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BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
Thomas Hardy (1840–1928), a major figure in English literature, stands at the crossroads

of Victorian realism and modern existential anxiety. His novels, particularly Tess of the
d’Urbervilles (1891), express a unique tragic vision shaped by the philosophical, scientific, and
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ABSTRACT

This paper explores Thomas Hardy’s tragic vision and narrative art with
particular reference to Tess of the d’Urbervilles. Hardy’s depiction of
fate, character, and social forces reveals a deterministic worldview
shaped by evolutionary theory, Romantic idealism, and Victorian moral
conventions. Drawing upon philosophical pessimism and rural realism,
Hardy creates a narrative where characters are often caught in the vice of
immanent will, social hypocrisy, and moral rigidity. Consequently, this
study evaluates Hardy’s literary style, character construction, symbolism,
and use of nature and folklore to convey a tragic sense of life.
Furthermore, the paper discusses Hardy’s treatment of femininity,
morality, and sexual ethics, situating Tess within the broader context of
nineteenth-century literary and cultural debates. Through close textual
analysis, this research also reveals Hardy’s contribution to the novel as
an art form, presenting Tess not only as a tragic heroine but also as a
symbolic representation of rural disintegration, feminine strength, and
metaphysical injustice.
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moral upheavals of the 19th century. Hardy’s literary art brings together a deep sensitivity to
nature, a sharp critique of social and religious convention, and a haunting awareness of the
limitations of human agency. The tragic narrative of Tess Durbeyfield reveals Hardy’s
preoccupation with the fundamental biological, social and cosmic forces that define and often
destroy the lives of ordinary people. Hardy was writing during an era marked by profound
transformation. The optimism of Enlightenment rationalism was tempered by the unsettling
discoveries of Darwinian evolution, while the confidence in Christian providence was shaken by
secular philosophies. The certainties of tradition were being challenged by scientific determinism
and an emergent modernity. As Lord David Cecil notes, this period bred a kind of “philosophic
pessimism,” a worldview that found resonance in Hardy’s fiction. Hardy’s protagonists are often
caught between fading rural values and impersonal urban forces, and his novels explore the
disintegration of faith, the absurdity of fate, and the alienation of individuals in an indifferent
universe.

In this context, we argue that Tess of the d’Urbervilles emerges as one of the most vivid
literary expressions of fatalism and human suffering. Tess, the heroine, is not merely a character
in a domestic tragedy; she is a symbol of rural England’s vulnerability to modern disruption, a
sacrificial figure caught between patriarchal expectations and natural instinct, between inherited
shame and moral resilience. Her story is not one of sin and redemption in the conventional
Christian sense, but of natural innocence and social condemnation. Hardy subtitled the novel “A
Pure Woman Faithfully Presented,” (Hardy, 2005) inviting readers to rethink Victorian norms of
virtue and morality. The novel opens with a seemingly minor accident, Tess’s father’s discovery
of a noble ancestry that triggers a chain of events culminating in Tess’s tragic end. This structure
reflects Hardy’s belief in the centrality of chance and coincidence, elements that he regarded not
as mere plot devices but as reflections of an underlying cosmic indifference. The fatalistic
narrative is driven by a philosophy in which human lives are often destroyed not by evil intent
but by unconscious forces—be they natural, social, or psychological. Tess’s life is shaped and
eventually shattered by accidents, miscommunications, and the prejudices of those around her,
particularly the men Alec d’Urberville and Angel Clare who represent opposing but equally
destructive moral codes.

Hardy’s tragic vision in Tess is fundamentally modern in its skepticism and resistance to
moral absolutism. He does not condemn Tess for her fall, nor does he romanticize her suffering.
Rather, he uses her story to critique the hypocrisies of Victorian society: its double standards
regarding gender and sexuality, its rigid class structures, and its theological fatalism. Tess is a
victim of both circumstance and society, but she is also endowed with a rare moral clarity. Her
refusal to lie, her insistence on honesty even when it would benefit her to conceal the truth, and
her ultimate defiance against Alec’s domination are signs of a profound ethical courage. The
character of Angel Clare on the other hand, further illustrates Hardy’s critique of idealism
divorced from reality. While Alec represents predatory masculinity, Angel embodies a more
insidious form of moral judgment—the idealist who cannot reconcile his abstract notions of
purity with the lived reality of human complexity. His rejection of Tess after learning of her past
underscores Hardy’s concern with male hypocrisy and the cultural construction of female virtue.
Through Angel’s failure, Hardy challenges not only individual attitudes but the broader
Victorian ideology that equates chastity with moral worth.

