

















































































































































































































































































































































































































It is self- destructive in the most natural way. Ilenchard’s tragic life is a
natural concomitant of his authentic existence — an existence which ignores
the demands of social pragmatism, but remains committed to the dictates of
his own self which refuses to be educated into the subtleties of the new
world to which he is a stranger. For ‘Hardy tragedy lies in man’s puzzling
incapacity to avoid defeat despite his limited but certainly existent freedom
of choice.’'®

Even in love Henchard exhibits the same temperament. One
peculiar trait of Henchard is that he grows jealous or possessive of a person
or thing when he is threatened by a rival claim upon them. When Lucetta is
in the town he does not care for her, but when Farfrae courts her he
becomes jealous. Discovering Elizabeth-Jane’s true paternity Henchard is
emotionally shattered. But he is capable of overcoming the initial shock.
However, Henchard is swayed by moods and emotions and in the process
alienates himself from everyone around. ‘Henchard is more and more
alienated from the social context as the novel builds up a cumulative
suggestion of his natural propensities.”"” And the actual human society in
the novel cannot comprehend Henchard. Eventually, defeated by
circumstances, he looks up to Elizabeth-Jane for love and care. lle seems to
have achieved some kind of self-realization through the bitter experiences

of his life. What is admirable in Henchard is his deep sense of self respect
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and dignity even in the midst of utter hopelessness. For the first time
Henchard realizes fully the value of love - to love and to be loved in turn.
As Henchard leaves Casterbridge with his only possession — the basket —
we are reminded of his entry into it twenty five years ago. Even now there
is nothing that can prevent him from a new start. But now he longs for love,
something which he had ignored twenty five years ago:

"’

If I had only got her with me — if I only had!” he said, “Hard work would
be nothing to me then! But that was not to be. [ — Cain — go alone as |
deserve — an outcast and a vagabond. But my punishment is not greater

than [ can bear (p.388)

These are the reflections of a man of character who does not cvade
responsibilities. His self identification with Cain - the sinner, an outcast
and vagabond — is a proof of his belated self realization, a self knowledge
that accepts his fate in totality. The elemental force of his personality is best
expressed when he asserts to himself that “my punishment is not greater
than I can bear.” The present intensity of his love for Elizabeth-Jane reveals
a new awakening in him.

Having returned to Weydon-priors, where once he sold his wife
years ago, Henchard reflects on the vicissitudes of lifc with Hardy's

approval:
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Externally there was nothing to hinder his making another start on the
upward slope, and by his new lights achieving higher things than his soul
in its half-formed state had been able to accomplish. But the ingenious
machinery contrived by the Gods for reducing human possibilities of
amelioration to a minimum — which arranges that wisdom to do shall
come pari passu with the departure of zest for doing — stood in the way
of all that. He had no wish to make an arena a second time of a world

that became a mere painted scene to him. (p.395)
In Henchard’s understanding of the cosmic design lHardy’s

impression of life is evidently expressed:

Hardy was dogged by a view of life which could afford him no illusory
comforts. His interest in humanity was great and lasting. tle was a
humane, sensitive man who could not entertain any suggestion of a Deity
other than an indifferent or malevolent one, and who did not believe in
any form of personal survival as it is usually understood 5

It is this awareness which deters Henchard from making a new start,

.

Like any traditional man Henchard too has been superstitious and
r’i_tgglistic. His early oath in a country church reveals his allegiance to
ancestral forms of expiation. In Chapter Twenty Six, Henchard goes to the
weather prophet and fills his granaries with the expectation of a bad
weather and consequent high prices for the grains. But the weather abruptly
changes into a bright one, giving an excellent harvest, thereby bringing
great financial loss to the Mayor. But even here, it is the impaticnce and
impulsive nature of Henchard that cause his ruin. I1ad he shown patience,

he should at least have avoided losses even if no profit was made, but “the
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momentum of his character knew no paticnce.” (p.263) When [enchard
encounters defeat after defeat he is driven to believe that somcone was
working against him, and it might be Farfrac: “these isolated hours of
superstition came to Henchard in time of moody depression, when all his
practical largeness of view had oozed out of him.” (p.264) In his last
attempt to keep away Farfrae from wooing Elizabeth-Jane of whom
Henchard has become very possessive, he thinks of divulging her true
parentage. As soon as this thought enters his mind, he exclaims with a
shudder:_ “God forbid such a thing! Why should [ still be subject to these
visitations of the devil, when I try so hard to keep him away.” (p.382) All
this demonstrates how strongly he remains part of a culture which is
fundamentally primitive and superstitious. Living within such cultural
paradigms, Henchard is unable to absorb the values and mores of a new
civilization, no matter how hard he tries. What Hardy tries to portray is the
honesty, sincerity and native morality that is inherent in such a culture as
exemplified by Henchard. By nature Henchard is incapable of living in a
social world that does not tolerate individual difference. lenchardian
morality resists categorization. Henchard is moral in a savage, primitive
fashion. His moral being has a force and fecundity that is evocative of the
primitive, elemental justice of our ancestral world. lenchard always

accepts the consequences of his action. At no time does he make an attempt
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to rationalize his behaviour. After the sale of Susan he decides to face the
consequences of his gruesome deed: “When he was calmer he turned to his
original conviction that he must somehow find her and his little Elizabeth —
Jane, and put up with the shame as best 7(he could. It was of his own
making, and he ought to bear it”. (p.84) krle has an almost mythical power
of bearing anguish in silence. He is a model of tranquil stoicism. Solomon
Longways once refers to this quality of Henchard: “lHe has a powerful mind
to hold out so long.” (p.102) It is an allusion to Ilenchard’s oath and
subsequently abstemious life for twenty-one years. After the discovery of
Elizabeth-Jane’s true parentage, Henchard is once again abandoned by
Fate; yet he remains unnerved, for “misery taught him nothing more than
défx\aﬂg endurance.”(p.192) To Elizabeth-Jane's allegation that [enchard
had deliberately kept her away from her father, he chooses to remain silent
over the facts that “he had himself been deceived in her identity at first, till
informed by her mother’s letter that his own child had died; that in the
second accusation, his lie had been the last desperate throw of a gamester
who loved her affection better than his own honour”, and that “he did not
sufﬁcieﬂtly value himself to lessen his suffering by strenuous appeal or
elaborate argument.” (p.402) Henchard’s lie to Newson about Elizabeth

should not be viewed as a sign of his lack of integrity, but as an expression

of his need to love and being loved.
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In choosing between Lucetta and Susan, llenchard’s moral priority
is unshakably clcar:il is Susan: “My first duty is to Susan-there is no doubt
about that.”(p.150.) But at the same his sense of moral justice ycarns to
treat the other woman with equal concern. More evidences of llenchard’s
integrity are revealed throughout the novel. When the furmity woman
discloses the sale of Susan, Henchard accepts the charge. It is the most
impressive instance of the integrity of his character. And it is also the
turning point of his life. From this moment his life is reduced to that of an
exile. The process of disintegration which started with the discovery
Elizabeth-Jane’s paternity is now completed. And this is Ilardy’s most
tragic vision of life that ‘man has made such a mighty struggle to feel at
home on the face of the earth, without even yet succeeding.’®' Henchard
can’t succeed just as Tess can’t succeed since both are animated by the
vitality of natural impulses and hunted by rigid moral laws.

With all his faults Henchard is a superior moral force in the novel.
‘Henchard still stands above the others in what might be called psychic
virtue. In the conventional sense, he is both less moral than they and more
s0.2 Heis a prototype of the postmodern isolated hero. Ile is a dominating
and perplexing figure who is inexplicable by human reason. His character is
evocative of the self isolated, socially alienated heroes of existential fiction

in the tradition of Camus and Kafka. He is destroyed by both the universal
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and social forces. First he severs himself from his wife, then he estranges
himself from Farfrae, and finally from Elizabeth-Jane. Even the community
of Casterbridge rejects him as the mayor. In spite of everything, he never
loses his personal stature and integrity.

It is in contrast with Farfrae that Henchard’s moral qualities gain
both clarity and distinction. True, neither of the men displays the capacity
for strong, consistent emotional attachment. But by the end of the novel
Henchard undergoes a deep inner change. llenchard's passionately
obsessive love for Elizabeth-Jane is an indication of his moral as well as
emotional education. A chastened Michael lenchard of his last days can be
a great threat to Farfrae’s new world. When Ilenchard requests Farfrae to
stay back in Casterbridge as his manager, there is genuine affection in his
request. But Farfrae, on the other hand, agrees mainly because he scizes the
opportunity. In all his dealings Farfrac keeps his own interests above all
other considerations. For instance, when he is offered mayoralty, he decides
to stay on in Casterbridge against the anxiety of Lucetta. Still more, he
comes to court Elizabeth-Jane and then becomes immediately infatuated
with Lucetta’s sophistication. On his first, highly romantic meeting with
Lucetta, he is able to keep in abeyance his burning sentiments for her when
he remembers a business engagement; and on his wedding day he delays
his return to Casterbridge for a few hours because he “had been detained by
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in\iportant customers, whom, even in the exceptional circumstances, he was
not the man to neglect.”(p.286) Ile feels no grief for the unborn child that
dies with Lucetta. Farfrae is mechanical, shallow and incorrigibly
materialistic. John Rabbets makes a pertinent observation about the
characters of Henchard and Farfrae:

The dissension and rivalry between lHenchard and Farfrae dramatizes the
clash of traditional and modern consciousness-the one crude,
anachronistic, excessively personal, over emotional and yet redolent of
certain rough grandeur; the other innovatory, impersonal, dispassionate,
sensible, but somewhat mean-spirited.”

The ethical triumph of Henchard is that he has been able to achieve
some kind of moral growth towards the end of the novel. As the novel
develops, Henchard grows into a formidable moral character. Ile has lcarnt
to accept things, which he would have scorned earlier, with astonishing
understanding and patience. No one in the novel displays a better
understanding of Henchard than Elizabeth-Jane. While considering the Will

of Henchard, she rightly contemplates that

the man who wrote them meant what he said. She knew the directions to
be a piece of the same stuff that his whole life was made of, and hence
were not to be tampered with to give herself a mournful pleasure, or her

husband credit for large-heartedness(p.410)

As we have argued, The Mayor of Casterbridge is a cclebration of
individual uniqueness and authenticity. llenchard, the archetypal hero,

takes on an epic stature before his death. His amazing encrgy, capacity for
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heroic endurance coupled with a robust acceptance of his existential
situation has gone into the making of a classical hero. 1lc is, indced, a
masterpiece of superbly detailed character that inhabits and haunts not only
Hardy’s moral imagination but the reader’s as well. With The Mayor 1lardy
has proved that he is opposed to the central tendencies of his age. IHe points
to a different kind of inner morality that lies beyond the conventional.
When Henchard is finally defeated, Hardy shows the destruction of a
natural self by the social order. In the creation of this irresistible character
Hardy has remained true to his vision of art: “The business of the poet and
novelist is to show the sorriness underlying the grandest things, and the
grandeur underlying the sorriest things.”>* And Michacl Henchard is a
fictional incarnation of this vision of Hardy. Grand and sorry alternately or
simultaneously, he is the most moral of all characters in the novel in a

natural way.
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Chapter 4

The Woodlanders (1887)

The Woodlanders, like Far from the Madding Crowd is chiefly a
celebration of the traditional, rural forms of living. At the same time it
contains Hardy’s sense of cultural crisis-a theme that dominates
postmodern discourses. It is a study of the conflict between the rural and
the urban, between culture and nature. Though set in an Arcadian, pastoral
ambience, the novel explores the crisis experienced by a traditional

community in a transitional state. In this connection [an Gregor obscrvers:

Recollections, the remembrance of things past, a concern to render a
consciousness increasingly susceptible to the tensions of the present, and
these elements give the peculiar colour to The Woodlanders '

It is the tragedy of fragmented consciousness; it is the tragedy of
combining “modern nerves with primitive feclings.....”(p.306) Grace
Melbury, initiated into modern® education by her father is shown to be
“doomed by such co-existence to be numbered among the distressed and to
take her scourgings to their exquisite cxtremity.”(p.306) The personal
history of Grace vividly illustrates the catastrophic consequences of
adopting a way of life that in itself lackshany stable centre. William Butler

Yeats sums up the malaise of the modern age:

Page references to The Woodlanders are to the Macmillan edition (1967)

141



Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold:
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

Grace Melbury abandons her native culture, like Clym, to embrace a
culture which is only socially attractive, but lacks any enduring human
values. In Winterborne’s self reflection IHardy makes Grace's plights
evidently clear in the novel:

He questioned if her father’s ambition, which had purchased for her the
means of intellectual light and culture far beyond those of any other
native of the village, would not operate to the flight of her future
interests above and away from the local life which was once to her the

movement of the world. (p.67)

Neither George Melbury nor Grace realises that “all giverns, or what
Lyotard calls the “metanarratives” offer no final answers or resolutions.”
Melbury’s error is the rejection of his native culture for the cmerginé new
one that he falsely believes to be superior and more universal. Ifc is a
victim of the totalizing attitude of modernism. But towards the end of the
novel there is a kind of moral growth in Melbury.He becomes apprehensive
about the real worth of modern education and its positive impact on actual
living. Grace’s reunion with Fitzpiers, her return to modern ways, is
viewed .by Melbury with apprehension: “It’s a forlorn hope for her; and
God knows how it will end!"(p.376) Melbury is deceived by the modern

ideal of self realization of mankind through the instrumentality of reason. .

He is a victim of the transformational myth of culture. It is a notion
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repudiated by the postmodern critique of modernism. Apart from Melbury,
Dr. Fitzpiers and Mrs. Charmond are also victims of this false notion.
Though Hardy never wrote against any theoretical framework, his novels
contain much of the postmodern debate on the question of truth and
universality. The profound ontological uncertainty of the postmodern is
shared by Hardy in The Woodlanders. There is a crisis of culture, a crisis of
centre. When Grace is asked to leave the ‘centre’ of Little Hintock for the
modern, urban ‘centre’, Mr. Melbury blindly believes in the superiority of
the latter. Thjs is totally negated by postmodernism. All centres have their

intrinsic worth. And it is in this belief that Hardy relates to postmodern

thought.

Grace Melbury’s plight is the result of the capriciousness of her
father: “To sow in her heart cravings for social position was obviously his
strong desire..... (p.93.) But being brought up in the Sylvan surroundings
in Little Hintock, she has imbibed its fundamental values and cultural
sensibilities. The newly accomplished refinements are only external to her
essential nature. She remains false to her authentic self when she rejects
Giles Winterborne as her life partner. When she suppresses her native
cultural consciousness, she is inviting her own damnation in her psychic
world. She remains divided between her social self and the private self. If
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Tess is ruined by her traditional consciousness, Grace is ruined by the
traditional and the modern consciousness. About the character of Grace fan

Gregor makes a keen observation:

If then 1 Make a claim that the creation of Grace is of striking
significance in Hardy’s development as a novelist, it is not based on her
intrinsic worth, but rather on the fact that she is a creation who has
released in him a new complexity of insight into aspects of the
contemporary consciousness.’

To some extent Grace is a fore-runner of Sue Bridehead. In her we
can trace the beginning of modern consciousness which will find its
culmination in Sue. Grace’s rural consciousness is invaded by modern
education and urban values. She is a victim of man made social hicrarchics.
Dale Kramer’s observation in this regard is worth quoting:

The Woodlanders expresses some of the most important elements of

Hardy’s analysis of the role of social pressures on man’s chances for

happiness.

When natural human sentiments and affinities are rejected in the
name of education and learning, one is falling victim to a world of binary
opposition which has no real value in reality. The new world assumes a

centralist role and the old is marginalized or pushed to the periphery.

Hardy seems to doubt the efficacy of education to bring about lasting

e

happiness to the individual. He is not against education or its humanizing
role. What he resents is the rejection of natural life in the name of modern

accomplishments. Mr.Melbury, in his inordinate passion for the social
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status of his daughter, fails to recognise the truth that one cannot escapc
one’s essential self. Besides, what is important in life is happiness, not
mere social glory without happiness. Both Fitzpiers and Mrs. Charmond
have enough social distinction, but not happiness. They are hungry for the
basic human needs-love and happiness. It is here their mode of living is
contrasted with the simple life of Little Hintock. They fail to practise the
most important Hardyan virtue-the virtue of communal living. If Grace
remains morally and socially virtuous throughout her life, it is not due to

her accomplished learning, but due to her cultural values.

In Grace’s tragic love-affair with Fitzpiers, Hardy sees the tragedy
of human relationship in a world that does not respect the individuality of
the other. The emerging new culture is devoid of morality though it may be
intellectually illuminating. It is more self- centered than altruistic. The likes
of Giles and Marty South are alien to it. It betrays an inhcrent moral
hollowness where human relationships are concerned. Grace Melbury
accepts Fitzpiers instead of Giles partly because of her father’s insistence
and partly because of her illusory notion of her social supcriority over
Giles. Her natural affinity is with Giles. This is best understood by a rustic

woman like Grammer Oliver:
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But though she’s a lady in herself, and worthy of any such as he, it do
seem to me that he ought to marry somebody more of the sort of
Mrs.Charmond, and that Miss Grace should make the best of

Winterborne.(p.151)
There is no compatibility between Grace and Fitzpiers. Theirs is not a
relationship born out of any natural affinity like that of Jude and Sue. They
forge a relationship based on cultivated social affinity which cannot last
without the fundamental spiritual affinity. Their incompatibility is hinted at

by Hardy early in the novel:

As he receded and was clasped out of sight by the filmy shades he
impressed Grace as a man who hardly appertained to her existence at all.
Cleverer, greater than herself, one outside her mental orbit, as she
considered him, he seemed to be her ruler rather than her equal,

protector, and dear familiar friend. (p.172)

It is the “poor unpractical lofty-minded dreamer”, Mr. Melbury who
drags Grace into her tragic situation. The events after Grace’s marriage
with Fitzpiers prove that it is neither education nor social status that brings
happiness, but the ability to accept one’s own self. In The Woodlanders,
Hardy places side by side the ethos of two ways of living- the traditional
and the modern. Mr. Melbury’s passion for modern education is suggestive
of the change of attitude in people brought about by the new civilization. In
spite of its apparent deficiency in the more enduring values of humanism as
embodied in Giles and Marty, it makes its presence felt even in a

traditional community like Little Hintock. It is ‘vulnerable to forces
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beyond its control.”® It is invaded by new thoughts and ideas. Ilardy is
acutely conscious of a life that is dying fast. Modernism has already made
its inroads into the rural community. Mr.Melbury’s error is that he
perceives only one aspect of it-its guarantee for ever greater social mobility
and fails to comprehend its ugly side. He fails to see that ‘the process has
altered the entire social structure.’® Along with learning there occur
changes not only in the individual, but also in the social structure-some
positive and some negative. The Irench thinker Rousseau argued that
‘civilization and learning corrupt human nature.”” This is exactly what we
encounter in the characters of Fitzpiers and Mrs. Charmond. Rousscau
celebrated the “original”, “natural”, uncivilized man, the “noble savage”

who was free of the powerful institutions of the state.

