of valorous deeds: “He loved these dreams and the success of his
imaginary achievements. They were the best parts of life, its secret truth, its hidden
reality” (20). Jim’s “heart was full of generous impulses, and his thought was con-
templating his own superiority” (23). Unfortunately, while at sea Jim finds no real
chances for heroism, is disabled by a falling spar, and after recovering signs on as chief
mate for a craven captain with a crew of deplorables carrying pilgrims from India to
Mecca aboard the steamer Patna. In the dead of night, the Patna strikes something,
begins to take on water, and the crew—convinced that it will sink within minutes, with
no time to rouse and rescue the passengers before an approaching storm arrives—
decides to abandon ship, leaving eight hundred souls to their fate. Despite his con-
science and instincts, Jim at the last possible moment leaps from the ship into the crew’s
lifeboat—into “an everlasting deep hole” (111). Ultimately, the Patna doesn’t sink,
and the crew are stripped of their licenses after a humiliating public hearing. Unlike the
others, Jim knows that he has disgraced himself but also feels that he has been betrayed
by everyone because they don’t understand his good intentions and exalted character.
With guidance from the story’s narrator, the ubiquitous Marlow, Jim tries to rebuild his
life, reputation, and character, but he is unmanned by others’ knowledge of his history.
Because “he had a conscience, and it was a romantic conscience” (276), he finally seizes
on what only he can see as a great opportunity, to act as a trading agent in a place with
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virtually no trade—Patusan, a village on a remote island in the East Indies, “one of the
last forgotten, unknown places” (323), a place where he thinks he can redeem himself.

In Patusan, he finds aHobbesian world. A bandit, Sherif Ali, looms over the village
like a hawk over a chicken yard. The Malay chief, Rajah Tunku Allang, extorts and
extracts as much wealth as he can from the populace. “Villages were burnt, men were
dragged into the Rajah’s stockade to be killed or tortured for the crime of trading with
anybody else but himself. Only a day or two before Jim’s arrival several heads of
households in [a nearby fishing village] were driven over the cliffs by a party of the
Rajah’s spearmen, on suspicion of having been collecting edible birds’ nests” for a trader
from another island (256–57). “Rajah Allang pretended to be the only trader in his
country, and the penalty for the breach of the monopoly [or monopsony] was death;
but his idea of trading was indistinguishable from the commonest forms of robbery”
(257). Patusan is a grossly uncivilized place with “miserable hunted villagers” and
“rotting houses” (273). “Utter insecurity for life and property was the normal condition
. . .; the majority, slaves and humble dependents, were half naked, in ragged sarongs,
dirty with ashes and mud-stains” (228–29).

Arriving in Patusan unexpectedly, Jim has virtually no knowledge of the people or
place, is immediately taken prisoner, and then escapes to the enclave of the small local
immigrant merchant group—the Bugis—who are almost as trapped as he is. InHeart of
Darkness, when Kurtz arrives in the heart of Africa, he has the power of a vast trading
company behind him and uses it, along with his great intelligence, to bend the local
population to his will, establishing himself as their godlike leader and embracing their
savagery. Jim has nothing to offer but a token from the friend of the Bugis’ leader, but
he uses his intelligence and sincerity to devise and execute a daring plan to defeat the
bandit Ali and protect the Bugis from the rajah. The locals begin to put aside their
“senseless mistrusts” and “imbecile jealousies” to follow Jim (261). Jim is transformed
from a disgraced man into “tuan Jim”—Lord Jim—a much wiser man. Lord Jim is
revered by the local population, who come to him as an honest broker to arbitrate their
disputes; he appoints the headmen and becomes “virtual ruler of the land” (273)
without using his position to exploit the populace. He brings a civilizing idea, that “no
man should be prevented from getting his food and his children’s food honestly” (250).
The end of the rajah’s monopoly/monopsony power and Jim’s continued leadership
bring relative peace and prosperity to the island, so Jim hopes to build a coffee
plantation, and he even finds love. Unfortunately, the new Patusan equilibrium is not
self-enforcing because Jim hasn’t really changed the mindsets or culture of the place,
and the rajah seeks every opportunity to regain his economic power. When Jim shows
mercy toward amarauder who attacks the village, he is undone by treachery and loses his
life, and all his good work is undone. The lessons are clear. One man, even one with
great talent and the best of intentions, cannot remake a society or build a civilization. It
takes time, a new mindset, and the right incentives.

