
the heart of the matter graham greene

the heart of the matter graham greene is a seminal work in 20th-century literature, recognized for its profound
exploration of human morality, faith, and the complexities of colonial life. This novel, penned by the renowned
British author Graham Greene, delves deeply into themes of guilt, love, despair, and redemption against the
backdrop of a remote West African colony during World War II. The heart of the matter graham greene
presents a gripping narrative centered on a British colonial officer, whose personal and professional dilemmas
expose the fragile nature of human conscience. Through a masterful blend of psychological insight and social
commentary, Greene crafts a story that resonates with readers seeking to understand the heart’s most
conflicted desires and ethical struggles. This article will explore the historical context, key themes,
character analysis, and literary significance of the novel, providing a comprehensive understanding of why the
heart of the matter graham greene remains a vital contribution to literary canon.
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Historical and Cultural Context

The heart of the matter graham greene was published in 1948, reflecting the complexities of the British Empire
during the waning years of colonialism. Set in a fictional West African colony, the novel captures the social
and political dynamics of the time, including the impact of World War II on colonial administration and local
populations. Greene’s personal experiences as a British intelligence officer and traveler in Africa informed the
vivid and authentic portrayal of the setting.

Colonialism and World War II

The backdrop of World War II plays a critical role in shaping the narrative. The colonial administration is
depicted as isolated and vulnerable, mirroring the moral ambiguities faced by the protagonist. The tension
between duty to the empire and personal conscience embodies the broader ethical dilemmas of colonial rule
during a global conflict.

Religious and Moral Climate

The novel is heavily influenced by Catholic theology and moral philosophy, reflecting Greene’s own conversion
to Catholicism. Themes of sin, confession, and redemption permeate the story, providing a lens through which the
protagonist’s internal struggles are examined.



Plot Overview and Structure

The heart of the matter graham greene unfolds through a tightly woven narrative centered on Major Henry
Scobie, a British colonial officer stationed in a remote African outpost. The story explores his efforts to
navigate personal loyalty, government duty, and moral ambiguity.

Exposition and Rising Action

The novel begins with Scobie’s seemingly stable life, marked by his marriage to Louise and his role as a police
officer. However, the pressures of war, his failing marriage, and secret affairs begin to unravel his composure.
The rising action introduces various conflicts, including Scobie’s involvement in a smuggling operation and his
efforts to protect a vulnerable woman, Helen Rolt.

Climax and Resolution

Scobie’s internal turmoil reaches a climax as his deceit and guilt mount. His attempts to maintain honor and
protect those he cares about lead to tragic consequences. The resolution is marked by a profound exploration
of sacrifice and the cost of moral compromise.

Main Characters and Character Development

The heart of the matter graham greene is character-driven, with Major Henry Scobie as the focal point. The
complexity of Scobie’s character is central to understanding the novel’s themes and emotional impact.

Major Henry Scobie

Scobie is portrayed as a deeply conflicted man torn between duty, love, and his sense of morality. His Catholic
faith intensifies his struggle with guilt and forgiveness, making him one of Greene’s most psychologically rich
protagonists. Scobie’s gradual descent into despair highlights the human capacity for self-deception and the
search for redemption.

Supporting Characters

Several supporting characters contribute to the narrative’s depth:

Louise Scobie: Scobie’s wife, whose illness and emotional distance add complexity to their relationship.

Helen Rolt: A vulnerable woman whose interactions with Scobie trigger key moral dilemmas.

Other colonial officials and locals: Characters that embody various aspects of colonial life, from
bureaucracy to indigenous perspectives.

Themes and Symbolism

The heart of the matter graham greene addresses multiple intertwined themes that explore the essence of human
nature and ethical conflict.



Morality and Guilt

At the core of the novel is the exploration of moral ambiguity. Scobie’s actions, though often intended to
protect others, lead to unintended harm. His overwhelming guilt reflects the tension between personal
conscience and external duty.

Faith and Redemption

Religious faith is a central motif. The novel examines the possibility of redemption through suffering and
confession, emphasizing the complexity of spiritual salvation amid human frailty.

Colonialism and Isolation

The setting itself symbolizes isolation, both physical and emotional. The colonial environment acts as a
microcosm for examining broader issues of power, alienation, and cultural dislocation.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Graham Greene’s writing style in the heart of the matter is characterized by its clarity, psychological depth,
and subtle symbolism. The narrative is marked by a restrained yet evocative prose that enhances the novel’s
emotional resonance.

Point of View and Tone

The third-person narrative provides insight into Scobie’s thoughts and feelings while maintaining an objective
tone. This balance allows readers to engage with the protagonist’s inner conflict without overt judgment.

Symbolism and Imagery

Greene employs symbolic elements, such as the recurring image of water and the motif of darkness, to underscore
themes of cleansing, danger, and moral uncertainty. These literary devices enrich the text’s thematic complexity.

