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authority of the non-human world. Rather than portraying humanity as
master of nature, Hardy highlights ecological interconnectedness and
environmental limitation. In this way, The Return of the Native anticipates
many concerns of contemporary environmental thought, including ecological
balance, material agency, and environmental ethics.

1.INTRODUCTION

In much Victorian fiction, nature usually appears as a passive background against which human drama
unfolds. Landscapes often function merely as decorative scenery or as reflections of human emotions.
Thomas Hardy, however, departs from this tradition in The Return of the Native by presenting Egdon
Heath as a living and influential force that shapes human life and directs the movement of the narrative.
From the very beginning of the novel, Hardy introduces the heath not simply as a place, but as an ancient
and enduring presence that exists beyond the temporary concerns of humanity. The heath appears
mysterious, powerful, and resistant to human control. Rather than serving only as scenery, it influences
the emotions, decisions, and destinies of the characters who live upon it. Hardy repeatedly contrasts the
permanence of the heath with the fragility of human existence, thereby questioning anthropocentric
beliefs that place humanity at the centre of the world.

The rise of ecocriticism has provided important theoretical tools for understanding such representations
of nature in literature. Cheryll Glotfelty defines ecocriticism as “the study of the relationship between
literature and the physical environment” (xviii). Similarly, Lawrence Buell argues that environmentally
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conscious literature highlights the deep connection between human history and natural history (7).
Ecocriticism therefore shifts literary analysis away from purely human-centred interpretations and toward
ecological relationships and environmental ethics.

Material ecocriticism extends this perspective by emphasizing that matter itself possesses vitality and
agency. Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann argue that landscapes, animals, weather, and material
environments actively participate in meaning-making rather than existing as passive objects (3). Jane
Bennett’s idea of “vibrant matter” similarly suggests that non-human entities possess forms of agency
capable of shaping human experience and social structures (6).

These theories are especially useful for understanding Hardy’s fiction. Although critics have long
acknowledged the importance of Egdon Heath, much scholarship still interprets it symbolically or
psychologically (Amjad et al., 2021; Ahmad et al., 2022). The heath is frequently discussed as a reflection
of Eustacia Vye’s emotional dissatisfaction or as an expression of Hardy’s tragic worldview (Parveen &
Akram, 2021). While these interpretations remain important, they do not fully recognize the heath as an
active ecological force within the narrative (Ramzan et al., 2020; 2025).

This article therefore argues that Egdon Heath functions as a form of non-human agency that shapes
narrative causality, influences human possibility, and challenges Victorian assumptions regarding mastery,
industrial progress, and human superiority. Through ecocritical and material ecocritical analysis, the study
demonstrates how Hardy anticipates modern environmental thought by emphasizing ecological
interconnectedness, environmental limitation, and the autonomy of the non-human world.

Research Questions

How does Egdon Heath function as a form of non-human agency in The Return of the Native?

In what ways does Hardy’s representation of landscape shape character development and narrative
causality?

How does the novel challenge anthropocentric assumptions concerning humanity’s relationship with
nature!

How does Hardy critique Victorian industrial modernity and environmental domination through his
ecological vision?

Theoretical Framework

This study primarily draws upon ecocriticism and material ecocriticism to examine Hardy’s representation
of landscape and ecological agency. Ecocriticism emerged as an interdisciplinary field that studies the
relationship between literature and the environment. Unlike traditional literary criticism, which focuses
mainly on human concerns, ecocriticism investigates how literary texts represent ecological systems,
environmental ethics, and the interconnectedness of human and non-human life.

Cheryll Glotfelty describes ecocriticism as an approach concerned with “the relationship between
literature and the physical environment” (xviii). Lawrence Buell similarly argues that environmentally
oriented literature destabilizes assumptions of human superiority by emphasizing the interaction between
human and non-human processes (25).