In The Woodlanders as in Tess and Jude, ‘llardy examines a
countryside seriously ravaged by dispossession, migration and consequent
alienation.’® The traditional Hintock life begins to be disturbed in its very
roots. Fitzpiers and Felice Charmond are the agents of this process. The
thgxne of modernist alienation is so powerfully present in The
Woodlanders. Giles’s love-suit is defeated in the face of a false ethic of
social superiority. He is alienated from Grace by the artificially constructed

social distinctions which have no real value in actual living. Like Michael
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Henchard, Giles Winterborne is a misfit in the new world. But unlike
Henchard, he retreats to his cloistered world of Little Hintock without a
murmur of protest or any attempt to fight back. Though there is resolute
endurance in his character, there is no sign of struggle. He accepts his
condition stoically. The irony is that he allows himself to be annihilated by
both the traditional and the modern forces. For instance, his death is caused
by his adherence to the traditional Hintock morality. He offers his little hut
to Grace and sleeps outside in the rain for days to honour the moral
propriety of his community:

He had immolated himself for her comfort, cared more for her self
respect than she had thought of caring. (p.328)

Giles sacrifices himself not simply for the sake of Grace, but also
for a worn out, traditional moral system. Here Hardy is trying to make a

distinction between morality and moral dogmatism. The only fault that he

T —

finds with traditional society is its uncritical conformity to a moral code
that doesn’t take into account the context of a situation while passing moral

judgments. In this connection Dale Kramer makes a pertinent observation:

Rather than dying for a besieged and doomed traditional system of
ethics, in which emotional relationships are based on affinities and on an
acceptance of sexual instincts and drives, Giles is forced into the
position of sacrificing himself for a precept in a temporal value system.’

And temporal value system is called in question by the postmodern

critique of western epistemology for its tendency to universalize. And on
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the other hand, Giles loses Grace because she is trained in modern
refinements whereas he is not. In the ultimate analysis, The Woodlanders
may be seen as a conflict between natural love and the restraints imposed
upon it by a social code which denies the possibility of giving expression
to one’s natural self. The Woodlanders are invaded by a new form of life
which is alien to their cultural ethos. But still they remain rooted in the
conventional mode of thinking and living although they are exposed to the
outside world. The heroine, if Grace can be called'a heroine at all, simply

stands for a modern sensibility that will find its full flowering in Sue.

Grace Melbury represents the dilemma of the modern fragmented
consciousness. She is torn between two dialectically opposed worlds. The
experience of cultural schizophrenia is more acutely felt by Grace than any
other characters in the novel. It is ‘the character of Grace Melbury that is
most involved in the conflicts between pastoral and anti pastoral,

i, . . 0
traditionalism and modernism.’!

When Hardy presents the two
dialectically opposing worlds, he is trying to reveal, in contrasting light, the
traits of both the worlds. However the finality of Hardy’s vision in this
novel favours the traditional over the modern. In this he is not succumbing
to any kind of universalism. Rather he refuses to recognize the cultural

superiority of modernism. His intuitive understanding of life does not give
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any centralist status to that which is neither pfoved nor tested. lle questions
the validity of m\?demism in its epistemological claim. When
transcendental knowledge is negated and the “metaphysics of presence” is
a mere illusion, what ultimately matters is acceptance of the given socio-
cultural context. Grace’s tragedy, to some extent, lies in her inability to
detach herself from her inherited heritage or to accept the new one
unconditionally. In this connection Dale Kramer’s observation is worth

quoting:

Grace not only contains within herself the Hardyan division between
sophistication and rustic simplicity but her struggles to reconcile that
division also give the various subplots their essential relevance."

With The Woodlanders, Hardy ventures into a different kind of
fiction, a fiction that engages into unsettled, uncertain cultural issues. He
critically examines the possibilities of a different kind of living. To quote

Ian Gregor:

There is the community of Little Hintock sustained by memory and its
routine of work, but it is a community which can no longer cohere; in
the sense that it is vulnerable to forces beyond its control, it is devoured
by its isolation."

Hardy gradually begins to recognize the existence of a world beyond his

cultural imagination. But the question is whether he approves of the values
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of such a world. At .the end of the novel, Grace moves into that world with
Fitzpiers, though unwillingly. In her plight Hardy seems to sce the
inevitability of change, no matter how one takes it. On the other hand,
Mkarty South’s promise to the soul of Giles that she would cherish his
memory is suggestive of her commitment to the native values of Little
Hintock. So the novel places side by side two opposing modes of living.
Both have their own peculiar advantages and disadvantages. But Hardy
clearly reveals the moral hollowness of the new civilization which is only
materially beneficial, but spiritually empty. The Woodlanders is, perhaps,
Hardy’s only novel that shows the crisis of culture in the most intense
fashion. He seems to have accepted, though painfully, the inevitability of

change:

Grace and Fitzpiers have to go forward to a world elsewhere, a world
beyond the woodlands and the orchards, along the deserted highway and
out into life- the author’s life and our own."

Though it is true that there is no ‘strongly defined inner life’ in
Grace, she is an apt embodiment of the conflict between cultures and its
impact on the individual." She assumes significance not in any intense
articulation of her inner life, but in the dilemma encountered in her social

existence. It is the duality of consciousness in her that becomes the focus
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of the novel. Noorul Hasan observes that the ‘old cultural symbols are still
active beneath her conscious estrangement from them. ' There is an
intense discord in her between tradition and modernity. She ultimately
becomes an ‘embodiment of conflicting modes of existence.’'® So the
postmodern crisis of culture finds eloquent expression in Grace’s
existential plight. What ultimately triumphs in Grace is not the cultivated
self, but the natural one. If she is reunited with Fitzpiers in the end, it is due °
to her traditional respect for a marriage contract. Throughout the novel
Grace makes reference to her natural affinity with Hintock and its people.
To Fitzpiers’s scornful assertion of his difference from the Ilintock folk,

Grace replies: “And from me, too, then. For my blood is no better than
theirs.”(p.185) It is this blood that dominates in her. And ironically, it is the
same blood that kills Giles. While keeping Giles away from the hut for
propriety’s sake, Grace is succumbing to the conventional morality of her
community. She sacrifices natural love for unnatural moral laws. In Giles’s
reverence for propriety and Grace’s acceptance of it, there is an authorial

irony at the traditional morality. To quote lan Gregor:

There is in The Woodlanders the sterility of self abnegation- an
abnegation which can never be confined to the self but is common to

the whole way of life. This finds its clearest expression in the characters
of Marty and Giles."
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What is the real basis of sex? Love or contract? After the estrangement of

Grace from Fitzpiers she still honours the contract, while her heart is with

Giles:

Not that I feel morally bound to any one else after what has taken place-
no woman of spirit could- now, too, that several months have passed.

But I wish to keep the proprieties as well as I can. (p.290)

The absurdity of such proprieties is vividly stated when Giles dies outside
his own hut for a morality that has no foundation outside the boundaries of
this rigid social world. It is moral convention, not moral decorum that
Hardy is anxious to put to critical scrutiny. Grace lives most intensely for
Giles at a distance. She suppresses her natural inclinations for a moral
system that does not care for the authenticity of feeling. But as the novel

progresses there is a personal and moral growth in her. She gradually

George Melbury is the only character from the traditional Little
Hintock to become deeply aware of the presence of a different world
around him. ‘He has learnt the nature of social change, the importance of
adaptation, and that what was good enough for him is no longer good
enough for his daughter.’'® The central crisis of The Woodlanders
originates from Melbury’s ambition for social status. Like lardy’s short

story, ‘The Son’s Veto’ this novel is a story of the cruelty of social
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ambition. Randolf in the short story is spoiled by his notions of gentility.
Similarly, Mr. Melbury looks upon everything from the point of view of
social decorum. Hardy sees the advancing civilization of the city as trivial
and dehumanizing. It is evident in the characters of Mrs. Charmond and
Dr. Fitzpiers. Mr. Melbury sends his daughter to school out of a desire to
give her social advantages which he has been denied. tle falls prey to a
false system of values. In the name of learning and education he can
humiliate, even annihilate his own identity in front of her educated

daughter:

If you should ever meet me then, Grace, you can drive past me, looking
the other way. I shouldn’t expect you to speak to me, or wish such a
thing- unless it happened to be in some lonely private place where

*twouldn’t lower ’ee at all. (p.166)
Such a: §elf degrading attitude is a blind acceptance of a culture that he is
yet to be acquainted with more intimately. In his ambitions for his
daughter, he betrays the values of his own native culture. Ile blindly
accepts the centrality of culture over nature. He acknowledges the validity
of binary opposition. It is a notion that postmodern thought repudiates. And
it is exactly what Hardy rejected as absurd. Mr. Melbury’s utilitarian
attitude is a negation of the identity of Grace as an individual. Ile uses her

as a means to gain greater returns. The conversation between them as they
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go through the cheque book and counterfoils reveals Melbury’s utilitarian

mentality:

‘I, too, cost a good deal, like the horses and wagons and corn!’ she said,
looking up sorrily.] don’t want you to look at those; I merely meant to
give you an idea of my investment transactions. But if you do cost as

much as they, never mind. You’{l yield a better return.’(p.94)

He accepts the modern culture as central and his own as the
marginal. Such totalizing attitude is not acceptable to Hardy as it is with
the postmodern critique of hierarchies. Melbuy’s attitude reveals ‘the
tendency of the self to exaggerate the other’s difference, an exaggeration
which arises out of self’s anxiety and uncertainty regarding its own

identity.”"?

The new civilization with its social glitter and economic
advantages has shaken the foundations of an established form of living.
Melbury is too quick to decide upon the superiority of the new culture, and
pays for it dearly. To quote Noorul Hasan: ‘....the action of the novel is
designed to confront him with the consequences of his overreaching
ambition and snobbishness and finally to reconcile him to the
community.’?® Melbury goes through a lot of tension, more than any other
character in the novel. It is not before an agonizing conflict that he breaks

his promise with Giles. There is a deep tension in him between his past

promise to Giles and his new decision to marry Grace to Fitzpiers. And

155



when he settles for Fitzpiers, he is guilty of moral breach on two grounds:
first of all, his decision does not bring the desired happiness to Grace; and
secondly, he has broken a promise to his fellow being. Grace’s
disillusionment with her new social condition is best cxpressed in her

reproach to her father:

I don’t see that I ought. I wish I had never got into it. | wish you had
never, never thought of educating me. | wish I worked in the woods like
Marty South! I hate genteel life, and 1 want to be no better than she!

(p.229)

As far as Grace is concerned, her social cultivation has brought her
only troubles. She regrets her father’s whimsical fancics about social
standings: “Yes I have never got any happiness outside Hintock that [
know of, and I have suffered many a headache at being sent away.”(p.230)
She attains authentic existence in this moment of her self- knowledge.
Melbury is guilty of turning his daughter into a mere instrument for
fulfilling his own unrealized dreams. He does not respect the individuality
of the other. Grace’s subjectivity is never respected by Melbury. He is a
mere manipulator of her thoughts and feelings. He wants to submerge her
essential self into the self of the larger world that does not offer any
enduring human values as represented by Giles and Marty South. And
eventually her natural world is irrevocably lost to her. Learning and

education are not undermined by Hardy. But ‘it is only when education is
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flaunted as a kind of wealth, a material possession lcading to social

enhancement that it becomes suspect.’z'

Mr. George Melbury represents a traditional society’s ‘suicidal
pandering to false values.””> He does not seem to be aware of what is lost
to Grace as an individual in his overreaching ambition for social
distinction. Through Melbury’s ultimate disillusionment with his dream
world, Hardy shows the undecidability, the uncertainty of any system

constructed by man as a universal pattern. Michael Riffaterre obscrves:

One of the most striking developments in recent literary criticism,
especially deconstructive criticism, has been the growing popularity of
the concept of undecidability.”?

Melbury fails to realize that everything is meaningful and right in its own
context. His tragedy is a denial of this significant postmodern concept. le
is obsessed with a singularity of perception. He is unable to recognize the
plurality of social living. By attributing a greater significance to nurturc he
marginalizes one of the binary opposites, that is, nature. But the novel does
not offer any evidence to show that ‘nature’ is inferior to ‘culture’

especially in the cultivation of humanistic values as embodied in Giles and
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Marty South. The historic constructions of what is good or bad, supcrior or
inferior, are merc illusion without any basis in reality. The character of
Melbury is in its essence a critique of modern tendency to replace what is
stable with what is culturally questionable. Both Grace and Melbury are
totally confused individuals. Eugene Goodheart observes that ‘the
characters of Hardy’s novels are somewhat confused products of social
creation and natural endowments.’** The image of modern man is best
expressed by T. S. Eliot: “Men e}yé bits of paper, whirled by the cold wind.”
The modern education has bro/ught a crisis, a threat, a fragmentation and

alienation that are new to Grace’s cultural consciousness.

Giles Winterborne and Marty South remain unperturbed by the
larger social changes taking place around them. But both are victims of
social changes without being active participants in it. They are firmly
rooted in their culture. Giles accepts his existential situation without a
murmur of complaint. He is meant to convey not only Arcadian simplicity,
but a morality that is both altruistic and humanistic in nature. 1lis father
was once wronged by Mr. Melbury and now he himself is wronged by him
for his social ambition. But Giles remains unperturbed in the face of all
adversities. Even Fitzpiers, a sophisticated modern representative, envies
Giles’s “chivalrous character.”(p.344)His character is not informed by any
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learning or education. It is nature unadorned. In his stoicism he is a
companion to Gabriel Oak. His self sacrifice is evocative of that of Sydncy
Carton in Charles Dickens’s novel, 4 Tale of Two Cities. After the tragic

death of Giles, Grace comes to praise his character more than ever:

Nothing ever had brought home to her with such force as this death how
little acquirements and culture weigh beside sterling personal character.

7 (p344)

Of all the characters in The Woodlanders, Giles shares Hardy’s cultural
sensibility more than anybody else. Referring to the character of Giles,
Noorul Hasan makes a pertinent observation about lardy’s cultural

imagination:

The archetypal Hardy hero is not the natural man, not the noble savage,
but the communal man, the man capable of fellow-feeling and cultural
inheritance.?

Set against the ambitious Melbury and his educated daughter, Giles lacks
the traits of both but he has a personality that is free from any division. e
is sure of himself whereas both Melbury and Grace drift between two
cultures, settling with neither. He is implacably rooted in his time and

place. There is no sign of cultural crisis in him.
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Giles differentiates himself from the rest of the characters in the
novel, except Marty South, in his intuitive awareness of the historical as
well as cultural significance of his existence. He does not rebel. Ile does
not pine for imaginary ‘absences.” Though his end is tragic and his life has
been one of frustrated youthful dream, he never loses his moral integrity

till the end. He knows and practises what the learned fail to do.

Giles is a victim of the pressures of society; he is a victim of
conventional morality. Nowhere is it more concretely revealed than in his

self abnegating death.It is difficult to understand the natural Giles
Winterborne whose ‘fastidious morality seems so unnatural, or the
cultivated Felix Charmond, who can’t resist the promptings of her
instinct.’?® Hardy does not simply present Winterborne as a passionless
human being. He is blood and flesh. At least on one occasion his humanity
outlives the conventional barriers. He lives like a man when he takes Grace

——————

in his arms and kisses her for the first and last time. And Hardy comments:

Winterborne, though fighting valiantly against himself all this while-
though he would have protected Grace’s good repute as the apple of his

eye, was a man; and, as Desdemona said, men are not gods. (p.299)

But the guilt that grips him after that reveals his primitiveness and the

force of social convention over his personality that “he would hardly
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refrain from tears.”(p.300) It is the same propricty which makes Grace say:
“Can it be that crucl propricty is killing the dearcst heart that cver woman
clasped to her own!”(p.322) Giles’s sclf sacrifice is in contrast with the
utilitarian ethos of the emergent new world of Mrs.Charmond and

Dr.Fitzpiers.

Marty South is a fit moral companion to Winterborne. ‘She
incarnates the strength of Hardy’s peasant stock, and feel decply but
quietly, accepting stoically whatever fate gives them.’?’ She is Giles’s true
partner in knowing nature. Like Giles she personifies the quality of
conventional moral values. She embodies an ideal of silent affection, sell
abnegation and stoic acceptance of one’s existential situation. ller
unambitious existence may be contrasted with the ambitious project of
Melbury. But it is ironic that both the states of life are visited by sufferings.
It is the mysterious way of the universe, 1lardy seems to suggest. Thinking
gf Marty we are reminded of the subaltern in the colonial culturc. But she
is a self exiled subaltern. She is not exploited except in the sale of her hair
for Mrs.Charmond. But that too is done after learning that Giles is not {or
her but for Grace:‘That, then, is the sccret of it all’, she said. ‘I had half
thought so. And Giles Winterborne is not for me!’(p.23) Marty’s is a
limited, unambitious world. The thought of the loss of Giles is unbearable
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to her. Yet, Like Gabricl Oak, she bears her pains without malice or
grudge. Gabriel Oak remains faithful to Bathsheba in spitc of her
callousness towards him. He always keeps the interest of his loved one
above his own. Similarly, Marty always wishes Winterborne happiness.
Never once does she open her heart to him or try to seduce him into a
marriage with her as Arabella does with Jude. FHer character and
gentleness are evocative of Lucie Mannette in 4 Tale of Two Cities. 1f we
look at Marty’s sale of her hair to Mrs.Charmond from a symbolic point of
view, it re-establishes the iq§§rdependence of human life. It is ironic that
Mrs.Charmond can sustain her charming appearance only with the heclp of
a person who belongs to a community that she despises. A similar situation
arises when Dr.Fitzpiers does not hesitate to use Melburyy’s money though
he despises his class. What does Hardy try to suggest here? Both the
representatives of modernism depend on what they despise for their
survival. It shows an unconscious recognition of the relevance of the other.
No system or individual gains significance in isolated existence. Hardy
stresses the interdependence of human existence. Irving lowe observes
that the characters of Marty and Giles come as a ‘relief from the endless

clatter about individuality which fills modern literature and life.””®
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Dr. Edred Fitzpiers is a social snob. llc secms to be firmly rooted in
the modern culture of hierarchies. Ilis tragic failure is the intolerance of the
identity of the ‘Other’. If we examine closely we find that The

Woodlanders is a celebration of differcnce, not a repudiation or rejection of

——

it. In its essence the novel establishes the fundamental postmodern respect
for cultural pluralism. Postmodernism is a correcting or readjusting of old
perceptions and world view; it presents a radical change of attitude to
global co-existence. Multiplicity, transience and specificity are the
distinguishing characteristics of the postmodern condition. There is an
erosion of fixities and monopoly of perception. Resgecting the specificity
and_c%ifference of the various social and cultural groups is the underlying
structure of postmodern thought. We live in a world of interconnected
differences. No absolutes or universals are taken for granted. It is a totally
decentred world. There is a radical decomposition of all central principles
of culture, philosophy, politics and even literature. But Fitzpicrs's whole
life and attitude are marked by a rejection of the other; it amounts to ‘the
annihilation of the other.””” He is oppressed by the rusticity of the people of
Little Hintopk. His snobbishness is informed not only by his false notions
of social superiority but also by a deep rooted hypocrisy and inauthenticity.

