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CHATER » VII

An Estimate of Hardy's Evolutionary Meliorism

The evolutionary ideas of Hardy has never been given a serjous
attention in the author's life-tine, or later. Although much has been
said on Hardy's story-telling technique, interest in humble rustic
“life, treatment of Nature and, of course, sombre view of life, the
idea of evolutionary meliorism underlying his writings has seldom
interested the critics and reviewers. Presuming that the present
dissertation can claim to have justified the need of giving some
attention to Hardy's evolutionism as the idea unifying the various
| pi?es of his compositions, an attempt will be made to weigﬁf its
wé;h and judge its relevance in'present times. The object is to see
-if the Victorian authorrcalled a pessimistfcoufd really offer any
remedy, agreeable to the raticnal thinking of the present cehtury(
for the miseties of life. But, before any sudh attempt is made, it
is reasgnable to enquire if Hardy himself held fast to the idea till

the end of his literary career, or allowed it to drift away after

nourishing it for a period,

Wwe may refer in this connection to E. Blunden's account of

Hardy's conversation with Professor Albert Cock around 1920, Blunden

writes,
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rprofessor Albert Cock, who visited him ... was speaking of
the optimism found in the ¢losing chorus of the Dynasts and he was
naturally praising that finale. But Hardy ’shook his head, as he
- replied, I shouldn't write that now'. 'Not write those lines of hope
égéin, why not?’I eagerly questioned. Came the brief, the pregnant,

jthe unanswerable reply 3 'The Treaty of Versailles'. "

Then Blunden comments, “But should we ever take a detached
sgying of Hardy's as comprehending all that he had in his mind? It
wa$ never his instinct to abandon all hope, and, whatever the broad
aspect of history, past and future, might seem to him, he was not
.gdiﬁg to say that he or anybody else coulé calculate the chances of
Qood or evll with certainty. ... While Haréy was impressed with the
gathering phencmena of grim th;ngs to come, he remained sedulous in
the minor affairs of life; and he balanced his dismay at certain
immense historical generalities with a living respect for man as a
modest, enduring, trusting wayfarer"z Blunden,therefore,refuses to
believe that Hardy could give way to despair, abandcning all his faith

in man, and it is hard not to agree with himr:

But E.F., Hardy writes in the Ljife
It may be said here that the War destroyed all Hardy's
belief in the gradual ennoblement of man, a belief he had held for

many years, as is shown by pcems like The sick Battle God and others.

He said he wcould probably not have ended the Dynasts as he did end it,

-, hed
Uf he Wesedd Waow foreseen what was going to hagppen within 2 few years.,
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“Moreover, the war gave the Ccoup de-gracz to any conception

he may have nourished of & fundamental ultimste Jiscom at the back

w un necessitation, or at moust & very limitad

5]

of things. With his vi
free-will, evenis seemed to show him that a fency he haa often held
and expressed that the never-onding ovush i the Universe was an

unpurpoesive and irresponsible groping in the direction 2r the least

resistance, mi_ ht possibly be the real truth"z.

F.E. Hardy seems quite cunvinced of the utter dismay that the

War'caused tc tne poet-ncovelist, but she cdoes not tell us if this
mooc. of despondency proved enduring ancé too harce for him to cutgrow.

she cces, however, tell us that in the poem A Philosoghical Fantansy,

sublished in che Fortnightly Review in 13947 "a ray of hcpe is shown
for the future of mankind“z. The year of the publicatiin c<f the poem
is important, for it is much leter tnan whe yeor ol the said cunver-
sation with Albert CTock wnich wrakes the author of the Life believe

that Hardy abanconed iiis hope of apelioration,

The opposite views of Bluncen and F,E. Haerdy on Hardy's
avandcning his hope of amelioraticn are guotad in order to show
the difficulty in reaching a conclusion as to whethrsr Hardy nourished
his hcope of amslioration till the end of his carcer. It scems more reason-

able to say that,thcugh often weakend by circumstances,his hope had the

povwer of revivine itself, anc becaouse of his buundless love of mankind
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and his earnest desire to see it celivered from miseries, he would
never conmpletely abandon the ideas sustaining his hope. As to the
war, he sincerely wished the warring nations to show one another

|
that spirit of understanding and respect which is necessary to prevent

war, and the T;eaty of Versailles disappointed him, forrﬁé’may have
seen in—it, like many others of his time, the want of that spirit

and &lso the possibility of another war. Still he wculd not abandon
‘all hope:; for, quite contrary to the general opinion that he had a
liking for the gloomy side cf life, his yearning for a ray of hope
amidst the gloom is obvious encugh, and it is rather the intensity

of his longing for light that made the life of the suffering men and

women appear to him darker and more piteous than what it really is.

