JANE AUSTEN AND THE
ENLIGHTENMENT

PETER KNOX-SHAW

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS




PUBLISHED BY THE PRESS SYNDICATE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE
The Pite Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge, United Kingdom

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge, iz 2r0, UK
40 West 2oth Street, New York, Ny 1o0ott—q4211, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 1207, Australia
Ruiz de Alaredn 13, 28014 Madrid, Spain
Dock House, The Waterfront, Cape Town Soos, South Africa

herp:/Iwww.cambridge.or,
© Peter Knox-Shaw 2004

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and 1o the provisions of relevant colleetive licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

irst published 2004

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge
Tppeface Adobe Garamond t/i2s pt. Systenn WIEX 26 o]

A catalogue record for this book is avcilable from the British Library

Library of Congress cataloguing in publication data
Knox-Shaw, Peter, 19,44~
Jane Austen and the Enlightenment / Peter Knox-Shaw.
p.ocm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
1588 0 521 84346 4 (hardback)

1. Austen, Jane, 17751817 — Philosophy. 2. Literature and society — Great Britain — History ~ 19th
century. 1. Austen, Jane, 1775-1817 -~ Political and social views. .. Grear Britain — lurellectual
life - 18th century. 5. Bnlightenment - Great Britain. 6. Skepdicism in literature 1. Tide,
PRAOIB.PSKOE 2004
8237 — dczz 2004049658

158N 0 521 84346 4 hardback

The publisher has used its best endenvours to ensure that the URLs for external websites eferred to in
this book are correet and active at the time of going to press. However, the publisher has no
responsibility for the websites and can make no puarantee thae a site will remain live or chat the
content is or will remain appropriate.

For b et )"/7/1 d




4 The cighteenth-centary legacy

sets out to construct the meaning that the novels had in their original
context, and pursues her findings regardless of whether or not they are
ateractive to contemporary readers, as when she warns that Austen’s morality
is ‘preconceived and inflexible’, and ‘of a type that may be antipathetic to the
modern layman’? This is not usually che case with gender-centred studies of
Austen, which tend to concentrate on the significance thac the novels have
for the present. And while many writers in this tradition have managed
to combine relevance with sophisticated historical insight, such readings —
being of an essentially different order — almost invariably sidestep rather
than interlock with Butler’s, so that battle over the war of ideas has seldom
been joined.’ In consequence the Anti-Jacobin Austen is still very much at
large, not only among those who have builton Butler’s work butalso among
those who, writing from a different perspective, have tried o integrate her
thesis within a postmodernist account, one recent critic deferring to the
“Tory feminism’, and ‘counter-revolutionary’ plotting of Mansficld Park
while describing the novel itselfas “an evangelical sermon’.® A further reason
for Butler’s prevalence is that her worl is rooted in a tradition that was fully
conversant with formalism and with texcual analysis. Subsequent attempts
(o question the view of Jane Austen as a Tory reactionary have often had
to draw on a more limited — and less demonstrative — range of critical
methods.” While it is true that the most vivid and finely focused of recent
accounts of Jane Austen have implicitly opposed the Butlerian thesis, they
have done so without providing a rebuctal. The time is ripe, then, for a

Ihid., pp. 298, 296. L am indebted here to Alistair M. Duckworth’s dhought-provoking essay, ‘Jane
Austen and the Conflict of Interpretations’ in Janer Todd’s anthology, frne Austen: New Perspectives

(1983), pp. 39-52. Por a valuable review of feminist crirics of the cighties see the opening pages of

Janet Todd's ‘Janc Austen, Politics and Sensibility’, in Susan Sellers, ed., feminist Criticism: Theary
and Practice (Hemel Hempstead, 1991), pp. 71-87.

Highly influential in this category is Mary Poovey's The Proper Lady aud the Woman Writer (Chicago,
198.4). Particularly sensitive to textual nuance and period concerns is Margaret Kirkham's fene Atesten:
Feminisn and Fiction (1983, rev, edn 1996).

The most_important exceptions here are Claudia L. Johnson's vwo pioncering books, Jane Austen:
Waen, Politics, and the Novel (Chicago, 1988) and Equivocal Beings (Chicago, 1995), and Mary
Waldvon's June Austess and the Fiction of her Lime (Cambridge, 1999), but this last excellent study
touches only incidentally on Austen’s thought and politics.

< Clara Tuite, Domestic Retrenchment and lm]wri:\] Expansion: the Proper Plots ()('/\’/z/n.g/iy]'/(/ Pyl

in You-me Park and Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, eds., The Postcolonial Jane Austen (2000), pp. 96, 99,

102, The same line is adopted in hev Romantic Austen (Cambridge, 2002), despite the retrieval of
sensibility there,

/ Nancy Armstrong in her study of early cighteenth-century fiction compellingly argues, in passing, that
Austen, rather than being scen as a Tory or as a member of the kinded gentry, should be approached
as a linguistic identity that voices "a middle class aristoeracy’. See Desire e Domestic Fiction (Oxford,
1987), pp- 159-60. Butler’s thesis is implicitly opposed by Roger Gard in a series of commonsensical
and subtle readings in Jase Austen’s Novels: The Are of Clarity (1992).
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study that confronts Butler’s more squarcly, and more on its own terms —a
rash undertaking were it not for the many critical contributions of the last
decades that yield some higher ground.

My bricfin this book is that Jane Austen is a writer of centrist views who
derives in large measure from the Enlightenment, more particularly from
that sceptical tradition within it that flourished in England and Scotland
during the second half of the cighteenth century. This rradition stands at
some remove from the popular conception of the movement as a whole.
While celebrating reason, scientific method, and social reform, the Anglo-
Scottish school dwelt on the irrationality of human nature, tempered the
optimism of the philosophes with an emphasis on the limits of individual
heroism, and instilled a diseruse of dirigism and of the doctrinaire. Less
militant than its French counterpart, the sceptical Enlightenment nurtured
a particular dislike of civil faction and of the bigotry that went with it, and
this relaxed spiric of partisanship made ivaccessible to many institutions anid
intellectual cults of the age. We shall see how deeply the ideas of writers like
David Hume and Adam Smith penetrated movements as diverse in rone
and mode as the picturesque and the Fvangelical revival. But of particular
significance here, is the openness of the contemporary Anglican church o
the Enlightenment, for itis precisely the :18:;(.111115(](,)11 of its imperviousness
that has so often been invoked to underline Jane Austen’s mental seclusion.