Hardy’s narrative style however, with its lyrical descriptions of nature and its
philosophical asides, enhances the tragic atmosphere of the novel. Nature in Tess is not merely a
backdrop; it is a living force, alternately nurturing and indifferent. The pastoral beauty of
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Talbothays contrasts with the desolation of Flintcomb-Ash, reflecting Tess’s psychological and
moral journey. Nature mirrors Tess’s inner states but also serves as an impersonal witness to her
suffering. Hardy’s use of natural symbolism such as the wounded pheasants, the blood-stained
paper, and the sacrificial monolith of Stonehenge, infuses the novel with a mythic resonance that
elevates Tess’s story beyond the personal to the universal.

Additionally, Hardy’s integration of folk culture and rural superstition into the narrative
structure reflects his anthropological interest in the Wessex community. The fatalistic worldview
of the peasantry, their belief in omens, rituals, and the immanent will, serves as both a narrative
mechanism and a thematic reinforcement of Hardy’s own tragic philosophy. The rustic
characters, often functioning like a Greek chorus, provide commentary on the main action and
embody the timeless, unchanging elements of rural life, in contrast to the restless modernity
represented by characters like Angel and Alec. The novel also reflects the influence of
contemporary scientific thought, particularly Darwinian evolution and social determinism.
Hardy’s understanding of heredity, environment, and adaptation informs his characterization of
Tess and others as products of biological and social conditioning. Tess’s downfall is not simply a
moral failing or an individual tragedy; it is the result of forces beyond her control ancestry,
poverty, gender roles, and historical change. In this way, Tess can be read as both a personal and
sociological tragedy, a story of a woman caught in the gears of an indifferent universe.

This paper aims to analyze Hardy’s tragic vision and narrative technique in Tess of the
d’Urbervilles, with particular focus on his representation of fate, character, nature, society, and
morality. It situates Hardy within the broader intellectual currents of his time romanticism,
realism, Darwinism, and early feminism and explores how these currents inform his artistic
practice. The study also evaluates Hardy’s style, his use of coincidence and symbolism, and his
complex portrayal of female subjectivity. In doing so, this research hopes to demonstrate that
Tess of the d’Urbervilles is more than a Victorian morality tale or a melodramatic tragedy. It is a
deeply philosophical novel that interrogates the meaning of justice, the limits of human will, and
the role of art in confronting the moral ambiguities of life. Tess emerges not only as a literary
character but as a profound meditation on the vulnerability and dignity of the human condition in
a world governed by forces that defy comprehension.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles has generated substantial scholarly attention

across literary, philosophical, feminist, and historical disciplines. Critics have debated Hardy’s
narrative strategies, his philosophical worldview, his treatment of female characters, and the
novel’s relation to contemporary ideologies such as Darwinism, Victorian morality, and
emerging feminist thought. One of the most significant strands in Hardy criticism addresses his
philosophical pessimism. Lord David Cecil (1945) famously argued that Hardy was deeply
influenced by the intellectual climate of late Victorian England, where scientific discovery had
cast doubt on religious certainties. Cecil attributes Hardy’s tragic outlook to a form of
metaphysical pessimism—his belief in an “Immanent Will” that governs human life with
indifference (Cecil, 1945). This pessimistic vision underpins the fate of Tess, who suffers at the
hands of an indifferent universe as well as an oppressive society. Raymond Williams (1970), in
The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence, shifts the focus from metaphysical pessimism to
historical materialism. Williams reads Tess as a text deeply embedded in the socio-economic
transformations of late 19th-century England. According to him, Hardy presents the
disintegration of rural culture under the impact of capitalism and industrialization, with Tess
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symbolizing the old agricultural order swept aside by modernity (Williams, 1970). Tess’s tragic
fate is thus not just cosmic but socio-political, making the novel a critique of the decline of
traditional ways of life.

Feminist scholars have also made Tess a focal point of literary inquiry. Sandra Gilbert
and Susan Gubar (1979), in The Madwoman in the Attic, argue that Hardy’s treatment of Tess
marks a significant departure from patriarchal representations of women in Victorian literature.
They regard Tess as a powerful feminist figure who resists objectification and refuses to conform
to moral expectations. Similarly, Penny Boumelha (1982) highlights the tension between
Hardy’s sympathetic portrayal of female suffering and his participation in a male literary
tradition that often idealizes or victimizes women. Boumelha sees Tess as simultaneously a
critique of and a product of the sexual politics of Hardy’s time (Boumelha, 1982). Critics like
Kristen Brady (1983) have drawn attention to Hardy’s nuanced portrayal of sexual morality. In
The Short Stories of Thomas Hardy, Brady argues that Hardy questioned Victorian sexual ethics
and challenged the double standards that punished women for transgressions while excusing men.
Tess’s “purity” becomes a central irony in the novel, as Hardy critiques the social construction of
chastity and virtue. Brady asserts that Tess is “a pure woman” not in spite of her fall but because
of her moral integrity and emotional depth (Brady, 1983).