Il

Now, an appraisal of Hardy's melioristic claim in the context
of his evolutionary view. To speak the truth, the Victorian critics
and reviewers hardly acknowledged his claim, They hailed him as a
fine story-teller with a first-~hand knowledge of Wessex topography
and the rustics, & gift for reproducing the pastoral atmosphere,
some 1dea of the contemporary social c¢changes and current issues
li¥e Marriage Bill, a sense of hurour and an infinite sympathy for
the distressed; but when it came tc the appraisal of his concept of
the Immanent Will or his melioristic claim, they simply put it aside

with 2 grin. Miss Helen Garwood brought cut her doctoral dissertation
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Hardy's Novels as an Illustration of Schopenhauer‘s Will in Hardy's

lifetime and sent him a copy of it. Later, Edmuné Blunden published

his critique on the Dynasts (1937). J.O, Bailey's Hardy and the Cosmic
Mind was published in 1956, All these authors dealt with Hardy's idea
of the First Cauge or Immanent Will in their respective ways, but
little was done to review Hardy's melioristic claim in the countext of
_his idea of the evolution of the will, and Hargy's claim as a

relicorist has remained unsettled.

.The iﬁdifference of the c¢ritics and reviewers is not hard to
understand. The English are practical rather than visiﬂbnary. Besides,
materialism received a fresh lease of life in the victorian Age.

James and Stuart Mill's Utilitarianism was much to.the victorian
diking. T.H. BHuxley's Agnosticism which dismissed God as Unknowable
and turned all attention to man and nature and used cosmodicy instead
of theodicy to explain the miseries c¢f life was agreesable to them

because of 1its practical nature. Darwin's Evolution of Species

by means of Natural Selection took no time in gaining the popular

approval because ¢f the tangible proofs it was founded upon. In
Literature, Swinburne®s blasphemy was liked by the Vvictorians because
of itg zeal and spirlt of revolt, Fitzgerald won their heart by his
manly pessimism. Carlyle's censure and Thackeray's satire were confinea

to the social and political spheres, and they understood them. They

accepted the pessimism of Francis Thomscn's City of Dreacdful Night

as a matter of tenperament and perscnal experience. Tennyson was
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popular with the Victorians, because he sang of the triumph of scienc
and its infallibility as a qﬁide to national progress. Maé&ew Arnold
gave them apn uneasy feeling, but they listened to him with that
reverence which a thinker's scholarship generally comnmands. Browning
was warmly received for what is called his rcbust optimism, and
Meredith for‘his simple'faith in God as a benevolent power. With
varying degrees of admiration and enthusiasm the Victorians heard the
thinkers and writers of their age. They readily placed Hardy in the
rank of the greatest novelists of their time, but ghey did not
understand how to Judge the worth of the poet-novelist's concept of
the Will, except by describing it as something un-English and
transplanted from the Greece c¢f the 4th century B.C, (Euripides)
or from the 19th Century Germany (Schbpenhauer). They Qondered how
one of their contenporaries could use such énigmatic phrases as
the “"misery of existence", "evolution of the will", “deliverance
from the hobble of being alive" or “peace of nbn-existence". Never
before had the English authors produced such unintelligible ideas,
and the Victorians with tneir preference for the plain and practical
suggestion &dd not find anything worthwhile in Hardy's idea of
deliverance £rom the misery ©of existence through the extinctionlof
life. His meliorism seemed no more intelligible than his concept of
the Will., To be a meliorist you must write like Dickens, suggesting
practical measures of reforms that can be materialised by Parlia-
mentary Bill, But, if you profess deliverance by extinction of life
and annihilation of the world, and yet claim to be a meliorist, you

