
 
 

READING CONGO REFORM LITERATURE: HUMANITARIANISM AND FORM IN THE 
EDWARDIAN ERA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

A Thesis  
submitted to the Faculty of the  

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences  
of Georgetown University  

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the  
degree of  

Master of Arts  
in English 

 
 
 
 
 
 

By 
 
 
 
 
 

Mary K. Galli, B.A. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Washington, D.C. 
April 15, 2019 



 ii 

Copyright 2019 by Mary K. Galli 
All Rights Reserved 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 iii 

READING CONGO REFORM LITERATURE: HUMANITARIANISM AND FORM IN THE 
EDWARDIAN ERA 

 
Mary K. Galli, B.A. 

 
Thesis Advisor: Cóilín Parsons, Ph.D. 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
Social and political upheaval was ubiquitous at the turn of the twentieth century. The 

death of Queen Victoria in 1901 and King Edward VII’s subsequent ascension created a 

transitional moment that ended around the time of Edward’s death in 1910. Narrative form 

during the Edwardian era reflects the transitional nature of the time. In this thesis, I analyze the 

literary forms that authors used to address imperial violence and the atrocities committed in King 

Leopold II of Belgium’s Congo Free State (1885-1908). Joseph Conrad’s 1899 modernist 

novella, Heart of Darkness, predated the Congo Reform Association (1904-1912), but 

significantly influenced the reform movement, which is often identified as the first modern 

human rights and first mass media campaign. While Conrad’s modernist form differs from Mark 

Twain’s 1905 satirical pamphlet, King Leopold’s Soliloquy, and from Arthur Conan Doyle’s 

1909 nonfiction, The Crime of the Congo, I argue that the diverse forms of these three texts delay 

the reading experience, which creates time for the reader (and possibly the writer) to think about 

the atrocities in the Congo, who to blame, and how to respond.  

However, these authors separate Belgian imperialism in the Congo from British 

benevolent paternalism, and the forms of their texts ultimately fail to conclude a larger meaning 

about the issues of imperialism. When they do attempt to conclude, they perpetuate a 

humanitarian discourse that problematically assumes superiority. While the Congo reform 

movement might be considered a success, the problematic failures of humanitarianism continue 

to this day in human rights discourse, as evidenced by the contemporary successor of the Congo 
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Reform Association, which aims to “serve the heroic legacy” of E.D. Morel and the other Congo 

reformers. I assert that it is a failure to pursue reform if it’s purpose is to achieve a sense of 

heroism for oneself. Failure defines the Edwardian transitional moment, exemplified through the 

works of Conrad, Twain, and Doyle that span the era. Through an assessment of these authors’ 

formal structures, I conclude that their texts raise more questions than they solve, forcing readers 

to slow down, think, and determine an answer themselves. 

 

Keywords: Congo reform, Edwardian, imperialism, humanitarianism, human rights, literature, 

literary form, reading, delay, inconclusiveness 
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INTRODUCTION 
BICYCLES, RUBBER, AND IMPERIALISM IN THE EDWARDIAN ERA 

 

When John Dunlop invented the pneumatic tire in 1890, he paved the way for the 

development of modern vehicles like the car and the bicycle. As a product of the Industrial 

Revolution and the Victorian era, the bicycle featured prominently in literature at the turn of the 

century. While it may not be immediately apparent from literary representations of the bicycle, 

the history and design of the rubber tire bears traces of the European empires. As a Northern 

Irishman, Dunlop was himself a subject of the British Empire, while the pneumatic tire was 

made from wild rubber sourced in King Leopold II of Belgium’s Congo Free State (1885-1908). 

Under the guise of Christian philanthropy and the supposed threat posed by Arab slave traders, 

Leopold II was granted proprietary control over the new colony in 1885 at the Berlin 

Conference, but all the profits from the colony went into his personal coffers, not those of the 

Belgian state.1 In pursuit of colonial wealth, Leopold II established a private army, the brutal 

Force Publique, and built infrastructure to support ivory extraction in the late 1880s, an 

enterprise that quickly depleted the Congo’s ivory resources. By the early 1890s, Leopold II 

needed a new, profitable commodity to extract, and wild rubber was plentiful in his Congo Free 

State when Dunlop’s invention of the tire in 1890 dramatically increased demand for the natural 

resource. As a result, Leopold II declared in 1891 “that his representatives in the Congo would 

now enjoy a monopoly of trade in rubber and ivory.”2 While the Force Publique was reviving 

																																																	
1. See Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 

1999), 158. 
  

2. David Renton, David Seddon, and Leo Zeilig, The Congo: Plunder & Resistance 
(London; New York: Zed Books, 2007), 27. 
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exploitative slave practices in the Congo, resulting in the genocide and the mutilation of the 

indigenous Congolese, Leopold was riding his tricycle to rendezvous with Caroline, his teenage 

mistress, in Belgium.3 The great disparity of these actions illustrates the nature of the modern 

bicycle tire, situating this otherwise innocent invention as directly related to and dependent on 

the exploitation of the colonized Congolese. 

 The modern bicycle became a prominent object in both late Victorian and modernist 

literature, carrying traces of empire across the written word at the turn of the century. However, 

authors’ styles of rendering the bicycle differed, at times illuminating the transition from 

Victorian to modernist literature. For example, Victorian literature described the bicycle in 

precise material detail, as the realist literary form sought verisimilitude. But among literary 

scholars today, the bicycle–a symbol of freedom and progress–is perhaps better known as a 

“fetish” of the modernist Bloomsbury group, which often criticized such realist representations 

of the bicycle.4 Virginia Woolf’s criticism of fellow modernist E.M. Forster’s renderings of 

bicycles is just one example of this object’s fraught position in the literary imagination. In 

Woolf’s estimation, Forster’s realist bicycles were outdated vestiges of Victorian literary form 

that prioritized the materiality of things over characters and people. Despite her harsh review, 

even Woolf evoked the bicycle frequently in her own work.5 At the turn of the twentieth century, 

the bicycle captured the fading realism of the Victorian and the emergence of modernist forms, a 

																																																	
3. Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost, 256-57. 
 
4. See Robert Poole, “Bloomsbury and Bicycles,” ELH 56, no. 4 (1989): 951-66. 

 
5. Jed Esty, Unseasonable Youth: Modernism, Colonialism, and the Fiction of 

Development (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 15; Anne Fernihough, Freewomen 
and Supermen: Edwardian Radicals and Literary Modernism (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 24-6. 
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transition that is inextricably but not often linked to the pneumatic rubber tire and the Belgian 

rubber regime.  

Instead of describing the bicycle’s exact color and model, Woolf imagined a new way to 

foreground the rider while deemphasizing the scene’s material elements hazy rather than precise. 

In her essay, “Modern Fiction,” she writes, “Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically 

arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning 

of consciousness to the end.”6 This impressionism is echoed in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of 

Darkness when the narrator describes the “misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the 

spectral illumination of moonshine.”7 The insertion of the word “sometimes” indicates that the 

“moonshine” is selective, given that not all “misty halos” are made known to the reader. The 

fraught tensions between obscurity/visibility, unknowing/knowing, and modernism/realism 

reflects the social and political upheaval that intensified throughout the Victorian era and into 

Edward VII’s reign in the United Kingdom. In his book, Forms of Empire, Nathan K. Hensley 

identifies “at least one [conflict] in every year of Queen Victoria’s reign; usually more,” despite 

her monarchy’s association with a Pax Brittanica.8 This pervasive and constant imperial violence 

in European colonial spaces continued into the Edwardian era. While suffrage and socialism 

drove some upheaval, the expansion of European empires also caused significant ruptures after 

																																																	
6. Virginia Woolf, “Modern Fiction,” in The Essays of Virginia Woolf. Volume 4: 1925-

1928, ed. Andrew McNeille (London: The Hogarth Press, 1984), 160.  
 

7. Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, ed. Paul B. Armstrong (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Co., 2017), 5. 

 
8. Nathan K. Hensley, Forms of Empire: The Poetics of Victorian Sovereignty (Oxford, 

United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2016), 2. 
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the infamous 1885 Berlin Conference and the ensuing “Scramble for Africa.”9 Given this 

imperial violence, how did literature adapt to major social and historical transitions at the turn of 

the twentieth century?  

The death of Queen Victoria and Edward VII’s subsequent ascent to the throne in 1901 is 

considered the period’s defining historical transition, ending around the time of his death in 

1910. No one expected Edward’s reign to also be transitional, yet the first decade of the 

twentieth century is characterized by these major political, social, and historical transitions. The 

nature of transition is marked by process, not finality, and therefore incompleteness. To capture 

this sense of transition, scholars refer to the late 1890s and early 1900s as the “Edwardian” or the 

“Progressive Era.” Jed Esty calls the turn of the century the “Age of Empire,” emphasizing one 

of the period’s major political tensions while overlooking simultaneous and equally important 

social transitions.10 All of these monikers, however, are inadequate in describing the transitional 

moment between late Victorian and modernist literature.11 In the introduction to her book, 

Freewomen and Supermen, Anne Fernihough explains the issue: “The term ‘Edwardian’ is not 

without its own problems. It more straightforwardly designates a historical period than the term 

‘modernist’, namely the short period of Edward VII’s reign between 1901 and 1910, yet as Chris 

Baldick has argued, it is difficult to make the actual Edwardian years meaningful in that so very 

																																																	
9. See Nicole Rizzuto, Insurgent Testimonies (New York: Fordham University Press, 

2015). 
 

10. Esty, Unseasonable Youth, 21.  
 
11. I am particularly perplexed by the term, “Progressive Era,” as it connotes a period of 

progress, movement in a linear direction forward, but ignores the simultaneous delays and 
dilations of progress that existed in the United States in many forms, notably, Jim Crow Laws. 
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few writers can be confined within it.”12 “Edwardian,” therefore, defines a historical moment, 

rather than a literary moment, and it is too temporally constrained, limiting its utility in 

describing a literary period. While I use “Edwardian” throughout this thesis for the purpose of 

consistency with the scholarship that I engage, I have also chosen to follow Fernihough’s 

example where “Edwardian” will “designate the ‘long Edwardian period’, which lasted until the 

outbreak of war in 1914” and will geographically span both Europe and the United States.13 

However, it seems that in order to better address these issues, a term for this specific literary 

period should also recognize transatlantic shifts in public opinion about imperialism and social 

upheaval, while acknowledging the transition from the Victorian to the modernist literary form.14 

This literary transition did not occur overnight; in fact, Fernihough cites Woolf’s inclination to 

periodize the transition between realism and modernism as occurring “on or about December 

1910.”15 Woolf’s ambiguous “on or about” suggests a fluid periodization, yet she, and all literary 

critics, must periodize. Instead of carving up literary history, my use of the Edwardian should 

																																																	
12. Fernihough, Freewomen and Supermen, 48. Samuel Hynes seems to be one of the 

first scholars to bring up the limits of calling the early 1900s the Edwardian period. Hynes, 
Edwardian Occasions; Essays on English Writing in the Early Twentieth Century (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1972). 
 

13. Fernihough, 48. 
 

14. Maria Di Battista also notes in her article, “Realism and Rebellion,” that the 
Edwardians were “inheriting and refining conventions developed by Victorian and French 
realism and naturalism,” which identifies the need for a terminology that indicates both the 
preservation of this realism in texts and the new social progress and reform of the Edwardian era. 
The “Reform Era” inspired by the formal move that Woolf’s “young novelist” makes in the first 
decade of the twentieth century might offer an improved and appropriate description for this 
transitional moment in literary history. Di Battista, “Realism and Rebellion in Edwardian and 
Georgian Fiction,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Twentieth-Century English Novel, ed. 
Caserio, Robert L. (Cambridge, United Kingdom), 40-55. 
 

15. Woolf qtd. in Fernihough, 24. 
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remain temporally fluid for the reader of this thesis, extending roughly from before 1901 to 

beyond 1910.16  

Regarding transition and fluidity in literature, Sandra Kemp, Charlotte Mitchell, and 

David Trotter state in Edwardian Fiction, “A significant number of characters in Edwardian 

novels view change, not permanency, as the essential social fact of their time.”17 While 

ubiquitous change at the character/plot/narrative level is important, this thesis focuses on the 

literary forms themselves, examining the complex ways in which narrative form during the 

Edwardian period reflects the time’s transitional nature: always in process, often falling short of 

its ideal, and never complete. The inconclusive nature of this transition is perhaps better 

understood by authors of the time in terms of reform, which aims to restructure something–

society, the novel, etc.–in pursuit of perfection, or at least progress. Woolf explains, “The young 

novelist became a reformer, and thought with pardonable contempt of those vast Victorian 

family parties, where the funny man was always funny, the good woman always good, and 

nobody seemed aware, as they pursued their own tiny lives, that society was rotten and 

Christianity itself at stake.”18 I cite this quotation from Woolf, even though the context is not 

colonial reform, because for Woolf, the “young novelist” simply “thought” in order to become a 

																																																	
16. The historical scope of this thesis begins with George Washington Williams’s 1890 

“Open Letter” and ends with Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World in 1912, the year the Congo 
Reform Association disbanded. Interestingly, The Crime of the Congo, was published the same 
year as “the founding, in 1909, of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People.” Fernihough, Freewomen and Supermen, 18. 
 

17. Sandra Kemp, Charlotte Mitchell, and David Trotter, “Introduction,” in Edwardian 
Fiction: An Oxford Companion (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), xiii. 

 
18. Virginia Woolf, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” in The Nation and the Antheneum 

(1924): 229. My emphasis. 
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reformer of the Victorian novel. This quotation introduces the role of thinking into reform during 

the Edwardian transition, implying that reform is defined by thinking, not necessarily action.  

In the next three chapters, I analyze the literary forms that select authors used to criticize 

Leopold II’s Congo Free State. In my first chapter, I begin by analyzing Joseph Conrad’s 1899 

Heart of Darkness, a novella that is framed as a mariner’s yarn and that simultaneously co-opts 

and manipulates the imperial romance genre often associated with writers like H. Rider Haggard 

and Rudyard Kipling. Next, I assess Mark Twain’s 1905 satirical pamphlet, King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy, as it relates to transatlantic reform and the cause célèbre. In the final chapter, I 

primarily address the extensive citations and nonfiction form of Arthur Conan Doyle’s 1909, The 

Crime of the Congo, ending with an evaluation of the reform movement’s growing and 

problematic discourse of human rights. Through their varied formal elements, these texts delay 

and prolong the reading experience, which allows space and time for the reader (and possibly the 

writer) to think about the atrocities in the Congo, who to blame, and how to respond.  

