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Introduction

In Joseph Conrad's fictional works, the narrative often closely describes the physical,
particularly facial, deforfnities of the characters. Donkin, in The Nigger of the 'Narcissus' (1897), for
example, is presented with a long and thin neck, a peaked nose, prominent ears, a rare beard, and
peaked and drooped shoulders. In The Secret Agent (1907), the narration exposes Stevie and
Winnie's drooping lower lips and squint eyes, and, more conspicuously, the Professor's large ears,
a frail skull, a protruding forehead, thin whiskers and so forth. These manners of minutely
representing the characters' physical oddities are by no means original to Conrad; one can readily
find examples in works of the genre's earliest phases. Yet, it is also true that there was a certain
historical necessity for such observant narrative around the time Conrad entered on his literary
career.

Ossipon, an anarchist character in The Secret Agent who passionately adheres to the theory of
an [talian criminologist, Cesare Lombroso (1836-1909), declares Stevie's earlobes to be a token of

'degeneration’. Lombroso was a fashionable Italian criminologist who, in the last quarter of the
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nineteenth century, insisted on the effectiveness of physiognomy, which itself had been a long-
standing idea, in detecting the marks of criminality in human faces. Lombroso's method was
scientific and pathological: he focused on the criminals' facial anomalies, called their 'atavism',
and attempted statistically to prove the causality which he believed to exist between their
depraved characteristics and their physical features. Those whose faces were found to be atavistic
were all categorized as degenerate types, and considered necessary to be 'cured’ in order to repress
these disturbing elements for the healthy continuation of the society.

The Lombrosian degeneration theory was born against the background of Charles Darwin's
discovery of evolutionary history, which was published in The Origin of Species in 1859.
Darwinism, which uncovered the truth of human origins, brought about dramatic changes in the
Western world view which had been largely based on Biblical knowledge. In the pre-Darwinian
era, there was a firm belief in the evolutionary theory of J. B. Lamarck (1744-1829), whose chief
point was in each species' teleological progress based on a Providential design. Darwin's concept
was indeed a great challenge to the Lamarckian evolutionism, as it was the discovery of the
absence of such a purposeful order in biological history — which was actually filled with chance
deviations and random selection. What had been the 'master plot' collapsed, and the sense of
anxiety about the loss of life's coherent meanings started to shape the human world, whether or
not it was clearly sensed. Subsequently, there developed social Darwinism, which in fact was not
a pure application of Darwin's theory to sociology, but was deeply rooted in the Lamarckian
progressivism. Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), a pioneer of the social Darwinian theory, believed in
biological evolution for the sake of social progress. What should be noted is that such a belief
was often permeated with class consciousness, i.e. the commercial elite's desire for the
justification of their social position in the light of the new biological science. Lombrosian
degeneration theory, in accord with the social Darwinian prejudice, was also a governing
discourse among the late-Victorian and Edwardian ruling classes, who felt menaced by the rise
of socialist campaigning and increasing anarchist terrorism.

Such characteristics of the degenerationist discourse exactly coincide with the Conradian
physiognomical narrative. Its targets are mostly characters from the lower social stratum.
Donkin, for example, is the sort of workman agitator who has his origins in a poor quarter.
Stevie and Winnie belong to the class which is not necessarily termed low, but is always exposed
to the danger of falling into the social abyss, and it hardly needs stating that the Professor is an
anarchist of humble origin.. It has been considered that Conrad owes a large debt to the
Lombrosian physiognomy for his characterization of lower-class characters, and this has often
been associated with his personal dislike for socialism expressed in some of his writings.

