
 

 

British Literature: The Early 20th Century PYQ 2018 

 

Q1. (a) Write a short note on the following : 

(i) Baxter Dawes  

Ans. Baxter Dawes is a fictional character created by the renowned English author D.H. Lawrence. He 

appears in Lawrence's novel "Sons and Lovers," which was published in 1913. Baxter Dawes plays a 

significant role in the novel and is one of the key characters in the complex web of relationships 

depicted by Lawrence. Here is a short note on Baxter Dawes: 

Role in "Sons and Lovers": 

Baxter Dawes is a coal miner and a coworker of the novel's protagonist, Paul Morel. He is introduced 

as a robust and somewhat boisterous man who is known for his physical strength. Baxter initially 

appears as a friend to Paul and as a romantic rival for the affections of Clara Dawes, who later 

becomes Paul's lover. 

Conflict and Tension: 

The character of Baxter Dawes adds an element of conflict and tension to the narrative. His jealousy 

and suspicion regarding Clara's relationship with Paul lead to confrontations and clashes between the 

two men. The rivalry between Baxter and Paul reflects the novel's exploration of complex 

interpersonal relationships and the struggle for emotional fulfillment. 

Social Commentary: 

Baxter Dawes is also a symbol of the working-class life and struggles in the mining communities of 

the novel's setting, which is based on Lawrence's own experiences growing up in a coal-mining town 

in England. His character provides insight into the harsh conditions and class divisions prevalent in 

such industrial settings during the early 20th century. 

Symbolism: 

In "Sons and Lovers," Baxter Dawes serves as a symbol of the conflicts and tensions that arise from 

societal expectations, jealousy, and the pursuit of personal desires. His character embodies the 

challenges faced by individuals seeking love and identity in a complex and restrictive environment. 

Conclusion: 

Baxter Dawes is a multifaceted character in D.H. Lawrence's "Sons and Lovers," contributing to the 

novel's exploration of love, class, and individuality. His presence adds depth to the narrative and 

reflects the broader social and cultural context of the story. 

 

 

OR 

(ii) The conclusion of Sons and Lovers. 



 

 

Ans. "Sons and Lovers" is a novel written by D.H. Lawrence and was first published in 1913. The novel 

explores the complex relationships and emotional struggles of the Morel family, primarily focusing on 

Paul Morel, his mother Gertrude, and his romantic entanglements. The conclusion of the novel is a 

critical moment that resolves some of the central conflicts while leaving others open-ended. Here is 

an overview of the conclusion: 

Paul's Complex Relationships: Throughout the novel, Paul Morel grapples with his intense 

relationships with various women, including Miriam Leivers and Clara Dawes. His relationships are 

marked by passion, desire, and conflict, reflecting his internal struggle to find emotional fulfillment 

and autonomy. 

Death of Gertrude: A significant event in the conclusion is the death of Paul's mother, Gertrude 

Morel. Gertrude's death has a profound impact on Paul, as she has been a dominating presence in 

his life. Her death symbolizes a turning point for Paul, as he must now confront his own desires and 

relationships without her influence. 

Paul's Independence: Following Gertrude's death, Paul gains a degree of independence and freedom 

from the emotional hold she had over him. He starts to focus on his own artistic pursuits and begins 

to distance himself from his past relationships, particularly with Miriam. 

Ambiguity: The novel concludes with a sense of ambiguity surrounding Paul's future. While he has 

gained some independence, he remains haunted by unresolved conflicts and emotional turmoil. The 

novel does not provide a definitive resolution to his romantic relationships, leaving readers to 

interpret his future prospects. 

Themes of Love and Alienation: The conclusion encapsulates the novel's central themes, including 

the complexities of love, the impact of familial relationships, and the sense of alienation experienced 

by the characters. Paul's journey toward self-discovery and emotional authenticity is central to the 

conclusion. 

Artistic Pursuits: In the conclusion, Paul's artistic ambitions take center stage. He is determined to 

pursue his creative talents, which he hopes will offer him a path to self-realization and fulfillment. 