The relationship between Hardy’s fiction and Darwinian science has also been explored
in depth. Gillian Beer (1983), in Darwin’s Plots, contends that Hardy’s worldview reflects
Darwinian principles such as adaptation, heredity, and struggle for existence. Beer reads Tess as
an organism struggling for survival in a hostile environment, subject to forces beyond her control.
The narrative’s reliance on chance, coincidence, and inherited weakness supports a deterministic
model of life, consistent with Hardy’s reading of evolutionary theory (Beer, 1983). Other
scholars, like Peter Widdowson (1989), have emphasized the textual construction of Hardy’s
novels and questioned the notion of authorial control. Widdowson adopts a post-structuralist
approach, arguing that Hardy’s texts are not unified wholes but unstable fields of meaning
shaped by ideological tensions. Tess, according to him, simultaneously critiques and reproduces
dominant Victorian ideologies. This self-contradiction makes Hardy’s work richly interpretable
but also problematic (Widdowson, 1989). Hardy’s narrative style has also received critical
attention. J. Hillis Miller (1970), in his seminal study Thomas Hardy: Distance and Desire,
argues that Hardy’s style oscillates between realism and romanticism. Miller observes that
Hardy’s novels are filled with descriptive detail and symbolic motifs that reinforce the tragic
vision. His omniscient narration and philosophical commentary draw the reader into the
metaphysical implications of the plot, making Tess not just a story but a meditation on fate,
morality, and human desire (Miller, 1970).

The role of nature and landscape in Hardy’s fiction has been analyzed by critics such as
Ralph Pite (2002), who views the Wessex environment not just as a backdrop but as an active
force in the narrative. In Hardy’s Geography, Pite contends that the natural world in Tess is both
beautiful and indifferent—a symbol of cosmic irony. Nature reflects and intensifies Tess’s
emotions but also mirrors the harsh realities of survival, reproduction, and decay (Pite, 2002).
The structural unity and symbolic architecture of Tess have been praised by Irving Howe (1967),
who considers the novel to be one of the finest examples of tragic fiction in English literature.
Howe describes Hardy as “a poet of the novel,” capable of evoking deep emotional resonance
through symbolic imagery, pastoral detail, and mythic patterns. He notes the novel’s recurring
imagery of sacrifice, blood, and nature as signs of Tess’s archetypal role as a doomed heroine
(Howe, 1967). Recent eco-critical readings, such as those by Laurence Coupe (2011), have
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examined Hardy’s portrayal of the human-nature relationship. Coupe asserts that Hardy
anticipates modern ecological concerns by showing how human fate is interwoven with the
rhythms and processes of the natural world. Tess’s immersion and alienation from nature
symbolize the broader estrangement of humanity from its ecological roots (Coupe, 2011).

Taken together, this body of scholarship reveals the multifaceted significance of Tess of
the d’Urbervilles. The novel has been read as a work of metaphysical pessimism, social critique,
feminist resistance, Darwinian determinism, and narrative innovation. What unites these
interpretations is the recognition of Hardy’s artistry in combining philosophical depth with
narrative power. By weaving themes of fate, morality, sexuality, and nature into a cohesive and
emotionally powerful story, Hardy has created a work that continues to resonate with scholars
and readers alike. Consequently, this study draws upon these critical perspectives while
advancing its own analysis of Hardy’s tragic vision and narrative art. By focusing on the
philosophical, structural, and symbolic elements of Tess, the research aims to offer a
comprehensive understanding of the novel’s enduring significance in literary and cultural history.
Research Objectives

This research aims to critically explore Thomas Hardy’s tragic vision and narrative
artistry in Tess of the d’Urbervilles by focusing on the philosophical, structural, thematic, and
aesthetic elements of the novel. The objectives are as follows:
1. To examine Hardy’s conception of tragedy as portrayed in Tess of the d’Urbervilles,

including his views on fate, chance, and determinism.
2. To analyze the construction of Tess’s character as a symbol of moral integrity, feminine

resistance, and rural disintegration.
3. To investigate the narrative techniques employed by Hardy, especially symbolism,

coincidence, and philosophical commentary in shaping the tragic structure of the novel.
4. To explore the socio-cultural and moral critique embedded in the novel, particularly in

regard to gender roles, sexuality, class, and religious hypocrisy.
These objectives guide the research in analyzing Tess of the d’Urbervilles as both a

literary work and a cultural artifact that critiques its own society while expressing a timeless
human concern with fate, justice, and the fragility of virtue.

