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Mankind are so much the same, 

in all times and places, 

that history informs us 

of nothing new or strange 

in this particular. 

David Hume 



The subject of insane or inhumane behavior will always plague humanity, because of the 

deep implications these subjects force upon all of society. Therefore, many novels and short 

stories are written about the state of man's mind. Many of these novels and short stories 

condemn the characters because of seemingly insane or inhumane behavior. However, most of 

these behaviors can be attributed to the influence or oppression of their own society and culture, 

which then later condemns them. 

I have written several essays in which I discuss the cause of the characters insane or 

inhumane behavior. My aim is to reveal the real reasons for the behavior which does not appear 

normal. 1 intend to show that the behavior was either caused by the influence of society, or in 

fact was actually normal behavior which the society encouraged before realizing the implications 

of their demands. 



For as the mind has authority over all its ideas, 
it could voluntarily annex this particular idea 

to any fiction, 
and consequently be able to believe whatever it pleases; 

contrary to what we find by daily experience. 
David Hume 

Mildness is nothing elsef 

but too much appearing passion. 
Thomas Hobbes 



The Insanity of the Sane 

Ward Six tells the story of a man who is accused of, and treated as if he has gone insane. The 

man's colleagues and his townspeople believe he has gone insane because he begins to visit a 

man in the insane section of the hospital. This alone would not have condemned him, as he is a 

doctor, but then he goes on to insist that he has never met a more interesting man in the entire 

town. The doctor in not insane, but he is tired of life, which is almost worse than actually losing 

the ability to use one's mind clearly. Even though the doctor is not insane, he and the insane 

discuss insanity which reveals that they may both believe that all men are truly insane in one way 

or another. 

Dr. Andrei Yefimych has lived in the town for twenty years. When Dr. Andrei Yefimych 

arrived in the town, the hospital was disgusting, the nurses were living there with the patients 

and the hospital stole money from whoever came to it. "Andrei Yefimych has an intense love of 

honesty and reason, but he lacks the will power and self-confidence to organize a reasonable and 

honest life around him" (19). Andrei Yefimych did try and at first worked very hard, but soon 

"he became noticeably wearied by the monotony and obvious futility of the work" (19) Not only 

did Andrei Yefimych quit attending his duties like he should have, but he believed that he should 

not "keep people from dying since death is normal" (20). This depressing belief, along with the 

fact that Andrei Yefimych disliked all but one man in town, set him up for the fall he could not 

prevent. 

Ivan Dmitrich is the lunatic Andrei Yefimych starts to visit. Ivan Dmitrich is extremely well 

educated, and could have had a brilliant carcer in Petersburg, except that his father died and left 

him and his mother poor. He left the university to move back home and support his mother, but 

she too soon died, leaving him alone and poor He tried to make a living but the stress of hunger 

and already bad health caused him to become increasingly paranoid. He believed he was going 

to be arrested and convicted of some crime he had not committed. "Faults and common sense 



The Insanity of the Sane 

told him that all these fears were absurd and psychopathic" (14), but he could not let go of them, 

and they drove him insane. 

Ivan Dmitrich was placed in ward six in the hospital Andrei Yefimych ran. However, they did 

not meet for many years, and when they did, it was quite by accident. One of the lunatics had 

been out begging in very shabby clothing, so Andrei Yefimych followed him into ward six. Once 

in ward six, he could never really escape. Andrei Yefimych had already been tired of life for 

many years, in fact, he had never really lived life. As a young man he did as his father told him 

(18), and once in the town he had only one friend with which to socialize, and he did not even 

work that much. Andrei Yefimych was looking for something exciting; he was looking for life. 

When Andrei Yefimych followed the lunatic into ward six Ivan Dmitrich greeted his presence 

with scorn and mockery. Andrei Yefimych questions Ivan about this and Ivan's desire to leave. 

Ivan replies "Yes, I am ill. But there are dozens, hundreds, of madmen walking around at 

liberty, simply because you, in your ignorance, are incapable of distinguishing them from the 

sane" (29). To this accusation, Andrei Ycfimych answers "Morals and logic do not enter into it. 

Everything depends on chance" (29), thus admitting that perhaps all men are in one regard or 

another, insane. Andrei Yefimych further condemns himself when he admits that "As long as 

prisons and insane asylums exist, someone must be put into them. If not you—me; if not me, 

someone else" (30). 

Andrei Yefimych believes Ivan is "the first man IVe been able to talk to" (32). Andrei 

Yefimych likes talking to Ivan about philosophy and religion. Perhaps it is Ivan's insanity, and 

therefore willingness to tell the truth that attracts Andrei Yefimych (38). Ivan tells Andrei that 

his philosophy about life is a crock , made up by some man who never really lived. Ivan tells him 

that "you've never seen life, know absolutely nothing about it, and have only a theoretical 

acquaintance with reality" (37). Ivan seems to think that only the insane really know what life is, 

bccause it is real life which drives men insane. Indeed Andrei Ycfimych docs not discover 

reality until he is thought insane 



The Insanity of the Sane 

Although Andrei Yefimych desires interesting and intellectual people, when he is given the 

chance to travel and experience life, he turns it down. After several days of visiting Ivan in ward 

six, Andrei Yefimych is believed to be going insane by his colleagues and his one friend His 

friend believes that perhaps a visit to several cities will help his friend come to his senses. 