He wants Grace as a mistress just to while away his lonely time, and not

because he loves her sincerely:
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This phenomenal girl will be the light of my life while I am at Hintock;
and the special beauty of the situation is that our attitude and relations to
each other will be purely casual. Socially we can never be intimate.
Anything like matrimonial intentions towards her, charming as she is,
would be absurd. They would spoil the recreative character of such

acquaintance. (p.138)

Fitzpiers is guided by mere impulse and selfishness. There is no love
involved in his attraction for Grace. He is a hypocrite, a master of
deceptions. His fundamental error in his relation to Grace and Little
Hintock is that he views others from a background of chimerical notions
and ideas. Richard Bernstein in his book The New Constellation: The
Ethical or Political Horizons of Modernity/Postmodernity argues that we
have an ethical obligation to try to understand the other, not simply in our
terms but so as to recognize the “singularity” of the other although we may
fail to do justice to the “alterity of the other.” The main conclusion he
draws from his reflections is that ours is the ethical ‘responsibility to
acknowledge, appreciate, and not to violate the alterity of the Other.”™
Both Fitzpiers and Mrs.Charmond try to subsume the other out of existence
by the self’s projections. But we need ‘to transcend(our) narcissistic

egoism in understanding the alterity of the Other.””!

From the postmodern
point of view, Dr. Fitzpiers is deluded if he believes in the certainty of his
modern identity, for we are certain about nothing. In such a situation he

cannot make judgments on the Other. It is the focus of postmodern thought

164



and Hardy anticipated it in almost all his Major novels. Fitzpicrs is an
idealist. Even in his pursuit of learning he shifts focus from one topic to
another. He leaves an impression of total rootlessness. Ile is a reckless
sensualist. He gives up his future prosperity for momentary pleasures. For
instance, his practice at Budmouth is given up for the pleasurable company
of Mrs.Charmond at Little Hintock. There is no relationship between his
varied interest in learning and the actual life he leads. He is a confused,
fragmented personality. He is ‘incapable of feeling the reality of any world

outside himself, whether it is the woods or the people who live there.’*

Mrs.Charmond, like Fitzpiers, is a representative of modern
civilization. Like him, she too is a snob, refusing to respect and tolerate the
other. In this connection Noorul lasan makes a very perceptive
observation about her: ‘“Mrs.Charmond is a compliment to the doctor. The
two together constitute the anti- ethic of the The Woodlanders.’>*® What is
the ethic of the novel? It seems to be that when intellectual awareness is
not accompanied by an awareness of human and social responsibilities, lifc
can become tragic. Mrs.Charmond is incapable of adjusting herself to her

given social context. She is oppressed by the rigidity of traditional Hintock:
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The terrible insistencies of society- how severe they are, and cold, and
inexorable- ghastly towards those who are made of wax and not of
stone. O, I am afraid of them; a stab for this error, and a stab for that-
correctives and regulations pretendedly framed that society may tend to '
perfect:o- an end which I don’t care for in the least. Yet for this all I do

care for has to be stunted and starved. (Pp.204-205)

In this outburst of Mrs.Charmond we can read Ilardy’s own protest against
some aspects of the Victorian social and moral system. It is eloquently
stated when Giles dies for a meaningless social morality. But what
Mrs.Charmond fails to understand is that iqdividual happiness or pleasures
should not be had at the cost of the other. In her illicit affair with Fitzpiers
she is violating another individual’s legitimate right to happiness. When
she does not care for others, she cannot expect others to carc for her

individualistic whims. Her behaviour is socially chaotic.

In Mrs.Charmond’s emotional reaction to the world around her,
Hardy reveals the conflict between nature and culture. Mrs.Charmond can
neither merge with nor tolerate the values of Little Hintock. She lives like a
recluse. The rustic coachman’s observation proves the point: “I have never
known her do it before, for as a rule she takes no interest in the village folk
at all.”(p.44) This self-exiled existence is a result of her urban
consciousness which disdains the rural form of living. er whole life and

ultimate tragic death are a testimony to the inherent emptiness of a life she
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has lived hitherto. Her tragedy is that she does not recognize any form of
life outside her own. Besides, she has been deeply involved in egoistic

pursuits without any concern for others.

By the time Hardy came to write The Woodlanders a lot of changes
had taken place in the literary scene as well as in the Victorian social
world. According to Urmila Chakraborty ‘the novel in the nineteenth
century was the product of a social order and a world view that had been

»34

irretrievably lost. The familiar ordered society is gradually crumbling

in The Woodlanders. The Arcadian world of The Woodlanders will not be

able to hold on too long. The tension between the new and the old is too

perceptible in the novel:

The nineteenth century novel projected the image of the rounded,
individuated, private self, a recognizable being with whom the reader
could identify. The twentieth century view of man was at odds with this

conception, seeing man as the alienated, fragmented consciousness that
. 35
he is.

Though Hardy wrote The Woodlanders in 1887, his intuitive vision rightly
captures the actual state of man in the emerging new world. That is why
John Bayley observes:

Hardy’s attitude to consciousness is totally, even disconcertingly,
modern. Only his attitude to society is of its time.”®
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Hardy ends The Woodlanders with the moving, sentimental words
of Marty South. She is not affected by the intrusiom of modern
consciousness into her traditional community. The values of Hintock are
still dear to her. Marty “looked almost like a being who had rejected with
indifferer.lce the attribute of sex for the loftier quality of abstract
humanism.”(p.379) Humanism may have dithered around her, but not in
Marty. Hardy seems to warn that the deterioration of humanistic values
would be a threat to mankind. And it is this absence of humanism which

dominates his last two novels-Tess and Jude.
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Chapter 5
TESS OF THE D’ URBERVILLES (1891)

Of all the novels of Hardy Tess of the d’Urbervilles is regarded by
many critics as the ‘most problematic novel, stable in scarcely any
aspect."Apart {from its superficial theme of agricultural crisis and the
destruction of English peasantry, the novel engages into a vigorous
examination of Victorian morality and ‘the complexity of sexual morality
as a whole.”> Clementina Black praises the novel for its ‘profoundest moral
earnesteness.”® Echoing more or less akin critical insight, Katherine Porter
observes:

Hardy’s mind led him out of the tradition of orthodoxy into another
tradition of equal antiquity, equal importance, equal seriousness, a body
of opinion running parallel throughout history to the body of law in
church and state: the great tradition of dissent.*

Furthermore, Dorothy Van Ghent, Irving Howe and Dale Kramer, among
other things, try to treat the novel as a fictional enquiry into the inevitable
tragedy of individual consciousness .A recent critic, Peter J. Casagrande
examines the novel as a study in, to use his own jargon, ‘beaugliness’-
beauty in suffering, ugliness and defeat’ Thus Tess has attracted a

startlingly enormous body of critical opinion all of which do contribute to

Page references to Tess of the d’ Urbervilles are to the Penguin edition (1978).
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the intensity of our understanding of this powerfully moving creative work.
Tess demands a more rigorous critical examination to comprchend the
vitality of the novelist’s tragic vision. Essentially Tess is the tragic tale of a
simple woman of exceptional natural propensitics ruined by the combined
forces of the universe and society. Rutland’s acute observation in this

connection is worth quoting:

Tess is, among other things, an argument. It is an argument made up of
two related, but quite distinct elements: one is a grievance against the
organization of human society; the other is a quarrel with the ordering of
the universe. ®

In portraying Tess’s tragic social life and sympathizing with her existential
plight, Hardy anticipates the postmodern tendency to deconstruct the
established assumptions about sexual morality. In fact, postmodernism trics
‘to express a contextual discourse that disturbs us into revisioning the
ideological orientation of dominant and dominating discursive practices.”’
Hardy is subverting the notions of sexual morality and female purity.
Tess’s individuality is self-reflexive, free from any romantic conceptions of
female identity. Here Hardy is questioning the basic assumptions and
premises of morality that we have taken for granted. ‘In place of the well-
wrought urn, in other words, postmodernism posits the module of a

kaleidoscope wherein there are no fixities and finite patterns but multiple
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possibilities.”® In questioning the received structures and concepts, llardy
shows affinity with Foucault who is a champion of anti-totalisation. All the
other issues that go into the narrative structure of the novel are meant to
supplement this central concern. The controversial attack on Victorian
social arrangements and the indictment of Christianity needs to be viewed
in relation to the fundamental impulse of the novel which comes into direct
conflict with the established social and ethical principles of socicty.
Without any radical departure from the centrality of his cultural
imagination, Hardy earnestly advocates the cause of a reviled, innocent
woman whose uniqueness of situation calls for sympathy and flexibility in
the application of a universal moral code. ‘In opposition to the limitations
and inadequacies of the conventional social attitudes of his time, 1fardy
consistently evokes a world of action and values more truly natural and
therefore more fully human.’ ° Tess articulates the perennial conflict
between the natural and the unnatural, instinct and crude rationality;
spontaneity and cold reason. It is a celebration of the subjective over the
collective; particular over the general, and the specific over the universal.
Throughout the novel Hardy stresses the subjectivity of Tess. She is
simultaneously in and out of the ordinary. There are discordant clements
in her personality — natural and the social. Therefore, ‘Tess's suffering is at

once highly personal and irrefutably universal.’'® What Hardy stresses in
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the novel is the sanctity of the individual in spite of the social or moral
laws. In her is combined ‘the tragic cxtremism of individuality and of
general significance. In herself she is Dionysian and Apollonian.""' Like
The Mayor of Casterbridge, Tess of the d’ Urbervilles is the tragedy of a
particularly inescapable inner life. The difference, however, is that whereas
Henchard is ruined more by his inner life, Tess is ruined by both the
external and internal forces. Tess’s character is full of complexities and

ambiguities. In this connection Dale Kramer observes:

Hardy never reconciles Tess’s ordinariness and her specialness; her
simple-minded literalness and her sensitivity to the explicitly non-literal;
her sexual ‘purity’ and innocence and her sensuality and flirtatiousness -
all contradictions which of course enhance her life likeness."

Unlike in Hardy’s earlier novels, in Tess the ethical polemic is
targeted against the hypocritical dispensation of moral laws in a hierarchical
male dominated society. The changing social world of Tess is divided
irrevocably between the poor and the rich, the working class and the
capitalists, the customary and the educated. But in the novel Ilardy subverts
and disintegrates the age old idea of the elite, and of morality. If in the earlier
novels it is the rebellious, anarchical individual who ostracizes himself from
the communal fold, here the callous society excommunicates the individual.

It is the dislocation and extradition of the natural by the unnatural which is
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the focus of the novel. lardy is not a revisionist here; he is rather openly
highlighting the inherent contradictions on which the cmergent new
civilization is being built. In the creation of Tess, Hardy places nature in
opposition to culture as in The Woodlanders. 1f Giles’s death is suggestive of
the death of rural culture, in Tess’s death too Ilardy finds the elimination of
all that is unique, natural and humane. She is a real human character in
whom is combined conventionalism and paganism, submissiveness and
rebellion, sexuality and guilt in equal proportion. In her death all that is

normal and natural is dead too.

H. C. Duffin’s observation about this life destroying defect of the

Victorian social system is worth our attention:

Tess arises from narrow conventional views usurping the place of the
one great law by which all other must be tested, the golden rule of love
and happiness. The ordinances of society are administered with great
neglect of this golden rule, in a rigid and unintelligible fashion. "’

What is brought into sharp critical focus in the novel is the ugliness and
inhumanity that lie beneath the sham facade of a fossilized category of
moral precepts- axioms and doctrines which are arbitrarily created and
executed without adequate scrutiny of their contextual aptness. Ilardy’s

belief is in a philosophy of humanism.
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lardy’s moral vision is informed by his particular concern for the
individual. I1e is a celcbrant of particularity over universality. In Brazil
Angel Clare realizes, through his own experiences and through the
intervention of a {riend, the folly of “being influenced by general Principles
to the disregard of the particular instance.” (p.423) Tess’s tragic death is a
sacrifice to the false philosophy, false morality of pharisaic Christianity
legitimized by conventions which are dialectically opposed to an authentic
individual self. Tess never falls from her basic integrity or inner virtucs;
she is mercly ruined by the whimsical capriciousness of the social world.
The novel illustrates the unscrupulous destruction of simplicity and

artlessness by sophisticated social constructs. Haidy is insistent in his

repudiation of the universalizing, totalizing moral laws, something that the
postmodern thinker, Michel Foucault champions. ‘Against the fiec life of
Nature ......Hardy counters the claustiophobic life denying moral law of
human socicty which traps Tess like a bird in a springe.” " Angel Clare’s
two educated brothers - Felix and Cuthbert - represent the mental limitation

of the social world;

Neither had an adequate conception of thé complicated forces at work
outside the smooth and gentle current in which they and their associates
floated. Neither saw the difference between local truth and universal
truth; that what the inner world said in their clerical and academic
hearing was quite a different thing from what the outside world was

thinking. (p.220)

178



These two university educated individuals are prototypes of the
larger social world which fails to comprehend the felt particularitics of life
as it is actually lived by the majority of the human race. lardy wrote in his

diary in March, 1890:

Society collectively, has neither seen what any ordinary person can see,
read what every ordinary Person has read, nor thought what every
ordinary person has thought."”

The social laws, more often than not, are cruel inventions which attempt to
thwart and repress the pure expressions of life; they are a threcat to the
natural growth and existence of the individual. For instance, the
supercilious contempt entertained by the two brothers of Clarc for the
working class is the outcome of a conventional, stereotype mental training
received by them which is alien to the elemental surges of a natural being
like Tess or to the ancient, idyllic community of Talbothays. The
organization of human society, Hardy seems to plead, ought to take into
account. the plurality of human nature. Society must not attempt to fit its

members into its own mould without making room for specificities.

In Hardy’s humane ethical system Tess is still essentially pure, for
in her sexual defilement no personal choicse is involved, a fact that Clare

comes to realize in Brazil:
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During this time of absence he had mentally aged a dozen years. What
arrested him now as of value in life was less its beauty than its pathos.
Having long discredited the old systems of mysticism, he now began to
discredit the old appraisements of morality. He thought they wanted
readjusting. Who was the moral man? Still more pertinently who was the
moral woman? The beauty or ugliness of a character lay not only in its
achievements, but in its aims and impulses; its true history lay, not

among things done, but among things willed. (p.421)

And Tess’s confession of her unfortunate past error of simple,
innocent youth on the f{irst night of her marriage with Clare is an cloquent
expression of her intrinsic purity. Though it is a spiritual triumph, it acts as
a slur in the world of conventional morality. I{ardy docs not see Tess’s
purity in a narrow moral sense. Hers is the purity of the spirit, not of the
body. Irving Howe observes that ‘Hardy shows with conviction that Tess
reaches a purity of sprit even as she fails to satisfy the standards of the
world.” '® Mentally and morally she is stainless, and remains so till the end
of her tumultuous life. Even her final return to Alec ‘d Urberville must be
viewed as an act of sacrifice to save her impoverished, homeless family
after its eviction from the cottage at Marlott following the death of John
Durbeyfield. At The Herons, the stylish lodge where she stays with Alec,

Angel Clare vividly perceives the astonishing transformation of Tess:

But he had a vague consciousness of one thing, though it was not clear to
him till later; that his original Tess had spiritually ceased to recognize the
body before him as hers- allowing drifting like a corpse upon the current,

in a direction dissociated from its living will. (p.467)
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In her passionate, natural urge to prcvcn( her family from falling
into utter desolation, she has cared nothing for her bé)dy: “l didn’t care
what he did wi’ me!”(pp.466-67).She subdues her nobler instincts to brute
necessity. This brief interlude with Alec is a momentary annihilation of her
cultural and moral self-hood to preserve the life of her little brothers and
sisters. It is, indeed, the most self-destructive sacrifice, an immolation that
transforrﬁs her into an embodiment of pure love and self-renunciation,
which may be viewed as immoral by a priggishly conventional society.
Tess embodies the virtue of self-renunciation. To view her still pure one
has to correlate her personality with the circumstances of her life. In this
connection Peter J. Casagrande makes a subtle observation on Tess’s

personality:

As a woman Tess can be pure only in terms of her particular experiences:
that is, she can be chaste but not virginal. Hers then is not the purity of a
beautiful innocence, but the purity of ugly experiences, something one
perhaps might wish to term a higher innocence, because an innocence
she has sought and forged rather than inherited. "’

Casagrande here seems to focus on the purity of Tess's intention
though her virginity is lost in the physical sense. Furthermore, it suggests
the unflinching loyalty of Tess to the preservation of her sexual and
spiritual integrity throughout the course of her ordeals - both physical and
mental. With the experience of her physical violation, her beautiful, natural

innocence is corrupted; but within the brutality of that involuntary
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experience lies a pure, natural self which has never deviated from its native
virtues in the direction of impurity either in thoughts or desire. To remain
spiritually pure, despite the ugly physical and mental experience, is a nobler
kind of innocence and purity. So Tess’s whole life is marked by

‘beaugliness’- beauty in the ugliness of her unique situation.