sinply bafrle us., sSuch was the victorian reaction to Hardy's claim

as a meliorist.
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Hardy's responsibility fér the matter was not any less., The
idea of the will and its evolution 1s naturally ccomplex, and while
the metaphysicians tried to make the idea as intelligible as possible
Hardy went the opposite way, making the idea still more complex by
persobifying the Will and ascribing the seemingly endless series of
mischances aﬁd accidents in the lives of his men and women to It.
Cansequently, Hardy's Will appeared to the readersf%giely a substitute
for God -— omnipotent, omnipresent, eterpnal and absolute like Him,
but with all His noble attributes replaéed by the evil ones. The
will appeared tc be a malevolent Power that creates only in order
to destroy, and holds forth the prospect of happiness only to lure
-man on to further migseries. This Power being-omipresent and e;ernal,
the miseries of mankind were supposed to prove interminable, and
irremediable. What more was needed to show that Hardy was a pessimist?
what we gather from the contemporary views about Hardy's ideas and

attitude makes us feel that this was the Victorian appraisal of

Hardy's attituce towards the world and life.

What make Hardy's claim as a meliorist seem uncenable are,
ﬁerhaps, his view of the miseries of 1life and tnat ©of the extinﬁtion
of the world at the culmination of the evolutionary process. In
reality, however, neither interferes with his meliofistic ideas and
| has nothing to make his claim unreascnable. Hardy's stress cn the

miseries of life does not contradict his melioristic igdeas; for,

as discussed earlier, a gloomy view can change into a melioristic
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oﬁe by discovering the means of amelioration. In a sense, pessimism

is nearer than optimism to the melioristic visidn (see Ch. II).

Hardy himself understood it and, therefore, little objected to the
critics calling him a pessimist,though he had put forth his claim

as a meliorist. He said to william Archer, “pPecple call me a pessi-
mist; and if it is pessimism to think, with Sophocles, that not to
have been born is best,then I do not reject the designation. I never
could understand why the wﬁ&ﬁ 'pessimism' should be such a rag to many
worthy peOple“4. Hardy did not see how his being & pessimist could

.prevent his becoming @ meliorist. There is, indeed, no cogent reascn

to believe that his picture of sorrows and sufferings,however harrowe-

ing,contradicts his claim as a meliorist.

What, then, remains to contradict his claim is the view of
the extiﬁctioa of the world at the end of the evolutionary process.
It is, perhaps, his idea ¢f the deliverance from the miseries of
life by the extinction of life that counts most with Hardy's readers
‘and critics in rejecting his claim. The contention that the only way

of removing the defect of a thing is to remove the thing itself is not

generally accepted as a convincing one. It seems rather absurd when

the thing concerned is Life itself — the very existence of belings.
There is no denying that in the ordinary context it is rather absurdg,
but in the context in which Hardy makes this proposition it does not
seem so0., What, 1f Life is viewed as & bluncer of the First Cause?

Von Hartmann holds that in such a context the extinction of Life is
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the only remedy : “Ljife is & milistake and, therefore, must be eradicatec
he declared, ana with it all desire, all emotion, and all thinking.

In other words, the universe ends with nirvana; it ends with completé
nothingness, through which consciousness ceases and existence is
abclished“s. Hardy's view of creaticn as mistake of the First Cause
is expressed iﬁ his poetry and notes (see Ch V). what we learn from
them Besen is that like Hartmann, Hardy viewed the creation of Life

as an error of the First Cause, énd believed that, the tendency to
erradicate error being inherent in the very process of evolution, the
ipitial error of creating Life will be remedied through the extinction
of Life. It is difficult to see any inconsistency between Hardy's
premise and inference. It may be argued that éhe very didea of creation
as an error is indicative Qf Hardy's pessimism; but even in that case,

the idea of the error being corrected justifies his melioristic

-

claim.