Exponents of the reactionary Austen have regularly stressed her religious
beliefs, even though she has often been found deficient in this quarter —
even ‘supremely irreligious” in one instance — by the devour.* Readings of
this kind rend to place Austen as an Evangelical (which she was not) or as
an ‘orthodox’ Christian rather than as the Anglican Erasmian that she was,”
the better to insist on the fixity of her views, or — in the case of materialist
approaches — on their archaic character as the product of an outmoded
infrastructure. If her religion is unusually secularized, as Butler implies,
that is what was immediately demanded to buteress the status quo, and
to shield it from the eroding forces of change.' This approach relies, all
too clearly, on the old and long-entrenched view that Christianity and the
Enlightenment were as chalk and cheese, as far removed from each other
as reason and [Znfdme.

G K. Chesterton, “The Evolution of Funnd, collected in lan Litdewood, ed., fune Austen: Critical

siments, 4 vols. (Mountficld, 1998), 1, 444 Sec also Cardinal Newman's remarks to Anne Mozley,
Letters and Corvespondence of Newman, ed. Anne Mozley (1893), 1, 223.

For discussion of the tolerance and rationalism of the Erasmian eeadition see Hugh Trevor-Roper,
Catholics, Auglicans, and Puritans (1988), particularly ch. 2.

Butler, Wor of Ideas, pp. 12, 93-9.
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16 The eightcenth-century legacy

system which the supply of nutrients would then replace,” and in the
eightics he conducted and wrote up a series of experiments on bone growth
in which the assimilation of dyes showed that arcas of increase kept pace
with those of waste, 5o as to give to the new the proper form’.%

Another of Hunter’s ideas from this period contributed to a scientific
theory with which the Austen family certainly were familiar. In aletter from
Steventon dated November 1800, Jane records a party at Ashe where her
brother James and a female friend alternately read from, and no doubt dis-
cussed, ‘Dr Jenner’s pamphlet on the cow-pox’.** Crucial to Jenner’s expla-
nation of why a cowpox vaccination was effective against smallpox was his
belicf that the more serious discase was a strain of the mild one, ‘accidental
circumstances’ having worked ‘new changes upon it”. He speculates further
that diseases as apparently different as ‘ulcerous throat’, measles, and scarlet
fever ‘have all sprung from the same source, assuming some varicety in their
forms according to the nature of their new combinations’.”® This was to
be a fertile theory, for it stressed differentiation, showing that variety and
uniqueness were a modality of organic existence, while hmlmg, also ac the
generative role played by chance. Asa model for his idea of variation through
descent, Jenner cites an essay by Hunter on the relation between the woll,

jackal, and dog. There, from the evidence of comparative .m.uomy, his old
teacher had argued, in a remarkable andicipation of Darwin, that the three
species derived from a common ancestor through a process of continuous
evolutionary change. Jenner ncatly introduces his readers to this thought
at the start of his cowpox pamphlet, remarking that

the Wolf, disarmed of ferocity, is now pillowed in the lady'’s lap. The Car, the licle
Tyger of our island, whose natural home is the forest, is equally domesticated and
caressed. 5

Similar relationships, he goes on to say, hold true for the multifarious forms
of infectious discase, which scem, however, to be all the more volatile, some
gaining in virulence over a period of months, some ~ disobligingly in the
case of docile forms — vanishing altogether.

When Jane Austen writes amusingly about changes in the style and
behaviour of young girls coming out into society, she draws outa metaphor
that plainly owes something to Jenner:

* See John Abernethy, Physiological Lectires (1817), p. 196.
5% See ‘On the Growth of Bones', John Flunter, Observations on Certain Parts of the Animal CEconomy

(1786), ed. Richard Owen (1835 edn), p. 3118,

St To Cassandra Austen, 20-2 Nov. 1800, Letters, p. 62
55 See Udward Jenner, An Inquivy into the Causes and Effects of the Cow Pox (1800}, p. 48
¢ thid., p.and fn
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What is become of all the Shyness in the World? - Moral as well as Nacural Diseases
disappear in the progress of time, & new ones take their place. — Shyness & the

Sweating Sickness have given way to Confidence & Paralytic complaints.’

Jocular though it may be, the comparison is full of implication. If fads

come and go like epidemics, they are also, by inference, catching. And if
the method of their transmission is understood to be a sort of sympathetic
copycatting of the kind commented on by Hume, there is a pre-echo, here,
of the present-day theory of the ‘meme’ — Richard Dawkins’s comparison of
the way ideas spread to the replication of a successful gene.® The reading of
Jenner’s paper in 1800 certainly had an unexpected outcome in the Austen
family when the ‘great discoverer” befriended James at Cheltenham, and
insisted on revaccinating his daughter Caroline himself5?

Science re-orders the ordinary in many unforeseen ways. lts findings
reach into seemingly unrelated areas, sometimes through directapplication,
sometimes For no better reason than that they offer an arresting paradigm.
Leslie Stephen may have overstated the case when he claimed that Darwin's
observations on the breeds of pigeons ‘had a reaction upon the structure
of Buropean society’, but artificial speciation was indeed a powerful idea,
and he was surely right to argue that new ideas can ‘suddenly start into
reality, and pass from the sphere of remote speculation to that of immediate
practice’, and to suggest that this was particularly true of the cighteenth
century.® Jane Austen did not have to focus on scientific matters with any
rigour to experience the impact of explanations that had penetrated her
world. Yet her public reception reveals, as we shall see, that she was perhaps
of all grear creative English writers of her generation the one most casily
associated with an empirical habit of mind. There is much to suggest that
she was exposed from an carly age to an attitude towards contemporary
science that was unusually wholehearted even for the time, and it is worth
taking stock of her adolescence from this point of view.