In summary, the conclusion of "Sons and Lovers" is marked by a sense of transition and 

transformation in the life of the protagonist, Paul Morel. While it resolves certain elements of the 

narrative, it leaves other aspects open to interpretation, reflecting the complexity of human 

emotions and relationships. The novel as a whole is a rich exploration of love, family, and the pursuit 

of personal identity in a challenging and evolving world. 

 

 

(b) Identify the context, explain and comment on the following lines : 

(i) O sages standing in God's holy fire  

As in the gold mosaic of a wall,  

Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,  

And be the singing-masters of my soul.  



 

 

Ans. The lines you've provided are from the poem "Byzantium" by W.B. Yeats. In this poem, Yeats 

explores themes of spirituality, transformation, and the quest for artistic and creative inspiration. 

Let's break down the lines in context and provide an explanation and commentary: 

Context: 

The poem "Byzantium" is part of W.B. Yeats's later works, where he delves into esoteric and mystical 

themes. The poem draws inspiration from Byzantine art and culture, which is known for its intricate 

mosaics and religious symbolism. Yeats uses the imagery of Byzantium to explore the idea of 

transcending the physical world and seeking spiritual enlightenment. 

Explanation: 

"O sages standing in God's holy fire": The poem begins by addressing sages or wise individuals who 

are in a state of divine inspiration or spiritual enlightenment. They are depicted as standing within 

the sacred and purifying fire of God, suggesting a connection to higher truths and wisdom. 

"As in the gold mosaic of a wall": The sages are compared to the intricate and shimmering gold 

mosaics that adorn the walls of Byzantine churches. This comparison emphasizes their luminous and 

transformative nature. 

"Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre": The poet implores these sages to emerge from the 

divine fire and enter into a spiral or gyre, which is a recurring symbol in Yeats's poetry. The gyre 

represents cycles of history and spiritual evolution. 

"And be the singing-masters of my soul": Yeats seeks these sages to become the "singing-masters" 

of his soul. He desires their guidance and influence to awaken his own creative and spiritual faculties. 

The act of singing here implies not only vocal music but also the poetic and artistic expression of the 

soul. 

Commentary: 

In these lines, Yeats is expressing a deep yearning for spiritual and artistic enlightenment. He 

envisions sages who have transcended the earthly realm and are standing in the divine fire, 

suggesting a state of heightened awareness and wisdom. He wants these sages to guide and inspire 

his own creative and spiritual journey. 

The reference to Byzantine art and culture serves as a metaphor for the timeless and transcendent 

aspects of human existence. Yeats is seeking a connection with the eternal and the divine, believing 

that such a connection will enrich his artistic and creative endeavors. 

Overall, the lines reflect Yeats's fascination with mysticism, symbolism, and the transformative power 

of art and spirituality. They capture the essence of his late poetry, which often grapples with the 

intersection of the physical and spiritual realms. 

 

 

OR 

(ii) Sightless, unless  

The eyes reappear  



 

 

As the perpetual star  

Multifoliate rose  

Of death's twilight kingdom  

The hope only  

Of empty men. 

Ans. The lines you've provided are from T.S. Eliot's poem "The Hollow Men." This poem is known for 

its bleak and despairing tone, as it explores themes of emptiness, spiritual desolation, and the 

aftermath of war. Let's break down the lines in context and provide an explanation and 

commentary: 

Context: 

"The Hollow Men" was written in the aftermath of World War I, a period marked by disillusionment, 

loss, and a sense of moral and spiritual decay. The poem reflects the disillusionment of the post-war 

generation and the feeling that the values and ideals that once held society together have crumbled. 

Explanation: 

"Sightless, unless The eyes reappear": The poem begins by suggesting that the speaker is "sightless" 

or spiritually blind unless something significant happens. The condition of being "sightless" may 

represent a lack of insight, understanding, or moral clarity. 

"As the perpetual star Multifoliate rose": Here, the poem introduces the imagery of a "perpetual 

star" and a "Multifoliate rose." The "perpetual star" could symbolize a guiding light or hope, while 

the "Multifoliate rose" is a complex and intricate flower. These images may represent idealized or 

unattainable aspirations. 

"Of death's twilight kingdom": The mention of "death's twilight kingdom" suggests a realm that is 

neither fully alive nor completely dead. It's a place of uncertainty and spiritual limbo. 

