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The thes1~ explores some aspects of Thomas Hardy's 
meliorism ln hls short tales. Chapter l ls a general 
introduction to Hardy's view ot life. It attempts to 
prove. by examples from h1s best known novels and quotes 
from his notebooks, that Hardy was neither a hopeless 
pess1m1st nor a determinist. Rather he allowed his 
characters the power to act with a degree of freedom to 
lmprove their own or others' 11ves. Hardy's characters 
are given the power of choice. and Chapter II explores 
the cho1ces made by the protagonlsts of some of the tales. 
Chapter III deals with those characters who refuse to 
accept the real world and the1r power to 1~fluence 1t. 
Chapter IV concentrates on the lndlvldual's power to 
make lmprovements in society as a whole, and polnts out 
Hardy's bellef ln the responslblllty of each individuel 
to do so. The concluslon reiterates thet Hardy's tales 
prove hlm to be a mellorlst, slnce he advocated the 
1mprovement of the world through man's efforts. 
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Helne observed nearly a hundred years age that 
the soul has her eternal rlghts: that she wlll not be 
darkened by statutes, nor lullabled by the muslc of bells. 
And what ls to-day, ln alluslons to the present author's 
pages, alleged to be "pesslmlsm~ ls, ln truth, only such 
"questlonlngs" ln the exploratlon of reallty, and ls the 
flrst step towards the soul's betterment, and the body's 
also. 

If l may be forglven for quoting my own words, 
let me repeat what l prlnted ln thls relation more than 
twenty years ago, and wrote much earller, ln a poem 
entltled "In Tenebrls": 

If way to the Better there be, it exacts a full 
look at the Worst: 

that ls to say, by the exploration of reality, and its 
frank recognitlon stage by stage along the survey, with 
an eye to the best consummation possible: brlefly, 
evolutlonary mellorism. 

-Apology to Late Lyrics and Earlier 
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If but some vengetu1 god would calI to me 
P~om up the sky, and laugh: "Thou suffer1ng th1ng, 
Know that thy sorrow 1s my ecstacy, 
That thy lave's 108s 1s my hate's proflt1ng'" 

Then would l bear 1t, clench myself, and d1e, 
S~eeled by the sense of 1re unmer1ted; 
Halt-eased 1n that a Powerfuller than l 
Had willed and meted me the tears l shed. 

But not so. How arr1ves 1t joy l1es sla1n, 
And why unblooms the best hope ever sown? 
--Crass Casualty obstructs the sun and ra1n, 
And d1c1ng T1me tor gladness casts a moan • • • • 
These purb11nd Ooomsters had as read1ly strown 
B11sses about my p1lgr1mage as pa1n. 1 

Thomas Hardy wrote these l1nes on "Hap" when he 

WqS only twenty-s1x years old: yet the theme of the poem 

appears aga1n and aga1n throughout Hardy's works. Even 

his latest novels, such as Tess ot the O'Urberv1lles and 

Jude the Obscure, deal w1th the causes of human suffer1ng, 

and Hsrdy's notebook entr1es on the subjact emphasize his 

ooncern w1th the ass1gnat10n of respons1b111ty for that 

sutter1ng. 

Tra1ned from childhood as a traditional Chr1st1an, 

Hardy never reslly gave up the des1re to be11eve in an 

omn1potent god, even when h1s intelleot forced a renuncia­

tlon of bellet. In 1890 he wrote ln h1s notebook: "1 have 

been looking for God 50 years, and l thlnk that if he had 

1 Thomas Hardy, The Collected Poema of Thomas Rard.l 
(London, 1952). p. ~ 
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ex19ted l should have d1scovered h1m.-2 So strong 19 

th1s des1re to aff1rm the ex1stence of God, suggests one 

cr1t10, that 1t affects the plots of the novelss -1n some 

corner of h1s heart Hardy seems to des1re to see h1s pro-

tagon1sts damned. It ls almost as lf damnatlon were the 

one oertaln proof of God's ex1stence.- 3 In sp1te of thls 

des1re for be11ef. however. Hardy could not brlng hlmself 

to accept a doctrlne that oontrad1cted hls own observat1ons 

of the world. The exlstence of paln. espec1aily. seemed to 

hlm lncompatlble wlth the concept of an omn1potent god of 

goodness: -Paln has been. and pa1n 1ss no new sort of morals 

ln Nature oan remove pa1n from the past and make 1t pleasure 

for those who are lts lnfal11ble est1mators, the bearers 

thereof.- 4 Not onlV hls own observatlons, but also the 1deas 

expressed by several of h1s contemporaries prompted Hardy's 

reject10n ot Chrlstlanlty. As a yo~ man he read and was 

~reatly lnfluenced by the 1conoclastlc The Or1g1n of Spec1es 

(1859). and Essays and Bevlews (1860), the latter wr1tten 

by a group of 1ntellectuals dubbed "The Seven aga1nst Chr1st.-5 

Critics and biographers agree that the effect of these books 

on Hardy marks a turn1ng-point in hls intellectual development: 

2 Florence E. Hardy, The Early Lire of Thomas Hardy 
(Lolldon, 1928), p. 293. --- -- -

) Desmond Bawkins, Thomas Hardy (London, 1950), p. 74. 
4 Florence E. Hardy. The Later Years or Thomss Hardy 

(Ne~ York, 1930), p. 97.--- --
~ F.S. Pinton, A Hardy Companion (London, 1968), 

p. 4. 



no longer could he acoept "Chrlstlan theology, ohlefly 

the ldea of Provldence, Redemptlon, and Llfe after death, 

œnlch .er~overthrown for Hardy when ••• he was lntro­

duced to contemporary sclentlflc thoughto· 6 "Hap" and 

other poems make th18 loss of falth exp1101t,7 and a 

notebook entry of 1907 documents the oorrespondlng 108s 

of the oomfort of be11ef: ·We enter ohuroh, and • • • we 

have to slng, 'My soul doth magnlfy the Lord', when what 

we want to s1ng 1s, '0 that my soul could f1nd some Lord 

that lt oould magn1fy.,·a 

S1nce Hardy could not aooept the be11efs offered 

by Chr1stlanlty, he began to look for a substltute theory 

of eXlstence, explor1ng the relatlon of lmperfeot powers 

ln an lmperfect world, and attemptlng to allot responslb1l1ty 

for good and ev1l ln a unlverse whlch has nelther God nor 

Satan o He explalned the ratlonale behlnd such questlonlngs 

ln the prefaoe to Late Lyrlos and Earller: 

Wh11e l am qulte aware that a thlnker ls not 
expected, and, lndeed, 1s scarcely allowed • ~ • 
to state all that crosses hls mlnd concernlng 
ex1stence ln thls unlverse, ln hls attempts to 
explaln or excuse the presence of evl1 and the 
lncongru1ty of penallzln~ the lrrespons1ble--
1t must be obvlous to open lntelllgences that. 
wlthout deny1ng the beauty and falthful servlce 
of certaln venerable cults, such dlsallowance of 
·obstlnate questlonlngs· and "blank mlsg1vlngs· 

6 Ibld., p. 168. 
7 ~example, "God's Funeral,· "The Oarkllng Thrush," 

and
8

"The Gravey3rd of Oead Creeds." 
Later Ye3rs. p. 121. 



tends to a paralysed lntellectual stalemate. 9 

Haidy's "obstlnate questlonlngs" eventually led hlm to 

the conceptlon of a 11mlted and amoral force as the 

orlglnal lmpulse behlnd creatlon. He calls lt by 
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several names--"Law," "Prlme Mover," "the Cause of Thlngs," 

"the lnvarlable antecedent." In thls functlon of creator, 

Hardy's Prlme Mover possesses attrlbutes usually assoclated 

wlth the Chrlstlan God.(Hardy once noted that "tltty meanlngs 

attach to the word 'God' nowadays, the only reasonable 

meanlng belng the Cause of Thlngs. whatever that cause 

may be.-10 ) The Prlme Mover la, however. a much more 

11mlted torce than the tradltlonal Chrlstlan God, as Hardy's 

notes on the Prlme Mover lndlcate. It ls unconsclous. "If 

Law ltselt had consclousness, how the aspects ot lts creatures 

would terrlfy lt. fll1 lt wlth remorse.- 11 It ls capable 

of maklng mlstakeso "ReD sheo had blundered; but not as 

the Prlme Cause had blundered. He, she, had slnned; but 

not as the Prime Cause nad s1nned. He, she, Ras ashamed 

and sorry: but not as the Prlme Cause would be ashamed and 

sorry lf lt knew.- 12 As an unconsclous force, the Prlme 

Cause has nelther moral sense nor an lnterest ln human 

belngs: -the sald Cause 19 ne1ther moral nor 1 mmo ral , but 

a ~o" -r.~-~ P-e-s - 52~ , ~ ~~~~~~u u ~ ,p. u. 
10 Later Years, p. 176. 
11 Early L1te. p. 192. 
12 ~bld., p. 282. 
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~oral: 'loveless and hateless' l have called 1t, 'wh1ch 

ne1ther good nor ev1l knows.,·13 

The concept of a Pr1me Cause, then, does noth1ng 

more than expla1n the creat10n of the unlverse. Bel1et 

1n such a l1m1ted and lnd1tferent power attords l1ttle 

comtort compared to that oftered by the bel1et ln God, 

who has at once V,~slon, with wh1ch He sees the larger 

pattern 1nv1slble to man; Power, to exerclse Hls benevolent 

purposes: and Love, or part1al1ty to manklnd. Such comfor­

table be11efs Hardy retused, and h1s world thus became one 

1n whlch mank1nd stands very much alone. As the only posses-

sor ot consc1ousness and 1ntell1gence, man must use h1s own 

resources to lmprove the world, relylng on h1mselt rather 

than on the lntervent10n ot Prov1dence. In -A Pla1nt to 

Man- Hardy summar1zes h1s view ot man's pos1t1on. 

When you s10w1y emerged from the den of Time, 
And ga1ned perc1plence as you grew, 
And fleshed you fa1r out of shapeless s11me, 

Wherefore, 0 Man, dld there come to you 
The unhappy need of creatlng me--
A form l1ke your own--for pray1ng to? 

• • . . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . . .0. . . . . . . . . . . . . 
And now that l dwindle day by day 
Reneath the de1clde eyes of seers 
In a 11ght that will not let me stay, 

And to-morrow the whole of me d1sappears, 
The truth shoul~ he tOld, and the fact be faced 
Tnat had cest been îaced ln earller yearsi 

13 Later Years, p. 217. 



The fact of life with dependence placed 
On the human heart's resouroe alone 
In brotherhood bonded close and graced 

W1th lov1ng-k1ndness tully blown 
And v1s10ned help unsought, unknown. 14 

Thls poem echoes an earIler notebook entry 

suggest1ng that unt1l man can tlnd some god to glorlfY 
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he should -magnlfy good worka, and develop all means of 

easlng mortals' progress through a world not worthy of 

them.-15 Both the poem and the notebook entry lmply that 

Hardy belleves that man has a degree of power 1n determ1nlng 

the oourse of hls l1te. Many of Hardy's crltlcs deny that 

Hardy a110ws hls characters such power. Rather they 

postulate that Hardy ls a fatallst who sees human struggle 

as condemned to fallure. Hls characters seem helpless 

viotlms of foroes beyond thelr oontrol. R.A. Scott-James 

states that ·we are to see them through Hardy's eyes, as 

Aeschy1us saw Prometheu8, chained to a rock, against a 

vast background of nature, the viotl~ of the President of 

the Immortals.· 16 Certalnly Hardy's vis10n of llte la 

tragl0 rather than comlc, and most of hls tales dea1 wlth 

~~ Collected Poems, p. )06. 
~J Later Years, p. 121. 
16 R.A. Scott-James, Thomas Hardy (London, 1951), p. 21. 

n_ ......... ..,.'- O ..... --\..---'.e 4 - "'h ... _ .... U",-A ......... ~ ... 1 a Phi 1 1"I"'l"Inhv 
rt:lt,,~ .J.UA C.&.t&3 tJ.&. VVA ~,&. ... &V~W .............. .1 ~ ~ - •• -----C" .. ", 
(London, 1928), complalns that throughout the novels and 
storles Hardy -seems to moan that 11te la unfalr, that 11fe 
ls governed a."ld plan."led hy some arbl trary power. No road 
leads to happlness or even the avoldance ot unhapplness.-(p. 159) 
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human unhapp1ness. They do not, however, deny man's 

own respons1b111ty 1n he1p1ng to create that unhappiness. 

Hardy h1mself remarked that h1s books are "one lon~ plea 

against 'man's 1nhuman1ty to man'--to woman--and to the 

lover an1mals,· assert1ng that "whatever may be the inherent 

good or ev11 of l1fe, 1t 1s certa1n that men make 1t much 

worse than 1t need be.·1? This 1dea 1s 1ncons1stent with 

a fata1ist1c att1tude to 11fe, and, 1ndeed, lt ls on1y 

Hardy's peasants who express the doctr1ne of fata11sm. 

W1th Joan Durbeyf1eld, they take the eas1est course in 

blam1ng outs1de foroes for d1sasters that have been caused 

by the1r own mistakes. ·'T1s nater, after a11, and what 

do please God." says Joan of Tess's pregnancy, and thus 

d1smisses her own error, wh1ch Tess-has Just pointed outs 

·Why d1dn't you tell me there was danger 1n men-folk? Why 

d1dn't you warn me?"18 

The heroes and hero1nes of the nove1~ are less 

w11l1ng to res1gn themselves to such a fata11stic att1tude, 

and thus they are protagon1sts rather than chorus f1gures. 