One carly landmark in Jane’s reading was the present from her elder
brother Edward (no doubt when he had outgrown it)"of Thomas Percival’s
Tales, Fables and Reflections (1775), a manual on science and liberal opin-
61

ion disguised as a conduct-book.” Percival introduced his young readers

57 To Cassandra Austen, 8-9 Feb. 1807, Letters, p. 119,

First expounded by Richard Dawkins in The Selfish Gene (Oxford, 1976), but cnlarged on in his

later books, and by other writers such as Daniel Dennerr, see his Darwins Dangerous Teea (Flar-

mondswortly, 1995), pp. 341-70.

2 Reminiscences of Caroline Austen, introd, Deirdre Le Faye (Overton, Hants., 1986), p. 31,

Leslic Stephen, Luglish Thought, v, w11

1 See Sir Zachary ("npc, ‘Dr Thomas Pevcival and Jane Austen’, British Medical fonrnal, 1 (1969), 55-6;
and Collins, Purson’s Daughter, pp. 27-8.



22 The eighteenth-century legacy

mind. One principle continually invoked is that fictive actions should tally
with repeated observations from real life:

I have scratched out Sir Tho: from walking with the other Men to the Stables &c
the very day alter his breaking his arm ~ for though 1 ﬁnfl your Papa did walk
out immediately after fis arm was set, [ think it can be so litde ‘(,!S'llr‘:!l as to dppear
unnatural in a book — & it does not seem wo be material that Sir Tho: should go

with them.”?

Linked to this principle of avoiding the abnormal is another chat (.lcclzu.'cs
war on the unnccessary, the joint import of the two being that when devia-
tion occurs it does so to some effect. A further requirement is that :111}/11*&11;;
relating to the public world should be represented with scm;‘ml(ms fidelity.
So ];mé Austen takes pains to check that hedgerows grow in N(m‘hmpp—
tonshire, or that Gibraltar has a Government House; and expects her nicce
to do the same:

Lyme will not do. Lyme is towards 40 miles distance from Dawlish & would not
be talked of there . . . They must be fwo days going, from Dawlish to Bath; They
are nearly 100 miles apart.”?

The corollary to this passion for accuracy is an extreme caution about
venturing into territory that is not known at first hand:

Let the Portmans go to Ireland, but as you know 11()1:l1i{1g of i‘hg Manners (:hcrc,‘ you
had better not go with them. You will be in danger of giving false representations.
Stick to Bath & the Foresters. There you will be quite at home.

Austen took this rule of sticking to the observed so far that she notoriously
altogether avoided scenes in which men confer together in the absence of
women. Her limitations of range have been ascribed with good reason to the
constraints under which middle-class women laboured in her period, but
they are also a condition of the ‘cxpcrimcnt‘:ll’ discourse to V\./hich‘shc was
pledged. Later critics approaching her work from the perspective of the [1}11—
blown sociological novel of the nineteenth century have put a (.‘.()l“lS(ﬁl.'ll'Clil()ll
on these limits that negates their special implications. Raymond \X/ll.lmms,
in a pithy phrase, remarked adversely of the n(‘)vcl:'s' thatr where tllL:l'(,: is only
one class there is no class at all; but he was cannily forestalled on this issue by
G. K. Chesterton who preludes some shrewd commentary on the exposure
of Emma’s class-bound attitudes with the following:

7 Ty Anna Austen, 10-18 Aug. 1812, Letters, p. 268,
79 {bid., pp. 268--9, and see To Cassandra, 24 and 29 Jan. 1813, Letters, pp. 198, 202,
o Thid., p. 269.
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It is true chat Jane Austen did not atempt to teach any history or politics; but
it is not true that we cannot learn any history or politics from Jane Austen. Any
work so piercingly intelligent of its own kind, and especially any work of so wise
and humane a kind, is sure to tell us much more than shallower studies covering,
a larger su rface ¥

By analogy with other kinds of discourse that are empirically grounded,
the ‘experimental’ novel does not need to offer a general theory in order to
have real significance.

Among the handful of reviews that Austen reccived in her lifetime a
piece on Ennna makes much of the reader’s pleasurable shock at recogniz-
ing ‘modes of thinking and fecling which experience every day presents in
real life’. Whereas human nature seems almost uniform when conveyed
by ‘4 more sweeping observer’, the reviewer continues, Austen’s charac-
ters come to life as individuals because of the way they are ‘surveyed in this
microscopic detail’.# Nature scudy in one form or another became a regular
source of metaphor for critics drawing attention to the variety of Austen’s
creations throughout the nineteenth century. Perhaps one reason for this is
that the novels seem to have had a special appeal for readers with a scientific
background. Ardent Jancites of the early decades of the century included
polymaths like William Whewell, an authority on inductive method, and
Archbishop Richard Whately, a founding father of statistical sociology and
an cditor of Francis Bacon. Whately’s justly famous essay on the novels
takes off from Walter Scott’s notion of Austen as the founding figurc of an
entirely new class of fiction distinguished by its fastdidious ‘copying from
nature’, and its attention to ‘the current of ordinary life’.® A chief point
made by Whately — later to be developed by Macaulay as the basis of his
comparison of Austen to Shakespeare — is that the minor characters of the
novels are as finely differentiated as the central ones. Such alertness o diver-
sity immediately puts him in mind of the expert in taxonomy: ‘to the cye
of a skilful naturalist the inscets on a leafl present as wide differences as exist
between the elephant and the lion’. Later, this metaphor is extended when
John Thorpe, ‘the Bang-up Oxonian’ from Northanger Abbey, is classified

# See Gl K. Chesterton, “The Evolution of Emmd’, collected in Litdewood, ed., Critical Assessments,
1 443,

2 See ‘Anonymous Review of Emma’, The Chanpion, 31 Mat. 1816, in Litdewood, ed., Critical Assess-
ments, 1, 2978, 300,

8 See Walter Scou, “Unsigned Review: Emmd’, Quarterly Review, 14 (Mar. 1816), collected in Little-
wouod, ., Critfcal Assessmients, 1, 287-8. Whately's opening pages contain several echoes of Scott’s
phrasing, plus the idea of % new school of fiction’; see ‘Unsigned Review: Northanger Abbey and
Persuasion’y Quarterly Review, 24 (Jan. 1821), collecred in Licdewood, ed. Critical Assessments, see 1,
381,




