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Abstract

Joseph Conrad’s Under Western Eyes is a powerful psychological and political novel that deeply explores the
moral, emotional, and ideological conflicts experienced by individuals living under the oppressive rule of
Tsarist Russia. Set against the backdrop of political unrest and revolutionary activity in early twentieth-century
Russia and Switzerland, the novel presents a complex examination of human psychology, political oppression,
and ethical responsibility. Through the tragic experiences of the protagonist, Razumov, Conrad investigates
important themes such as loyalty and betrayal, love and sacrifice, political identity, deception, alienation, and
existential loneliness. Razumov’s internal conflict forms the emotional center of the novel, as he struggles
between self-preservation and moral responsibility after betraying the revolutionary Haldin to the authorities.
The novel also presents a critical view of revolutionary politics and political extremism. Conrad portrays both
the autocratic Russian government and the violent revolutionary movement as morally flawed systems that
trap individuals in cycles of fear, suspicion, and betrayal. Through symbols such as terrorist violence, failed
escape plans, espionage, and emotional isolation, Conrad highlights the destructive consequences of
fanaticism and political manipulation. Furthermore, the novel contains important literary allusions,
particularly to Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky, which allows Conrad to compare themes of
guilt, confession, suffering, and redemption. Natalia Haldin also emerges as an important symbolic figure
representing love, moral truth, and human connection. This paper critically analyzes the major themes and
symbols in Under Western Eyes and demonstrates how Conrad presents the tragic consequences of political
extremism, deception, and emotional isolation while emphasizing the human need for honesty, love, and
belonging.
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Introduction
Published in 1911, Under Western Eyes is one of Conrad’s most politically charged novels. Set against the

backdrop of revolutionary Russia and Geneva’s émigré community, the novel presents the internal struggles
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of Razumov, a young Russian student whose life changes after his involvement with revolutionary Victor
Haldin. Conrad uses Razumov’s moral crisis to explore the tensions between personal identity and political
ideology. The novel is not merely a political commentary but also a deep psychological study of guilt,

isolation, and human relationships.

Themes in Under Western Eyes

Loyalty and Betrayal

One of the central themes in the novel is loyalty and betrayal. Razumov betrays others multiple times
throughout the story, yet each betrayal emerges from complex emotional and political circumstances.
Initially, Razumov betrays Haldin after the revolutionary unexpectedly seeks refuge in his room following the
assassination of a government official. Razumov neither planned nor desired involvement in revolutionary
politics. Haldin’s arrival forces him into a dangerous situation, and Razumov reports him to the authorities
primarily to protect himself. This betrayal appears partly accidental and motivated by fear and self-
preservation.

However, the second betrayal carries greater moral significance. When Razumov later joins the Russian
émigré community in Geneva as a government spy, he gradually develops emotional ties with the people he
deceives. His attachment to Natalia Haldin and the revolutionary circle creates genuine loyalty within him.
Ultimately, his confession destroys his position and leads to severe physical punishment. Conrad suggests that
honesty and loyalty often demand painful sacrifice.

Razumov’s life demonstrates how political systems force individuals into moral compromise, making betrayal

almost inevitable in oppressive societies.

Personal Life versus Political Life

Another important theme is the conflict between personal identity and political obligation. At the beginning
of the novel, Razumov appears emotionally detached from society. He has no family, no intimate relationships,
and no strong political beliefs. His only ambition is personal success within the Russian system.

Because of this emotional isolation, he initially accepts the role of government spy. Politics, for him, is merely
a practical necessity rather than a moral commitment. However, his experiences in Switzerland transform him
psychologically. As he becomes emotionally connected to Natalia and the revolutionary community, he
discovers the importance of belonging and human attachment.