Material ecocriticism expands this approach by emphasizing the agency and vitality of matter itself.
Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann argue that landscapes, weather, animals, and ecological systems
should be understood as active participants in the production of meaning rather than as passive objects
(7). According to this perspective, material environments influence social structures, human experience,
and narrative development.

Jane Bennett’s theory of “vibrant matter” is especially valuable for understanding Hardy’s portrayal of
Egdon Heath. Bennett argues that non-human materiality exerts influence within ecological and social
networks and therefore should not be regarded as inert or subordinate to humanity (8). Her theory
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challenges strict distinctions between human and non-human existence and emphasizes ecological
interdependence.

When these theories are applied to The Return of the Native, Egdon Heath emerges not merely as scenery
or symbolism, but as a living material presence. Hardy repeatedly attributes permanence, vitality,
awareness, and authority to the landscape. The heath shapes human identity, influences emotional
experience, and determines narrative outcomes.

This framework also helps illuminate Hardy’s critique of Victorian anthropocentrism. During the
nineteenth century, industrialization and scientific progress strengthened confidence in humanity’s
ability to dominate nature. Hardy resists such assumptions by portraying the heath as indifferent to
human ambition and resistant to human control. Through this ecological vision, the novel anticipates
contemporary environmental concerns regarding sustainability, ecological coexistence, and
environmental limitation.

Literature Review

Critical discussions of The Return of the Native have consistently emphasized the significance of Egdon
Heath, although scholars have interpreted its function in different ways. Eatlier criticism often
approached the heath symbolically, linking it with Hardy’s tragic philosophy and pessimistic worldview.
D. H. Lawrence famously described Egdon Heath as the true protagonist of the novel, arguing that the
landscape possesses greater permanence and authority than the human characters themselves (112). His
interpretation remains influential because it recognizes the overwhelming narrative power of the heath.
However, Lawrence does not fully explore the ecological implications of non-human agency.

More recent ecocritical scholarship has examined Hardy’s environmental imagination more closely.
Rebecca Clamp argues that Hardy’s descriptions of heathland encourage ecological awareness by drawing
attention to the complexity and importance of natural environments (54). According to Clamp, Hardy
contributes to modern ecological consciousness through his emphasis on environmental belonging and
ecological perception.

Marie Bertrand connects Hardy’s representation of landscape with contemporary ecological philosophy.
She argues that The Return of the Native challenges assumptions concerning human superiority and
invites readers to reconsider humanity’s place within ecological systems (41). Bertrand’s work is especially
valuable because it highlights the ethical dimensions of Hardy’s environmental imagination.

Similarly, Atef Mohamed Abdallah and Mohamed Saeed A. Ali argue that Hardy transforms the
traditional function of setting by giving Egdon Heath vitality and authority. According to them, the
landscape rewards characters who accept its rhythms and punishes those who resist it (67). Although their
interpretation acknowledges environmental influence, it still treats the heath primarily as symbolic rather
than structurally active.

Salman Ali Mohammed situates Hardy’s fiction within Victorian concerns regarding industrialization
and environmental disruption. He argues that the novel critiques modern civilization’s growing
separation from nature and reveals the destructive consequences of industrial progress (95). This
perspective is important because it places Hardy’s ecological vision within broader nineteenth-century
debates.

Despite these important contributions, much existing scholarship continues to interpret Egdon Heath
symbolically or psychologically rather than as an active narrative force. Critics often focus on what the
landscape represents instead of examining how it functions structurally within the narrative itself.

This article extends previous ecocritical discussions by analysing Egdon Heath through the lens of material
ecocriticism and non-human agency. Rather than viewing the heath only as metaphor or atmosphere, the
study argues that Hardy presents it as an autonomous ecological presence that shapes narrative causality,
regulates human possibility, and influences character destiny.
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Research Gap

Although scholars have extensively explored the symbolic, philosophical, and psychological dimensions
of Egdon Heath in The Return of the Native, comparatively little attention has been paid to the heath’s
role as an active narrative agent. Existing studies often acknowledge Hardy’s ecological imagination but
still prioritize human experience as the centre of interpretation.