The1r efforts are a1med at test1ng the1r power to transcend 

the barr1ers placed upon them by fate; they defy soc1al 

norms by loving one whose social pos1t1on 1s e1ther above 

or below the1r own. Amb1tion rather than acqu1esce~ce 18 

17 W1ll1am Archer, Real Conversat1ons (London, 19S4), p.46. 
18 Thomas Hardy, TesS of the b'Urbervl11es, Mac~111ar. 

L1brary Edit10n (London,~93OT, p. 104. Subsequen~ references 
are to th1s ed1t1on. 
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the1r rule of l1te. It 1s true that the1r struggles 

rarely lead to happ1ness, and 1t almost seems that the 

relat1ve contentment of the peasants' res1gned att1tude 

1s better su1ted to a "planetfim1o~does not supply the 

mater1als tor happ1ness to h1gher ex1stences.-19 let 

some ot Hardy's characters do str1ve towards a goal that 

they eventually obta1n, and thus they ach1eve some measure 

ot happ1ness. Among these are Gabr1el Oak ot ~ from the 

Madd1ng ~owd. E11zabeth-Jane Henchard of The Mayor ot 

casterbr1dge. and Stephen Reynard ot -The F~rst Countess 

of Wessex.- In reference to E11zabeth-Jane, cr1t1cs ott en 

quote the last sentence of The Mayor of C&sterbr1dse as 

ev1dence that tor Hardy -happ1ness was but the occas1onal 

ep1sode 1n a general drama of pa1n.- They neglect the 

first part of the sentence, wh1ch 1nd1cates that attitude 

to be a m1staken one ot E11zabeth-Jane l s youthl ~And ln 

belng forced to olass herself among the fortunate she d1d 

not cease to wonder at the pers1stence of the unforeseen, 

when the one to whom auch unbrcken tranqu11l1ty had been 

accorded 1n the adult stage was she whose youth had seemed 

to teach that happlnesa waa but the occaslonal eplsode ln 

a general drama of pa1n.-20 For a tew "fortunate," then, 

19 Early L1fe, p. 286. 
20 Thomas Hardy, The Mayor of. Casterbrldge, Macm1llan 

L1brary Ed1t1on (London, 19581: p. 385. 
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the attainment of happiness is possible if, like 

Elizabeth-Jane, one does not expect too much. Though 

the struggle of many of Hardy's characters ends ln the 

fallure to obtaln that eluslve goal, Hardy indlcates that 

success could have been the outcome of stru~gle, had the 

events of one or two crucial moments been avoided or altered. 

Many of Hardy's critlcs are concerned with the 

question of whether or not Hardy allows his characters the 

power to alter such events. Do the characters really choose 

one course instead of another, or do they simply carry out 

a course of action that has been predetermined by forces 

beyond thelr control? Are thelr lndlvldual characters 

so moulded by heredlty and envlronment that they have 

no power over thelr own actlons? Accordlng to one crltlc, 

Patrlck Braybrooke, nelther human character nor sltuatlon 

ls wlthln m~n's control ln Hardy's world. Rather man ls 

powerless to avoid the destlny that governs hls llfe. 

Braybrooke argues that Hardy's phllosophy 15 one of "subtle 

and dan~erous Determlnlsm,n21 and that hls exploration~ of 

man's place ln the unlverse Rthrow hlm back agaln and again, 

almost exh~usted, to that pernlcloua Determlnlsm whlch leaves 

us wailing, 'No hope, no hope.;w22 The natural world 

21 ThoI!l.'3.s Hardy ~ his Philosophy (London, 1928), p. 47. 
22 Ibid., p. 50. 
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Braybrooke sees as "the old gloom Nature--cruel, Nature-­

uns crupulous, Nature the al1y of Determln1sm."23 To 

Hardy, however, Nature seemed lnd1fferent rather than 

cruel. and the prlnc1ple of Determ1n1sm lmplles a ratlonal 

law whloh contradlcts Hardy's bellef that " non-rat 1 onallt y 

seems, as far as one can peroelve, to be the pr1nclple of 

the Un1verse."24 Slnee Hardy telt that the "Scheme of 

Thlngs ls, lndeed, lncomprehens1ble,-25 he d1d not attempt 

to explaln lt w1th any cons1stenoy, and objected to a 

rev1ewer who, 11ke Braybrooke, treated hls "works ot art 

as lf they were a solent1flc system ot ph11osophy, although 

~e h~ repeatedly stated ln prefaces and elsewhere that the 

v1ews ln them are seemlngs, prov1sional impresslons only, 

used tor art1stie purposes beoause they represent approx1-

mately the impress10ns of the age, and are plausible, tl11 

somebody produoes better theor1ee of the un1versee- 26 

The power wh1ch Most influenoes Hardy's world is 

not orderly Law. as 1mplled by the concept of Determ1n1sm, 

but capr101ous Chance. In "Hap," Hardy po1nts to "these 

purb11nd Doomsters,· ·Crass Casualty" and ·d1cing TimeM 

as the arb1ters ot his fortune. Those who 1ns1st on 

forc1ng Hardy's lfork lnto a consistent ph11osophy see the 

2? Ib1d., p. 60. 
24 E8tër Years, p. 90. 2g Ib1d., p. 218. 
2 IliTcI.,p. 175 
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caprice of Chance as a funct10n of a la. greater than 

Chance 1tselfa "Hardy 1ns1sts on th1s aggregat10n of evil 

ohanoes,- states one or1t1c, "the better to 1llustrate h1s 

doctr1ne that man 1s the sport of an 1nd1fferent Dest1ny."27 

"Hap" contrad1ots th1s purpose beh1nd the worklngs of Chanoe: 

"These purb11nd Doomsters had as read1ly strown/B11sses 

about my pllgr1mage as pa1n." W1thout any rat10nale to 

gu1de 1t, Chance determ1nes the baslc cond1t1ons of eaoh 

man's ex1stence. 1nolud1ng h1s so01al stand1ng, 1ntellectual 

o~pac1ty. and nat10na11ty. At cr1t1cal moments 1t 1nter­

feres wlth man's attempt to cope w1th h1s lot. so that 

frequent unexpeoted acc1dents ooour throughout Hardy's 

works. It 1s by Chance that the storm that threatens 

Bathsh€ba's hay r10ks comes on the very n1ght that Troy 

and the labourers are too drunk from the1r harvest cele-

brat10ns to save the rloka. It 1a by Chance th~t the note 

Tess wr1tes to Angel tel11ng h1m of her past sl1ps under 

h1s rugi so that he does not read 1t. It 1s by Chance 

that Henchard ls prevented from comm1ttlng su1c1de when he 

sees the eff1gy of h1mself float1ng ln the pool. The 

presence of capr1010us Chance 1s the bas1c condltlon of 

ex1stence 1n Hardy's world as 1n 8ny 1mperfeot world. 

Unforeseen clroumstanoes ohange h1s oharacters' oourses, 

27 Lord Davld Ceoll, Hardy the Novellst: An Essay ln 
Crlt1clsm (London, 1954), p. 129. 
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but only when those characters are not strongly committed 

to a definite course of action. If Henchard had really 

wanted to drown himself. the sight of his effigy would 

not have stopped him from doing so. If Tess .as determined 

to tell Angel of her past. the accident of the note would 

have delayed her confession only slightly. The morning 

after she had put the note under the door, she was almost 

certain that Angel had not received it. There were still 

three days before the wedding in which she could have found 

the note under the rug and attempted another confession. 

Instead. she waited until the morning of the wedding to 

look for the note. Even then there was still time to tell 

Angel her stoTY. but Tess preferred to let the aocident of 

the letter deter her. Hardy makes thls qulte clearl "The 

incident of the misplaced letter she had jumped at as if 

lt prevented a confession; but ahe knew ln her consclence 

that it need not; there was still time.-28 Chance, then. 

does not always hlnder human struggle, but often acts as 

a convenlent excuse for thoae whos~ wl1ls are weak, and 

who weloome any accident that lnterferes wlth thelr pursuit 

of a dlfficult course of action. 

Contrasted to Tees ls the strong-wl11ed Gabriel 

Oak of Far trom the Maddlng Crowd. Oak's actions are 

28 Tess of the O'Urbervilles, p. 269. 
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direoted towards definite gaals--havlng his own farm and 

Bathsheba as his wife. He refuses to be deflected from 

the pursuit of these goals. even when he ls flnanclally 

rulned by an accldent that destroys aIl his sheep. The 

precedent established by thls refusaI ls repeated ln aIl 

Oak's oonfrontations with -Crass Casualty,· and his actions 

on the nlght of the storm typify his perslstent deflanoe 

of Chanoe. Seeing the possibi1ity of a storm and the 

consequent danger to Bathsheba's rlcks, Oak flret warns 

Troy, who denles the possibility of raln. He then tries 

to enllst the help of the drunken labourera and, flnally, 

begins the task of coverlng and thatchlng the rioks by 

hlmself. He saves the ricks, and,lncldentall~ lncreases 

Bathsheba's dependence on hlm. Thus Oak actlvely resists 

the acc1dents whlch threaten his pursuit of planned goals, 

and does not allow h1:self to be destroyed by ·Cra33 Casualty.­

He accepts unexpected cont1ngencies, even those that seem 

most destruotlve, as creators of a sltuat10n that he must 

take as raw materlal, mouldlng it to shape the future. He 

thus achleves a degree of power over hls own destlny. 

It can be argued. of course. that lt ls only by 

Chanoe that Oak's charaoter possesses the attrlbutes that 

allow h1m to take advantage of every s1tuation. Once aga1n 

re8pon81b111t~ for Bot1on. 18 removed from humen h~~d8 Bnd 

placed on whatever -hap of b1rth- 29 determlned the hereditary 

29 Thomas Hardy, -Dlscouragecent,- Collected Poems, p. 789. 
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and envlronmental lnfluences whlch formed Oak's resolute 

character. Tess, too, can be seen as a helpless vlotlm 

of a quallty she 1nherited from her lackadals1cal parents-­

the tendency to passlvlty at cruclal moments. ~ess ls 

equally endowed, however, wlth an ablilty for aggresslve 

actlon that her parents never dlsplay, whlch flnally 

explodes ln the slaylng of Alec D'Urbervilles. Thus her 

character contalns the germs of both passlve acceptanoe and 

actlve reslstance. Whl1e these contrastlng qualltles remsln 

latent wlthln her, her reactlons to a sltuatlon oannot be 

prejudged by a knowledge of her character. Wlth aIl B~rdy's 

protagon1sts, as wlth Tess, oharaoter tralts develop as the 

plot proceeds. From hls omnlsclent vlewpolnt Hardy descrlbes 

no more of thelr qua11tles than would be apparent to a 

casual acqua1ntanoe. He lets thelr aotlons work. not only 

to show lndlv1dual charaoter tr.alts, but also to help oreate 

those tralts. As Hardy wrote ln a notebook entry of 1890. 

aI am more than ever convlnced that persons are suocess1vely 

varlous persons, aocordlng as each speclal strand ln thelr 

characters ls brought uppermost by clrcumstances.· 30 

Character ls thus not predeterm1ned: rather lt ls 

potent1al only. AlI Hardy's heroes and herolnes have great 

potent1al, as 1s emphas1zed especlally by thelr youth and 

1ne:per1ence. A~ c1rc~tances act te reallze sc~e of th1s 

30Early Llre, p. 301. 
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potentlal, the characters ln turn affect clrcumstances, 

so that an lntrlcate pattern ot cause and effect arlses. 

Man ls not entlrely the helpless vlctlm ln thls pattern, 

tor he has the lntelllgence to understand lt and use lt 

for hls own purposes. Certal~ he ls l1mlted by heredlty 

and envlronment, but he ls not made completely powerless 

by them. HardY makes lt clear ln a notebook entry that 

he do es not belleve man ls wholly determlned by forces 

beyond human control: "Llte ls what we make lt as Whlst 

ls what we make lt; but not as Chess ls what we make lt; 

whlch ranks hlgher as a ~ly lntellectual game than 

elther Whlst or Llfe.-;l Forces beyond man's control deal 

Hardy's charaoters thelr cards, but the playlng of those 

cards ls thelr own responslbl11ty. Too often they lose 

the game by thelr own poor p1aylng; they glve up just a 

moment too soon, play the1r tramp st the wrong tl&G, or 

refuseto play lt at all. To the reader ot Hardy's tales, 

the e1ement ot human error ls obvlous. Prom his perspectlve 

as an objectlve observer, the reader sees that Tess should 

have told Angel sooner, or that Bathaheba shou1d not have 

allowed herself to be goaded lnto marrylng Troy. Thua la 

created the pattern ot al1 Hardy's work. What happena la 

set agalnst a background ot what should have happened. The 

)1 Later Years. p. 96. 
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tragedy of Hardy's heroes and her01nes is that so much 

of the1r potential remains unrealized. Lim1ted by T1me 

and Chance, by heredity and environment, and by their 

own unnecessary mistakes, they become like the t-tsted 

trees ln the woods--ev1dence of the ·Unfulfilled Intention.-;2 

Hardy's tales are thus a demonstration of h1s theory that 

"a perception of the FAILURE of THINGS ta be .hat they are 

meant to be, lends them, ln "lace of the intended lnterest, 

a new and greater interest of an unintended kind.-;; 

Whether or not one accepts Hardy's work as 

dldact10, it ia evident that-he spenda much effort in 

pointing out human error as the oause of many failures ta 

realize potential. He shows where his characters err, 

where they oauld have altered their 11ves, and thus lilus­

trates hls bellef that ·whatever may be the inherent gaod 

or evl1 of 11re, it ls oertaln that men make it much worse 

than it need be.·)4 With all the limitatlons 1mposed upon 

32 In the woods near L1ttle H1ntock, -as everywhere, the 
Unfulf1lled Intent1on, whioh makes l1fe .hat 1t 1s, was as 
obvloua as 1t could be among the depraved crowds of a c1ty 
sIum. The leaf was deformed, the curve was cr1ppled, the 
taper was 1nterrupted; the lichen ate the vlgour of the 
stalk, and the lvy slow1y strang1ed ta death the promls1ng 
sap1lng.· Thomas Hardy, The wood1anders, Macmillan Llbrary 
Edltlon (London, 1949), p:-59. Subsequent referenoes wl11 
ce ~o th1s ed1t10n. 5a Early L1Ce, p. 16;. 

Aroher, p. 46. 
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man by the outslde world, he retalns the power of cho1ce. 

Often the cholce ls one between two ev1ls or between two 

k1nds of unhapp1ness, but the cholce ls nonetheless real. 

Hardy's characters make a varlet y of cholces, from the 

slmplest to the most~compllcated, and lt ls by maklng the 

wrong cho1ces that they ruln the chance of happlness for 

themselves or for others. They err not out of ev11 lntent, 

but because of carelessness, a lack of forethought, or 

mlsunderstand1ng. These are wlthln the bounds of human 

control. and thus can be corrected through human endeavour. 