Conrad therefore presents political identity as deeply connected to personal relationships. Razumov’s moral
awakening does not emerge through ideology but through emotional involvement and love. The novel suggests

that human connection has greater power than political doctrine.
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Love and Sacrifice
Love in the novel becomes a force of moral transformation. Razumov’s love for Natalia compels him to
abandon deception and confess his crimes.
His confession includes revealing:

« hisrole as a government spy,

« his betrayal of Haldin and,

« his manipulation of the revolutionary community.
This act of honesty leads to brutal consequences. Razumov is violently attacked, his eardrums are damaged,
and he becomes physically disabled. Yet his confession also represents moral redemption. Conrad portrays
love as inseparable from sacrifice; genuine love requires truth regardless of personal cost.
Natalia’s influence transforms Razumov from a selfish and isolated individual into someone capable of moral

responsibility. Through this transformation, Conrad emphasizes the redemptive power of emotional honesty.

Symbols in Under Western Eyes

Terrorist Violence as a Symbol

The terrorist assassination committed by Haldin symbolizes the destructive nature of political extremism.
Although Haldin believes his actions are justified in the struggle against tyranny, innocent bystanders are also
killed in the attack.

Conrad uses the bombing to criticize revolutionary violence and to demonstrate that political idealism can
easily become morally corrupt. The novel does not portray the Russian government positively, yet it also
questions whether violent revolution can produce justice.

The following quotation captures Conrad’s skepticism regarding revolutionary movements:

“In a real revolution the best characters do not come to the front... The scrupulous and the just... are
its victims.”

This statement reflects Conrad’s belief that revolutions often fall under the control of fanatics and hypocrites

rather than noble individuals.

Haldin’s Failed Escape Plan

Haldin’s poorly organized escape plan symbolizes the dangers of passion without strategy. Haldin carefully
plans the assassination itself but fails to arrange a practical means of escape. His emotional excitement about
revolutionary action blinds him to realistic consequences.

As a result, he depends on unreliable individuals and eventually gets captured and executed. Conrad uses this
failure to criticize impulsive political idealism and to show that emotional enthusiasm without rational

planning leads to destruction.
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Violence and Deception
Deception functions as another major symbol throughout the novel. Razumov’s life becomes built upon lies:

e he betrays Haldin,

e spies on the Geneva revolutionaries,

e manipulates others emotionally,

« and hides his true identity.
Yet his deception ultimately destroys him psychologically. Conrad suggests that dishonesty alienates
individuals from their humanity. Razumov’s final confession represents an attempt to reclaim moral truth.
Violence and deception are interconnected throughout the novel. Political systems based on fear and secrecy

encourage betrayal and dishonesty, turning individuals into moral victims.

The Allusion to Crime and Punishment
Conrad’s novel contains important allusions to Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment. Both novels focus on
psychologically troubled protagonists burdened by guilt and moral conflict.
However, there are significant differences between the two works:

o Dostoevsky’s protagonist seeks redemption through spiritual and moral justice.

e Razumov seeks redemption through emotional attachment and romantic love.
The allusion allows Conrad to contrast his own philosophical perspective with that of Dostoevsky. While
Dostoevsky emphasizes religious salvation, Conrad highlights emotional isolation and the human need for

personal connection.

Natalia as a Symbol
Natalia Haldin symbolizes emotional connection, family, and moral truth. She represents the possibility of
genuine human relationships in Razumov’s otherwise isolated existence.
Before meeting Natalia, Razumov lives almost entirely for himself. He lacks emotional bonds and behaves
with calculated self-interest. Natalia changes this condition by awakening his desire for love and belonging.
She therefore symbolizes:

e moral conscience,

« emotional redemption,

« and the human need for companionship.
Razumov’s willingness to sacrifice everything for Natalia demonstrates that love ultimately becomes stronger

than political fear or personal ambition.
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Conclusion
Under Western Eyes is a profound exploration of political oppression, psychological conflict, and human
isolation. Through the tragic story of Razumov, Conrad examines the destructive consequences of betrayal,
revolutionary violence, and deception. At the same time, the novel presents love and emotional connection as
possible sources of redemption.
The themes of loyalty, sacrifice, and political identity remain relevant because they address universal human
struggles. Conrad’s symbolic use of violence, revolution, and emotional isolation deepens the novel’s
philosophical complexity. Ultimately, Under Western Eyes portrays the tragic conflict between individual

morality and political systems, while emphasizing the essential human need for truth and companionship.
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