Andrei Yefimych finally agrees to go on the trip, but only after he has been forced to resign his 

job. They went to Moscow, to Petersburg and to Warsaw. But beginning in Moscow, Andrei 

Yefimych fakes sickness so he doesn't have to go out, and instead lays on the sofa all day by 

himself (45). The man who complained about lack of culture and society in his little town was so 

afraid to life live that he wasted his one opportunity to do things and meet people as he claimed 

he had always wanted to. Andrei Yefimych had grown tired of his friend, just as he had of life, 

and he believed he was plagued with such a boring travel partner because he was "being called 

into account by that reality Ivan Dmitrich was talking about" (45). But Andrei Yefimych would 

not really face reality until he returned home. 

When Andrei Yefimych returned home he was a pauper. He spent all his money on the trip he 

wasted and now he has no money and no place to live. Not only that, but the new doctor believed 

that Andrei Yefimych is insane and kept offering medication and advise. Finally, in a fit of 

anger Andrei Yefimych threw the medication at him and told him to leave him alone yelling that 

"all that is wrong with me is that in the course of twenty years I have found only one interesting 

man in our whole town, and he is mad. I 'm not ill" (52). That evening, they came and took 

Andrei Yefimych to ward six 

Andrei Yefimych is taken to ward six, where they gave him a bed took his clothes away from 

him, and beat him. mSo this is reality!' thought Andrei Yefimych, and he became terrified" (55) 

When he approached Ivan for comfort he was greeted with scorn. It is then that Andrei 

Yefimych realizes he was weak because he had failed to live life. Andrei Yefimych admitted to 

Ivan "We are weak, my friend. .1 used to be indifferent, I reasoned confidently, soundly, but at 
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the first rude touch of life I lost couragc . . collapsed. . . . We are weakH (56). The next day he 

died (57). 

Andrei Ycfimych was not insane, but neither did he actually live life. He existed in a routine of 

boredom, nonexistent of emotions or feelings for more than twenty years before he was faced 

with the reality of life, and that reality killed him. Ivan Dmitrich was insane, but he had lived 

life. Unfortunately it was a cruel, hard life but he had lived it and he truly knew what pain was. 

He found it easier to deal with insanity than with his life the way it was. Neither of these men 

were truly happy, but although they may not have realized it, they understood something many 

people do not: that almost all men are insane in one way or another, and it is only chance that a 

few of them get caught. Not only that, but only the insane have truly lived, or understand reality, 

because it is reality that overwhelms us. It is only in the hands of insanity that one truly 

understands life and has lived. 



Women represent the interest of the family and of sexual life. 
The work of civilization had become increasingly the business of men, 

it confronts them with ever more difficult tasks 
and compels them to carry out instinctual sublimations 

of which women are not capable. Thus the women finds herself 
forced into the background by the claim of civilization and 

she adopts a hostile attitude toward it. 
Freud 

"It's queer how out of touch with truth women are. 
They live in a world of their own, 

and there has never been anything like it, 
and never can be. 

It is too beautiful altogether, and if they 
were to set it up it would go to pieces 

before the first sunset." 
Marlow 

Heart of Darkness 



The Constraints of Freedom 

Edna Pontellicr, in The Awakening appears to be a woman whose actions are confused and 

selfish. However, the other two prominent women in the story, Mademoiselle Reisz and Madame 

Ratignolle, reveal the only two sanctioned positions in life a woman was allowed to occupy 

around the turn of the century: an ostracized artist, or a "mother-woman" who only lived for her 

family. Edna's actions reveal a woman trying to create a place for herself in society by 

combining these two roles Unfortunately, she is not able to, so she commits suicide by drowning 

herself. 

Mademoiselle Reisz is an important character because she has defied society by never 

marrying, and is the only woman in the story who is not trying to find a husband. She is a 

concert pianist; a career woman. "She was a disagreeable little woman, no longer young" (32), 

"with a small weazened face and body and eyes that glowed" (33). Mademoiselle Reisz is also 

considered "partially demented" (110). Perhaps she is thought insane because she never married, 

or had a family, or because she really was not fond of people. She believes she possesses the soul 

of an artist, that she possesses "many gifts—absolute gifts—which have not been acquired by one's 

own effort" (84). She knows she is an artist because she possesses a soul that "dares and defies" 

(84). And Mademoiselle Reisz does dare society and defy it to force her to conform to its 

standards. Society never succeeds. She never marries and has a family She always remains an 

artist. Mademoiselle Reisz represents one position a woman was allowed to occupy, but she is 

only tolerated in this position She is tolerated in this position because she truly is an artist, and 

even though she has not contributed to society by having a family, she has blest society with true 

talent and musical ability. 

10 



The Constraints of Freedom 

Madame Ratignolle is the other prominent woman in this story. Madame Ratignolle is 

described as a mother-woman: 
They were women who idolized their 
children, worshipped their husbands, 
and esteemed it a holy privilege to 
efface themselves as individuals and 
grow wings as ministering angels. (10) 

During this time period this is how every woman was supposed to be described. Madame 

Ratignolle has a wonderful marriage with a man who loves her deeply: "The Ratignolles 

understand each other perfectly. If ever the fusion of two human beings into one has been 

accomplished on this sphere it was surely in their union" (73). Madame Ratignolle is loved by 

all because she is considered the epitome of what a woman, wife, and mother should be. Mr. 