86 The cighteenth-century legacy

Pollowing in the tracks of Repron who had claimed thar Price’s taste
in landscape implied a notion of government based ‘on the uncontrouled
{ man in a savage state’, the Anti-Jacobin accused Richard Payne

opinions o
primal purity and excel-

Knight of wishing to remove all fecters on man’s
lenee’ 1 Knight's primitivism was, in fact, not of this soft kind atall, andicis
interesting that the Anti-Jacobin satirists distorted it, in the hope perhaps of
preserving a monopoly of hard-nosed activudes for themselves. What sym-
pathy had been to the cult of sensibility, priapism was to prove for Knight's
version of the picturesque. In The Progress of Civil Society sexual attraction
is the force that spurs individuals, by nature deeply selfish, into developing
as social beings. Knight draws on Adam Smith’s theory of the four stages,
on his own study of phallic rites, and on his love of ruggedness, to sketch
a complex view of social evolution in which sex is both the creative prime
mover, and an energy to be contained. For while the primal desire initiates
all that ‘changed the wandering brute to social man’, it is also the source of

deep antagonism:

Lirst native lust the rugged savage led

To the rank pleasures of his lawless bed: —
Promiscuous glowd the fierce instinctive flame,
Uncheck'd by reason, and unawed by shame,
Till, often cloy'd with what he oft desired,

FHis passions sicken’d, and his nerves grew tired.

Only through the curbing of sexual passion (or perhaps through satiety)
can the higher impulses initiate that ‘converse of the soul’ that forms
family bonds and weaves a civil fabric from them. Since every individ-
ual is the theatre of a racial history, courtship rehearses, in its small way, the
¢ drama of sociability. The instinctual life that survives from prehistory

gre:
nce distinet from — the life of

remains continuous with — and yet in esse
civil refinement, and both come into play, uncasily saddled together — in
the quest for a social partner. Ina revealing passage from his later Analytical
Ingquiry (1805), Knight points to the way dancing straddles these divided
worlds, for while it releases animal encrgies, it works as a ‘natural expression
of refined or elevated sentiment’, this last impulse being visible even in its
primitive forms, for ‘the attitudes and gestures of savages are grace and
dignity itself* In adolescence, however, animal desire combines with the
40 Mr Repton's Letter to Mr Price’ prefixed 1o Uvedale Price’s A Letter to H. Repton, p. o, See ‘Letter’

(16 Apr. 1798) introducing, “T'he Loves of the Trinngles’, in Poetry of the dnti-Jacobin, 4th edn (1801),

p. 120,
N Ve Progress of Cioil Society: A Didectic Poent in Six Books (1796), 1, lines 1316,
7 An Aualytical Inquiry into the Principles of laste, qth edn (1808); see particularly 1iii,2, and 15,ii,58~62,

88; and p. 213,

Pride and Prejudice, a politics of the pictiresque 87

idczllisn'l of romance to form unstable fantasices, ‘pictures of perfection’ (the
pl}r::ﬁfﬁ is evidently not Austen’s alone)® that can only lead (without the aid
of‘szmrc) to cynicism or disillusion. Knight insists, in sum, that the psyche
of the modern beau is two-tiered, and that the expericnce of W(')()il;)J ’s‘()
muc:h taken for granced, is a bewildering process, inevitably ridden %;/i‘th
tension.

A similar sense of intrinsic irony pervades the central courtship of Pride
and Prejudice, and ivsurfaces carly at the evening party hosted by Sir Will nm
Lucas who, with an avuncular eye on ma(chmnking, tries to persuade D e ;
to dance: l B

Y, S . o y © .

]\yh(uy? d\iummg amusement for young people this is, Mr Darey! — There is
nothing like dancing after all. - T consider it as one of the fir 1 f

o 8 ke dancing . - I consider it as one of the first refinements of
polished societies.
[ (‘.,L.I!‘HHI)’, Su.; - :md. it has the advantage also of being in vogue amongst the
ess polished socicties of the world. — Every savage can dance.” ’

Sir William only smiled. ‘Your fric forms delightfully i i
. am )I):nukd‘. Your friend performs delightfully;” he continued afier
P i Vel teagn a3 g 2 ) D
A pause, on seeing Bingley join the group; — ‘and I doubt not that you are an adepi
in the science yourself, Mr Darcy. ’

You saw me dance at Meryton, I believe, Sir.” (25)

.I",vcr.y savage can dance, and so can Darcy who carclessly betrays a pride
m.lus Pcrf'()rm:mcc at Meryton, while puncruring Sir William’s pretence

His refusal to dance, dressed up as a principle, rises from a dctcrl‘ninntiol;
to avoid entanglement in what he primly considers to be inappropriate
company, and belongs to the same mood of self-denial that causes hEm
to ﬁnc'! faule with Elizabeth’s looks while admitting (o her I)Czl(lt;r and
attractiveness. When the gauche Sir William seizes on Elizabeth to offer her
up as a partner, Darcy — despite being ‘excremely surprised” by the present
;)f hfrxnnt;‘.h{(}d h;!md ~finds himself ‘not unwilling to receive it (26). \X/khcn‘
1e does ask for the dance, Elizabeth, still stung by his earlier reiecti 2
her, refuses him, but her refusal restores the p(isilziiit}t (C)f“:lizlll:;{ci:tli(\:\ic(:f
them, while at the same time reawakening Darcy to the great ple: ure f
her presence. B PR

] Like C()lc:ridgc’s water-insect, Elizabeth and Darcy’s relationship moves
f()f"W;\;'d by fits and starts, gathering from every setback the energy for a new
Fnc;rk. In reerospect it appears to Elizabech thae they have each ‘improved
in civility’, but reproachful behaviour seems to have speeded them on their
way (367). Sexual attraction and civility make uncasy bedfellows, for if ‘inci-
vility” towards the outside world is ‘the very essence of love’ (;1;1 aphorism