By po1ntlng out human error as an element ln the ·Unfulfllled 

Intentlon,· then, Hardy ls taklng the first step towards 

e11minatl~ that error. His tales do not concentrate solely 

on those flaws ln the world that Ile outside man's remedles; 

rather they deal wlth what Hardy hlmse1f cal1ed wremedlab1e 

111s,~ and 111ustrate hls bellef that ·w~en we have got rld 

of a thousand remedlable 111s, lt wl11 be tlme enough to 

determine whether the 111 that ls lrremedlab1e outwelghs 

the good.· 35 

Hardy dld belleve, then, ln a degree of human 

c~ntrol over evl1 in the world. a belief that contradlcts 

his alle~ed Determlnlstlc phl1osophy. If man la determlned 

by forces outside hls control, then he has no power over 

hls actions, but ls good, ev11. O~ lnd!fferent as those 
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forces dec1de. The v1l1a1n cannot be blamed any more than 

the hero, for one 1s as much a puppet as the other. Hardy 

nevertheless does blame the v1lla1ns of h1s tales, because 

he be11eves 1n human respons1bll1ty for act1on. Man has 

both the power of cho1ce and the 1ntell1gence to d1rect 

that cho1ce, and Hardy hoped that man would use both 1n 

an attempt to 1mprove the lmperfect world. In "He Wonders 

about H1mself," Hardy postulates: 

Part 1s mine of the general W1l1, 
cannot my share ln the sum of sources 
Bend a d1g1t the polse of~5orces, 
And a falr des1re fulfll?J 

Hardy answers h1s own quest10n aff1rmatlvely 1n a later 

letter on the subject of -Free-w111 v. Necess1ty. The 

w1l1 of a man 1s • • • ne1ther wholly free nor wholly unfree. 

When swayed by the Un1versal W1l1 ••• he 1s not 1nd1v1dually 

free; but whenever 1t happens that all the rest or the ~reat 

W1l1 1s 1n equ1l1br1um the m1nute port1on called one personts 

w111 1s free, Just as a performer's f1ngers are free to go 

on play1ng the p1anoforte of themselves when he talks or 

th1nks of someth1ng else and the head do es not rule them.-J7 

S1nce he d1d be11eve 1n man's power to "bend a 

d1g1t the po1se of forces," Hardy rejected the label of 

pess1~lst for the more appropr1ate "me11or1st." H1s 

exam1nat1on of man's place 1n the un1verse 1a an "explorat1on 

)6 Collected Poems, p. 480. 
37 Later Years, p. 125. 
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of real1ty, and 1ts frank recogn1t10n stage by stage slong 

the survey, with an eye to the best consummat10n poss1ble: 

br1efly, evolut10nary mel10r1sm. - 38 Hardy argued that'. 

what 1s -alleged to be 'pess1m1sm' 1s, ln truth, only suoh 

'questlon1ngs' 1n the explorat10n of rea11ty, and 1s the 

f1rst step towards the soul's betterment, and the body's 

also.- 39 Man 1a capable of 1mprovlng llvlng condltl~na ln 

the world, and Hardy saw the ldeal goal of hls mellor1stlc 

phlloaophy thus: "Paln to aIl upon the earth, tongued or 

dumb, shall be kept down to a m1nlmum by lov1ng-klndness, 

operatlng through sclent1f1c knowledge, and actuated by 

the modlcum of free w1ll conjecturally posseased by organlc 

l1fe when the mlghty necessltatlng forces--unconsc10us or 

other--that have 'the balano1ngs of the clouds, , happen to 

be ln equlllbrlum, whlch may or may not be often.-4Q 

Cond1tlonal though lt m1ght be, then, Hardy doeB 

allow hls characters the power to succeed or fa11 through 

thelr own act10ns. Certaln1y he concentrates more on the 

fallures than the successes, but thls ls because he be11eved 

that -lf way to the Better there be, lt exacts a full look 

at the Worst.-41 Hardy's tales p01nt to the warped rea11ty 

of great lntentions: ln do1ng so, they also provlde an 

38 Preface to Late Lyrics and Ear11er, Collected Poems, p. 526. 
39 Ibid.. , p. 5zr. -
40 Ïbid., p. 527. 
41 ThOmas Hardy, -In Tenebris,- Collected Poems, p. 154. 



intimation of the potential for a better world. Like 

the twisted trees of the woods near Little Hintock, 

Hardy's characters, compromised and defeated, hint at 
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the greatness that could have been theirs, had the 

Intention only been fulfilled. Whereas it is difflcult 

to see why the trees failed to grow straight, the choices 

that warped the intentlons of rlardy's characters are more 

obvlous. Especially in the shorter tales, whlch do not 

have the space for the whole serles of cholces, results, 

and new choices ev1dent ln the novels, the outcome of 

one or two cruclal cholces decldes the characters' success 

or fal1ure. The brevlty of the tales emphaslzes more 

p01ntedly the dlscrepancy between the lntentlon and the 

reality. F~r thls reason Hardy entltled one of the col­

lectlons of tales Llfe's Llttle Ironies, and one critlc 

complalns that ~the prlmary dlfflculty ln readlng Hardy's 

brlefer fictlon ls its thematlc sameness. He provldes a 

varlet y of sltuatlon; but ••• a klnd of grotesque lrony 

ls so constant as to be tlresome.- 42 Whether one agrees 

wlth thls ju1gement or not, the lron1c tone of the tales 

ls evldent. It serves an artlstlc purpose ln empnaslz1ng 

Hardy's point that -nothlng bears out ln practlce what lt 

promises lnciplently,_43 and h1s hope that human endeavour 

42 Richard Carpenter, Thomas ~rdy (l;ew York, 1964), p. 79. 
43 Sarly L1fe, p. 201. 
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w111 make more of that promise real1ty. 

Th1s paper explores some aspects of human error 

1n Hardy's tales. The short tales rather than the novels 

have been chosen, not only for the1r pervas1ve 1rony, but 

alao because the characters of the tales seem to have more 

power over the1r dest1n1es than do the charaeters of the 

later novels. None of them 1a hounded relentlessly by 

outs1de forces, as Jude and T~ss seem to be. Rather the1r 

fa11ures are almost always due to the1r own or other people's 

m1stakes. 

Hardy wrote most of the short tales dur1ng the 

last two decades of the n1neteenth ~entury, when he was 

wr1t1ng h1s best novels. Although the tales have been 

largely 19nored by cr1t1cs, many of them are masterp1eces 

of short f1ct10n. They have a great var1ety of s1tuation 

and mood, and a few are notable for special qualit1es-­

-~e Three Strangers· for the compact 1ntens1ty of 1ts 

s1tuation, -~e W1thered Arm- for 1ts eerle, supernatural 

mood, -To Please h1s W1fe- for lts treatment of a self-

allenated soult and -A Few Crusted Charaeters" for comedy 

verg1ng on farce. Although Rutland d1sm1sses the tales as 

products of -much 1ngenu1ty and even power dlrected merely 

to leavlng a nasty taste ln the mouth,_44 a fe. crltlcs. 

44 W.R. Rutland, Thomas Hardy: A S)UdY of his Wr1tlngs 
and thelr Background (New York, 1902 , p.~l~ 
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such as Irving Howe and Richard Carpenter, recognize the 

shorter tales as the work of a master of fiction. "Hardy 

not infrequently manages to construct a story that can keep 

children from play and old men from the chimney corner.-45 

The short tales, then, merit a closer study than they have 

yet received. 

45 Carpenter, p. 69. 
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L1mited as 1t 1s, the power that Hardy's 

characters have over the1r own act10ns forms an 1mportant 

element 1n the tales. The act of choos1ng one course 

1nstead of another 1s often the turn1ng p01nt 1n a 

protagon1st es 11fe. In two of the tales, "A Tragedy 

of Two Amb1 t10ns· and -Fellolf-T,ownsmen," Hardy makes the 

moment of ch01ce the mechan1cal and emotional c11max. For 

a moment of tension, both past and present struggles and 

dreams for the future are crystal11zed 1n the consc10usness 

of those who must make the choice. For a br1ef and 1ntense 

moment, the whole course of a lite 1s at stake, dependent 

upon the act of ch01ce. 

-A Tragedy of Two Amb1tlons· deals w1th the two 

ambi tious sons or an a1coho11c m111;n-lght'. As chl1dren, 

Joshua and Corne11us Ha1borough set thelr goals ln 11re 

and the1r course towards the atta1nment of these goals. 

They want to become clergyman, and so ga1n soc1a1 prest1ge. 

They a1so want to educate the1r s1ster Rosa to become 

·an accomp11shed and ref1ned woman • • • for mov1ng onlfards 

and upwards w1th us.- l To ach1eve the1r goals the brothers 

are w1111ng to study when ether ch1ldren are play1ng, and 

1 Thomas Hardy, -A Tragedy of Twe Ambitions,- L1fe ' s 
L1ttle Iron1es, 11acmilla.n L1brary Ed1t1on (London, 1952) t 

p. 82. Subsequent references are to th1s edlt1on. 
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they cont1nue the1r ascet1c way of l1fe even when they 

become young men. The embod1ment of all oppos1t1on te 

the brothers' plans 1s the1r father, who has spent the 

money that the1r mether had saved to send them to un1versity, 

and who seems to the boys a d1sgrace to their reputations. 

In spite of all Joshua's attempts to keep their father 

away from them, old Halborough consistently shows up, 

drunk and threadbare, until Joshua finally borrows the 

money to send h1m to Canada. Th1s done, the brothers 

beg1n to realize the1r amb1t1ons. Joshua becomes the 

curate ot a small church, Corne11us, a step beh1nd his 

older brother, is study1ng at the theolog1cal college; and 

Rosa, return1ng trom the Brussels school where her brothers 

had sent her, wins the admirat10n of the squ1re of Joshua's 

par1sh. On the very n1ght that the squ1re 1s 1ntend1ng to 

propose marr1age to Bosa, the father arr1ves trom Canada o 

He meets h1s two sons on the road to the v1llage and tells 

them he intends to make h1mself known to the squ1re and 

the v11lagers. Although Joshua and Corne11us try to 

d1ssuade h1m, he cont1nues on his way to the manor house, 

and the brothers wa1t in despa1r for the destruct10n ot 

the1r hard-won pos1tions. 

As usual, however, the father 1s drunk and talls 

into a stream. Re struggles fer help several 

t1mes, and the brothers face a pa1nful dec1s1on. The 
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cholce ls the cl1max of both the tale and the brothers' 

llves, and the two alternatlves are phys1cally manlfested 

ln the scene. -as the y stood breathless the splashlng and 

flounderlng ln the welr cont1nued; over lt they saw the 

hopeful llghts from the manor house conserva tory wlnkln~ 

through the trees.-2 Contrasted to the sordld plcture-

of thelr drunken father drownlng 1s the manor house, a 

representatlon of thelr ambltions: -they fancied they 

could see flgures movlng ln the conservatory. The alr 

up there seemed to emlt gentle klsses.- J Caught ln a 

confllot between moral obllgatlon and ambltion, the 

Halborough brothers hesltate. Only when lt is too late 

to save thelr father do the y attempt to resoue hlm, so 

that they have llterally chosen ambltlon over moral obll­

gation. This oholce ls not only the climax of their 

former struggles, but also the determining element in the 

creation of their future. Unh1ndered by their father's 

frequent reappearances, Joshua and Corne11us come into 

quick possession of all thelr goals. Rosa marries the 

squlre, Joshua obtains a living in a small town, and 

Cornelius takes his brother's place as curate in the 

v111age. Thus thelr choice to let their father drown has 

brought about the des1red results. Once rea11zed, 

2 Ib1d •• p. 99. 
3 Ibid., p. 100. 
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however, the goals for wh1ch they sacr1f1ced the1r 

tather and the1r own human1ty seem less des1rable than 

they d1d from afar. Discontented with the1r new pos1t1ons, 

the Halborough brothers regret the1r cho1ce and contemplate 

su1c1de as a release trom the1r gu11t. Thelr profess1on 

as churchmen ls contrasted 1ron1cally wlth the1r un­

Chrlst1an act, and Corne11us emphaslzes the d1screpancles 

ln thelr posltlon when he tells Joshua: -Ah. we read our 

Hebrews to l1ttle account, Josl ••• To have endured the 

cross, desp1s1ng the shame--there lay greatness.-4 

Even though they contrlbuted to the1r father's 

death, Hardy portrays the Halborough brothers sympathetlcally. 

Thelr ambltlons are understandable 1f not admlrable, and 

thelr eare for thelr motherless s1ster glves them an 

element ot human1ty otherwlse eonsplcuously absent from 

thelr characters. The ch01ce that the y must make 1s forced 

upon them by clrcumstanees the y had no part ln creat1ng-­

the1r father's weakness, h1s strateg1c return trom Canada. 

hls fall lnto the stream. The soclety that measures a 

person's worth by hls background rather than by hls own 

mer1t 1s also partly to blame tor old Halborough's death. 

Joshua tells Cornellus: -For a successful palnter. sculptor. 

~uslc1an. author. who takes society by storm. lt ls no 

4 Ibid •• p. 105. 
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drawback, lt ls sometlmes even a romantlc recommendatlon, 

to hall from outcasts and profllgates. But for a clergy­

man of the Church of Englandt COrnellus, lt ls fatalt 

To succeed ln the Church, people must belleve ln you, 

flrst of all, as a gentleman, secondly as a man of means, 

thlrdll as a scholar, fourthly as a preacher, flfthly, 

perhaps, as a Chrlstlan,--but always tirst as a gentleman. MS 

Thus when the brothers are forced to choose between thelr 

father's llfe and thelr own ambltlons, they are caught ln 

su ch a web of socletal and moral pressures that they can 

only choose between two klnds of unhapplness. The baslc 

cholce ls nonetheless thelr own responslblllty, ~nd ln 

compromlslng moral prlnclple for soclal ambltlon the 

brothers become weak and culpable rather than herolc and 

self-sacrlflclng, as they could have been. Knowlng thls, 

the Halboroughs cannot accept their roles as moral teachers, 

90 that thelr father has effectlvely accompllshed what he 

promlsed he would do when he warned hls sons, -1'11 spol1 

your souls for preachlng.~6 

A slmllar :holce between moral responslblllty and 

deslre ls presented to George Barnet, the hero of the tale 

MFellow-Townsmen.- Barnet, one of the best-reallzed 

characters of riardy's shorter flctlon, ls marrled to a 

5 Ibid •• p. 87. 
6 Ibld •• p. 98. 
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ahrew who makes his life Miserable. He ia ln love with 

a girl, Lucy, whom he intended to marry years before, 

until a misunderstanding separated them. Barnet attempts 

to llve in peace wlth hia w1fe, but falls, and Lucy will 

have llttle to do wlth hlm whlle hls wlfe la still allve, 

so that Barnet seems oondemned to an unhappy life. He 

is glven a chance of reprieve, however, when hls wife 

apparently drowna ln a sailing accident. She ls brought 

home and pronounced dead by a dootor, and Earnet realizes 

that he is free to marry Luoy. He g1ances at the supposed 

corpse of his wire, and suddenly notloes slgns of life ln 

her. Concludlng that the doctor was mlstaken, Barnet 

reallzes that he mlght be able to save his w1re. Ir he 

does so, he w111 ruln hls chances of marrylng Lucy. 