Pontellier sometimes tries to chide Edna into becoming a mother-woman by comparing her to 

Madame Ratignolle (75). Madame Ratignolle did have great influence over Edna, but in the end, 

her influence pushes Edna to commit suicide. 

Edna Pontellier was neither Mademoiselle Reisz, nor Madame Ratignolle separately. She 

desires to be one woman with a combination of these attributes. Edna docs love her children, 

and she feels fondly towards her husband, but she cannot be a "mother-woman" like Madame 

Ratignolle. 

She was moved by a kind of commiseration 
for Madame Ratignolle,~a pity for that colorless 
existence which never uplifted its possessor 
beyond the region of blind contentment, in 
which no moment of anguish ever visited her 
soul, in which she would never have the 
taste of life's delirium. (74) 

Edna felt that by being a "mother-woman" her children would become "antagonist[s] who had 

overcome her; who had overpowered and sought to drag her into the soul's slavery for the rest of 

her days" (151). Edna mostly desires to become an individual person, one her husband will take 

seriously, and respect for who she is, not what she does as a mother or wife Edna, however, had 

already made the decision to become a wife and mother, and in her society, that should have been 

1 1 



The Constraints of Freedom 

enough of an identity. Edna desires to stand on her own two feet though, and prove to herself 

and society that she docs not need to be the wife of some rich man to be worth something (105). 

If her husband would have allowed her to paint seriously without treating it like some woman's 

whim, perhaps she would have been content to stay in her marriage. But he would not allow it: 

"It seem to me the utmost folly for a woman at the head of a household, and the mother of 

children, to spend in an atelier days which would be better employed contriving for the comfort 

of her family" (75). Edna desires to be an individual person whose worth in society is not judged 

by the condition of her entire family. Even though Edna feels discouraged and angry at society 

for treating her as a lesser person because she wants to live life differently than they dictate, she 

feels "it is better to wake up after all, even to suffer, rather than to remain a dupe to illusions all 

one's life" (147). 

Edna may have desired to have been a career artist, without a family, but she had already 

married and had children. If Edna would have been allowed by her husband and society to 

practice her art seriously perhaps she would have been satisfied with her present life. But she 

lived in a time period when a woman was cither a "mother-woman" or considered unusual, or 

even insane. If Edna had chosen to follow her career before she had married, she probably would 

have been ostracized from society, like Mademoiselle Reisz. Obviously, Edna had made the 

wrong choicc when she married, but she did try to make her marriage and her artwork both work, 

until she realized her society would only accept her one way: as a mother-woman. Edna became 

increasingly resentful of this forced servitude of women until she realized she could not subject 

her family, whom she did love, to her resentful and spiteful attitude. Rather than force misery on 

her family, she gave up the "unessential" so that they might be as free and she became. She 

drowns herself. 

12 



It is impossible for us to think of anything, 
which we have not antecedently felt, 

either by our external or internal senses. 

Hume 

13 



The Cracks of Insanity 

The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman record the final descent of a woman who 

goes mentally insane. Upon closer inspection, however, one realizes that her illness is just a 

desperate measure to gain control of her life when she realizes she has been locked into her place 

in society by a male dominated world. 

The Yellow Wallpaper is largely based on the author's own life. Charlotte Perkins Gilman 

suffered from postpartum depression in 1884, after the birth of her daughter. Gilman's doctor 

prescribed bed rest and no physical exertion or intellectual stimulation, the same prescription the 

woman in the story is told to follow. 

The woman in The Yellow Wallpaper is never given a name This creates a universality around 

her character, but it also attests to the fact that this individual woman herself is not important. 

There are several women named in the story, but the significant one is Jennie, the woman's 

sister-in-law. Jennie has become the house keeper during the woman's illness. The woman says 

of her, "She is a perfect and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no better profession" (622). 

This makes the reader feel as if only woman who are doing their duty i.e. housekeeping, alone 

are significant enough to acquire an identity, even if it only consists of an identity entwined with 

everyone else's lives 

The woman in the story suffers from "temporary nervous depression—a slight hysterical 

tendency" (618). The woman's husband and brother are both prominent doctors who believe 

there is nothing really wTong with her, that it is perhaps just a woman's weak mental health. 

They think that since there is "no reason to suffer" she is not really suffering (620). Her husband 

prescribes bed rest, with no work and no mental or social stimulus, which she disagrees with. 

"Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good. But 

what is one to do?" (619). The woman even admits that "John is a physician, and perhaps~ . . . 

perhaps that is one reason I do not get well faster" (618). The woman tries to explain to her 

husband what she thinks would be best, but she is disregarded (624) 

14 



The Cracks of Insanity 

John, her husband takes her away to a house for the summer so that the woman could rest and 

get better. Once there, her husband places her in the large nursery against her wishes. Like 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, the woman in the story is actually suffering from postpartum 

depression (620), and being placed in the nursery against her wishes just reminds her of the 

failure society and her husband see her as. In addition to this, the nursery has horrid yellow 

wallpaper. 

At first, this wallpaper is her affliction, but eventually it provides her with entertainment as she 

tries to discern its pattern, and eventually, the pattern drives her insane. However, the pattern 

that the paper takes on is the real cause of the woman's insanity. At first the paper looks like "a 

broken neck and two bulbous eyes stare at you upside down" (621). Not just one upside down 

"head", but many. Next the woman notices "a woman stooping down and creeping about behind 

that pattern" (624) in the paper. The woman is upset by this person in the wallpaper, but then 

decides she must help the woman behind the paper. 