METHODOLOGY
The research adopts a qualitative, interpretative approach rooted in literary analysis. It

integrates close reading, thematic interpretation, philosophical inquiry, and contextual critique.
The methodology involves the following components:
i. Textual Analysis

The core method is a detailed textual examination of Tess of the d’Urbervilles, focusing
on:
 Narrative structure and progression
 Character development, especially of Tess, Alec, and Angel
 Key themes such as fate, purity, moral judgment, and female autonomy
 Use of imagery, symbolism, and natural scenery

This allows for a nuanced understanding of Hardy’s artistic techniques and philosophical
commitments.
ii. Thematic Categorization

The novel is analyzed under specific thematic categories including:
 Tragedy and determinism
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 Gender and sexuality
 Nature and pastoral fatalism
 Class and social change
 Religion and moral hypocrisy

These categories are drawn from both the content of the novel and the concerns of the
critical literature surrounding it.
iii. Contextual Framework

The analysis is informed by the historical, intellectual, and cultural milieu of late
Victorian England. Key elements include:
 The influence of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution on Hardy’s fatalistic worldview
 Victorian moral and sexual codes, particularly as they apply to women
 The decline of rural society and the rise of industrial capitalism
 Religious skepticism and the crisis of faith

This framework enables a historically grounded reading of the novel’s social and
philosophical implications.
iv. Critical Synthesis

The study synthesizes insights from major scholarly works on Hardy and his fiction (as
discussed in the Literature Review). Comparative and inter-textual elements are also introduced,
especially where relevant (e.g., distinctions between Hardy’s tragic models and
classical/Shakespearean tragedy).
v. APA-Style Documentation

The research is supported by an APA-style reference list, ensuring academic integrity and
traceability of ideas. All secondary sources cited in the analysis are drawn from recognized
scholarly works.
Delimitations

This study focuses exclusively on Tess of the d’Urbervilles as a representative work of
Thomas Hardy’s tragic vision and narrative art. While Hardy’s broader oeuvre including Jude
the Obscure, The Return of the Native, and The Mayor of Casterbridge shares many of the
themes discussed here, they fall outside the scope of this paper. The following delimitations
define the parameters of this research:
1. Textual Focus: The analysis is limited to Tess of the d’Urbervilles as the primary text. Other

Hardy novels are referenced only when relevant for comparative insight.
2. Thematic Range: The study centers on themes of tragedy, character, fate, narrative technique,

gender, nature, and determinism. It does not undertake an exhaustive sociological or
historical survey of Victorian England.

3. Theoretical Boundaries: While drawing from feminist, Darwinian, and eco-critical
frameworks, the study remains grounded in literary and philosophical analysis rather than
full theoretical application from those disciplines.

4. Critical Scope: The research is interpretative rather than empirical and does not involve
fieldwork, surveys, or reception studies.

These delimitations are intended to maintain a focused and coherent line of argument
while allowing for sufficient depth in textual and thematic analysis.
Analysis and Discussion
1. Hardy’s Philosophical Pessimism and the Problem of Fate

At the heart of Tess of the d’Urbervilles lies a profound philosophical pessimism that
reflects Hardy’s belief in the indifference, if not outright hostility, of the universe toward human
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aspirations. This view aligns closely with the ideas of Schopenhauer, who saw human life as
governed by an irrational “Will” a force Hardy reimagines as the “Immanent Will,” an
indifferent and unfeeling principle that governs existence without moral or teleological purpose
(Cecil, 1945). In Tess’s life, this philosophy manifests through a series of cruel coincidences,
ironic missteps, and moral misjudgments. Hardy suggests that Tess is not destroyed by personal
vice but by the inescapable workings of chance and causality. Her father’s accidental discovery
of the family’s noble lineage, the death of the family horse, her seduction by Alec, and Angel’s
rejection — all unfold as if orchestrated by a blind, mechanistic fate. Hardy’s narrative voice
often emphasizes this sense of doom, as in the statement, “The President of the Immortals… had
ended his sport with Tess” (Hardy, 1891/2005, p. 384). Here, the universe is not benevolent but
capricious, even cruel. Yet, the “sport” metaphor also suggests that human suffering is trivial in
the eyes of higher powers, echoing the classical pessimism of Greek tragedy without its
compensatory catharsis or cosmic justice. This bleak outlook, however, is not entirely nihilistic.
As many critics have noted, Hardy tempers his determinism with compassion. Tess’s dignity,
endurance, and emotional depth transform her suffering into a morally elevated experience. Her
tragedy is not only in her fall but in the nobility with which she endures injustice. In this sense,
Hardy’s pessimism coexists with a quiet humanism—a belief in the moral significance of
endurance, even in a universe without meaning.
2. Conception of Tragedy: From Classical to Modern Forms

Hardy’s conception of tragedy diverges significantly from the Aristotelian model, which
sees tragedy as the fall of a noble character due to a tragic flaw “hamartia” and leads to a
cathartic experience for the audience. While Tess possesses the kind of moral integrity that might
suit a classical tragic figure, she lacks the agency traditionally associated with tragic heroes. Her
downfall is not the result of hubris or moral failure, but rather of external forces beyond her
control fate, social convention, gender inequality, and economic hardship. As Hardy states;