Many critics have tried in vain to settle the exact nature of Tess’s
sexual violation in the Chase. Is it seduction or rape? From the ambiguity
of the given circumstances of the incident, it is hardly possible to be
absolutely certain about either, and FHardy wants us to consider it as such.
Had it been rape, the question of Tess’s purity would have been settled too
easily, for the Victorian legal laws were absolutely clear about it. Instead,
he (Hardy) uses the expansiveness afforded by the novel form (rather than
a single scene) to argue for a definition of female purity that includes
Tess’s sexual nature and her sexual responses to man. '® Tess’s purity,
Hardy séems to stress, has to be ascertained within the ordinariness of her
natural human self; her own flesh and blood existence. 1t is quite clear that
both seduction and rape have been resorted to by Alec for the sexual
conquest of Tess. That her sexual violation is more than seduction is hinted

by the reports of other people:

A little more than persuading had to do wi’ the coming o't, I reckon.
There were they that heard a sobbing one night last year in the Chase;
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and it mid ha'gone hard wi’ a certain party if folks had come along. (p.

140)

And yet it is not a savage rape alone that subdues her. The narrative
leaves enough scope to highlight Tess’s sexuality. And the ignorance of her
simple youth adds to the whole affair. Tess’s views on it are made clear
during their conversation later as she is accompanied by Alec to Marlott

against her own will:

‘What are you crying for'? He coldly asked

‘1 was only thinking that I was born over there’ murmured Tess

‘Well-we must all be born somewhere’.

‘1 wish I had never been born-there or anywhere else!”

‘Pooh well, if you didn’t wish to come to Tantridge why did you come?’

She did not reply

‘You didn’t come for love, that [’l] swear.’

“T’s quite true. If 1 had gone for love O you, if I had ever sincerely

loved you, if I love you still, I should not loathe and hate myself for my
. weakness as [ do now! ------- My eyes were hazed by you for a little, and

that was all.

He shrugged his shoulders. She resumed ---
‘I didn’t understand your meaning till it was too late.’(Pp.124-125)

This honest confession of Tess reveals how human she is, how
innocent and ignorant she is about sexual matters. Iler ignorance of male
trickeries is clearly revealed when she cries out pathetically to her mother:
“O mother, my mother!” cried the agonized girl, turning passionately upon

her parent as if her poor heart would break:

How could I be expected to know? I was a child when I left this house
four months ago. Why didn’t you tell me there was danger in men folk?
Why didn’t you warn me? Ladies know what to fend hands against,
because they read novels that tell them of these tricks; but I never had the

chance o’ learning in that way, and you did not help me! (Pp.130- 31)
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In this ambivalent approach to Tess’s violation in the Chase, 11ardy
establishes the human essence of her personality: ‘She is also to be scen as
an emblem of purity on the one hand and as an emblem of the

quintessential female on the other.” "

Hardy does not project Tess as a
marble statue, but as a normal, healthy human being capable of the natural

passions and emotion, subject to errors and mistakes:

She had dreaded him, winced before him, succumbed to adroit
advantages he took of her helplessness; then temporarily blinded by his
ardent manners, had stirred to confused surrender a while: had suddenly

despised and disliked him, and had run away. (p.130)

Within the given natural, authentic sclf, Tess remains pure and
honest in her thoughts and intentions which are her own, and are tainted
only by external forces beyond her control. The character of Tess, as we
have mentioned earlier, differentiates itself by its commingling of
naturalness and social consciousness. The urgency of her life is to establish
an identity for herself within the scope of her own being. She searches for
her identity not in her supposed d'Urberville ancestry, but in her own
definition of her unique self. Tess’s sexuality and her sensuousness are
hinted at in the novel from the very beginning. She cannot cstablish her
identity without a fulfilment of her natural sexuality. But then, Alec is not
the man. He can satisfy only the physical aspect of her scxuality, and not

the spiritual. And when she thinks that she has met the right man in Angel
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Clare, he appears or pretends to be more spiritual than physical. Onc
violates her sexuality whereas the other undermines it. And Tess remains
without a self defined identity, but she is defined by the social world and
many undiscerning readers as immoral. Hardy wants the readers to
understand that Tess’s sexuality is as natural as the air we breathe. It is
precisely for this reason that Ilardy remains ambiguous in the narrative
where Tess is defiled or seduced by Alec in the Chase. However, her final

surrender to Alec should not be taken as a lapse in her moral life; it is an

act of self sacrifice.

The sub-title-‘A pure Woman’- was shocking to the Victorian
public and the guardians of conventional morality. Ilardy tried to persuade
his vitriolic critics and readers to re-define the meaning of ‘pure’, which
their traditional ethical system had taught them. Tess’s bchavior, her
thoughts, her desires are unimpeachable. ller grace and vitality are
evocative of pristine simplicity and frankness. Hardy is firm in his belief
- that it is not the act that should matter, but the intent. Ile attacks
relentlessly the organized social and religious creeds, which have no
foundation in nature. If the social and moral laws are not in harmony with
the inherent laws of human nature, Hardy finds them destructive of human

life and a deterrent to the limited possibilities of happiness. llis
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conventionality or traditional allegiance is an instinctive recognition of the
vibrant flow of uninhibited expression of the inner self. In thec moral
judgment of Tess, Hardy pleads that her moral integrity ought to be
measured not by one isolated, unintentional deed, but by the whole aim and
tendency of her life and nature. Hardy refuses to endorse a collective moral
code which ignores the elemental virtue of the individual 1le explores the
dichotomy between the rules and values of nature and those of contrived
social arrangements. His uncompromising bitterness for the implausible,
ridiculous authority of social laws is vividly expressed in his ironic

authorial comment on sorrow’s death:

So passed away sorrow the undesired that intrusive creature, that bustard
gift of shameless nature who respects not the social law. (p.146)

In the parson’s refusal to give sorrow a Christian burial we can
perceive how his personal theological convictions have been diluted by the
weight of social pressures: “Well I would willingly do so if we too were

concerned. But I must not — for certain reasons.” (p.147)

In spite of this learned parson's personal convictions of the validity of
Tess’s heroic private baptism of Sorrow, and the absence of divine wrath
even if he gives a religious burial to the dead child, he is subdued by the

force of social conventions to carry out what he personally believes in.
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Tess, the pure incarnation of nature’s legacy, is corrupted by socicty
and sacrificed on the altar of conventions though she remzlins unalloyed till
her death. Before she was compelled to enter into the world of dissolute
Alec d’Urberville, she was a mere vessel of emotion untinctured by
experience” (p.51) Her journey from Marlott to Tantridge is a journey from
innocence to experience, {rom artlessness to an environment of social
manipulation and craft. She is the prototype of a pure nature intruded upon
and assailed by an unscrupulous materialistic social world. At Talbothays
Angel Clare recognizes her naturalness: “What a fresh and virginal
daughter of nature that milkmaid is!”” (p.176) Tess’s personality is defined
not in terms of modern social subtlety or intcllectual accomplishments.

Hers is a personality defined by an ancient culture. This is the effulgence in

which Angel casts her when he pleads her case with his parents:

“She is not what in common parlance is called a lady”, said Angel,
unflinchingly, “for she is a cottager’s daughter, as I am proud to say. But

she is a lady nevertheless-in feeling and nature.” (p.225)

Being a descendant of tough aristocratic d’Urberville lineage, Tess
has inherited certain hereditary traits of that family’s toughness,
aggressiveness, dignity and capacity for self-respect. Even when she is
sexually violated and bears Alec’s undesired child, Tess never forces him
to marry her, rather she repudiates such thoughts, if any, and always resists

the advances of this unscrupulous, spurious d” Urberville. Remaining loyal
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to the promptings of her instinctual self is an outstanding trait of Tess’s
personality and character. Her natural honesty and sincerity of [ccling arc
implacable even in the menacing shadows of self annihilating
circumstances. To Alec’s nagging complaint “you’ll never love me, I fear”,

she replies:

I have said so, often. It is true. I have never really and truly loved you,
and I think I never can.” She added mournfully, “’perhaps, of all things, a
lie on this thing would do the most good to me now; but [ have honour ,
enough left, little as ‘tis’ not to tell that lie. If I did love you I may have

the best O’ causes for letting you know it. But I don’t. (p.126)

Hypocrisy and opportunism are alien to Tess.She is honest and
sincere. It is the same moral force in her which drives her irresistibly to
confess her past sexual lapse to Angel Clare on the night of their wedding
though her more pragmatic mother had dissuaded her to refrain from such
suicidal folly. Tess of the d’ Urbervilles is, therefore, on onc level a
narrative of “primitive emotion, guilt and sorrow.” %% Tess represents the
essence of genuine feeling and living which can neither be comprehended
nor appreciated by a society dominated by petrified, obsolete conventions
that are hostile to the rhythms and flow of a natural self. Tess is morally
unimpeachable in her soul. Though she is more sinned against than
sinning, she is forced to view herself as a sinner in the social and religious

mirror of her antagonistic world.
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Tess’s aristocratic blood intensified by her untinctured primitive
cultural personality is both a strength and a weakness: ‘She has the
strength, pride, and fineness of spirit that Hardy associates with the

superior  gentry, the passion and the violence.’”

I'or instance, when
threatened with an immanent separation from Angel Clare after her heroic
confession, she thinks of ending her miserable life through suicide; but her
sense of honour compels her to refrain from such thoughts to preserve the
reputation of her husband’s name falling into a scandalous history. At
Flintcomb- Ash, she does not adopt her husband’s title so as to not tarnish
his social image. And it is her long suffering and sense of pride which

prevent her from indulging in pleas and entreaties at the time of Angel’s

scparation from her:

If she had been artful, had she made a scene, fainted, wept hysterically,
in that lonely lane, not withstanding the fury of fastidiousness with which
she was possessed, he would probably not have withstood her. But her
mood of long suffering made his way easy for him, and she herself was
his best advocate. Pride, too, entered into her submission- which perhaps
was a symptom of that reckless acquiescence in chance too apparent in
the whole of d” Urberville family- and the many effective chords which

she could have stirred by an appeal were left untutored (pp.324-25)

It is the same pride and sense of dignity which restrain her from
appealing to her in- laws for help when she has been physically and

mentally tortured at Flintcomb — Ash .Tess is capable of pure, selfless love
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as well as violent passions. Her love for Angel Clare forces her to deily

him to the extent of self-effacement:

Her idolatry of this man was such that she herself almost feared it to be

ill- omened. (p.281)

Her hitting Alec on his mouth with her glove is, on the other hand,
an indication of the volcanic passion she is capable of. And in the end
when Tess kills Alec, it is nature’s law avenging the violator of a natural
self. Tess has changed incredibly through her experiences. Lifc has taught
her that “ the serpent hisses where the swect birds sing, and her views of
life had been totally changed for her by the lesson™ (p.123) The enormity
of transformation brought upon Tess by her ceaseless sufferings is startling
in its intensity. During her journey to [Flintcomb- Ash, she kills the
wounded birds, breaking their heads with her own gentle hands to relieve
them of their suffering of which she has had a fair experience. In this
moving scene Tess is presented both as a simple peasant and as an
interpreter of contemporary philosophy. Ier reflections in this scene are
consistent with the novel’s theme of a search for self-identity. She
consciously longs for decath to escape from her defenceless existence.
Perhaps, it is only in her death that she can find her true identity.
Accoraing 1o Alan Friedman, the ‘expansion of Tess’s innocence into

experience has been towards disintegration and death.” ** But before this
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physical disintegration through suffering Tess possessed the purest heart

and innocence.

The most absorbing example of Tess's powerfully awe-inspiring,
simple, natural faith and purity of heart is the baptism scene of her son,
Sorrow. Her misery at the thought of her child not being baptized is beyond
endurance. She cannot bear that her “darling was about to die, and no
salvation” (p.143) She decides to baptize the child on her own, when her
father has refused to let the parson in the house, even if that means her own
doom in hell. She is haunted by the thought of “the child consigned to the
nethermost corner of hell as its double doom for lack of baptism and lack
of legitimacy.” (p.143) Turning her little cottage into a church, and her
little brothers and sisters the faithful congregation, Tess assumes the role of
a parson and baptizes the dying child. At the time of this most moving
baptismal ritual Tess “did not look like Sissy to them but as a being large,
towering, and awful-- a divine personage with whom they have nothing in
common.” (p.146) This scene is evocative of the transfiguration of Christ
on the mount (Bible according to Mathew 17, 1-13) Tess's uniquely deep
faith has elevated her momentarily to the status of a spiritual being,
endowing her with a kind of divine radiance. It is, perhaps, symbolic of

the divine approval of her intrinsic goodness and her powerful faith. Hers
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is a faith that is marvellously natural, godlier than the mundane faith of the
rigid society which has ostracized her from its social and religious fold.

About her radical christening act she contemplates boldly and rightly so:

Whether well founded or not she had no uneasiness now, reasoning that
if providence would not ratify such and act of approximation she, for
one, did not value the kind of heaven fost by the irregufarity- either for

herself or for her child (p.146)
In her private baptism of Sorrow, she defies the church, the tradition and
the establishment. In her return to Alec, she defies the social as well as
moral laws. By subverting the established norms of social behaviour, Tess
becc\?me_:\s a forerpnper of postmodern assertion of the subjective self. She
acts by her sense of the right and wrong. Hardy negates the Victorian
centralist attitude and privileges the marginalized, the periphery.Tess

moves to experiential truth, and not to referential truth. The purity of her

inner life and faith is too powerful for any dogmatic creed.

One of the chief causes of the tragedy of Tess is her
obsessive sense of guilt and her individual consciousness from which she
cannot disengage herself. For instance, Tess blames herself for the death of
Prince more than anyone else in the family. It is her sense of guilt and duty
that drives her to a strange new world which is the cause of her subsequent
tragedy. Once violated by Alec, her innocent world transforms itself into a

psychological hell. Her sexual abuse remains with intense force in her
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consciousness. ‘The dilemma of Tess is the dilemma of morally
individualizing consciousness in its earthly mixture.’” This consciousness
is her nemesis. According to Jonathan Wike ‘in both the man and the race,
consciousness has become a burden.’* Tess’s individual consciousness is
an extension of the totality of collective social consciousnecss. It is
inalienably interwoven with the external world. Consequently, the
individual is unable to disentangle himself {rom the value systems of his
environment. In the dynamics of this interplay between the individual and
society, there is hardly any chance for creating a comforting individual
psychic world without the risk of personal frustration. Tess’s personality
and character are the result of her social, cultural and religious
determinism. Her consciousness is conditioned by the incvitable external
forces. The novel stresses the subjectivity of experience which is again
guided by the social norms. The tenacity of Tess's consciousness
ultimately becomes a destructive element in her cultural self. Dale Kramer
is right when he says that ‘Tess isa tragedy of the individual, by which 1
mean that there is no valid way to judge Tess according to an extended
standard of social necessity or duty.”” Hardy is protesting against the very
concept of objective moral standards. Angel Clare's {ears of a blicak {uture
with Tess are the result of his social conditioning. Tess’s individual

consciousness is not simply a creation of her own autonomous self; rather,
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her consciousness has evolved from the incscapable social world. In the
absence of an cxternal standard of social and moral Taws, her life would

have been less tragic. Hardy’s authorial questioning makes the point clear:

Moreover, alone in a desert island would she have been wretched at what
had happened to her? Not greatly. If she could have been just created to
discover herself as a spouseless mother, with no experience of life except
as the parent of a nameless child, would the position have caused her to
despair? No, she would have taken it calmly, and found pleasures
therein. Most of the misery had been generated by her conventional

aspect, and not by her innate sensations. (p.141)

Isolating the individual consciousness from the value systems of
society is an impossible task. Individual ‘subject’ means not simply a
conscious person, but a social fact- a being subject to socially produced
constraints and divisions which create dilemma in the individual. But
Hardy seems to suggest that in a universe where events shape themselves
by accident rather than by moral design, such aggressive moral
consciousness is highly tragic, though unavoidable. Even if the individual
is able to ignore the force of her consciousness, society does not absolve
her of her deeds. Tess’s spiritual exacerbation is caused by consciousness.
She is trapped by her social self, her role as a social being. She is ruined by
her own consciousness. ‘Tess’s confession is an acute form of the

disillusion that follows enchantment.’?¢
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Tess’s confession of guilt to Angel does no good except relieving
the burden of her conscience, for Angel is driven away from her afier the
confession. Since then suffering becomes her mental harvest. It only adds
to her miseries of life. It never turns out a ritual of salvation for her. The
novel characterizes the ‘“fallen” woman as superior to her confessor,
although neither she nor her peers recognize her as such.’ 7 When she
eventually discovers the falsity of her fantasized moral attitude towards her
personal life, she supports the novel’s critique of the romance of
confession. In the essentiality of Hardy’s vision he is critically censorious
of the individual’s obsessive allegiance to sclf destructive laws for “the
world is only a psychological phenomenon and what they secmed they
were” (p.134). But the tragedy is that this psychological phenomenon is
conditioned by the social psyche from which there is no escape. In Tess’s
solitary walks among trees and hills, she would project her own mind into

it and perceive it as a reflector of her present state of mind:

The midnight airs and gusts, moaning amongst the highly wrapped buds
and bark of the winter twigs, were formulae of bitter reproach. A wet day
was the expression of irremediable grief at her weakness in the mind of
some vague ethical being whom she could not class definitely as the God

of her childhood, and could not comprehend as any other. (Pp.134-35)

No durable sustenance can be had even if one forces oncself into

believing that the world is a psychological phenomenon. Tess is simply
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caught helplessly and irrevocably in the entanglement  of  social

conventions- something that she cannot escape from:

But this encompassment of her own characterization, based on shreds of
convention, peopled by phantoms and voices antipathetic to her, was a
sorry and mistaken creation of Tess’s fancy- a cloud or moral hobgoblins
by which she was terrified without reason. It was they that were out of
harmony with the actual world, not she. Walking among the sleeping
birds in the hedges, watching the skipping rabbits on a moonlit warren or
standing under a pheasant- laden bough, she looked upon herself as a
figure of guilt intruding into the haunts of Innocence. But all the while
she was making a distinction where there was no difference. Feeling
herself in antagonism she was quite in accord. She had been made to
break an accepted social law, but no law known to the environment in
which she fancied herself such an anomaly. (p.1395)

As an individual, Tess is a pure daughter of nature. Nevertheless she is

overpowered by conventional socicty,

Though Tess personifies the ingrained rapport between man and
nature- the focus of Hardy’s central cultural imagination- she is a martyr of
the conflicting claims of natural impulses and social laws: ‘Two opposing
elements struggle in Tess for dominance afler her reduction: the law of
nature and the laws of Victorian morality.” 2® She is destroyed both by the
patriarchy and the arbitrary social laws. The compulsive power of Nature
over human conduct and its supremacy over the laws of man is remarkably
powerful even in her reduced state of social existence.”” But what is
ironically tragic is that her natural self is inconsequential in the facc of

intransigent social establishments which function with mechanical rigidity.
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Suspended between the two worlds of equal force- the natural and the
social — Tess is crushed by both. The oppressive weight of socially
inherited moral consciousness combined with the callousness of Universal
Will drives Tess to her tragic end. E}lgene Good heart captures the irony

of Tess’s life:

Only nature can give freedom, Hardy secms to be saying, but she gives
only slavery to the people who inhabit her world. This is the irony of
Tess’s suffering *°

This paradox of a natural self being destroyed by nature herself is a
recurrent point of Hardy’s imaginative understanding of lifc. Like his other
novels Tess is a novel of character that may stand as an example of the part
played in human destiny by a capricious, if not malign fate. Early in the
novel Hardy alludes to the actual condition of human race in an inscrutable
universe. This dismal spectacle of human life is communicated through the
meditative dialogue between Tess and her brother Abraham during their

catastrophic journey to Casterbridge to deliver the beehives:

‘Did you say the stars were worlds, Tess?’
‘Yes.
‘All like ours?’