However, as I will show in my discussion, there are also moments in which the degenerate
characters cannot be easily observed from a physiognomical viewpoint, and the narrative itself is
confounded by a sense of unreadability. This is the problem I consider, which is closely related to
Conrad's characteristic distrust in the authenticity of written language — the only vehicle for
expression in fictional works. In the Preface to The Nigger, in discussing his own theory of

fictional art, Conrad places much importance on the visual and auditory aspects of language:
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And it is only through complete, unswerving devotion to the perfect blending of form
and substance; it is only through an unremitting, never-discouraged care for the shape
and ring of sentences that an approach can be made to plasticity, to colour; and the light
of magic suggestiveness may be brought to play for an evanescent instant over the
commonplace surface of words: of the old, old words, worn thin, defaced by ages of
careless usage.
If to convey a 'truth' or a 'meaning’, as Conrad states in other parts of the Preface, is the real
task of fictional art, it is not accomplished through language which is already 'old' and '‘worn
thin’; it should, according to the author, be instead achieved through its ‘'shape and ring'. This
exactly shows the author's awareness of the restriction, or inadeguacy, of language as a medium
for art compared with other artistic media. Such disbelief in the language's power is
strengthened in 'Heart of Darkness', where the first-person narrator, describing the
characteristics of Marlow's narration, states, 'to [Marlow] the meaning of an episode was not
inside like a kernel but outside'. The typical Conradian anxiety over the language's flaws — the
disjunction between the sign and its meaning — is manifestly suggested here.

In the broader perspective of the genre's history, Conrad's narrative is often considered a
forerunner of modernism, whose method is represented by, for instance, James Joyce's or
Virginia Woolf's stream of consciousness, in which language no longer offers a single thread of
meaning. In Conrad's text, the narrative still conveys coherent meaning, as is exemplified by the
physiognomical narration; but the text itself prepares elements which perturb, or, more
radically, utterly disintegrate, such narration from within. I attempt to locate Conrad's
narrative in the historical context of Darwinism, and to investigate how its 'modernity’ tries to
counter a narrative act whose origin is in the class-based aspiration for a meaning —a
characteristic elitist obsession in the age of Darwinian anxiety. This dissertation should

eventually open up a fresh prospect for the study of the Conradian, pre-modernist narrative.

Chapter 1

This chapter treats The Nigger of the 'Narcissus'. 1 focus on James Wait' unreadable face, which
appears with an enigmatic contrast of black and white, or shadow and light, and, with its
mysterious suggestiveness, confounds those who look at it in search of unilateral meanings
despite its actual bipolarity. The first-person narrator, for example, takes its blackness
symbolically as representing something negative and ominous which disturbs the ship’s collective
psychology. Yet, this, nonetheless, is far from an accurate reading of the whole face, utterly
disregarding its white element, and the obtained meaning being rather the product of the
oppression given by Wait's overpowering presence, than of the pure interpretation of the facial
appearances.

In contrast to this, there is another face which the narrator can present with an unequivocal
meaning through the minute descriptions of its features. It is Donkin's face, whose every part
presents a bird-like deformity — such as the big ears recalling a bat's wings or the peaked nose

resembling a vulture. The narrative description is made from the physiognomical viewpoint

—179—



which is biased with class consciousness, as it renders Donkin's socialist claim for 'right' as the
sarcastic picture of a lower-class demagogue. The narrative voice can freely control the meaning
of its descriptions from the physiognomical perspective. On the other hand, although Wait is
obviously a degenerate type of work-shy liar, his face, which is invested with obvious atavistic
features, such as a heavy lower lip or a slanted forehead, is hardly described physiognomically or
ironically. Rather, he is presented symbolically, from a viewpoint which sees only a partial
aspect of his physical appearance —a 'black idol' adored by the sailors and the narrator. What
manipulates the meaning of the description is not the narrator's point of view, but its visual
object whose appearance is enigmatically confounding. The narrator's physiognomical viewpoint
is ineffective confronted with Wait's mysterious face.

The class-prejudiced physiognomical narration is further challenged in the latter part of the
novella, when Donkin can materialize his socialism through his power of observation. He breaks
the spell of Wait's mysterious face through his 'scrutinizing gaze', discovering him to be merely a
'shadowy', insignificant existence. Finally, he succeeds in stealing Wait's money, and literally
achieves his egoistic soclalist desire to be equal with everybody, or, more correctly, to leave the
sea to live an easy life free from any hard labour. Thus Donkin, himself a degenerate type,
paradoxically through the physiognomical perspective frees himself from his destined social
position. On the other hand, the narrator's viewpoint is again unable to penetrate into the black
and white contrast, this time, of the city. Although the visual dichotomy in fact predetermines
the sailors' exploited position in the great commercial city, London, the narration, in contrast to
Donkin's penetrating perspective, fails to perceive the true 'meaning' of the hierarchical society.
Consequently, the narrator cannot avail himself of his owning a narrative viewpoint, with which
he might be able to penetrate into the truth of an unjust hierarchy, as Donkin did, or place
himself outside the realm of the exploited sailors.