Marlow (Conrad) clearly see the “intelligent, enterprising” Bugis as protagonists
and sources of hope (256). He praises commerce, which helps turn boys into men and
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superstitious backward societies into civilized prosperous ones. Again, English com-
merce and ways are the ideal, as when a French captain expresses awe at how efficiently
the English port authorities clear the passengers—in only twenty-five minutes!—from
the unstable Patna after it is towed to port. The commerce of the English is essentially
prudent. A telling aside concerns Chester—an Australian whose partner is a former
opium runner, robber, and (perhaps) cannibal—who plans to mine guano from a
virtually inaccessible island in the Pacific and seeks help from Marlow and Jim. Chester
touts the project as a veritable gold mine, but because of “rocks, currents, no anchorage,
sheer cliff to lay to” (164) no prudent partners will join or back Chester. Marlow,
however, “wouldn’t advise his worst enemy” to join the project and is indignant that he
has been asked for help. Chester’s approach—ill-considered risks, unsavory partners,
threats to “dump forty coolies there—if I’ve got to steal ’em” (166), wheedling to get a
ship when “no insurance company would take the risk” (164)—is not the path to
prosperity. Building prosperity through commerce is not simply about daring; it’s about
prudence and planning. Reputable men avoid half-cocked schemes.

What separates Jim from Kurtz? Jim has been raised in a household and a nation in
which one aspires to become a gentleman, in the best meaning of the term: “I am—a
gentleman, too,” he insists (131). Although he does not always act virtuously, virtue has
been inculcated into him from a young age. Despite feeling like the prodigal son and
unable ever to return home, he has “carefully preserved” a letter from his parson father
that he “treasured all these years” (341). “There is nothing in it except just affection,”
explains Marlow. Jim’s father reminds him not to judge men harshly or hastily. “There
are four pages of it, easy morality and family news.” “The old chap goes on,” says
Marlow, “equably trusting Providence and the established order of the universe, but
alive to its small dangers and its small mercies. One can almost see him, grey-haired and
serene in the inviolable shelter of his book-lined, faded, and comfortable study, where
for forty years he had conscientiously gone over and over again the round of his little
thoughts about faith and virtue, about the conduct of life and the only proper manner of
dying; where he had written so many sermons.” After noting that the letter closes by
invoking heaven’s blessing, Marlow concludes, “No, there is nothing much in that
yellow frayed letter” (341–42).

However, “nothing much” conceals a great deal. Some critics interpret Jim’s
father as a hypocrite. They note that, as Lord Jim’s first chapter puts it, “Jim’s father
possessed such certain knowledge of the Unknowable as made for the righteousness of
people in cottages without disturbing the ease of mind of those whom an unerring
Providence enables to live in mansions” (5). These critics interpret this passage to mean
that the parson should see the world and England as an unjust place and that he is
complicit in holding down the poor and allowing the rich to be absolved of their selfish
sins. However, this passage is preceded by these two sentences: “Originally [Jim] came
from a parsonage.Many commanders of finemerchant-ships come from these abodes of
piety and peace” (5). Given Conrad’s high estimation of the British merchant
marine—“he transformed the British sailing ship into a gold standard for moral
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conduct” (Jasanoff 2017, 94)3—and of its success in spreading prosperity around the
world, it seems more sensible to interpret Conrad as suggesting that this piety, this
nursery of virtue and right conduct, is to be credited with making heroes like Jim.
Conrad was not personally very religious and knew (as he shows inUnder Western Eyes)
that religion can easily be perverted. But the cottagers of England weren’t the oppressed
peasants or serfs of Russia or the villagers of Patusan, “ground down to the point of
extinction,” as described in Lord Jim (228). Their standard of living and freedoms were
the envy of peasants around the world, as the immigrant Conrad well knew. A modern
social justice or class-warfare interpretation of these lines is belied by Conrad’s thor-
oughgoing “distaste for organized labor and radical politics” and his rejection of the
very notion of class as a “hateful thing” (Jasanoff 2017, 110, 301). He also knew that
good fiction requires tension and ambiguity. If Jim were perfect, his story wouldn’t be
compelling. Jim does climb out of the well that he impetuously jumped into because he
feels a family, a mentor, and a culture behind him that enable him to do so. Kurtz
plunges into his well and cuts the ropes that might save him.

