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	Why the Women are “out of it:” 	
 Binary Oppositions in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness

The use of binary oppositions in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is very apparent and deliberate.  An important opposition that is reoccurring throughout the novella is that of the men’s sphere versus the women’s sphere.  Conrad uses the main character and story teller, Marlow, to present a world that is split into these two different communities of people (Straus 124).  There is some confusion as to whether Conrad uses these binary oppositions to suggest keeping the women out of the wilderness because it is the property of the male sphere, in which women don’t belong, or to protect Kurtz’s Intended [in general, to protect women from a truth that is “too dark” for them (Conrad 77)].  I am going to argue that Conrad uses these binary oppositions and the portrayal of the treatment of the women in Heart of Darkness, especially Marlow’s lie to Kurtz’s Intended, to advocate the protection of the men’s sphere from being infiltrated by women who “should be out of it”(Conrad 48).  To show this, I will discuss the fact that the women were contained in their territories—unlike the men in the story.  I will also discuss Marlow’s lie to the Intended and compare it to Marlow’s truth-telling to the men.  
One way that Conrad illustrates his desire to exclude women from the male wilderness is by leaving them out of his story.  Even though Conrad claims to have deliberately left women out of his novella, he, perhaps unknowingly, created a passage that has greatly influenced his story and has led to a considerable amount of debate (McIntire 257).  Marlow directs his attention to Kurtz’s Intended when he mentions to his fellow passengers aboard the yacht that “she is out of it—completely.  They—the women I mean—are out of it—should be out of it.  We must help them to stay in that beautiful world of their own lest ours gets worse.  Oh, she had to be out of it.” (Conrad 48).  In this passage, Marlow clearly states that “women are not simply of a different world, but ought to be ‘out of’ the story ‘completely’” (McIntire 256).  He also asserts that women should stay in their own world “lest ours [the men’s] gets worse” (Conrad 48).  This supports my argument that Marlow is defending his own territory rather than trying to be chivalrous and spare the women of the harsh realities that lie in the heart of Africa.  
Conrad also pays careful attention to the placement of the women in his Heart of Darkness.  By using this technique, he secures the women’s position:  that they are bound to their territories.  The women are unable to wander in and out of their territories and cultures (McIntire 271).  For example, the Intended is bound to her “lofty drawing-room” and Kurtz’ mistress “struts along the river bank as she wails at Kurtz’s departure” (McIntire 259).  Both women are confined to the cultures in which they are born.  Conrad uses the Intended’s naivety to show that she would not survive in the wilderness, and she simply belongs in Europe.  The Intended’s thoughts and “ideas are… those of Europe as a whole” (Dilworth 511).  She shares her ignorance with the inhabitants of Europe that Marlow so hates upon his return to Belgium.  He calls them “intruders”, claiming that “they could not possibly know the things I knew” (Conrad 70-1).  Because of her “irritating pretence,” Kurtz’s Intended could not possibly belong in the men’s sphere.  
Similarly, Kurtz’s mistress only belongs in the heart of Africa, the Congo.  Conrad uses Marlow’s description of the African woman to link her to her territory by personifying the wilderness in her image (McIntire 260).  The wilderness looks at her as if “looking at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul” (Conrad 60).  The African woman is ‘a wild and gorgeous apparition of a woman…. Treading the earth proudly with a… flash of barbarous ornaments…. savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent… ominous and stately” (Conrad 60).  She has several characteristics that can be attributed to the wilderness.  She is as “barbarous” as the other natives, and as the land itself.  Therefore, by linking these attributes of the land to the African woman, Conrad seems to create the impression that she is part of the territory, forbidding her to wander into any other culture but her own.   
This differs from those who belong in the men’s sphere in that the men are not confined to their territories.  They are clearly able to wander from their own European cultures, into the African wilderness.  They are capable of traveling and having adventure in their lives.  Even though the women aren’t allowed to travel, they are “crucial for sending off the men to their travels” (McIntire 271).  Marlow’s aunt, Kurtz’s Intended, both remain, placed aside as the men embark upon their journeys.  In the case of the Intended and the aunt, the women not only send their men off into the wilderness, but also wait patiently for them to arrive back home.
The Intended and the African woman aren’t the only women in Heart of Darkness who are confined to their territories.  Marlow’s aunt is confined to her parlor and the two women knitting black wool are confined to the office.  None of the women in the novella, including the Intended and the African woman, are knowledgeable about the other territories either.  They are “incapable of navigating between types of knowledge” just as they are also incapable “of leaving the territory that defines them” (McIntire 263).  I have already discussed the Intended’s European ignorance.  Marlow’s aunt, too, “functions for Marlow as a metonym for all women who are ignorant of the ‘truth’” (McIntire 263).  The two women knitting black are remembered by Marlow as “guarding the door of Darkness” (Conrad 11).  They are never involved in any kind of travel and therefore have no ideas about any other territory other than the one in which they work.  They are simply used as symbols for the fate of Marlow’s journey.  The African woman, although she is thought to hold a position of power, has no real freedom of power and is confined to her territory, the Congo River.  
Men, however, seen to be all-knowing.  They are very conscious and understanding of what is going on in neighboring cultures.  Conrad uses Marlow’s lie to Kurtz’s Intended to illustrate how the women don’t belong in the same world, or sphere, as the men.  Nina Pelikan Straus, who delivers her critique of Heart of Darkness in a feminist point of view, states that “the sexism of Marlow and Kurt is part of the “horror” that Conrad intends to disclose” and that “this horror… is deliberately hidden from Kurtz’s Intended” (Straus 123).  The major then becomes: what is Marlow’s intention?  Is he trying to protect the Intended from the truth because it is “too dark”?  Or is he striving to protect the male realm because she, along with all other women, is “out of it”?  I believe, and will try to prove, that Marlow is trying to protect the male realm from women who don’t belong. 
Conrad splits the book into two different realms: male and female (Straus 124).  The women are left “out of it”, being lied to and deceived, while the “truth is directed at and intended for men only” (Straus 124).  Truth is hidden from women in Heart of Darkness.  This is most obvious in Marlow’s lie to the Intended.  Marlow obviously feels comfortable enough to share his secrets with men, otherwise he would not tell his companions the story of his travel to the Congo, much less, admit that he lied to the Intended.  He does not, however, confide in the Intended because she is not capable of hearing the truth.  He “brings truth to men by virtue of his bringing falsehood to women” (Straus 130).  I believe that Marlow lies to the Intended in order to protect the male sphere, which is the wilderness, from women who are ignorant.  The Intended, because of Marlow’s deception, remains stereotypically and conveniently in her feminine sphere (Straus 134).  Marlow truly believed, too, that women were “out of touch with truth” (Conrad 12).  He says that “They live in a world of their own and there had 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.  Some confounded fact we men have been living contentedly with ever since the day of creation would start up and blow the whole thing over” (Conrad 12-3).  This proves Conrad’s feelings that if women, particularly European women (such as the Intended) who don’t understand the African culture, were to enter into the male sphere they would completely ruin that world.  He believes that women belong in their world, and men belong in another.      
The binary oppositions of the male realm versus the female realm in Heart of Darkness are used to depict Conrad’s view of how women don’t belong in the wilderness.  The women are different from the men in that they do not have universal experience.  They are also not equally treated because, unlike the men, they are confined to their territories.  Conrad also illustrates the belief that women are not capable of handling the truth, unlike men.  This is especially illustrated by Marlow’s lie to Kurtz’s Intended.  In Heart of Darkness, Conrad shows that although some women are strong, such as the barbarous African woman, there really isn’t room for them in the world of men.   
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