The influence of degeneration theory was certainly considerable in consolidating the basis of
a bourgeois society in fin de siecle England. In the course of its development from Darwin's
biological evolutionism to its social form, such as Lombroso's physiognomy, the deterministic
discourse marginalized criminals, coloured races, poor labourers and so forth as mere degenerate
types, so as to place the wealthy, administrative class in the centre as 'the fittest'. It is also true,
though, that there were many warnings, in the contemporary England, against the danger of
such a fanatic belief in the prejudiced science resulting in the neglect of humanity. Conrad
himself questioned the validity of physiognomical science in some of his own writings. Yet, in
The Nigger, the resistance appears in a latent, but more effective way, via the plurality of the
text's viewpoints, which not only differ from one another but are equally inauthentic and
marginal — turning physiognomy into one of the unreliable interpretative variations (as when the
narrator fails to decipher Wait's enigmatic face). This implies the heart of Conrad's attitude
towards physiognomy; by marginalizing that very physiognomy in the narrative, he is rejecting
the possibility that it become coercively central and authentic. Besides, Conrad offers a further
challenge to physiognomy; since Donkin's viewpoint marginalized by physiognomy paradoxically

comes to have the power to control visual objects (which is precisely how physiognomy exercises
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its coercive categorisation), and so destabilizes the existing social order sustained by
degenerationist determinism. Thus, in The Nigger, in which Wait's indistinguishable face and
Donkin's scrutinizing gaze are at once embedded, the socially centralized viewpoint of
physiognomy is crucially tested by both the text's marginalization of the viewpoints and the
visual power of the marginalized degenerate. The text's specific narrative, not the story itself,
opens the possibility that a person who is socially categorized as a degenerate type can
paradoxically realize the desire, however egotistic and mean, to live a better and easier life than is

apparently pre-destined.

Chapter 2

In chapter 2, I will reevaluate the so far neglected short story, 'The Idiots' (1896), by closely
investigating the relationship between its narrative, which has been considered unskilled and
problematic, and degenerationism. Whereas the short story's narrative is begun by a first-
person voice whose knowledge is restricted, it soon gives way to an impersonal, omniscient voice
which occupies the rest of the narrative. Together with its failure in giving a coherent ending,
this narrative inconsistency has been the target of criticism.

However, I would rather suggest that the problems with the form are the result of its close
connection to the content —the degeneration which suddenly occurs in a prosperous landed
family. The menace which the idiot children and the murderous wife, Susan, offer to Jean-Pierre
is indeed great, as these degenerate types are both physically and socially the great obstacles to
the steady continuation of the wealthy farmer's life. Such Darwinian interruption to the
stability of the social position is, in the later nineteenth century, what considerably stirred the
elite class's anxiety. Nevertheless, the sense of anxiety in the text, is not finally alleviated by
a personal, interpretative narration which, as is characteristic of the Darwinian period, should
aspire to seek coherent meanings in human life. The narration provides no consolation to Jean-
Pierre's frustrated plot to maintain the land, nor to Susan's oppressed life as a woman. Besides,
even a tragic ending does not definitely close these central characters' existences, as Jean-Pierre's
fervent wish to avoid being deprived of the land by his relations is, to some extent, secured. Thus,
the impersonal, omniscient narration closes the text without offering any sense of ending. In the
context of the commanding Darwinian anxiety, the text's form and content, both deeply related
to it, generate a narrative which, rather than being involved in that histofy, runs counter to the

historically characteristic obsession.