Nostromo

InNostromo (Conrad [1904] 1983), Conrad creates a fictional Latin American country
named Costaguana. Like most countries in the region in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, it is economically underdeveloped and beset by political insta-
bility. Its core problem seems to reflect an equilibrium explained by economic his-
torians Stanley Engerman and Kenneth Sokoloff (1997), who argue that the
persistent inequality of wealth, human capital, and political power in Latin America
arose at its conception. Historically, a small European elite took control of areas in the
Americas with high population concentrations and easily exploited natural resources
and established rules of the game that allowed them to extract as much wealth as
possible to the detriment of everyone else and the impairment of long-term prosperity.
(This pattern generally held south of the Rio Grande at the U.S.–Mexico border, but
not north of it.) After independence, the state in Costaguana continues this pattern.
Unlike Russia, which has had an enduring autocratic regime, the equilibrium in
Costaguana is a lengthy series of revolutions in which one faction after another takes
power, attempting to extract wealth from those who do not hold power. It is a land in
which “everybody . . . was being robbed by the grotesque and murderous bands that
played their game of governments and revolutions” (78). Costaguana’s fate is

3. Maya Jasanoff reminds us that “[b]y the time Conrad signed on to the Duke of Sutherland in 1878, the
British merchant marine was by every metric the most powerful commercial force afloat. British ships had
five times the registered tonnage capacity of the next-largest merchant fleet. British ship-owners controlled
about 70 percent of world trade” (2017, 96). She also explains that the British merchant marine was a locus
of immense upward mobility for ordinary seamen and was open to talent from around the world—the
epitome of an open, free market. Linking the piety of a parsonage to this achievement seems like praise of
parsonages given Conrad’s exalted opinion of the British merchant marine.
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captured in the title of an unpublished book Conrad invents, Fifty Years of Misrule.
The entire country is on the descent. It is locked into a “brazen-faced scramble for a
constantly diminishing quantity of booty; since all enterprise had been stupidly killed
in the land” (124).

The prime mover in the novel is Charles Gould, a third-generation Costaguanero
of English descent and temperament. Gould’s merchant father lost most of his fortune
in having to make forced loans to the government. When in compensation for the
unpaid loans he was forced to take ownership of the San ToméMine, “his alarm became
extreme” because the government required that he pay at once five years’ royalties on
the estimated output of the mine. The silver mine, once very bountiful, was then in
ruins. Despite having to pay fines for failing to reopen the mine, the fixed costs, logistics,
uncertainties, and complications of the project dissuade the older Gould from acting.
However, when his son, Charles Gould, comes of age, he does the unexpected—with
financing from a renowned American industrialist and financier, Holroyd—he reopens
the mine, which becomes profitable to Gould and the entire region around Sulaco.
Gould realizes that in a place like Costaguana property rights are very insecure, so he
backs a new leader, the aristocratic Vincente Ribiera—Costaguana’s first civilian head of
state—who aims to bring the rule of law to the country. Inevitably, though, a revolt
breaks out, and General Montero, who has risen from peasant stock, seizes power.
Montero and his brother “meant to demand a share in every enterprise—in railways, in
mines, in sugar estates, in cotton mills, in land companies, in each and every
undertaking—as the price of [their] protection” (329). Gould’s mine is their chief
target. Remarkably, the sweeping invasion of Montero’s forces is thwarted when Gould
threatens to blow up the mine and sends his man, Nostromo, four hundred miles
through enemy lines to get a message to Holroyd, whose backing secures the U.S.
government’s recognition of the independence of the breakaway region and its naval
power to protect the region, mirroring U.S. actions in Panama.