The woman behind the paper is held there by bars and she shakes the bars trying to escape 

(628). Sometimes there are many women behind the bars trying to escape, sometimes only the 

one woman. "But nobody could climb through that pattern-it strangles so; I think that is why it 

has so many heads. They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off and turns them 

upside down, and makes their eyes white!" (628). The woman driven insane is convinced that if 

she frees the woman from behind the paper she too will be free (630). Therefore, she peels all 

the paper off the wall and begins to creep around like an animal, but she proclaims her freedom 

w hen her husband discovers what she has done. "Tve got out at last/ said I 'in spite of you and 

Jennie! And I've pulled off most of the paper, so you can't put me back!'" (631). 

It is easy enough to see the analogy between the woman behind the paper, and the restraints 

placed on women by society. Like the women she thought she saw behind the wallpaper, the 

woman in the nursery felt she was forced to creep in a certain pattern. In her life she was not 

allowed to write, or to socialize, or express her own desires and thoughts Eventually 
15 
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this treatment made her feel as if she were behind bars that would strangle her if she tried to 

escape, because she lived in a society in which women were forced into certain "patterns" of life, 

from which they were not allowed to escape. Her only choice was to creep, like an animal in a 

preordained path. Her only escape to freedom was to remove the bars, in this case, the pattern of 

the wallpaper. 

Although the woman does indeed go insane, she has been driven there by a society in which 

women were oppressed and dominated by men. The woman was not allowed to make her own 

decisions concerning her own life and mental health, and as a result, she probably felt as if going 

insane was her only choice, the only thing to be done where she would indeed be in control of 

her own life. 

16 



To renounce one's liberty is to renounce one's 
quality as a man, 

the rights and also the duties of humanity. 
For him who renounces everything 

there is 
no possible compensation. 

Whatever is may not be. 
Hume 

Rousseau 

17 



The True Barbarians 

Waiting for the Barbarians is a story of a small town on the edge of the frontier which is, as 

the title implies, waiting for the attack of the barbarian people. While the civilized wait to be 

attacked and destroyed by the uncivilized, one man, the local magistrate, realizes that the 

civilized themselves, are the true barbarians. Upon reaching this conclusion, he begins a self-

cleansing process. Eventually, however, he accepts the futility of trying to change the true nature 

of the Empire, coming to the conclusion that ignorance is bliss. This decision raises the question 

of the humanity of every person who has seen another person suffering from injustice. 

The magistrate realizes early in his career that something false exists within the Empire. The 

magistrate admits, HI toyed more than once with the idea of resigning my post, retiring from 

public life, . But then I thought, someone else will be appointed to bear the shame of office, 

and nothing will have changed" (139). The magistrate believed that the shame of office was that 

he was sometimes forced to act unjustly toward a prisoner. H,When some men suffer unjustly," I 

said to myself, 'it is the fate of those who witness their suffering to suffer the shame of it.'" (139). 

But the magistrate continued in his office "until one day events overtook me" (139). The events 

that overlook him were the arrival of Colonel Joll and the beginning of the barbarian wars With 

the arrival of Colonel Joll, the magistrate becomes aware, not only of the shame of working for 

the Empire, but the shame of what kind of man he himself is. The magistrate admitted that "of 

the screaming which people afterward claim to have heard from the granary, I hear nothing" (4-

5). With this denial the magistrate later claims that "all my life I have believed in civilized 

behavior: on this occasion, however, I cannot deny it, the memory leaves me sick with myself" 

(24). It is not only the memory of the wounds the magistrate saw on the two prisoners which 

made him sick, it is the fact that he denies knowledge of their torture, or hearing their screams 

(4-5). 

After the magistrate admits that Colonel Joll has indeed tortured all of the prisoners, and has 

even killed a few. he feels the need to purify himself of this sin of association with the Empire 

18 
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In order to purify himself, the magistrate cares for a blind, crippled barbarian girl who had been 

left behind by her people. The girl's father was killed by Colonel Joll, and the girl was blinded 

and crippled by him also (36). The magistrate admits that she is not a person to him, but "a 

private ritual of purification, carried out behind closed doors" (12). This ritual consists of 

physically cleansing her and trying to heal her wounds. Because the magistrate only views the 

girl as a cleansing process, he is not able to truly purify himself through her. For, to be purified 

through her, he feels he must be distinguishable to her, but he is nothing but Ha blur, a voice, a 

smell, and centre of energy" (29). The magistrate finally realizes that he will never be able "to 

engrave myself on her as deeply*1 as her torturers because "the last face she plainly saw on this 

earth [was] the face behind the glowing iron" (135). With this realization, he returns the 

barbarian woman to her people, and tries to find a new form of purification. 

Knowing that he cannot cleanse himself through the pain and healing of another, the 

magistrate becomes a victim himself. By becoming a victim, the magistrate believes he will be 

able to find freedom because "My alliance with the guardians of the Empire is over" (78) The 

magistrate wrongly believes that by placing himself in opposition to the Empire, he has removed 

all shame from himself, as if "it should but be so easy to attain salvation" (78). The magistrate 

cannot relieve himself of shame through torture because "no one beats me, no one starves me, no 

one spits on me"; yet his sufferings are "all the more degrading for their pettiness" (85). 