‘I don’t know; but I don’t think so. They sometimes scem to be like
apples on our stubbard-tree.

Most of them splendid and sound- a few blighted.’

‘Which do we live on a splendid one or a blighted one?’
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‘A blighted one.’

“Tis very much unlucky that we didn’t pitch on a sound one, when there
were so many of ‘em!’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it like that really, Tess? ‘said Abraham, turning to her much
impressed, on reconsideration of this rare information.

‘How would it have been if we had pitched on a sound one?’

‘Well, father wouldn’t have coughed and creeped about as he does, and
wouldn’t have got tipsy 1o go this journcy; and mother wouldn't have

been always washing, and never getting finished.” (Pp.69-70)

In this incomprehensible universal scheme for man, we can casily
recognize the cogency of the raison d'etre of llardy’s usc of tragic
coincidences. Critics have often complained against Ilardy’s over
indulgence in coincidences and chances to manufacture tragic events in the
lives of his characters. In Tess too, coincidences play a key role. Parson
. Tringham’s discovery of John Durbeyfield's knightly ancestry, the dcath of
prince, Angel Clare not finding the letter of Tess’s confession placed under
his carpet in the room, and his belated penitent return to Tess arc all
coincidences rooted in the drama of human life. They are beyond the
power of {inite beings to control or evade. It is here that Hardy’s tragic
vision of life remains vindicated. It is painfully ironic that Tess, the
genuine offspring of nature, has not been able to preserve her self cither

against the vagaries of society or within her own instinctual scif. She
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shouldn’t mind learning “why- why the sun do shine on the just and the
unjust alike... but that’s what books will not tell me."(p.182) And, indeed,
that’s what will remain a mystery of life just as the causes of her own
tragic sojourn on this “ blighted™ planet will remain forever an cnigma.
When she is hanged to death at Wintoncester, I{ardy’s authorial fury at the
universe finds bitter outlet: “Justice was done, and the President of the
Immortals in Aeschylean phrase, has ended his sport with Tess™ (p.489)
and ultimately the novel ‘explores as in his carlicr novels lh.e insignificance
of the individual’s will and foresight and paradoxically the insignificance

T . . . . e k)
of the individual in relation to an immense and indilferent cosmos.’

Among other factors that cause Tess’s personal tragedy is the
agricultural predicament of the times. Douglas Brown, [1.C.Duffin and
Arnold kettle, to name a few, see the novel as the corruption of innocence
by eﬂxperiﬂence and the destruction of countryside by the intrusion of
mo\({&rg§§m. By the time Hardy came to write Tess the traditional order,
which had sustained Gabriel Oak, Giles Winterborne, and to some extent
Michael- Henchard, had disappeared. Perhaps, Tess is the last
representative- victimized, exploited and tortured- of the natural agrarian

world of innocence and pristine purity. With her grotesque execution

disappear symbolically a whole culture and an ancient way of life in rural
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England..'l'o witness such a traditional rural society wilting under the
pressure of modernist tendencics was a painful experience for him. Tess’s
melancholy views about life startle cven a supposcdly well-rcad man like
Clare. And he comes to the conclusion that “she was expressing in her own
native phrases..... feelings which might alinost have been called those of
the age-- the ache of modernism.” (p.180) In contrast to the idyllic and
spiritually soothing atmosphere of Talbothays, Flintcomb- Ash is both
physically and mentally enervating to Tess and other labourers. The
threshing machine- “the red tyrant” (p.404) is symptomatic of the ruthless
machine age which has little or no human concern for the agricultural
workers. According to Arnold Kettle ‘the sacrifice of Tess to d" Urberville
is symbolic of the historical process at work.” ** He represents the sinister,
brutal forces of industrial advancement which are threatening the
traditional, agricultural way of life still pursued by Tess and her social
class. Faced with an unremittingly harsh materialistic culture, Tess's
primitive simplicity and native feelings are doomed to total extinction.
/\lec is a man fully versed in the inhuman scnsibilities of modcrn
civilization. He is intrinsically evil, beyond any redemptive possibilities; he
is the voice of the bestial, profligate aristocracy. As a fictional creation,
Alec may be compared with Sergecant Troy in Far from the Madding

Crowd and Manston of Desperate Remedies. His pretended conversion is
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as hollow as his inner life: “Reason has nothing to do with his whimsical
conversion, which was perhaps the mere {reak of a careless man in scarch
of a new sensation, and temporarily impressed by his mother’s death.™ (p.
403) He moves from one extreme quality of licentiousness to another
extremism of religiosity. He is unscrupulous, remorseless and reckless in
his behaviour. His whole life has been marked by moral indiscipline. And
Tess’s murder of him is the natural response to the provocation of a whole
culture, and through this she demonstrates her allegiance to her own natural
self and the community to which she belongs; she reestablishes her identity

as a woman of the field.

Angel Clare, one of the chief protagonists of the novel, seems to
have been conceived in a mood of authorial outrage as well as sympathy in
so for as the portrayal of his character and personality is concerned. Hardy
stresses the inadequacy of abstract intellectualization when it encounters
actual experiences of living. Clare’s personality and character are as
admirable as they are repulsive. In his dauntlessly radical questioning of
the fossilized social stratification, class divisions and accompanying
snobbery, and in his well-informed belief in the equality of the human race,
Angel Clare is an exemplar of fine humanistic senéibilitics; but in his

retrogressive views of female sexuality and purity, he is irrctrievably
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retrograde. His “indifference to social forms and observances” seems to
remain only as and intellectual and academic exercise without being
supported by emotional convictions. Nevertheless “the material distinction

of rank and wealth he increasingly despised.” (p.172)

Andrew Enstice gives a succinct picture of Angel Clare:

Clare is, in many ways, a type of the Victorian rationalism, scholarship
and philosophical exploration which, while purporting to free the human
mind from the shackles of human superstition and darkness, only served
to mask and distort true feeling and the inexpressible wonder of the
human mind.””

He represents intellect with all its limitation; he lacks pathetically the
vitality of imagination necessary to understand human nature and life. With
all his intellectual pretensions, he is still vulnerable to the overpowering
hold of conventions. What is eloquently demonstrated through his
character is the undeniable truth that intellectual formulations about life
cannot liberate oneself {from the hold of obstinate conventional and moral
orthodoxy. The lack of direction is central to Angel Clare’s character.
Angel is throughout ‘fluctuating between a rationalistic idealism and the
corrective of concrete occasion.”>® Like Tess, he too is seeking his real
identity. .It is in Brazil that he begins to revaluate old systems of morality to
take intention, not deeds, into account. Hardy himself has acknowledged
that Clare is a type of a certain class of modern man--the representative of

fragmented sensibility. Though he displays an amazing sense of identity
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with the native culture and extraordinary courage to deviate from the
settled thoughts and values of his social strata, he is morc abstract and
theoretical in practice. He has an idealistic, romantic cast of mind; he is so
detached from the rhythms of natural life. But he makes conscious efforts
to integrate himsef with the natural forms of life. For instance, Angel’s
union with Talbothays is intellectual and deliberate whereas Tess's is
natural and instinctive. Max Weber prophesied that the reign of rationality,
applied equally in the social as well as in the natural environment, would

produce the “disenchantment of the world.”*

As with Tess, Angel Clare too succumbs to the pressures of social

consciousness:

With all his attempted independence of judgment this advanced and well-
meaning young man, a sample product of last five-and-twenty years, was
yet the slave to custom and conventionality when surprised back into his
early teachings. (p.338)

Whatever harmony Angel tries to achieve with nature is dwarfed by his
idealization, his gross rationalism. Ilis social consciousness is too strongly
ingrained in his personality to free himself completely from its haunting
presence. To add to this he attempts to co-mingle what works
independently. His impersonalized erudition finds itself in dialectical
confrontation with the natural forms of lifc. Consequently, he is incapable

of understanding the depth of Tess’s character, her single-mindedness.

203



According to Dorothy Van Ghent, ‘both Angel and Alee are metaphors of
extreme human behavior, when the human has been cut off from
community and has been individualized by intellectual education or by
material wealth and traditionless independence.’ 3% Without evolving an
enduring set of alternative personal convictions, he has renounced the
values of his natural class; nor does he fully understand the vitality of the
life embodied in Tess. Theirs have been opposing worlds of values which
are hard to converge. ‘The division in Angel between modern thought and
traditional feeling makes him, much more than Tess, our intellectual and

»37

emotional contemporary.””’ For Clare the intellectual and the emotional

seem to remain totally dissociated from each other, driving him to lead a
typically dual psychic existence. Where sexual morality and female purity
are considered, Clare’s views are hopelessly dependent on conventional
opinion:

Though I imagine my poor father fears that I am one of the eternally lost

for my doctrines, 1 am of course, a believer in good morals, Tess, as
much as you- I admired spotlessness, even though I could lay no claim to

it, and hated impurity, as I hope I do know. (p. 291)

And in relation to Tess, Clare is blinded by the force of conventions to
differentiate voluntary act of impurity from involuntary deeds. Besides,
Clare applies two scales of moral values in judging the same moral

offence- one to his own dissipation of the past and the other to Tess’s
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sexual defilement by Alec. His meanness is so bluntly expressed when he

says:

O Tess forgiveness does not apply to this case. You were one person;
now you are another. My God-- how can forgiveness meet such a

grotesque prestidigitation as that? (p.298)

The tragedy of the Angel--Tess relationship is that both idcalize
each other. Both Tess and Angel idealize each other without being able to
see the other as an individual susceptible to vices and virtues. FFor Tess,

_Angel is the epitome of goodness, an incarnation of perfection, and she
almost deifies him. Her impressions of Angel’s educated character impel
her to fancy that he would always defend her and love her even with all her
innocent fault. However, she is deluded into believing his appearances as
the expression of his quintessential self. Similarly, Angel sees Tess as he

wants her to be, and not as she actually is. He loves his own idea of her, her

spiritual image:

‘I repeat, the woman | have been loving is not you.’

But who?’

‘Another woman in your shape.’(p. 299)

It is here Angel’s romantic idealism alienates him from the crude

realities of life. In looking for what Tess is not, Clare fails miserably to see
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what she is intrinsically and spiritually. His sleep walk, carrying Tess (o the
graveyard is symbolic of the death of his spiritualized image of Tess. When
angel argues crroneously that Tess’s “heart was not indexed in the honest
freshness of her face” (p.305), he betrays his lamentable inadequacy to
penetrate into the soul of Tess. And it is with intolerable pain that she
confesses that “for I you love is not my real self, but onc in my image: the
one I might have been.” (p.281). Both Alec and Angel fail to see the real
Tess If Alec, for whom Tess has only erotic value, violates her sexually,
Clare violates her spiritually. These two men may be said to represent.the
contrast between the flesh and the spirit. Both are blind to the inner
richness of her self. They can gratify only one aspect of Tess’s personality,
not the whole. They are egotistical. Both are diabolic, though in varying
degrees, in their respective relationship with her. It is a delusion of Angcl
to think that he is morally superior to Tess. Surrendering to his middle
class moral consciousness, Angel deserts Tess, for he fears himself being
labelled. His apprehension of social criticism is indicative of the

intellectual limitation of his mind just as that of his two scholarly brothers:

Within the remote depths of his constitution, so gently and affectionate
as he was in general, there lay hidden a hard logical deposit, like a vein
of metal in a soft loam, which turned the edge of everything that
attempted to traverse it. It had blocked his acceptance of the church; it
blocked his acceptance of Tess. Moreover, his affection itself was less
fire them radiance, and, with regard to the other sex, when he ceascd to
believe he ceased to follow: contrasting in this with many impressionable
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natures, who remain sensually infatuated with what they intellectually

despise. (p.311)

It takes the effort of a simple, rustic girl like Izz Huett to make
Angel see the sacrificial nature of Tess’s selfless love for him, and the
intervention of a stranger in Brazil to make him aware of the decrepitude of
his moral principles. He learns through sufferings and experience what he
has failed to learn through mere ratiocination. What Clare has failed to
comprehend at the crisis of Tess’s life is that love and intimacy can exist

without reference to external laws.

Angel Clare’s ultimate realization of his erroneous judgment of Tess
comes a little too late to save her from the cruel hands of fate: I did not
think rightly of you- I did not see you as you were” he continued to plead.
“l have learnt to since, dearest Tessy mine!” (p.466) Angel’s particular
cast of mind does not seem to ensure a happy married life even with Liza-
Lu- “a spiritualized image of Tess.” (p. 488) It is quite probable that this
man of high idealism may fail in practical life. For instance, Tess’s last
question, “Tell me now, Angel, do you think we shall meet again after we
are dead? I want to know” (p.486), remains unanswered by Angel. And
Hardy’s authorial comment is bitterly ironic: “Like a greater than himsclf,
to a critical question at the critical time he did not answer.” (p.486) A

practical man of sincere emotions could certainly have answered the
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question in the affirmative even if it was an assumption. But he still
remains entrapped in his own hardened world of intellectual obstinacy.
And Liza- Lu, the spiritualized image of Tess, would perhaps lack the
sensuality and physical charm of Tess which was no less a factor in

Angel’s attraction towards her.

Tess’s final rest in the dilapidated heathen temple at Stonchenge is

symbolic of her primitivism, her inviolable affinity with the soul of nature:

And you used to say at Talbothays that I was a heathen. So now | am

at home. (p.484)

This primitive heathen place connects Tess with the cosmic power
of the universe. There is an ineluctable bond between her native self and
that of the cosmos. Her brief happy interlude with Clare before her death is
a reward for her inner purity and innocence, though it is highly doubtful
whether Angel deserves it. Ultimately Tess’s life becomes a redemptive
n}artyrdom. The brutal execution of Tess is perhaps prompted by Iardy’s
uncompromising belief in the hostility of thc omnipotent will towards man.
Apart from this, and more significant indeed, Tess’s death is a symbolic
expression of the eventual eradication of an authentically unique self by
inhuman social and moral laws. Tess of the d’ Urbervilles is distinguished
by its virtually obsessive, unswerving singularity of perspective- the

indictment of the application of universal ethical laws to the utter disregard
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of the unique individual. And in the novel he remains committed to the
cause of the authentic individual. The organization ol human socicty, he
argues, ought to be on the basis of human nature, not on the basis of
artificially imposed subjective social laws. It is the harsh and
indiscriminate application of rigid moral laws which is resented in Tess.
And Hardy seems to suggest that the individual should lcarn to turn back
upon himself for moral evaluation when the social world is intransigently
antagonistic to the life of nature. It is only appropriate to end this bricfl
discussion with the words of Noorul Hasan: “The peculiar resonance and
form of this tale of the village maiden is the work of an ineluctable cultural

memory. It is this memory which makes the novel what it is.’ 3®
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Chapter 6

Jude the obscure (1895)

Of all the novels of Iardy, Jude the Obscure is most noticeably
informed by his multiple and contrasting perspectives on the problematic
nature of human existence. And conscquently, it involves the postmodern
debate on the question of finality of meaning and universal truth. More than
any of his preceding novels Jude the Obscure explores the relationship
between man and the universe, man and socicty, and betwecen man and
woman in their conjugal life. lan Gregor’s understanding of the novel is
worth our attention:

It seems, almost ostentatiously, to be “about” so many things - a
malevolent universe, an outworn system of education, the rigidity
of the marriage laws..... '

It is this simultaneous preoccupation with divergent and contrasting issues
which undermines any critical attempt to attribute a finality of vision to the
novel’s central meaning. The conventional ending of the novel is not in
harmony with the tone and mood of this superb work. Judging from the

structural design of the novel as well as its internal tensions, Jude the

Page references to Jude the obscure are to the Penguin edition (1978).
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obscure is Hardy’s rejection of any totalizing attitude. It is a plca for

cultural as well as cthical pluralism.

Hardy’s ultimate imaginative vision may rightly be compared with that of
Dostoevsky:

Dostoevsky inaugurated a new “polyphonic™ type of fiction in
which a variety of discourses expressing different ideological
positions are set in play without bein% ultimately placed and
judged by a totalizing authorial discourse.

However, in spite of the skillfully preserved symmetry of the
novel, Jude the Obscure received vitriolic criticism from the reviewers as
well as the reading public. Bishop of Wakefield announced in a letter to the
papers that ‘he had thrown Hardy’s novel into fire.”> A critic of the New
York Word said “....when [ finished the story I opened the windows and lct
in the fresh air...” * There has been no dearth of disparaging criticism of
this superbly executed novel which was considered by Ilardy himself as
the most moral of all his works.

The only point in the novel on  which I feel sure is that it makes for
morality..... that the ethical feelings of the novel, even if somewhat
crudely put, was as high as that of any of the bishop’s sermon’s....."