Specifically, Twain’s and Doyle’s works were written for the Congo Reform Association, 

an organization founded by E.D. Morel in 1904 after he determined that the Belgian system 

relied on forced labor to extract the Congo’s rubber resources for profit, based on his analysis of 

Congo imports and exports. Because King Leopold II had campaigned to control the Congo 

under the guise of Christian philanthropy, Morel and his Congo Reform Association sought to 

expose Leopold II’s hypocrisy and immoral practices.19 Twain and Doyle, as well as other 

Congo reformers, largely engaged in a kind of humanitarianism, a forerunner of human rights. 

This humanitarian impulse was often incorporated into their texts and contributed to what is 

																																																	
19. See Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost. 
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considered both the first modern mass media campaign and the first modern human rights 

campaign. While Conrad wrote Heart of Darkness before the movement began, it was cited by 

reformers as an influence on the campaign. Joseph R. Slaughter crucially argues, 

“Humanitarianism [. . .] becomes a problem of sympathy, and sympathy becomes a problem of 

narrative; in short, humanitarianism becomes a literary problem.”20 I further argue in my 

chapters that it is specifically a formal problem of surface and depth, distance and closure, that 

ultimately slows readerly progress. While the Congo reformers sought to end the Belgian Congo 

Free State’s atrocities, Conrad’s modernist approach fundamentally emerges out of–and 

significantly diverges from–the earlier Victorian genre of imperial romance. Though Twain’s 

and Doyle’s later contributions to the movement are not modernist, the texts that I analyze in this 

thesis blend modernist and realist forms in a hybrid, transitional Edwardian way.  

Despite this humanitarian impulse, the forms of these texts ultimately fail because 

thinking alone is not enough to enact systematic reform. Reading is not a humanitarian action; it 

requires one to think, not to actually respond. The formal failings of these texts, and perhaps 

literature in general, is the first of many failures that this thesis addresses, and these failures too 

make the Edwardian a transitional moment. While many other literary writers contributed to the 

Congo reform movement, Conrad, Twain, and Doyle stand out as their works span the 

Edwardian era and retain immense cultural popularity then and now, though Twain’s and 

Doyle’s works in this thesis are considerably less well known than Conrad’s Heart of 

Darkness.21 Furthermore, these texts demonstrate their author’s personal tension or cognitive 

																																																	
20. Joseph Slaughter, “The Enchantment of Human Rights; or, What Difference Does 

Humanitarian Indifference Make?” Critical Quarterly 56, no. 4 (2014): 49. 
 
21. Dean Pavlakis, British Humanitarianism and the Congo Reform Movement, 1896-

1913 (Surrey, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2015), 127.  
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dissonance on the matter of imperialism–a defining failure of their works. Though they sought to 

end to the violence and oppression in Leopold II’s Congo Free State, they all failed to understand 

that this required Western imperialism, including the British empire, to end as well. As Edward 

Said helpfully posits in his book, Culture and Imperialism, Joseph Conrad “could see clearly that 

on one level imperialism was essentially pure dominance and land-grabbing, [but] he could not 

then conclude that imperialism had to end.”22 This ambiguous failure to “conclude” was not 

limited to Conrad, and these personal tensions reflected the broader inconclusive nature of the 

Edwardian transition in the first decade of the twentieth century.23 

When these texts do make conclusions, such as Doyle’s call for Western intervention in 

the Congo, they are failures as they tend to perpetuate a humanitarian or human rights discourse 

that problematically assumes superiority and the necessity of intervention. This discourse 

suggests only Western countries are capable of answering a question that imperial intervention 

created in the first place. While the Congo reform movement might be considered a success by 

some historians, the problematic humanitarian discourse that it perpetuated continues to this day, 

as evidenced by the contemporary successor to the Congo Reform Association, which aims to 

“serve the heroic legacy” of E.D. Morel and other Congo reformers.24 Is writing–or in the case of 

the “New” Congo Reform Association, video blogging in 2019–about the need for reform in the 

																																																	
22. Edward Said qtd. in Robert Caserio, “Imperial Romance,” in The Cambridge History 

of the English Novel, ed. Robert L. Caserio and Clement Hawes (Cambridge University Press, 
2012), 517. 

 
23. The scope of this research did not permit an in-depth analysis of the impact of 

Conrad, Twain, and Doyle’s national, racial, and gender identities on their reform writings, but 
these areas are open for further study. 
 

24. “The ‘New’ Congo Reform Association Leadership,” Welcome to the Congo Reform 
Association, accessed March 29, 2019, http://www.congoreformassociation.org/founders. 



	

	 10 

Congo “heroic”? My thesis argues that it is not: it is a failure to think about or pursue reform if 

its purpose is to achieve a sense of heroism for oneself.  

How do we read this reform literature, and why should we? This thesis also delves into 

reading practices, and how the forms of these texts ask their readers to think about the Congo 

Free State. In terms of reading, the first chapter addresses the debate between surface and deep 

reading to better understand delays in the form of Heart of Darkness, and I argue that the reader 

is responsible for making their own meaning through thought or meditation. The second chapter 

posits how to read the obfuscation of truth and epistemology in the pamphlet war between King 

Leopold II’s government and Mark Twain. My last chapter contends that Arthur Conan Doyle 

dictates how the reader should think about the Congo, but introduces the notion of slow reading, 

which juxtaposes citations from various sources and asks its reader to read slowly. I am 

particularly conscious of the way in which this thesis, though written with a different intent, 

might demand a kind of slow reading, as I also cite different scholars and sources at length in 

hopes that my readers will think about what I write. The Humanities as a discipline are in many 

ways defined by this form of critical thinking, and I hope this thesis spurs this as well. The way 

we read these flawed forms and their authors is imperative to understanding the imperfections 

and problems with humanitarian discourses and debates about universal human rights that persist 

into the present. As a field devoted to studying and thinking critically about what it means to be 

human, the Humanities is uniquely positioned to reform its own reading and learning. Literary 

form is one place where this rearrangement might occur, but during the transitional Edwardian 

era, form ultimately proved inconclusive. 

Jesuit Arthur Vermeersch posed La Question Congolaise in his 1906 book of the same 

name, and while this period does not offer a direct, simple answer, Congo and Edwardian reform 
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literature must be evaluated in terms of questions.25 Reform literature questioned the standards or 

norms of the Victorian period and imperialism by asking: What should be done about the 

Congo? What should be done about exploitative imperialism? These ambiguous and anxious 

questions mark the Edwardian era and its literature, challenging the status quo of literary form, 

and the Western ‘civilizing mission’ in an attempt to expose Leopold II’s hypocrisy. Edwardian 

reformers sought answers to their questions and to the Congo question through both the themes 

and forms of their writings, but their responses are varied and ultimately inconclusive; they fail 

to determine the answers to these questions, as doing so would likely call for revolutionary and 

radical situations. Instead, their formal experimentation raises more questions than it solves, 

forcing readers to slow down, think, and determine an answer themselves. 

 

 

	

																																																	
25. Pavlakis, British Humanitarianism, 171. 

 



CHAPTER I 
INCONCLUSIVENESS IN JOSEPH CONRAD’S HEART OF DARKNESS 

 

Joseph Conrad’s fictional novella, Heart of Darkness, has become one of literary studies’ 

best known–and most controversial–modernist works. Serialized in Blackwood’s Magazine in 

1899, it incorporates emergent modernist literary devices into the dominant genres of the 

Victorian era, capturing the transition in form that began in the final years of Victoria’s reign and 

would define the first decades of the twentieth century. Even so, some critics have rightly 

questioned the value of reading Heart of Darkness given its problematic racist stereotypes–for 

example, Marlow’s description of the “unhappy savage”–while others look to critiques of 

imperialism in Marlow’s yarn for insight into Conrad’s world view–such as, “The conquest of 

the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or 

slightly flatter noses than ourselves.” 1 While this chapter does not intend to resolve the debate of 

whether to read Heart of Darkness, I do argue that Conrad’s use of modernist literary devices in 

the dominant imperial romance genre ultimately creates an inconclusiveness for the reader, and I 

propose that a formalist approach to Heart of Darkness offers a productive strategy for reading 

other Congo reform texts written during the transitional Edwardian period.  

 Conrad did not intend for his novella to contribute to the Congo reform movement, yet in 

1909, E.D. Morel wrote to Arthur Conan Doyle that Heart of Darkness remained “the most 

powerful thing ever written on the subject.”2 While often cited by historians as evidence of 

																																																	
1. Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, ed. Paul B. Armstrong (New York: W.W. Norton 

& Co., 2017), 16, 7. 
 

2. Hunt Hawkins, “Conrad’s Critique of Imperialism in Heart of Darkness,” PMLA 94, 
no. 2 (1979): 293. 
 

12



Conrad’s influence on Congo reform, it is important to note that he did not contribute to the 

Congo Reform Association after its founding in 1904, other than to bid its members well. This 

historical tension is evident in the text of Heart of Darkness, and I argue that while Marlow’s 

yarn and its modernist devices attempt to alter the imperial romance genre, it fails to overcome 

its incongruous relationship with the novella’s imperial language and to conclude one meaning 

for the reader. Much like Conrad’s personal relationship with the Congo reform movement, 

Heart of Darkness pushes the reader to consider, but not act, on the humanitarian impulses 

prompted by the atrocities of Belgian imperialism. 

While the imperial romance existed before the Edwardian era, this genre seems to be 

caught between the nineteenth-century romance and the industrialization that inspired 

modernism. Like the rubber bicycle tire in my introduction, printing was another technology 

perfected at the turn of the twentieth century. Producing books became more affordable than 

ever, and with rising literacy rates and education, writing could be mass-produced, and literature 

became much more accessible to a larger audience. Laura Chrisman comments on the notion of 

“the mass-produced romance [that] emerges from that same modernity [of monopoly capitalism 

and industrial fatigue],” and she elaborates, “Such contradictions do not diminish but rather 

enhance romance’s function as an instrument of colonial recruitment and imperial domination. 

Rather than encourage readers to develop a critical relationship to the material realities of 

imperialism, it instead seeks to escape, justify or mystify those realities.”3 It is surprising, then, 

how Conrad’s novella manipulates the genre to criticize and mystify the reality of “imperial 

domination” at the same time, and even more so when one considers that the text takes the form 

																																																	
3. Laura Chrisman, “Imperial Romance,” in The Cambridge History of South African 

Literature, ed. David Attwell and Derek Attridge (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 230.  

13



of a yarn–a traditionally oral, maritime medium that was considered one of the more popular 

forms of the imperial romance genre.4 As Mark Larabee notes, the maritime themes in Conrad’s 

prose are not autobiographical, even though Conrad previously served as a sailor in the British 

merchant marine.5 Indeed, Conrad wrote that he did not want to be labeled as a “spinner of sea-

yarns,” and ironically, the same modern technologies that enabled the rise of the mass-produced 

imperial romance simultaneously signaled for Conrad the end of that romance. Larabee describes 

how the development of more efficient trade routes through the Suez Canal no longer required 

exploration of “the blank spaces on the earth,”6 and for Marlow in Heart of Darkness, that 

romance had ended because Africa “had got filled since [Marlow’s] boyhood with rivers and 

lakes and names. It had ceased to be a blank space of delightful mystery—a white patch for a 

boy to dream gloriously over. It had become a place of darkness.”7 Not only does contrasting 

darkness with blank or white space signal the colonial, racial notion of primitivism, it also 

criticizes Europe’s exploration and demarcation of Africa–imperial expansion closely 

intertwined with Western notions of progress, civilization, and enlightenment–as actions that 

made the continent a place of darkness and occlusion, rather than romantic escape or an 

enlightenment of the unknown.  

																																																	
4. Mark D. Larabee, “Joseph Conrad and the Maritime Tradition,” in A Historical Guide 

to Joseph Conrad, ed. John G. Peters (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 47. 
 
5. Larabee, “Joseph Conrad,” 47. 
 
6. Larabee, 55; Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 8.  
 
7. Conrad, 8. Larabee further elaborates on the end of romance and global exploration: 

“Britain’s Merchant Service had played a key role in global exploration, but that era was closing 
in 1902–also the year in which former merchant sailor Ernest Shackleton almost reached the 
South Pole to fill in one of the earth’s last blank spaces.” Larabee, 50. 
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Realizing that modernity had taken away the romanticism of exploration, Conrad alters 

the traditional yarn form of the imperial romance by rejecting its preference for simplicity in 

storytelling and meaning.8 In fact, the unnamed narrator of Heart of Darkness provides the 

reader with a strategy for interpreting the form, both generally and in this specific novella: 

The yarns of seamen have a direct simplicity, the whole meaning of which lies within the 
shell of a cracked nut. But Marlow was not typical (if his propensity to spin yarns be 
excepted), and to him the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, 
enveloping the tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness 
of one of these misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination 
of moonshine.9 
 

While other traditional yarns of the period, such as Rudyard Kipling’s “The Man Who Would Be 

King,” might subscribe to “a direct simplicity,” the meaning of Marlow’s convoluted tale 

significantly diverges from this tradition.10 In Linda Dryden’s Joseph Conrad and the Imperial 

Romance, the frontispiece, a painting called “The Boyhood of Raleigh,” captures the traditional 

imperial romance yarn, in which two young boys are depicted on the beach while a sailor tells 

them a tale.11 The yarn captivates the boys and evokes the wonder of journeys to the unknown as 

the sailor points into the distance toward the sea’s horizon.  

																																																	
8. In 1912, Arthur Conan Doyle adapts the imperial romance from the exploration of 

unknown lands into a search for an unknown land within a known territory, that is the lost world 
within the Amazonian forest. The Lost World is the discovery of a place that is not new per se 
but the knowledge of it is new to the Western world. It also importantly resists the charting of 
land on a map and instead ends with further research trips and preservation of the lost world. For 
a thorough investigation of The Lost World and its relation to humanitarian discourse, see 
Chapter III of this thesis. 

 
9. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 5.  
 
10. Raymond Brebach puts these two texts in conversation with one another, but does not 

compare their yarn forms. Raymond Brebach, “Conrad in Context: Heart of Darkness and ‘The 
Man Who Would Be King,’” Conradiana 42, no. 1-2 (2010): 75-80. 

