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CHATER - VII 

An Es t ima te of Hardy ' s E v o l u t i o n a r y Mel ior i sm 

The e v o l u t i o n a r y i d e a s of Hardy has never been given a s e r i o u s 

a t t e n t i o n i n t h e a u t h o r ' s l i f eu^ in ie , o r l a t e r . Although much has been 

s a i d on H a r d y ' s s t o r y - t e l l i n g t e c h n i q u e , i n t e r e s t i n humble r u s t i c 

l i f e / t r e a t m e n t of Na ture and, of c o u r s e , sombre view of l i f e , the 

idea of e v o l u t i o n a r y mel ior i sm u n d e r l y i n g h i s w r i t i n g s has seldom 

i n t e r e s t e d t h e c r i t i c s and r e v i e w e r s . Presuming t h a t t h e p r e s e n t 

d i s s e r t a t i o n can c l a im t o have j u s t i f i e d t h e need of g i v i n g some 

a t t e n t i o n t o Ha rdy ' s e v o l u t i o n i s m as t h e i d e a un i fy ing the v a r i o u s 

p j ^ e s of h i s c o m p o s i t i o n s , an a t t e n p t w i l l be made t o we igh t i t s 

woth and j udge i t s r e l e v a n c e in p r e s e n t t i m e s . The o b j e c t i s t o see 

i f t h e V i c t o r i a n a u t h o r * c a l l e d a p e s s i m i s t ^ c o u l d r e a l l y o f f e r any 

remedy, a g r e e a b l e t o t h e r a t i o n a l t h i n k i n g of t h e p r e s e n t c e n t u r y , 

f o r the m i s e r i e s of l i f e . But, be fo re any such a t t empt i s made, i t 

i s r e a s o n a b l e t o e n q u i r e i f Hardy h imse l f h e l d f a s t t o t h e i d e a t i l l 

the end of h i s l i t e r a r y c a r e e r , o r a l lowed i t t o d r i f t away a f t e r 

n o u r i s h i n g i t f o r a p e r i o d , 

We may r e f e r in t h i s connec t ion t o E. B l u n d e n ' s account of 

Hardy's c o n v e r s a t i o n wi th P r o f e s s o r A l b e r t Cock around 1920, Blunden 

wri tes , 
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"Professor Albert Cock/ who v i s i t e d him . . . was speaking of 

the optimism found in the c los ing chorus of the Dynasts and he was 

n a t u r a l l y p r a i s i n g t h a t f i n a l e . But Hardy 'shook h i s head, as he 

r ep l i ed , I shou ldn ' t wr i te t h a t now'. 'Not wr i te those l i n e s of hope 

again, why not? I eager ly questioned. Came the b r i e f , the pregnant, 

the unanswerable reply j 'The Treaty of V e r s a i l l e s ' . "-*-

Then Blunden comments, "But should we ever take a detached 

saying of Hardy 's as comprehending a l l tha t he had in h i s mind? I t 

was never h i s i n s t i n c t t o abandon a l l hope, and, whatever the broad 

aspect of h i s t o r y , pas t and fu ture , might seem t o him, he laas not 

going t o say t h a t he or anybody e l s e could ca l cu l a t e the chances of 

good or e v i l with c e r t a i n t y , . . . while Hardy was impressed with the 

gather ing phenomena of grim things t o come, he remained sedulous in 

the minor a f f a i r s of l i f e ; and he balanced h i s dismay a t ce r t a in 

immense h i s t o r i c a l g e n e r a l i t i e s with a l i v ing r e spec t for man as a 

modest, endur ing, t r u s t i n g wayfarer". Blunden^therefore , refuses to 

bel ieve t h a t Hardy could give way t o despai r , abandoning a l l h i s f a i t h 

in man, and i t i s hard not t o agree with him . 

But E.F, Hardy wr i t e s in the Life 

" I t may be sa id here t h a t the War destroyed a l l Hardy's 

b e l i e f in the gradual ennoblement of man, a be l i e f he had held for 

many yea r s , as i s shown by poems l i ke The s ick B a t t l e God and o the r s . 