Even today there is no critical consensus about the ultimate vision
embodied in the novel. The inherent ambivalence of the novel continues to
paralyse any attempt to arrive at a closure. Besides, Hardy’s refusal to
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accept any totalizing principles as true is suggestive of the postmodern
tendencies. Postmodernism condemns ‘universalizing meta-narratives ......
which ruthlessly expunge particular or local ... in its drive towards
universal rationalization.” ® Jude the Obscure marks an important stage in
the development of ethical awareness, and an increasing recognition of the
irreducible diversity of voices and interests which are true in their own
right and context. Hardy himself acknowledged the contrasting elements in
the novel: ‘Of course the book is all contrasts — or was meant to be in its
original conception.” ’ It is through the interplay of opposites that Iardy
gives expression to his ‘‘series of seemings’ or “impressions.”
Consequently, the novel displays a sense of the irresolution of issues. What
the novel ultimately leaves behind is a ‘dualistic impression.” ® This is
because ‘we do feel a genuine disparateness of theme, a constant
oscillation of interests.” ° The characters are scen in ‘constantly shifting
emphasis and depth.” '° The dialectics in Hardy’s imagination can be best
comprehended if we examine the three basic issues in the novel —
relationship between man and the universe, man and his society and, the

question of marriage laws.
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In Jude the Obscure llardy’s long standing love-hate
relationship with nature receives a thorough probing. Hlis critical estimate
of nature is best expressed by Phillotsn’s remark to Arabella:

Cruelty is the law pervading all nature and society; and we can’t get out
of it if we would. (p.389)
Phillotson’s observation is an echo of Sue when she cries out “O why
should nature’s law be mutual butchery!™ (p.378) Hardy seems to go back
on himself by ‘making nature share with society the responsibility of man’s
unhappiness.’ 5 Among other things Jude the obscure reveals llardy’s
enhanced awareness of the plight of man in his cosmic setting. There is an
intensification of his consistent belief that the universe is malign, hostile
and always thwarts man’s efforts to achieve success and happiness in life.
‘/The novel evokes a sense of ‘cosmic tragedy’ %, a sustained air of ‘cosmic
gloom.’ 1 Like Alexander Pope llardy complains of a snag in the cosmic
structure. The universal order is marked by complexity, contradictions and
incompatible elements. There are various episodes in the novel which
illustrate that man and animals alike are victims of nature’s cruelty.
Orphaned by the premature death of his parents, Jude feels himsclf
unwanted by everyone, even by his own aunt, Drusilla. The inhercnt
cruelty of nature is discovered by Jude even as a tender boy of eleven years

of age. It is first evident when Jude is physically punished by Former

ommtre
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Troutham for letting the rooks cat the farmer's corns. Young Jude is

surprised at the scheme of things:

That mercy towards one set of creatures was cruelty towards another
sickened his sense of harmony. (p.57)

The same perplexity is encountered later by Phillotson when he lets Sue go
free from her marriage contract with him. lle is dismissed by the School
Management for his liberal attitude towards Sue. And yet he “did not scc

how an act of natural charity would injure morals.”(p.312)

In Jude the Obscure, the term ‘nature’ is taken both as an
impersonal, external force and as the ‘inner voice’ of the individual. Since
as an external force nature remains callous and indifferent to man’s
aspirations, it is the inner voice, the dictates of the inner self that Ilardy
seems to rely upon as the true basis of actions. At the same time lardy
seems to suggest that ‘the personal fate of the individual is largely at the
mercy of impersonal forces over which he has little control.” '* Then the
question that the novel raises is the extent to which man’s inner voice is
free from the influence of nature as an external force. According to Peter J.

—~

Casagrande, ‘Hardy believed that human life is unavoidably out of

harmony with the orders that encompass its movements.” "> Within such

218



cosmic design man is doomed to failure, no matter how authentic and
resourceful he is. Jude’s life is a robust statement of the impossibility of
achicving centrality in the mysterious cosmic scheme. Nor is there any
comfort producing meaning of life. Aunt Drusilla’s belief that there is a
natural curse on Jude’s family further demonstrates the cruelty of naturc as
Hardy saw it. Little Father Time’s murderous act is a responsc to his
reflections on the law of nature after his conversation with Sue. Soon after
this tragedy we find Jude trying to console Sue by saying “It was in his
nature to do it.” (p. 410) It is this deep sense of determinism which informs
Jude the Obscure and excludes even the possibility of living according to
one’s inner voice, for the supposed source of the inner voice itself is
antagonistic to man. In the face of such cosmic hostility, Iardy raises
doubt about the propriety of leading what is called ‘natural’ life, and the

novel testifies to this dilemma in Hardy.

Apart from nature, society is also partly responsible for the
existential plight of man. Claiming itself as an enunciator of natural faws,
society creates its own structure which further aggravates the cxistential
traumas of man. Jude’s fate proves how difficult it is for man to fight
against circumstances and surroundings. Circumstances, bad chances,
poverty, society and his own natural inclinations combine to make his lifc a

battle ground. In Jude the Obscure Hardy shows how both nature and
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society contrive to frustrate the genuine aspirations of man. In a letter

addressed to one of his friends Hardy wrote:

The “grimy” features of the story go to show the contrast between the
ideal life a man wished to lead, and the squalid real life he was fated to
lead..... It is in fact, to be discovered in everybody’s life though it lies
less on the surface perhaps than it does in my poor puppet’s..... 16

Hardy seems to re-examine seriously his earlier belief that social
conventions are the concrete articulation of natural laws. Both the laws arc
intransigently inimical to man. In this connection, William R. Goctz’s

observation is worth quoting:

In Jude the Obscure the natural law initially scems to be prior to the
social law, which must be interpreted either as an “enunciation” or a
deformation of it. By the end of the novel, these two laws arc threatening
to collapse into one; or rather they become two versions of a system of
determinism that governs human fate. '’

Both nature and society are seen as partners in wreaking havoc on the
human individual. Man is ultimately ravaged by these two inescapable
external forces. First Jude is trapped by his own natural sexual instincts
towards Arabella, thereby shattering his academic hopes through a duped
marriage. Then his renewed hopes are further defeated by his magnetic,
natural affinity he feels for Sue. In spite of the individual differences of

their unique personalities, they would have remained happy had it not been
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for the unyielding attitude of their society. What seems to be emphasized

by Ilardy is that

the cruelty resulting from the laws of nature resembles the cruelty
brought about by laws of man: both kinds of laws have a relentless
universality, an indifference to the fate of the individual....... In their
monolithic universal quality, the laws of nature become arbitrary, cruel
and machinelike.'®

Hardy’s tragic hero and heroine are caught between these two forces.

The question that naturally arises is that in such uncertain cosmic
structure what kind of morality should one adhecre to? — Individual or
social? Jude the Obscure can be studied as a critique of both types of
morality, their virtues as well as drawbacks. This is why the novel defies
any critical attempt to elicit a singularity of vision. The reverse movements
of the chief protagonists — Jude and Sue — are balanced in such a way as to
make any finality of vision impossible. Jude proceeds from a state of
conventionality to that of unconventionality whereas Sue moves from
blatant unconventionality to perverse conventionality. When Jude gradually
severs himself from the oppressive creeds and dogmas of socicty and
creates a new self for him, he remains committed to it. It is a commitment
born of conviction. It can’t be affectcd by even the most grotesque of

adversities. Before his acquaintance with Sue, Jude was more or less a
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conformist. If he accepted a situation, he had done it with utmost
truthfulness to his own self at a given moment of time. What distinguishcs
Jude from Sue is the authenticity of his personality. For instance, when
Arabella feigns pregnancy in order to drag Jude into an carly marriage with
her, he makes no effort to eschew responsibility. IHis own instinctive sense

of morality is best expressed when he tells Arabella :

[ have next to no wages as yet, you know; or perhaps I should have
thought of this before..... But, of course, if that's the case, we must

marry! what other thing do you think [ could dream of doing. (p. 101)

These are the morally assuring words of a man who owns up to the
responsibility of his carnal desires. Even though a marriage at this juncture
would smash all his hopes, he is ready to forfeit them in order to remain
true to the morality of his inner self. In spite of his conviction that Arabella

is not an epitome of real woman hood, he accepts the consequences of his

action.

Yet, such being the custom of the rural districts among honourable
young men who had drifted so far into intimacy with a woman as he
unfortunately had done, he was ready to abide by what he had said, and

take the consequences. (p.102)
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Jude remains loyal to his own natural sense of right and wrong.
Simplicity is the distinctive trait of Jude’s personality. Ann, a f{riend of

Arabella speaks of Jude as “simple as a child.” (p.85)

In contrast, Arabella is inauthentic, insincere and cunning.
Her words are lies, her hair is false and her motive of marrying Jude is not
informed by any sincere love for him. She is an embodiment of carnal
physical desires and despicable practicality. She is a symbol of the
hypocrisies and selfish interests of the emerging utilitarian socicty. Hers is
not a ‘spontaneous animality’, but ‘calculated coquetry.’”” Nothing more
vividly illustrates her practicality of life than the scene where she trics to
seduce Vilbert while Jude is lying in his death bed. ‘“The Pig symbolism
used for Arabella successfully brings out her essential sickness.” *° She is
an antithesis to Jude’s intrinsic sense of morality and altruism. In a way she

reveals the hypocrisy of the emerging modern milicu.

Though Jude began his career as a conformist, yet his total
personality was always in disharmony with the natural and social world
around him. His was a life surrounded by the inauthenticity of society and

people. From the very outset of the novel, Jude is confronted with a world
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that is out of tune with his authentic temperament and attitude. The
remaining tale of Jude is a painful sclf discovery that his sense of natural
harmony and sincerity of intention will always be a rarity in the world. As
a young boy he is deceived by Physician Vilbert who promises to give him
Greek and Latin grammars. Then his dream of entering Christminster, the
centre of learning is obstructed by the deceitful Arabella. And the final
blow comes in the guise of Sue who deserts him after converting him to her
own radical beliefs and ideologies. Sue’s final descrtion of Jude points to
two things — first, the doubtful integrity of her former conviction, secondly,
the implacable influence of society on the individual. Jude has ahways been
a victim of social conventions. Apart from his carly marriage with Arabella
the stratified Victorian society has been responsible for Jude’s failure to get
admitted into the university. Hardy himself declared that the novel is a
pathetic tale of a socially and economically disadvantaged youth’s
frustrated attempts to receive university education. Hardy is highly critical
of the discriminative attitude of the Victorian socicty in particular and
every other similar society in general. In Jude the Obscure 1lardy has more
or less truthfully followed the general tendencies of narrative literature
which shows ‘the fortunes of characters as they define themselves and are
defined by various combinations of their past, the choices thcy make and

s 21

the social forces that act upon them. The much awaited lctter from a
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Master in onc of the colleges clearly states the conservative attitude of the
socicty of Hardy’s time. It was a socicty that catered to the affluent. the
influential and socially privileged classes. Jude has affinity with The Poor
Man and the Lady in its stringent and dircct attack on class prejudice and
the cconomic squashing of aspirants of humble station. Jude’s ntetlectual
abilities and brilliance can’t find fertile soil for fulfilment in such a
snobbish social world. And Hardy is vocal in his  resentment of the social
apartheid practised by the so called enlightened, intellectual community of

his time. What Jude embodies in his thoughts and fcclings is

the deepest aspirations of his class, and gencration - for education,
for an enlarged professional skill, for a more scientific philosophy,
and above all for personal and sexual relationship based on a new
level of candour and equality. 2

But Jude’s hope of rising above his cramped social condition is frustrated
by the rigiditics of society. The frustrated Jude then reconciles himself to
his inescapable fate and retorts:

And 1 don’t regret the collapse of my university hopes onc jot. I wouldn’t

begin again if I were sure 10 succeed. I don’t care for social success any

more at all. (p. 177)

He is disappointed with society, with its fixed laws and notions, bias

and social exclusion of the poor. The observation of Sue about

Christminster is, to a great extent, Hardy’s own views:
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It is an ignorant place, except as to the towns people, artisans drunkards,
and paupers.... They see life as it is, of course; but few of the people in
the colleges do. You prove it in your own person. You are one of the .
very men Chrisminster was intended for when the colleges were
founded; a man with a passion for learning, but no money, or
opportunities, or {riends. But you were elbowed off the pavement by the

millionaires’ sons (p.205)

Any social arrangement based on economic or class divisions is uncthical,
for it excludes the marginalised ‘other.” An individual's potential for
growth can be throttled by such socio-economic structures. Ilence, it is
immoral. Society’s egoistic arrangements are perceived by Ilardy as an
attempt of the affluent to retain social, cconomic and political power
centres, These are historical and opportunistic cultural constructs. They are

not, by their very nature, informed by any natural truth.

Social conventions and ethical principles receive rigorous critical
scrutiny in Jude the Obscure when Hardy dwells upon the question of
marriage laws. Though he declared that the central concern in the novel is
not with marriage laws yet this issue seems to occupy a major portion of
the narrative. The technique employed in the narrative is to placc genuine
and authentic individuals like Jude and Sue in dialectical opposition to

society’s established moral paradigms. In the process of exploring the

226



unscttled-debate about the validity of individual and social morality, Hardy
provides a critique of both without betraying any authorial preditection.
Yet the novel clearly illustrates one thing that Hardy’s cthical impulses
have not conformed themselves intellectually to social morality although
emotionally he remains a conventionalist. This division in Hardy can be
felt throughout the novel. By portraying the tumultuous lives of Jude and
Sue with their unconventional ideas and attitudes, lardy takes the narrative
to the subtle question of marriage laws. Jude may be said to represent all
that is natural which comes into conflict with the artificial, whercas carly
Sue embodies the intellectual rebellion against all that is irrational in
society. Together they form a revolutionary voice against society’s
stubborn resistance to comprehend the very basis and meaning of marriage.
Jude’s is a very natural, instinctive kind of personality. It was his impulsive
nature which drew him to Arabella once, and it is the same force which
later draws him to Sue. Jude’s life and character vividly express Iardy’s

deep insight into human nature:

He knew there was an element in human nature, not subject to
mathematical or the water — tight theories of dogma, and this
intransigent, measureless force, divided against itself, is in conflict alike
with its own system of laws and the unknown laws of the universe, was
the real theme of Hardy’s novels. 2*

227



Jude the Obscure questions by implication the primacy of thought

over feeling, reason over instinct. The novel demonstrates the predicament

AN

and tragic consequence of the individual’s craving for natural existence in
a society constructed by the rational consciousncss of man. Though
crushed by both nature and society, Jude docs not flee from his half-
natural, half-created self unlike Sue. What gives an irresistible morality to
Jude’s personality is his tenacious truthfulness to his natural sclf. There is
neither pretension nor hypocrisy in his dealing with both women who enter
his life. Both are treated with equal magnanimity and with an inexorable
commitment to his sense of right and wrong. Jude does not desert cither
Arabella or Sue, but he is deserted by both. In his relationship with both the
women Jude displays an incontestable sense of moral integrity. llis
unimpeachable sense of right and wrong is best expressed when he
struggles to resist his natural impulses towards Sue, his own cousin. It is an
incontrovertible evidence of Jude’s primary urge to honour the ‘letter’ of

his marriage with Arabella.

The epigraph of the whole novel chosen by lardy is “The Letter
Killeth” Here “letter” stands for the laws, conventions and customs of
society which remain insensible to the quintessence of a unique individual.

The epigraph is taken from St. Paul's second letter to the Corinthians,
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(Chapter 3:6). Interestingly, the second half of this quotation, “the spirit
(that) giveth life” is omitted by Hardy. This apparently deliberate omission
adds to the subtlety of meaning and puzzles the critics in their attcmpt to
arrive at a consensus about the finality of Iardy’s moral vision. The
“letter” of the law becomes the emblem of what is wrong with the
institutionalized society.” ** If Hardy had taken the whole quotation of St.
Paul then it would mean the “spirit” is more redemptive than the “letter”
But the dramatic ending of the novel holds back the readers from dashing
into such easy conclusion, and this is what Hardy wanted to accomplish in
his last novel. Hardy refuses to take sides, and presents issucs before the
readers for their own personal judgement. Judging Hardy as a
conventionalist from the formal ending of the novel is a critical error. The
epigraph is too obvious to prove otherwise. As it is, the epigraph reveals
the opposition between ‘the state of civil socicty and the state of nature’ »
The “letter” kills something or somebody. What or who does it kill? From
the narrative structure of the novel we can easily answer these questions:
the “letter” kills otherness, difference and authenticity. And yet, Hardy
seems to ask himself whether these are worth defending. The answer is,
they are. The tragedy is that they can’t find a place in a social structure that
is too intolerant to accommodate differences. By quoting only the first part

of St. Paul’s letter, Hardy attempts to show the pernicious tendency of man
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made laws which thwart all that is clemental in man. And by avoiding the
second part of the quotation he refuses to be labelled as a moral preacher,
for his works are only a ‘scrics of scemings or impressions.” It is afler a
long struggle between the claims of the “letter “and of the “spirit” that Jude
denounces the former for the latter. But the “spirit” does not give him lifc,

rather takes away his life literally and Sue’s psychologically.