"The hope only Of empty men": The lines convey a sense of futility and hopelessness. The "hope" 

referred to is something that only "empty men" cling to. This implies that those who are spiritually 

vacant or morally bankrupt are the ones who grasp at illusions or false hopes. 

Commentary: 

T.S. Eliot's "The Hollow Men" is a deeply introspective and pessimistic exploration of the human 

condition in a post-war world. The poem paints a picture of individuals who are spiritually numb, 

disconnected, and unable to find genuine meaning or purpose in life. The references to "death's 

twilight kingdom" and the idea that hope is only for "empty men" suggest a sense of spiritual 

desolation and existential despair. 

The poem is notable for its fragmented and disjointed structure, which mirrors the fractured state 

of the speakers' minds and the disintegration of values in society. Throughout the poem, there is a 

pervasive sense of hollowness, emptiness, and a yearning for something transcendent that remains 

elusive. 

Eliot's "The Hollow Men" is a powerful and haunting work that captures the disillusionment and 

despair of its time, and it continues to resonate as a reflection on the enduring human struggle to 

find meaning and redemption in a world marked by spiritual decay. 



 

 

 

 

(c) Discuss the origins and development of Modernism. 

Ans. Origins and Development of Modernism: 

Modernism is a cultural, artistic, and literary movement that emerged in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries. It marked a significant departure from the conventions, norms, and styles of the Victorian 

and Romantic eras that preceded it. Modernism is characterized by a radical break with traditional 

forms and an embrace of new, innovative approaches to art, literature, music, and culture. Here is an 

overview of the origins and development of Modernism: 

Origins: 

Late 19th-Century Precursors: Modernism had its roots in the late 19th century, with precursors 

such as Impressionism in painting and Symbolism in literature. These movements began to challenge 

established artistic norms and emphasize individual perception and interpretation. 

Urbanization and Industrialization: The rapid urbanization and industrialization of the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries had a profound impact on society. It disrupted traditional ways of life, leading to 

a sense of dislocation and alienation that found expression in Modernist works. 

World Wars and Global Events: The devastation caused by World War I and later World War II had a 

profound impact on the collective psyche. The horrors of war and the questioning of traditional 

values and institutions contributed to the emergence of Modernism. 

Key Characteristics and Development: 

1. Experimentation: Modernist artists and writers embraced experimentation in form, style, 

and content. They sought to challenge and disrupt conventional structures and expectations. 

2. Fragmentation: Many Modernist works are characterized by fragmentation, nonlinear 

narratives, and a sense of discontinuity. This reflects the fractured nature of the modern 

experience. 

3. Stream of Consciousness: Modernist literature often employed stream-of-consciousness 

narrative techniques, allowing readers to access the inner thoughts and experiences of 

characters. 

4. Rejection of Realism: Modernist artists rejected the conventions of 19th-century Realism. 

Instead, they aimed to capture the complexity and subjectivity of human experience. 

5. Focus on Individualism: Modernism emphasized individualism and subjectivity. Artists and 

writers explored the inner workings of the human mind and emotions. 

6. Interdisciplinary Approach: Modernist artists often blurred the boundaries between 

different art forms. They incorporated elements of music, visual art, and literature into their 

works. 

7. Cultural Critique: Modernist works often offered critiques of society, culture, and the 

prevailing values of the time. They challenged traditional notions of authority and morality. 

Prominent Modernist Figures: 

T.S. Eliot: Known for his poetry and influential critical essays. 

James Joyce: Famous for his novels "Ulysses" and "A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man." 



 

 

Virginia Woolf: Renowned for her novels "Mrs. Dalloway" and "To the Lighthouse." 

Pablo Picasso: A pioneering figure in Modernist art, known for his innovative painting styles. 

Igor Stravinsky: A composer whose music challenged traditional forms and structures. 

In summary, Modernism emerged as a response to the profound social, cultural, and technological 

changes of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. It represented a break from tradition and a search 

for new forms of artistic expression. Modernist works continue to be celebrated for their innovation, 

complexity, and enduring influence on the arts and culture. 

 

 

OR 

Write a brief note on T.S. Eliot's concept of "Tradition". 