He sa id he would probably not have ended the Dynasts as he did end i t , 

"Clf he \>UMiiii iMwr foreseen what was going t o h ^ p e n wi th in a few years , 
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" M o r e o v e r , t h e v/ar cave t h e c o u p d e - g r a c e t o sjiy c o n c e p t i o n 

he may h a v e n o u r i s h e d of a func:amenta l u l t i m . a t e , / iscom a t t h e b a c k 

of t h i n g s . With h i s v iew on n e c e s s i t a t i ^ . n , or :-:t most a v e r y l i m i t e d 

f r e e - w i l l , e v e n t s seemed t o show him t h a t a f a n c y he had o f t e n h e l d 

and e x p r e s s e d t h a t t h e n e v e r - o n a i n g push oi t h e U n i v e r s e was an 

u n p u r p o s i v e and i r r e s p o n s i b l e g r o p i n g i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o t t h e l e a s t 
2 

r e s i s t a n c e , m.i'ih,t p o s s i b l y be t h e r e a l t r u t h " , 

F . E . Hardy seeais q u i t e c o n v i n c e d of t h e u t t e r d i s m a y t h a t t h e 

',7ar^ c a u s e d t o trie p o e t - n o v e l i s t , b u t sne c o e s n o t t e l l u s i f t h i s 

mood of d e s p o n o e n c y p r o v e d e n d u r i n g and t o o h a r o f o r him t o ovitgrow. 

She c c e s , howeve r , t e l l us t h a t i n t h e poem A P h i l o s o p h i c a l F a n t a n s y , 

p u b l i s h e d i n t h e F o r t n i g h t l y Review in 1927 " a r a y of hope i s shown 
3 

f o r t h e f u t u r e of mankind" . The y e a r of t n e p u b l i c a t i ; : n of t h e poem 

i s i m p o r t a n t , f o r i t i s much l a t e r t n a n tiie y ^ a r o i t h e s a i d c o n v e r ­

s a t i o n w i t h A l b e r t Cock wiiich makes t h e authox" of tlit; L i f e b e l i e v e 

t h a t Hardy abanooned h i s hope of a m e l i o r a t i o n . 

The o p p o s i t e v i e w s of Blunoen and F . E . Mardy on H a r d y ' s 

a b a n d o n i n g h i s hope of a m e l i o r a t i o n a r e q u o t e d i n o r d e r t o show 

t h e d i f f i c u l t y i n r e a c h i n g a c>wnclusion eis t o whethc-r Hardy n o u r i s h e d 

h i s hope of a m e l i o r a t i o n t i l l t h e end of h i s c a r e e r . I t seems more r e a s o n ­

a b l e t o say t h a t , t h c u g : i o f t e n vveakend by c i r c u m s t a n c e s , h i s hope had t h e 

po-.ver of r e v i v i n g i t s e l f , ano b e c a u s e of h i s b u u n c l e s s l o v e of mankind 
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and h i s ea rnes t des i re t o see i t de l ivered from m i s e r i e s , he would 

never conple te ly abandon the ideas sus ta in ing h i s hope. As t o the 

war# he s ince re ly wished the warring na t ions to show one another 

t h a t s p i r i t of understanding and respec t which i s necessary t o prevent 
tn tt 

war/ and the Treaty of Versa i l l e s disappointed him, for he may have 

seen ia==4fe, l i ke many others of h i s t ime, the want of t h a t s p i r i t 

and a l s o the p o s s i b i l i t y of another war. S t i l l he wculd not abandon 

a l l hope; for , qui te contrary to the general opinion t h a t he had a 

li)cing for the gloomy side of l i f e , h i s yearning for a ray of hope 

amidst the gloom i s obvious enough, and i t i s r a t h e r the i n t e n s i t y 

of h i s longing for l i g h t t ha t made the l i f e of the suffer ing men and 

women appear t o him darker and more p i t eous than what i t r e a l l y i s . 

I I 

Now, an appraisa l of Hardy's m e l i o r i s t i c claim in the context 

of h i s evolu t ionary view. To speak the t r u t h , the Victor ian c r i t i c s 

and iBviewers hardly acknowledged h i s claim. They ha i l ed him as a 

f ine s t o r y - t e l l e r with a f i r s t -hand knowledge of wessex topography 

and the r u s t i c s , a g i f t for reproducing the pa s to ra l atmosphere, 

some idea of the contemporary soc ia l changes and cu r ren t i s sues 

l i k e Marriage B i l l , a sense of humour and an i n f i n i t e sympathy for 

t he d i s t r e s s e d ; but when i t came to the appra isa l of h i s concept of 

the Immanent w i l l or h i s m e l i o r i s t i c c la im, they sirrply put i t aside 

wi th a g r i n . Miss Helen Garwood brought out her doc tora l d i s s e r t a t i o n 
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Hardy's Novels as an I l l u s t r a t i o n of Schopenhauer's Will in Hardy's 

l i f e t ime and sent him a copy of i t . La te r , Edmund Blunden published 

his c r i t i q u e on the Dynasts (1937j. J . 0« B a i l e y ' s Hardy and the Cosmic 

Mind was published in 1956. Al l these authors dea l t with Hardy's idea 

of the F i r s t Cause or Immanent Will in t h e i r r espec t ive ways, but 

l i t t l e was done to review Hardy's m e l i o r i s t i c claim in the context of 

bis idea of the evolution of the w i l l , and Harpy's claim as a 

m e l i o r i s t has remained u n s e t t l e d . 