 
11. Linda Dryden, Joseph Conrad and the Imperial Romance (Houndsmills, United 

Kingdom: Macmillan Press, 2000), 1. 
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Figure 1. “The Boyhood of Raleigh” by John Everett Millais (1871)12 

 

The imperial romance was an effective way to spread an imperial message to multiple 

generations, as it developed from the scouting tradition in Britain and was intended for younger 

audiences.13 It follows a simple formula: heroically go out into and serve the empire, then return 

home with spoils and riches beyond belief. Truly a self-made hero tale, the imperial romance 

																																																	
12. John Everett Millais, “The Boyhood of Raleigh,” oil on canvas, 47.5 in × 56.0 in, 

accessed on January 10, 2019,  
https://commons.m.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Millais_Boyhood_of_Raleigh.jpg#mw-jump-to-
license.\ 

 
13. Chrisman, “Imperial Romance,” 227. 
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allowed its readers to escape into exotic, exciting lands and conquer indigenous peoples; in other 

words, it was a reliable, predictable form for its readers, that helped normalize the idea of 

imperial expansion, extraction, and exploitation. This painting’s depiction of adventure 

emphasizes the dominant “theme and impetus for much of the popular literature of the second 

half of the nineteenth century.”14  

In contrast to that tradition, Conrad complicates the “direct simplicity” of the form. The 

meaning of Marlow’s tale “was not typical”; the meaning is not contained within the content of 

the yarn, in which case the meaning would likely result from Marlow’s encounter with Kurtz’s 

extraction, his immorality, or his exploitation of the colonized Congolese. In short, readers 

should not expect the typical imperial romance formula. They should not interpret the meaning 

of this text to come from the center, from the titular heart of darkness. Rather than looking 

“inside,” the novella encourages the reader to look “outside” the text at the “misty halos” or at 

the “haze,” the individual, historical, and social contexts within which meaning can be made. 

Through this outward rather than inward gaze, the text resists, unlike other yarns, producing a 

single or satisfying meaning for its reader. 

Reading the yarn through this lens of generic manipulation illuminates the novella’s 

complexity. It is neither wholly an imperial romance because of this self-proclaimed atypicality, 

nor does it radically call for the end of the imperial romance or imperialism in general. As I 

demonstrate later in this chapter, Heart of Darkness includes parts of both; it uses the tropes of 

imperial romance to critique imperialism. This turn, this lens of manipulation, could change how 

scholars read the content of Conrad’s novella. For example, ivory was a highly valuable 

commodity in King Leopold II’s Congo Free State (1885-1908), and Conrad captures the 

																																																	
14. Dryden, Joseph Conrad, 2. 
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significance of this historical trade when Marlow expressed, “The word ‘ivory’ rang in the air, 

was whispered, was sighed.”15 When the unnamed and elusive narrator sets the scene for 

Marlow’s novella, he states that “for some reason or other we did not begin that game of 

dominoes,” which in the late 1800s would have been crafted from ivory.16 Immediately, ivory is 

more than a word “in the air,” more than a haze in Heart of Darkness, but tangible from the 

outset, and the group’s hesitation in playing a game with ivory pieces suggests a general unease 

with the “profitable business” of ivory extraction. 17 But, in an important example of the 

novella’s complex relationship with its imperial content, Heart of Darkness never names specific 

countries or figures that participated or profited from the ivory trade, despite its role in sustaining 

the Congo Free State. In other words, Conrad’s subtle critiques of the ivory trade and the Belgian 

empire are left inconclusive; they condemn the process of extraction and exploitation, but fail to 

name those who profit from it. 

According to the unnamed narrator, Marlow’s yarn is not “typical,” and its narrative form 

also alters the standard imperial romance by refusing a straightforward narrative of progress.18 

																																																	
15. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 23. While only a simple mention in this sentence, 

Conrad’s ambiguity further demonstrates his resistance to conclusion and allows the text to be 
relevant through both time and space in the reader’s meaning-making contexts. 

 
16. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 4. The unnamed narrator is another important example of 

ambiguity in the novella. 
 
17. David Renton, David Seddon, and Leo Zeilig, The Congo: Plunder & Resistance 

(London; New York: Zed Books, 2007), 27. 
 
18. Scholars have tried to assess Conrad’s feelings toward the Belgian Congo Free State’s 

efficiency. For example, Hunt Hawkins and David Daiches suggests, “Heart of Darkness is full 
of details suggesting the particular inefficiency of Leopold’s rule. [. . .] The two best examples 
[of waste and inefficiency] are the building of the railway and the inadequacy of the currency 
system.” Hawkins, “Conrad’s Critique of Imperialism,” 290. Marlow comments on the guise of 
progress in comparison to the Belgian regime’s inefficiency and the unique legacy of Kurtz’s 
imperial mission: “I had full information about all these things and, besides, as it turned out, I 
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Rather than glorifying or reveling in the wonders of empire, Marlow’s yarn critiques it through 

modernist impressionism: delayed decoding and layers of narration. As Ian Watt describes it, 

“Delayed decoding [. . .] combines the forward temporal progression of the mind, as it receives 

messages from the outside world, with the much slower reflexive process of making out their 

meaning.”19 In Marlow’s yarn, the meaning of an episode is often delayed but sometimes never 

decoded. For example, the end of Marlow’s narration trails off in ellipsis and he refuses to 

disclose the depths, the darkness, to the late Kurtz’s “Intended.” He simply “could not tell her 

[Kurtz’s true final words]. It would have been too dark–too dark altogether. . . .”20 The truth, the 

meaning, is purposely obscured in darkness, and the reader must decode what Marlow cannot 

articulate: the ambiguous last words, “The horror! The horror!”21 The yarn is framed by its 

imperial language and its imperial romance tropes, but crucially, it diverges from the norm, just 

as the group turns from their game of dominoes. Neither Marlow nor Kurtz comes home from 

the Congo with riches or glory. Kurtz dies and Marlow continues his sailing career, as evidenced 

																																																	
was to have the care of his memory. I’ve done enough for it to give me the indisputable right to 
lay it, if I choose, for an everlasting rest in the dustbin of progress, amongst all the sweepings 
and, figuratively speaking, all the dead cats of civilisation. But then, you see, I can’t choose. He 
won’t be forgotten. Whatever he was, he was not common.” Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 50. 
Here, Marlow’s inconclusiveness translates into his actions and historical narrative. Through the 
writing of Marlow’s yarn, Conrad commits Kurtz’s achievements and his report for the 
“International Society for the Suppression of Savage Customs” to infamy rather than “the dust-
bin of progress.”  

 
19. Ian Watt, “Critical Perspectives: Impressionism,” in Conrad in the Nineteenth 

Century (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press), 175.  
 
20. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 77. Ellipsis original. 
 
21. Conrad, 69. 
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by the frame narrative. Heart of Darkness does not end in typical imperial romance fashion of 

glorifying imperial practices of expansion, exploitation, and extraction for the reader. 

The manipulative nature of Conrad’s novella is further emphasized by its series of 

narrators and apparent lack of purpose other than entertainment. Marlow’s account as retold from 

the frame narrator’s perspective, and then by Conrad himself, is twisted within those narrative 

layers in a way that hinders a satisfying meaning for the reader by creating obscurity and 

distance from the actual narration. Instead of a kernel at the center of “a cracked nut,” the layers 

of narration are more onion-like, which have peripheries but not a center and obscure the layers 

contained within it.22 Marlow’s atypical yarn also lacks a specific purpose: it has no clear 

objective other than to pass the time while “[waiting] for the turn of the tide.”23 Like Marlow’s 

self-described “winding” journey to the Congo’s interior, the frame narrator retells Marlow’s tale 

in a slow, sometimes delayed manner, but even this meandering progression up the Congo River 

contrasts with the static position of Marlow and the unnamed narrator on the River Thames.24 As 

the yarn’s story progresses, the interruptions from the unnamed narrator’s perspective delays the 

progress of the overall narrative and creates a formal dilation to the expected progression of the 

imperial romance. For example, when Marlow’s commentary on sacrifice to “an unselfish belief” 

in “devotion to efficiency” trails off in ellipsis, the narrator interjects, “He broke off. [. . .] It was 

only after a long silence, when he said in a hesitating voice, ‘I suppose you fellows remember I 

did once turn fresh-water sailor for a bit,’ that we knew we were fated, before the ebb began to 

																																																	
22. Conrad, 5. 
 
23. Conrad, 3. 
 
24. Conrad, 35, 5. 
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run, to hear about one of Marlow’s inconclusive experiences.”25 In this static moment “before the 

ebb began to run,” the narrator’s remark about “Marlow’s inconclusive experiences” accentuates 

that Marlow’s yarns are atypical, an extraordinary moment because Marlow’s fellow sailors and 

the narrator do not expect a normal, conclusive imperial romance. This sentiment, in turn, does 

not align with the reader’s expectations for a yarn, reinforcing the emergent nature of Marlow’s 

yarn and Conrad’s novella for the audience.  

As it spins and turns, Heart of Darkness seems to rely on its convoluted narration and 

form, rather than its content. With ivory still ringing in the air, Marlow conveys, “Outside, the 

silent wilderness surrounding this cleared speck on the earth struck me as something great and 

invincible, like evil or truth, waiting patiently for the passing away of this fantastic invasion.”26 

The penetration of the heart of darkness, the “fantastic invasion,” and possibly imperialism in 

general all must eventually “[pass] away,” and the text’s frame narrative emphasizes that one 

must wait. The delay becomes important for the discernment of truth. The “outside, the silent 

wilderness” statically wait for the end of extractive and exploitative imperialism. “Nobody 

moved for a time” at the end of Marlow’s narrative, but the Director breaks the silent meditation 

with the announcement–“We have lost the first of the ebb”–resuming movement, rather than 

passively “waiting.” Ultimately, imperial darkness continues: “The offing was barred by a black 

bank of clouds, and the tranquil waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the earth flowed 

somber under an overcast sky–seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.”27 The sea-

																																																	
25. Conrad, 6, 7. 
 
26. Conrad, 33. 
 
27. Conrad, 77. 
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faring group then goes into the world, penetrates the darkness, and makes imperial derring-do 

rather than static meaning, and clarity has apparently not been achieved either as they proceed 

“under an overcast sky.” If the haze produces meaning only when there is a “glow” or “spectral 

illumination of moonshine,” such light is never seen as the final line of the novella states that the 

Thames “seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.”28 Imperialism, then, has only 

created darkness–occlusion, confusion, and corruption–and the frame narrative provides no 

satisfying illumination, indicating that the reader can only make meaning outside of the text by 

looking to its contexts.  

In this “fantastic invasion” of the environment, Marlow asserts, “We penetrated deeper 

and deeper into the heart of darkness.”29 Conceptually, surface and depth within this text 

illustrate an ongoing debate within literary criticism on the practices of reading and 

interpretation. Through an analysis of this scholarly debate, I hope to further demonstrate the 

inconclusiveness of the narrative’s meaning and the importance of reading at the surface when 

the text shows signs of its depths. Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus’s notion of surface reading 

contrasts with Frederic Jameson’s established theory of symptomatic reading. Best and Marcus’s 

surface reading suggests that potential meanings can only be found within the textual apparatus 

itself, contained within the descriptions given on any page. They define surface as “what is 

evident, perceptible, apprehensible in texts; what is neither hidden nor hiding; what, in the 

geometrical sense, has length and breadth but no thickness, and therefore covers no depth. A 

surface is what insists on being looked at rather than what we must train ourselves to see 
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29. Conrad, 33, 35. 
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through.”30 Best and Marcus characterize Jameson’s symptomatic reading as “what is deep is 

fully present and thus theoretically visible, but is positioned so far down, in, or back relative to a 

viewer, or is so completely covered by an opaque surface, that it can only be detected by an 

extreme degree of penetration or insight.”31 While it might seem like readers must penetrate the 

layers of text and narration themselves to extract their own meanings, Heart of Darkness does 

not advocate Jameson’s invasive form of interpretation.  

The text itself highlights the dialectic between surface and depth when Marlow is piloting 

the steam ship, and he explains, “I had to discern, mostly by inspiration, the signs of hidden 

banks; [. . .] When you have to attend to things of that sort, to the mere incidents of the surface, 

the reality–the reality, I tell you–fades. The inner truth is hidden–luckily, luckily.”32 Marlow 

simultaneously must pay attention “to the mere incidents of the surface,” while still 

acknowledging the presence of an “inner truth” or interpretation. Even though the repetition of 

the word “luckily” suggests that what is deep should stay buried or submerged in the depths, 

Marlow must still pay attention to “the signs of hidden banks.” The passage does not champion 

shallow ignorance; instead, the latent structures or contexts that might make meaning from the 

depths must be “[discerned].” The reader must create meaning from those signs on the surface 

“mostly by inspiration.” I read this passage broadly as a way to read the whole text, because the 

surface of Heart of Darkness is opaque and inconclusive while also revealing its depths through 

its criticisms of empire. Moreover, Marlow depicts a fading reality–realism–in favor of an “inner 

																																																	
30. Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Reading: An Introduction,” 

Representations 108, no. 1 (2009): 9. 
 
31. Best and Marcus, “Surface Reading,” 4. 
 
32. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 34. 

23



truth” concealed below the opaque surface, like the modernist impressionism of imprecise 

likenesses and representations.  

In contrast, Frederic Jameson’s suspicious or Marxist interpretation of reading advocates 

for an attention to the political contexts and structures of dominance that are inherent but perhaps 

latent in literature. In Crystal Bartolovich’s critique of surface reading, she concludes, “The 

problem rather is that the aspiration to ‘describe texts accurately,’ which they [surface readers] 

privilege methodologically, cannot in itself decisively authorize one reading over another, since 

the same text will support many plausible ones [so . . .] critics tend to appeal to context, authorial 

intention, or a theoretical position to justify their claims, instead of adducing the text on its 

own.”33 Bartolovich criticizes surface reading because the text is unable to “decisively authorize 

one [individual] reading over another.” Precisely because the text fails to assign a hierarchy of 

meanings, one’s reading of it must rely on the contexts in order to interpret a meaning from the 

text.  

Following Jameson and Bartolovich’s logic, if meanings are multiple, then the text 

cannot possibly produce a single truth. Best and Marcus find this type of “appeal” to outside 

sources as reading “through” the text, which renders a false meaning. In my own reading of 

Conrad’s form and content, I return to its metafictional instructions: “the meaning of an episode 

was not inside like a kernel but outside.” Though it might seem like there is only a singular 

“meaning,” Conrad’s inconclusive form allows for multiple meanings or interpretations, and the 

scholarly debate to determine Conrad’s imperial loyalties as either anti-colonial or racist serves 

																																																	
33. Crystal Bartolovich, “Humanities of Scale: Marxism, Surface Reading–and Milton,” 
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as an example.34 While some scholars like Hunt Hawkins emphasize the novella’s anti-colonial, 

political meaning, Chinua Achebe and others highlight the racist stereotypes and exploitation 

that Conrad evokes in scenes with the indigenous Congolese.35 My analysis argues that Heart of 

Darkness critiques imperialism while simultaneously using racist language and tropes, a self-

contradiction that reflects the novella’s inconclusive form as both an emergent modernist work 

and an imperial romance. While scholars rightly look to the novella’s content to determine its 

meaning and Conrad’s imperial loyalties, the inconclusive formal structures at play suggest that 

these inclinations may not be satisfactorily determined.  