Tragedy should arise from the gradual closing in of a situation that comes of ordinary
human passions, prejudices and ambitions by the reason of the character taking no trouble to
ward off the disastrous events produced by the said passion, prejudices and ambitions. (Hardy,
1878)

It elucidates that Hardy’s definition of tragedy emphasizes the inevitability of suffering in
ordinary life. In the preface to the novel, he writes that “tragedy should arise from the gradual
closing in of a situation that comes of ordinary human passions, prejudices, and ambitions by
reason of the character taking no trouble to ward off the disastrous events produced by the said
passions, prejudices, and ambitions” (Hardy, 1891/2005). This definition situates tragedy within
the realm of the everyday, stripping it of its aristocratic grandeur and placing it squarely within
the lives of rural folk. Unlike Shakespearean tragedy, where the protagonist’s inner flaws ignite
external catastrophe, Hardy’s tragic characters are often morally blameless but environmentally
doomed. Tess’s only “fault” lies in her honesty and refusal to conform to society’s expectations.
Her punishment, as such, becomes a condemnation of the society that administers it, rather than a
reflection of any moral failure on her part. Critics such as Irving Howe (1967) argue that Hardy
transforms the tragic form into a critique of social injustice. Consequently we debate that Tess’s
tragedy lies not only in her suffering but in the fact that this suffering is preventable caused by
manmade laws, gender prejudice, and religious hypocrisy. In this way, Hardy modernizes the
tragic genre, aligning it with emerging humanist and realist concerns.
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3. Characterization: Tess and the Tragic Individual
Tess Durbeyfield is among the most complex and vividly realized characters in English

fiction. Hardy crafts her not only as a flesh-and-blood heroine but as a symbolic figure who
embodies themes of purity, sacrifice, endurance, and existential suffering. Her characterization is
central to the tragic vision of the novel, as she represents both a singular individual and a
universal victim of structural forces—social, sexual, and metaphysical. Hardy introduces Tess as
an innocent young woman burdened with beauty and an instinctive sense of responsibility. She is
the eldest daughter of impoverished rural parents, and her sense of guilt over the accidental death
of the family horse propels her toward the d’Urbervilles—a family with whom she has no real
connection but whose name sets her tragic fate in motion. From the beginning, Tess is positioned
as a character whose integrity and moral depth are in stark contrast to the forces that manipulate
and judge her. Tess’s essential purity is moral not societal which emphasized repeatedly in the
novel. Hardy famously subtitles the novel A Pure Woman Faithfully Presented, a provocative
assertion in the context of Victorian moral codes. Her “fall” after the encounter with Alec
d’Urberville is not treated as a moral lapse, but as a consequence of male power and societal
hypocrisy. Hardy insists on the distinction between social guilt and personal innocence: “She had
been made to break an accepted social law, but no law known to the environment in which she
fancied herself such an anomaly” (Hardy, 1891/2005, p. 95). What sets Tess apart from the
typical Victorian heroine is her refusal to conform to expectations of passivity or deceit. She is
deeply honest—even when that honesty works against her interests, as in her confession to Angel
Clare before their marriage. Her insistence on moral transparency reveals an inner nobility and
integrity that places her above the men who judge or abandon her.

Alec d’Urberville and Angel Clare function as foils to Tess. Alec, the libertine seducer,
represents a predatory masculinity that views women as objects of conquest. His transformation
into a preacher and subsequent reversion to sin further underscores Hardy’s critique of religious
hypocrisy. Angel Clare, while ostensibly idealistic and morally sensitive, fails Tess in a different
but equally damaging way. He idolizes her purity in the abstract but is unable to accept her lived
reality. His rejection of Tess after her confession reveals the depth of his own moral rigidity. As
Brady (1983) notes, Clare’s love is conditional and theoretical, he desires Tess as a symbol, not
as a real person. Throughout the novel, we analyze that Tess’s internal strength becomes
increasingly apparent. Despite her emotional suffering, she continues to work, support her family,
and resist Alec’s advances. Her eventual decision to murder Alec can be read not simply as a
crime of passion, but as a final, desperate assertion of agency, a moral stand against domination,
coercion, and the silencing of her voice.