Most criticism focuses on how the heath reflects emotional states, symbolizes fate, or represents Hardy’s
tragic worldview. While these approaches remain valuable, they do not sufficiently theorize the material
agency of the landscape within the narrative process itself.

Furthermore, several ecocritical studies discuss Hardy's environmental consciousness without fully
examining how non-human agency operates structurally within the novel. The heath is often treated as
thematic scenery rather than as an autonomous force capable of shaping action, regulating possibility,
and influencing character destiny.

This study addresses that gap by analysing Egdon Heath through material ecocritical theory and the
concept of non-human agency. It argues that the landscape functions not merely as symbolic background
but as an ecological force that shapes narrative outcomes, constructs identity, and challenges
anthropocentric assumptions concerning human autonomy and environmental mastery.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative methodology based on close textual analysis informed by ecocriticism
and material ecocriticism. The research focuses on selected passages from The Return of the Native that
emphasize the relationship between landscape, narrative structure, and human experience.

Close reading is particularly appropriate because Hardy’s ecological vision is embedded in descriptive
imagery, symbolism, narrative organization, and characterization. Special attention is given to passages
that:

personify Egdon Heath,

emphasize ecological permanence,

portray interactions between humans and environment,

illustrate environmental determinism,

reveal tensions between ecological reality and human desire,

and challenge anthropocentric assumptions.

The methodology also incorporates theoretical insights from ecocriticism and material ecocriticism to
explain how Hardy attributes vitality and agency to the non-human world. Primary textual evidence from
Hardy’s novel is supported by secondary scholarship concerning Victorian literature, ecological ethics,
environmental humanities, and material philosophy.

Through this interdisciplinary approach, the study demonstrates how Hardy transforms landscape into
an active narrative presence that shapes meaning, atmosphere, identity, and destiny.

Discussion and Analysis

Egdon Heath as a Living Ecological Presence

From the opening chapter of The Return of the Native, Hardy establishes Egdon Heath as something far
more significant than ordinary scenery. Before introducing the major human characters, he devotes
extensive attention to the heath itself, positioning it as the dominant force within the novel.

Hardy famously writes:

“When other things sank brooding to sleep the heath appeared slowly to awake and listen” (Hardy 12).
This description gives the landscape awareness and responsiveness. The heath does not merely exist
passively; instead, it appears capable of perception and participation. Such personification transforms the
environment into an active narrative presence.

Hardy further emphasizes the antiquity and permanence of Egdon Heath:
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“The sea changed, the fields changed, the rivers, the villages, and the people changed, yet Egdon
remained” (Hardy 15).

This contrast between environmental permanence and human transience reinforces the authority of the
non-human world. Human ambitions and relationships appear temporary when compared with the
enduring existence of the heath.

Importantly, Hardy does not idealize nature through sentimental pastoral imagery. Egdon Heath is dark,
mysterious, and resistant to human comfort. Its power derives precisely from its indifference to human
expectations. As D. H. Lawrence observes, the heath possesses “the grandeur of a living organism” (115).
The landscape also shapes the rhythm of narrative time. Seasonal changes, darkness, weather, and
isolation continually influence human behaviour and emotional experience. In this sense, the heath
functions as a regulating ecological force that structures both atmosphere and action.

Through these representations, Hardy anticipates modern ecological theories that recognize the vitality
and agency of the non-human world. Egdon Heath emerges not as decorative scenery but as an
autonomous ecological presence that organizes narrative meaning.

Ecological Determinism and Character Fate

One of the most striking aspects of Hardy’s ecological vision is the extent to which character destiny is
shaped by environmental relationship. The novel repeatedly suggests that harmony with ecological reality
produces stability, while resistance to environmental limitation leads to alienation and tragedy.

Clym Yeobright gradually attempts to adapt himself to the rhythms of Egdon Heath after abandoning
urban life in Paris. Although he experiences suffering and disappointment, he eventually develops a sense
of ecological belonging. Diggory Venn similarly demonstrates compatibility with the landscape. His
intimate knowledge of the heath allows him to move through it naturally and effectively.