Jude’s initial respect for established social convcmions‘ can’t hold
on for long against his natural impulses in his relationship with Sue. The
natural ultimately triumphs over the unnatural. In his struggle “the human
was more powerful in him than the Divine.” (p.267) It is, however, after

long meditation and inner struggle that Jude surrenders to his instinctive

self:

Some men would have rushed incontinently to her, snatched the pleasure

of easy friendship which she could hardly refuse,and have left the rest to

chance. Not so Jude - at first. (p.146)

But once he recognizes the intensity of his affinity with Sue and his
love for her, he remains true and loyal to the end. Never does he disown

the consequences of his action. Jude’s attraction for Sue has a qualitative

difference from his earlier attraction for Arabclla. The latter was of a
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physical and carnal nature. But the Jude — Sue relationship is characterized
by its spiritual, ethereal quality. The ineffable, mysterious affinity that
exists between Jude and Sue is acknowledged by even the aggricved
Phillotson. A reflection attributed to him confirms that fact: *“ They scem to
be one person split in two.” (p. 293) From the orthodox point of view Jude’
fascination for Sue may be regarded as immoral, for he “was licensed by
the laws of his country to love Arabella and no other unto his life’s end...”
(P. 146) But here Hardy is engaged into a critical scrutiny of the very basis
of a durable, meaningful marriage. After Jude’s matrimonial debacle with

Arabella, he realizes the inherent error of their union:

Their lives were ruined, he thought; ruined by the fundamental error of
their matrimonial union: that of having based a permanent contract on a
. temporary feeling which had no necessary connection with affinitics that
alone render a life-long comradeship tolerable. (p.1195)
Viewed from outside the purview of conventional ethical standards, their
marriage lacks the support of any natural ties that alone are capable of
sustaining a life-long relationship. Though in his heart Jude is convinced of
its invalidity, especially after the discovery of Arabella’s fcigned

pregnancy, yet he remains committed to the social norms:

There was perhaps something fortunate in the fact that the immediate
reason of his marriage had proved to be non-existent. But the marriage

remained. (p.107)
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It reveals Jude’s conscious attempt to conform. Nothing is morc moving
than his sincere efforts to pray against his new weakness [or Suc. But
ultimately the natural in him proves too forceful for the life denying social

morality. It is too tangibly evident when he tells Sue:

I"ll never care about my doctrines or my religion any more! Let them go!
Let me help you, even if I do love you and even if you..... (p. 276)

According to William R. Goetz, Jude the Obscure ‘sccks to call into
question the institution of marriage on the grounds of natural morality.’ 2
What compels Phillotson to allow Sue to go to Jude is his intuitive sense of

the immorality of holding her back forcibly. [1e makes no secret of it when

he discusses the issue with his friend, Gillingham:

I know I may be wrong — I know 1 can’t logically or religiously, defend
my concession to such a wish of hers; or harmonize it with the doctrines
I was brought up in. Only 1 know one thing: something within me tells

me I am doing wrong in refusing her (p. 293)
What prompts Phillotson to make such concession is his awareness of a
natural morality as opposed to the social.

Both Jude and Phillotson have an intuitive awarcness of what is
right and what is wrong. They respect the ‘otherness’ of the other,

something unthinkable in the pre-modern world, but cclebrated in the
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postmodern world. Social and moral laws in any socicty are formulated on
the basis of a belief in the ‘metaphysics of presence’ — a notion that there is
a transcendental signified, a God-Word that underlies all philosophical talk
and guarantees its meaning. 27 Hardy never believed in the transcendental
presence of a purposeful, conscious being from whom emanates cverything
in the phenomenal world, or who attributes meaning to life. Ile never
believed in the possibility of an ultimate Truth or Being. In this [ardy
seems to have anticipated the postmodernist skepticism on the possibility
of truth. Jim Powell’s view of Derrida is worth quoting becausc Hardy

seems to share the spirit of Derrida:

According to Derrida, all Western  thought is based on the idea of a
centre — an Origin, a Truth, an Ideal Form, a Fixed Point, an Immovable
Mover, an Essence, a God, a Presence, which is usually capitalised, and
guarantees all meaning. The Problem with centres, for Derrida, is  that

" they attempt to exclude. In doin§ so they ignore, repress or marginalize
others (which become the other) **

The logical outcome of such structures of thought is a tendency towards
fixity, institutionalization and totalitarianism. Within such social
atmosphere, the unique and the authentic will be oppressed by the social
n}laqlchinery. It is society’s refusal to accept plurality of thinking which

causes the tragedy of Jude and Sue. According to William K. Frankena

‘Morality must .... recognize various sorts of excuses and extcnuating
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circumstances.”” This is exactly what is not happening in Tess of the
d'Urvervilles and Jude the Obscure. Hardy regrets the socictal attempt (o
freeze the free play of differences in the individual. It is a blatant refusal
to recognize the pluralistic nature of man. The issues raised in Hardy’s last
two novels transcend the barriers of conventionality, pointing to a world of

multiplicities.

Jude Fawley’s transition from a state of conventionality to that of
unconventionality unveils his incrcasing awareness of the absurdity of
universalism. His is a gradual evolution from an uncritical acceptance of
conventions through doubt and questioning, to an intellectual
comprehension of the invalidity of man made laws. The tenacity of his
convictién, carned through expericnce and meditation, is too powerful to
sever him from their influence even in the midst of intolerable adversitics.
Whereas Sue makes a backward journey intellectually with the change of
her circumstances, Jude remains intransigent. llis ‘identity is based on
personal qualities that are revealed during the tribulations of life.” ** In his
stoicism Jude has an affinity with Crabriel Oak of Far From the Madding
Crowd.” The essential self of Jude comes into being in his encounters with

the world. Essentially Jude has been authentic and Sue inauthentic. ler
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inauthenticity is exhibited through trying circumstances. In this connection

the observation of Jonathan Culler is worth our attention:

Western novels reinforce the notion of an cssential self by suggesting
that the self which emerges from trying encounters with the world was in
some sense there all along, as the basis for actions which, from the
perspective of readers, bring this self into being. The fundamental
identity of characters emerges as the result of actions, of struggles with
the world, but then this identity is posited as the basis, even the cause of
those actions. '

There is an indisputable harmony between Jude’s natural self and his
actions. During his initial inclinations towards Sue, Jude engages into an
inner battle against the temptations as a marricd man. It is not Arabella’s
personality or his love for her which inspires him to be moral, but his
spontaneous respect for a religibus marriage contract. Falsity is alicn to
Jude’s natural make up. For instance, when Phillotson comes to seck a
clarification about the scandalous relationship between Sue and Jude, he
would have easily sent him off in agony and defeat. But Jude is a genuine,
authentic person, and “his action did not respond for a moment to his
animal instinct.” (p. 219) The most redeeming trait of Judc's personality is
his acutely felt concern for others. At his surprise encounter .with Arabella
in a bar at Christminister afler so many years of absence, Jude “piticd while
he condemned her.” (p. 244) While feeling a keen sense of revulsion for

her decline into despicable dissoluteness, as a legal husband he felt pity for
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her. “She seems much the same as cver- an erring, carcless, unrcflecting
fellow-creature.” (p.331) When Arabella comes to the lodging of Jude and
Sue, pleading for hclp, his natural sympathy is aroused. To Sue’s argument
that Arabella is no longer his wife, he retorts: “ What thosc legal fcllows
have been playing at in London makes no difference in my relation to her.”
(p.331) What is striking about Jude’s personality is that in him is combined

the spirituality of Sue and the animality of Arabella.

The only occasion when Jude seems to lapse into inauthenticity is
when he diverts his attention from his frustrated intellectual ambition to
altruistic ecclesiastical adventures. It is not the consequence of any cthical
enthusiasm although it was there in him before he met Sue. This voluntary
transition of Jude from authenticity to inauthenticity is short- lived.
However, it reveals how social circumstances can lcad people into a life of

inauthentic existence:

He feared that his whole schieme had degenerated to, even though it
might not have originated in, a social unrest which had no foundation in
the nobler instincts; which was purely an artificial product of civilization.
There were thousands of young men on the same self — seeking tract at

the present moment. (p.181)

It is an anticipatory echo of what he will discover painfully later about the

Wessex music composer. Finer instincts in a man are strangulated by the
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rapidly changing social world which is more materialistic and artificial

than spiritual and natural.

In the last two parts of the novel Hardy's chief focus is on the
question of marriage laws. Marriage as a legal institution is placed under
scathing critical scrutiny, especially through the radical views of Sue. She

is apprehensive about the capacity of a marriage contract to sustain

permanent love between the partners. She tells Jude:

I have just the same dread last an iron contract should extinguish your
tenderness for me, and mine for you, as it did between our unfortunate

parents. (p. 323)
Marriage as a misguided convention receives a penetrating treatment in the
novel. Sue finds a relationship without any legal backing likely to be more
enduring and passionate than the one brought about by legal contract.
IHardy is exploring the viability of a union based on mutual understanding
and natural affinities, rather than one created through a lecgal contract
which undermines the real meaning of marriage. According to William R.
Goetz Jude the Obscure ‘would demonstrate the perversion of a marriage
that strays from the laws of nature into cruelty and yet cannot be corrected

y 33

through divorce.” *° A legal contract, argues Sue, is potentially destined to
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drain away all the natural passion for each other. People generally react
against external compulsions. A permanent contract must be based on good
will, not on any binding law. Sue is aggressively outspoken about her

hatred of marriage institution:

What Arabella has been saying to me has made me feel more than ever
how hopelessly vulgar an institution legal marriage is — a sost of trap 1o

catch a man — 1 can’t bear to think of it. (p. 337)
Sue sees a conventional marriage contract irrcvocably binding. If the initial
passions of a union dither away and living togecther becomes intolerable,

therc is no scope for separation in the conventional scheme of marriage

contract.

What Sue resents most is the ‘spiritual bankruptey and cruclty’ ** of
a civil contract. Throughout the novel Sue and Jude live in a constant state
of tension between civil laws and the laws of nature. A legal marriage
contract is fundamentally based on the utterance of a pledge. In other
wards, it is the “letter” and not the “spirit” which determines the union. In

this connection Goelz observes:

In so far as marriage furnishes the “machinery™ for Jude the Obscure, the
novel becomes an exploration of the marriage contract considered both
as “letter” and speech act.”
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If we deny the ‘metaphysics of presence’, then a marriage contiact which is
fundamentally based as mcre utterance of a pledge cannot claim to have
any sanctioning authority. It is particularly this absurdity of the contract
which constitutes the basis for ardy’s critique of marriage as an
institution. In conventional contract, marriage is simply a spcech act, an
oath. And the convention of the marriage oath is intrinsically incongruous
because of the nature of promises and the nature of human diversity. A
momentary feeling, an oath, binds one for lile as it happens between Jude
and Arabella. Most legal marriage contracts are based on physical
attraction, not on spiritual affinity. Besides, the conventional, legal
contracts do not attempt to find out whether such contracts are based on
mere sexual attraction or spiritual affinity. According to Suc, lcgal
marriage is not only a verbal convention, but also an occasion for the
sexual act. *° She contends that ‘if the “spirit” of marriage scems to be
contained in its verbal contract, its “leticr™ is found in the scxual act.”
And it is the letter that almost “killeth™ Sue. She sees legal marriage as a
licensed occasion for sexual acts. However, what Sue fails to recognize is
the truth that sex is a natural, procreative act. Yet, her natural repulsion
towards sex is only a minor snag in an otherwise natural responsc to the

question of marriage.
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The fundamental objections raised by Suec to a legal marriage
contract call for a critical evaluation of this natural phenomenon. Even Mr.
Phillotson’s approach to Sue’s request for a mutual separation is informed
by his deep insight into the problematic issue of marriage contract. Ilis
eventual' decision to grant Sue freedom reveals his acute awarencss of
natural morality as against the superficial, oppressive morality of society or
lhg Church. When caught between the opinions of socicty and his own
personal convictions about the serious nature of his relation with Sue, Mr.
Phillotson listens only to his conscience. le places the individual above the
social laws and religious conservatism, and let Sue go her own way. In the
eyes of society his position may be indefensible, but not in the eyes of
natural law. Their marriage has not been one of mutual love and
understanding. And she has no hesitation in undoing such a loveless union

which would be only a misery to both:

I am certain one ought to be allowed to undo what one has done so
ignorantly! 1 dare say it happens to lots of women; only they submit, and
I kick... when people of a later age look back upon the barbarous
customs and superstitions of the times we have the unhappiness to live

in, what will they say ! (p. 276)
Sue’s radical views about the conventional rules of marriage may be

provocative to the moral sensibility of a traditional society. But HHardy’s
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purpose is to turn the attention of the readers to the rigidity of moral laws
that are callous to unique cascs. Not only Sue, but even Phillotson fecls the

same with regard to their separation:

... 1 am more and more convinced everyday that in the sight of Heaven
and by all Natural, straight forward humanity, I have acted rightly (p.

312)
The rightness of his decision lies in his conviction that a marriage without
love is dead and dry. It is as good as no marriage at all. It mocks the very
meaning of marriage. Seeing through the eyes of nature, the marriage of

Phillotson and Sue is adulterous. This is what Sue feels about it :

For a man and woman to live on intimate terms when one feels as I do is
adultery, in any circumstances, however legal. (p. 285)
Sue’s calling her own marriage adulterous amounts to a radical attack on
the institution of marriage. It implies that adultery can happen not just
outside of marriage but inside as well. Sue’s essential argument is that the
‘marriage law necessarily generalizes something that is in essence
particular, and makes contractual a feeling that should be voluntary.” **

Jude is not as radical as Sue although he advocates the need for toleration

and circumstantial judgement of a particular case:
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Well, I don’t know. The intention of the contract is good, and right for
many, no doubt; but in our case it may defeat its own ends because we
are the queer sort of people we are — folk in whom domestic ties of a

forced kind snuff out cordiality and spontaneousness. (p. 354)

Hardy does not reject the institution of marriage altogether. What he
suggests is the need for flexibility in applying general rules to different
individuals, for men are pluralistic in nature. Ile pleads for the dissolution
of the universal perspective. Hardy seems to have anticipated the
postmodern thought that the pattern or the centre is only a wishful thinking,
an imposition. When social laws tend to be rigid, Hardy parts company
with conventions. That is why T.S. Eliot speaks of llardy as ‘a powerful
personality uncurbed by any institutional attachment or by submission to
any objective beliefs.” *’

What makes life hard for Jude and Sue is not any intrinsic flaw in
their unconventional union, but the intransigent attitude of socicty. When
the neighbours in Spring Street, where Jude and Sue stay with Little Father
Time, begin to suspect the basis of their intimate relationship, they begin to
ostracize them. The spiritual affinities that constitute their relationship are

of no significance to the rabble. They want conformity to laws and rules..

Society refuses to understand and recognize the nature of their spiritual

[4
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union that any marriage should ideally represent. Suc’s bitter reaction to

social attitude is worth recalling;:

I can’t bear that they, and everybody, should think people wicked
because they may have chosen to live their own way! It is really these
opinions that make the best intentioned people reckless and actually

become immoral (p.372)
What Hardy is protesting against is the utter lack of ‘sensitivity to
differences’ and the inability ‘to tolerate the incommensurable’- something
that the postmodern world has begun to understand and tolerate. ** Any
unorthodox leaps out of existing paradigms or governing structures of
thought were morally as well as socially offensive in lardy's time. If
Hardy had been writing today his ideas would have found many takers in
the postmodern society, for it ‘yields the vision of cultural ‘heterotopia”
(pluralism) which has neither edges, hierarchies or center.’ ! And Hardy
himself knew that his ideas were a little too in advance of his time.
Contemplating over the failure of their unique union Jude tells Sue that
their ideas were fifty years in advance of their time to be of any use or
success. Though true to themselves, they can’t escape the conventional

judgement of society. They are out of tune with the times.
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Hardy himself declared that ‘... A marriage should be dissolvable as
soon it becomes a cruclty to cither of the partics.’42 In Jude the Obscure the
divorcés do not, however, bring a lasting solution to the problems of the
protagonists. Rather, both the protagonists are ultimately united with their
first partners. In Jude’s case his remarriage with Arabella is a callous,
meaningless exercise from his point of view. But Sue’s reunion with
Phillotson is a voluntary, conscious act. Many critics like to cite this
dramatic ending of the novel as a reaffirmation of Iardy’s inalienable
belief in social conventions. On the other hand, many are disappointed with
Hardy for leaving the problem where he found it. lle pointed to a way
without showing the possibility of success. This is, in fact, a conscious,
deliberate structural design of the novel which is meant to be of ‘turbulent
contradictory views’, ® without providing any kind of finality of vision.
The novel is full of contrasting views and opinions expressed by different
characters. They are suggestive of Hardy’s own internal conflict. Dale

Kramer makes a pertinent observation about the final impression of the
novel:

The relative validity of the several viewpoints of the characters and the
narrator is supported by the lack of absolutes in the story. **

In Hardy’s conscious refusal to endorse any particular vicwpoint as

universally true, he shares the postmodern skepticism about truth. In Jude
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the Obscure singularity of perception is replaced by multiple perspectives;
universalism is replaced by particularity. The emphasis on the ‘intensity
and sanctity of individual perception in Tess and Jude makes them among
the most intimate and compelling narratives of the last century.’  Anditis

this quality of these novels which makes them appealing and relevant to

contemporary readers.