As a bridge between surface and deep reading, Lisa A. Freeman argues that scholars of 

the eighteenth century have found that “the triangulated play of surfaces stops well short of a 

dialectic with its inertial pull towards a telos and instead sallies forth Tristram Shandy-like, 

refusing a narrative of progress to alight upon eccentrically multiple truths that, like the blank 

page, ought simultaneously to be read, as [Emily Hodgson] Anderson enjoins, ‘at [their] surfaces 

and for [their] depths.’”36 This model can be instructive beyond eighteenth-century studies as 

Heart of Darkness collapses the critical dialectic between surface and deep reading practices and 

“[refuses] a narrative of progress” through its interruptions and delays. The “eccentrically 

multiple truths” of Heart of Darkness force the reader to illuminate for themselves a truth 

																																																	
34. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 5. Scholars continue to come to contrasting conclusions 

about Conrad’s imperial loyalties. Yet the text is at times anti-colonial and at others racist, and 
therefore, it fails to give or provide a hierarchy of meaning on this matter. 
 

35. See Hawkins, “Conrad’s Critique of Imperialism,” 286-99; and see Chinua Achebe, 
“An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness,” in Heart of Darkness, ed. Paul B. 
Armstrong (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2017), 306-19. 
 

36. Lisa A. Freeman, “Why We Argue About the Way We Read: An Introduction,” The 
Eighteenth Century 54, no. 1 (2013): 122-23. 
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through meditation or deliberation. At the end of the novella, the unnamed narrator provides an 

example of this individual meaning-making through Marlow’s pose as “a meditating Buddha,” a 

recurring and nuanced symbol in the text.37 Through the practice of meditation, Marlow tries to 

clarify and make meaning for himself about his inconclusive experience with Kurtz. Rather than 

penetrating the narrative, the novella invites its readers to look outside of its surface and into 

themselves for its meaning through meditation. The form of Marlow’s atypical yarn is then 

passive in its meaning-making, while inviting active participation from its readers. In Watt’s 

terms, both the yarn and the frame story are layers of narrative that delay but do not decode; the 

reader must decode meaning for themselves.38                                                                                                                                                     

Therefore, meditation becomes the preferred method to make meaning for Conrad. This 

is not a coincidence; meditation is a Buddhist practice and Conrad traveled to India with the 

British merchant marine. Marlow evidently appropriates meditative practice from the empire.39 

Avram Alpert helpfully delineates Buddhist meditation into two historical forms of practice that 

Conrad represents in the novella. According to Alpert, both European Buddhism and Eastern 

																																																	
37. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 77. 
 
38. As Alpert notes, Ian Watt found, “Marlow’s narrative is ‘essentially a self-examining 

meditation.’ The underlying assumptions of such an argument represent a false dichotomy when 
it comes to Buddhism throughout its history, and especially in modernity: self-examining 
meditation in Buddhism is intimately connected to engagement with the broader ‘secular’ 
world.” The self-examining meditation is falsely dichotomized with “engagement” in the world. 
Like surface and depth, meditation and action are also falsely dichotomized and they are 
“intimately connected” through relation in a structure of feeling. Avram Alpert, “Empires of 
Enlightenment: On Illumination and the Politics of Buddhism in Heart of Darkness,” Journal of 
Modern Literature 40, no. 2 (2017): 13. 

 
39. Larabee, “Joseph Conrad,” 56. 
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Buddhism are depicted in the novella and appear in four different scenes in the text.40 For 

example, Marlow’s European Buddhism in the frame narrative contrasts with the Buddhist 

repose of an over-worked Congolese man within the yarn: “He lapped out of his hand, then sat 

up in the sunlight, crossing his shins in front of him, and after a time let his woolly head fall on 

his breastbone.”41 While Alpert separates these two methods of Buddhist meditation, Marlow’s 

Buddhism is problematically appropriative regardless of the kind of Buddhism he practices. If 

the over-worked Congolese man’s repose “illuminates a kind of weapon of the weak: a simple 

moment in which he says, this is not the end of the story,” in a similar moment of inconclusion, it 

seems that Marlow’s own meditation at the end of the narrative could be aligned.42 Even though 

Heart of Darkness must literally end, the simple moment of meditation that the group of sailors 

and Marlow undergo emphasize a similar lack of closure to the narrative.  

While the Congolese man demonstrates a resistance, the stasis in both scenes is 

uncommon in the imperial romance genre and invites readerly contemplation rather than action. 

The painting, “The Boyhood of Raleigh,” is an example of the usual dynamism of the imperial 

romance, as the boys listen with eyes open, sitting in the light of the sun, and the sailor perches 

on his toes, sitting on a log as if to spring into action as he dramatically points to the sea. 

Progress will presumably be passed down to the next generation through this yarn, but as Jed 

Esty comments on Buddhism in Rudyard Kipling’s Kim: “The ideal of self-possession is 

																																																	
40. According to Alpert, Marlow practices European or Arthur Schopenhauer’s 

Buddhism, which is the view that “the world is an interconnected whole, which, as it objectifies 
itself in space and time, takes on the form of individuals.” Alpert, “Empires of Enlightenment,” 
4. 
 

41. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 18. 
 

42. Alpert, 15. 
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estranged by the Buddhist concept of self-dispossession; and vocational and sexual closure is, as 

we have noted, permanently postponed.”43 According to Esty’s argument, the boys in the 

painting will forever be just that–boys. In relation to the Bildungsroman, their adolescence is 

stagnant and delayed. Forever in puberty, they are indicative of transition. In colonial literature, 

the subject’s childhood is dilated rather than completed, and the self is de-centered through 

meditation. There is a “permanent” postponement of “closure” for Esty in terms of subjecthood, 

and Marlow’s meditation models a form of stasis in contrast to the empire’s active meaning-

making and desire for satisfaction.  

In the terms that I have engaged with in this chapter thus far, I argue that Heart of 

Darkness resists a deep interpretative reading, but offers an alternative in the form of deep 

meditative thinking, the difference being a delayed individuation of meaning instead of one true 

“privileged meaning.”44 John Holt, a Congo reformer, wrote in a letter to Morel that other 

European merchants in Africa “take too shallow an idea of their lives and duties. They do not 

think below the surface of things.”45 Here, Holt advocates for a deep thinking or meditation on 

“their lives and duties,” a reconsideration of their lives which are lived on the surface. What is 

the purpose of the novella if it refuses to give an explicit meaning? I argue that the meanings are 

multiple and subjective–ultimately inconclusive–which reflects the questions of reform at this 

time. I situate the text within the debate over how to read literary texts neither to defend the 
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text’s anti-imperial or imperial tendencies, nor to argue over the merits of reading Heart of 

Darkness in the classroom, but rather to illuminate the ways in which a text that was historically 

influential on a humanitarian movement might reflect the failures of that reform in its content 

and formal structures.46 

Heart of Darkness’ ambivalent meanings and anti-colonial meandering may also reflect 

Conrad’s personal inconclusiveness on the question of imperialism. Conrad failed to imagine a 

final end to imperialism, and his critique of it in Heart of Darkness does not fully decode for his 

reader a decision on the matter–a failure. As Hunt Hawkins mentions, the anti-colonial effort 

“remains implicit.”47 Many scholars, most famously, Edward Said, have drawn attention to the 

cognitive dissonance of Heart of Darkness: its evident racism alongside its critique of the greed, 

exploitation, and profit associated with European imperialism, and in this case, that of the 

Belgians. From my introduction, I echo Said’s important claim in Culture and Imperialism that 

“Conrad’s tragic limitation is that even though he could see clearly that on one level imperialism 

was essentially pure dominance and land-grabbing, he could not then conclude that imperialism 

had to end so that ‘natives’ could lead lives free from European domination.”48 As Marlow spins 

his yarn, his circularity reflects this ambiguity and his failure to “conclude,” which, in turn, 

echoes the larger tensions of the period and the Edwardian transitional era. But the text ends with 

a continuation of the darkness and without Conrad explicitly stating the need for reform or to 

reject Western imperialism. As an inconclusive meditation on these tensions, Conrad’s delayed 
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form instead shifts the responsibility of meaning-making–and the answers to imperialism’s 

questions and contradictions–to his outside readers, suggesting the possibility for their 

engagement in reform without actively participating himself.  

This inconclusiveness extends to critical receptions of the text as well. Birgit and Daniel 

Maier-Katkin criticize Conrad’s failure to condemn the imperial system in Marlow’s yarn as 

complicit in Leopold’s crimes against humanity, but they do credit Heart of Darkness with 

raising the population’s awareness of systemic corruption and atrocities in the Congo. 49 In the 

yarn, Marlow acknowledges the historical imperialism and unequal exchange in the quality (and 

quantity) of goods when he mentions, “A stream of manufactured goods, rubbishy cottons, 

beads, and brass-wire sent into the depths of darkness, and in return came a precious trickle of 

ivory.”50 This acknowledgment of unequal exchange is reminiscent of the shipping clerk, E.D. 

Morel, who later observed the massive corruption in trade between Belgium and the Congo Free 

State, leading to his formation of the international Congo Reform Association (1904-1912).51 

While Conrad, Marlow, and the unnamed narrator failed to explicitly link Kurtz to the horrors of 

the Belgian regime, acknowledge their own roles in imperial extraction, or call for action to end 

exploitation and suffering under imperialism, Heart of Darkness inspired others to think and 

contemplate the evils of the Congo Free State–an important, if unsatisfactory, achievement. 

While it seems unlikely that Conrad was motivated by a latent humanitarianism, his 

inconclusive ending asked readers to contemplate and make their own meanings, and some of 
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those readers activated truths that would lead them to support the Congo reform cause célèbre. 

Significantly, the forms of the text–its imperial romance genre, delay without decoding, and 

obscured layers of narration and meaning–delay so that subjective meaning can be made. And 

despite never uttering the phrase “human rights” in the text, the form is uncannily similar to how 

Costas Douzinas, a human rights scholar, later described the rights paradox: 

This [book, Human Rights and Empire,] is a work of general jurisprudence and political 
philosophy. It can only be a layered presentation of different disciplinary strategies and 
approaches to human rights with no overall synthesis. Different insights will be offered 
by intellectual and political history, speculative philosophy, ontology, political 
philosophy, psychology, social and political theory, legal doctrine and jurisprudence. 
Each disciplinary approach is like the skin of an onion leading to the next again and 
again. There is nothing at the core of the onion, no centre or kernel that gives human 
rights their overall shape. No single theory can capture the multiplicity of discourses, 
practices, agencies, events and struggles that are using the term ‘human rights’. The 
various skins, the successive layers, the disparate disciplinary approaches are 
perspectives on human rights; ‘human rights’ are nothing more than the various 
perspectives on them.”52 
 

Just as the search for a conclusive, comprehensive, and universal approach to human rights 

remains elusive in the present day, finding one meaning in Heart of Darkness is also impossible, 

hidden by the layers of modernist forms while both reflecting and altering the imperial romance 

genre. In the inconclusive and tense debate over whether Heart of Darkness is worth reading or 

teaching, my argument suggests that there may be value in historicist and formal readings of 

Heart of Darkness that allow readers to active their own meanings, recognizing that human 

rights issues and literature capture and reflect a multiplicity of discourses and perspectives. 
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CHAPTER II 
CAUSE CÉLÈBRE AND SILENCE IN MARK TWAIN’S KING LEOPOLD’S SOLILOQUY 

 

Between the publication of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness in 1899 and Mark 

Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy in 1905, the Congo reform movement took on a more 

structured form. Whereas Joseph Conrad wavered in his stance against imperialism, Twain had 

no such reservations after his experience in South Africa while writing his travel memoir, 

Following the Equator (1897); Twain declared to a journalist in 1900, “I am an anti-

imperialist.”1 By 1902, E.D. Morel, a shipping clerk in Liverpool, had observed the corrupt and 

unequal exchange of goods between Belgium and the Congo. After deducing the crucial role of 

slavery in this exchange, Morel started a newspaper, the West African Mail, and when Roger 

Casement published his 1904 Report, they together decided to establish the Congo Reform 

Association in England.2 Described as “An Illustrated Weekly Journal Founded to Meet the 

Rapidly Growing Interest in West & Central African Questions,” the West African Mail “would 

be a forum where no one could censor” discussion, though that certainly didn’t stop Leopold II’s 

government from trying.3 Several things are significant about this description: as an “Illustrated” 

publication, it highlights the importance of visual images alongside print. It was also notably 

established “to Meet the Rapidly Growing Interest,” introducing the increased public attention 

that the Congo received in England and the U.S. as awareness of Leopold II’s atrocities spread.  
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U.S. involvement with the Congo Free State is intertwined with America’s own 

complicated history of imperialism. While the U.S. was the first country to recognize the Congo 

Free State, the Senate did not ratify the Berlin Treaty, allowing Europe to pressure Washington 

to intervene in the Congo even though the U.S. had no legal obligation to do so. And in 1904, the 

American chapter of the Congo Reform Association was founded when E.D. Morel met with 

American sympathizers, including Mark Twain and Booker T. Washington, who both became 

vice presidents of the organization.4 With other anti-imperialists, Twain denounced the United 

States’s “annexation of the Philippines following the Spanish-American War of 1898, an 

annexation Rudyard Kipling encouraged in his poem ‘The White Man’s Burden.’”5 Twain met 

with President Theodore Roosevelt, who refused to publicly reject Leopold II until December 

1906 when outcry in America became so great that Roosevelt told the British Foreign Office that 

the U.S. would take action, a crucial win for the transatlantic Congo reform movement.6 

However, this triumph was even more remarkable in light of the “tensions and conflicts between 

activists throughout the reform campaign over how best to effectively propagate their message of 

reform; mutual suspicion coloured relations between secular and religious camps, and 

ideological differences emerged over imperialism and the very governmental policies which 

campaigners sought to influence.”7 Despite the conflicting opinions within the movement, 

“reformers were able to overcome the ideological tensions that existed between the activists in 
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order to mount a cohesive campaign on both sides of the Atlantic.”8 Contributing to this 

cohesion, Twain began writing King Leopold’s Soliloquy in 1904, publishing it in September 

1905, and donating all its proceeds to the Congo Reform Association. While King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy contributed to a cause célèbre around the Congo reform movement in the United 

States, I argue that the particularly personal nature of this satire was so effective at focusing the 

reader’s individual indignation against Leopold II that it obscured the broader injustices of 

imperialism that Twain opposed.9 

The term “cause célèbre” often referred to legal scandals and popular trials, such as Oscar 

Wilde’s prosecution in 1885, but it can also apply to Congo reform given the movement’s mass 

popularity. The US Secretary of State “wrote to Morel that the cause of Congo reform in the 

United States was a ‘giant enterprise . . . [that] needs an organization like U.S. Steel.”10 The 

Congo Reform Association in the United States rose to meet that need and organize support for 

reform. Beyond Mark Twain, Joseph Conrad, and Arthur Conan Doyle, the fiction and 

nonfiction writings of Henry de Vere Stacpoole, Herbert Strang, Cutcliffe Hyne, and others, gave 

the cause cultural significance, creating a humanitarian literary discourse that explicitly criticized 

Leopold II’s regime.11 However, mass-media campaigns in the early 1900s frequently buried 
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objective truth underneath layers of public interest, akin to modern scandals of cause célèbre that 

attract many voices and much attention. The purpose of writing about humanitarian causes was–

and still is–meant to expose or raise awareness in spite of this inevitable obfuscation of truth. 

