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ABSTRACT 

Thomas Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd (1874) employs animal imagery, particularly sheep and dogs, to 

underscore human vulnerability and instinct, reflecting his deterministic philosophy and ecological sensibility. 

This study uses an animal studies framework, complemented by ecocritical perspectives, to analyze how Hardy’s 

portrayal of animals—such as the sheep lost by Gabriel Oak, the poisoned flock under Bathsheba Everdene’s 

care, and the dogs that catalyse key events—mirrors the fragility, impulsiveness, and interconnectedness of 

human characters. The article examines how these animals symbolize human susceptibility to fate, instinctual 

drives, and socio-economic pressures, while exploring ethical questions about human-animal relationships. The 

findings highlight Hardy’s challenge to anthropocentric narratives, positioning animals as active agents in the 

narrative and revealing the ecological and moral implications of human vulnerability within the Wessex 

landscape. 
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studies, ecocriticism, Wessex, determinism, sheep, dogs. 

INTRODUCTION 

Thomas Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd, set in the evocative landscape of Wessex, is renowned not only 

for its complex human characters but also for its nuanced use of animal imagery. In this novel, sheep, dogs, and 

other animals transcend their roles as background figures to become mirrors of human vulnerability, instinct, and 

the forces of fate that shape rural existence. Hardy, influenced by Darwinian theories of evolution and 

determinism, crafts a world where both humans and animals are subject to natural, social, and psychological 

pressures beyond their individual control. 

Sheep, in particular, play a pivotal symbolic and thematic role. Gabriel Oak’s identity and livelihood are tied to 

his flock, and the loss of his sheep early in the novel is not just a personal catastrophe but a symbol of the 

unpredictable nature of rural life and the precarity faced by the working class. The sheep’s accidental death, 

resulting from simple human error and chance, foreshadows the vulnerability of all Hardy’s characters to forces 
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beyond their control. Similarly, Bathsheba Everdene’s poisoned sheep dramatize her struggle with responsibility 

and the consequences of inexperience, highlighting the delicate balance between human intention and the 

unpredictable dynamics of nature. 

Dogs, too, are crucial to the narrative’s progression. The sheepdog that recklessly drives Gabriel’s flock over a 

cliff embodies the unpredictable, sometimes destructive, power of instinct—both animal and human. This episode 

serves as a metaphor for the impulsive behaviors and emotional turmoil experienced by the novel’s characters, 

particularly in their romantic entanglements and social ambitions. 

Hardy’s narrative, as analyzed through animal studies and ecocritical frameworks, positions animals as active 

agents whose actions significantly impact human fate. This challenges anthropocentric assumptions, aligning 

Hardy with contemporary thinkers like Cary Wolfe and Timothy Morton, who emphasize the ethical and 

ecological importance of recognizing animal agency. The novel raises pressing questions about human 

responsibility toward non-human beings and critiques the exploitation and commodification of animals in a 

changing agricultural society. 

Hardy’s detailed animal imagery serves a dual purpose: it reflects the existential fragility of his human characters 

and critiques the broader exploitation of the non-human world. Through scenes of animal suffering and agency, 

the novel reminds readers of the intricate interconnectedness of all living beings, suggesting that ethical and 

ecological awareness is crucial in both literature and life. In the rapidly transforming rural world of Wessex, 

Hardy’s vision is both a lament for lost harmony and a call for a more compassionate coexistence between human 

and non-human life. 

RATIONALE AND OBJECTIVE 

The rationale for this study stems from the need to examine Hardy’s use of animal imagery as a lens for 

understanding human vulnerability, an aspect underexplored in scholarship on Far from the Madding Crowd. 

While much research focuses on Hardy’s social, gender, or deterministic themes, the novel’s animal symbolism 

offers a rich avenue for exploring ecological and ethical dimensions. The objective is to analyze how sheep, dogs, 

and other animals symbolize human fragility and instinct, using animal studies to highlight moral questions about 

human-animal relationships and ecocriticism to contextualize these within Wessex’s socio-economic landscape. 