,The indi f ference of the c r i t i c s and reviewers i s not hard t o 

understand. The English are p r a c t i c a l r a t h e r than v i s i^onary . Besides, 

mater ia l ism received a fresh lease of l i f e in the Victor ian Age, 

James and S t u a r t M i l l ' s U t i l i t a r i a n i s m was much t o the Victorian 

l ik ing . T.H. Huxley's Agnosticism which dismissed God as unknowable 

and turned a l l a t t en t ion t o man and na ture and used cosmodicy ins tead 

of theodicy t o explain the miser ies of l i f e was agreeable to tliem 

because of i t s p r a c t i c a l na ture , Darwin's Evolution of Species 

by means of Natural Selec t ion took no time in gaining the popular 

approval because of the t ang ib le proofs i t was founded upon. In 

l i t e r a t u r e , Swinburne's blasphemy was l iked by the Victor ians because 

of i t s z e a l and s p i r i t of r e v o l t , F i t zge ra ld won t h e i r hear t by h i s 

manly pessimism. C a r l y l e ' s censure and Thackeray 's s a t i r e were confined 

t o the s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l spheres, end they understood them. They 

accepted t he pessimism of Francis Thomson's City of Dreadful Night 

as a mat ter of tenperament and personal exper ience . Tennyson was 
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popular with the Vic tor ians , because he sang of the triurnp^ of sc ienc 

and i t s i n f a l l i b i l i t y as a guide t o n a t i o n a l p rogress . Mathew Arnold 

gave them an uneasy f ee l i ng , but they l i s t e n e d t o him with t h a t 

reverence which a t h i n k e r ' s scholarsh ip genera l ly comnfands. Browning 

was warmly received for what i s ca l l ed h i s robust optimism, and 

Meredith for h is simple f a i t h in God as a benevolent power, with 

varying degrees of admiration and enthusiasm the Vic tor ians heard the 

t h inke r s and wr i t e r s of t h e i r age. They r e a d i l y placed Hardy in the 

rank of the g rea t e s t n o v e l i s t s of t h e i r t ime, but ^ e y did not 

understand how t o judge the worth of the p o e t - n o v e l i s t ' s concept of 

the Wil l , except by descr ib ing i t as something un-English and 

t r ansp lan ted from the Greece of the 4th century B.C. (Euripides) 

or from the 19th Century Germany (Schopenhauer). They wondered how 

one of t h e i r contemporaries could use such enigmatic phrases as 

the "misery of ex i s tence" , "evolution of the Wil l" , "del iverance 

from the hobble of being a l ive" or "peace of non-exis tence" . Never 

before had t h e English authors produced such u n i n t e l l i g i b l e i d e a s , 

and the Vic tor ians with t h e i r preference for the p la in and p r a c t i c a l 

suggest ion dLd not find anything worthwhile in Hardy's idea of 

de l iverance from the misery of exis tence through the ex t inc t ion of 

l i f e . His meliorism seemed no more I n t e l l i g i b l e than h i s concept of 

the Wi l l . To be a m e l i o r i s t you must wr i t e l i k e Dickens, suggesting 

p r a c t i c a l measures of reforms t h a t can be ma te r i a l i s ed by P a r l i a ­

mentary B i l l . But, i f you profess de l iverance by e x t i n c t i o n of l i f e 

and a n n i h i l a t i o n of the world, and yet claim t o be a me l io r i s t , you 

sirrply b a f t l e us . Such was the Victor ian reac t ion t o Hardy's claim 

as a m e l i o r i s t . 
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Hardy's r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for the matter was not any l e s s . The 

idea of the wi l l and i t s evolution i s n a t u r a l l y complex, and while 

the metaphysicians t r i e d to make the idea as i n t e l l i g i b l e as poss ib le 