Though Twain comes from a realist Victorian tradition in which all mysteries must be solved, his 

humanitarian writings reflect the convoluted tensions and transition of the Edwardian era. 

Twain’s text was further obscured by King Leopold II’s efforts to stifle anti-Congo Free State 

sentiments; the Belgian government released an anonymous pamphlet called An Answer to Mark 

Twain to refute to Mark Twain’s “slanders.”12 The truth–the facts–are what both sides purported 

to tell, so the reader of these pamphlet wars must sort fact from fiction. Counterintuitively, the 

“nonfictional” Belgian pamphlet spreads falsehoods, while Twain’s fictional and satirical 

soliloquy tells the truth. His reader is confronted with interruptions of stage directions and 

citations that give the reader time to ruminate on the Congo question. Through his inflammatory 

statements, the fictional Leopold II is meant to inspire “a fury of generous indignation” in the 

presumed humanitarian sympathizer, the reader, so that their indignant thoughts and feelings will 

lead to action.13  

The narrative form of King Leopold’s Soliloquy stands out because it is not simply a 

standard monologue. Instead of addressing his or her speech to the other actors, the speaker in a 
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soliloquy is solitary and sometimes–but not always–speaking to the audience. In this satirical 

soliloquy though, Twain’s chosen form reinforces King Leopold II’s isolation and his solitude in 

his Congo endeavors, where he was the sole proprietor and beneficiary of the profit made in the 

Congo for almost three decades. Though never intended for stage performance, the soliloquy 

includes stage directions that do not state whether Leopold II should break the fourth wall and 

implicate the audience, the reader. Through the form, it is possible that Twain could have tried to 

elicit a humanitarian response from the implicated reader. Conversely, if Leopold II does not 

break the fourth wall to implicate the reader, he stands utterly alone, a powerful political 

representation of the Congo proprietor. 

The spoken lines of King Leopold’s Soliloquy are interrupted by stage directions that 

frame King Leopold II’s actions and feelings. Of the thirty-five stage directions, one commands, 

“[Meditative pause]” with no punctuation, aside from the closed bracket to signal its end.14 Some 

of the stage directions have periods, some have actions separated by semi-colons or by commas, 

and still others have no punctuation at all. I am interested in punctuation as a form of closure or 

conclusion in writing, and with no definitive reasoning behind the punctuation, the patterns 

inconclusively suggest that the actions in the one verb stage directions are not completed until 

the spoken soliloquy resumes or continue while Leopold II speaks. At the beginning of the 

pamphlet, the stage direction depicts King Leopold II’s proposed actions: 

[Throws down pamphlets which he has been reading. Excitedly combs his flowing spread 
of whiskers with his fingers; pounds the table with his fists; lets off brisk volleys of 
unsanctified language at brief intervals, repentantly drooping his head, between volleys, 
and kissing the Louis XI crucifix banging from his neck, accompanying the kisses with 
mumbled apologies; presently rises, flushed and perspiring, and walks the floor, 
gesticulating]15 
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His opening actions presumably continue as he speaks while “gesticulating,” but more important 

in this opening frame, his actions flow one after another without cessation. He “throws down,” 

“combs,” “pounds,” “lets off,” etc. until he “presently rises, flushed and perspiring, and walks 

the floor, gesticulating.” Unchecked, Leopold II’s actions are purposeful and unceasing. Toward 

the end of the narrative, his actions become less dramatic, more tired, when the stage directions 

are simply one or two words, “[Reads]” and “[A sigh].”16 Even though his actions continue 

without punctuation, they become more curt over the course of the soliloquy, suggestive of the 

toll that his actions have taken on his Congo Free State as well as himself. 

The stage directions are also all italicized, which Leopold II comments on in the course 

of the soliloquy: “It is all the same old thing—tedious repetitions and duplications of shop-worn 

episodes; mutilations, murders, massacres, and so on, and so on, till one gets drowsy over it. Mr. 

Morel intrudes at this point, and contributes a comment which he could just as well have kept to 

himself–and throws in some italics, of course; these people can never get along without italics.”17 

First, this passage emphasizes the “tedious repetitions” of Congo reform literature that highlight 

the same “shop-worn episodes,” in order to illuminate the continuation of atrocities in the Congo. 

Through this saturation, the reformers hoped to inspire humanitarian action on the part of the 

masses. The emphases demand the reader’s attention and underscore the atrocities that confront 

the reader. Twain also metafictionally comments on his own form of the pamphlet here. The 
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italicized stage directions correspond with Mr. Morel and his “people.” Because the narrative is 

framed through extensive italicized stage directions, fictional Leopold II remarks on the role that 

Twain, as a reformer, plays in emphasizing his actions, both in the text and in history. In other 

words, the italics stress that the soliloquy has two narrators: the speaker (Leopold II) and the 

author (Twain). When words and stage directions are italicized, these two narrators are at odds 

with each other. While the spoken text of the soliloquy is not devoid of italics, those seem to 

reinforce Twain’s agency over Leopold II’s narrative. Obviously the satire dramatizes Leopold 

II’s soliloquy, but here Twain highlights the distance and difference between the reformers’ 

agenda and Leopold’s position through his insertion of the emphasized staged directions.  

Twain’s commentary on the role of literature in decrying injustices appears at other 

points in Leopold II’s soliloquy as well:  

If a poet’s bite were as terrible as his bark, why dear me–but it isn’t. A wise king minds 
neither of them; but the poet doesn’t know it. It’s a case of little dog and lightning 
express. When the Czar goes thundering by, the poet skips out and rages alongside for a 
little distance, then returns to his kennel wagging his head with satisfaction, and thinks he 
has inflicted a memorable scare, whereas nothing has really happened–the Czar didn’t 
know he was around. They never bark at me; I wonder why that is. I suppose my 
Corruption-Department buys them. That must be it, for certainly I ought to inspire a bark 
or two; I’m rather choice material, I should say.18 
 

Fictional Leopold II can’t finish his thought–“If a poet’s bite were as terrible as his bark”–

because he cannot fathom a situation in which that were true. His metaphor here dehumanize the 

poet but also play with movement and superiority in fascinating ways. The king controls forward 

progress of society from his position on the train. While the poet might bark or bite “alongside 

for a little distance,” implying a similar trajectory and an expression of outrage, the king, as a 

human being (as opposed to a dog) and a monarch (as opposed to a poet), outlasts any sustained 
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barking–“the Czar didn’t know he was around.” Leopold II demonstrates his own superiority 

when he remarks, “They never bark at me.” Even though Leopold may think he controls the 

narrative of progress, ironically, King Leopold’s Soliloquy is itself a bark, controlling the king’s 

actions and speech, including this metaphor. Nonetheless, this passage assumes the staying 

power of the monarchy in comparison to short-lived movements like the cause célèbre of Congo 

reform. 

Another strategy that the reformers used to delegitimize the Congo Free State in the eyes 

of the European public was Leopold II’s hypocritical use of Christianity. In King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy, the form of the epigraphs and postscripts is printed in the shape of the Christian cross 

or crucifix. These paratextual bookends to the soliloquy have the bolded titles, “It is I” and “An 

Original Mistake,” which again highlight that Leopold II’s personal attitude toward the Congo 

should shift in light of the atrocities he describes, as should the readers’ opinions by the end of 

the narrative. Moreover, throughout the stage directions, Leopold II “[hastily kisses the crucifix]” 

at four separate moments. And the crucifix is introduced even before the epigraphs and 

postscripts on the cover of the first edition and of the UNO Press edition (Figures 2 and 3).The 

crucifix is underlaid by a butcher’s knife, and the 1905 first edition bears the phrase, “By this 

sign we prosper,” which is then further explained in the course of the soliloquy.  
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Figure 2. Cover of first edition of Mark Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy (1905) at the Booth 
Center for Special Collections, Georgetown University19 
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permission from Booth Center for Special Collections, Georgetown University, accessed on 
February 8, 2019. 
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Figure 3. Cover of UNO Press edition (2016) of Mark Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy20 
 
 
During fictional Leopold II’s explanation of a “madman’s” proposed memorial to him, he 

describes in detail that it would be built with Congolese skulls and skeletons, chained together to 

make a fence along “forty grand avenues of approach” leading to a pyramid of skulls.21 Stamped 
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on the chains would be “[Leopold II’s] private trade-mark, a crucifix and a butcher-knife 

crossed, with motto, ‘By this sign we prosper,’” the “we” duly referring to the dead Congolese 

and the complicit Europeans and the “sign” referring to the chains or Christianity.22 Twain 

criticizes the hypocritical, philanthropic Christianity and narrative of progressive civilization that 

Leopold II used as justification for his Congo rule. The Belgian propaganda pamphlet, “An 

Answer to Mark Twain,” responds to this critique of the Belgian Christian mission in the Congo. 

Citing the “Report of the Commission of Enquiry,” the government pamphlet claims, “We must 

not forget the important work carried on by missionaries of all creeds side by side with the State. 

With their comfortable meeting-halls, their chapels, their schools, their farms, their workshops, 

they have in many a place, given valuable help in the cause of civilisation.”23 The word “cause” 

in this passage articulates the dynamic action, the movement in the name of progress, as opposed 

to delays that enable reform.  

Like the Congo reformers’ magic lantern lectures, Twain uses modernizing technologies 

to expose the corruption of King Leopold II. One medium in the soliloquy is textual, but he also 

utilizes the visual medium. In the same spread as the previous citation from the “Report of the 

Commission of Enquiry,” the Belgian government quotes from King Leopold’s Soliloquy, “The 

kodak has been a sore calamity to us.”24 In the Belgian pamphlet, the juxtaposition of 

photographs that show Congo churches and scenes of civilization from the missions with this 

quotation from the soliloquy is meant to be ironic. However, after the same quotation in the 
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soliloquy, Twain conversely includes images of Congolese mutilation. The visual medium, then, 

adds a layer of exposure and irony to the form of the text. Both Congo reformers and the Belgian 

state use this modern technology and print as “witness” to the Congo question, allowing 

circulation and persuasion to increase among viewers and readers.25 Sharon Sliwinski’s article on 

human rights and affective images comments on this type of humanitarian response: the 1755 

earthquake in Lisbon “marked one of the first times subjects were faced with a barrage of 

representations of distant suffering, ‘snapshots’ that elicited an imaginative and affective 

engagement with strangers at a great distance.”26 An emergent technology of exposure, the 

photograph was commonly assumed to be objective, and photography had the power to inspire 

“an imaginative and affective engagement.” As Pavlakis suggests, “The fight for the Congo 

entailed no such risks for its British participants, secure in their great distance from the scene of 

the crime.”27 The “great distance” of the humanitarian sympathizer from the Congo is also 

formally significant, as these texts and images expose the Congo atrocities on their surfaces and 

collapse the spatial distance from those abuses while formally providing space for their readers 

to sympathize with the humanitarian crisis. 

Adam Hochschild reinforces the photograph’s importance in the movement’s magic 

lantern lectures, as he writes, “The pictures, ultimately seen in meetings and the press by millions 

of people, provided evidence that no propaganda could refute.”28 While Twain attempted to 
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produce the absolute truth supported by photo evidence, state propaganda attempted to obscure 

his and others’ humanitarian efforts. The government turned the photograph into an 

epistemological issue rather than a question of humanitarianism in the text of “An Answer to 

Mark Twain,” when it claimed that “the lies and slanders are accumulated and, as stated by Mark 

Twain — the only true thing in his soliloquy — ‘they [the Congo reformers] slander and still 

slander.’ [. . .] Truth shines forth in the following pages.”29 That “truth” of supposed civilization 

and progress is strategically communicated in over sixty photographs that comprise most of their 

“Answer.” In contrast, the original passage in King Leopold’s Soliloquy, states: “These 

generosities are studiedly ignored, in print. In print I get nothing but slanders–and slanders 

again–and still slanders, and slanders on top of slanders! Grant them true, what of it? They are 

slanders all the same, when uttered against a king.”30 While both documents urge caution against 

“print” sources, they seem to find objective truth in photographs. The epistemological dilemma–

how does the reader of these two oppositional pamphlets know the truth–is seemingly answered 

through the medium of the photograph. However, King Leopold II’s government later clouds this 

objectivity, asserting, “Such is the value of the photographs produced [in King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy], and as it is not proved by specific dates and places that these acts of cruelty can be 

directly or indirectly imputed to Belgians having resided in the Congo they must be considered 

as slanderous.”31 Here, the truth of the photograph is questioned. From the Belgian perspective, 

the medium is no longer objectively true unless the proper citation practices are followed. But 
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their own photographs, which include sources and places but no dates, might also be called into 

question. In the soliloquy, however, fictional Leopold II decries that with “the incorruptible 

kodak– [. . .] all the harmony went to hell! The only witness I have encountered in my long 

experience that I couldn’t bribe.”32 The reformers and the Belgian government waged a war for 

control of epistemology and truth in the visual and textual mediums.  

On the point of truth, while there is now a consensus on the Congo genocide–an objective 

history–there are some facts and figures that are still debated, due in part to Leopold II’s 

destruction of Congo documents after he agreed to let Belgium annex the territory in 1908. 