In fact, Hardy's view of the extinction of Life is no better
a ground than his view of the biindness".of the Will to reject his
claim as a8 meliorist. The future of the world is énconjecturable; it
is difficult to predict what awaits this planet of ours — whether
i1t will exist or perish afterlmillions of years. Neither religion,
nor metaphysics, nor science speaks of the everlastingness ©f the
earth. Science which is supposed to construct its hypothesis on
sufficient proof and reason suggests that not only the earth but also

the whole of the vast sclar system may someday come to dissclve,



178

It is, indeed, hard to fina a system of thcughithat speaks of the
eternalness of the earth. But that has not prevented :men from enter-
taining meliocristic ideas. There are the deviuts who believe in a
noble purpose behin¢ Creation and urges men tc commend themselves to
divine mercy; yet they recommend a set of moral practices to mitigate
the ills of life, There are, o©on the other hand, the non-believers of
our time, for instance, the Existentialists, who under the impact of
World war 11, have suffered disillusionment, discern ne noble purpose
behind Creation and are haunted by the "“"waste-land feeling”. But
their want of belief has not led them to resignaticn ©or a passive
acceptance of life; they have a definite view of human responsibility
for bettering tiic vresent state of things. It can, therefore, be

said that the melioristic ideas are independent of the views about
the beginning of the world and its destiny. A writer may avoid all
conjectures and speculations abcut how the world cane to exist and
what will ultimately happen to it, and yet be a meliorist. If however,
he professes tnese views and also claims to be a meliorist, we can
reasonably expect him to be consistent throughout, Hardy professes
these views and is gquite consistent. According to him, Creation is an
~errcr and this error will be remedied through the extinction of Life
at the final stage of evolution. Amelioration under these circum-
stances means only hastening the remedy of the error by working,
under the guidance of reason and spirit of benevolence, to c%%e
individuals' disillusionment about life. The wish not to live will
grow out of this disillusionment and ¢radually spread in an incCrea-

singly greater number of indiviauels, making the extinction of the
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world of beings possible. Before the final deliverance from the
misery of existence through the extinction of Life, amellioration of
human condition will show itself in the lessening of man's struggle
and strife, rivalry and competition. The gradual lessening of
hiseries will culminate in the attainment of peace. This is Hardy's
evoluticnary meliorism in its outline, 2nd neither the idea of the

blindness of the Will nor that of the extinction of Life can make

it unsound.

11X

Hardy was an imaginative writer, not a metaphysician. His
writings are the records of his impressions of world and life. The
ldeas, views and attitudes of his own time ana of the past may have
influenced his thoughts, but the things that chiefly inform his
impressions are his own prepossessions, inclinations and interests.
This is true not only of Hardy but alsc of the other poets and
novelists. In consicdering the vision that a writer reproduces,it is,
therefore, senseless to judge if {t is right or wrong,and the really
iﬁportant thing is to see if the writer has succeeded in presenting
:itlconsistently and convincingly. We have seen that Hardy's vision

is consdistent:; let us now see if it is convincing, too.

Hardy saw men and women struggling and suffering and also
growing disillusiocned about life, and our own observation ©of the life
of the world leads tc the same inference. We see people becoming more

and more disillusioned about life, viewing happiness as something
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unreal and unattainable. To them love and marriage mean nothing, end
war is a bloody business bringing nations untold miseries. Strife,
competition, clash and conflict have increased and, conseguently,
bitterness and weariness have become part of man's existence. Cur
own experience corroborates Hardy's vision of wicespread strife and

growing disillusionment and makes it sufficiently convincing.

had not been
Hardy felt that amelioration, weel me# achieved to the desired

extent and the reascn was the want of sympathy and compassion among
the suffering individuals, Disillusionment was still confined to the
“individual's own life, ending in frustration and bitterness, and not
followed by the desire to work for spreading conscicusness in mankina,

Hardy found that while reason had been werking to make the indivilduals
free from the illusicn of the wWill, the altruistic spirit had been

failing in urging them to wcrk to the end of amelioration by promoting
consciocusness among the fellow-sufferers. This explains why there 1is
.not much evidence in Hardy's writings of the ;rOgresS of ameliorative
work. Hardy's writings bear cut ocur own ebservaticon of real life.
There 1s nothing straining credibility in Hardy's tictions. His view
of the growing disillusionment under the guldance ¢f reason and of the
want of sufficient initiative to unite the spirit ¢f love and cumpass-
ion tc the functioning of reason and thereby change all bitternees
caused by disillusionment into the determination to mitigate the
miseries of life does not contradict our own experience. Again, his
wish to see pecple use their innate nobility and goodness t¢ accelerato
the amelioration of tne existing conditicn is the wish of all who

refuse to abandon all hope abcut the future of mankind. Hardy's iceas
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are, therefore, no idiosyncrasy; they are sufficiently practical

and convincing.