In part VI — the final section of the novel — Hardy’s technique is to
draw Jude and Sue apart from each other in totally opposite directions. It is
part of his artistic design to maintain equilibrium of his moral vision. Suc’s
self torturing journey back to Phillotson’s arms, to the lap of conventions,
vividly illustrates the horrendous hold of conventions on the individual.
After the tragic death of Little Father Time and her own children, Sue is no
longer the old, intellectually emancipated, unorthodox woman. She is
shattered by the tragic events. Here llardy is not supporting conventions;

rather he seems to suggest that

.... to do and live according to one’s personal ideals in defiance of
earth’s opposition and the thunders of Heaven..... is only for vast
Promethean natures; perhaps, only for male natures; certainly not for
fine and fragile natures as Sue's. *°
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After the terrible death of her children, Sue leaves an impression of mental
derangement. Her self sacrificing surrender to all that she once despiscd
evokes in the readers both sympathy and a sense of her perversion. She
turns superstitious to the extent of becoming a worshiper of her own

nemesis:

We must conform. All the ancient wrath of power above us has been
vented upon us, His poor creatures, and we must submit. There is no

choice. We must. It is no use fighting against God! (p. 417)
While Jude gradually frees himself from the shackles of dogmas partly
under Sue’s influence, and partly through his own reflections, she
succumbs to conventions which she once loathed. While analyzing Sue’s

character lan Gregor observes:

With her we find displayed the consciousness of self, the innate
uncertainties, the psychic disturbances with which the fiction of our day
is to make us so familiar. ¥’

Sue is inextricably imprisoned within her own extremities. She has never
known the moderate path. In her immoderation, Sue shares an affinity with
farmer Boldwood. Sue’s tragedy springs basically from two factors — her
inauthenticity and the inability to maintain equilibrium. But then,
throughout the novel Sue is portrayed as a highly particularized individual.
She is mysterious, enigmatic and distinguished by the peculiarity of her
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nature. Her whole life bears witness to “her colossal inconsistency.”
(p.231) She is of “double nature” (P.269) and therc is “no order or
regularity” in her life (p.283) The impression Sue leaves on the readers is
that “things which were right in thcory were wrong in practice.” (p. 280)
What she ultimately suggests is the inherent disharmony in her personality
between wﬁat she claims to believe and what she actually practises. Jude

seems to have perceived this discrepancy in her character when he tells her:

I have sometimes thought, since your marrying Phillotson because of a
stupid scandal, that under the affectation of independent views you are

enslaved to the social code as any woman I know .(p. 305)

This is an evidence of Sue’s inauthentic nature. Sue’s love for Jude was

initially brought about by feminine capriciousness and jealousy. She

herself acknowledges it later:

At first I did not love you, Jude; that [ own. When I first knew you I
merely wanted you to love me. I did not exactly flirt with you; but that
inborn craving which undermines some women’s moral almost more
than unbridled passion ~ the craving to attract and captivate, regardiess
of the injury it may do the man — was in me; and when | found 1 had
caught you, I was frightened. And then — I don’t know how it was — |
couldn’t bear to let you go — possibly to Arabella again — and so I got to
love you, Jude. But you see, however fondly it ended, it began in the
selfish and cruel wish to make your heart ache for me without letting

mine ache for you. (p.429)
What is undoubtedly clear is that Sue’s love for Jude, and her final
surrender to his physical desires were partly stimulated by her jealously of
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Arabella — “ Mine was not the reciprocal wish till envy stimulated me to

oust Arabella.” (p.428)

The dramatic change in Sue’s intellectual opinions about convention
and marriage laws is linked to her inherent “colossal inconsistency.” Her

abrupt reversal perplexes Jude:

Sue and himself had mentaily travelled in opposite direction since the
tragedy: event which had enlarged his own views of life, laws, customs
and dogma, had not operated in the same manner on Sue’s. She was no
longer the same as in the independent days, when her intellect played
like lambent lightning over conventions and formalities which he at that

time respected though he did not now. (p.419)
Sue’s eventual return to Phillotson may appear to be a compelling evidence
of Hardy’s conventionality. But this is not what the spirit and mood of the
novel indicates. Though Hardy believed in the saner, humanly ennobling
aspects of social conventions, in Jude man is shown as defeated and ruined
by ‘the obduracy of the world about him...” *® The individual will and
social forces are in constant interplay in the novel. The final vision that
emerge's from the dynamics of this interplay is the need ‘to reject the
necessity of a conflict...” ¥ and the cultivation of a symmetrical attitude
towards life. Both Jude and Sue have adopted extreme courses alternately,

and suffered accordingly. If Sue had abandoned her cccentric attitude

248



towards legal marriage and opted for a legal contract with Jude after
getting their respective former marriages dissolved, they should have found
at lcast a modicum of happiness. But her extremity of views denics cven
that last possibility. What she does not realize is that it is not a contract that
determines the course of love; rather it is love that leads to a contract and
preserves it. Marriage with Phillotson was not the result of love, but a
social compulsion following her relationship with Jude. And her final
reunion with Phillotson is a repetition of the first blunder she committed.
When she enters Phillotson’s bed “clenching her teeth” she betrays herself
as well as Phillotson. (p. 479) Her eventual sexual submission to Phillotson
is evocative of Tess’s surrender to Alec to save her destitute family. In both
the cases the spirit remains severed from the body. This forced union of
Sue with Phillotson may be seen as Hardy’s ironic mockery of a
conventional, loveless marriage. Yet he was compelled by his age and his
own sense of the form of the novel to wrench a formal conclusion from a
work that does not offer one. As lan Gregor has rightly perceived in Jude
Hardy tried to venture into new territories which his imagination had no

50

access to. With regard to the conventional ending fan Gregor's

observation is worth quoting:
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In Jude Hardy was still committed to a fiction which pressed for a
conclusion even though it was to be a conclusion shaken to the core by
the pressure of contraries. Looking back, it is difficult to see how that
last hard-won ending could have been anything other than the ending to
his whole fictional journey. *'

Hardy seems to have realized in course of the evolution of his story what

Jude was slow to realize:

Perhaps the world is not illuminated enough for such experiments as
ours! Who were we, to think we could act as pioneers! (p. 428)

Though Jude and Sue could not become successful pioneers, yet they and

their creator have shown a way for later day pioneers. John Bayley makes a

very pertinent observation about Hardy's works:

The most Victorian thing about his (Hardy’s) novels is their plot: the
least, their sense of time, place and event. 52

With the conventional ending of the novel, Hardy has not achieved any
moral resolution to the problems raised in the novel. The reunion of Sue
with Phillotson, and Jude with Arabella is not a moral resolution at all. It
may be ‘a formal resolution, but a moral dissolution.’ 53 Society, Phillotson
and undiscerning critics may be comforted by this illogical resolution but
not Jude and Sue. Jude dies with a curse on his lips. His is the tragic end of
an honest, authentic individual. And Sue is left behind to continue her

inauthentic existence with Phillotson. Sue’s wretched state is vividly
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captured by Arabella. To Widow Edlin’s opinion that Sue has found

forgiveness and peace in her return to Phillotson, Arabella replies:

She may swear that on her knees to the holy cross upon her necklace till
she’s hoarse, but it won’t be true!.... She’s never found peace since she

left his arms, and never will again till she’s as he is now. (p. 491)
Society may triumph, but the individual is crushed. Ultimately Jude and
Sue are victims of nature, society and their own authentic selves. In Jude
Hardy has fictionalized a world where authentic existence will be possible
only at the cost of one’s own happiness and even life itself. The best

summing up of this brief discussion is that of John Rabbets:

Jude takes its bitter flavour and its shape from this merciless quality of
separation ~ separation of man from his accustomed environment, of

talent from opportunity, of compassion from convention, of love from
marriage.
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Conclusion

Reading Hardy’s novels is a perplexing experience. In his novels he
has fictionalized the fundamental existential conflicts of man with the
inscrutable universe and the social world. The conflicts and tensions that
inevitably attend the reality of human existence are the chief focus of his
creative work. He is an expositor of man’s sufferings and cosmic
alienation. Hardy was quite aware of a crisis, a threat, a {fragmentation and
alienation that were happening in the nineteenth century. Like Shakespeare
Hardy shows an awareness of the cruel irrationality of the conditions of
human life. The puerile gods torture us not for punishment, but for sport.
Hardy presents a world forsaken by God. M. C. Duffin makes a pertinent

observation about Hardy’s Works:

Hardy is among those who have given us works of art wherein, having
grasped the central idea of each, we find it to be not only a thing of
beauty but a grand moral lesson also.'

Hardy believes in the absolute incomprehensibility of the universal forces,
and also in the inevitable tragedy of human struggle against them. All of
Hardy’s major novels are a record of this deep rooted belief. In novel after
novel, he stresses the need to understand this truth and to accommodate to
the invincible forces of the universe. Those who rebel are cither defeated or
killed; and those who surrender continue to achieve at least minimum
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success and happiness, but at the cost of their authentic existence. Another
chief focus in his novels is the perennial struggle between the individual
and society. His highly humanistic imagination calls for a social order that
has enough space to accommodate individual differences. Both the rigidity
of society and unbridled individualism are brought under severe attack in
his novels. Any rational system of morality must synthcsise social and
individual claims. When either of them is excluded, there is tragedy for the

individual as well as for society.

Most of Hardy’s great characters are archetypal. They are engaged
into a dual struggle against the forces of the universe and the irrational
elements in social traditions. Each of his major characters embodics within
himself the totality of human nature. llis characters transcend time and
place. They are essentially true to life. Judged against the scenario of
postmodern approach to life, Hardy assumes greater relevance in his
particularly intense respect for cultural and individual specificitics. In his
novels Hardy critically examines the possibility of happiness in both rural
and urban contexts. He loved his Wessex- a metaphor for rural life- for its
simplicity and natural forms of living. 1le is ‘the first writer to achicve the
necessary range and realism of the novel of English country life.”? But at
the same time, he was not totally averse to the changes that were fast
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transforming rural England. Though acutely and painfully conscious of the
gradual disappearance of the familiar world, he yet accepted the modern
changes as inevitable. In his sociological essay, The Dorsetshire Labourer
Hardy wrote:

They are losing their individuality, but they are widening the range of
their ideas, and gaining in freedom. It is too much to expect them to
remain stagnant and old-fashioned for the pleasure of romantic
spectators.’

But Hardy’s major objection to the emergent civilization was its emphasis
on rationality and the tendency towards universalism. The Enlightenment
belief that reason and science alone can achieve human progress and
happiness was distrusted by Hardy. He did not believe in Modernism’s
optimism about achieving a unified destiny for mankind. Hardy's division,
especially in his last two novels, shows that no simple solutions arc
possible to the crisis of mankind. In his refusal to take side with any
particular form of life as the ultimate, he remains relevant to the
postmodern condition which refuses to accept any fixed formulas about
life. In Tess of the d’ Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure, Hardy protests the
intransigent Victorian social and moral systems. Though he lived in both
the Victorian and the modern world, he was far in advance of his time as
Jude and Sue were. Steven Connor’s observation of postmodernist culture

can be easily applied to the essential spirit of Thomas Hardy as a seer:
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First of all, postmodem theory legitimates the evacuation of the centre or
the idea of the centre, splintering it into‘dissident micro-territories’,
‘constellation of voices’, and ‘plurality of meanings’, allowing and
promoting specificity and regionalism, social minorities and political
projects which are local in shape, or surviving traditions and oppressed
forms of knowledge.*

Hardy’s novels are fundamentally a recognition of the ‘voices’ of
rural England, its virtues and enduring humanity. Modernism l‘ail,ed in the
cultivation of the fundamental human virtues of concern and kindness (or
others. Two World Wars bear witness to this truth. And postmodernism
gropes in the ocean of indeterminacy and uncertainty. As mentioned earlier
in this dissertation, there are many postmodern thinkers like Lyotard,
Derrida and Foucault who hark back to some of the pre-modern values as a
solution to the contemporary crisis. What Ilardy belicved so passionately
seems to be valid today. Noorul Hasan makes a very pertinent observation
that Hardy saw the rural matrix as ‘an alternative to the chaos of rationality
and progressive assumptions.”® Ilis greatness consists in bringing to light
the wealth of a life of the marginalized, common pecople. William
Howitt(1792-1879) in his book Rural Life of England writes about rural
England in the following words: ‘There is no part of the population for
whom so little is done, and of which so little is thought.”® But Hardy
thought and wrote about them more effectively than any English novelist.

In rustic life Hardy found, as did Wordsworth, the real emotions and
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feelings of humanity. Hardy’s works have some influence upon and
affinities with writers such as John Cowper Powys, John Fowles, William
Faulkner, Ibsen, Zola and Dreiser. All these writers base the details of their
narratives on ordinary life. Their works present the helpless subordination
of the individual to external forces. Like Hardy, they too are sympathetic to
the individual whose identity and individuality are recognized. Hardy docs
not seem to believe that ‘self identity is constituted within the gaze of the
other.”” For him the individual weighs more than society. But in their
passionate quest for authentic existence, Hardy’s heroes and heroines are
ruined by society. They protest against unbearable human conditions; they
challenge the basis of prescribed social morality without any success. They
succumb to public opinion and the ‘human compact.’” So in [lardy’s novels
there is a consistent confrontation between the individual conscience and
social conscience. The illustration of this division is one of the themes of

Wessex novels.

Hardy’s disapproval of any attempt to shape the world in the image
of the privileged is evident in all his novels, especially in Jude the Obscure
and Tess of the d’ Urbervilles. The Victorian attempt to interpret reality in
a centralist mode is called in question. Victorian England was not quite

different from its colonizers outside the country, where they suppressed the
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other for their difference. But in the twentieth century we find an inversion
of many of the western paradigms of thought. And by the time we come to
the postmodern world, the distinction of centre and periphery becomes
more and more blurred. The nineteenth and twentieth century conceptions
of social and moral theories are deconstructed in the postmodern critique of
western epistemology. Many of the Victorian social and moral perspectives
which Hardy questioned are today deconstructed or dismantled as absurd.
Hady’s novels are indictments of Victorian ethical hegemony and modern
trust in rationality and its ability to arrive at the truth. Ile tricd in his own
way to critique the dominant categories of ethical and social systems of his
time. It would not be wrong to describe Hardy as a ‘Victorian
postmodernist.” According to Terry Eagleton, we are simultaneously and
inextricably modernists and traditionalists-always in and out of time
simultaneously.® The Victorian society had witnessed a deep cultural crisis-
a transition from the traditional to the modern which offered no real
solutions to the basic problems of life. This anxiety is evident in Hardy’s
novels more than in any other novelists of his time. To quote Frederick R.

Karl:

Although Hardy’s roots, like George Eliot’s were solidly within a
nineteenth century intellectual framework- a pre-Freudian world of
Darwin, Spencer, and Huxley- nevertheless, his characters and plots
move in a sphere unknown to his contemporaries, an area that no other
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Victorian, excepting Dickens in some of his minor characters, had
attempted to define’

Hardy’s understanding and observation of life, his knowledge of
human character, his insight into motive and passion, his wisdom and his
quality as a seer- all these combine to give to his view of the world a moral
significance which no thoughtful reader is likely to overlook. When we
speak of morality in Hardy, we do not mean that Hardy wrote his novels to
prove any thesis or to convey any moral lesson. But, his impressions about
life and morality seem to be the fundamental problems of mankind. And all
his novels can be read as pointers to this problem. In this connection

Wolfgang Iser’s observation is worth quoting:

The unwritten aspects of apparently trivial scenes, and the unspoken
dialogue within the ‘turns and twists’, not only draw the reader into the
action, but also lead him to shade in the many outlines suggested by the
given situation, so that these take on a reality of their own.'

Like his autobiography, they seem to conceal more than they tell. Hardy
pleads, like the postmodernists, to employ more than one hermeneutic
approach to decipher the meaning and purpose of life. Meanings are not
single, but multiple. Besides, they are devoid of any ‘metaphysics of
presence.” They are historical and social constructs. Any approach to life
that does not respect pluralism in all walks of life is against the very nature

of man. Hardy objected to the arbitrary construction of historical and
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cultural realities. Ile admired rural culture and resented unrcasonable
importation of rationality into it. As mentioned earlier, man is engaged into
a battle against the universal order and socicty. And in these conflicts, it is
the latter which destroys the individual. llardy is opposcd to the
suppression of the natural in man. In his novels all the major characters are
destroyed by the mechanical and legalistic aspects of society. They are
defeated or ruined by the false social world. All the major characters of
Hardy are defeated or killed for their authentic selfhood, for their
difference. This is true of Eustacia Vye, Michael Henchard, Tess, Jude and
Sue. With relentless courage Hardy has tried to communicate that life
cannot be reduced to a system of mere rationalistic ideas. An individual’s
existence is unique and distinct. He is responsible for his actions and life.
He exists authentically in so far as he strives to realize values that are really
his own. Beyond a certain point Hardy’s authentic characters refuse to be
shaped by the artificial social and moral laws. They transcend all
categorization. In its essence Hardy’s novels capture the existential truth
that the very fact of communal existence points to a confrontation with that
which is other than itself. Lance St. John Butler’s observation about

Hardy’s work is worth looking at:
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Hardy’s world view probably coincides far more closely with what we

are now likely to see as the truth than the world view of most of the said
n

great.

Hardy is fundamentally a celebrant of the uniqueness of individual
life. He castigates the individual only when therc is a rebellion against the
values embodied in a cultural community. lle has always seen a traditional,
cultural community as a true representative of the natural world. It is the
artificially constructed social world which is opposed to the cultural self of
his characters. According to him the social world is an irrational historical
construct. It tries to alienate man {rom his natural self. Therefore, it should
go.

In Hardy there is no division when it comes to a confrontation
between the authentic individual and the inauthentic social world. lle
dismisses society’s intransigent attitude as irrational. Ilis novels are a
record of this perennial conflict and dilemma encountered by humanity.
But Hardy’s ultimate approach to these existential problems is informed by
a deep insight into and understanding of the nature of human existence.
Individual authenticity and moral conscience are recognized by him in so
far as they conform to what he believes to be the laws of nature. Ile does
not let the individual undermine certain moral laws if that leads to chaos in
society. Similarly, society is castigated for its intransigent attitude towards

genuine, authentic individuals. When individual selfhood is in danger of
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being submerged in some impersonal kind of collectivism, he champions
the legitimate right of the individual. Hardy lcts the individual stand out as
the unique person he is. He does not believe in any supreme power that
establishes values or sets an ideal towards which all must strive. The only
ideal he values is the ideal of the incomprchensible, primal morality of
nature. The struggle to free oneself from the tyranny of socicty is onc of
the obvious themes of Hardy’s novels. Unless the individual frees himself
from the crowd, he cannot be fully himself.

Hardy believes that the individual and society are indissolubly
bound together. His novels are an eloquent reminder of this truth. They
reveal the inévitable interpenetration of the individual and his social world.
They are rooted in the common experience of humanity. Ilardy is
simultaneously a celebrant of age old forms of traditional living and a
discerning critic of the irrational elements of social conventions that restrict
human freedom or diminish human dignity. His much acclaimed cultural
imagination has been able to accommodate individual specificity and
authenticity of existence. Hardy’s postmodern tendency lies basically in his
particular concern for the uniqueness of the individual subject and an
acknowledgment of the plurality of human nature. In the contemporary
world the conditions of life are changing so fast. Consequently, there is a

continuous search to find solutions to the problems of living. Hardy’s
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suggestion to look inward rather than outward secms to have relevance in
our time of cultural crisis.

The apparent contradictions and inconsistencies in his novels
suggest not a lack of intellectual integrity or emotional balance; rather it is
the sincerity of a mind in search of a meaningful and happy life. That he
has refused to subscribe to any particular system is the mark of his
greatness as a true artist. The essence of Hardy’s impressions about life is

summed up in his own words:

After reading various philosophic systems, and being struck with their
contradictions and futilities, I have come to this: Let every man make a
philosophy for himself out of his own experiences. He will not be able to
escape using terms and phraseology from earlier philosophers, but let
him avoid adopting their theories if he values his own mental life. Let
him remember the fate of Coleridge, and save years of labour by
working out his own views as given by his surroundings.'?

It is a view which resists all forms of universalism. Hardy’s view of life is
tentative and transitory. His art selected and gave imaginative shape to
various and sometimes conflicting expericnces. Ience, his ambivalence.
Taken together his major novels from Far from the Madding Crowd to
Jude the obscure constitute a prophetic and intuitive understanding of what
is recognized today as the inescapable reality of living. At birth, Ilardy was
thrown aside as dead till he was rescued by the woman who attended as

nurse. Finding him alive, she exclaimed to the surgeon, * Dead! Stop a
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minute: he’s alive enough, sure!’!? Indeed, Ilardy is morc alive and

relevant in today’s world than he was in his own.
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