Hardy went the opposite way, making the idea s t i l l more complex by 

personifying the Will and ascr ibing the seemingly endless s e r i e s of 

mischances and accidents in the l i ve s of h i s men and women t o i t . 
to U 

Consequently/ Hardy's Will appeared t o the readers^merely a svibst i tute 

f o r God — omnipotent/ c«inipresent/ e t e r n a l and absolute l i k e Him/ 

but with a l l His noble a t t r i b u t e s replaced by the e v i l ones. The 

Will appeared to be a malevolent Power t h a t c r e a t e s only in order 

t o des t roy/ and holds for th the prospect of happiness only t o lu re 

man on t o fu r ther m i se r i e s . This Power being'omnipresent and e t e r n a l , 

the mise r i e s o£ mankind were supposed ' to prove in terminable , and 

i r r emediab le . What more was needed t o show t h a t Hardy was a pess imis t? 

What We gather from the contenporary views about Hardy's ideas and 

a t t i t u d e makes us fee l t h a t t h i s was the Victor ian appra isa l of 

Hardy's a t t i t u c e towards the world and l i f e . 

What make Hardy's claim as a m e l i o r i s t seem untenable are, 

perhaps , h i s view of the miser ies of l i f e and t h a t of the ex t inc t ion 

of t he world a t the culmination ot the evolut ionary process , in 

r e a l i t y , however, ne i t he r i n t e r f e r e s with h i s m e l i o r i s t i c ideas and 

has noth ing to make h i s claim unreasonable. Hardy's s t r e s s on the 

miser ies of l i f e does not con t r ad ic t h i s m e l i o r i s t i c ideas ; for , 

as d iscussed e a r l i e r , a gloomy view can change i n t o a m e l i o r i s t i c 
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one by discover ing the means of amel iora t ion. In a sense, pessimism 

i s nearer than optimism to the i r e l i o r i s t i c visitbn (see Ch. 11^ . 

Hardy himself understood i t and, t he r e fo re , l i t t l e objected t o the 

c r i t i c s Cal l ing him a pess imis t , though he had put f o r th h i s claim 

as a m e l i o r i s t . He said to William Archer, "people c a l l me a pe s s i ­

mis t ; and i f i t i s pessimism to th ink , with Sophocles, t h a t not t o 

have been born i s best ; then I do not r e j e c t the des igna t ion . I never 

could understand why the wfcfe 'pessimism' should be such a rag t o many 
4 

worthy people" . Hardy did not see how his being a pess imis t could 

prevent h i s becoming a m e l i o r i s t . There i s , indeed, no cogent reason 

t o be l i eve t h a t h is p i c tu re of sorrows and sufferings^however harrow­

ing, c o n t r a d i c t s h is claim as a m e l i o r i s t . 

What, then, remains to c o n t r a d i c t h i s claim i s the view of 

the e x t i n c t i o n of the world at the end of the evolut ionary process. 

I t i s , perhaps , h i s idea of the del iverance from the miser ies of 

l i f e by the ex t inc t ion of l i f e t h a t counts most with Hardy's readers 

and c r i t i c s in r e j ec t ing h i s claim. The contention t h a t the only way' 

of removing the defect of a thing i s t o remove the th ing i t s e l f i s not 

genera l ly accepted as a convincing one. I t seems r a t h e r absurd when 

the th ing concerned i s Life i t s e l f — the very ex is tence of beings. 

There i s no denying tha t in the ordinary context i t i s r a t h e r absurd, 

bu t in the contex t in which Hardy makes t h i s p ropos i t ion i t does not 

seem so . what, i f Life i s viewed as a b luncer of the F i r s t Cause? 

Von Hartmann holds t h a t in such a context the e x t i n c t i o n of Life i s 
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the only remedy : "Life i s a mistake and, the re fore , must be eradicatec 

he declared/ and with i t a l l d e s i r e , a l l emotion, and a l l th ink ing . 

In other wotfds, the universe ends with n i rvana ; i t ends with complete 

nothingness , through which consciousness ceases and exis tence i s 

abolished" , Hardy's view of c r ea t ion as mistake of the F i r s t Cause 

i s expressed in his poetry and notes (see Ch V), What we learn from 

them tioiaiiu i s t h a t l i k e Hartmann, Hardy viewed the c rea t ion of Life 

as an e r r o r of the F i r s t Cause, and be l ieved t h a t , the tendency t o 

e r r a d i c a t e e r ro r being inherent in the very process of evolut ion , the 

I n i t i a l e r r o r of c r ea t ing Life w i l l be remedied through the ex t inc t ion 

of L i f e . I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see any incons is tency between Hardy's • 

premise and inference . I t may be argued t h a t the very idea of c rea t ion 

as an e r r o r i s i nd i ca t i ve of Hardy's pessimism; but even in t ha t case, 

the idea of the e r ro r being corrected j u s t i f i e s h i s m e l i o r i s t i c 

c la im. 