Iv

Hardy's ameliorative ideas are unique, logical and positive.
The Victorian literature shows wwo opposite moods - complacency and
resignation. Sice by side with the exaltation of the material pros-
perity of the nation, there 1is resentment 8t circumstances and grow-
ing ills of the society. The latter gave rise to a mood of bitter-
ness and melancholy. Cne of the books hailed by the Victorians was
the Rubdiydt of Omar Khayyam, the 12th century Persian poet, rendered
into English by Fitzgerald (1859), It gave the sombre thoughts of the
Power ihat holds man responsible for the actions of a nature, not

determined by himself. There is, therefocre, no hope of divine mercy.s

Anc¢ that inverted bowl they call the sky,
whereunder crawling coop'ed we live and die
Lift not your hands to It for help,for It
As impotently moves as you oOr 16.

This view of the rFower does much t¢ make human attempts seem futile
and life meaningless. Intertwined with these thcughts and feelings
is the hedcnistic desire to snatch the utnost of pleasurable sensa-
tion from the passing moments, *“the desire to enjoy while it is cay
the fleeting loveliness of the light", Whatever this hedonism may be
worth, it has much in it tc turn cne's eyes from cne's fellowmen and

the ills of life demanding remedy.
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The sense of reéignatiOn engendered by the Rubaiyat is

reinforced by another powerful work, The City of Dreadful Night by

James Thomson, appearing in the National Reformer, March~May, 1874.
The trend towards pessimism evident in Thomson's earlier work,

The Doom of a City (1857) seizes hold of the poet's heart in The City

of Dreadful gigg_. Here, a continuous state of mental distress is
prolonged, unrelieved by incident, hope or resistance in which every-
thing is to be endured, nothing to be done., The poem ending with the
description ¢f the great statue of Melanchelia breoding over the City

as the "enblem of despair, remains one of the most brilliant piece of

pessimistic literature.

while these minor poets were expressing unreservedly their
pessimistic attitude towards life, the more important ounes were trying
to £ind scre anodyne for their melanchely and despair. Owing to his
scepticism Arthur Clocugh lost that joy and hope which come from the
belief in pProvidence., He accepted the Carlylean counsel *to do the
duty that lies nearest thee®, though he cuuld suggest no criterion by
which cduty was to be recognised. Carlylean Gospel of wWork did not
satisfy Ma%ﬁew Arnold and,in his dcubt and disbelief, he tried to
preserve a stoic resignation and a serene acquiescence, looking not
for joy but peace. But he could not always maintain that serene frame
of mind,and in his poems "there is a despair as desolating as James‘

Thomson's", Thus a spirit of pessimisnm was instilled into victorien

poetry by the major and minor poets c¢f the day, and & different

note is strncﬁgin Hardy's poetry.
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Hardy was undoubtedly arfected by the pessimistic spirit
a
of his age, and that to a very dJgreat extent, but he overcpme it. It

is, indeed, heartening to hear, in the midst of victorian sighs and

nocaning, a volce singing out,

And‘Right shall disestablish wWrong
The Great Adjustment is taking place7.

Hardy's singularity amcng the victorian Qriters coes not however
consist in his being the only writer urging pecple to cherish hope
~abcut the future; Meredith, too, did it, and perhaps in a more charming
way. But, while Meredith merely wantecd people hot to moan over the
dark side of life, but fight it with "blood anc¢ brain and spirit",
Hardy tried to present an idea of the cause of the ills and also of
the wa§ to compbat them, Meredith's appeal is winning, perhaps more $0
than Hardy's, and the reascn is the author's hearty cheerfulness.
Hardy's appeal is as much to the head as to the heart, and, as a
result, it has provoked a lot of criticism and censure. Comments, both
favourable and adverse, have been made about Hardy's idezs, and the
easy appeal of Meredith's writings is wanting in Hardy's. But Hardy
is perhaps the only Victorian writer to present through poetry ana
novels a consistent view about the possibility of amelioration. This

gives him a unique poesition amcng the Victorian wrilters.