The study addresses: How does Hardy use animal imagery to reflect human vulnerability and instinct? What 

ethical and ecological implications arise from these portrayals? The findings aim to illuminate Hardy’s 

contribution to literary animal studies and his relevance to contemporary environmental ethics. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Scholarship on Far from the Madding Crowd has extensively explored its themes of love, class, and determinism, 

but animal symbolism remains a relatively underexplored area. Raymond Williams’s The Country and the City 

(1973) provides a foundational framework, arguing that Hardy’s Wessex reflects the socio-economic realities of 

rural labor, where animals are integral to the agricultural economy. Williams’s cultural materialism informs this 

study’s analysis of animals as symbols of economic and existential vulnerability. 
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Cary Wolfe’s Animal Rites (2003) offers a key animal studies perspective, emphasizing how literary animals 

challenge anthropocentric assumptions by highlighting shared vulnerabilities between humans and non-humans. 

Wolfe’s framework is crucial for analyzing Hardy’s animals as narrative agents rather than mere symbols. 

Similarly, Timothy Morton’s The Ecological Thought (2010) underscores the interconnectedness of human and 

non-human systems, viewing animals as “strange strangers” that disrupt human-centric narratives, aligning with 

Hardy’s deterministic portrayal of nature. 

Gillian Beer’s Darwin’s Plots (1983) contextualizes Hardy’s work within Darwinian thought, noting that his 

animals reflect evolutionary ideas of instinct and survival, paralleling human struggles. Lawrence Buell’s The 

Environmental Imagination (1995) highlights Hardy’s decentering of human agency, with animals playing a 

critical role in this ecological network. Feminist readings, such as Rosemarie Morgan’s Women and Sexuality in 

the Novels of Thomas Hardy (1988), explore Bathsheba’s agency but rarely connect it to her interactions with 

animals, while Cheryll Glotfelty’s The Ecocriticism Reader (1996) argues that environmental conditions amplify 

social inequalities, relevant to Fanny Robin’s animal-mediated fate. 

This study bridges these perspectives, combining animal studies and ecocriticism to analyze Hardy’s animal 

imagery, addressing a gap in scholarship by foregrounding its ethical and ecological implications. 

METHODOLOGY/RESEARCH DESIGN 

This research adopts a qualitative approach, integrating animal studies and ecocritical frameworks with close 

textual analysis. The methodology involves: 

1. Textual Analysis: Examining key passages in Far from the Madding Crowd that depict animal imagery, 

focusing on scenes involving sheep (Gabriel’s lost flock, Bathsheba’s poisoned sheep), dogs (the young 

dog’s error, Troy’s impulsiveness), and other animals (e.g., horses, birds). 

2. Ecocritical Framework: Using Morton’s ecological thought and Williams’s cultural materialism to 

contextualize animals within Wessex’s socio-economic and environmental landscape. 

3. Character-Centric Approach: Analyzing how animal imagery shapes the psychological and existential 

arcs of Bathsheba, Gabriel, Boldwood, and Fanny, reflecting their vulnerabilities and instincts. 

4. Comparative Analysis: Comparing the symbolic roles of different animals (sheep vs. dogs) to highlight 

their distinct impacts on human fate. 

5. Historical Contextualization: Situating the novel within 19th-century agricultural practices and 

Darwinian thought to understand Hardy’s animal portrayals. 

Data is drawn from the primary text and secondary sources, including animal studies and ecocritical scholarship. 

The analysis prioritizes textual evidence, supported by theoretical insights, to ensure a rigorous exploration. 
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DISCUSSION 

The discussion examines three key aspects of animal symbolism in Far from the Madding Crowd: sheep as 

symbols of vulnerability, dogs as representations of instinct, and other animals as reflections of human-nature 

interconnectedness.  

     Sheep as Symbols of Vulnerability 

Sheep are central to the novel’s imagery, symbolizing human vulnerability to chance and socio-economic 

precarity. Gabriel Oak’s loss of his flock is a pivotal moment that underscores his fragility: “He saw the square 

pen filled with the dead bodies of his flock, their legs sticking out at awkward angles” (Hardy 34). This 

catastrophe, caused by a young dog’s error, reflects Hardy’s deterministic philosophy, where a single misstep 

can alter one’s fate. The uninsured sheep represent Gabriel’s economic vulnerability: “The sheep were not 

insured. All the savings of a frugal life had been dispersed at a blow” (Hardy, 2004, p. 35). As Gillian Beer 

notes, Hardy’s animals embody “the precariousness of existence in a Darwinian world” (Darwin’s Plots 49). 