Ans. T.S. Eliot's concept of "Tradition" is a central theme in his literary and critical works. He posits 

that tradition is not the mere imitation of past forms but a dynamic process of engaging with the 

literary and cultural heritage. In his essay "Tradition and the Individual Talent," Eliot argues that every 

new work of art should be in dialogue with the existing literary tradition. He emphasizes the 

importance of the poet's self-effacement, suggesting that the poet should subsume their 

individuality into the broader tradition to create something new and meaningful. 

Eliot's view of tradition calls for a deep and respectful engagement with the past, understanding that 

the great literary works of the past provide a framework and inspiration for contemporary artists. 

This concept of tradition encourages a sense of continuity and a recognition of the collective wisdom 

of preceding generations. 

In essence, T.S. Eliot's idea of tradition promotes a harmonious relationship between the past and 

the present in the world of literature, fostering a sense of cultural and artistic continuity. 

 

 

Q2. (a) Yeats, in his poems uses myth to order human experiences. Explain with close reference to 

the poems in your course.  

Ans. W.B. Yeats, the renowned Irish poet, is known for his adept use of myth and symbolism in his 

poetry to explore and order human experiences. His poems often draw on Irish mythology, folklore, 

and a broader mythological and mystical tradition to convey deep and universal truths about human 

existence. Let's explore this aspect with reference to some of Yeats's notable poems: 

"The Second Coming": 

In this poem, Yeats uses the imagery of the "rough beast" and the "widening gyre" to evoke a sense 

of impending chaos and upheaval in the world. 

The "gyre" is a recurring symbol in Yeats's poetry, representing the cycles of history and human 

existence. It suggests a turning or spiraling motion, signifying the recurrence of certain archetypal 

events. 



 

 

The poem draws on the mythological idea of a "second coming," a time of reckoning or renewal, and 

the idea of a "falcon" (possibly a reference to the mythological figure of Leda) as a symbol of 

transcendence. 

"Leda and the Swan": 

This poem retells the Greek myth of Zeus disguising himself as a swan to seduce Leda, resulting in 

the birth of Helen of Troy. 

Yeats uses this myth to explore themes of violence, desire, and the impact of historical events on the 

present. The poem suggests that the violence of the past continues to resonate in the present. 

It also reflects Yeats's interest in the cyclical nature of history and how ancient myths can shed light 

on contemporary events. 

"The Wild Swans at Coole": 

This poem uses the image of swans to represent beauty, transcendence, and the passage of time. 

The swans, with their "bell-beat of wings," become a symbol of the eternal amid the impermanence 

of life. 

Yeats reflects on his own aging and the changes he has witnessed over the years, finding solace in 

the constancy of the swans. 

The poem demonstrates how myth and symbolism can be used to connect personal experiences with 

larger, timeless themes. 

"Sailing to Byzantium": 

This poem expresses a desire for spiritual transcendence and immortality through art. Yeats yearns 

to escape the physical decay of old age and achieve a state of timeless existence. 

The reference to Byzantium invokes the rich symbolism of the Byzantine Empire, suggesting a place 

where art and spirituality are harmoniously intertwined. 

The poem explores the tension between the temporal and the eternal and the role of art in bridging 

that divide. 

In all of these poems, Yeats employs myth and symbolism to delve into the depths of human 

experience and address profound questions about history, time, transcendence, and the human 

condition. His use of myth helps to create a rich and layered poetic landscape that resonates with 

readers on both personal and universal levels. 

 

 

(b) Prufrock's paralysis arises from his tendency to subjectivize everything. Critically comment on 

'The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock' in the light of this statement.  

Ans. T.S. Eliot's poem "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" is often cited as a seminal work of 

modernist literature, and it does indeed explore the theme of paralysis, particularly through the 

character of J. Alfred Prufrock. Prufrock's paralysis is rooted in his tendency to subjectivize 

everything, and this aspect is a central element of the poem. Let's delve into the poem with a 

critical commentary on this theme: 



 

 

Subjectivity and Self-Doubt: 

Prufrock is consumed by self-doubt and introspection. He constantly questions himself and 

obsessively examines his own thoughts and emotions. This self-consciousness leads to a sense of 

paralysis because he becomes immobilized by his own uncertainties. 

Lines like "Do I dare disturb the universe?" and "Do I dare eat a peach?" illustrate his inner turmoil 

and the smallness of his concerns. His subjectivity is a barrier to action. 