According to Hochschild, “The furnaces burned for eight days, turning most of the Congo state 

records to ash and smoke in the sky over Brussels. ‘I will give them my Congo,’ Leopold told 

Stinglhamber, ‘but they have no right to know what I did there.’”33 In this passage, Leopold II 

again obscures truth and knowledge, bolstering an epistemological dilemma–“they have no right 

to know what I did there.” One of the major triumphs of Leopold II’s Congo regime was his 

ability to undermine the humanitarian reformers’ efforts to illuminate his atrocities. Facts and 

figures like the exact number of fatalities in the Congo Free State are unfortunately only 

approximations among historians; there will always be gaps and questions in the historical 

records of the Congo Free State. In the attempt to expose the Congo atrocities, reformers like 

Twain seemed to face an epistemological battle with King Leopold II’s government, his 

“Corruption-Department.”34 And in the historical record, historians and scholars are now left 

with occlusion and inconclusiveness.  
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This mirrors the humanitarian catch-22 that Joseph Slaughter posits: any humanitarian 

action, including the writing of wrongs that Twain attempts in his narrative, ultimately results in 

failure. Slaughter argues, “Undoneness also characterises the narrative structure of the 

humanitarian action story, at least in its self-consciously ironic mode; it is the episodic story of 

small triumphs and accidental improvements, but primarily it is a story of disappointment – of 

humiliating failures.”35 According to King Leopold’s Soliloquy, these “shop-worn episodes” are 

also repetitive and inevitable.36 These failures, the “undoneness” and unending humanitarian 

action that cannot possibly save everyone, often causes additional, unintentional problems in the 

course of a cause célèbre as this chapter has demonstrated. As in physics, every humanitarian 

action has an equal and opposite reaction. The relative ‘good’ produced by King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy incites, unintentionally, more propaganda and hypocrisy from the Belgian regime. The 

soliloquy is a scathing indictment of Leopold II, but its production was a humanitarian effort 

resulting in failure, no matter how compelling for its reader. I am primarily concerned with 

Slaughter’s analysis of humanitarian work that is not enacted on the ground righting wrongs in 

the Congo, but that is simply produced from the comfort of the home country. The kinds of 

humanitarian intervention that come from this distance tell “stories, [which] is also to act . . . or 

so the (human rights) story goes.”37 Twain’s photographs and forms in King Leopold’s Soliloquy, 

though compelling, obscure epistemology by virtue of the cause célèbre and results in failure. 
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Unfortunately, Twain’s and the Congo reformers’ humanitarianism was also a failure in 

its problematic heroism. Their humanitarian actions became akin to the imperial romance 

narrative, a hero’s tale in which suffering is alleviated and the humanitarian worker receives all 

the glory–what might now be termed a ‘savior-complex.’ According to Slaughter, modern 

humanitarian workers–usually on location, rather than at a distance–inevitably must continue 

their uphill, Sisyphean work.38 In contrast, the distance of the Congo reformers allowed them to 

have a choice in their participation with the movement. And Twain resigned from the Congo 

Reform Association in 1906 because he had “a vain sense of his own heroism, understood the 

situation superficially, and lost interest when the crusade failed to be quick, romantic, and 

glorious.”39 This romantic heroism might also describe Arthur Conan Doyle’s–albeit less fickle–

involvement in the Congo Reform Association. Joseph Conrad justified his lack of interest in 

participating in the reform movement: “I would help [. . .] but it is not in me. I am only a 

wretched novelist inventing wretched stories and not even up to that miserable game.”40 Both 

writing novels and righting (or writing) wrongs are connected through their failures; they are 

both “miserable games.” Even though Congo reformers accomplished some of their major goals, 

the humanitarianism of the Association was problematically focused on hasty reform in the 

short-term rather than patient, systemic reorganization of imperialism in general. This failure to 

address long-term goals for rearrangement ultimately perpetuated harmful discourses of romantic 

heroism. This discourse can sometimes even be found in Hochschild’s salvation-esque tone in 
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King Leopold’s Ghost; for example, he argues, “Even on the part of the brutally suppressed 

Africans, the silence is not complete. Some of their actions and voices, though filtered through 

the records of their conquerors, we can still see and hear.”41 Here, Hochschild seems to want to 

recuperate the silenced Congolese voices “filtered through the records of their conquerers,” but 

fails to address the problems of that filtered recuperation. Belgian colonizers silenced those 

unique voices, and they can never truly be recovered because someone else documented their 

experience. Benevolent paternalism, as well as humanitarianism, depends on a sense of heroism. 

The form of these reform narratives then are still intimately related to the imperial romance, a 

narrative that ironically concludes in triumph, not failure, described in more detail in Chapter I of 

this thesis. 

After a repetitive and lengthy satirical condemnation of European imperial methods for 

murdering and robbing indigenous populations, Twain writes in his memoir, Following the 

Equator, “There are many humorous things in the world; among them the white man’s notion 

that he is less savage than the other savages.”42 “Humorous” might not be the first term that 

comes to mind to describe this phenomenon of assumed superiority. And yet the melodramatic 

satire that is sprinkled throughout his memoir and comprises King Leopold’s Soliloquy perhaps 

asks the reader to reconsider the things they take seriously. Why should “the white man’s notion 

that he is less savage than the other savages” not be serious simply because it is uttered in a way 

that highlights the irony of the situation? Through this rhetorical form, Twain is able to ask his 

reader to consider his own humanity and that of the Other.  
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As part of the humanitarian movement, Twain’s King Leopold’s Soliloquy is not a static 

meditation. Twain’s form meant to inspire empathy in his audience–as Sliwinski notes of the 

Lisbon earthquake, “Human rights were not born from this single event, but the quake does 

represent one of the first times people imagined themselves responsible for the world into which 

they found themselves thrown.”43 Twain doesn’t use the term “human rights,” but he does write 

the soliloquy with the purpose of inciting his–or Leopold II’s–audience to imagine “themselves 

responsible for the world.”44 I emphasize “for” because part of the failure of romantic heroism is 

the immediate inclination to intervene; in other words, the British or the Americans are 

supposedly the only world powers responsible for intervention. The choice is thus decided 

already for Twain and the humanitarian. Similarly, at the age of twenty-eight when he quit his 

job as a shipping clerk to dedicate himself fully to Congo reform, E.D. Morel remarked, “I had 

launched the boat [. . .] and there could be no turning back.”45 The humanitarian trajectory is 

progressive and inevitable. While Slaughter’s argument is concerned with sentiment and 

sympathy, I am primarily concerned with action and thought. King Leopold’s Soliloquy, while 

not quite asking the humanitarian reader to meditate like Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, 

unconsciously builds in moments for the reader to take a “[Meditative pause]” along with the 
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44. Significantly, the back matter for the UNO Press edition (2016) of King Leopold’s 

Soliloquy claims, “For years this remarkable work, which led the first international campaign for 
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independent. 
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reform writer.46 In the same way that Twain juxtaposes the reformers’ infiltration into the 

soliloquy through the italics and italicized stage directions, the citations from other reform 

pamphlets are juxtaposed with the narrative through smaller and larger font sizes, respectively. 

In the next chapter, I further delineate the ways in which Congo reform writers used the form of 

citation to slow the reader’s progression and instigate thought rather than action; however, 

Doyle’s nonfiction also attempts to prescribe hasty solutions for the reader, ultimately failing to 

provide unproblematic “concrete strategies.”47  

While the photograph appears to be a concrete strategy to provide meaning, the pamphlet 

war that ensued with the Belgian government clouded reader’s ability to conclude the truth of the 

images. And Twain’s satire in this text asks the reader to reconsider the Congo question and the 

issues that they take seriously, but when the reform movement ended in 1912, the literary 

imagination surrounding these issues declined. As Hochschild conveys, “there is largely a 

silence” in the narrative of the Congo Free State in early twentieth-century history.48 Denial now 

surrounds the crimes of King Leopold II’s regime in the Congo, as Belgian history textbooks 

continue to paint a picture of heroism, rather than of brutality, in Leopold II’s pursuit of rubber 

and ivory.49 The main exhibition on the Congo Free State at the Royal Museum of Central Africa 
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in the suburbs of Brussels, which was originally built as propaganda for the 1897 World 

Exhibition, was only updated and reopened in Summer 2018. This disturbing legacy makes Mark 

Twain’s final lines in King Leopold’s Soliloquy all the more haunting. At the end of a long 

passage, Leopold II reads aloud: 

‘Well, it is a mystery, but we do not wish to look; for he is a king, and it hurts us, it 
troubles us, by ancient and inherited instinct it shames us to see a king degraded to this 
aspect, and we shrink from hearing the particulars of how it happened. We shudder and 
turn away when we come upon them in print.’ Why, certainly–THAT IS MY 
PROTECTION. And you will continue to do it. I know the human race.50   
 

Over a hundred years later, Twain’s fictional Leopold II appears to reflect on something close to 

the truth, as the turn of the century battle over epistemology about the legacy of the Congo 

persists.  
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CHAPTER III 
ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE’S HUMANITARIAN NONFICTION AND EMERGENT HUMAN RIGHTS 

 

In 1890, the year that Joseph Conrad went on the voyage that would inspire Heart of 

Darkness, George Washington Williams penned his “Open Letter.” As one of the first people to 

comment on the atrocities in the Congo Free State, Williams unofficially began the reform 

movement with an appeal to humanity. He called for an international response and investigation 

into “the charges herein preferred in the name of Humanity, Commerce, Constitutional 

Government and Christian Civilisation.”1 This investigation “in the name of Humanity” 

eventually occurred fourteen years later when Roger Casement surveyed the Congo regime in 

1903 and then published his subsequent consular report in 1904. Casement’s report is now 

considered to be the first instance of human rights reporting, bringing the Congo question into 

the public spotlight and instigating the transatlantic cause célèbre.2 Within the report, Casement 

exposes King Leopold II’s real aims for his Congo project to the European powers. He often 

refers to the Congolese in his report as “natives,” but significantly, he also characterizes them as 

“human beings,” an appeal to humanity rather than a sign of inferiority, which reflected a 

(slowly) changing cultural discourse around the concept of universal human dignity.3 

																																																	
1. George Washington Williams, “Open Letter to His Serene Majesty Leopold II, King of 

the Belgians and Sovereign of the Independent State of Congo By Colonel, The Honorable Go. 
W. Williams, of the United States of America” (1890). 

 
2. Aditi Surie von Czechowski, “Humanitarianism: Histories, Erasures, and Repetitions,” 

Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 37, no. 3 (2017): 616. 
 

3. Séamas Ó Síocháin and Michael O’Sullivan, The Eyes of Another Race: Roger 
Casement’s Congo Report and 1903 Diary (Dublin, Ireland: University of Dublin Press, 2003), 
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While on his travels in the Congo, Casement kept a diary, and on April 15, 1903, he 

jotted down, “Read Conan Doyle’s ‘Mystery of Cloomber,’” one of Doyle’s pre-Sherlock 

Holmes novels.4 Later, these two Irishmen became champions of the Congo reform cause (as 

well as good friends), and Doyle even donated funds to Casement’s 1916 defense and clemency 

campaign.5 Like Casement, Doyle’s relationship to the Congo reform movement is defined by 

his personal relationship to both British colonialism and Belgian imperialism. Though Doyle had 

Irish parents, he grew up in Scotland and internalized a British benevolent paternalistic mindset, 

and his personal and public persona only gets more complicated and complex from there. 

Catherine Wynne comments in her monograph, The Colonial Conan Doyle: “That a colonial 

legacy should emerge, then, in a writer of immediate Irish descent is hardly surprising. [. . .] 

Living in England for most of his adult life, he emerged into, and was formed by, a political 

climate obsessed with imperial identity and haunted by the specter of Irish separatist demands.”6 

Doyle eventually became so radical in his politics regarding Congo reform that E.D. Morel was 

forced to ask him to rein in his public lectures and encouraged him to present a more balanced 

approach to the problems with the Belgian regime. 

It was in this politically tense atmosphere that Doyle speedily crafted The Crime of the 

Congo in 1909. His comprehensive account, like Casement’s report, is chiefly concerned with 

and often evokes “the question of humanity [which] is so pressing that it obscures that of the 
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broken pledges about trade.”7 In fact, the matter “is so pressing” that he completes his 45,000 

word book in eight days and later remarks that it might have broken a record.8 The Crime of the 

Congo admittedly reads like it was written in about a week, devoid of style, suggesting that 

Doyle cared enough to write an answer to the Congo question, but not enough to make it 

compelling to his readers. One of his failures was to assume that his readers would care about the 

facts and consequently act, as long as he brought the information to their attention. However, its 

title is more befitting of a Sherlock Holmes detective story than what he produces in The Crime 

of the Congo, and the “crime” is already decoded for the reader in the straightforward prose. He 

even includes a “Solutions” chapter as though he has answered the perplexing Congo question 

with his nonfiction. Doyle recognizes that this is a fundamentally literary problem in need of a 

tale, and yet his tale is not captivating, which makes it less likely to be inspiring for his readers. 

His speedy pace of intervention is the exact pace that he demands for Congo reform–haste for a 

humanitarian response was of the utmost importance, a matter so dire that no further time could 

be spared. This chapter addresses the nonfiction form alongside Doyle’s problematic call to 

action, his call for Western intervention in the Belgian Congo, and how his fictional engagement 

in the nascent discourse of human rights is ultimately also a failure as it perpetuates violence and 

hearkens back to the Victorian imperial romance. 

A chronological, step-by-step process of the crimes committed in the Congo Free State, 

the actual text does not mimic Doyle’s haste for its reader. Instead, the book’s form, its 

construction, significantly delays through its taxing length and extensive citations, forcing 
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readers to slow down their reading practice. The concept of this kind of delayed slow reading is 

discussed in Isabel Hofmeyr’s Gandhi’s Printing Press, which relates Mohandas Gandhi’s 

Indian Opinion newspaper to “the standard fare of the Victorian and Edwardian periodical, 

namely, the clipping, summary, or extract from another publication.”9 Doyle’s formal structure 

in The Crime of the Congo was “standard fare” for its time, and as a result, there are seldom 

compelling ideas in his traditionally interventionist solutions to the Congo question. By contrast, 

the Indian Opinion, which was formed in 1903, “experimented with the ways in which printing 

and publishing could enlarge new kinds of ethical selves,” and promoted satyagraha, “a political 

program of nonviolent resistance or noncooperation,” of self-rule.10 Though none of the reform 

texts in this thesis make the radical leap to self-rule for the Congolese, the forms appeal to self-

dispossession for readers. However, self-dispossession or selflessness is not enough, and the 

forms of these texts fail to inspire action that would systematically alleviate the suffering and 

violence under European imperialism. 