Chapter 3

In this chapter, I discuss The Secret Agent, in which Conrad most conspicuously depends on
Lombrosian degenerationism, particularly in the description of the anarchist characters. This
has been often associated with Conrad’s professed dislike of anarchism, but rather I consider that
the novel's treatment of anarchism is more deeply related to the novel's artistic value than to the
author's political attitude. The physiognomical narration which describes the characters'

deformed faces is in kind similar to that of The Nigger; it is given from an elitist perspective which
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presents the lower-class characters, such as the anarchists or the mentally deficient Stevie, with
prejudiced ironies. Yet, such physiognomic narrative forms a singular contrast to the narrator's
own sympathetic statement of Stevie's inner indignation against social injustice.  While
sympathetically describing Stevie's deeper insight into humanity, the narrative voice renders his
character ludicrous by ironically portraying his physical deformity.

There are moments, however, when the narrator's physiognomy is ineffective. In failing to
bomb the Greenwich Observatory, Stevie instead blows himself to pieces and leaves there nothing
but 'a heap of nameless fragments'. Stevie's disintegrated body becomes completely unreadable,
and rebuffs Chief Inspector Heat's attempt to disclose his identity. Physiognomy, which works
by reading human faces, is no longer operative here. The text contains what annihilates its
physiognomical perspective. In other words, it is the disintegration of the text's narrative plotted
by the text itself. The physiognomical narrative of The Secret Agent is characterized by its
continuous obsession with interpretation. It is the characteristically idiosyncratic voice of the
Darwinian age which by its nature coincides with the first-person narration of "The Idiots'. Just
as the short story renounces the desire for interpretation by displacing the first-person voice, the
novel questions the same sort of aspiration by abruptly suspending its own narrative. Or,
I should rather say, the textual dissociation from the interpretative tendency is much more
critical. Whereas the narration of the opening part of 'The Idiots', by using the first-person
pronoun, stresses the sense of individuality, that of The Secret Agent rather conceals its identity, as
is observed in the scarcity of the first person, which offers itself ostensibly as a less prejudiced
voice. That it is in fact biased with a partial consciousness is attenuated by its impersonality,
and this voice apparently increases a sense of authenticity. Therefore, what is renounced by the
sudden collapse of the physiognomical perspective is not a personal, possibly erring voice, but one
which is offered as genuine and unique. By means of the intensity of the explosion, the text thus
much more thoroughly challenges its own idiosyncratic voice.

Although Stevie's death itself may expose him to a further irony, physiognomical narration
is continually disturbed by his sister, Winnie. Her face, at the very moment she stabs Mr.
Verloc, presents the same signs of degeneracy as her brother's. While her degeneration is clear
from the physiognomic perspective, nevertheless, her face displays a mysterious aspect —an
aspect which degenerationists such as Lombroso cannot have grasped with their armchair theory.
Though, abandoned by Ossipon, she finally dies by throwing herself into the sea, her face of
madness leaves the 'degenerationist’ incessantly tormented by the mystery it hinted at. The
authorial irony disappears, and the irresistible sense of anxiety prevails over the description of
degeneracy. It is the same uneasiness which governed Heat's perspective describing Stevie's
shattered body. Such repeated interruption of the degenerationist voice, it seems to me, in
essence characterizes the narrative of The Secret Agent.

Furthermore, physiognomy is again perturbed, by an anarchist nicknamed the Professor.
Although his face and body also show typical signs of degeneration, he has a strong confidence in
his powers. This is partly because he always carries a bomb with himself, and boasts that he will

blow himself up the moment he is arrested by the police. Yet the Professor truly feels reliance on
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the bomb not in the midst of policemen, but among crowds of people, where his physical
deformity necessarily stands out. If the bomb exploded, what it would shatter would be his
miserable physique — which reminds us of the significance of Stevie's self-disintegration. He
never dies, though ready to, and continues to unsettle the physiognomical perspective which
otherwise would deprive his figure of _its anarchist terror. Following the cases of Stevie and
Winnie, the closing scene completes the novel's narrative strategy; the Professor's 'deadly’ march

through the crowd disintegrates the physiognomic narrative from within the text.

Conclusion

In The Secret Agent, published about ten years after The Nigger and "The Idiot', the challenge to
the degenerationist perspective is much more radical and anti-classist. Whereas the
physiognomical narration, from the idiosyncratic, elitist perspective, ironically reveals the
physical deformities of the degenerate characters, it is successively menaced by Stevie's
disintegrated, unreadable body and Winnie's impenetrable face. The Professor's self -destructive
bomb finally terminates the physiognomical irony by perpetually implying the possibility of
extinguishing his degenerate body. Conrad's text, while obviously synchronizing with the
discourse generated by the contemporary, Darwinian anxiety, simultaneously frustrates it by
containing bodies which are inexplicable from such an interpretative perspective. I would suggest
that the genuine merit of Conradian art is in this self -disintegréting narrative, which opens up
the possibility of a fiction which severely counters the historical exigency of a class-ordered
soclety.

