
Critical Critters: Unraveling Thomas Hardy's
Enigmatic Characters in "Jude the Obscure"
Thomas Hardy's "Jude the Obscure," published in 1895, is a controversial
and thought-provoking novel that explores the complexities of human
nature. The novel's characters are often enigmatic and difficult to
understand, and critics have debated their motivations and actions for
decades. In this article, we will delve into the critical analysis of two key
characters in "Jude the Obscure": Jude Fawley and Sue Bridehead. We will
explore their motivations, relationships, and the ways in which they
represent larger themes in Hardy's work.

Jude Fawley: A Tragic Hero of Dreams and Obsessions

Jude Fawley is the central character of "Jude the Obscure." He is a young
stonemason who dreams of becoming a scholar and studying at
Christminster University. Jude is a passionate and driven individual, but his
dreams are constantly thwarted by poverty, social barriers, and his own
self-destructive tendencies.
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Critics have often compared Jude to the tragic heroes of Greek dramas.
Like Oedipus, Jude is a victim of his own hubris and the whims of fate. He
is a man of great potential, but his flaws and circumstances ultimately lead
to his downfall. Jude's tragedy is particularly poignant because he is a
victim of both external forces and his own inner demons.

One of Jude's most striking characteristics is his obsession with education.
He believes that education is the key to social advancement and personal
fulfillment. However, his dreams of attending university are repeatedly
crushed by financial constraints and the prejudices of those around him.
Jude's obsession with education becomes his unng, as it leads him to
neglect his relationships and make poor decisions.

Another important aspect of Jude's character is his relationship with Sue
Bridehead. Jude is deeply attracted to Sue's intelligence and
independence, but their relationship is doomed from the start. Sue is a free
spirit who refuses to conform to societal norms, while Jude is more
traditional and conventional. Their differing viewpoints and values ultimately
drive them apart.

Sue Bridehead: A Complex and Enigmatic Modern Woman

Sue Bridehead is one of the most controversial characters in Hardy's novel.
She is a free-thinking woman who rejects traditional gender roles and
social conventions. Sue is intelligent, independent, and passionate, but she
is also deeply flawed and self-destructive.
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Critics have often debated Sue's motivations and actions. Some see her as
a feminist heroine who challenges the patriarchal society of her time.
Others view her as a tragic figure who is unable to find happiness or
fulfillment in life. Ultimately, Sue remains an enigmatic character who defies
easy categorization.

One of the most striking things about Sue is her rejection of traditional
gender roles. She refuses to marry Jude because she does not want to be
a burden to him or to conform to society's expectations. Sue also has a
strong sexual appetite, which she is not afraid to express. Her sexuality is a
source of both pleasure and pain for her, and it ultimately leads to her tragic
downfall.

Another important aspect of Sue's character is her relationship with Jude.
Sue is attracted to Jude's intelligence and ambition, but she is also aware
of his limitations. She loves Jude, but she cannot bring herself to marry him
because she knows that their relationship would ultimately be doomed.

Jude and Sue: A Symbol of the Victorian Era's Social and Intellectual
Conflicts

The relationship between Jude and Sue is a symbol of the social and
intellectual conflicts of the Victorian era. Jude represents the traditional
values of the past, while Sue represents the new, modern values of the
future. Their relationship is doomed from the start because they are too
different and too set in their ways.

Jude and Sue's relationship also reflects the conflict between the sexes in
the Victorian era. Jude is a traditional man who believes that women should
be subservient to men. Sue, on the other hand, is a feminist who believes



that women should be equal to men. Their differing views on gender roles
ultimately lead to conflict and tragedy.

Jude Fawley and Sue Bridehead are two of the most enigmatic and
complex characters in Thomas Hardy's "Jude the Obscure." Their
motivations, relationships, and struggles reflect the social and intellectual
conflicts of the Victorian era. Through their characters, Hardy explores the
themes of class, gender, education, and the ultimately tragic nature of
human existence.

Despite the novel's tragic ending, Jude and Sue remain enduring
characters in English literature. Their story continues to resonate with
readers of all ages, as it offers a timeless exploration of the human
condition.
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