Despite obvious political discrepancies between the Indian Opinion and The Crime of the 

Congo, the framework for citations that Hofmeyr outlines is instrumental for understanding the 

way that Doyle’s form in The Crime of the Congo might unconsciously promote thought and 

slow reading. The purpose of Doyle’s nonfiction diverges from Gandhi’s newspaper: “In 

juxtaposing these [diverse] forms [through citation], Gandhi asked readers to equate them, 

turning the largest temporalities of ethical writing against the date-driven rhythms of news while 
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also asking what ethical news reporting would be.”11 While Doyle’s content emphasizes the need 

for immediate intervention rather than patient and systematic reform, his juxtaposition of 

citations of official reports, missionary testimonies, and personal stories likewise sought to slow 

down reading. Through their form, the citations delay progress and their intrusions into the text 

also mirror interruptions by colonial rule, dilating chronological time or narrative progress.12  

When Doyle cites Casement’s report, he includes many excerpts in his nonfiction history 

and asserts, “I will not apologize for the length of the extracts, as this, the first official exposure, 

as an historical document and from its publication we mark the first step in that train of events 

which is surely destined to remove the Congo State from hands which have proved so unworthy, 

and to place it in conditions which shall no longer be a disgrace to European civilization.”13 

While the form unintentionally allows for slow reading through its extensive facts and 

interruptions of narrative progress, Doyle’s content promotes his personal agenda. Here, Doyle 

contends that the curated report is “historical” and essentially cannot be disputed. He then lays 

out the assumed personal opinions that frame the text and dictates how the reader should think 

and react because this “train of events” is “a disgrace.” By his logic, extracts increase exposure, 

and exposure, in turn, yields action. Yet, unlike the other delayed texts that are passive in their 

meaning making and allow their reader to make their own meaning, Doyle’s text does not allow 
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its reader to determine any meaning other than reform, a shifting world order. It seems that the 

question of Congo reform was inevitable for Doyle. 

Doyle does seemingly provide practical strategies for reform for his reader when he 

explains, “Should he, after reading it, desire to help in the work of forcing this question to the 

front, he can do so in several ways. He can join the Congo Reform Association (Granville 

House, Arundel Street, W. C.). He can write to his local member and aid in getting up local 

meetings to ventilate the question. Finally he can pass this book on and purchase other copies, 

for any profits will be used in setting the facts before the French and German public.”14 

However, the reader only has these limited options for intervention. If Doyle has already worked 

out the solutions, why would these readers need to “ventilate the question”? Rather than 

thinking, Doyle hopes they will instead act quickly, which raises the main problematic solution 

proposed by his text: acting or intervening without thinking it through thoroughly. While writing 

in the context of human rights and education in rural Bengali communities, Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak’s framework in her 2004 essay, “Righting Wrongs,” contrasts with Doyle’s humanitarian 

impulses: “The real effort should be to access and activate the tribals’ indigenous ‘democratic’ 

structures to parliamentary democracy by patient and sustained efforts to learn to learn from 

below. Activate is the keyword here. [. . .] The reader is invited to join in the effort itself.”15 

Spivak’s reader differs from Doyle’s, but these terms can be useful for understanding the 
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problems with Doyle’s decidedly impatient writing.16 He dictates how the reader should feel and 

act by supplementing his citations with his own thoughts.  

What is lost, then, is the reader’s ability to make or interpret their own meanings based on 

these “extensive facts.” Doyle could not have been aware of this in his writing, but his 

prescriptive form–the curated facts alongside his own opinion–capture the problems with 

humanitarian intervention. His hubristic solution is hasty reform rather than slow, systematic 

reform of an already decades long regime. Humanitarianism, “no matter how well-intentioned, [. 

. .] rests on assumptions about conditions, causes, and remedies based on the presumed superior 

knowledge, resources, and power of the humanitarians, leading to the use of masked or naked 

deployments of power in service of a high-minded cause.”17 Rather than clarify the situation, his 

exposure only occludes “masked” power structures that existed in the U.S. and Europe. Doyle 

cannot imagine anything other than their intervention, a benevolent paternalism, which Spivak 

regards as responsibility for, rather than a responsibility to the Other.18 Doyle’s reader can only 

be activated through that “[deployment] of power in service of a high-minded cause.” This 

problematic notion of humanitarianism is further evidenced when he claims, “A perusal of all 

these sources of information will show that there is not a grotesque, obscene or ferocious torture 

which human ingenuity could invent which has not been used against these harmless and 

helpless people. This would, to my mind, warrant our intervention in any case.”19 Doyle 
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highlights the innocence of the Congolese in the crimes of the Congo, but also draws attention to 

their presumed “helplessness,” as though they were incapable of protecting themselves. Doyle’s 

misguided sense of racist European, or white, superiority is undeniable throughout the text, and 

even in this passage, his criticism almost praises the “human ingenuity” of the Force Publique’s 

brutal and violent methods. In other words, he seems to suggest that Europeans even had a 

superior form of “torture.” Furthermore, his claim that intervention would be appropriate “in any 

case” emphasizes that the world powers, specifically the British, have a responsibility for their 

supposedly inferior, colonized subjects “in any case,” not just the humanitarian crisis that The 

Crime of the Congo addresses. The question must be solved by Europe (or the United States) 

because they are the only ones with the “superior knowledge” to enact such a reform, but the 

need to pose the question at all is also entirely their fault. 

The Edwardian period is characterized by its demand for social and political reform, and 

Maria Di Battista illuminates, “The Edwardian and Georgian realists were generally more 

concerned with presenting the evidentiary case for social and moral reform than in suggesting 

concrete strategies for achieving it.”20 Doyle’s lengthy extracts, his “evidentiary case” certainly 

exposes the need for reform. He provides one example, excerpted from Swedish missionary, Mr. 

Sjoblom: “The boy, after some labour, cut the hand off and laid it by a fallen tree. A little later 

this hand was put on a fire to smoke before being sent to the Commissary.”21 And Doyle also 

																																																	
20. Maria Di Battista, “Realism and Rebellion in Edwardian and Georgian Fiction,” The 

Cambridge Companion to the Twentieth-Century English Novel, ed. Robert L. Caserio 
(Cambridge, United Kingdom, 2009). 

 
21. Doyle, The Crime of the Congo, 35. 
 

59



ruminates on the 1905 International Commission’s report (excerpted at length just like 

Casement’s report before this quotation): 	

Looked at more closely, it is clearly seen that behind the veil of courtly phrase and 
complimentary forms, every single thing that the Reformers have been claiming has been 
absolutely established. That the land has been taken. That the produce has been taken. 
That the people are enslaved. That they are reduced to misery. That the white agents have 
given the capitas a free hand against them. That there have been illegal holdings of 
hostages, predatory expeditions, murders and mutilations. All these things are absolutely 
admitted. [. . .] The tale still tells of bloodshed and horror.22 
 

The evidentiary case that has been made in the international report and also in Doyle’s own text 

has been vindicated, “absolutely established.” There is no longer any question because all the 

means of torture and injustice against the Congolese have been “absolutely admitted.” It is also 

important to note the use of “still” in the concluding line of the passage. No matter what efforts 

are undertaken in order to obscure the truth, “the tale still tells of bloodshed and horror.” This 

word, “still,” signals the continued “bloodshed and horror” even after the 1908 annexation. 

Contrary to a belief that Belgium would enact reform, there is the sense that no matter what the 

colonial government has purported to do, the atrocities would continue unless there was a 

humanitarian intervention. The repetition of “that” followed by a list of grievances signals the 

cycle of abuses, from Doyle’s perspective, without reform. This lofty, moral, and problematic 

notion of imperial reform is the only thing that Doyle can possibly imagine, and he does not 

present “concrete strategies,” in Di Battista’s terms, for systematic and long-term reform. This 

inconclusiveness in the text is another contradiction because he later produces concluded 
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solutions. This lack of a formally structured plan reflects the transitional and fluid literary forms 

that were largely working themselves out in the literature of the Edwardian period.23 

I would like to briefly return to Doyle’s use of the term “tale” in this passage. Doyle calls 

the commission’s report a “document,” a “contract,” and finally here, a “tale.”24 This signifies 

the need to understand all of his (and the commission’s) established problems with the Congo 

not only in bureaucratic but also in documentary, legal, and narrative terms. “Tale” in particular 

recalls other famous literary traditions and genres–The Canterbury Tales, fairytales, tales of woe, 

etc.–and can be either real or fictional. Yet the term seems to blur Doyle’s evidentiary case and 

makes it more narrative-based. In his nonfiction Congo diary, Casement writes, “Everywhere the 

same tale,” again supporting the notion of his nonfiction as a kind of narrative rather than solely 

evidentiary account.25 Therefore, Doyle’s The Crime of the Congo demands to be read and 

understood as a human rights and documentary text, but more important, the reform movement 

texts also write into and about a fundamentally narrative and literary problem.  
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The Crime of the Congo proposed a problematic humanitarian response, but three years 

later in 1912, Doyle’s Professor Challenger series arrived on the market with its first installment, 

The Lost World. The story begins with a journalist, Edward D. Malone, and his love interest, 

Gladys, who insists that in order to marry her, he must go out into the world and achieve 

greatness. He finds his opportunity thereafter when he volunteers to go to South America with 

Professor Challenger, who tries to prove to the Zoological Institute that a secluded plateau with 

Jurassic flora and fauna exists. Professor Summerlee also joins the quest along with Lord John 

Roxton, a character based on Roger Casement’s 1910 investigation of violations in the rubber 

regime on the Putumayo River in Peru. Like Marlow’s yarn in Heart of Darkness, the characters 

appear to go back in time as they make their way into the interior of a supposedly primitive 

continent, a regression rather than a progression in the narrative’s temporality. As a forerunner of 

the imperial romance’s lost world sub-genre that began in the late Victorian period with King 

Solomon’s Mines (1885) by H. Rider Haggard, The Lost World alters many standards of the 

imperial romance and diverges from some of its romantic tropes. For example, rather than 

traveling to an unknown region, the adventurers are more like anthropological surveyors, 

exploring a region that is already known but entirely otherworldly. And instead of returning to 

England and living happily ever after as expected in a standard imperial romance, Malone does 

not marry Gladys, but decides to go back to South America (the plot of Doyle’s next two books).  

While showing Malone his rifle before their journey, Roxton imparts, “There are times, 

young fellah, when every one of us must make a stand for human right and justice, or you never 

feel clean again. That’s why I made a little war on my own. Declared it myself, waged it myself, 

ended it myself. Each of those nicks is for a slave murderer—a good row of them—what? That 

big one is for Pedro Lopez, the king of them all, that I killed in a backwater of the Putumayo 
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River.”26 Roxton describes an activation for himself–he “made a little war on [his] own”–but he 

problematically boasts about and takes pride in his perpetuation of imperial violence. Doyle also 

evokes the second person pronoun “you” to implicate Malone and the reader, but calls them 

“young fellah,” implying the younger generation’s inheritance of the imperial romance, as seen 

in “The Boyhood of Raleigh.”27 A turn outward from the home to unknown regions, The Lost 

World is an adventure story, hearkening back to the Victorian imperial romance. While the form 

reverts backward, the discourse of humanitarianism shifts to that of human rights, and this 

passage significantly presents the rights paradox: “human right” must be proclaimed where there 

is a violation of those rights, like imperial violence. “Justice,” according to Roxton, is best 

summarized by the common saying an eye for an eye; this notion is another failure though. 

Murder or war in the name of “human right and justice” and proportional punishment for the 

murder of slaves cannot be appropriate if such a thing as human rights and human dignity will 

ever exist. Here, Doyle has used the term “human right” over something like humanitarian 

action, but his problematic usage of it makes clear the problems that still exist within the rights 

discourse that seemingly permit a military-style intervention.  

Perhaps Doyle’s understanding of rights in this passage could be compared to E.D. 

Morel’s limited notion of rights. Historian Dean Pavlakis illuminates: 

Morel’s language of rights distinguished between civilized nations, where the full 
panoply of rights should apply, and subject races, who should be entitled to a much 
smaller set of rights. Nonetheless, though many of the movement’s adherents wanted 
nothing more than to end the murders, rapes, and mutilations of Leopold’s regime, the 
CRA’s leadership had a radical agenda. It’s radicalism lay not in its program, which 
aspired to make the Congo like other colonies, but in applying the principle formalized a 

																																																	
26. Arthur Conan Doyle, The Lost World, 1912. Edward D. Malone is an obvious 

reference to the journalist and Congo Reform Association founder, Edmund Dene (E.D.) Morel. 
 

27. See Chapter I discussion on the imperial romance genre.  
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century later by the UN General Assembly as the Responsibility to Protect: if a state fails 
in its responsibilities by committing crimes against humanity, other countries have an 
obligation ‘to use appropriate diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means … to 
help protect population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against 
humanity,’ with military action as a last resort.28 
 

Though the UN’s principle claims a “responsibility to” protect, significantly, the description still 

sounds like a responsibility for humanitarian intervention and permits “appropriate diplomatic, 

humanitarian and other peaceful means.” And Lord John Roxton’s personal war in the name of 

“human right,” presciently predicts the UN’s admission of “military action as a last resort.” The 

phrase “human rights” has only been around since 1629, developed during the height of the 

Enlightenment, and in its etymology in the Oxford English Dictionary, the listed quotations for 

“human rights” skip the decades between 1877 and 1945.29 Human rights scholars, including 

James Dawes and Joseph Slaughter, also tend to ignore the Edwardian period and its literature in 

their assessments of human rights development. Historians, like Dean Pavlakis characterize the 

Congo reform movement solely in terms of humanitarian intervention. And given the 

incremental nature of Leopold II’s atrocities over the course of two decades, the Congo Reform 

Association’s position in the rights discourse is often overlooked.30 Spivak calls the paradox of 
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29. “Human, adj. and n.” OED Online. December 2018. Oxford University Press. 

http://www.oed.com.proxy.library.georgetown.edu/view/Entry/89262?redirectedFrom=Human+r
ights. 
 

30. Around half the population, around ten million Congolese, died during the Congo 
Free State’s rubber regime. For context, six million people died during the Holocaust in Nazi 
Germany. The lengths of these two atrocities varied significantly: the Congo atrocities occurred 
over about two decades, while the Holocaust lasted less than one. But each atrocity is 
reminiscent of Kurtz’s assertion, “Exterminate all the brutes!” in relation to the mass killings of 
Congolese. Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, ed. Paul B. Armstrong (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Co., 2017), 50. For more information on the death toll, see Hochschild, King Leopold’s Ghost, 
225-233. 
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rights an “enabling violation” and “the enablement must be used even as the violation is 

renegotiated.”31 She does not condone or complain about humanitarian intervention such as the 

one that Doyle proposes or Roxton enacts, but she does view these interventions as violations 

that enable. As Joseph Slaughter aptly remarks in his essay about humanitarian sympathy and 

literature, “Wherever the human rights worker goes, there is human rights violation; wherever 

the humanitarian goes, there is suffering and injustice.”32 Slaughter importantly distinguishes 

between “the human rights worker” and “the humanitarian,” each responding to their respective 

concern–either the “violation” or the “suffering and injustice,” respectively. After joining the 

Congo reform movement, Doyle seems to write about human rights and humanitarianism 

simultaneously, another of many tensions within his texts.  