However, it is also true that Conrad's fiction simultaneously registers an irresoluble
historical dilemma. Although crucially challenging the Victorian elitist narrative, his texts never
replace it with different kinds of narration, such as the sympathetic voice which sincerely
presents Stevie's indignation. There is certainly a sense of uneasiness, or terror, which governs
the narrative, but the physiognomical narration by no means stops describing, for example, the
Professor's deformed physique. Such characteristics are also observable in The Nigger and "The
Idiots'. The first-person narrator's reaching for a 'meaning’, in The Nigges, is never completely
denied in the closing scene where he asks, 'Haven't we . . . wrung out a meaning from our sinful
lives?' This certainly casts doubt on the authenticity of the narrative perspective, but it does not
necessarily mean that the self-complacent 'meaning' he has obtained is thoroughly contradicted
by another, really penetrating perspective such as Donkin's, which, in spite of its insight, never
offers a concrete meaning. In a similar way, the closing passage of "The Idiots' does not provide
any coherent narration which would substitute for the extinguished first-person voice and
dramatize the tragic end of Jean-Pierre and Susan.

In other words, in Conrad's texts, the narration is available only when it is given from the
degenerationist, elitist perspective; the lower, degenerate classes, in contrast, cannot finally have
their own voices which would sincerely narrate their wretched lives in opposition to the upper-
class voice. This serves to disclose the identity of the narrative act in the Darwinian age; it is in

essence the product of a prejudiced class consciousness which aspires to counter uneasiness over
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the continuation of the predetermined social order. It tries to relate a story in its double senses:
through the act of telling, it attempts to connect the otherwise random elements into a coherent
order lest the existing social hierarchy should be overthrown. The narrative act itself is, as it
were, too deeply involved in the foundations of a class-oriented society to be easily converted into
a voice which should rather threaten it. Resisting a historical exigency, therefore, brings about
an insoluble dilemma. The text, though severely countering the elitist narration, cannot offer
any alternative to it.

Thus, there is no other way than utterly to abandon the narrative act itself. Yet, that would
only cause another, more serious dilemma, as a narrative is the very heart of fictional art. To
lose it would bring about a similar kind of failure to that which indeed spoils the ending of "The
Idiots'. Consequently, the fictional text has to continue narrating for the sake of its own
existence, however strongly it suspects its power to control meaning. This sense of a quandary
coincides with Conrad's own statement in the Preface to The Nigger, in which, whereas the author
doubts the appropriateness of the language, already 'worn thin', as a vehicle of art, his tone
coercively puts emphasis on the artist's duty to convey a 'true meaning’.

I would thus like to locate the origin of Conrad's pre-modernist narrative in the historical
context of the post-Darwinian age. In pursuing the superiority of fictional language over the
historical exigency of a Darwinian anxiety, the fiction reaches a dead end — the self-negation of
its own language. In other words, the fiction's attempt to overcome the historical master
narrative and so establish its own necessarily ends in the loss of its narration. It is such an

