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The Secret Sharer
Joseph Conrad

On my right hand there were lines of fishing stakes
resembling a mysterious system of half-submerged bamboo
fences, incomprehensible in its division of the domain of
tropical fishes, and crazy of aspect as if abandoned for ever
by some nomad tribe of fishermen now gone to the other end
of the ocean; for there was no sign of human habitation as
far as the eye could reach. To the left a group of barren islets,

suggesting ruins of stone walls, towers, and blockhouses,
had its foundations set in a blue sea that itself looked solid,
so still and stable did it lie below my feet; even the track of
light from the westering sun shone smoothly, without that
animated glitter which tells of an imperceptible ripple. And
when I turned my head to take a parting glance at the tug
which had just left us anchored outside the bar, I saw the
straight line of the flat shore joined to the stable sea, edge to
edge, with a perfect and unmarked closeness, in one leveled
floor half brown, half blue under the enormous dome of the
sky. Corresponding in their insignificance to the islets of the
sea, two small clumps of trees, one on each side of the only
fault in the impeccable joint, marked the mouth of the river
Meinam we had just left on the first preparatory stage of our
homeward journey; and, far back on the inland level, a larger
and loftier mass, the grove surrounding the great Paknam
pagoda, was the only thing on which the eye could rest from
the vain task of exploring the monotonous sweep of the

horizon. Here and there gleams as of a few scattered pieces
of silver marked the windings of the great river; and on the
nearest of them, just within the bar, the tug steaming right
into the land became lost to my sight, hull and funnel and
masts, as though the impassive earth had swallowed her up
without an effort, without a tremor. My eye followed the
light cloud of her smoke, now here, now there, above the
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plain, according to the devious curves of the stream, but
always fainter and farther away, till I lost it at last behind the
miter-shaped hill of the great pagoda. And then I was left
alone with my ship, anchored at the head of the Gulf of
Siam.

She floated at the starting point of a long journey, very
still in an immense stillness, the shadows of her spars flung
far to the eastward by the setting sun. At that moment I was
alone on her decks. There was not a sound in her—and
around us nothing moved, nothing lived, not a canoe on the
water, not a bird in the air, not a cloud in the sky. In this
breathless pause at the threshold of a long passage we
seemed to be measuring our fitness for a long and arduous
enterprise, the appointed task of both our existences to be
carried out, far from all human eyes, with only sky and sea
for spectators and for judges.

There must have been some glare in the air to interfere
with one’s sight, because it was only just before the sun left
us that my roaming eyes made out beyond the highest ridges
of the principal islet of the group something which did away
with the solemnity of perfect solitude. The tide of darkness
flowed on swiftly; and with tropical suddenness a swarm of
stars came out above the shadowy earth, while I lingered yet,
my hand resting lightly on my ship’s rail as if on the shoulder
of a trusted friend. But, with all that multitude of celestial
bodies staring down at one, the comfort of quiet communion
with her was gone for good. And there were also disturbing
sounds by this time—voices, footsteps forward; the steward
flitted along the main-deck, a busily ministering spirit; a
hand bell tinkled urgently under the poop deck...
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Zweite Fassung

Sind denn dir nicht verwandt alle Lebendigen,
Nahrt die Parze denn nicht selber im Dienste dich?
Drum, so wandle nur wehrlos

Fort durchs Leben, und fiirchte nichts!

Was geschiehet, es sei alles gesegnet dir,

Sei zur Freude gewandt! oder was konnte denn
Dich beleidigen, Herz! was

Da begegnen, wohin du sollst?

Denn, seitdem der Gesang sterblichen Lippen sich
Friedenatmend entwand, frommend in Leid und Gliick
Unsre Weise der Menschen

Herz erfreute, so waren auch

Wir, die Sénger des Volks, gerne bei Lebenden,
Wo sich vieles gesellt, freudig und jedem hold,
Jedem offen; so ist ja

Unser Ahne, der Sonnengott,

Der den frohlichen Tag Armen und Reichen gonnt,
Der in fliichtiger Zeit uns, die Vergénglichen,
Aufgerichtet an goldnen

Gingelbanden, wie Kinder, halt.

Ihn erwartet, auch ihn nimmt, wo die Stunde kommt,
Seine purpurne Flut; sieh! und das edle Licht

Gehet, kundig des Wandels,

Gleichgesinnet hinab den Pfad.

So vergehe denn auch, wenn es die Zeit einst ist

Und dem Geiste sein Recht nirgend gebricht, so sterb
Einst im Ernste des Lebens

Unsre Freude, doch schonen Tod!
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Biology, Left and Right

What is government itself but the greatest of all

reflections on human nature?
-JAMES MADISON. 1788

Are we our brothers' keepers? Should we be? Or would this
role only interfere with why we are on earth, which according
to economists is to consume and produce, and according to
biologists is to survive and reproduce? That both views sound
similar is logical given that they arose at around the same time,
in the same place, during the English Industrial Revolution.
Both follow a competition-is-good-for-you logic.

Slightly earlier and slightly to the north, in Scotland, the
thinking was different. The father of economics, Adam Smith,
understood as no other that the pursuit of self-interest needs to
be tempered by "fellow feeling.” He said so in The Theory of
Moral Sentiments, a book not nearly as popular as his later
work The Wealth of Nations. He famously opened his first
book with: “How selfish soever man may be supposed, there
are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him
in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary
to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure
of seeing it.”

The French revolutionaries chanted of fraternite, Abraham
Lincoln appealed to the bonds of sympathy, and Theodore
Roosevelt spoke glowingly of fellow feeling as “the most
important factor in producing a healthy political and social
life.” But if this is true, why is this sentiment sometimes
ridiculed as being, well, sentimental? A recent example
occurred after Hurricane Katrina struck Louisiana in 2005.
While the American people were transfixed by the
unprecedented catastrophe, one cable news network saw fit to
ask if the Constitution actually provides for disaster relief. A
guest on the show argued that the misery of others is none of
our business.

! Federalist Paper No. 51 (Rossiter, 1961, p. 322).
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On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense

Once upon a time, in some out of the way corner of that
universe which is dispersed into numberless twinkling solar
systems, there was a star upon which clever beasts invented
knowing. That was the most arrogant and mendacious minute
of "world history," but nevertheless, it a minute. After nature
had drawn a few breaths, the star cooled only and congealed,
and the clever beasts had to die.

One might invent such a fable, and yet he still would not
have adequately illustrated how miserable, how shadowy and
transient, how aimless and arbitrary the human intellect looks
within nature. There were eternities during which it did not
exist. And when it is all over with the human intellect, nothing
will have happened. For this intellect has no additional
mission which would lead it beyond human life. Rather, it is
human, and only its possessor and begetter takes it so
solemnly-as though the world's axis turned within it.
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