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Abstract

Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) is one of the few English novelists
who have created some memorable characters of iconic stature.
But, unlike other novelists of that class— Dickens for instance—
Hardy  is  distinct  for  the  gender  balance  in  his  lot  of  such
monumental characters. Rather, he seems to be at his best when
depicting the  fair  sex,  .  His  unusual  fascination with  women
brings  to  limelight  those  hidden  tendencies  which  cannot  be
traced without a deeper understanding of their psychic make-
up. Underneath the complexity of their mental  and emotional
constitution,  there are many traces  of  narcissistic  tendencies,
which  become  more  conspicuous  when  their  unconscious
actions  are  being  observed  and interpreted  with  a  keen  eye.
Besides  Hardy’s major female characters, his auxiliary females
also show glimpses of narcissistic attitude. This paper aims at
tracing the narcissistic tendency in Sue,  Tess,  Bathsheba and
Eustacia. Moreover, it highlights the reasons that account for
their  excessive  self-love  and  the  dire  consequences  of  their
narcissism.
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Introduction

Mirror plays a vital role in Hardy’s novels as his heroines’ obsession
with  self  has  occasioned  a  debate  over  their  narcissistic  tendency.
Frequent references to mirror in a narrative directs mind to read it as a
symbol  of  self-consciousness  of  an  individual.  Bathsheba,  Sue  and
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Eustacia betray narcissistic tendency unconsciously in their gestures and
actions. In creating Sue, Hardy has done a marvelous job: ‘He created
one of the few totally narcissistic women in literature; but he did so at
the  same  time  as  he  made  her  something  rather  wonderful.  Her
complexity lies in the way in which Hardy managed to present the full,
bitter sterility of her narcissism and yet tried to exonerate her’(Alvarez
118). This narcissism blurs Sue's judgment and her reasoning faculty.
She likes in Phillotson what she already has — intellect—while Jude
reflects that  physical part of her the gratification of which she seeks,
though with reluctance. She loves in others what she actually possesses
in  herself,  which  is  a  sort  of  self-appraisal.  Experience  with  an
undergraduate or Jude is nourishing for her as she drains them of their
vitality and manliness—derives from them what she requires; but it is
exhaustive  for  them  whom  she  leaves  devastated.  ‘She  could  only
receive the highest stimulus, which she must inevitably seek, from a man
who  put  her  in  constant  jeopardy.  Her  essentiality  rested  upon  her
remaining intact’ (Lawrence 72). Sue's demand for love is too intense,
but she is incapable of reciprocating the same when demanded from her.
Jude condemns Sue for her frigidity and excess of self-love more than
once. Sue goes to see Arabella, Jude’s former wife, at her lodging and
admires  her  own  charm  as  compared  to  Arabella's:  'She  may  have
seemed handsome enough in profile under the lamps, but a frowziness
was  apparent  this  morning;  and  the  sight  of  her  own  charms  in  the
looking glass made Sue's manner bright, till she reflected what a meanly
sexual emotion this was in her, and hated herself for it’ (Jude 287). Sue
almost drives Jude insane and he yells in fury that she is ‘incapable of
real love’ (Jude 261). By exercising a little bit of deliberate reserve in
giving  herself  up  to  Jude  at  his  will,  she  fuels  her  self-love—the
underlying motive of which is to fan Jude’s passion and keep it ablaze.
Bathsheba’s  self  love  is  manifested in  the  beginning of  the  novel  in
Bathsheba’s  ‘saucy  assumption  that  the  desirability  of  her  existence
could not be questioned…’(FFMC 25). By employing Lacanian reading
to Hardy’s texts, Marjorie Garson discovers narcissistic tendency in his
heroines  like  Bathsheba  Everdene  (qtd  in  Harvey  174).  Her  self-
consciousness becomes explicit when, oblivious of her surroundings, she
takes out mirror to have a look at her countenance, though she does not
intend to adjust anything. That is very typical of someone who has the
habit  of  inspecting  oneself  in  a  mirror  repeatedly  for  reassurance—a
distinct trait of narcissist. 

There was no necessity for her looking in the glass…she
simply observed herself as a fair product of Nature in
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the feminine kind,  her thoughts  seeming to glide into
far-off though likely dramas in which men would play a
part—vistas of probable triumphs—the smiles being of
a phase suggesting that hearts were imagined as lost and
won (FFMC 13). 