Critics such as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1979) have viewed Tess as a proto-
feminist figure. While Hardy does not explicitly align with feminist ideology, Tess’s
characterization challenges the Victorian ideal of submissive womanhood. She exhibits
autonomy, depth, and moral clarity even as she is condemned by a society that refuses to
recognize these virtues in women. Her death at Stonehenge, an ancient site with pagan and
sacrificial connotations cements her status as both victim and martyr. In Hardy’s rendering, Tess
becomes a tragic archetype: the innocent scapegoat destroyed by a society that conflates virtue
with virginity and punishes female sexuality while excusing male transgression. Yet, she is never
reduced to a passive sufferer. Her actions, thoughts, and moral decisions demonstrate a quiet
heroism that elevates her character beyond mere sentimentality or victimhood. Tess’s
psychological complexity is also evident in her relationship with nature. She often seeks solace
in the natural world, which Hardy describes with pastoral beauty and mythic overtones. Nature,
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for Tess, is not only a refuge but a moral counterpoint to the artificial norms of society. Her
communion with the rhythms of the seasons and the earth imbues her with a timeless, almost
elemental dignity. As Pite (2002) observes, Tess “belongs to the landscape as much as she is
trapped by it,” suggesting a tragic duality between rootedness and helplessness. In sum, we
elucidate, Tess is characterized as a profoundly tragic figure not because of any internal flaw, but
because of the clash between her moral sensibility and the world’s indifference. Her tragedy is
ethical, existential, and symbolic. Hardy uses her character to critique social injustice, expose
gender inequity, and question the very foundations of moral judgment.

4. Plot Construction and the Role of Chance
Thomas Hardy’s plot construction in Tess of the d’Urbervilles is central to the novel’s

tragic power. The structure is carefully engineered to reflect the philosophical theme of
deterministic fatalism, where chance occurrences and coincidence assume decisive importance.
Unlike plots that arise from deliberate human action or moral failure, Tess’s life is shaped by
forces seemingly arbitrary yet crushing in their cumulative weight. In Hardy’s universe, events
appear governed by what he called the “President of the Immortals” a blind and indifferent
cosmic agent, more akin to fate than providence. Hardy’s use of coincidence and misfortune does
not emerge from narrative laziness or melodrama, as some early critics claimed, but from a
deliberate artistic strategy. As J. Hillis Miller (1970) explains, coincidence in Hardy’s novels acts
as a narrative representation of a deeper philosophical argument: that the universe is neither just
nor ordered according to human logic. Hardy subverts the conventional expectations of plot
resolution by ensuring that every turn in Tess’s life no matter how hopeful, ends in
disappointment, precisely because of unexpected turns of fate. A classic example is the death of
the family horse, Prince, which sets the story in motion. It is a seemingly minor incident, but its
consequences are immense. It compels Tess to visit the d’Urbervilles, where her fate is sealed.
This chain of events appears neither logically inevitable nor morally deserved, but rather a cruel
alignment of circumstances that denies Tess both intention and control. Such events reinforce the
notion that life, in Hardy’s universe, is subject to an indifferent determinism.

The letter that Tess slips under Angel Clare’s door before their wedding night serves as
another emblematic instance of tragic irony. Her attempt to reveal her past—an act of honesty—
fails not because of any flaw in character, but due to an accident: the note slips under the carpet
and remains unread. This minor physical mishap becomes a decisive moment in Tess’s life, one
that alters her fate irrevocably. Hardy’s message is clear: truth, virtue, and even confession may
be rendered meaningless by trivial and uncontrollable details. The progression of the plot also
follows a cyclical structure that reflects the recurrence of suffering in Tess’s life. Each moment
of hope, her time at Talbothays and her reunion with Angel is undercut by inevitable decline.
Even her final days with Angel before her arrest are framed by a sense of borrowed time,
underscored by the looming presence of Stonehenge, a symbol of ancient fatalism and sacrifice.
This cyclical rise and fall pattern, ending in her execution, echoes the structure of classical
tragedy while recasting it within a modern, naturalistic framework. Hardy’s handling of plot is
not simply a sequence of unfortunate events but a meditation on causality itself. He questions the
idea that life unfolds according to reason or moral order. In Tess, events occur with a logic that is
emotionally and ethically disorienting, leaving readers with a sense of cosmic dissonance. As
Raymond Williams (1970) argues, Hardy’s plot structure is shaped by the tension between
character aspiration and social-historical forces. The unfolding tragedy is thus a clash between
Tess’s idealism and the intransigence of her world. Thus, we critique that plot in Tess of the
d’Urbervilles is more than a narrative device; it is a formal expression of Hardy’s tragic vision.
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By embedding chance and coincidence within a tightly constructed narrative arc, Hardy
challenges readers to confront the fragility of human agency and the inscrutability of fate. The
novel’s events are unpredictable yet thematically coherent, emotionally devastating yet
philosophically deliberate, a testament to Hardy’s mastery of narrative art.