B To Fanny Koight, 235 Mar., 1817, Letters, p. 335.
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based on Adam Smith),™ it is also a condition that amict:s 10vc1‘:9 them-
selves, Elizabeth's ‘dccply—l'()(:)(,c‘.d dislike’ of D:}rcy has its’ r:nt}gnn} side, and
the reasons for it, good as well as bad, mount (‘;1.sl‘. Iu)nr’(:ys .of"f‘cnm.vc h:mgh-I
tiness provides a fertile breeding-ground f‘or.\X/lcl(lmms skilfully lmplafl.lcc‘
danders, and there is the real injury of his removing Janc as a partner
for Bingley, news of which Colonel I('itzvvx_lilzun l.CI:S slip. All chis is mmc
than enough to account for Filizabeth’s refusal (.>f Darcy, but the p'fnt'ngu—
lar outrage of the pr()posal, when 1t comes, points (o a strong, Ul\»(l(.tl.l(?w.
ol the irrational in their relationship. Flizabeth with her usual ”2111. ‘f(n
articulation goes some way o identifying this when she asks Darcy if he

can deny

a design of offending and insulting me [when] you ch(')sc.(u tell me that ynu)h\l;;:d

me ;tyﬁlins( your will, against your reason, and even against your character? Was
2 - . . e . g BRI

not this some excuse for incivility, if 1 was uncivil? (190)

Darcy’s only rational cause of dislike for Elizabeth is ('iC(;l up \f/it’h hiﬁ lccoli
(rom bad ‘connections’, but it scems that the presence of a desire Lhu resists
conscious control is itself a cause of irritation to him. And when ’11,11'1:;11)(‘,(‘11
admits to ‘taking so decided a dislike o him, wi(ihQUt any reason’ — for -t‘hc
sake, as she says, of giving Free rein to her wit (225-6) — hc:r own c:x.p[;u'mmn
is not to be trusted. Though she does indeed revel, Beatrice-like, in l'h}t role
| of a licensed taunter, there is much else ado. For her, as much as for Darcy,
" dislike masks an underlying actraction. o -
On the subject of sexual allure Pride and. /"1'({{115[1(.‘0 is as eloquent :.15 ‘1 t IS
inexplicit. Beyond a fairly conventional sort of r‘cport on how d)i“&‘ué
look and arc pcrccivcd to look, the narrator has litde cﬂh.rccdy to ()ch”. But
the reader is made to see almost (rom the starce that Flizabech and D;U'C}f
are marked out for courtship, and this knowledge is Sﬂupcyimp(’).ﬁcd on ('h(;’.u'
apparent inability to get on with each other, standing in, a5 it \’\'/C,l‘?"lﬁnl
the attraction they refuse to acknowledge themselves. With an inspirec
reticence and tact Jane Austen succeeds in c:nclosing.t:hc unconscious de—
ings which impel her promising couple, who are ;lill((‘; in bc’.mgrl,.nm.frl :udh
of dislike. One carly clue to their artachment comes In ic :(.'(m—dl.n‘ncx
scene at Netherfield, when Darcy - after studiously bm.‘ymg, himself in a
book to avoid the sycophantica rabesques of Cm'()linc. 15'1 nglcy — mukes an
uneconscious gestute on hearing her ask Elizabeth to join in a turn about

the room:

c ; is mistress, he s s hody
W Pride and Prejudice, p. 144 ‘though a lover may be good company to his mistress, he is s0 to nobody
else’s Adam Smith, TMS, p. 3t but see the whole section of Liiz.n

Pride and Prejudice, a politics of the picturesque 89

Llizabeth was surprised, but agreed to it immediately. Miss Bingley succeeded
no less in the real object of her civility; Mr Darcy looked up. Fle was as much
awake to the noveley of attendon in thar quarter as Elizabeth herself could be, and
unconsciously closed his book. {56)

Under the cover of civility Caroline sets in train a self-scrving and know-
ing ploy. Using Elizabeth to bait her own hook, she shows herself more
conscious of the real object of Darcy’s interest than he does himsclf, for his
distracted and telltale closing of the book is partly rationalized as curios-
ity over Caroline’s out-of-the-way behaviour. But where Caroline senscs
potential depths from the start, the Bennets are so blind that Jane has w
ask Elizabeth, after she has accepted Darcy, how long she has been in love,
to which she replies, ‘I hardly know when it began’ (373). Twice she insists
that it has been quite ‘unconsciously” that she has inspired feelings in Darcy
(190, 193), a situation reciprocated by the almost compulsive teasing that
his presence inspires in her. The evening party at Hunsford is particularly
revealing here, for it shows Elizabeth’s feclings of anger and indignation
for ‘that abominable Darcy’ (144), newly refuelled by proof of Wickham'’s
accuracy on the character ot Lady Catherine (84, 162), yielding to a manner
that is bantering and {lirtatious. Colonel Fitzwilliam gives Elizabeth a lead
when he playfully inquires how Darcy behaves among strangers:

“You shall hear then —~ but prepare yourself for something very dreadful. The
first time of my ever seeing him in Hertfordshire, you must know, was at a ball -
and at this ball what do you think he did? He danced only four dancest [ am sorry
to pain you — but so it was. He danced only four dances, though gentlemen were
scarce; and, to my certain knowledge, more than one young lady was sitting down
in want of a partner. Mr Darcy, you cannot deny the fact.” (175)

Wickham’s grave charges of misconduct pale away before the sprightly
comedy that Elizabeth improvises round the uncomfortable memory of
the ball at the Meryton assembly, and Darcy’s lame plea that he needs to be
introduced to strangers plays into her hands, allowing her to stage-manage
a post-mortem on the original scene:

‘Shall we ask your cousin the reason of this?” said Elizabeth, stll addressing
Colonel Fiezwilliam. ‘Shall we ask him why a man of sense and education, and who
has lived in the world, is ill qualified to recommend himself to strangers?” (175)

When Darcy confesses to a lack of social case on such occasions, Elizabeth
retorts, from the piano, that such skill is as much acquired by practice as
mastery of the keyboard, and that his trouble is that he has never taken the
pains to learn. Her whole bearing to Darcy proves, when face to face, to be
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sons of the forest” were often left standing to form the nucleus of clumps
while lesser trees and scrub were swept away, but on these the whole effect

of the natural scene depended:

olten some of the most beautitul groups, owe the playful variety of their form, and
their happy connection with other groups, to some ;1pp:u’cntﬁly insignificant, and

to many ¢ycs, even ugly trees.