Like the Halborough brothers, then, Barnet must 

choose either to save the llte of one he does not love, or 

to let her die. As ln "A Tragedy of Two Ambltlons,· there 

ls an agonlzlng moment of hesitatlon, and agaln physlcal 

settlng underllnes the two alternatives. ·Pulllng up the 

bllnd for more llght, hls eye glanced out of the wlndow. 

There he saw that red chlmney of~ucy's house]stlll smoklng 

cheerlly. and the roof, and through the roof that some­

body. Hls mechanlcal movements stopped, hls hand remalned 

on the ollndcoï~, and he see~e~ to beco~e breathless, 

as if he had suddenly found hl~self treadlng a hlgh 
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rope.-7 Hardy makes the 1mportance of Barnet's ch01ce 

even more exp11cit by an 1ntrus10n of the omn1sc1ent 

narrator~ -Barnet had a w1fe whose presence d1stracted 

his home; she now layas 1n death; by merely d01ng noth1ng-­

by lett1ng the 1ntel11gence wh1ch had gone forth to the 

world l1e undisturbed--he would affect such de11verance 

for himself as he had never hoped for, and open up an 

opportun1ty of wh1ch t1ll now he had never dreamed. da 

In the llght of these remarks, Barnet's cholce stands 

out 1n marked relief. -He w1thdrew hls hazel eyes from 

the scene without, calmly turned, rang the bell for 

ass1stance, and v1gourously exerted himself to learn if 

llte st1ll Iingered 1n that mot10nless frame.- 9 H1s 

w1fe lives, and Barnet never marr1es Lucy. 

Barnet's cholce, l1ke that of the Halborough 

brothers, 1s one between alternate routes tQ unhapp1ness. 

After a quarrel w1th h1s w1te, Barnet regrets h1s ch01ce, 

Just as the Halborough brothers regret the1rs. Regret for 

past ch01ces 1s a common theme 1n Hardy's tales, and 111us-

trates the thought that Lucy voices to Barnet: nIt 1s a very 

comnon fo11y of human nature, you know, to th1nk the course 

you d1d not adopt must have been the best.dlO As the 

7 Thomas HardYe ·Fellow-Townsmen,· Wessex Tales, Macmillan 
L1brary Edit10n (London, 1952), p. 1)8. Subsequent references 
are~to th1s ed1t1on. 

o Ib1d., p. 1)8. 
9 Ib1d., l'; 1)9. 

10 Ib1d., p. 12). 
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Halborough brothers learned, goals attalned do not have 

the glory that they seem to have from the dlstance. It 

ls therefore natural to look back and regret the cholce 

that led to the reallzatlon of those goals whlle ellmlna­

tlng other posslbl1ltles. Prom the dlstance offered by 

memory, the posslbllltles that mlght have been fulfl1led 

had the cholce been dlfferent take on a deslrabl11ty that 

18 contingent upon thelr remalnlng posslbl11tles. 

The regret of the Halborough brothers and George 

Barnet ls not slmply a matter of perspectlve, however, for 

lt ls further compllcated by the moral lssue. B~th old 

Halborough and Krs. Barnet not only hlnder the heroes' 

dreams, but also have no redeemlng qualltles as lndlvlduals. 

They are nevertheless human, subject to the same conslderatlon 

that Hardy urges for all llvlng creatures. In lettlng thelr 

father drown. the Halborough brothers abnegate thelr 

responslbl1lty to another human belng. Thelr self­

recrlmlnatlons for thls lapse are far more desperate than 

Barnet's passlng regret for having saved hls wlfe. He at 

least knows that he remalns blameless, and hls lntegrlty 

stands out ln contrast to the moral iaxity of the doctor, 

Charlson. who piays a mlnor role ln the tale. Knowing of 

Barnet's affectlon for Lucy and owlng Barnet some money. 

~hlch bath :en kno~ the dcctcr ~ll ne~er repByg CharlBon 

tries to show hls gratitude by declarlng Barnet's wlfe 
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dead after the accident. Hardy gives no indication that 

Charlson regrets his decision, and the doctor even admits 

the act to Barnet. In the two tales, then, Hardy presents 

three levels of moral consoiousness. Barnet aots aocording 

to a striot moral code; the Halborough brothers disobey 

the code and teel guilty; and Charlson refuses to reoognize 

the existence of suoh a oode. As Hardy states in "Fellow­

Townsmen,· "There are honest men who will not admit to 

their thoughts, e~en as idle hypotheses, views of the 

future that assume as done a deed whioh they would reoo1l 

from d01ng; and there are other honest men for whom morality 

ends at the surfaoe of the1r own heads, who w1ll deliberate 

what the f1rst w1ll not so muoh as suppose.-11 Hardy 

understands the latter, but saves h1s adm1rat1on for the 

former. It is only when oho1oe takes into oonsideration 

oonsequenoes for others es ~ell es self that 1t oan be 

oonstruot1ve. Barnet stands out as an admirable f1gure 

beoause he 1s will1ng to saorifioe his own happlness to 

eth1cal oons1derat10ns, and 90 aots as an advocate for 

the s1mple morallty of human helping human. 

Barnet!s oholee to revive hls .ire shows more of 

h1s charaoter than a baslc regard for humanity. At a 

crucial moment, Barnet displays both the percept1ve power 

11 Ib1d., p. 138. 
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to see that hls wlfe ls stlll allve, and the perslstence 

to revlve her. Thls ls no easy task, for -much care and 

patlence were needed to catch and retaln~he spark of llfe~ 

and a conslderable perlod elapsed before lt could be sald 

wlth certalnty that Mrs. Barnet llved.- 12 Later ln hls 

llfe, Barnet faces a slmllar sltuatlon, and reacts ln an 

entlrely dlfferent manner. Beth he and Lucy have become 

free to marry, and he returns home from abroad to ask her to 

marry hlm. Taken by surprlse, Lucy refuses, although she 

tells Barnet she would rather marry hlm than anyone else. 

It ls obvlous that Lucy's refusal ls not deflnlte, yet 

Barnet, lacklng both that perceptlon and perslstence he 

had dlsplayed ln revlvlng hls wlfe, leaves the town lmme-

dlately. Lucy does change her mlnd and declde to marry 

hlm, but only when she can no longer tell hlm so. ~e 

last sentence of the tale summarlzes the rest of her llte 

in slmple terms: "She dld walt--years and years--but Barnet 

never reappeared."13 

A question remains unanswereda why would Barnet 

assume that Lucy's love for hlm was dead when he would 

not accept the declared corpse of his wlfe as dead? Why 

does 3arnet not persist ln reviving the spark ln Lucy as 

he had wlth his w1fe? Though the reasons for his un-

ch~racteristic surrender are obscure, the res~ltG 

12 Ibid., p. 139. 
13 Ibid., p. 173. 



33 

The lrony of the flnal sltuatlon stems partly from lts 

avoldablllty. Barnet could easlly have asked Lucy once 

more, or even stayed wlthln her reaoh for a few days, so 

that she could have told him of her change of mlnd. Like 

many of Hardy's characters, Ramet misses his ldeal by a 

very narrow margin, and that margln conslsts of hls own 

error. 

Throughout -P.ellow-Townsmen," the loneliness and 

emptiness of Barnet's llfe ls underlined by the large 

mansion he ls bullding--huge, modern, and very empty. 

Barnet's vlew of the house changes wlth its associations; 

he hates it at flrst because hls wife decided to have lt 

built and th en begins to take an lnterest as hls wlfe's 

fades. Lucy and the children she looks after visit the 

house occas1onally, and Barnet's 1nterest ln it lncreases. 

Flnally, the most 1mporta~t later scenes of the tale oocur 

in the house. Barnet 1s there when he learns almost 

slmultaneously of h1s wife's death and Lucy's remarrlage, 

and the last scene between Lucy and Barne~ takes place in 

the same room. In a sense the house represents an 1nterest 

in the future; yet Barnet's hopes for the house, as for 

h1s own future, are fe.. As he leaves the plann1ng of the 

house to a hlred archltect, car1ng llttle whether it wlll 

ever be furntshed; so he regards his own ~2ture without 

1nterest or falth. He ne1ther looks ahead very far nor 



expends hls energy ln hoplng. Hls fallure to take an 

lnterest ln the future makes hlm bllnd to obvlous future 

posslbllltles, and so partly causes hls unhapplness. 

Bad Barnet consldered probable developments, 

he would have seen the posslbl1lty of Lucy marrylng her 

employer, Charles Downe. Lucy ls young, pretty, and 

lonely, and Downe has been left a wldower wlth several 

small ch1ldren, s1nee hls w1fe was k11led ln the same 

sa111ng acc1dent that almost freed Barnet. At flrst 

Downe seems less lnterested ln Lucy than ln the grandiose 

plans he ls maklng for a tomb for h1s .1fe. As time 

progresses, however, the plans for the tomb become lncrea­

slngly modeste Downe consults Barnet about the plan changes, 

so that Bamet has the chance to reallze that Downe ls 

10slng lnterest ln h1s ~lfe's memory. A marrlage oi 

convenlence between Lucy and Downe thus seems probable, 

but Bamet. blind to the hlnts that the plan changes glve, 

does not Bee the possibility and take steps to prevent the 

marrlage. The announcement of thelr lntended marrlage comes 

as a complete surprise to Barnet. Worse yet, lt comes Just 

after Barnet has recelved word thBt hls wlfe has dled ln 

London. 

The chance conjunctlon of announcements pltches 

Barnet trom the extreme of joy, when he reallzes he ls 

flnally free te marry Lucy, to the extreme of bltterness, 
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when he f1nds Lucy 1s no longer free to marry h1m. He 

sees the a1most s1mu1taneous announcements as a demon-

strat10n of "that cur10us ref1nement of crue1ty • • • 

wh1ch otten proceeds from the bosom of the wh1ms1cal god 

at other t1mes known as bl1nd ~1rcumstance.-14 Ne1ther 

the death of Barnet's w1fe nor Lucy'9 marr1age ls 1n 

1tself an extraordlnary event. S1nce 6amet never con­

s1dered the poss1b1l1ty of e1ther, however, he has made 

h1mself vulnerable to the wh1msy ot ~1rcumstance, wh1ch 

so conj01ns two plaus1ble events as to max1m1ze the m1sery 

Bamet feels. Thus C1rcumstance does not br1ng about 

Ramet's unhappy s1tuat1on, but merely shows h1m more 

dramat1cally what h1s 0.0 bl1ndness to poss1b111t1es has 

allowed. It 19 h1s own refusal to look ahead and to 1n-

terfere w1th the course ot events that ult1mately br1ngs 

h1m unhapp1ness. Thus Bernet's story fulfl1ls Hardy's 

early defln1t10n ot tragedy' RA Plot, or Tragedy, should 

ar1se trom the gradua! clos108 1n of a s1tuat10n that 

comes ot ordlnary human pass10ns, prejud1ces, and ambitlons, 

by reason of the characters tak1ng no trouble to ward off 

the d1sastrous evants produced by the se1d pass10ns, 

prejud1ces, and amb1t1ons.- 15 

In both RA Tragedy of Two Ambltlons" and 

14 Ibld., p. 157. 
15 Early Llfe, p. 157. 



·Pellow-Townsmen," then, Hardy makes it clear that the 

heroes have the power to influence the1r own 11ves and 

the lives of otherso In some of the tales the power 

over others extends to almost supernatural proport1ons. 

"The Withered Arm," for example, deals with a m11kwoman 

who has had a ch1ld by a prosperôUB farmer. The farmer 

marries a young girl instead of the milkwoman, and the 

m11kwoman's hatTed of the new w1te is so strong that 1t 

results 1n a withering blight on the vite's arme In 

"An Imaginative Woman" Hardy explores the extraordinary 

power of love rather than hatred. The heroine of the tale, 

a young marr1ed woman, becomes so 1nfatuated vith a poet 

she has never met that the ch1ld she has by her husband 

resembles the poet rather than the child's real father. 

In other tales Hardy deals vith man's power for 

good or evil that rema1ns w1th1n more ord1nary 11mits. 

"The Sonls Veto· tells of the unhapp1ness a son causes 

his mother. Sophy, a young ma1d, marries her clergyman 

employer and has a son by h1m. The son becomes a soc1al 

snob who 1s ashamed of h1s mother's humb1e background. 

After the clergyman's death, Sophy has a chance to escape 

her 10ne11ness by marry1ng a man from her own class. The 

son, however, forb1ds the marr1age, because he 1s asha~ed 

to ce known as the stepson of a greengrocer. His 

snobb1sh attitude prevents the happlness of both h1s mother 



and her lover when -his mother might have led an 

idyllic life with her faithful fru1terer and green-

grocer, and nobody might have been anything worse in 

the world.- 16 
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The power over other people's lives must 

accompany a responsib1lity to use that power well, as 

Hardy shows in both "The Son's Veto· and "A Tragedy of 

Two Ambitions.- The Halborough brothers feel guilty 

for misusing their power, and Hardy condemna the son in 

-The Son's Veto" for his lack of humanitys "Somehow her 

boy, with his aristocratie school-knowledge, his grammars, 

and his aversions, was losing those wide infantine sym~ 

path1es, extending as far as the son and moon themselves, 

w1th which he, 11ke other ch1ldren, had been born, and 

which his mother, a child of nature herself, had loved in 

him.~17 It la not only sympathy, however, that man needs 

to use, but also intell1gence and forethought. ~1thout 

forethought, Barnet forfe1ted happiness, and many of Hardy's 

other characters make wrong choices through a blindness to 

poss1bilit1es. 