Bathsheba's vanity, arrogance, conceit and self-consciousness are further
verified  by  the  words  spoken  by  the  Waggoners  coming  from
Casterbridge Fair.  Their conversation is overheard by Oak: ‘It  is said
that every night at going to bed she looks in the glass to put on her night
cap properly’ (FFMC 54). It further strengthens Oak’s conviction that
‘she’s  a  very  vain  feymell—so  ‘tis  said  here  and  there’  (ibid  54).
Bathsheba  on  her  way  back  from  corn  market  observes  Farmer
Boldwood who does  not  raise  his  eyes  which Bathsheba takes  as  an
offence committed to her irresistible charms: ‘as if Bathsheba and her
charms were thin air for him’(FFMC 108). A woman like Bathsheba can
take  anything  but  indifference  to  the  exploits  of  her  femininity.  Her
better judgment deserts her and blinds her to detecting deceit in those
who exaggerate her.  She is entrapped by Troy’s praise and flattery—
something she desires due to her obsessive self-love. Troy’s admiration
of her charms touches the delicate strings of her heart; he wins her over
simply by fueling her narcissism. She is lured into a conversation with
Troy  when  he  tells  her  about  news  abroad  that  she  is  considered  a
charming  and  ‘most  fascinating  woman’(FFMC  193).  The  sense  of
modesty stops her from immediately agreeing to this view knowing well
the truth of it. ‘Capitulation—that was the purport of the simple reply,
guarded  as  it  was—capitulation,  unknown  to  herself’  (FFMC  194).
Bathsheba is associated with ‘goddess Venus whose iconic attribute is
the mirror, from which the symbol for woman evolved’ (qtd in Stave
26). Calling for Farmer Oak to rejoin her, after he has been fired, has a
certain condescending about it. Oak’s refusal offends her vanity beyond
tolerance ‘Oh, oh that’s his answer! Where does he get his airs? Who am
I, then, to be treated like that? Shall I beg to a man who has begged to
me?’(FFMC 159).
The dominating feature of a narcissist is obsessive self-love and looking
with  approbation  at  anyone  who  is  willing  to  fuel  it.  It  blinds  the
reasoning  faculty  to  an  extent  that  one  is  prone  to  make  blunders.
Bathsheba—strong willed,  energetic  and endowed with  shrewdness—
makes a blunder only when her self-love is fueled by Troy’s admiration;
consequently he gets the upper hand. The admiration or appreciation of
one’s  accomplishment  evokes  certain  regard  and fidelity  towards  the
other person, be it a false show of flattery. Bathsheba is deluded into
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thinking that Troy is admiring her beauty in a true sense and develops a
soft corner for him in her heart, hence associating herself with a man
unworthy of her. It makes her blind to the true devotion of two worthy
suitors—Gabriel Oak and Boldwood. 
Eustacia  betrays  her  narcissistic  tendency in her  reference to  Saul  or
Bonaparte, for whom she would have parted with her husband without a
second thought, because anyone falling short of her expectations would
not  suffice  for  her.  ‘Poor  bargains’  of  life  are  not  acceptable  to  her.
Neither  Wildeve nor  Clym is worthy of  her.  Probably her  aloofness,
loneliness, desolation and stand still position at the top of Rainbarrow
with a telescope signifies her search for something unattainable. It can
also be interpreted as her desire to be at such a conspicuous place from
where the whole world can be held in contempt. Telescope serves as a
mirror for Eustacia through which she surveys the darkness of her soul
—the darkness and gloom that envelops her. Eustacia’s desire of being
loved is  too intense to be subsided.  She herself acknowledges that at
times  it  gets  so  intense  that  she  thinks  she  will  be  consumed  by  it
altogether.  She  puts  herself  on  a  pedestal  from  where  she  holds
everything in  contempt  whether  made by man or  God.  The self-love
leads one to be egoistical in pursuing personal satisfaction, which when
obstructed, has dire consequences.
Narcissistic  tendency  can  be  traced  even  in  Hardy’s  amateur  novel
Desperate Remedies in the characters of Miss. Aldclyffe and Cytherea.
Cytherea is hired as a maid to attend upon Miss Aldclyffe. The scene
which reveals heightened sensuality of Miss Aldclyffe appears to be a
revelation of Cytherea’s self-love. Her mistress’s artificial charms in the
looking glass provoke her to return to her room. She stands in front of
the mirror to ascertain her own impeccable beauty and compares it to her
mistress's adorned one: 'Back in her room, Cytherea looks in her own
glass  at  the  reflection of  ‘her  own magnificent  resources  in  face and
bosom.’  and Hardy makes  it  clear  their  attractiveness  is,  in  his  own
word, “unadorned”' (Gibson 194).
In Desperate Remedies, Cytherea betrays narcissism in her rejection of
social norms due to which a woman is tied to patriarchal signification
and makes sacrifices at every turn of her life.WhenOwen (Cytherea’s
brother)  tries  to  persuade  her  to  get  married  to  Mr.  Manston  by
reminding her of her duty to those around her, she replies: 