5. Gender, Sexuality, and Moral Double Standards
One of the most powerful and enduring themes in Tess of the d’Urbervilles is Hardy’s

critique of the gendered moral double standards embedded in Victorian society. Through the
character of Tess, Hardy interrogates the unequal expectations placed on women, particularly in
relation to sexuality, purity, and social respectability. While men like Alec d’Urberville and
Angel Clare are allowed the luxury of moral complexity and even redemption, Tess is judged by
a rigid and unforgiving code that condemns her for circumstances largely beyond her control.
Victorian society was governed by a sexual morality that defined women in binary terms: the
virtuous woman and the fallen woman. Tess, after her encounter with Alec, whether interpreted
as rape or seduction is labeled as "impure" despite being morally innocent. Hardy challenges this
binary categorization by subtitling the novel A Pure Woman Faithfully Presented. This subtitle,
controversial at the time of publication, foregrounds Hardy’s intention to redefine purity in moral
rather than sexual terms. Tess remains pure in conscience and character, even if society regards
her otherwise.

Alec d’Urberville represents the patriarchal license of the Victorian male. He manipulates
and coerces Tess, exploiting her vulnerability under the guise of helping her family. His behavior
is predatory, yet he faces no lasting social consequences. In contrast, Tess is burdened with
shame, silence, and isolation. When she tries to assert herself or seek justice, she is ignored or
further punished. As Gilbert and Gubar (1979) argue, this disparity reflects the broader social
script that excuses male desire but punishes female experience. Angel Clare, Tess’s idealistic
lover, is no less complicit in perpetuating gendered expectations. Though he claims to love Tess
for who she is, his love falters when confronted with her past. His confession of his own sexual
misstep, casually narrated and easily forgiven, stands in stark contrast to his rejection of Tess for
something she did not even choose. This hypocrisy reflects the Victorian idealization of female
chastity as a moral absolute, while male transgression is framed as forgivable and human. Hardy
lays bare this hypocrisy in a crucial scene when Tess pleads with Angel to understand her
circumstances. She says, “Forgive me as you are forgiven. I forgive you, Angel”(Hardy,
1891/2005, p.230). This plea, at once humble and morally incisive, highlights Tess’s superior
ethical clarity. While Angel clings to idealized illusions, Tess embraces reality with painful
honesty. Her willingness to forgive and accept reflects a depth of character that Angel, despite
his supposed enlightenment, lacks.

Feminist critics like Penny Boumelha (1982) have noted that Hardy’s portrayal of Tess
challenges the Victorian construction of womanhood. Tess is not a passive victim; she shows
remarkable resilience, dignity, and moral strength. Her decisions to confess to Angel, to labor in
the fields despite suffering, and eventually to confront and kill Alec are acts of agency. However,
Hardy also reveals the limits of that agency within a society that offers women few real choices.
As Brady (1983) argues, Tess’s tragedy lies in being both subject and object an active moral
agent and a passive recipient of social judgment. The symbolism surrounding Tess’s sexuality
further exposes the novel’s critique of moral double standards. The language used to describe her
is often pastoral and innocent she is a “daughter of nature,” a “pure woman.” This contrasts
sharply with the stigma attached to her experience. Hardy complicates the traditional association
of sexual knowledge with moral fallenness by emphasizing Tess’s inner integrity. Her physical
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experience becomes irrelevant to her moral worth, thus challenging Victorian assumptions about
female virtue. Accordingly we contend, Hardy’s exploration of gender and morality in Tess was
revolutionary for its time, and it remains relevant in contemporary discussions of power, consent,
and sexual ethics. By portraying Tess as a morally courageous woman trapped in a system
designed to punish her for her gender, Hardy critiques not only Victorian morality but the deeper
structures of patriarchal control that persist in modern societies.

6. The Role of Religion and Hardy’s Ethical Vision
Religion in Tess of the d’Urbervilles functions as both a thematic presence and a societal

force. Hardy’s treatment of religion is complex, at once critical and reflective, revealing a
transition from traditional Christian dogma to a more human-centered ethical outlook. In the
novel, religion is presented less as a source of spiritual guidance and more as a cultural
institution that reinforces moral rigidity, gendered injustice, and human suffering. Hardy does
not outright reject spiritual yearning, but he opposes the institutionalized forms of faith that often
intensify the very tragedies they are meant to console. Hardy was deeply influenced by the
religious crisis of the nineteenth century, particularly the decline of orthodox Christianity in the
wake of scientific rationalism and Darwinian evolution. As Gillian Beer (1983) notes, Hardy’s
work registers the intellectual turmoil of an age where the old theological explanations for
suffering no longer sufficed. The doctrine of original sin, the belief in divine justice, and the
authority of scripture come under scrutiny in Tess, often through irony and narrative commentary.