Thus Joanna Jolliffe of "To Please his Wife" 

risks the lives of her husband and sons fo"r the sake of 

her own ambit1ons. The family owns a grocery store, 

16 Thomas Hardy, "The Sonls Veto," L1fe l s L1ttle 
Irîn1.es. p. 51. 

7 Ib1d., p. 42. 
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but Joanna wants to have more money than the store 

produces. She therefore sends her husband, a ret1red 

sa1lor, on a speculat1ve voyage, although she knows that 

the sea 1s dangerous. Her husband returns from the voyage 

a month late, and Joanna 1s thus g1ven t1me to real1ze the 

poss1ble consequenc"~s of such ventures. In sp1te of the 

warn1ng, Joanna sends her sons as well as her husband on 

a final voyage, and they ,all drown. Although h1s name 

1s Shadrach. Joanna's husband 1s not 1ndestruct1ble, and 

her repeated ventur1ng of h1s l1fe almost 1nv1tes an 

acc1dent. Joanna 19nores the glar1ng poss1b1l1t1es of 

su ch an acc1dent because she 1s more concerned w1th her 

r1valry w1th Em1ly Hann1ng than w1th her fam1ly's l1ves. 

Engrossed 1n compar1ng her own s1tuat1on w1th the wealthy 

Em1ly's, Joanna closes her eyes to the really 1mportant 

elements 1n her l1fe--her husband and sons. Only when 1t 

1B toolate does she real1ze that she has forfe1ted her 

real fortune for money. 

Although Joanna does not real1ze 1t, the affect10nate 

relat1onsh1p of the Jol11ffe fam1ly fulf1lls for her what 1s 

for Hardy the most bas1c human need--the need to love and 

be loved, an ev1dent thece throughout Hardy's work. Too 

often, however, his characters, l1ke Joanna, subord1nate 

th1s need to more superficial concerna. Thus Joôhua ~r~ 

Co~e11us let the1r father drown for the sake of the1r 

~~b1t1ons, ~nd the son or -The Son's Veto" cannot Bee that 

his ootner's l~ck of ref1ne~ent 1s of -true lnflnltesl~l 



value beslde the yearnlng fondness that welled up and 

remalned penned ln her heart tl11 lt should be more 
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fully accepted by hlm.- 18 One of the most notable of 

these mlsdlrected people ls Squlre Petrlck of "Squlre 

Petrlck's Lady.- Hls wlfe has dled ln chlldblrth, after 

admlttlng that the chlld, a son, ls not Petrlck's but a 

nobleman's. At flrst Petrlck hates the chl1d, but beglns 

to love hlm as hls need for human affectlon takes precedence 

over lndlgnatlon. Out of thls love grows a prlde ln the 

boy's noble parentage. When Petrlck eventually dlscovers 

that he hlmself ls the father of the chl1d, he reacts as 

strongly agalnst the news as he had formerly agalnst hls 

wlfe's confesslon. The real parentage of the boy, howeve~, 

ls not so vital an lssue as Petrick thinks. Petrlck needs 

the affectlon of the chlld as the boy needs a father. 

T~e technlcalltles of the boy's conception are lrrelevant 

ln vlew of thelr mutual craving for affectlon and human 

compan1onshlp. 

The need for human love ln aIl lts aspects ls 

a general theme ln Hardy's tales. Many of the tales deal 

with lovers, but some consider the love between older 

people and children, as do "Squlre Petr1ck's Lady· and 

"Lady Hottlsfont." Brother-slster affection appears in 

18 Ibid., p. 43. 



40 

·A Tragedy of Two Amb1tlons· and -Anna, Lady Baxby.­

HardY saw love, not law, as the force that would prompt 

man to lmprove the world, so that -paln to aIl upon the 

earth, tongued or dumb, shall be kept down to a mlnlmum 

by lov1ng-k1ndness.- 19 'Hardy bel1eved that most people 

were sympathetlc to the m1sfortunes of others, notlng 

that-lt ls strange -we should talk so gllbly of 'th1s 

cold world wh1ch shows no sympathy', when th1s 1s the 

feel1ng of so many components of the same world-­

probably a major1ty--and nearly everyone's nelghbour 1s 

waltlng to glve and rece1ve sympathy.-20 Thus, though 

he rejected Chr1st1an dosma, Hardy retalned a bellef 1n 

the Chr1st1an vlrtue of charlty. In the last poem of 

Late Lyrlcs and Earl1er. Hardy chldes hlmaelf for not 

emphas1z1ng more the lesson of human love: 

~You taught not that which you eat about,M 
Sa1d my own v01ce talk1ng to me; 
·That the greatest of th!llgs 18 Charity .•• 

In sp1te of th1s self-deprecatlon, however, Hardy does 

teach the lmportance of charlty throughout the tales. 

The tales help to express Hardy's hope that -Altrulsm, 

or The Golden Rule, OT whatever 'Love your Ne1ghbour 

as Yours~lr' may ce called, wlll ultlmately be brought 

19 Preface to Late Lyrlcs a~d Earller, Collected Poems, p. 521. 
20 tater Years, p. 17. ---
21 Thomas Bardy. "Surv1ew," Collected Poems, p. 661. 
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about • • • by the paln we see ln others react1n; ln 

ourselves, as if we and they were a part of one body.-22 

For Hardy, the~, man has both the power and the 

good 1ntentlons to 1mprove the world. Each tlme a 

person makes a cholce, the outcome depends on the extent 

to whlch he uses these powers. As a oreatlve prooess, 

the exerclse of cholce leads to a new sltuatlon, and ls 

therefore man's part ln what Hardy calls the "becomlng­

of the world. -It ls the on-golng--l.e. the becom1ng-­

of the world that produces lts sadness. If the world 

stood stlll at a fellcltous moment there would be no 

sadness ln lt. The sun and moon standlng stlll on 
Ajalon was not a catastrophe for Israel, but a type of 

Paradlse.-23 The world does not stand st1ll, however, and 

man must exerc1se h1s power of cho1ce to create a future. 

Often the aet of ehoos1ng ls a palnful one, as lt 18 for 

Joanna Jolllffe and the Halborough brothers. Many of 

Hardy's hero1nes try to avo1d th1s paln by rema1nlng 

passlve and lett1ng the sltuat10n deelde for them. 

More sueeessful than such pass1ve herolnes are 

those bold heroes who take even the most desperate sltua-

tlons 1nto thelr own hands. One of theae la Stephen 

Beynard of -The Flrst aountess of Wessex. a Reynard. 

22 Early Llfe, p. 294. 
23 Early Life, p. 265. 
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return1ng from Europe to cla1m h1s ch1ld-w1fe, f1nds that 

she has eloped with a lover. The lover sends the g1rl home 

when he d1scovers she has smallpox, and Beynard takes the 

opportun1ty to prove h1s love for the g1rl and wln her 

admlrat10n for h1s courage by klss1ng her ln splte of her 

d1sease. Hardy desor1bes Beynard as "of all men then 

l1vlng one of the best able to cope w1th such an untlmely 

sltuat10n •• • • A contrlv1ng, sagac1ous, gentle-mannered 

man, a ph1losopher who saw that the only constant attr1bute 

of l1fe ls change •••• _23 Acceptlng the oond1t10ns of 

change and cholce, Reynard w1ns the br1de who untll then 

had hated h1m. On h1s arr1val at h1s wlfe's home, Reynard 

reallzes that appearances are unfavourable. H1s father-

1n-law hates Beynard, wh1le the glrl herself purposely 

catches smallpox to keep her hUBoafid away from her. Beynard 

refuses to be balked trom h1s purpose, however, and takes 

advantage of the g1rl's 111ness to turther hls own oause. 

A slml1ar dar1ng hero ls the escaped conv1ct of -The Three 

Strangers,- who takes shelter ln a cottage only to f1nd 

hlmself slttlng next to the hangman who was supposed to hang 

the conv1ct on the followlng day. The convlct carouses so 

successfully wlth the hangman that he escapes detectlon. 

The success of both Reynard and the convlct ln overcomlng 

unfavourable cir~umstances shows that, wlth courage and 

patlence e ma~ can cope wlth e7en the ~ost dlfflcult sltuatlons. 

23 Thomas Hardy, -The Flrst Countess of wessex,A A Group of 
Noble D~es, Macml11~~ Llbrary Ldltlon (Lond~n, 1952), p. 4~ 
Subsequent referen~es are to thls edltlon. 
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Hardy viewed the world as imperfect, and in his 

tales it is axiomatic that the heroes and heroines are 

discontent wlth reality and the present. The hero1nes 

espec1allY yearn towards an 1deal world offer1ng an outlet 

for the emotions that, for Hardy, seemed to "have no place 

1n a world of defect.- 1 The hero1nes attempt to create 9 

world of their own imag1nations, thus escaping for a t1me 

the world of mundane real1ty. 

One su ch hero1ne 1s Marjory Tucker of "The Romant1c 

Adventures of a M1lkma1d.- Marjory 1s engaged to a so11d 

Eng11sh yeoman when she meets and becomes infatuated w1th 

a myster10us foreign baron, who, in return for saVing his 

l1fe, treats Marjory to a dream-like evening that 1ncludes 

a baIl and beautiful new clothes for her. Entranced by the 

romant1c world that the baron represents. Mar.10ry can no 

longer accept the yeoman Jim as her lover. The baron 

himself may or may not be real. He destroys al1 the physlcal 

evldence of h1s nlght with Harjory, and appears and dlsappears 

so myster10usly that the commun1ty regards h1m -as one who 

~a~someth1ng about h1m mag1cal and unearthly.·2 Real or 

1 E~rly Llfe~ F. 192. 
2 Thomas Hardy, .A Changed Man, ~lacmillan Llbrary Mi tion 

(London. 1951), p. 399. Subsequent references are to th1s 
ed1tion. 
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not, the baron represents a world far removed from Marjory's 

everyday llfe, and one that Marjory can never enter for more 

than an enchanted moment. She cannot accept thls llmltatlon, 

and retums to mundane reallty and her Engllsh lover only 

after the baron dlsappears. 

The tr1angular sltuat10n of Marjory, Jlm, and 

the baron representsthe dllemma of all sensltlve and romantlc 

mlnds ln an lmperfect world. The dreamer Marjory ls confronted 

wlth two opposlte worlds represented by her two lovers. 

Physlcal reallty manlfesta ltself through Jlm, the rellable 

and sturdy llme-bumer who remalns stald even ln love. The 

baron slgnlfles an ldeal and romant1c world that ls somehow 

beyond the physlcal, and whose lnstablllty ls apparent from 

the baron's extreme moods and sudden dlsappearancea. To 

the romance of thls world Marjory ls completely subject; 

yet the baron keeps trylng to show her her error ln rejectlng 

Jlm's ~orld, and flnally forces her to marry Jlm. Stlll 

Marjory shows no lnterest ln her husband, untll Jlm takes 

on a more romantlc aspect by jolnlng the Yeomanry and wearlng 

8 scarlet un1form, as weIl as fllrtlng wlth another woman. 

Thua, though Jlm can never compete with the baron's mysterlous 

charm, he becomes more able to satlsfy Harjory's romantlc 

yearnlngs. Nevertheless Marjory still feels dlasatlsfied 

when the Baron dlsappears and she must retum to the mundane 

reality represented by Jim. 
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A similar conflict of the mundane and the romant1c 

ocaurs 1n "An Imaginat1ve Woman. d Ella Marchmill, the hero1ne 

of the tale, 1s trapped 1n a prosa1c marr1age w1th an unimag1na­

t1 ve gunmaker, who "~peaksù 1n squarely shaped sentences, and llri} 

supremely sat1sfled with a condit1on of sublunary th1ngs which 

.ode weapons a necessity.-3 Ella 1s not as sat1sf1ed as her 

husband is w1th "sublunary th1ngs,- and only keeps "her heart 

slive by pity1ng her propr1etor's obtuseness and want of 

refinement·, p1tying herself, and letting off her delicate and 

ethereal emot1ons 1n imaginat1ve occupat1ons, day-dreams, and 

night-sighs • • • She also writes th1rd-rate poems as an 

outlet for her stagnating emotlons. When Ella and her fam1ly 

go on a vacation, they occupy the rooms of a young poet whose 

work Ella has admired, and tor whom she gradually conceives a 

love that 1s fed by trequent conversat1ons about h1m with the 

landlady. Ella dreams over the young man's p1cture and poems 

and plans methods of meet1ng him. Although she never sees the 

poet, Robert Trewe, her pass1onfor h1m grows, s1nce -being a 

woman of very living ardours, that requ1red sustenance of some 

sort, they were beg1nn1ng to feed on th1s chancing mater1al, 

wh1ch was, 1ndeed, of a qual1ty far better than chance usually 

offers. 105 

Unl1ke the romant1c fancies 1nsp1red in ~~rjory by 

3 Thomsa Hardy, "An Imag1nat1ve Woman," Lire's Little 
IrQRleS t p. 5. 

Ib1d., p. 4. 
5 Ibid •• p. 12. 
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the baron, Ella's dreams have as their centre finlshed art 

products--the photograph and poems--rather than an actual 

imperfect human. Her dream world therefore depends even 

less on physical reality than does Marjory's, since E1Is's 

image of Trewe is almost totally a creation of her own 

imagination. While Trewe remains unknown to her, Ella can 

bestow on her image of him any romantic flourish that pleases 

her. The absent poet thus becomes the perfect vehicle for 

Ella's expression of her vision of the ideal. 

Ella concentrates so intensely on her 1mage of Trewe 

that she actually affects the poet. He wrltes a series of 

erot1c poems ent1tled -Lyr1cs to a Woman Unknown,- presumably 

addressed to Ella. Later he comm1ts suic1de ln despa1r over 

an unfavourable review, but even more because he has been 

unable to establlsh communicat1on wlth the woman he has dreamed 

of, and who remains "to the last unrevealed, unmet. unwon.- 6 

Deprived of her romantlc ideal by Trewe's death, Ella flnds 

nothlng to live for in a commonplace world and dies ln child­

blrth a few monthe later. Ironlcally. the chlld resembles the 

poet rather than hls real father, who as a result rejects the 

ch1ld. 