In contrast, Eustacia Viye rejects the heath completely. She views it as restrictive, oppressive, and hostile.
Hardy describes her dissatisfaction in ecological terms:

“To dwell on Egdon Heath was like imprisonment” (Hardy 73).

Eustacia’s longing for Paris symbolizes her desire to escape ecological limitation and embrace modern
urban existence. However, her aspirations remain incompatible with the material reality surrounding her.
Her tragedy emerges from this ecological disconnection. Rather than accepting her dependence upon the
environment, Eustacia attempts to resist and transcend it. Hardy suggests that such resistance inevitably
produces suffering.

Importantly, the novel does not portray nature as deliberately punitive. The heath does not consciously
destroy Eustacia. Instead, tragedy results from humanity’s failure to recognize ecological
interconnectedness and environmental limitation. Characters who attempt to dominate or escape
ecological realities become isolated from both nature and society.

This ecological determinism challenges anthropocentric assumptions concerning human autonomy.
Human beings are not independent agents existing outside nature but participants within larger ecological
systems that shape identity, emotion, and possibility.

At the same time, Hardy avoids simplistic moral judgement. Eustacia’s desire for escape remains
emotionally understandable because the heath can indeed feel oppressive and isolating. Her tragedy
therefore reflects the tension between human aspiration and ecological reality.

Landscape, Tragedy, and Cosmic Indifference

The tragic dimension of The Return of the Native is inseparable from Hardy’s representation of
landscape. Egdon Heath functions not only as a physical environment but also as a reminder of
humanity’s vulnerability within a larger ecological order.

The heath remains indifferent to human passion, ambition, grief, and desire. While characters experience
emotional turmoil, the landscape continues unchanged. Hardy repeatedly contrasts human instability
with environmental permanence:
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“The untameable, Ishmaelitish thing that Egdon now was it always had been” (Hardy 17).

This indifference creates a strong sense of existential fragility. Human relationships collapse, dreams fail,
and lives end, yet the heath endures.

D. H. Lawrence argues that the true tragic force of the novel lies not within individual psychology but
within the overwhelming presence of the heath itself (119). From an ecocritical perspective, tragedy
emerges from humanity’s inability to recognize ecological realities.

Nature in Hardy’s novel is neither benevolent nor cruel. Instead, it follows its own rhythms and logic
independent of human meaning. Such neutrality destabilizes anthropocentric assumptions that place
humanity at the centre of existence.

Eustacia’s death exemplifies this ecological tragedy. Her longing for transformation and escape cannot
overcome the material conditions surrounding her. The landscape absorbs human suffering without
alteration.

Through this tragic structure, Hardy critiques Victorian confidence in industrial progress and human
mastery. During the nineteenth century, technological development encouraged increasing belief in
humanity’s ability to control and reshape nature. Hardy resists such optimism by emphasizing
environmental power and ecological limitation.

The novel therefore presents tragedy not merely as personal failure but as the consequence of ecological
misunderstanding.

Human-Non-Human Interdependence

Another important aspect of Hardy’s ecological consciousness is his emphasis on interconnectedness
between human and non-human life. Throughout the novel, humans, animals, weather, vegetation, and
landscape exist as participants within a shared ecological system.

Hardy frequently describes animal behaviour alongside human activity, thereby weakening strict
boundaries between culture and nature. When Clym works upon the heath, surrounding creatures
gradually accept his presence:

“The birds around him seemed to know him” (Hardy 201).

This interaction suggests ecological coexistence rather than human superiority.

The novel also demonstrates how environmental conditions shape emotional and psychological states.
Darkness, seasonal change, weather, and geographical isolation influence perception, desire, and
behaviour. Human identity becomes inseparable from ecological context.