One of the earliest critiques of organized religion in the novel is seen in the aftermath of
Tess’s return from Trantridge. Shamed and broken, she visits a church, only to hear a hymn
celebrating the forgiveness of sins—directed, ironically, at men. Tess reflects bitterly on the
selective mercy of Christian doctrine, which offers redemption to men like Alec and Angel but
no refuge for women like her. Hardy writes, “The solace was not for her… she had no right to it”
(Hardy, 1891/2005, p. 96). This moment encapsulates Tess’s exclusion from the spiritual
consolation supposedly universal in Christian belief. The clergy in the novel are largely
ineffectual or complicit in moral hypocrisy. When Tess’s baby, Sorrow, dies, she pleads with the
local vicar for a Christian burial. The vicar refuses on doctrinal grounds, citing the child’s
illegitimacy. It is Tess herself who baptizes the child and prepares a grave, a scene that
symbolizes Hardy’s belief in personal morality over institutional orthodoxy. Her quiet ritual is
more sacred than the Church’s exclusionary rules, suggesting that spiritual authenticity lies not in
formal rites but in compassion and love. Angel Clare’s theological evolution also reflects
Hardy’s ambivalence toward religion. Angel, the son of a clergyman, has rejected the ministry
and embraced a more liberal, agnostic perspective. Yet his moral ideals are still shaped by the
Christian moral code he intellectually disavows. His inability to reconcile Tess’s past with his
ideals of purity demonstrates that renouncing religion intellectually does not always free one
from its emotional and cultural imprint. Angel’s judgment of Tess, despite him, reflects the
lingering power of religious double standards.

Hardy’s ethical vision in Tess is grounded not in divine justice but in human compassion
and moral imagination. He rejects the punitive morality of orthodox religion in favor of a more
empathetic, situational ethics. As Boumelha (1982) argues, Hardy’s novels frequently challenge
the absolutism of Victorian morality, replacing it with an ethic based on understanding, context,
and emotional truth. Tess is condemned not because she lacks virtue, but because society—and
by extension, its religious institutions—fail to recognize the virtue that lies outside their rigid
definitions. This vision aligns with Hardy’s broader humanism: a belief in the dignity and
complexity of individual lives, even in the absence of divine guidance. In this sense, Tess of the
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d’Urbervilles is not anti-religious but post-religious. It critiques the hypocrisies and failures of
organized faith while recovering a deeper, more intuitive sense of moral justice rooted in human
experience. Tess’s tragedy becomes not a failure of her soul, but a failure of the world to
understand her soul. Hence, we expostulate that Hardy’s treatment of religion in Tess of the
d’Urbervilles is central to his tragic vision. It exposes the moral contradictions of Victorian
society and calls for a more humane, context-sensitive ethic. In a world where formal religion
often fails the people it claims to serve, Hardy finds spiritual truth in acts of kindness, honesty,
endurance, and sacrificial love.

Conclusion
To sum up we proclaim that Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles stands as one of

the most profound and enduring tragedies in English literature. Through the character of Tess
Durbeyfield and the narrative of her rise and fall, Hardy explores a complex intersection of
philosophical determinism, gendered morality, natural symbolism, and narrative artistry. Tess’s
life is shaped by chance, historical forces, and moral codes that conspire to crush her under the
weight of societal hypocrisy and metaphysical indifference. Yet, through Hardy’s sympathetic
portrayal, she emerges not as a fallen woman but as a tragic heroine dignified, morally luminous,
and unjustly condemned. Hardy’s tragic vision is both classical and modern. Like Sophocles or
Shakespeare, he presents a universe governed by fate, but unlike them, he denies the existence of
a higher justice or divine plan. Instead, he offers a vision of life marked by randomness, social
rigidity, and the silent cruelty of nature. His conception of tragedy is not rooted in heroic pride or
fatal flaws, but in the unbearable dissonance between human dignity and external limitation.
Tess’s fall is the result not of her sin, but of a world that cannot accommodate her purity,
integrity, and emotional truth. Hardy’s narrative technique marked by lyrical description,
symbolic landscape, and psychological depth, deepens the emotional and philosophical
resonance of the novel. His use of setting as a moral and symbolic force, his manipulation of plot
through coincidence and irony, and his integration of folk fatalism and religious critique all serve
to elevate Tess beyond realism to a work of metaphysical and ethical inquiry.

Moreover, Hardy’s treatment of gender, sexuality, and morality is remarkably
progressive. He exposes the double standards of Victorian culture, challenges the sanctity of
patriarchal institutions, and redefines purity in terms of moral courage rather than sexual history.
Tess becomes a site of resistance against the narratives imposed on women by religion, class,
and literature itself. Her voice, though often silenced, speaks through Hardy’s narration with
haunting clarity. Ultimately, Tess of the d’Urbervilles is a novel about the tragic cost of being
good in a world that punishes honesty, tenderness, and moral integrity. It is a novel about the
limits of human agency, the destructiveness of rigid ideologies, and the enduring power of
compassion. Through Tess, Hardy creates not only a powerful literary figure but also a lasting
symbol of human suffering and moral resistance. His tragic vision is bleak, but not hopeless,
rooted in the belief that, even in the face of a godless universe, human dignity can still shine with
a quiet, unyielding light.
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