Bathsheba’s poisoned sheep further illustrate vulnerability tied to inexperience: “The sheep were all lying 

down, gasping, and some were dead” (Hardy 104). Her reliance on Gabriel to save the flock highlights her 

initial incompetence as a farmer, mirroring her impulsive decisions in love. From an animal studies 

perspective, Cary Wolfe argues that such scenes reveal “shared vulnerabilities” between humans and animals 

(Animal Rites 8), challenging anthropocentric assumptions. The sheep, dependent on human care yet subject 

to environmental hazards, parallel the characters’ susceptibility to fate and economic pressures in Wessex’s 

agricultural economy. 

Dogs as Representations of Instinct 

Dogs in the novel symbolize instinct and unpredictability, driving key plot moments and reflecting human 

impulsiveness. The young dog’s error that destroys Gabriel’s flock is described starkly: “The dog’s single 

error had ruined him” (Hardy 33). This act of instinctual misjudgment mirrors human errors, such as 

Bathsheba’s valentine to Boldwood, and underscores Hardy’s view of life as governed by uncontrollable 

forces. The dog’s role as a catalyst for Gabriel’s poverty highlights the precariousness of rural life, where 

instinct can override careful planning. 

Sergeant Troy’s impulsiveness is likened to animalistic behavior: “He was a man to whom memories were an 

incumbrance, and anticipations a pleasure… like a wild animal” (Hardy 186). His reckless seduction of 

Bathsheba parallels the dog’s unthinking action, both disrupting the social and economic order. As Timothy 

Morton notes, animals in literature often serve as “strange strangers,” disrupting human-centric narratives (The 

Ecological Thought 38). The dogs’ instinctual actions reflect the characters’ own impulsive drives, positioning 

them as narrative agents that expose human vulnerability to instinct over reason. 
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Other Animals and Human-Nature Interconnectedness 

Other animals, such as horses, birds, and cattle, reinforce the interconnectedness of human and non-human 

lives. The horse that carries Fanny’s coffin to Weatherbury symbolizes her tragic end: “The waggon creaked 

on, bearing its sad burden” (Hardy 286). The horse’s slow, steady pace mirrors the inevitability of Fanny’s 

fate, linking her vulnerability to the natural world’s indifference. Birds, such as the “rooks cawing” during 

Bathsheba’s moments of reflection (Hardy 90), evoke a sense of foreboding, aligning with Hardy’s 

deterministic view. 

The communal care of animals during the sheep-shearing scene—“The clean, sleek creatures were all in, and 

the shearers were at work” (Hardy 133)—highlights human-animal interdependence, as Gabriel’s expertise 

fosters social bonds. Lawrence Buell argues that Hardy’s animals “decenter human agency, placing it within 

a broader ecological network” (The Environmental Imagination 18). These animals underscore the ethical 

implications of human responsibility, as their welfare directly impacts human livelihoods, reflecting the 

interconnectedness of Wessex’s ecosystem. 

FINDINGS 

The analysis reveals that Hardy’s animal imagery serves as a powerful lens for exploring human vulnerability 

and instinct. Sheep symbolize fragility, reflecting the characters’ susceptibility to chance and economic 

precarity, as seen in Gabriel’s loss and Bathsheba’s poisoned flock. Dogs represent instinct, their actions 

paralleling human impulsiveness and driving narrative turning points. Other animals, like horses and birds, 

reinforce human-nature interconnectedness, highlighting ethical questions about care and exploitation. 

Hardy’s deterministic philosophy is evident in these portrayals, as animals expose human powerlessness 

against fate and instinct, aligning with Darwinian ideas of shared vulnerability. 