Accusing, Brown of regimentation, he compares his clumps (which were
commonly fenced off) to platoons on parade, and by such means builds a
political dimension into his protest against the taste that had already won
the status of a national style. Connection rapidly shifts from visual term,
in his hands, o a sociological one: he uses the word to embroil the liberal,

;/\ng,leC,(n'('ish idea of a social fabric woven of local loyalties. In his letter

to Repton who had Tabelled him an anarchise, he equates connection in
a landscape to a community which owes its good relations to a sense of
reciprocal l'c‘.sp()nsil)iﬁty. Repton’s breach of this principlc is brought home

"in Mansfield Purl where the alterations to Thornton Lacey suggested by

" Henry Crawlord (whoisadevotee of his school) involve a total reorientation

that would shut out” all traces of the vicarage’s social context— the adjoining
farmyard and blacksmith’s shop (241-2). In the plates of several of Repton’s
books such excision was enacted with the help of raisable flaps, one ofwhich
notoriously disposed of a beggar.” Brown’s even more drastic clearances —
which often entailed eviction — and stemmed from a love of the ‘distinct,
hard, and unconnected’, spelt out a proud isolationism that rejoiced in the
severance of ties with lower ranks;® and his improvements seemed, in the
roubled climate of the mid-nineties, to be a conspicuous symbol of an
aristocracy that refused to acknowledge the source of its riches, islanding
itsel{ in an ocean of mown grass.

Though Lady Catherine is the high-priestess of ‘connection’ — a word
that re-cchoes throughout the novel, what she really means by the word is

_dis-connection as her ready recourse to the metaphor of pollution shows.

If she is brought to visit Pemberley after the wedding it is in spite of the

W Lssays (1810), 1, 255,

5 Repton began this practice in his Red Books; the bepging war-veteran appears on the flap of u plate
entitled ‘View Fom My Own Cottage, In Essex’. Fragnients on the 'lln'm:y and Practice r{/'l,run/xzf/l/u'
Gardening (1816), facing, p. 232 Pora valuable discussion of Austen’s relation w Repron’s wark sce
Alistair M. Duckworth, 7he huprovement of the Estate: A Study of Jane Austen's Novels (Baltimore,
1971), pp. 3952

52 See A Letter to H. Repton, p. 1633 and for some valuable commentary on the implications of Brown’s
style of disconmection” see Stephen Daniels and Charles Watkins in Copley and Garside, eds.,

Dicturesque, p. 21

Pride and Prejudice, a politics of the picturesque 95

taint that its ‘woods had received, not merely from the presence of such a
fnistircss, bur the visits of her uncle and aunt from the city’ (388). When
it comes 1 courtship Lady Catherine is the clumper par c’..\i;.‘L‘l/(,’iIL'(;’, her
incestuous outlook being formed not only by the wish to keep wealth
within the family but by the premiss that her family is the best possible
connection. These family atticudes also run deep in Darcy who has, by his
own ad n~1issi(m, been raught from an carly age ‘to be selfish and overbearing,
to care for none beyond my own family circle, to think meanly of all the
rest of the world’ (369). Darcy changes, however, and though he frequently
and blundy reverts o the ‘inferiority” of Elizabeth’s conanLinns (52, 189

192), he does ultimately learn, in her phrase, ‘to get the better ()H]il{lsclf:
(327). e undergoes a radical transformation in the course of the novel

powered by the spell of Elizabeth and by all that disposes him to her, ;m(i
no other character aleers as much. Critics who press the novel into an Anti-
_};1ct()l)i11 mould tend to compress or discard this basic feature, concentrating
instcad on Elizabeth’s change of heart, treated in some cases as though it
were religious conversion. In fact, the Butlerian stercotype of the sprightly
hcro.mc who renounces her independence of mind in order to conform to 4
received view of the world is peculiarly ill-suited to the character of Lilizabeth
chnnct who 7}1“’61‘5 no diminishment of cither liberty or sprightliness in
1er process of maturation. Indeed, such a reading is deliberately lee

by the narrator on the novel’s last page: b delibetately blocled

(Ecm‘gi:m;l had the highest opinion in the world of Blizabeth; llmuyh at first she
often listened with an astonishment bordering on alarmy, at her ]ivl‘.ly, sp()rli\vc"
manner of talking to her brother. He, who had always inspired in herselfa rc&;pcc;
which almost overcame her affection, she now saw the object of open pl ‘:15:;11(1')/.
Her mind received knowledge which had never before fallen in her way. (387-8)

‘Self-abasing’ Elizabeth never is,” and though her mortification over being
duped by Wickham leads to genuine remorse, this scems to reflect her
generous spirit, for Mrs Gardiner is also deceived despite her much longer
;u.‘.(pmin_mncc with Wickham, and it is with good ‘cause that Darcy holds
himself responsible for covering up his history. Elizabeth is really never
under any illusion about the superficiality of her feelings for a man who
lacks the capacity to arouse her hate (149).

\Hl,ms(.()rd and Pemberley are rival headquarters in that crucial conflict
0(" world view that Jane Austen plays out through the novel’s comedy
of courtship. If Hunsford uses the idiom of Br(w:rn to throw an aura of

5% Butler, War of Ideas, p. 109,
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a loyalty, however, that is provisional rather than personal, so that when
Lord Grondale takes second place to Hermsprong (who turns out to be the
righeful heir) Blick is swift to change tack, turning his hand to a ‘copious
epistle, ina stile of pompous humiliation’.”® Collins goes through a similar
conrortion after Elizabeth’s engagement, wind of which comes through Mr
Bennet: ‘Console Lady Catherine as well as you can. But, if T were you, 1
would stand by the nephew. He has more to give’ — advice so graciously
taken that Darcy is soon ‘exposed to all the parading and obsequious civility’
that Collins can muster (383—4).