In f a c t , Hardy's view of the e x t i n c t i o n of Life i s no b e t t e r 

a ground than h i s view of the bl indness of the w i l l t o r e j e c t h i s 
i 

claim as a m e l i o r i s t . The future of the world i s ^nconjecturable; i t 

i s d i f f i c u l t t o p r ed i c t what awaits t h i s p lane t of ours — whether 

i t w i l l e x i s t or per ish af te r mi l l ions of yea r s . Nei ther re l ig ion^ 

nor metaphysics, nor science speaks of the eve r l a s t ingness of the 

e a r t h . Science which i s supposed t o c o n s t r u c t i t s hypothesis on 

s u f f i c i e n t proof and reason suggests t h a t not only the ea r th but a lso 

the whole of the vas t so l a r system may someday come t o d i s so lve , 
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I t i s , indeed, hard to f ine a system of thought that speaks of the 

e t e m a l n e s s of the e a r t h . But tha t has not prevented :nen from en t e r ­

t a i n i n g m e l i o r i s t i c i d e a s . There are the devouts who be l ieve in a 

noble purpose behind Creation and urges men t o coiranend themselves to 

divine mercy; yet they recommend a se t of moral p r a c t i c e s to mi t iga te 

the i l l s of l i f e . There are, on the other hand, the non-bel ievers of 

our t ime, for ins tance , the E x i s t e n t i a l i s t s , who under the impact of 

World War I I , have suffered d i s i l lus ionment , discern no noble purpose 

behind Creat ion and are haunted by the "waste-land f ee l ing" . But 

t h e i r want of bel ief has not led them to r e s igna t ion or a passive 

acceptance of l i f e ; they have a de f in i t e view of human r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

for b e t t e r i n g trie present s t a t e of t h ings . I t can, the re fore , be 

said t h a t che me l io r i s t i c ideas are inoependent or the views about 

the beginning of the world and i t s des t iny . A wr i t e r may avoid a l l 

conjec tures and sp)eculations about how the world can.e to e x i s t and 

what w i l l u l t ima te ly happen t o i t , and yet be a m e l i o r i s t . If however, 

he p rofesses tnese views and a l so claims to be a m e l i o r i s t , we can 

reasonably expect him to be cons i s t en t throughout. Hardy professes 

these views and i s qui te c o n s i s t e n t . According to him. Creation i s an 

e r ro r ana t h i s e r ro r w i l l be remedied through the ex t inc t ion of Life 

a t the f i n a l stage of evo lu t ion . Amelioration under these circum­

s tances means only hastening the remedy of the e r r o r by working/ 
u 

under the guidance of reason and s p i r i t of benevolence, t o ca^se 

i n d i v i d u a l s ' d i s i l lus ionment about l i f e . The wish not t o l ive w i l l 

grow out of t h i s d i s i l lus ionment and gradual ly spread in an inc rea ­

s ingly g r e a t e r number of i nd iv i aua l s , making the ex t i nc t i on of the 
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world of beings poss ib l e . Before the f i n a l del iverance frozn the 

misery of ex is tence through the e x t i n c t i o n of Life, amelioration of 

human condi t ion wi l l show i t s e l f in the lessening of man's s t ruggle 

and s t r i f e , r i v a l r y and competition. The gradual lessening of 

miser ies w i l l culminate in the at tainment of peace. This i s Hardy's 

evolu t ionary meliorism in i t s o u t l i n e , and ne i ther the idea of the 

b l indness of the w i l l nor that of the ex t inc t ion of Life can make 

i t unsound. 

I l l 

Hardy was an imaginative w r i t e r , not a metaphysician. His 

wr i t ings are the records of his impressions of world and l i f e . The 

ideas , views and a t t i t u d e s of h i s cwn time ana of the pas t may have 

Influenced h i s thoughts, but the th ings t h a t ch ief ly inform his 

impressions are h is own prepossess ions , i n c l i n a t i o n s and i n t e r e s t s . 