historical uneasiness that characteristically governs post-Darwinian fiction.
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WHhELINDFEODORIL, CITHEAE BVZDHBDIXE D TEHEEINTLEDIDOTH S,
WMXOEIETIE, A>Ty ROEROF THMHENEOIRDEZICA SN S 1EHE)
(The Secret Agent) D3k b, 2 TROC7O—V OLFBERINZIEINLD TIERL., X
F 4 — 14— (Stevie) ®7 1 Z— (Winnie) WO HLMzO 7 O—BEEBEENHN»N
TWwd, ZZTOFEVIFZ-RALUTEMHZNBAERZ2EMICHEAL, BEELTWEIXOITEDR
5, CZRXBBTLZHEEZEFITROE 7S —FAITHD, 7N 2ParyHEEAN s R57k
WS REICMRS RN, HAERENEEFEFTHH L. MEVBETHS D5
B, HRICHBICHENLTWS, BEAYO—-ATHB AR (Ossipon) &, O>7o—
MAFMOBEDE #1285, 8. BE. 8. B, BE. BRREOBEICL> T, HEFHNITI
3E%§E%®$Hgﬁklﬂj%®@ﬁﬁ?% MFEEH) Lzl &ici@EbanT, TR¥87&) IBTAYZ
CBETIOTHD, WEAT 1 —T A —EBEEEW L, TOMOY 42— b ERBEHTH
5Z2t% TRk<)] OTH%, AZKRBFHATDEIE T8E] LU TOBRMBEENEICER
THBRE, TNCEZMR, BOETIY a7 BROBFMRS, EHEOERICE> T, &
OO THEMBRRBERBT I LICARDIITTHS, LML, TTTEERIEE EHEI ©
HOBHEREIR, LEILEHDRVWHO, MREZESTSIHORRERBIESNS NS T
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ETHD, Uy PRXBEBETIZDOBEOBBICE > THREINEXTF 14— T —
DREIL, HFHEAREZR DD EL T — MEE (Inspector Heat) 2R FICEN IS Z &2k 5,
SHRHEEROWETOT v — (the Professor) DHEETH 5., B EHLZD/AHRDEDIC
KOoOTREZHLL TNEIDTLNTVBIDEN, BIEAT 4T 1 —DLIICHKE L THRIE
ENDZHT LB, ELBEHENEVCLI > TREVIKBEIND I bR, TOMHIEZ
DY F—FAMMN, EHINZHBREICHBRTES2LOIC) FRFEDITI TV HBEHEDEIER
AV FEFRBOBRPOBROPEZLENVTVLIHETKDS, BEETHLZ2AT 1+ —T 11X
BIEL, BRAZIL LAV Z—bERk (B25L) HHEREZERTZ, LML, HUSEBERES
THAHTO T2 —NIN Va7 HECEOTOEED DNVIEHBLEBHGZOLOEL TAE
EfITDI L, BHZENFBEINELALTHHLGZEZDEVZOHDICK>TEYD, e
=04 DEBNEETDETO (REEET) OEEEZRERLTLES LI EEEKRLT
W50Th D,

BHEFWNEL L, ELROBRBLEEZNITEIHEY — T DEROBHETHREIL T, BR
MICEFEINED D THo/z, ATy RbEEZTNERAMNIIZTANTNSEXIDICR A
5, 2L, RmXTHEBINTVBRELIZAICEINE., HICE>TEVDEFIEHOARERT
BOTHO LI EEHELRTNERS W, TEHO R | (‘Heart of Darkness’ ) 12d % K 91T,
MBOBREE TEOEDSICHNBIIZH 25D TIEARL, AMIZH 5] (‘not inside like a kernel
but outside’ ) D TH 5, ZADED IRBEITREFHLZRBOVERINDI TS Z X L/NRODE
RITH->T, 327y NEABMHENED ORRERALYN, BRNICEZEANESRE>TH
EESNDHEVERRTZZIECR >, THEEBERIAZTODOIIH T IR EEZEMR T I &
ok EDEFEAD, TAZ—ZIREFLLTHATUOILBRBESBFIRINELET D Z2/TN
i, THEME) ORBRTT D72y Y —NHIB[CEBEDOTLIRMOREIL, Blw, BHEOE
DOMBEEZRIBBLTNT, 74723 OufEEZODONEEINDI I EADORMGTH
HEEADIEMTEDLDTH D, AWMXIE, A>Ty ROBOOKEBRSNMZEMLT, Z0
BEE, XMEMWaAZ2 TV AR ZD0bDEMHL, SHITEEY Z X L/NGHOBENEEDARE
WHEHZEWIRBEEHTDH LR, 2Ty RIFRDOHRBST., EFZ XA, KUKZ
N B ZXLDNFHOED OME, SS5ICEMEROHETCHERTZDIEIAKRBRZEOMN
HB,

KXo THABIXOEMAER. BL CUF) OFNERGEINZIOTTHHBRERERFEISDHDEL
HBHLEND,
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