Both Ella Marc~ll and Marjory Tucker are drawn 

towards a romant1c dream world for the rea11zation of the1r 

e~otio!JAl capac1t1es. On one hand, Hardy condemns a world 

6 ~., p. 25. 



that offers little satisfaction to these highly emotional 

heroines. The heroines' dilemma gives evidence that man's 

consciousness and capacity for feeling are too highly developed 

for the imperfect world. On the other hand, however, Hardy 

also condemns the heroines themselves, even while sympathizln~ 

with their pllght. Both Marjory and Ella hurt innocent people 

ln their attempt to satlsfy their own romantlc longings. 

Marjory repudlates the faithful Jim, whlle Ella's chlld suffers 

for hls llkeness to her lllusory lover. 

Eventually the herolnes must acaept, as Marjory does, 

the tanglble it unexoitlng world, or else repudiate 11te itselt, 

as Ella does. Hardy lnslsts that there remalna comfort ln 

mundane reality: nThere ls enough poetry ln what ls left (ln 

11te), after all the false romance has been abstracted, to 

make a sweet pattern.-? It- ls only when one accepts mundane 

reallty that he can enjoy the smaller joys of everyday 11te, 

whlch are ecllpsed when one focuses on the lavish promlses of 

the lmaginatlon. Indeed, much ot-nardy's work deals with slmple 

pleasures, wlth the joys ot a village gatherlng or story-tel11ng-

around the flreplace. One of his poems, -Great Things,· asserts 

•••• Joy-jaunts, impassloned tlings, 
Love, and lts ecstasy, 
Will always have been great things, 
Great thlngs to mel B 

Those who spend thelr time dreamlng ot a romantic world apart 

7 Early Lire, p. 150. 
8 Col1ec~PoeQs, ~. 446. 
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from thelr own context miss these smaller pleasures as weIl 

as those of the 111uslve dream world. Thus any klnd of joy 

eludes them, as lt· does those whom they hurt~by thelr 

dreamlng. Thelr fancles thus become a destruct1ve force 

because they threaten rather than complement the real world. 

However lmperfect that world mlght be, however out of tune w1th 

man's sens1t1ve consclousness, lt ls nonetheless the best man 

ls allowed, and only when he accepts lt as suoh can he begln 

to strlve tOlfards lts lmprovement. 

One of the qual1t1es of the lmperfect world that 

Hardy and hls heroes flnd most'·dlfflcult to accept ls tlme. 

In an errort·to esoape tlme, many of Hardy's characters toous 

on the dlstance ot past or future. The world of memory or 

antlo1patlon orrers, l1ke the lforld of the lmaglnatlon, a 

tlmeless and lncorruptlble ldeal. In -Barbara of the House 

of Grebe,- ror 1nstance, the herolne falls ln love wlth a 

beautlful young man far below her ln the soclal scale. They 

elope, but later Barbarais parents accept the marri age and send 

thelr son-1n-law, Edmund Wl11owes, to Europe for an educat10n. 

Wh1le there, w11lowes 1s present"at a r1re 1n a theatre. and 

1s or1tlcally 1njured when resculng others. Though he survlves, 

the burns have made h1m so ugly that-Barbara cannot accept h1m, 

and he leaves ner and d1es ln Europe shortly arterwards. 

Barbara marr1es Lord Uplandtowers, but the past and Wl110wes' 

physlcal beauty retum to her when she recelves a sculpture 

of ~lllowes made ln Italy before the flre. Barbara conce1vea 
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an almost psychot1c passlon for the statue, enshrlnes lt ln 

a cupboard, and vlslts lt at nlght to try to make love to 

the cold marble. 

Thls ls essentlally a varlatlon on Keats's "Greclan 

Urn." Llke the flgures on the urn, Wlllowes ls caughtr at a 

given momentrand suspended forever ln that moment. Barbara's 

memory of W1llowes 1s also suspended at a moment before the 

t1re, so that ldea11zed as lt ls, 1t represents the real 

Wlllowes no more than the statue does. The dlfference between 

Wlllowes ln the tlesh and ln marble, between present consclous-

ness and absent memory, ls great. Barbara's attempts to enter 

the tlmeless world of the statue lead only to frustratlon, 

slnce the statue cannot respond to her as Wll10wes had. 

In a sense Barbara has al ways loved a statue. as she loved 

Wl1lowes not tor hls lntrlnslc worth but for hls beauty. 

Hardy makes lt clear that the beauty Barbara ~im1res 1s -the 

least of hls reoommendatlons, every report bearlng out the 

lnterence that he must have been a man of steadfast nature. 

brlght lntelllgence, and promlslng llte.-9 Although Wl1lowes 

returns from Europe as a hero, Barbara 19nores thls and hls 

newly-acqulred retlnement ln her horror at his ugllness. She 

ls thus ln love wlth Wll10wes as an art torm rather than as a 

person, and hls death preserves the aura that would otherwlse 

9 Thomas Hardy, ·Barbar~ of the House of GTebe,- ~ Group 
of Noble Dames. p. 91. 
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have crumbled under everyday contact w1th the real W1llowes. 

Unh1ndered by h1s presence, Barbara 1s able to create through 

the statue and her 1deal1zed memory a mental world that-1s 

outs1de t1me, and that sat1sf1es her aesthet1c sense as 

W1llowes h1mself had done. 

Barbara's cruel husband, Lord Uplandtowers, destroys 

Barbara's memory of W1llowes by forc1ng her to accept the 

rea11t1es of W1llowes' l1fe beyond the po1nt where her selec­

t1ve memory had stopped. Alter1ng the statue to look l1ke 

W1l1owes after the f1re, Uplantowers shows the mut1lated 

statue to Barbara every n1ght unt1l she has a nervous breakdown. 

When sh~ recovers, she shows a repuls10n for both the statue and 

the memory of W1l1owes, and cannot bear to be away from her 

husband. Uplandtowers has shown Barbara that the world conta1ns 

ug11ness as weIl as beauty. In mut11at1ng the statue, he repre­

sents not only what Chance has done to W11lowes, but also wha~ 

~1me would have done eventually, though not so harshly. Th1s 

Barbara car~ot accept, as she could not have accepted an aged 

and ugly W11lowes. Forced to rejeot her beaut1tul memory and 

acknowledge the ex1stence of ug11ness, Barbara becomes 1ncrea­

s1ngly weaker and f1nally d1es. 

L1ke Barbara, the protagon1sts of "The Grave by the 

Handpost- and -A Comm1ttee Man ot 'The Terror'ft concentrate 

on the past rather than the present, and therefore cannot cope 

w1th present real\ty. S1m11arly~ some of Hardy's heroes and 

heroines focus ~n the future, and antic1pat1on becomes the1r 
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common response to 11re. One such character ls the herolne of 

"The Waltlng Supper," Chrlstlne Everard. A squlre's daughter, 

Chrlstlne ls ln love wlth Nicholas Long, a nelghbourlng yeoman, 

who keeps presslng her to marry hlm. Chrlstlne wants Rlcholas 

to 1mprove hls educatlon by studylng ln Europe for a few years. 

If he were away, Chrlstlne tells Nlcholas, "the reallt1es 

would not stare so. You would be a pleasant dream to me, whlch 

l should be free to lndulge ln wlthout reproach of my consclence; 

l should live ln hopeful expectatlon of your returnlng fully 

quallfled to boldly clalm me of my father.- 10 Thls remains 

Chrlstlne's attltude towards her lover throughout the tale. 

Nlcholas persuades her to marry hlm secretly, but the clergyman 

refuses to perform the ceremony because Chrlstlne ls underage. 

The olergyman's refusaI ls the flrst of several hlndrances to 

the couplets marrlage, and lt almost seems that Chrlstlne 

welcomes the barr1ers between herself and Nlc, so that she 

wl11 not have to trade hopeful expectatlon for d1sappolntlng 

reallty. 

Eventually Nlcholas leaves for Europe, return1ng after 

several years to look for Chr1stlne. He does not ask about her 

lmmedlately, because he shares with Chr1stlne "an absurd dread 

of ext1ngulsh1ng hope!ul surmise.- 11 Flnally he d1scovers that 

Chr1st1ne has marr1ed someone else, but her husband has dl sap­

peared and ls presumed dead. Nlcholas meets Chrlst1ne, and 

9 rhomas Hardy, "The ~alting Supper," A Changed~, p. )1. 
10 Ibid., p. 60. 
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once again the two decide to marry. ~is time they advertise 

their intentions in the Wessex papers, as if seeking the 

intrusion of Christ1ne's long-lost husband to hlnder their 

union. The advertisement brlngs a note from her husband 

telling Chr1stlne he ls still allve and on his way to her, 

and the lovers' plans are once agaln ruined. The husband 

never arrlves, however, for on his way to Christine's house 

he falls lnto a nearby waterfall and drowns. Not knowing this, 

Nicholas and Christine spend seventeen years waiting for the 

barrier to thelr unlon to materlalize. Finally the husband's 

bOdy ls disoovered, and the two are at last free to marry. 

By thls time, however, "their wills were somewhat enfeebled 

• • • , thelr hearts sickened of tender enterprise by hope too 

long deferred.-11 For the rest of thelr lives their unlon remains 

a future prospect, never realized in the present. 

This constant state of anticipation dulls the lovers' 

consclousness of tlme. Just before Chrlstlne receives the 

letter from her elusive husband, the old family clock suddenly 

falls to the floor and breaks. As the clock no longer tells 

the time, so do Nic and Christine ignore its passing. ~A 

curious unconsciousness of the long lapse of time since ~he 

husband's)revelation of himself seemed to affect the pair. 

There had been no passlng events to serve as chronologieal 

milestones, and the evening on which she had kept supper 

waiting for hlm still loomed out wlth startling nearness ln 

11 ~., p. 82. 



53 

their retrospects.· 12 Although time contlnues its "ceaseless 

scour over them, wearing them away without unitlng them,·13 

Christlne and Nicholas remaln impervlous to the hauntlng 

tlme-sense that plagues so many of Hardy's characters. 

By 11ving ln a constant state of anticipation, the 

lovers mlss the pleasures of the present, and realize ln 

retrospect that they have accompllshed nothing. When the 

body of Chrlstlne's husband ls found, Nlc tells Chrlstlne. 

·You would now have been seventeen years my wife. and we 

mlght have had tall sons and daughters.· 14 They never realize 

their unlon. and therefore never become disl1lusioned with 

thelr ideal. At the same tlme they deprlve themselves of 

the pleasures that that ideal. reallzed, would have brought. 

Thus focualng too much on the future ls as destructive to 

present'joy as is thlnklng too much of the past. As Hardy 

observed ln a notebook entryl ~To-day has length. breadth, 

thlckrless, eolour. smell, volee. As soon as lt beoomes 

yesterdal lt ls a thln layer among layers, without substance, 

colour. or artleulate sound.· 15 The lnsubstantlal quallty of 

both the past and the future cannot oompare wlth the physleal 

reallty of the present. Too often, however, man 19nores present 

enj ayment ta ant1eipate the future or regret'- the past. Hardy 

12 Ib1d., p. 81. 
13 nmI., p. 80. 
14 --Ibld., 82. 
15 Later Years, p. 58. 
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makes thls tendency the subject for poems as well as tales. 

-The Self-Unseelngn states: 

Chl1dllke, l danced ln a dream; 
Blesslngs emblazoned that day: 
Everythlng glowed wlth a gleam: 
Yet we were looklng awayl16 

"The Mlnute before Meetlng" elaborates the theme: 

The grey gaunt days dlvldlng us ln twaln 
Seemed hopeless hl11s my strength must falnt to cllmb, 
But they are gone: and now l would detaln 
The few clock-beats that part us; reln back Tlme, 

And llve ln clo~~ expectance never closed 
In change for far expectance closed at last, 
So harshly has expectance been lmposed 
On my long need whlle these slow blank months passed. 

And knowlng that what ls now about to be 
~111 all have been ln 0, so short a spacel 
l read beyond lt my despondency 
When more dlvldlng months shall take lts place. 
Thereby denylng to thls hour of grace 
A full-up measure of fellclty.17 

Of course, to evade the present ls to evade lts paln 

as well as lts pleasures. To Hardy, pain seemed oreof the 

most pervaslve qualltles of the lmperfect world. Even ln 

"The Waltlng Supper" "the waterfall hi~~ed g~rcastlcally of the 

lnevltableness of the unpleasant.- 18 Some of Hardy's characters 

try to suspend the lnevltable unpleasantness by prolonglng a 

moment of pleasure to lts utmost. Thus Car c llne Aspent of 

"The Flddler of the Reels" ca~ot resist the fiddle of the 

rooantic stranger, hop Ollamoor, but must dance ln a Bacchlc-

16 ~ollected Poems, p. 152. 
17 Ibid •• p. 219. 
18 ~~he ~alting Supper," p. 51. 
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l1ke ecstacy whenever Mop plays. Slm1larly 1n "On the 

Western Clrcult- the young girl Anna repeatedly rldes the 

merry-go-round at a fa1r. Fasclnated by the Mpleasure-

mach1ne," Anna sees the world from her vantage polnt as 

"movlng around • • . , countermovlng ln the revolvlng mlrrors 

on her r1ght hand, she belng as lt were the flxed polnt ln an 

undulatlng, dazzllng, lurld unlverse. M19 A young man watches 

the glrl, -dreadlng the moment when the lnexorable stoker 

clearly an lmage of tlme grlmly lurklng behlnd the glltterlng 

rococo-work, should declde that thls set of rlders had had thelr 

pennyworth, and brlng the whole concern • • • to pause and 

s11ence."20 

Tlme ls also suspended brlefly for John Lackland of 

MA Few Crusted Characters." In a short trlp by carrler's van 

to the village John left as a boy, he returns to the world of 

hls ch11dhood when hls fellow passengers tell him tales of the 

people he had known ln the village. The suspens10n is only 

temporary, however, and when the trlp ends John flnds a changed 

vl11age. The people John knew are now dead, and a new ~enerat10n 

has succeeded them. Unllke the carrler's van, whlch stops and 

wa1ts for the late Lackland to catch up to lt, in the actual v1l1a~e 

"Tlme had not condescended to wait h1s pleasure, nor local l1fe 

his greet1ng. M21 Slmllarly the real world intrudes to haIt the 

19 Thomas Hardy, "On the 'tliestern C1rcu1t," Life's Little 
Ir~8les, p. 11). 

Ibid., p. 112. 
21 Thomas Hardy, "A Few Crusted Gharacters," L1fe's Little 

Ironies, p. 259. 
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momentary ecstasy of both Car'line and Anna. Car'line must 

stop danc1ng through sheer physical exhaustion, wh1le Anna 

must get off the merry-go-round when she has no more money. 