Isolation and Alienation: 

Prufrock's intense subjectivity isolates him from others. He is acutely aware of the gap between his 

inner world and the external world. He worries about how others perceive him, and this fear of 

judgment inhibits his ability to engage with people and society. 

His tendency to subjectivize everything exacerbates his alienation, as he becomes an observer rather 

than a participant in life's experiences. 

Inability to Connect: 

Prufrock's constant self-analysis and overthinking prevent him from forming meaningful connections 

with others. He contemplates starting a conversation but ultimately retreats into his own thoughts. 

His subjectivity keeps him trapped in his own mind, preventing him from engaging in genuine, 

authentic human relationships. 

Fear of Rejection: 

Prufrock's subjectivity is closely tied to his fear of rejection and ridicule. He imagines how others 

might mock or dismiss him, which further paralyzes him. 

His preoccupation with his own inadequacies and perceived flaws prevents him from taking risks or 

pursuing romantic or social opportunities. 

The Modernist Condition: 

Prufrock's paralysis due to subjectivity is emblematic of the broader modernist condition. Many 

modernist writers and artists grappled with a sense of disconnection and disillusionment in the wake 

of societal and cultural upheavals. 

Prufrock's inner world reflects the fragmentation and alienation that characterized the modernist 

era. 

In conclusion, "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock" is a remarkable exploration of paralysis and 

subjectivity. Prufrock's inability to move beyond his own inner monologue and his fear of engaging 

with the external world result in a poignant portrayal of a man trapped in his own thoughts. The 

poem serves as a profound commentary on the human condition in a rapidly changing and 

disorienting world, and Prufrock's subjectivity is a central element of his debilitating paralysis. 

 

 

Q3. (a) Discuss the theme of in/sanity in Mrs. Dalloway. 



 

 

Ans. Virginia Woolf's novel "Mrs. Dalloway" explores the theme of sanity and insanity, particularly 

through the perspectives of its characters, primarily Septimus Warren Smith and Clarissa Dalloway. 

The novel offers a nuanced examination of mental health and the boundaries between sanity and 

insanity. Here's a discussion of this theme: 

Septimus Warren Smith: 

Septimus is a war veteran who suffers from severe shell shock (now known as post-traumatic stress 

disorder) as a result of his experiences in World War I. His mental state deteriorates throughout the 

novel. 

Woolf portrays Septimus as a symbol of the psychological scars and trauma that many individuals 

endured during and after the war. His symptoms include hallucinations, delusions, and extreme 

mood swings. 

The medical establishment of the time, represented by Dr. Bradshaw, dismisses Septimus's suffering 

and insists on imposing conventional notions of sanity. Septimus is ultimately committed to a mental 

institution against his will, highlighting the societal tendency to stigmatize and isolate those who 

don't fit into the norm of sanity. 

Clarissa Dalloway: 

Clarissa, the titular character, is not portrayed as insane in the conventional sense, but her thoughts 

and experiences reveal a more subtle exploration of mental health. 

Throughout the novel, Clarissa grapples with feelings of emptiness and a sense of not truly living. She 

often contemplates her own sanity and the choices she has made in life. 

Clarissa's internal monologues and her musings on the nature of existence and the passage of time 

suggest a certain level of existential questioning, which can be seen as a form of psychological 

introspection. 

The Society's Perception of Mental Health: 

"Mrs. Dalloway" also examines how society at the time viewed mental health and non-conformity. 

The characters' struggles with sanity reflect the broader societal norms and expectations of the early 

20th century. 

The novel suggests that societal pressure to conform to conventional notions of sanity can be 

oppressive and detrimental to individuals who may be experiencing mental distress or seeking to 

understand their inner selves. 

Stream of Consciousness: Woolf's use of the stream-of-consciousness narrative technique allows 

readers to access the inner thoughts and perceptions of the characters, providing an intimate look 

into their mental states. This narrative style enhances the exploration of sanity and insanity. 

In "Mrs. Dalloway," Woolf portrays sanity and insanity as complex and subjective concepts. She 

challenges the rigid definitions of mental health and invites readers to empathize with characters 

who, in their own ways, grapple with the boundaries of sanity. The novel underscores the 

importance of understanding and compassion for individuals facing mental health challenges and 

critiques a society that may pathologize difference and non-conformity. 