Eventually the soldiers and the torturer play cruel games with him, and sometimes even hurt 

him. but this torture is not enough to purify him. In order to be purified he needs to feel as if the 

Empire is trying to purify itself of him, but it is not. The magistrate realizes "I am not the centre 

of their universe" (116), and "there is no consoling grandeur in any" of their cruel games (117) 

The magistrate desires to be "beaten and made a martyr" (108), but he fails. Realizing his wish 

to be made a martyr, the torturers free him, making him look like a fool who thought he could 

change something (125) After this, the old magistrate desires the old life back , the life before 

Colonel Joll. 
19 
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After the magistrate has been released from prison, he desires "to be fat again, fatter than ever 

before" (130). The magistrate desires the easy life that existed before the barbarian wars, "1 want 

the life of simple satisfaction" (130). After the soldiers have fled from the town, the magistrate 

returns to his old job as leader of the city. "I have in effect resumed the legal administration that 

was interrupted a year ago by the arrival of the Civil Guard" (145). He concentrates on trying to 

gain all his old weight and prestige back from the townspeople. He states "I never wished it for 

the barbarians that they should have the history of Empire laid upon them" (154), not "I wish the 

Empire never existed." He even believes that the greatness of the Empire will overtake the 

barbarians, saying "they will find that they are unable to live without the skills of men who know 

how to rear pacific grains, without the arts of women who know how to use the benign fruits" 

(155). Thus the magistrate has turned a full circle, desiring to live the easy life of the Empire 

before the arrival of Colonel Joll. 

The magistrate claims that he is disgusted at the behavior of the Empire, yet in the end he 

chooses to ignore the uncivilized behavior of the Empire toward the Barbarians. The magistrate 

admitted that "I am the lie the Empire tells itself when times are easy, he [Colonel Joll] the truth 

the Empire tells when harsh wind blows" (135). But even though the magistrate claims disgust 

toward the Empire, he desires to return to his lie, and become fat again. This leads me to the sad 

and unnerving conclusion that it was easier for the magistrate to lose his humanity, his sense of 

justice, than it was for him to lose his desire for comfort and ease. Although the magistrate 

appears to lose his humanity, he does admit he continues his life "feeling stupid, like a man who 

lost his way long ago but presses on along a road that may lead nowhere" (156). 

20 



It is good to know something about 
the manners and customs of other 

nations so that we may judge more 
sanely of our own. 

Descartes 

The life of man, solitary, nasty, brutish and short. 
Hobbes 

For the impulse of mere appetite 
is slavery, 

while obedience to a self-prescribed law 
is liberty. 

Rousseau 

But I thought it more expedient to 
regulate my behavior according to 
those with whom I should have to live. 

Descartes 

21 



The Waking Nightmare 

Although most readers infer from Kurtz's actions that he has gone insane, those readers are 

wrong. Most readers do not realize the reason for Kurtz's actions; Kurtz has not gone insane 

because he is not struggling to know what his actions are, but rather he is struggling to control 

his actions. That the struggle is moral, rather than logical, is made clear when Marlow insists 

that he "was not arguing with a lunatic either. Believe me or not, his intelligence was perfectly 

clear-concentrated" (95). Elsewhere, Marlow does indeed describe Kurtz as mad; but in that 

moment, he is referring to his soul. "His soul was mad," (95) not his mind. Kurtz struggles to 

retain, not his sanity, but humanity, which slips away when he begins to live as the natives. 

Kurtz does not lose his humanity' bccause he begins to live like the natives, but because he begins 

to live like the natives to attain his European goals. 

Kurtz's struggle was not in his mind, but in his soul. Kurtz recognized his responsibility for his 

actions when Marlow asked him "do you know what you are doing?" and Kurtz answered 

"Perfectly" (94). His mind was clear, "But his soul was mad. Being alone in the wilderness, it 

had looked within itself, and, by heavens! I tell you, it had gone mad" (95). Kurtz lost his 

humanity when he looked into his soul, and all he found there was Europe "All Europe 

contributed to the making of Kurtz" (71) Kurtz was deemed "a very remarkable person" (27), "a 

prodigy" (36), and a "universal genius" (40) by his peers. Yet when Kurtz achieved the goal of 

every European man in the ivory trade, he was deemed to have "unsound method", or rather, "no 

method of all" (89). Kurtz had become "a voice" (67), a "devil of the land" (70), but most 

importantly, "a supernatural being" (72), who "everything belonged to" (70) Perhaps if Kurtz 

had not succeeded, he would not have been deemed insane. Other characters in the book also 

take part in unethical acts to forward their careers, like the manager who tries to delay Marlow so 

that Kurtz will die before he can be reached (46). The difference was that the rest of them did 

not succeed. 

When asked of his medical success of never taking ill in Africa, the manager replied that "Men 

who come out here should have no entrails" (31). This thought is echoed by Marlow when he 
22 
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admits that Kurtz was "hollow to the core" (83). Although Kurtz had been raised in civilization, 

when faced with "the truth stripped of it cloak of time," instead of being able to meet it with "his 

own true stufT-with his own inborn strength" (52), the only thing Kurtz could meet it with was 

Europe. Europe had created many men who wanted ivory and wealth. "The word 'ivory' rang in 

the air, was whispered, was sighed. You would think they were praying to it" (33). Even in 

Europe itself people were out "to filch a little money from each other" (102). Kurtz's reason for 

wanting to go to Africa was similar to other men's "He wasn't rich enough or something" (108). 