~us many of Hardy's characters have a strong impulse 

to escape the world of t1me and unpleasantness. Through 

ant1cipation and memory, they create an 1mage of the ideal, 

wh1oh, as an image only, cannot be comprom1sed by t1me and 

space. It thus seems much more desirable than the 1mperfeot 

world of physical reality. Hardy does not deny the beauty of 

the gesture towards such an ideal world. Nevertheless he 

realizes that these aspirations remain outside human possibilities 

of realization. Hardy once observed, "AIl men are pursuing a 

shadow, the Unattainable."22 To translate "the 1mage of the 

ideal 1nto reality ls to destroy the ideal by compromise with 

reality. Thus Chr1stine prefers not to marry Nic, even when she 

1s free to do so. ~or her the 1mage of an 1deal union with her 

lover 1s more satisfying than the union 1tself. 

Guerard compla1ns of Hardy's characters that "in the1r 

bl1nd pursu1t of happ1ness they blindly refuse to live.-23 

Hardy h1mself saw that "the human race 1s too extremely developed 

for its corporeal cond1tions, the nerves bein~ evolved to an 

actlv1ty abnormal 1n such an env1ronment."24 He therefore portrays 

~~ E. Brennecke, ed., L1fe ~ Art (:~ew York, 1925), p. 134. 
J Albert Guerard, Thomas nardy:-1he Novels and Stor1es 

(~a~br1dge. Mass., 1949), p. 31. 
24 Early Life, p. 285. 
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many of h1s characters seek1ng sat1sfact10n for the1r 

emot10nal needs outs1de the context of the1r corporeal con-

d1t10ns. At the same t1me Hardy also p01nts out that there 

are means of rea11z1ng a qua11f1ed happlness in the actual 

world. The dreamers have thelr so11d eng11sh lovers, who 

are the closest approxlmation of the romant1c hero that the 

world offers. In refuslng to accept these sturdy lovers, 

preferlng the romance of the1r dream heroes, the dreamers 

lm1tate the optlmlsts whom Hardy crlt101zed: "The optlmlst 

appears to be one who cannot bear the world as lt ls, and ls 

forced by hls nature to plcture lt as lt ought to be; and the 

pesslmlst one who can not only bear the world as lt ls, but 

loves lt well enough to draw lt falthfully._25 The optlmlsts 

and dreamers are lneffectual to l~prove what 11es wlthln thelr 

power of correctlon, because they refuse to admlt the world's 

lmperfectlons. It 19 only when one accepts one of dardy's 

baslc premlses, that the world was not made a ~omfortable place 

for man, that he can use what power he has to 1mprove lts com­

fort. 26 

25 P1nlon, p. 179. The words are a q~otatlon from Galsworthy, 
whlch Hardy had on the framed photograph of Galsworthy at 
l4ax Gate. "'lllla'11 Archer ln Real ':on7ersat1 :ms, p. 46, quotes 
Hardy as stat1n~: " • • • l belleve, 1ndeed, that a good n~al 
of the robust1eus, 9wagger1n~ opt1m1s~ of recent 11terature 
ls ~t bo~:om cowardly and 1ns1ncere.-

2..,) Early .L1fe, p. 2)4. In a netebook entry Ha.My ob.]ects that 
"these venerable philosophers seem te s~art ~rong; they cannot 
~et away from a prepossess1on that th~ wor11 zust so~ehow h~ve 
been nade te be ~ coofortable pl~~e ~or ~~n.· 
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Thus Hardy objected to N1etsche's ph11osophy 

because "the un1 verse 1s to (N1etsche) a perfect mach1ne 

wh1ch only requ1res thorough hand11ng to work wonders. 

He forgets that the un1verse 1s an 1mperfect mach1ne, and 

that to do good with an 111-work1ng 1nstrument requ1res 

endless adjustments and comprom1ses.-27 Those who are 

w1111ng to accept comprom1se, qua11f1ed happ1ness, and 

11m1ted asp1rat1ons as the bases for the1r ex1stence can 

cope w1th the 1mperfect world and ach1eve the1r moderate 

goals, as those who refuse these cond1t1ons and concentrate 

on unatta1nable 1deals can never do. 

Late.1" Years~ P. 160. 
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In Hardy's tales 1t 1s not only the natural world. 

but also society, that frustrates the individual's search 

for happ1ness. The Halborough brothers battle a societal 

hierarchy that dictates degenerate millwr1ghts' sons c~~ot 

ach1eve much success 1n the church. Hardy blames the lone11ness 

of Edith Harnham of -On the Western C1rcu1t" on the predo~1nant 

attitude that "a bad marriage with its aversions 1s better than 

free womanhood with its 1nterests, d1gnity, and le1sure.-1 

Sim1larly Ella Marchmill's husband cannot satisfy her emotional 

needs because his love for her has faded "in the natural vay 

of pass10n under the too pract1cal conditions which civ1l1zation 

has devised for its fru1t1on.- 2 Those who feel societal pressures 

especially are the young men and women who dare to love across 

social bo~ndar!e6o There are many of these 1n dardy's tales, 

1nclud1ng the heroines of "Barbara of the Rouse of Grebe,-

"The Marchioness of Stonehenge," "The Son's Veto,- and "The 

Wa1tin; Supper." As a natural process of sexual selection, 

love does not take 1nto account the false barr1ers th~t society 

has created. It therefore often conf11cts with societal d1ctates, 

and the lovers are tom between marry1ng and becom1ng ~1splaced 

persons on the social scale, or forfeit1n; love to ~ar~ ~1th1n 

1 "On the .'estem ~1r~"1t "p 125 '" "'...., . . 
2 "An Inag1nat1ve .o~~,· p. 12. 
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the1r own soc1al class. 

Chr1st1ne ~verard faces th1s d11emma 1n "The Wa1t1ng 

Supper." Her lover N1cholas, though a yeoman, 1s far super10r 

to her su1tor from her own class, Bellston. Chr1st1ne rea11zes 

the absurd1ty of her s1tuat1on when she argues w1th herself that 

N1c 1s "handsome, able, and the soul of honour; and l am a young 

woman of the adj01n1ng par1sh, who have been constantly thrown 

lnto commun1cat1on w1th h1m. rs 1t not, by naturels rule, the 

most proper th1ng 1n the world that l should marry h1m, and 1s 

1t not an absurd convent10nal regulat10n wh1ch says that such a 

unlon would be wrong?"3 Chrlst1ne eventually cap1tulates to 

the soc1al pressure represented by her father, the clergyman, 

and even the gosslp1ng peasants. She marr1es Bellston, because 

thç1r backgrounds are s1ml1ar: "In great thln~s N1cholas was 

closest ta her nature; ln 11ttle th1ngs Bellston seemed lm-

measurably nearer than N1c: and 11fe was made up of l1ttle 

thlngs._4 Chr1st1ne's reasonlng proves false, however, as 

Bellston turns out to be a poor husband. In chooslng convention 

rather than love, Chr1st1ne marrles a class, not a man, and so 

forfe1ts whatever happ1ness she m1ght have ach1eved by marry1ng 

N1cholas for hls own good qua11tles. 

In Hardy's work soc1ety and convent10n are 1nterwoven 

50 that they become almost synonymous. For convent1on as such 

a "The ~aiting Supper,· p. 46. 
Ibid., D. 47. - . 



61 

Hardy has 11ttle respect. In "The Melancholy Hussar," for 

lnstance. Hardy shows the error of an excessive regard for 

meanlngless conventlons. The herolne of the tale. Phyllls 

Grove, ls en~aged to Humphrey Gould, a bland mlddle-aged 

bachelor whom she does not love. The soclety of Phyllls' 

town conslders the glrl fortunate, slnce Gould "was of an old 

local famlly, some of whose members were held ln respect ln the 

county,(and)PhYllls, ln brlnglng hlm to her feet, had accompllshed 

what was consldered a br1111ant move for one ln her constralned 

posltlon •••• In those days unequal marrlages were regarded 

rather as a viol~tlon of the laws of nature than as a mere 

lnfrlngement of conventlon.-5 Gould 11ves ln another town from 

Phyllls, and thelr communlcatlon ls sporadlc and formaI. Phyllls 

he~rs a rumour that Humphrey does not lntend to keep thelr 

enga~ement, and slnce the rumour seems conflrmed by Humphrey's 

cool attl tude towards her, Phyllls all0t1S herself to recognlze 

her love for a German soldler of the York Hussars, Matthaus 

Tlna. She agrees to flee to Germany wlth Tlna, who ls desertlng 

the army because of his intense homeslckness. 

As Phyllls ls ~ ~tlng by the hlghway to meet Tlna and. 

salI wlth hlm, she sees Gould apparently on hls way to her home. 

She hears Gould talklng to hls companlon, and hls remarks lead. 

her to b~lleve that Gould has come to honour thelr engagement. 

5 Tho~as nardy, "The Xelancholy Husser," ~essex Tales, 
p. 48. 
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He has brought her -a handsome peaee offer1ng,_6 and adm1ts 

that Phyll1s has been on h1s m1nd a great deal. After over­

hear1ng these remarks, Phyll1s dec1des not to el ope w1th T1na, 

but to go home and marry Gould. She retreats from her un­

convent1onsl pos1t10n and persuades herself that -her prom1se 

~o Gould)must be kept, and esteem must take the place of love. 

She would preserve her self-respect.-? She wa1ts for T1na and 

tells h1m she cannot go w1th h1m, then returns home only to 

f1nd that Gould has not come to marry her. but to tell her that 

he has just marr1ed someone else. W1thout Phyl11s to help gu1de 

them, T1na and h1s three compan10ns try to sa1l to the French 

coast and blunder 1nto Jersey. They are caught and returned to 

~ngland. Two of the deserters, T1na and h1s best fr1end Chr1stoph. 

are shot. and Phyll1s spends the rest of her l1fe tend1ng the1r 

graves. 

In refus1ng to go w1th ~1na. then. Phyll1s has retreated 

1nto set standards of conduct d1ctated by convent1on. One of 

the remarks she overhears ~ould mak1ng forces her to real1ze 

soc1ety's v1ew of her elopement: -It cannot be that she 1s 50 

bad as they make out. l am qu1te sure that a g1rl or her ~ood 

w1t would know better than to get entangled w1th any of those 

Hanover1an sold1ers.-8 In v1ew of Gould's own shoddy treatment 

of Phyll1s and the enga~ement, Gould hardly has the r1~t te 

6 Ib1d •• p. 59. 
~ Ib1d •• p. 60. 

Ibid •• p. 59. 
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tatlon of the collective mass of individuals known as society, 

each of whom ls far from guiltless, and therefore aIl the more 

wll1lng to comblne with the mass in disclaiming agalnst offenders 

such as Phyllls. Phyllls, too, blames herself, when Humphrey's 

remark makes her see herself through soclety's eyes and realize 

"as by a sudden ll1uminatlon, the enormlty of her conduct."9 

More particularly she sees the dangers lnherent ln the planned 

escape from ~ngland and from conventional modes of conàuct. She 

begins to fear Tina's proposaI, "so wlld as lt was, so vague, 

so venturesome.-10 Phyllls lacks the courage to defy convention 

and glve up the approved match wlth Gould. It ls safer and 

easier to return to the familiarlty of home and Gould than to 

flee to an unknown country with a foreign soldier. Although 

she almost changes her mind and goes with Tina, "the courage 

wh1ch at the cr1tlcal lnstant fa11ed Cleopatra of Egypt could 

scarcely be expected of Phyllis Grove,-ll and she stays behind. 

Unllke Phyllis, Tina gambles h1s 11fe 1n an effort to 

break out of the pattern society has set for hlm. Tina 18 

ser~1ng in the army of an English king whose cause means nothing 

to the ~erman. He hates England, where he has been brought 

aga1nst hls will. a~d ~n~land's war wlth France holds no lnterest 

for h1m, slnce Tlna's own country ls at peace with both Lngland 

9 Ibid •• p. 59. 
lG Ibid., p. 59. 
11 Ibid., p. 60. 
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and France. Nevertheless convent1on rules that as a sold1er 

~1na must rema1n w1th h1s regiment and serve for ~ngland, 

or else become a coward and traitor. Throughout the tale 

~ardy portrays T1na not with the contempt usually due to a 

deserter, but w1th adm1rat1on. Certa1nly Tina def1es convent10n, 

but only because the brave sold1er 1mage 18 empty and mean1ngless 

to h1m w1thout the emot1onal force of patr10t1sm beh1nd 1t. 

Unl1ke Phyll1s, T1na has the courage to defy empty convent10ns, 

even when 1t 1s dangerous for h1m to do so. Th1s means, of 

course, that lack1ng the fam1l1ar patterns set by convention, 

T1na has fewer rules to rely on as the bas1s for act~on. H1s 

d1lemma 1s expressed phys1cally in the deserters' attempted 

escape by boat, when they blunder through unknown waters in 

the dark. Phyl11s rema1na safe because she follows the already 

charted course set by convent10n. She' does not gain any 

happiness, however, through her r1~id regard for safety and 

convent1on. T1na et least follows an aggress1ve course of action 

1n seek1n~ sat1sfact1on for h1mself on h1s own, not society'so 

terms. Although this makes action more d1ff1cult for h1m, s1nce 

he 1s both defyin~ soc1ety and act1ng w1thout the comfort of 

rules, 1t 1s only when such people as T1na have the coura~e to 

challenge the 1ntrins1c worth of convent1ons that those w1thout 

mean1~ can be discarded. '.ihus Hardy noted that "Conservat1sm 

is not estimable 1n 1tself, nor 1s ~hange, or Rad1ca11s~. To 

conserve the exlst1ng good, to supplant the ex1st1ng bad oy 
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good, ls to act on a true polltlcal ~nd socla~ prlnclple."12 

Although T1na shows no loyalty to conventlons, he 

ls loyal to more than h1s own gratlflcat1on. When Phyllls 

tells h1m she has declded not to elope wlth hlm, ~lna wants 

to abandon hls planned desertlon. He does not, however, 

because Chrlstoph ls walt1ng for h1m at the shore, and he 

tells Phyl11s, "1 cannot break falth wlth my frlend."13 Al­

though he could have persuaded Phyl11s to go wlth hlm by 

applylng "unscrupulous pressure," he does nothlng to "tempt 

her unduly or unfalrly.-14 Later, when the four deserters are 

caught, Tlna and Chrlstoph save the 11ves of thelr two fellow-

deserters by taklng all the blame for the escape on themselves a 

Thus Tlna shows none of the careless self-lnterest that hls 

desertlon mlght lmply. To those whom he knows personally he 

remalns cons1derate and selfless, because he values hls fr1ends 

as he does not value convent1ons. 