 



 

 

 

OR 

(b) Critically examine the significance of parties and social gatherings in Mrs. Dalloway. 

Ans. Parties and social gatherings hold significant thematic and symbolic importance in Virginia 

Woolf's novel "Mrs. Dalloway." They serve as more than mere social events; they are vehicles 

through which Woolf explores various facets of her characters' lives and the society in which they 

live. Here's a critical examination of the significance of parties and social gatherings in the novel: 

Social Structure and Class: 

The parties and gatherings in the novel are a reflection of the rigid social structure of post-World War 

I London. They provide a backdrop against which characters like Clarissa Dalloway navigate societal 

expectations and class distinctions. 

High-society parties, such as Clarissa's own party and Lady Bruton's luncheon, reveal the hierarchical 

nature of British society. These events are attended by the upper echelons of society and are marked 

by social rituals and conventions. 

Character Relationships and Dynamics: 

Parties and gatherings serve as settings where characters' relationships and dynamics are revealed 

and developed. They offer insights into the complex interplay of personalities, desires, and hidden 

emotions. 

Clarissa's party, for example, brings together various characters from her past and present, shedding 

light on her relationships with Peter Walsh, Sally Seton, and others. The interactions at the party 

provide a glimpse into the characters' inner lives and histories. 

Time and Memory: 

Parties are occasions where characters confront their memories and the passage of time. Clarissa's 

party prompts her to reflect on her life choices and her perception of time. 

The novel often employs the motif of Big Ben striking the hours, underscoring the theme of time's 

relentless march. Social gatherings become a means for characters to grapple with their own sense 

of temporality. 

Alienation and Isolation: 

Despite the social nature of these gatherings, many characters experience a sense of isolation and 

alienation. Clarissa, for instance, feels disconnected from her own party and questions the 

authenticity of her social interactions. 

Septimus Warren Smith's sense of isolation is heightened by his inability to connect with others at Dr. 

Bradshaw's party, which ultimately contributes to his tragic mental state. 

Critique of Superficiality: 

Woolf uses the parties to critique the superficiality of high-society life. The characters often engage 

in polite but empty conversations, revealing the emptiness of social conventions. 

Clarissa's contemplation of her party as a superficial façade highlights the disconnection between the 

external appearance of happiness and the internal emotional states of the characters. 



 

 

Stream of Consciousness: 

Woolf's stream-of-consciousness narrative style is particularly effective in capturing the inner 

thoughts and reflections of characters during these social gatherings. It allows readers to delve into 

the characters' minds and explore their inner complexities. 

In "Mrs. Dalloway," parties and social gatherings serve as microcosms of the society in which the 

characters live. They offer a lens through which Woolf examines issues of class, identity, memory, and 

the passage of time. These gatherings reveal the characters' inner struggles and the ways in which 

they negotiate the expectations and constraints of their social world. 

 

 

Q4. (a) Would you agree with Achebe's view that Conrad consistently promotes racist stereotypes 

of Africa and Africans in Heart of Darkness? Give a reasoned answer.  

Ans. Chinua Achebe's criticism of Joseph Conrad's "Heart of Darkness" for promoting racist 

stereotypes of Africa and Africans is a viewpoint that has been the subject of much debate among 

literary scholars. Whether one agrees with Achebe's assessment or not depends on how one 

interprets Conrad's intentions and the text itself. Here are arguments for both sides of the debate: 

Arguments in Agreement with Achebe: 

Dehumanization of Africans: Achebe argues that Conrad dehumanizes Africans by portraying them 

as nameless, faceless, and voiceless entities. They are often reduced to mere shadows or specters in 

the narrative, lacking individuality or agency. 

Colonialist Gaze: Achebe contends that Conrad's narrative reflects the colonialist gaze, where 

Africans are seen through the eyes of European colonizers. This perspective reinforces the notion of 

Africans as exotic "others" and perpetuates racial stereotypes. 

Language and Imagery: Achebe points to passages in the novel where Africans are described using 

derogatory and racially charged language. He highlights instances of negative imagery and 

descriptions that portray Africans as uncivilized and primitive. 