( Underlying both these portrayals of the sycophantic parson is an idea
, jl,mldly enunciated by Mary Wo“sl'(mccmft in a discussion of the way indi-
vidual character is moulded by profession. In Hermsprong Bage frequenty
cites the Vindication, and in the course of long debates on education and
sexual equality summarizes its arguments.”” From this novel alone Austen
would have had a clear sense of what Wollstonecraft stood for, but there
can be licde doubt that she knew the book in any case. [sobel Armstrong
has pointed to the way the characterization of Wickham accords with an
arresting passage from the Vindication on the effeminacy of army ofhicers,
and the same passage provides a sketch of the clerical disposition. In both
fields a ‘great subordination of ranlk’ takes its roll on independence, bishops

consequently being exempt:

“The blind submission imposed at colleges to forms of belief serves as a novitiate to

the curate, who must ()bscquionsly respect the opinion of his rector or patron, if

he mean to rise in his profession. Perhaps there cannot be a more forcible contrast

than between the servile dependent gait of a poor curate and the courtly mien of

a bishop.”

Bage clearly alludes to this in Hermsprong when the narrator closes a con-
versation between Blick and Lord Grondale on the respect due to property
and rank:

There are men — classes of men, | believe, to whom no human attainment is so
useful and proficable as assentadion. 1t is for the benefiv of young beginners in
this respectable art, that | have recorded this dialogue. Dr Blick was an adept. He
cannot be a bishop.”?

As a novelist Bage interprets Wollstonecraft’s analysis with some latitude for
his curate of ‘liberal opinions” does indeed stand up to his rector — though

76 qbid., 11, 264. 77 thid., 11, 168-77.

A Wickham ‘simpers and smirks’, and enjoys the cross-dressing of his fricnd Chamberlayne (330, 221).
See lsobel Armstrong’s Introduction, xxiv-xxv; and Mary Wollstonecralt’s Vindication of the Rights
of Waman in Political Writings, ed. Janet Todd (1993), p. 87.

7 Hermsprong, 1, 229.
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at the price of his job - and he includes a third charitably minded parson
to show that Blicks are by no means universal.

Jane Austen appears to take a passing glance at Wollstonecraft also, but
only in the act of demonstrating that Collins is larger than any stercotype:
‘far from dreading a rebuke cither from the Archbishop, or Lady Cather-
ine de Bourgh’, he leaps at the opportunity of attending the Netherfield
ball, booking, Elizabeth for the first two dances (87). Though Collins is as
importunate in courtship as he is obsequious in the affairs of his parish, his

conduct carries the mould-marks of social conditioning all along, for hc}
relies on the submission of women as blindly and habitually as he submifs ™

to the yoke himself.

Austen’s great brilliance in concciving Collins was to conjoin two secni-
ingly incompatible stock-in-trades — the toadying lackey and the presurap-
tuous lover — and reveal their congruence. Her conflation of fictional types
is readily illuscrated from Hermsprong where Collins has a forerunner not
only in Dr Blick but in Sir Philip Chestrum, the physically repellent and
thick-skinned suitor whom Lord Grondale has carmarked for his unwilling
daughter. Though the match is backed by Dr Blick, the sprightly Miss
Campinet puts in a spoke wherever she can, and in a memorable passage
tries to argue Sir Philip into accepting the principle that it takes two to
make a couple:

‘Does Miss Campinet’s fancy and your’s hit?’

‘I can fancy she, if she can fancy me.

“Well, T have told you that 1 could fancy you, if you could fancy me. But you
can’t, you know; and you say that’s a good reason for not having me. Now what’s
a good reason for you, may be a good reason for Miss Campinet.%

Collins perseveres in a wilful self-deception that is based, like Sir Philip’s,
on the premiss that daughters have no other role than to please. When
Flizabeth tries to break through the assurance that causes him to take her
refusals as a mere tease, she resorts to language that has the exact ring of
Wollstonecralt’s: ‘Do not consider me now as an elegant female intending
to plague you, butas a rational creature speaking the truth from her heart’
(109). But the Vindication has alrcady made its presence felt in the scene
in which Collins, taking it upon himself to read to the Bennet daughters,
discards a novel from the circulating library in favour of Fordycc’s sermons.
Wollstonecralt had devoted an entire section of her tract to the mischief
done by this stand-by of the young woman’s library, no doubt because
it so perfectly exemplified an attitude — associated with Rousseau and the

o Ihid., 1 94
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First, Austen underlines the natural transference of feeling that lchl;lil‘t‘b‘ no
particular ‘interest’; second, she indicates how Mis _)cnni‘ngs:’s f'cclmgs.nrc
intensified by manifold associations with the Dashwood family; and l’l'prd,
she shows that Mis Jennings's grief is redoubled by the way she tlmi'lks
hersell into Mrs Dashwood’s position. This last imaginative construction
of ‘what we ourselves should feel in the like situation’ is Smith’s special
contribution to theory, though it coexists in his treatise with zlsso'c:i:u:ivc
explanations and with Flume’s idea of '.11,1(‘()111:1't'ic inﬂucnc.c.s"‘ /\nq indeed
this mirror-like finding of the other in the sell = so gr‘uphxcully ll}lm(.td. l?y
Austen’s syntax and italics — throws light on the form of Sense and Sensibility
as a whole. .

In his model, Smith posits an ‘attentive spectatot” to engage \.N%(ﬁh the
experiencing agent, ‘the person concerned’. 5 To the end of maximizing the
sympathy between these two consciousnesses, he cxltmp'olzu:cs aset ('-)(‘.vu‘mcs
proper to cach. So the bystander will have to be cxccpt;unmlbr sensitive, the
sufferer unusually stoic in order for the optimum level of concord to be
reached. The amiable virtues” appropriate to the spectator are summed up
in the term ‘sensibility’; to the agent, on the other lmnc}, belong ‘(‘lzc awlul
and respectable virtues most often shorthanded as (SC“‘—C(.)XH mand’. ‘

T'he relevance of these categories to the initial placing of the two heroines
is suggestive — we hear almost as much of Elinor’s self-com mand as we do
of Mariannc’s sensibility. But the plot works in such a way as to complicate
and test these attributes. Fach sister is, in Smith’s terms, both an agent
and a spectator of the other, and for cach of them, the fsla?ciaxl .cnd7owmctm
is complemented by its contrary, so that Marianne is ‘sensible’ as ‘wcH
as amiable, and Elinor has ‘good heart” in addition to her sense. Lach,
moreover, on Smith’s model, is to find herself out of role with regard l‘(z
the evolving action. Marianne is soon to become ‘t‘h\c person concerned
for her sullerings turn out to be the more extreme, as Blinor sees, and more
rapidly come to their height. Elinor’s sympathies, on the other hand, are
stretched from the moment she assumes the part of bystander, and our
sense of her character is as much moulded by her mental and practical
interventions as by her immediate affairs. But if Elinor coerges as ;11:1\_05(: a
paragon of attentiveness, Marianne —on any social rcc:l((mmg, of .t:hc amiable
virtues — gets off to a very slow start, hampered as she is by a received c.ulm e
that puts a high premium on exclusivity, and by a plot that connives at

her detachment from Elinor’s real situation by masking it with a vow of

secrecy.