‘Yes-  my  duty  to  society,’she  murmured.  ‘But  ah,
Owen, it  is  difficult  to adjust  our outer  and inner life
with perfect honesty to all! … And perhaps, that they
blamed me so  soon.  And they  will  pause  just  for  an
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instant, and give a sigh to me, and think, “Poor girl!”
believing they do great justice to my memory by this.
(DR 203).

Like Cytherea, Tess knows that she is just a passing thought to the world
around. Everything about her has significance with reference to her own
precious existence.The world will cease to exist for her, if she is no more
a  part  of  it.  It  is  her  own  sweet  self  which  lends  meaning  even  to
inanimate objects.

She might have seen that what had bowed her head so
profoundly –the thought of the world’s concern at her
situation –was founded on an illusion. She was not an
existence,  an  experience,  a  passion,  a  structure  of
sensations,  to  anybody but  herself.  To all  humankind
besides Tess was only a passing thought. Even to friends
she was no more than a frequently passing thought (ToD
107).

Moments of exaltation or drudgery of life are not eternal but transitory.
Nothing  is  worth  remembering  as  time  settles  the  dust  of  glory  or
defame. Hardy stages grand finale of Tess and concludes it by simply
leaving Angel Clare and Liza-Lu as survivors to complete the pattern of
life. Life is worth living only if Tess is a precious part of it. Her zest for
life and her sorrow makes all the difference; the rest is bleak darkness
and incomprehensible confusion and chaos. When that right to exist is
taken away, Tess ceases to exist.
Hardy’s insight into the type of self-doting women represented by Mrs
Charmond  and  Lucetta  is  astonishing.Mrs.  Felice  Charmond’s  self-
loveis revealed when she borrows a lock of hair from Marty South—a
pure rustic girl—to lure men into loving her. She doesn’t have moral
scruples when she realizes that she is trying to embitter Grace’s marital
life by seducing her husband.
Hardy  repeats  the  image  of  this  class  of  women  in  the  character  of
Lucetta which is drawn in the same tradition. Lucetta’s lack of integrity
surfaces  when  she  abandons  the  declining  Michael  Henchard  and
associates herself with Farfrae—a young, promising youth of immense
shrewdness  and  acumen  in  conducting  business  transactions.Lucetta,
like her other counterparts, is quick to stir feelings, and then becomes
‘indifferent  to  the  achievement’  (MC  236).  Being  a  self-lover,  she
recognizes  in  Farfrae  her  own future  prospects.  She is  triumphant  in
entrapping Farfrae, and puts him off the track the moment she sets her
eyes on him.
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Conclusion

To  conclude,  Hardy’s  fictional  females  have  a  marked  trait  of
narcissism, which generally results in multiple crises. In most cases they
cannot  escape  the  consequences  of  their  actions—actions  spurred  by
their excessive self-love. Their demand for love is so great that it hardly
leaves any room for others to occupy a little bit of space in their lives.
Their  insatiable  desire  is  to  be  loved  boundlessly,  a  desire  which
inherently invites many inevitable corresponding troubles.
(This  paper  is  primarily  extracted  from the  Ph.D.  dissertation  of  the
principal  author  supervised  by  the  co-author,  with  certain  jointly
incorporated modifications and additions).
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