Absence of African Voices: Achebe argues that the absence of authentic African voices and 

perspectives in the novel contributes to its racist portrayal. Africans are largely voiceless, and their 

experiences are filtered through the European characters. 

 

Arguments against Achebe: 

Critique of Imperialism: Supporters of Conrad argue that "Heart of Darkness" is a critique of 

European imperialism and its devastating effects on both Africa and Europe. Conrad uses the Congo 

as a symbol of the darkness within human nature and the moral decay of European imperialism. 

Complexity of Characters: Some argue that Conrad's characters are multi-dimensional and not 

reducible to mere stereotypes. For example, Kurtz is a complex character who embodies both the 

darkness of imperialism and the potential for moral corruption. 

Historical Context: Supporters of Conrad contend that it is important to consider the historical 

context in which the novel was written. The racist attitudes prevalent during Conrad's time may have 



 

 

influenced his portrayal of Africans, but the novel can also be seen as a reflection of the pervasive 

racism of the era. 

Narrative Irony: Some readers interpret the novel's narrative structure and irony as a deliberate 

critique of the racism and hypocrisy of European colonialism. Conrad may be inviting readers to 

question the European characters' perspectives. 

In conclusion, whether one agrees with Achebe's critique of "Heart of Darkness" as promoting racist 

stereotypes or not is a matter of interpretation. The novel has been the subject of ongoing discussion 

and analysis, and readers' perspectives may vary based on their reading of the text and their 

consideration of the historical and literary context. Some view the novel as a searing critique of 

colonialism, while others see it as perpetuating harmful stereotypes. Ultimately, it is a complex and 

controversial work that continues to elicit diverse responses. 

 

 

OR 

(b) Attempt a detailed note on the representation of women characters in Heart of Darkness. 

Ans. Joseph Conrad's "Heart of Darkness" is often criticized for its limited and marginal portrayal of 

women characters. The novella is primarily set in the Congo during the height of European 

imperialism and focuses on the experiences of European men in this context. As a result, women are 

largely absent from the narrative, and those who do appear are portrayed in a limited and 

stereotypical manner. Here's a detailed note on the representation of women characters in "Heart 

of Darkness": 

Absence of Female Characters: One of the most striking features of "Heart of Darkness" is the virtual 

absence of female characters. The narrative is dominated by male figures, both European and 

African. This absence reflects the historical reality of European colonialism, which was predominantly 

a male endeavor. 

The Intended: The primary female character in the novella is "the Intended," who is not given a 

name and is identified solely by her relationship to Kurtz. She is Kurtz's fiancée and is portrayed as a 

symbol of European civilization and purity. She is idealized and placed on a pedestal, embodying the 

European colonial mission's supposed nobility and righteousness. 

Symbolism of the Intended: The Intended's role is primarily symbolic. She represents the idealized 

vision of Europe that the European men in the Congo claim to uphold. Her ignorance of Kurtz's true 

actions and the brutal realities of colonialism is symbolic of the willful blindness of European society 

to the atrocities committed in the name of empire. 

Dehumanizing Lens: Like the African characters in the novella, the Intended is seen through a 

dehumanizing lens. She is reduced to a symbol, and her individuality is largely erased. This treatment 

reflects the broader themes of dehumanization and objectification that run throughout the novella. 

Lack of Agency: The Intended's lack of agency and voice in the narrative underscores the limited role 

that women played in the colonial enterprise. She exists primarily as an object of male desire and as 

a representation of European values. 

European Society's Expectations: The portrayal of the Intended also highlights the stark contrast 

between the idealized image of European society and the harsh realities of colonial exploitation. Her 



 

 

ignorance of Kurtz's descent into madness and brutality serves as a commentary on the willful 

ignorance of those who benefited from imperialism. 

In summary, the representation of women characters in "Heart of Darkness" is marked by their 

absence and their limited and symbolic roles. The novella's focus on the male-dominated world of 

colonialism and its exploration of the darkness within the human soul means that women are largely 

marginalized and reduced to symbolic figures. Their portrayal serves to underscore the dehumanizing 

and objectifying aspects of the colonial project and reflects the broader gender dynamics of the era 

in which the novella is set. 