Although Charles Gould is not a perfect character, Conrad lionizes him. Despite
his growing obsession with the mine, at heart Gould sees wealth “as a means, not as an
end”—a means to eliminate his country’s dysfunctions: “What is wanted here is law,
good faith, order, security” (Conrad [1904] 1983, 100), Gould observes. What is
wanted are the institutions that have generated prosperity in places like England, and
Gould’s master plan is to bring them to Costaguana.4 Others in Sulaco follow him
because they recognize that “his English, rock-like quality of character was his best
safeguard” (101). “Gould believed in the mine. He knew everything that could be
known of it. His faith in the mine was contagious, though it was not served by a great

4. Ever present in Nostromo is the Oceanic Steam Navigation Company (O.S.N.), which serves much of the
region, is owned and run by Englishmen, and has an enviable reputation for efficiency and honesty. “And as
they seldom failed to account for the smallest package, rarely lost a bullock, and had never drowned a single
passenger, the name of the O.S.N. stood very high for trustworthiness. People declared that under the
Company’s care their lives and property were safer on the water than in their own houses on shore” (Conrad
[1904] 1983, 44). Likewise, Costaguana’s railroad is being built by Englishmen.
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eloquence: but businessmen are frequently as sanguine and imaginative as lovers” (93).
Conrad’s take on entrepreneurs is almost Schumpeterian.

Moreover, Conrad understands that obtaining wealth isn’t a zero-sum game.
Gould’s miners are not peons dragooned into service; they are induced to work there by
good wages, reasonable prices at the company’s storehouse, a company-run hospital,
and schools for their children. Because of Gould’s standing, his good treatment of his
workforce rub offs on the authorities. When traveling into town, a “peaceable” miner
“was somehow very seldom beaten to within an inch of his life on a charge of disrespect
to the town police; neither ran he much risk of being suddenly lassoed on the road by a
recruiting party” for the army (109). Gould’s workforce backs him in time of crisis. A
bandit explains why to Gould: “I have a brother . . . in your service in the San Tomé
valley. You have proved yourself a just man. There had been no wrong done to anyone
since you called upon the people to work in the mountains. My brother says that no
official of the Government, no oppressor of the Campo, has been seen on your side of
the stream. Your own officials do not oppress the people in the gorge. Doubtless they
are afraid of your severity. You are a just man and a powerful one” (306). Gould treats
his workforce this way because he is a virtuous man—and because he is in the business
for the long haul. Fittingly, one character observes of Gould as the chaos of revolution
sweeps the nation, “It is your character that is the inexhaustible treasure which may save
us all yet; your character, Carlos, not your wealth” (308). If human ingenuity can be
seen as the “ultimate resource” that brings prosperity to the modern world (Simon
1981), Conrad suggests that character and virtue are even more deeply the ultimate
resources that help unlock all others.

Sulaco prospers after gaining independence. In a land where people still use
wooden plows and yoked oxen, the comforts of modernity begin to arrive. A new
harbor is constructed, mosquitoes are eradicated, tramcars and telephones are in use.
Sulaco becomes “the progressive capital of the Occidental Republic” (435). However,
Conrad makes it clear that this equilibrium may not hold for long in a place like this. An
English doctor, Monygham, warns that “[t]here is no peace and no rest in the de-
velopment of material interests. . . . [T]he time approaches when all that the Gould
Concession stands for shall weigh as heavily upon the people as the barbarism, cruelty,
and misrule of a few years back” (423). In the not-too-distant future, a faction will
(must?) come to power that will expropriate this hard-earned wealth and destroy the
goose that lays the silver eggs. This “curse” still burdens many countries rich in natural
resources.

Conclusion

“Conrad’s novels are ethical injunctions. They meditate on how to behave in a
globalizing world” (Jasanoff 2017, 11). As this essay has shown, Joseph Conrad’s
writings present the England of his time as embodying the institutional arrangements
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and behavioral norms that make for a peaceful, prosperous, flourishing society. That
England is characterized by a small state, the rule of law, relatively free markets, and a
culture that cultivated individual liberty and responsibility. These institutions and
behaviors reinforce one another.

But how can a society make the transition to such a classical liberal democracy?
Conrad warns that there is no easy course—the transformation is nearly impossible in
many cases. In some cases, such as Costaguana, outside help—from self-interested
investors such as Holroyd and even from foreign gunboats—may be crucial.5 In ad-
dition, acts of heroism and altruism—Nostromo’s ride through enemy lines and Jim’s
selfless leadership in Patusan—can play an inspiring role. However, unless incentives are
aligned correctly, the transition can be thwarted or reversed—as in Patusan and
(perhaps) in Sulaco. The transition is a vast team project. Building a peaceful, pros-
perous, and flourishing society requires pragmatic vision and a dash of “romance.”
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