This i s t r u e not only of Hardy but a l so of the other poets and 

n o v e l i s t s , in consider ing the v is ion t h a t a wr i t e r reproduces^i t i s , 

t he re fo re , sense less to judge i f i t i s r i g h t or wrong,and the r ea l l y 

inpor t an t th ing i s to see if the wr i t e r has succeeded in present ing 

I t c o n s i s t e n t l y and convincingly. We have seen t h a t Hardy's vision 

i s c o n s i s t e n t ; l e t us now see if i t i s convincing, t o o , 

Hardy saw men and women s t ruggl ing and suf fe r ing and also 

growing d i s i l l u s i o n e d about l i f e , end our own observat ion of the l i f e 

of the world leads to the same inference , we see people becoming more 

and more d i s i l l u s i o n e d about l i f e , viewing happiness as soaiething 
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unrea l and una t t a inab le . To them love and marriage mean nothing/ end 

war i s a bloody business bringing na t ions untold mi se r i e s . S t r i f e / 

competi t ion/ clash and con f l i c t have increased and, consequently, 

b i t t e r n e s s and weariness have become p a r t of man's ex i s t ence . Cur 

own experience corrobora tes Hardy's v i s ion of wioespread s t r i f e and 

growing d is i l lus ionment and makes i t s u f f i c i e n t l y convincing. 

Hardy f e l t t h a t amelioration^*!** aea^ achieved t o the des i red 

ex ten t and the reason was the want of sympathy and compassion ainong 

the suf fe r ing ind iv idua l s . Disi l lusionment was s t i l l confined to the 

i n d i v i d u a l ' s own l i f e , ending in f r u s t r a t i o n and b i t t e r n e s s / and not 

followed by the des i re t o work for spreading console usness in mankind. 

Hardy found t h a t while reason had been working to make the ind iv idua ls 
f r ee from the i l l u s i o n of the Will/ the a l t r u i s t i c s p i r i t had been 

f a i l i n g in urging them to work to the end of ameliorat ion by proraotinc 

consciousness among the f e l low-su f fe re r s . This expla ins why there i s 

not much evidence in Hardy's wr i t i ngs of the progress of ameliorative 

work. Hardy's wr i t ings bear cut our own observat ion of r ea l l i f e . 

There i s nothing s t r a i n i n g c r e d i b i l i t y in Hardy's f i c t i o n s . His view 

of the growing d is i l lus ionment unaer the guidance cf reason and of the 

v\rant of s u f f i c i e n t i n i t i a t i v e to un i te the s p i r i t cf love and compass­

ion t o the functioning of reason and thereby change a l l b i t t e r n e e s 

caused by d i s i l lus ionment i n to the determinat ion t o mi t iga t e the 

mise r i e s of l i f e does not con t rad ic t our own exijerience. Again, his 

wish t o see [people use the i r innate n o b i l i t y and goodness t o acce lera te 

the ainel iorat ion of the existxng conai t ion i s the wish of a l l who 

refuse to abandon a l l hope about the future of m.ankind. Hardy's ideas 
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are, therefore, no idiosyncrasy; they are sufficiently practical 

and convincing, 

IV 

Hardy's ameliorat ive ideas are unique, l og ica l and p o s i t i v e . 

The Vic tor ian l i t e r a t u r e shov/s two opposi te moods — complacency and 

r e s i g n a t i o n . Sice by side with the e x a l t a t i o n of the mater ia l p r o s ­

p e r i t y of the nat ion, there i s resentment a t circumstances and grov/-

ing i l l s of the soc ie ty . The l a t t e r gave r i s e to a mood of b i t t e r ­

ness and melancholy. One of the books h a i l e d by the Victor ians was 

the Rubaiya't of Cmar Khayyam, the 12th century Pers ian poet , rendered 

i n t o Engl ish by F i t zge ra ld (1859), I t gave the sombre thoughts of the 

power t h a t holds man respons ib le for the ac t ions of a na ture , not 

determined by himself. There i s , t he re fo re , no hope of divine mercy.' 

And tha t inver ted bowl they c a l l the shy, 
Whereunder crawling coop'ed we l ive and die 
Li f t not your hands t o I t for h e l p , f o r I t 
AS impotently moves as you or I , 

This view of the Power does much t o maXe human attempts seem f u t i l e 

and l i f e meaningless. Inter twined with these thoughts and fee l ings 

i s the hedon i s t i c des i re to snatch the utmost of p leasurable sensa­

t i o n from the passing moments, " the de s i r e t o enjoy while i t is day 

the f l e e t i n g love l iness of the l i g h t " . Whatever t h i s hedonism, may be 

vor th , i t has much in i t t o turn one ' s eyes from one ' s fellowmen and 

the i l l s of l i f e demanding remedy. 