From an animal studies perspective, Hardy challenges anthropocentric narratives by positioning animals as 

narrative agents, not mere symbols. The sheep and dogs are not passive but actively shape the plot, reflecting 

Wolfe’s view of animals as co-subjects in literary texts (Animal Rites 10). Ecocritically, Hardy’s animals 

situate humans within Wessex’s ecological network, as Morton’s “strange stranger” concept suggests, 

emphasizing interdependence (The Ecological Thought 38). The ethical implications are profound: Hardy 

critiques the exploitation of animals, as seen in the neglect that leads to the sheep’s poisoning, raising questions 

about human responsibility in an agricultural society. 

The findings highlight Hardy’s ecological and ethical vision, anticipating modern concerns about human-

animal relationships. The novel’s balance of vulnerability and resilience—Gabriel’s recovery versus Fanny’s 

tragedy—underscores the complex interplay of human and non-human forces, distinguishing it from Hardy’s 

later, bleaker works. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH: 

1. Comparative Animal Studies: Compare animal symbolism in Far from the Madding Crowd with 

Hardy’s later novels (Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Jude the Obscure) to trace his evolving ethical stance. 
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2. Feminist Ecocriticism: Explore how animal imagery intersects with gendered vulnerabilities, 

particularly for Bathsheba and Fanny, using feminist ecocritical lenses. 

3. Historical Animal Husbandry: Investigate 19th-century agricultural practices to contextualize Hardy’s 

portrayal of sheep and dogs, using archival data. 

4. Ethical Philosophy: Analyze Hardy’s animal imagery through ethical philosophy, exploring questions of 

moral responsibility toward non-human beings. 

CONCLUSION 

In Far from the Madding Crowd, Thomas Hardy employs animal imagery, particularly sheep and dogs, to 

symbolize human vulnerability and instinct, reflecting his deterministic philosophy and ecological sensibility. Set 

in the Wessex landscape, the novel uses animals to explore the fragility, impulsiveness, and interconnectedness 

of human lives, challenging anthropocentric narratives and highlighting ethical and ecological concerns. Through 

an animal study and ecocritical lens, Hardy’s animals emerge as narrative agents, exposing human susceptibility 

to fate and instinct while critiquing the exploitation of non-human beings. 

Sheep are potent symbols of vulnerability and socio-economic precarity. Gabriel Oak’s catastrophic loss of his 

flock—“He saw the square pen filled with the dead bodies of his flock, their legs sticking out at awkward angles” 

(Hardy 34)—underscores the fragility of rural livelihoods, where a single error can lead to ruin. This event, driven 

by a dog’s instinct, reflects Hardy’s deterministic view, where chance governs human fate. Similarly, Bathsheba 

Everdene’s poisoned sheep—“The sheep were all lying down, gasping, and some were dead” (Hardy, 2004, p. 

104)—mirror her initial inexperience, tying her vulnerability to the economic realities of farming. As Cary Wolfe 

argues, such imagery reveals “shared vulnerabilities” between humans and animals (Animal Rites 8), positioning 

sheep as symbols of human fragility within Wessex’s agricultural economy. 

Dogs embody impulsiveness, paralleling human instinctual drives. The young dog’s error—“The dog’s single 

error had ruined him” (Hardy 33)—catalyzes Gabriel’s downfall, mirroring human errors like Bathsheba’s 

impulsive valentine to Boldwood. Sergeant Troy’s reckless behavior, likened to a “wild animal” (Hardy 186), 

further aligns human impulsiveness with canine instinct, disrupting social order. Timothy Morton’s concept of 

animals as “strange strangers” (The Ecological Thought 38) underscores their role as narrative agents, exposing 

human susceptibility to unthinking actions. 

Other animals, such as horses and birds, highlight human-nature interconnectedness. The horse bearing Fanny 

Robin’s coffin-“The waggon creaked on, bearing its sad burden” (Hardy 286)—symbolizes her tragic fate, while 

rooks cawing during reflective moments evoke foreboding. These animals, as Lawrence Buell notes, “decenter 

human agency” (The Environmental Imagination 18), emphasizing interdependence. Hardy’s ethical critique of 

animal exploitation, seen in the neglect of Bathsheba’s flock, resonates with contemporary environmental and 

ethical crises, urging recognition of our shared vulnerability and responsibility within the natural world. 
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