While human rights were not internationally recognized until the end of World War II, 

the discourse of crimes against humanity is credited to Williams and his condemnation of King 

Leopold II in 1890. This discourse of criminality appeared throughout Congo reform literature, 

and in Morel’s Red Rubber in particular: “Crime so awful, scandal of such magnitude, tragedy so 

immeasurable–the world surely has never seen their like in combination.”33 The operative word 

in this quotation is the verb “seen.” Morel and Doyle both wanted the crimes of the Belgian 

Congo Free State (and the “combination” of those with other wrongs) to be visible, a form that 

																																																	
31. Spivak, “Righting Wrongs,” 524. 
 
32. Joseph Slaughter, “The Enchantment of Human Rights; or, What Difference Does 

Humanitarian Indifference Make?” Critical Quarterly 56, no. 4 (2014): 55. It is important to note 
that Spivak and Slaughter are often in disagreement about the responsibility for/to the Other. For 
Spivak, a responsibility to requires an ability to learn to learn from below, learning the language 
of the colonial subject. Slaughter differs in his view of integration of subjects and rights. 
 

33. E.D. Morel, Red Rubber: The Story of the Rubber Slave Trade Flourishing on the 
Congo In the Year of Grace 1907 (London, United Kingdom: T. Fisher Unwin, 1907), 150. 
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would expose rather than continue to conceal the “scandal.” They are largely successful with this 

goal, but visibility doesn’t alleviate the greater ills of imperialism or the continued call for hasty 

intervention. At the beginning of the twentieth century, there is no international court for trying 

crimes against humanity.34 But reformers presciently attempted to make the corrupt structure of 

criminality known–society needed to re-structure so that it included a formal means through 

which the public would have to see these crimes. In terms of ways of knowing, Spivak’s 

rearrangement of the level of intervention is a slow, invisible process, a transition that requires 

more patience than nine years. The work is internal to the reader, but external from the text; if 

we, as readers, follow Spivak’s example in “Righting Wrongs,” it is ethically imperative to 

practice that process of slow reading, as the slow rearrangement of thought that the form of 

Doyle’s text unintentionally allows for, but which the nonfiction content seemingly opposes in 

its calls for intervention. 

The rights discourse has an impact on both the understanding of periodization of the 

Edwardian and the Humanities as a discipline in general. First, the backward regression to an 

imperial romance genre in Doyle’s The Lost World is a progressive, though still problematic, 

enabling violation of rights. And even though the genre may be regressive by modernist 

standards, for Doyle, the form is a new experimentation with a popular genre that communicates 

the rights paradox. Whereas his previous detective series relied on scientific methods and 

empirical reasoning, his own personal transition into the imperial romance genre reflects his 

struggle to capture events that defy description or reasoning; he begins writing in a genre that 

defies logic and instead is defined by romance and the unknown. Professor Challenger’s claims 

																																																	
34. The Hague Tribunal was created in 1899 to try war crimes, the first international 

court of its kind, but it did not have jurisdiction to try “crimes against humanity.” 
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of the existence of prehistoric life are eventually corroborated, but the events are so incredible 

that they cannot be grasped by the British public, a seeming allegory for the atrocities in the 

Congo Free State.35 Doyle’s fluid use of popular genres ultimately makes sense for an author 

who above all cares about public opinion and reaching the mass population.  

Furthermore, Doyle’s form in The Crime of the Congo unconsciously models for the 

Humanities a way to rearrange valuation of knowledge through a slow rearrangement, not 

immediate intervention. Spivak’s ideal, utopian epistemology would be to learn to learn from 

below, to learn and to listen to the language of the Other. But The Crime of the Congo fails to 

model this extension of epistemological rearrangement. Instead, its limitations reflect the tension 

of the Edwardian period and of Doyle’s own staunch imperial belief in British paternalism. 

Though at times progressive, the Edwardians struggled with creating concrete strategies and 

failed to imagine a world in which imperialism was not a dominant, defining aspect of their 

culture and literature. 

																																																	
35. The Lost World also seems to be a complete refusal of Darwin’s theories of natural 

selection and evolution, given that a haven of the world still exists with prehistoric animals and 
primitive life. While it might at first appear that this is a resistance to scientific progress, this 
resistance might also extend to the social Darwinism that circulated in the Edwardian era to 
justify racism. 
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(IN)CONCLUSION 
A MEDITATION ON LITERARY FORMS AND CRIMES AGAINST HUMANITY 

 

Growing out of humanitarianism, the Congo Reform Association is broadly considered 

the first human rights movement, though it was only understood in those terms after the 

emergence of human rights as an established discourse during World War II. Birgit and Daniel 

Maier-Katkin explain, “As many as ten million Congolese may have been victims of crimes 

against humanity in the period between 1885 and 1908; the first modern human rights 

organization, the Congo Reform Association, was formed in response.”1 For the Maier-Katkins, 

human rights develops from “crimes against humanity.” Seemingly taking their cue from George 

Washington Williams’s evocation of crimes against humanity in 1890, the authors discussed in 

this thesis–Joseph Conrad, Mark Twain, and Arthur Conan Doyle–all considered the atrocities in 

Belgian Congo Free State in terms of crime. Even though they were unable to provide “concrete 

strategies,” in the words of Maria Di Battista, to long-term systemic imperialism, they did 

consider the legal and social terms that would be best suited to respond to the humanitarian 

crisis.2 Through an analysis of forms that delay or prolong the readerly experience, this thesis has 

argued that those delays provide space for the reader to think about the issue, benefitting the 

reform movement. However, they fail to conclude for their reader, and instead, rely on their 

readers to make meaning generally, find an unobscured meaning, or patiently rearrange systemic 
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2. Maria Di Battista, “Realism and Rebellion in Edwardian and Georgian Fiction,” The 
Cambridge Companion to the Twentieth-Century English Novel, ed. Caserio, Robert L. 
(Cambridge, United Kingdom, 2009). 
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failures. Interestingly, for these authors, their meditations on the Congo question often yielded 

some notion of criminality. 

 The end of Chapter III of this thesis explains Doyle’s relationship to crime and his 

opinion that “there are many of us in England who consider the crime which has wrought in the 

Congo lands by King Leopold of Belgium and his followers to be the greatest which has ever 

been known in human annals.”3 Even the title of his nonfiction book, The Crime of the Congo, 

indicates his juridical focus. Chapters I and II do not directly address criminality, but Conrad and 

Doyle’s fictional texts also discuss the aspect of criminality in the Congo. Conrad’s implication 

of crimes against humanity in Heart of Darkness begins with his assertion of exploitative 

robbery in the Belgian Congo. Marlow admonishes the land-grab in the scramble for ivory as 

“just robbery with violence.”4 Land and the resources naturally embedded within it were largely 

divided amongst European powers during the historic “Scramble for Africa,” and Kurtz believes 

the resources belong to him: “My Intended, my ivory, my station, my river, my–” and Marlow 

subsequently underscores, “Everything belonged to him.”5 This entitlement reflects the European 

sense of prerogative to extract African resources for profit. The text comments on the racist, 

arbitrary claim to land when Marlow notes that the conquerors–the Europeans–were “taking it 

away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves.”6 With 

his assertion that the Europeans were “taking it away,” the novella implies that they were 

																																																	
3. Arthur Conan Doyle and HathiTrust Digital Library, The Crime of the Congo (New 

York: Doubleday, Page & Company, 1909), iii. 
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& Co., 2017), 7. 
 

5. Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 48. 
 

6. Conrad, 7. 
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criminals and the land had another proprietor, the indigenous Congolese, who were indeed 

robbed. This is further explained later in the text, when Marlow witnesses the chain gangs at the 

first station and observes that the Congolese “were called criminals, and the outraged law like the 

bursting shells had come to them, an insoluble mystery from over the sea.”7 Only a page later, 

Marlow continues, “They were dying slowly—it was very clear. They were not enemies, they 

were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now.”8 Now with clarity, Marlow affirms 

misplaced criminality. He breaks from the European understanding to state his own decoding of 

the situation: “they were not criminals,” and Marlow suggests that these crimes had degraded the 

Congoleses’ humanity–“they were nothing earthly now.” Even though he lacks a concrete 

strategy to address these crimes against humanity, this is a decoded moment in the text, in which 

Conrad declares the exploitation of the Congolese in terms of crime, prompting the Maier-

Katkins’ remark, “Conrad’s contribution to the discourse on human rights is an early description 

of crimes against humanity as darkness at the heart of civilization.”9 

Twain picks up on Conrad’s “early description” and posits a judicial solution to the 

Congo question, while similarly still failing to provide a method for enforcing such reform. The 

first edition of King Leopold’s Soliloquy includes a paratextual interview, titled “Ought King 

Leopold to be Hanged?” that took place between W.T. Stead and Rev. John Harris in the Congo 

Free State in 1901. Toward the end of the transcription, Harris speculates about the International 

Commission’s report, “Their conclusions must be, I feel sure, so damning to the State, that if 
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King Leopold were to take no action but to allow the whole infernal business to proceed 

unchecked, any international tribunal which had powers of a criminal court, would upon the 

evidence of the commission alone, send those responsible to the gallows.” Stead replies, “At 

present the Hague Tribunal is not armed with the powers of an international assize court, nor is it 

qualified to place offenders, crowned or otherwise, in the dock. But don’t you think that in the 

evolution of society the constitution of such a criminal court is a necessity?” To this question, 

Harris concurs, “It would be a great convenience at present.”10 Here, Stead’s conception of “the 

evolution of society” contributes to a call for legal process, for the creation of an international 

governing body with more authority than The Hague Tribunal, which was established in 1899 to 

hear international disputes related to treaties. Emerging alongside the discourse of human rights 

in this movement, there is necessarily the simultaneous rise of crimes against humanity, and they 

particularly apply to Leopold II. By the end of their exchange, Stead remarks, “I am almost 

beginning to hope that we may see King Leopold in the dock at The Hague, after all.”11 

Therefore, at the turn of the century, the transitional tensions of the period were also inspiring a 

movement not only for reform of the Belgian regime, but also of international law–and thus, of 

the entire international system. 

But change in the twentieth century is often slow; it took nearly one hundred years to 

establish the International Criminal Court, which has jurisdiction to prosecute crimes against 

humanity and genocide, but has limited powers to enforce its rulings. The United Nations’ 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was only adopted halfway through the 
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twentieth century on December 10, 1948, two World Wars later and forty-nine years after the 

creation of the Hague Tribunal. The UDHR purports “that human rights should be protected by 

the rule of law.”12 Human rights are given juridical authority, under which crimes against 

humanity fall. And, according to Sophie McClennen and Joseph Slaughter, “Humanities scholars 

and teachers cannot afford to discount or disregard the legal condition of human rights, just as 

political scientists, legal scholars and practitioners would do well to recognize that human rights 

are a cultural discourse as much as they are a set of legal standards.”13 Given this quotation, I 

recognize the equal importance of legal and cultural discourse to the Humanities, which is why I 

end this thesis with this meditation on the “legal standards” and the juridical implications of the 

Congo reform movement. 

Inherently intertwined in the notion of criminality is the concept of social progress; W.T. 

Stead’s inquiry at the end of King Leopold’s Soliloquy once again communicates this connection: 

“But don’t you think that in the evolution of society the constitution of such a criminal court is a 

necessity?”14 The preamble to the UDHR further delineates, “The peoples of the United Nations 

have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth 

of the human person and the equal rights of men and women and have determined to promote 

social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom.”15 But while the UDHR is just in 
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principle, the universality of these rights is a fiction, as humans paradoxically intervene and 

create conflict in order to assert those rights. And this problematic failure of the rights discourse 

is perhaps best demonstrated in its origins in the Congo reform movement. Forward motion in a 

movement, progress, that as this conclusion has outlined in the historical trajectory of the legal 

jurisdiction of human rights, is usually slow, sometimes regressive, and often delayed. There are 

also connotations for the term “movement” that I have used throughout this thesis to describe 

Congo reform that are also literally a physical movement. As McClennen and Slaughter argue, 

“Not only are human rights everywhere, they are on the move,” in process, in transition.16 And 

this connoted sense of motion can be seen through the bicycle that began this thesis and its 

symbolism of freedom, and of movement, that emerges in modernism. 

While always in pursuit of perfection, “Humanity may strive to march in a straight line, 

but the world is round and its scenery is craggy, full of obstacles that deflect the marchers from a 

goal that may be nonexistent anyway.”17 I have argued that formal delays slow the reader down, 

whether intentionally or unintentionally on the part of the author, and allows the reader to think 

about the atrocities of the Belgian Congo Free State. As I have demonstrated, these authors 

experimented with established forms–fiction, satire, nonfiction, etc.–to create this formal space 

as they worked out these tensions in popular genres and emergent forms. Yet, each text fails to 

propose anything other than benevolent paternalism, which reflects Conrad’s own cognitive 

dissonance and hesitation to condemn imperialism. They are all failures in a transitional period 

of literary form and social reform. 
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 Humanities scholars have linked human rights and literature for decades. With the post-

9/11 invasion of Afghanistan as their case study, McClennen and Slaughter connect “innovative 

cultural forms” with “new human rights vocabularies.”18 In terms of the concrete results of 

humanitarian form and literary contributions to movements, they explain, “Few books have 

resulted directly in new law, but cultural forms are themselves regulatory: they make it possible 

to frame and transmit some thoughts and themes and to disable others.”19 James Dawes also 

comments on how form can influence meaning-making for texts that “in telling the story [of 

suffering or what’s happening], we often end up injuring people in unexpected ways. How can 

you tell the story of somebody’s most abject moments without also in some way reproducing the 

pain of those moments?”20 Though there are many ways to approach the question of human 

rights in literature, I have taken these scholars’ lead in attending to the forms of humanitarian 

texts that were written alongside the emergence of modern human rights discourse. 

A thesis that began with the Congo question ends without concrete answers because the 

texts of this study remain inconclusive and fraught themselves: what is the ideal humanitarian 

form? How should we read humanitarian texts? How does truth change depending on the 

contexts of the reader, and how can one ethically make meaning? How do we enact change in 

society without perpetuating harmful discourses? The Edwardian period was a time of social 

upheaval and political tensions, which inspired authors who addressed the need for social, 

political, and imperial reform. Though all problematic for various reasons, Heart of Darkness, 
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King Leopold’s Soliloquy, and The Crime of the Congo contributed to the cause célèbre of the 

Congo reform movement, and by putting them in formal conversation, this thesis has 

demonstrated that scholars of twentieth century literature should meditate on questions of formal 

tensions, critical reading practices, and human rights discourse, without, perhaps, jumping to 

conclusions. 
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