182 

The sense of res ignat ion engendered dy the Rubaiyat i s 

re inforced by another powerful work. The City of Dreadful Night by 

James Thomson, appearing in the Nat ional Reformer, March-May, 1874. 

The t rend tov;ards pessimism evident in Thomson's e a r l i e r work, 

The Doom of a City (1857) se izes hold of the p o e t ' s hea r t in The City 

of Dreadful Night* Here, a continuous s t a t e of mental d i s t r e s s i s 

prolonged, unrel ieved by inc ident , hope or r e s i s t ance in which every­

th ing i s t o be endured, nothing t o be done. The poem ending with the 

desc r ip t ion of the great s t a tue of Melancholia brooding over the City 

as the 'enblem of despai r , remains one of the m.ost b r i l l i a n t piece of 

pe s s imi s t i c l i t e r a t u r e . 

While these minor poets were expressing unreservedly t he i r 

pe s s imi s t i c a t t i t u d e tov/ards l i f e , the more imiportant ones were t ry ing 

t o f ind seme anodyne for t h e i r melancholy and despa i r . Owing t o h is 

scept icism Arthur Clough los t tha t joy and hope which come from the 

be l i e f in Providence. He accepted the ear ly lean counsel " to do the 

duty t h a t l i e s neares t thee" , though he could suggest no c r i t e r i o n by 

which duty was t o be recognised. Carlylean Gospel of work did not 

s a t i s f y Mathew Arnold and^in h i s doubt and d i sbe l i e f , he t r i e d t o 

preserve a s t o i c res igna t ion and a serene acquiescence, looking not 

for joy but Jseace. But he could not always maintain t h a t serene frame 

of mind^and in h is poems " there i s a despai r as deso la t ing as James 

Thomson's", Thus a s p i r i t of pessimisn. was i n s t i l l e d i n t o Victorian 

poetry by the major and minor poets of the day, and a d i f f e r en t 
k note i s strucjb in Hardy's poetry . 
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Hardy was undoubtedly arfected by the pess imis t i c s p i r i t 

of h i s age, and tha t to a very great e x t e n t , but he overcpme i t . I t 

i s , indeed, heartening to hear, in the midst of Victorian sighs and 

moaning, a voice singing out^ 

And Right s h a l l d i s e s t a b l i s h Wrong 
7 

The Great Adjustment i s t ak ing place , 

Hardy* s s i n g u l a r i t y among the Victor ian w r i t e r s does not however 

cons i s t in h is being the only wr i t e r urging people t o cher ish hope 

about the fu tu re ; Meredith, too, did i t , and perhaps in a more charming 

way. But, while Meredith merely wanted peoj^le not to moan over the 

dark s ide of l i f e , but f i gh t i t with "blood and brain and s p i r i t " , 

Hardy t r i e d t o present an idea of the cause of the i l l s and also of 

the way t o combat them. Meredi th 's appeal i s winning, perhaps more iO 

than Hardy ' s , and the reason i s the a u t h o r ' s hear ty cheerfulness . 

Hardy's appeal i s as much t o the head as to the hea r t , and, as a 

r e s u l t , i t has provoked a l o t of c r i t i c i s m and censure. Comments, both 

favourable and adverse, have heen made about Hardy's ideas , and the 

easy appeal of Meredi th 's wr i t ings i s wanting in Hardy ' s . But Hardy 

i s perhaps the only Victorian wr i t e r to p re sen t through poetry and 

novels a c o n s i s t e n t view about the p o s s i b i l i t y of ameliorat ion. This 

gives him a unic]ue pos i t ion among the Vic tor ian w r i t e r s . 