Although many Europeans took part in unethical practices, Kurtz did step over the edge in his 

actions Kurtz was too talented, and his expectations of himself along with other's expectations 

drove him to the edge. Kurtz "could get himself to believe anything-anything "because "he was 

an-an-extremist" (104). Kurtz realized he had talents and possibilities in many fields. Perhaps 

because he had felt the underdog so much of his life, by being poor, that when he entered Africa, 

in which there were "no external checks" (31), and realized that the natives viewed him as a god, 

he believed he had reached the epitome of the European goal. But Kurtz also realized he had 

gone too far He had "kicked himself loose of the earth" (95). Eventually, "both the diabolic love 

and the unearthly hate of the mysteries it had penetrated fought for the possession of that soul 

satiated with primitive emotions, avid of lying fame, of sham distinction, of all the appearances 

of success and power" (98). 

Although Marlow believes that Kurtz has realized the destruction of the natives on European 

souls when he whispers "The horror! The horror!" (100), Marlow is wrong. Kurtz was actually 

claiming Europe as the horror. The horror was that a civilized Europe could create men like 

Kurtz, who would make themselves a god at any cost. Civilization did not win when Kurtz 

proclaimed "the horror! The horror!" (100), the restraints of primitive man won. Even in the 

face of hunger the cannibals had "restraint" (61). The cannibals had a "deliberate belief" (52), 

which kept them from eating their European employers, even when starving. They had 
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a belief that superseded any external checks that the Europeans pretended to agree with and to 

follow. They were more human than their civilized counterpart. 

Kurtz was not insane. He was a European who was able to reach his wildest European 

fantasies of becoming a god in a place where he was the law of the land. However, this 

achievement killed him, both physically, and spiritually. Through his actions, Kurtz reveals that 

the difference between civilized and primitive man is that the civilized man must have external 

checks, because unlike the primitive man, he is "hollow at the core" (83). 
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But it does not belong to every man 
to make the gods his oracles, 

nor to be believed when he proclaims 
himself their interpreter. 

Rousseau 
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Comparisons 

Lord of the Flies is a story of the descent of a group of boys from civilized behavior into boys 

who act like wild animals while they are stranded on an island alone. This story is very similar 

to Heart of Darkness. Many of the boys' personalities can be found in Kurtz's personality. 

Golding gave each boy a specific personality to demonstrate the various opposing personalities 

that really exist. But a person is more complex than just one specific personality; a person is 

more like Kurtz, with a variety of personality traits. Sometimes, however, these personalities 

traits are opposite each other, revealing the complexity, and the weakness, within every person. 

Sam and Eric These two boys are twins are the island. They are neither in the older group of 

boys, nor the younger group of boys. They arc somew here in between. They are important 

characters toward the end of the book, when they are the last boys to stand up for the boy they 

believe should be in charge. More importantly, though, they lose their identities. Halfway 

through the story, their names appear as Samneric (Golding 63). From then on they are thought 

of and treated as one person. They have essentially become one person. 

Kurtz's loss of identity, or uniting of his personalities, is more dramatic than Samneric Kurtz 

merges his civilized personality and his untamed personality into the same person. Samneric 

were forced to join the "hunters" group on the island; Kurtz joined it voluntarily. Kurtz was not 

forced to turn his back on civilized behavior, but "he hated all this, and somehow he couldn't get 

away" (Conrad 81). Kurtz was the joining of two distinct personalities, much like Samneric were 

the joining of two distinct people. 

Ralph. Ralph is the first boy introduced in the story He is very likable, and very concerned 

about what the bovs are going to do without any grownups He feels democracy would be the best 

method with the boys voting for who they feel would be the best leader. The boys vote for him 

Ralph believes their number one priority should be a fire so that passing ships will realize 

someone is stranded on the island. Ralph's authority is soon challenged by a boy who believ es 

hunting should be the first priority. Although Ralph usually thinks straight, he can be carricd 

into the hunting festivities, and one time he accidentally helps to kill one of the bovs By the end 
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of the book, Ralph's thoughts are starting to become cloudy as the life of wild abandonment of the 

other boys starts to look appealing to him. 

The character of Kurtz is easy to see in Ralph. Kurtz is very charismatic, making him a natural 

leader. "Kurtz's proper sphere ought to have been politics 'on the proper side"' (Conrad 104). 

Kurtz claimed he was interested injustice and had "right motives-always" (Conrad 98), but the 

pull of the wilderness eventually fully consumed him, unlike Ralph. Kurtz wanted to be a leader 

of civilization, to "be like a beacon on the road to better things,. . ., for humanizing, improving, 

instructing" (Conrad 47), but he strayed too far, and ended up taking a "high seat among the 

devils of the land" (Conrad 70). 

Jack. Jack is the rebel leader on the island. He desires power for power's sake. He becomes a 

hunter and loves to have the power of life and death in his hands. But he is not cruel; he would 

order someone to be tortured, but he would not do it himself. He stages a rebellion against Ralph 

and got most of the older boys to follow him. "Jack, painted and garlanded, sat there like an 

idol" (Golding 147). Jack is aggressive and fierce; he likes the feeling of stalking prey, but he 

loves the power he feels when he knows others are afraid of him. 

Kurtz desired power almost more than anything else. Marlow speaks of Kurtz taking a "high 

seat amongst the devils of the land-literally" (Conrad 70). He seemed to love the pomp and 

circumstance of power. "He desired to have kings meet him at railway-stations on his return" 

(Conrad 98). He made the natives crawl to him when they wished to speak to him (Conrad 83). 