Soclety, however. 1n the form of the m111tary, does 

not take lnto account T1na's baslc herolsm and condemns hlm to 

death. Thls actlon 1llustrates rlardy's be11et that "soc1ety, 

collectlvely, has ne1ther seen what any ordlnary person can see, 

read what every ord1nary person has read. nor thought what every 

ord1nary person has thought.- 15 It 1s almost as lf indlvlduals, 

12 Early Llfe, p. 191. 
1) "The Melancholy Hussar." P_. 60. 14 . Ib1d., p. 60. 
15 Earïy Llfe, p. 294. 
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when massed together to form "soclety," take on a slnlster 

collectlve ldentlty that ls greater than and dlfferent from 

the sum of the indlvidual 1dentltles involved. Thus, vlewed 

as a mass, soclety seems a formldable body that ls opposed to 

the lndlvldual and his search for happlness. 

One cannot forget, however, that soclety is comprlsed 

of lndividuals,none of whom, uardy has shown, are bas1cally 

ev11. Rather when indlvlduals lnteract, thelr good 1ntent10ns 

go awry through m1sunderstandlng. Hardy once noted that "the 

shrlnk1ng soul th1nks 1ts weak place ls g01ng to be la1d bare, 

and shows lts ~hought by a suddenly c11pped manner. The other 

shr1nkin; soul thlnks the cllpped manner of the first to be the 

result of lts own weakness ln some way, not of lts strength, and 

shows lts fear also by lts constralned alr. So they wlthdraw 

from each other and mlsunderstand."16 

Hardy's tale p "On the ~estern Circuit" explores the 

m1scarr1age of good 1ntent10ns in the m1crocosmic society formed 

by the three protagonlstso A young lawyer, Charles Raye, has a 

passlng affa1r with an illiterate servant-g1rl, Anna. Anna 

falls in love wlth Raye, although she knows her educat10n and 

soalal status are far below his. The girl persuades her marrled 

employer, Edith Harnham, to write to Raye ln Anna's name, since 

the girl ls too ~shamed to tell her lover that she cannot read 

16 Ibid., p. 2)2. 
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understandable, and Hardy portrays aIl three sympathetlcally. 

Raye's seduction of Anna sprlngs from a natural attraction that 

defles the soclal barri ers separatlng them. Anna chooses to 

deceive Raye because she ls ashamed of her llllteracy and 

afraid of 10slng her lover. Edith Harnham asslsts the deceptlon 

because she wants to protect Anna by keeping Raye's interest ln 

the girl alive. 

The actions of aIl three lead to unhapplness for each 

other. Edith, a lonely woman married to an elderly wlne 

merchant, falls in love wlth Raye herself. and Raye ls so 

lmpressed wlth the lntelligence of the letters that hls fancy 

for Anna changes to love. When Anna reveals she ls pregnant, 

Raye decldes to marry her. From her letters he concludes that 

she has the ablllty to become a professlonal man's wlfe, so 

that he wlll not be commlttlng professional suicide by marrylng 

a servant-girl. Only after the weddlng does baye flnd thet lt 

was Edlth, not Anna, who wrote the letters and, therefore, lt 

ls Edlth that he loves. He tells her, "Legally l have marrled 

her--God help us botht--in soul and spirlt l have marrled you, 

and no other woman ln the world.- 17 

Thus when even these few people lnteract, thelr actlons 

frustrate each other and ultlmately become triply destructlve. 

It ls not surprlsing, then, that the collection of an even 

greater nucber of people into soclety res~lts ln ~ proportlo~~te 

17 "On the ~estern ~lrcuit," p. 135. 
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tncrease tn frustration of action. Each of the three pro­

tagonists of ~On the Western Circuit- is partially balked 

by soctal norms dtctating that Edith should marry the merchant 

just for the sake of marrlage, and that Raye should not marry 

a servant-girl, even if she is pregnant. Thls ls not the polnt, 

however. Raye ls wl11lng to defy convention and marry Anna, 

a course of actlon that would probably have brought hlm happlness 

lf the assumptlons he had been led to make about Anna had been 

correct. Hardy also poln~s out that the soclety whlch condemns 

1111teracy had glven Anna the chance to learn to read through 

natlonal schooling, though her aunt had not sent her to school. 

Thus nelther soclety nor a strlct adherence to conventlon brlngs 

about the flnal tragedy of the tale. Rather lt derlves from 

the mutual deceptlon of the three protagonlsts. Raye beglns 

hls relatlonshlp wlth Anna under an assumed name, and remalns 

stlent about hts professlon and 11fe as a whole. Mrs. Harnham 

decelves not only Raye, but also her unsuspectlng husband and 

Anna herself, slnce she does not tell Anna of ~ll Raye's letters. 

~ven Anna, the relatively lnnocent country girl, ls capable of 

pretendlng that she wrote the letters by herself. 

Thls lack of frankness between people ls evldent 

throughou~ nar1y's tales, and leads to mlsapprehension and 

sometimes d1saster. Often one person w11l spy on another, 

making false assumptions from the scene he w1tnesses but does 

not fully oom?rehen1. Thus ln "~hat the Shepherd Saw,· the 
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Duke sees from a d1stance an innocent meeting between the 

Dukets w1fe and her cous1n, and, mistaking the meet1ng for 

a lovers' reun1on, murders the cousin 1n unwarranted jealousy. 

S1mllarly Roger of "Master John Horselelgh, Kn1ght," murders 

his slster's husband because appearances lead hlm to believe 

that the husband ls a bigamist. Such mlsapprehens10ns could 

be easlly corrected by slmple explanatlons, but the spies prefer 

to act w1thout ascertalnlng the valldlty of thelr assumptions. 

Grandiose schemes for the lmprovement of soclety as 

a whole do l1ttle to erase these bas1c errors 1n human-to­

humqn relat1onshlps; yet tfiese errors are at the centre of many 

of soc1ety t s 1118. Hardy therefore concentrates on the lnd1vldual 

un1t of soclety. us1ng the larger mass only as background. Thus 

ln "For Conscience' Sake" a subtle 1nterplay between the herots 

own c~nsclence and soclety t s lnterpretatlon of hls act10ns 

emphasizes Hardy's distinction between respectabi11ty and actual 

gulltlessness. ~1IIborne. a mlddle-aged man of means, becomes 

consc1ence-str1cken over an affalr he had had w1th a woman several 

years before. M1Ilborne had prom1sed to marry the woman, and had 

never ~ept his promise. even when the woman had borne hlm a 

daughter. Millborne seeks out the woman and the daughter. now 

a young womsn herself, and finds that they have become respected 

members of the small town where they 11ve. The older wornan, 

poslng as a wldow, has never tolcl the dqu~hter of her teüe 

parentat;e. -oJihen IUllb~rne offers to marry the supp')sed widow 
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for h1s own consclence' sake, she accepts. Although she 

does not love Mlllborne, she reallzes th$t her marrlage to 

the wealthy bachelor mlght encourage her daughter's sultor 

to marry the glrl. 

The sultor, a clergyman named Cope, typlfles soclety's 

admlratlon for both money and respectablllty. He ls dellghted 

wlth the daughter's new wealth, but becomes dlsgusted when he 

notlces a resemblance between Ml11borne and hls daughter. Although 

Cope ls engaged to the glrl, he refuses to vlslt the famlly untl1 

Mll1borne establlshes hls wlfe and daughter ln a comfortable 

home and leaves the town. The clergyman then marrles the glrl, 

not because her actual worth and respectabl11ty have been altered, 

but because her lrregular parent age can no longer be proved. 

Thus ln trylng to satlsfy the dlctates of a retrospectlve consclence, 

Ml11borne jeopard1zes the reputat10ns and happlness of those he 

ls try1ng to help. Ml11borne's story emphas1zes not only the 

gap between actlons and reputatlon, but also the far-reach1ng 

consequences of a slngle mlstake. Mlllborne wrltes to h1s wlfe: 

"Our evl1 actlons do not remaln lso1ated ln the past, wa1tlng only 

to be reversed; 11ke locomotlve plants they spread and re-rooto 

tll1 to destroy the orlginal stem has no mater1al effect ln 

kl111ng them.,,18 

Agaln and agaln Hardy's tales polnt out how one person's 

fault affects many other people. His characters frustrate one 

18 Tho~as r.ardy, "For Conscience' Sake,n Life's Little Ircnies, 
p. 74. 
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another's actions because each ind1v1dual 1n h1s own search 

for happ1ness does not consider the m1sery he 1s causing others. 

Hardy hoped that each person would look around him and see the 

pain of others, feeling it as his own, so that "Altruism, or 

The Golden Rule, or whatever 'Love your Neighbour as Yourself' 

may be called,n would be brought about. His tales force his 

readers to see and sympathize with the unhappiness of his 

characters, as Hardy hoped these readers would do with actual 

people. If each ind1vidual incorporated into his own v1ew of 

life, not the desire for his own happiness at all costs, but 

Hardy's doctrine of -Altruism,- the society made up of those 

individuals would naturally become humanitarian. Thus Hardy 

addresses the 1ndividual rather than society as a whole. He 

preaches basic humanity rather than social reforme Such con­

sideration for others on an individual level will naturally 

bring about social reform, not for the sake of reform, but 

because each member of society will share Hardy's ideal goal, 

that "pain to all upon the earth, tongued or dumb, shall be 

kept down to a minimum by loving-k1ndness, operating through 

scientific knowledge, and actuated by the modicum of free will 

conjeeturally possessed by organ1e life.-
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Throughout his tales Hardy proves himself to be one 

W~lO "has most steadily refused to be comforted in an age in 

which the temptation to seek comfort has been greatest. The 

comfort of forgetfulness, th~ comfort of beliefs, he has put 

both these away."l Hardy sees clearly the unhappiness of the 

human lot, but does not retire into the despair of defeatism. 

Rather he portrays his characters battling against an indifferent 

natural world, a restricting society, and their own mistakes and 

blindness. He shows the beauty of man's aspirations and ideals, 

and the narrow margin by which man fails to reallze these. Hardy 

also points out the tragedy of "man's lnhumanlty to man," and 

lts destructiveness to the oppressor as well as the victim. 

In a deleted part of ~ QI the n'Urbervllles Hardy 

g1ves as the moral justiflcatlon of hls honesty the considerat1on 

that it mlght help others to avo1d Tess's trap.2 Sim1larly 

hls portrayal of man's unnecessary m1stakes and cruelty to 

others may help hls readers reallze such errors ln thelr own 

11ves and take steps to correct them. Through h1s wr1t1ng 

Hardy forces the reader to face the pa1n of the world, but also 

demonstrates ho~ he can help to erase such paln. H1s tales 

afflrm that every 1ndiv1dual has a degree of power over h1s 

1 I.A. Richards, quoted by Dou~las 3rown, Thomas a~rdy, 
p. 159. 

2 Rutlan1. p. 226. 
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own life, the natural world, and the society of wh1ch he is 

a part. Hardy urges man to accept the conditions of 11fe 

offered by an imperfect world, and to use h1s intelligence 

and human1tarian inst1ncts to improve whatever lies w1th1n 

his power. 

Roy Morrell c1tes the influence of T.H. Huxley and 

John Stuart Hill on Hardy's meliorist philosophy.3 Accor­

ding to M111 it 1s man's purpose, not to drift with nature's 

w111, but to strive "perpetually ••• to a~end the course of 

nature. M4 Mill argued that "a man 1s only partly limited by 

t1me and place: he 1s free to use and 1nterpret exper1ence in 

h1s own way, to cultivate some th1ngs in h1s past and 1n his 

environment, and weed out others. MS Like Hardy, Mill was 

1nterested 1n the Untulf111ed Intention, or "not only all that 

happens but all that 1s capable of happening, the unused 

capab11ity of causes •••• ,,6 30th Hill and Hardy argue 

that man should strive to make more of the unfulfilled potent1al 

rea11ty, and so to 1mprove the world for mankind and other 

creatures as welle 

Hardy noticed the extra effort that aIl of nature 1s 

wil11ng to expend in "the determ1natlon to enjoy. We see lt 

ln aIl nature, from the leaf on the tree to the tltled lady 

The ~lll and the ~ay (Kuala 
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at the ball • • • • It 1s ach1eved, of a sort, under 

superhuman d1ff1cult1es. L1ke pent-up water 1t will f1nd 

a ch1nk of poss1b1l1ty somewhere. Even the most oppressed 

of men and an1mals f1nd 1t, so that out of a thousand there 

1s hardly one who has not a sun of some sort for h1s soul."? 

If man 1s capable of f1nd1ng "a ch1nk of poss1b1l1ty" for 

enjoyment under such adverse c1rcumstances, surely he 1s able 

to d1scover s1m1lar poss1b1l1t1es for 1mprov1ng the world as 

a whole. Indeed Hardy h1mself points out the ch1nks of poss1b111ty 

by show1ng h1s characters' unnecessary mistakes and how such 

m1stakes could have been avo1ded. Thus he 18 follow1ng h18 

d1ctum that "If way to the Better there be g 1t exacts a full 

look at the Worst," and advocat1ng the pract1cal step8 towards 

an 1mproved world that he urges in the poem "To S1ncer1ty:" 

L1fe may be sad past say1ng, 
Its greens for ever gray1n~, 
Its fa1ths to dust decay1ng; 

And youth may have foreknown 1t, 
And riper seasons shown 1t, 
But cU8tom cries: "D1sown 1t: 

"Say ye rejo1ce, though gr1ev1ng, 
3el1eve, wh1le unbel1ev1ng, 
Behold, w1thout perce1v1ngS" 

--Ye~ would men look at true th1ngs, 
And un1lluded v1ew things, 
And count to bear undue th1ngs, 

The real m1ght mend the seem1ng, 
Facts better the1r foredee~1ng, 
And Lire 1ts disestee~1ng. 

Early Lire, p. 279. 
:ollected ?oer-s, p. 262. 
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