Secondly, Hardy's ideas are r a t i o n a l . They may seem f a n t a s t i ­

ca l if h'is Immanent villi i s viewed as something super^-nacural and 

dawning of consciousness on the Unconscious as an occu l t a t ion ; 
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but/ viewed as Hardy would have us view them, i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see 

anything i l l o g i c a l about them. L i f e ' s miseries are, indeed, owing t o 

the working of t he Immanent w i l l , or the / / i l l t o live or to l i v e more 

f u l l y . And the way t o ejnelioration through the dawning of consciousness 

, on the Immanent w i l l , i s j u s t b e t t e r i n g the present s t a t e of th ings 

through the spread of reason and i n t e l l i g e n c e and love and compassion 

in mankind, who would refuse to be l ieve in the power of i n t e l l i gence 

and love? There i s ac tua l ly l i t t l e i r r a t i o n a l i t y about Hardy's ideas 

of the cause of the i l l s and t h e i r remedy, and if we f ind Hardy's 

ideas mere poet ic fancy, the reason i s , perhaps, t-hat we are unwilling 

t o i n t e r p r e t Hardy's ideas from the au thor ' s viewpoint, 

Th i rd ly , Hardy's iceas are p o s i t i v e . He does not speak of the 

eve r l e s t ingness of the world, nor of the coming of happiness in the 

f i n a l s tage of the wor ld ' s evolut ion; on the con t ra ry , he describes 

happiness as an i l l u s i o n , anc the l a s t s tage of the world 's evolution 

as passing i n to nothingness . But even with t h i s v i s ion in h i s mind 

he f inds much in human l i f e worth~doing. Miserable as t h i s l i f e i s , i t 

i s not meaningless . Man's s t ruggle i s not f u t i l e , hor i s h is suffer­

ing p o i n t l e s s . Through s t ruggle and suffer ing man co-operates with 

the F i r s t Cause, worlo-grcund or Immanent w i l l , in i t s evolut ion. 

Consciousness coming through the suf fe r ings of one generation 

r e in fo r ce s the s t rugg le with passion in the succeeding generation 

and thus helps the furtherence of tne wor ld ' s de l iverance from the 

working of the w i l l . Man's moral r e s p o n s i b i l i t y cons i s t s in working , 
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t o spread consciousness and enabl ing more and more ind iv idua ls t o 

see through the i l l u s i o n of the w i l l . Thus Hardy gives a de f in i t e 

goal and purpose to hvOTan endeavour and makes l i f e ' s s t ruggles and 

suf fe r ings meaningful. Religion gives a j u s t i f i c a t i o n t o human 

sufferings by the prospect of happiness in the l i f e beyond ,^eath. Hardy 

suggests no such prospect , for what awaits mankind i s / according t o 

him, not happiViess but peace. But, since t h i s peace i s not for the 

i nd iv idua l s themi-^elves, :-.ut for a l l — the whole of m.ankind, the 

a t ta inment of ^^eace through human e f fo r t proves a worthy goal of l i f e , 

and t o work for i t makes the otherv^ise passive suffer ing an ac t ive 

endeavour for the world 's de l iverance . 

What i s spec i a l l y not iceable about Hardy's icea of del iverance 

i s t h a t he has made i t ch ief ly depenaent on man. The deliverance i s 

t o come not as a supernatural occurrence through divine in te rven t ion , 

but as the n a t u r a l r e s u l t of man's p e r s i s t e n t , courageous s t ruggle , 

by the exerc i se of a l l h is g i f t s — i n t e l l e c t u a l , m o r a l and emotional. 

In a no te , dated Apr i l 13, 1909, Hardy wrote, "On Man : Save h i s own 
o 

soul he hath no s t a r " , The view of amelioration by hum.an means which 

informs the whole of Hardy's wr i t ings i s epitomised in t h i s no te . The 

e d i t o r ' s comment on the note t h a t I s i ah had said before him j 'Mine 

Own arm brought sa lva t ion unto me' shows tha t Hare/ grasped the t r u t h 

t h a t revealed i t s e l f to the Jewish prophet . Rel igious be l i e f changes, 

but the t r u t h i s e t e r n a l and awaits the discovery by the discerning 
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mind. Hardy discovered the t r u t h and h i s wr i t ings are a testimony to 

i t , m h i s m e l i o r i s t i c vis ion he r e j e c t e d a l l be l i e f in the super­

n a t u r a l and regarded human powers and resources as the only important 

t h ing . 

All these aspects of Hardy's ideas — t h e i r unique, logical 

p o s i t i v e charac te r and t h e i r human re levance , shcula be considered 

in judging the worth of Hardy's evolu t ionary meliorism. In terpre ted 

in the r i g h t way, Hardy's views are sure to i n t e r e s t u s . Shorn of a l l 

be l i e f in the benevolent Being, we are eager ly looking for some 

human means of ameliorat ion, and in Hardy we are sure to discover 

a soul , very much l ike ourselves, refus ing t o y ie ld t o despair and 

s t rugg l ing t o discover some human means of a l l e v i a t i n g the miseries 

of l i f e , 
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