Like Jack, Kurtz loved power just for the power itself. 

Piggy. Piggy is the most intelligent and organized of all the boys on the island. However, he is 

fat, wears glasses and has asthma, which makes him very unpopular with the boys Ralph listens 

to Piggy when running the island, but Jack uses Piggy to make all the other boys turn away from 

Ralph. Piggy believes in democracy, justice, and fairness (Golding 42). The death of civilized 

behavior altogether is marked by the brutal death of Piggy, when Jack's henchmen pushes a giant 

boulder on top of him 
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Kurtz is like Piggy in two ways. First. K / went to Africa to make money because he was 

ridiculed for his poverty (Conrad 108). He u d not fit in. He was ridiculed for his ideas of 

bringing humanity- to the natives. The ma ;er scorned Kurtz's ideas, calling them "absurd" 

(Conrad 46). Kurtz had the knowledge to a great leader and civilizer. however, unlike Piggy, 

he had cruelty in him, cruelty which cause im to turn his back on w hat he believed. Perhaps 

he turned his back on justice because it wo, then enable him to get back at those who scorned 

him, and he would finally have the power! ,new he was capable of. 

Roger. Roger is Jack's henchman. He is s: jnt and vicious and cruel. Roger is the first boy to 

try to hurt another boy. He picked up a haiK ul of rocks and began to throw them at another boy 

But he threw them to miss because civilized 1 chavior still had too strong a hold over him 

(Golding62). But eventually, he becomes rr re and more cruel. When Samneric wouldn't join 

Jack. Roger tortures them until they would (C olding 182), and it is Roger who kills Piggy 

(Golding 181) After this, "the hangman's h ror clung round him" (Golding 182) 

And it is Roger who was going to try to kill alph. "sharpening a stick at both ends" (Golding 

190) so that he could place Ralph's head of j stick , which would then be stuck in the ground. 

Kurtz became his own henchman Like Ro; er. when he first appeared to the natives he did not 

hurt them, but he did come with "thunder a I lightning" (Conrad 80). He quickly lost his 

inhibitions about cruelty. But the most simil r thing between Kurtz and Roger are the sticks 

sharpened at both ends. Kurtz also had "hea ^ on the stakes" (Conrad 82) around his compound 

But Kurtz's heads "were the heads of rebels" Conrad 84), much like Ralph was a rebel In 

Roger's case it seems shocking and shameful iat a child of twelve would be so cruel In Kurtz's 

case, it seems absurd and lustful. Both thes^ aen may have grown up in civilization, but none of 

their behavior is civilized 

Simon. Simon is the spiritualist. He is cor idered bizarre, but he is the only boy who realizes 

who the Lord of the Flies really is. The Lore )f the Flies itself told him. "Fancy thinking the 

Beast was something you could hunt and kill! ou knew, didn't you'7 I'm part of 
2: 



Comparisons 

you? Close, close, close!" (Golding 143). S; >on realizes that the beast the little boys are afraid 

of are really just themselves. When Simon ^ es to tell the other boys what he has discovered, 

though, they think he is the beast, and they k 1 him (Golding 153). 

Many people might consider Simon to be n ire like Marlow than Kurtz. Marlow does seem to 

play the spiritualist, but he misses the mark urtz knew who the beast was, he knew who the 

brutes really were. Kurtz understood "The h< ror! The horror!" (Conrad 100). Kurtz fought 

with his soul; he realized he himself was the ^cast; that's w hy he didn't want to go back to 

Europe. He knew he could not survive in E pe. he could not follow their civilized rules His 

follower, the Russian, told Marlow, "1 offer .o go back with him. And he would say yes, and 

then he would remain, go off on another ivor hunt: disappear for weeks; forget himself amongst 

these people -forget himself-you know " (Con id 81). He didn't forget himself, he just 

remembered what he really was. 

Kurtz had many sides to him. He was a u uplex man, like every man. which is why his 

descent is so baffling, so scary. The boys all d very distinct personalities, representing the 

different sides of man's nature. And all these >onalities fought each other, trying to gain 

power and control of the other personalities .. of these personalities can clearly be seen in 

Kurtz; and one can begin to realize the war v. iich must have taken place inside of Kurtz It must 

have been very much like the war the boys f ght with each other. Which reveals some of the 

reasons Kurtz fell from his civilized state i; the man he became. 



Contempt, or little sense in the calamity of others, 
is that which men call 

CRUELTY; 
proceeding from security of their own fortunes, 

for, that any man should take pleasure in 
other men's great harms, without other end of his own, 

I do not conceive it possible. 
Hobbes 

The mutual dependence of men is so great 
in all societies that scarce any human action 

is entirely complete in itself, 
or is performed without some reference to the 

actions of others, 
which are requisite to make it answer fully 

the intentions of the agent. 
Hume 
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The Fear of Truth 

All the books and stories I have discussed up to this point have all been works of fiction; they 

may have been based on real experiences, but the actions that appeared insane or inhumane were 

all created in the mind of someone, but they did not really exist. They have been stories that have 

been disturbing because of their insinuations of the human mind and soul. However, they can be 

dismissed because we know they are not true But now . I am going to w rite about inhumanity 

that is disturbing, but cannot be ignored, because it is real, and it did happen I am referring to 

the Holocaust. The event in which 10 million people were brutally treated and killed, six million 

of those people being of the Jew ish race But I am not going to wTite about the cruelty of the 

Nazis against the Jews. I am going to write about actions we would like to ignore, because they 

bring haunting questions about ourselves to mind. I am going to write about the treatment of 

Jew s toward each other while in the camps 

The Jews in the camps were not united by language, culture, and in many cases, not even by 

religion. They were only united by Hitler's definition of w hat a Jew was. Primo Levi w rites 

about his terrify ing experience of being taken to a camp where he, and his fellow Jewish Italians, 

did not understand the guards, or other prisoners. Once in the camps, Levi soon realizes that 

"All are enemies or rivals" (42), for survival. 