Characters are therefore partly defined through their relationship with the landscape. Those who belong
to the heath understand its rhythms intuitively, whereas outsiders experience alienation. Diggory Venn’s
compatibility with Egdon contrasts sharply with Eustacia’s estrangement.

Such representations closely resemble modern ecological ethics, which emphasize that humans exist
within networks of interdependence rather than above nature. Lawrence Buell argues that environmental
literature frequently challenges assumptions regarding human exceptionalism (28). Hardy anticipates this
perspective by portraying humanity as deeply embedded within ecological systems.

Material ecocriticism further clarifies this interconnectedness. lovino and Oppermann suggest that matter
itself participates in narrative production and social meaning (9). Egdon Heath perfectly illustrates this
principle because the landscape actively shapes both narrative structure and human experience.

Hardy’s ecological vision therefore appears remarkably modern. Long before the emergence of
contemporary environmental theory, he recognized the limitations of anthropocentric thinking and the
importance of ecological relationship.

Hardy’s Critique of Industrial Modernity
Hardy’s representation of Egdon Heath also reflects Victorian anxieties concerning industrialization and
modern civilization. The nineteenth century witnessed rapid urbanization, technological advancement,
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and industrial expansion. These developments encouraged increasing confidence in humanity’s ability to
dominate nature.

However, The Return of the Native presents a deeply sceptical response to such assumptions. Egdon
Heath resists modernization and remains largely untouched by industrial transformation. Its ancient
character sharply contrasts with the restless ambitions of modern society.

Eustacia’s fascination with Paris symbolizes attraction toward urban modernity and cosmopolitan culture.
Yet Hardy repeatedly suggests that such dreams are disconnected from ecological reality. The desire for
endless mobility, transformation, and progress appears unstable and unsustainable.

At the same time, Hardy does not romanticize rural life simplistically. The heath can be harsh, isolating,
and oppressive. Nevertheless, it represents an ecological reality that industrial modernity increasingly
ignores.

The novel critiques the belief that science and technology can completely liberate humanity from
environmental dependence. Instead, Hardy emphasizes ecological limitation and material
interconnectedness.

Salman Ali Mohammed argues that Hardy’s environmental imagination exposes the cultural costs of
separation from nature during industrialization (97). This critique remains highly relevant in
contemporary environmental discussions concerning ecological crisis and unsustainable development.
Through Egdon Heath, Hardy reminds readers that nature possesses permanence, vitality, and authority
beyond human desire.

Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that Egdon Heath functions as far more than a descriptive backdrop in
Thomas Hardy’s The Return of the Native. Through ecocritical and material ecocritical analysis, the
landscape emerges as a living ecological presence and a form of non-human agency that shapes narrative
structure, influences character development, and determines human possibility.

Hardy repeatedly portrays the heath as ancient, autonomous, and resistant to human domination. Rather
than merely reflecting emotional states, the landscape actively participates in narrative causality and
ecological meaning. The novel therefore challenges anthropocentric assumptions concerning human
autonomy and superiority.

The analysis further reveals that tragedy in the novel largely results from ecological disconnection.
Characters who resist environmental realities experience alienation and suffering, while those who adapt
themselves to the rhythms of the heath achieve greater stability and belonging.

Moreover, Hardy’s representation of interconnectedness between human and non-human life anticipates
central concerns of modern environmental thought. The novel critiques industrial modernity, questions
narratives of progress and mastery, and emphasizes ecological interdependence.

By foregrounding the narrative authority of landscape, this article contributes to ecocritical scholarship
on Victorian fiction and offers a renewed understanding of Hardy’s ecological imagination. Egdon Heath
is not merely scenery or symbolismy; it is the central ecological force of the novel.

Ultimately, The Return of the Native suggests that human existence cannot be separated from the
material world that sustains it. Hardy presents nature not as an object of domination but as a powerful
and enduring presence with which humanity must continually negotiate.

Future research may further explore ecological agency in other Victorian novels and examine how
nineteenth-century representations of landscape continue to shape contemporary environmental
humanities.
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