Reception and Legacy

Since its publication, the heart of the matter graham greene has been widely regarded as one of Greene’s finest
works and a classic of modern literature. Its critical acclaim stems from its profound psychological insight
and nuanced portrayal of colonial life.

Critical Acclaim

The novel received praise for its compelling character study and moral seriousness. Critics have highlighted
Greene’s skillful depiction of human weakness and the ethical challenges posed by colonialism.

Adaptations and Influence

The heart of the matter has been adapted into various forms, including film and radio, further cementing its



place in cultural history. Its influence extends to modern discussions of colonial ethics and spiritual conflict
in literature.

Exploration of complex moral dilemmas1.

Rich psychological characterization2.

Vivid portrayal of colonial settings3.

Integration of religious themes4.

Enduring relevance in postcolonial discourse5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Graham Greene's 'The Heart of the Matter'?

The central theme of 'The Heart of the Matter' is the moral complexity of human nature, focusing on guilt, sin,
and redemption within the context of colonial West Africa during World War II.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Heart of the Matter' and what internal
conflicts does he face?

The protagonist is Major Henry Scobie, a British police officer struggling with loneliness, duty, and his own
moral dilemmas, including his affair and his sense of guilt and responsibility.

How does Graham Greene explore the concept of morality in 'The Heart of
the Matter'?

Greene explores morality through Scobie's internal struggles, portraying a nuanced view of right and wrong,
where good intentions often lead to tragic outcomes, highlighting human weakness and ethical ambiguity.

What role does the setting play in 'The Heart of the Matter'?

The setting in a West African colony during World War II provides a backdrop of isolation and tension,
emphasizing themes of colonialism, cultural conflict, and the characters' emotional and moral isolation.

How does religion influence the characters and narrative in 'The Heart of the
Matter'?

Religion, particularly Catholicism, deeply influences Scobie’s worldview and decisions, contributing to his
feelings of guilt and his quest for redemption, and it shapes the novel’s exploration of sin and forgiveness.

Why is 'The Heart of the Matter' considered one of Graham Greene's major
works?

'The Heart of the Matter' is considered a major work due to its profound psychological depth, exploration of
complex moral issues, and its critique of colonialism, all of which demonstrate Greene’s literary skill and
thematic concerns.



Additional Resources
1. Our Man in Havana
This novel by Graham Greene is a satirical spy story set in Cuba during the Cold War. It follows the
adventures of Jim Wormold, a vacuum cleaner salesman turned reluctant secret agent, who fabricates
intelligence reports to satisfy his handlers. The book explores themes of deception, loyalty, and the absurdity
of espionage.

2. The Quiet American
Set in Vietnam during the early stages of American involvement, this novel centers around a British journalist
named Thomas Fowler and his interactions with a young American idealist. The story delves into political
intrigue, moral ambiguity, and the clash between innocence and experience. It highlights Greene’s critical view of
foreign intervention and the complexity of human motives.

3. Brighton Rock
This crime novel features Pinkie Brown, a teenage gangster in the seaside town of Brighton. Greene explores
themes of good and evil, redemption, and the influence of upbringing on morality. The story is a gripping
psychological thriller that questions the nature of sin and the possibility of salvation.

4. The End of the Affair
A deeply personal and emotional novel, it tells the story of a love affair between Maurice Bendrix and Sarah
Miles during and after World War II. The narrative explores themes of love, jealousy, faith, and betrayal,
highlighting Greene’s ability to blend romance with philosophical and theological questions.

5. Stamboul Train
Also known as "Orient Express," this novel follows a diverse group of passengers traveling from Ostend to
Istanbul. The intersecting lives and secrets of the travelers reveal social tensions and political unrest in the
interwar period. Greene’s keen observation of character and atmosphere makes this an engaging exploration of
human nature.

6. The Confidential Agent
This suspenseful novel centers on a British agent sent to England with important documents during the Spanish
Civil War. The story combines elements of espionage and moral conflict, as the protagonist navigates danger
and deception. Greene’s portrayal of political ambiguity and personal integrity is a hallmark of his work.

7. England Made Me
A psychological drama about a British man who becomes entangled with a morally dubious businessman in
Sweden. The novel examines themes of identity, power, and corruption, as well as the struggle between personal
ambition and ethical responsibility. Greene’s critique of capitalism and social decay is evident throughout.

8. The Power and the Glory
Set in a Mexican state during a time of anti-clerical persecution, this novel follows a "whisky priest" on the
run from authorities. It explores themes of faith, sacrifice, and redemption under harsh circumstances. Greene’s
sympathetic portrayal of flawed characters grappling with conscience is both compelling and thought-
provoking.

9. Ministry of Fear
A thriller set in London during World War II, the story involves a man who unwittingly becomes involved in
espionage and murder after winning a prize at a fair. The novel blends suspense with psychological insight,
reflecting Greene’s interest in the blurred lines between good and evil. It’s a tense exploration of paranoia and
trust in wartime.
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