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Abstract In this article, I will analyze the final chapter of Conrad’s The
Secret Agent in relation to his vision of the meaninglessness of human life.
Coming after the two dramatic chapters, the final chapter quietly restates the
main theme of the entire novel: a certain immense force swallowing up
helpless individuals. In various manners, that same force constantly works in
the novel to annul necessary distinctions in society and turn everything into
chaos. It is for instance represented by the multitude of people in London
and the ongoing standardization of society, but it also has a philosophical
dimension which bears comparison with Nictzsche’s idea of the eternal
recurrence as an extreme form of nihilism. After pointing out how the final
chapter effectively condenses the main theme of the novel, I will briefly
consider the affinity between Nietzsche and Conrad, and then note that
Conrad anticipates Samuel Beckett in his intense vision of the void.
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As on that night, more than a week ago, Comrade Ossipon walked without
looking where he put his feet, feeling no fatigue, feeling nothing, seeing



nothing, hearing not a sound. “dn impenetrable mystery . . .” He walked
disregarded . . . . “This act of madness or despair.” (227)
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He walked frail, insignificant, shabby, miserable — and terrible in the simplic-
ity of his idea calling madness and despair to the regencration of the world.
Nobody looked at him. He passed on unsuspected and deadly, like a pest in
the street full of men. (227)
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They swarmed numerous like locusts, industrious like ants, thoughtless like a
natural force, pushing on blind and orderly and absorbed, impervious to
sentiment, to logic, to terror too perhaps. (61)
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The thought of a mankind as numerous as the sands of the seashore, as inde-
structible, as difficult to handle, oppressed him. The sound of exploding bombs
was lost in their immensity of passive grains without an echo. For instance,
this Verloc affair. Who thought of it now? (224)
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She was alone in London: and the whole town of marvels and mud, with its
maze of streets and its mass of lights, was sunk in a hopeless night, rested at
the bottom of a black abyss from which no unaided woman could hope to
scramble out (198).
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it [the knitting machine] knits us in and it knits us out. It has knitted time
space, pain, death, corruption, despair and all the illusions — and nothing
matters. 1’ 1l admit however that to look at the remorseless process is
sometimes amusing. (Letters 57)
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