Secondly, Hardy's idees are rational. They may seem fantasti-
cal if his Immanent will is viewed as something super-hnacural and

wee dawning of cunscicusness on the Unconscicous as an coccultation:
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but, viewed as Hardy wculd have us view them, it is difficult to see
anything illogical about them. Life's miseries are, indeed, owing to
‘the working of the Immanent Will, or the will to live or to live more
fully. And the way to amelioration throcugh the dawning ©f conscicusness
. on the Immanent Will, is just bettering the present state of things
through the spread ¢f reason and intelligence and love and compassion
in mankind. who would.refuse to believe in the power of intelligence
and love? There is aétually little irrationality about Hardy's ideas
of the cause of the ills and their remed&, and 1f we find Hardy's

“ideas mere poetic fancy, the reascn is, perhaps, that we are unwilling

to interpret Hardy's ideas from the author's viewpcint.

Thirdly, Hardy's iceas are positive,., He does not speak of the
everlastingness of the world, nor of the coming of hapginess in the
final stage of the world's evoluticn; on the contrary, he describes
happiness as an illusion, an¢ the last stage ¢f the world's evolution
as passing intc nothingness. But even with this vision in his mind
he finds much in human life worth-~doing. Miserable as this life is, it
is not meaningless. Man's struggle is not futile, nor is his suffer-
ing pointless. Through struggle and suffering man co-operates with
the First Cause, Jorlo-grcund or Immanent Will, in its evclution,
Consciouéness coming through the sufferings of oune generation
reinforces the struggle with passion in the succeeding generation
and thus helps the furtherence of tne world's deliverance from the

working of the Wwill. Man's moral responsibility consists in working |
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to spread consciousness and enabling more and more individuals to

see through the illusion of the Will, Thus Hardy gives a definite

goal and purpose to human endeavour and makes life's struggles and
sufferings meaningful. Religicn gives a justification to human
sufferings by the prospect of happiness in the life beyond . eath. Hardy
suggests no such prospect, for what awaits mankind is, accofding to
him, not happiness but peace. But, since this peace is not for the
individuals themselves, wut for all - tne whole of mankind, the

attainment of peace through human effort preves a worthy goal of life,

and to work for it makes the otherwise passive suffering an active

endeavour for the world's deliverance.

what is specially noticeable about Hardy's icea of deliverance
is that he has macde it chiefly depencent on man. The deliverance is
to come not as & supernaturel occurrence through aivine intervention,
but as the naturzl result of man's persistent, couragecus struggle,
by the exercise of all his gifts —intellectual,moral and emotional.
"In a note, dated April 13, 1909, Hardy wrcte, "On Man 3 Save his own
scul he hath no star“e. The view of amelioraticn by human means which
informs the whole of Hardy's writings is epitomized in this note. The
editor's comment on the note that Isizh had said before him : 'Mine
own arm brought salvaticn untoe me' shows that Harcy grasped the truth
that revealed itself to the Jewish prophet. keligiocus belief changes,

but the truth is eternal and awalts the discovery By the discerning
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mind. Hardy discovered the truth and his writings are a testimony to
it. In his melioristic vis;on-he rejected all belief in the super-

natural and regarded human powers ang resources as the only important

thing.

All thése aspects of Hardy's ideas - their unigue, logical
positive character and their human relevance, shculd be considered
in judging the worth of Hardy's evclutionary meliorism. Interpreted
in the right way, Hardy's views are sure to interest us. shorn of all
belief in the benevolent Being, we are gagerly looking for some
hbuman means of amelioration, and in Hardy we are sure to discover
a soul, very much like ourselves, refusing to yileld to despair and

struggling to discover some human means of alleviating the miseries

of life,
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