Survival w as essential to many of the prisoners Howev er, some of them did not really care if 

they lived or died The prisoners would steal from one another, ignore each other when they 

needed help working, or even convince the guards to beat another man for their ow n crime If a 

man fell while walking to or from the camps from work, the other prisoners would walk over or 

even on him instead of helping him up If they helped him, they would be beaten along with 

him It was every man for himself; no one could be trusted. 

Reading Levi's account scared me It made me look into myself and wonder. How would I treat 

my fellow prisoners? Would 1 be willing to sacrifice my survival for my fellow humans'7 Levi 

has an answer for this question. 
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To destroy a man if difficult, almost as difficult 
as to crcate one: it has not been easy, not quick, 
but you Germans have succeeded. Here we are, 
docile under your gaze; from our side you have 
nothing more to fear; no acts of violence, no words 
of defiance, not even a look of judgment. (150) 

If one is no longer a man, one cannot treat others like men either. The guards and the camps had 

destroyed the prisoners as humans. Levi says of himself "I am not even alive enough to know 

how to kill myself' (144). A man who is so beat down cannot be blamed for treating his fellow 

prisoner badly. When the Germans deserted the camp Levi was ill and could not leave with the 

other prisoners. He was in a room with twelve other sick men. Down the hall lay two Italian 

men. some of the last left of the Italians They w ere too sick to go out in the winter and hunt for 

food and fuel, so they cried to Levi to help them. He did but then many people learned his name 

and wanted him to help. In the end. he barricaded himself and the other twelve sick men into 

their room so that the others could not get the food and fire. He writes of the many corpses he 

finds littering the yard of the camp. Even several men in his own cabin die He has not the 

strength to remove them. "It is man who kills, man who creates or suffers injustice; it is no 

longer man who, having lost all restraint, shares his bed with a corpse" (171). 

I'm sure all of us, when hearing stories of cruelty of the prisoners towards each other, would 

like to think we would behave differently That is what I would like to think about myself I 

would like to think that I would help all those I found who needed help. But I know that is not 

true. I know that I would only fight for myself, or my family. That I would do whatever it would 

take to survive, whether that be lying, stealing, beating someone, whatever was required from 

me Towards the end of the book Levi writes that he is becoming a man again, not just a prisoner 

(160) However, even though Levi surv iv ed, he remained a prisoner the rest of his life He 

committed suicide in 1987. Perhaps he did not survive after all. Perhaps those Italian voices 

calling his name to help them haunted him until he died. Levi's body survived, but his spirit 
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did not—which is why the book seared me. Is it better to survive at the risk of other's lives only to 

be haunted bv them forever? Is survival worth vou soul? And if so. are we all. reallv human'7 
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Conclusion 

This conclusion could be very bleak I have shown ihat almost everyone is insane, we just don't 

know it. Those whose insanity is recognized were probably driven there by some injustice in 

society. Not only that, but even the man with the most noble intentions can become inhumane in 

his thoughts and actions. But. these stones were picked for these specific elements 

I do believe that every man has a degree of insanity within him. Some people do go insane 

when confronted with reality; these spells are called nervous breakdowns, and they can be 

overcome. I know I felt that way several times while writing this paper. And I do believe that we 

often mistake individuality or extremes as insanity But insanity is not something to be afraid of. 

our humanity should be considered more precious, though. 

These books and stories have shown that anyone is capable of acting in a inhumane manner I 

think that capability is within all of us also. But rather than scaring me, this actually comforts 

me, because the majority of people do not act out their inhumane feelings. If everyone did, 

stories of inhumanity would not horrify and shock us so much. So although the people I wrote 

about did succumb to there inhumane feelings, we don't have to. We are given a choice, and I 

believe that most people will continue to be shocked and angry at the Susan Smiths of the world 

rather than accepting that kind of behavior as normal. 
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Some More Thoughts 

HThe crime that is latent in us we must inflict on ourselves" . . "not on others" 
1 he Magistrate 
Waiting for the Barbarians 

"It is your fear, " said Don Quixote, " which prevents you seeing 
or hearing aright, for one of the effects of fright is to disturb the senses 

and make things appear as they are not." 
Don Quixoic 

His first law is to attend to his own preservation, 
his first cares are those which he owes to himself. 

Rousseau 

The knights errant, who wandered aoout to clear the world of 
dragons and giants. 

never entertained the least doubt with regard 
to the existence of these monsters. 

Hume 

We differ in opinion, not because some of us have a larger share of reason 
than others, but because we think in different ways, 
and do not fix our attention upon the same object. 

Descartes 

In the last analysis, all sujjering is nothing 
else than sensation; 

it only exists in so far us we feel it, 
and we only feel it in consequence of certain ways 

in which our organism is regulated 
Freud 
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