52 PMS, Lz and LLLG, 9t S3bid., tig, 1o
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Sense and Sensibility centres, as its tide signals, in the relationship of the
sisters — hence no doubt the recurring criticism that its heroes are drawn,
for once, short of full length. In place of the usually even-tenored ways of
confidantes, Jane Austen unfolds a relationship that itself undergoes greac
strain, responding beneath its polite surface to the old Terentian maxim that
lovers fall in only after they have fallen out. Things come to their lowest ebb
between the sisters when Marianne blures out her ‘mortifying conviction’,
long held, that Elinor’s feclings are weak, and her selt-command, therefore,
of little consequence (104, 263). Each accuses the other, at different times,
of concealment (79, 170), and the pain of cach is heightened by a privacy
unbroken by the small change of daily contact. But here there is asignificant
distinction between them. Where Marianne, for the sake of the purest
possible appereeption, cultivates silence and absorption —or “dleness’ as the
narrator, following Johnson, acidly remarks (104)* — Llinor busies herself,
keeping up the usual pretences and civilities, without ever quite losing touch
with her sorrow. In so far as Elinor finds solace by this route, she embodies
Smith’s type of the agent who ‘exert[s] that recollection and self-command
which constitute the dignity of every passion, and which bring it down to
what others can enter into’.5 Marianne, on the other hand, corresponds to
the anti-type who, sacrificing ‘equality of temper’ to a ‘sense of honour’, is
‘apt to sit brooding at home over cither gricf or ¢ ntment’ ¢ Indeed the
language applied to the sisters in this context is often highly reminiscent
of the Theory, as is the gist of the narrator’s clinching observation that by
‘brooding over her sorrows in silence, [Marianne] gave more pain to her
sister than could have been communicated by the most open and most
frequent confession of them’ (212).

Smith’s notion of ‘matching’ emotional tone in the interests of pro-
moting both social and individual harmony runs through the novel. After
Marianne is rebuffed by Willoughby at the party, the sisters are described
‘in joint affliction’, Elinor’s fics of tears ‘scarcely less violent than Marianne’s’
(182). More vividly, at the climax of Mariannc’s illness, Austen produces a
special prose, full of dashes and asyndeton, to convey the ‘anxious flutter” of
her unofficially sensitive heroine (314-15). While the obvious parallels that
unfold between the two courtships make an irony of the emotional distance
that subsists between the sisters for much of the time, they account also
for the strength of their final intimacy. Mariannd’s cry of remorse — ‘how

st To Murs Thrale, 17 Mar, 1773, The Letters r{/‘.ﬁ'zlmm'/_/1)[:115011, ed. Bruce Redford, 3 vols, (Ox{ord,
1992), 11, 21
S5OTMS, 1S3, 24 S9bid., Lig.10, 23,
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Martin’s interest in books such as The Vicar of Wakefield (which Emma
‘would not think any thing of”) that Harriet speaks of her plan to get
Robert to read the Radcliffe which he has - perhaps unsmpuun;ﬁ]y -
{orgotten to borrow (34)." But the matter is left open, and the rela-
tive detachment of fantasy from its literary source has its point, for it
accords with the novel’s premiss that there is fiction in the very air that
the characters breathe. Already in Northanger Abbey Catherine’s fanciful
constructions are a lot more plausible than the strained leaps of Char-
lotte Lennox’s heroine, nmkmg the novel’s quixotry more domestic than
female. Catherine’s daily muster of new evidence to fit her case provides
a demonstration, however dramatic, of a quite normal cognitive pro-
cess — and one much fixed upon by sceptical philosophers. Thus David
Fume insisted on the ubiquity of ‘fictions’, and on how our ‘remarkable
propensity to believe’ generates its own momentum, so that ‘any train
of thinking is apt to continue, even when its object fails it, and like a
galley put in motion by the oars, carries on its course without any new
impulse’?

In Emma quixotry is generalized further chan in Northanger Abbey, tor
we arc sh()wn that it is not only heroines that ‘can sce not‘hing’ that does
not answer’. Mr Woodhouse, for one, turns out to be as much of an imag-
inist as his daughter, unconsciously attributing many of his own feelings
and expressions to Mr Perry; and the scrupulously accurate Miss Bates is
puzzled to find that she has visualized Mr Dixon as a look-alike of John
Knightley, explaining that ‘one takes up a notion, and runs away wich i’
(233, 107, 176). If George Knightley has a bewter idea of what is going
forward than the other characters, it is because he is unusually ready to
make allowance for what he projects. And when he self-reprovingly quotes
from Cowper, ‘Mysell Cl'czlting what T saw’, he somewhat overcorrects his
wish to think [ Adly of Frank Churchill, for the tender look Frank has
given Jane Fairfax is, indeed, a telltale one.t Even Mr Knightley’s judge-
ments are liable to warp, however, as we see when Frank Churchill sud-
denly begins to rise in his estimation after Emma has said that she never
loved him (433).

* Jane Austen’s preference for the Goldsmith scems very clear here, which is odd, perhaps, in view of
her cardier respeet for Radeliffe. The Romance of the Forest s, however, a considerably less interesting
novel than Udolpho, as Claudia L. Johnson conchides in her sensitive account of It (I:'([u/[fmw/ Beings,
pp- 73-93). It is as well 1o keep in mind that Radeiffe’s repatation had declined si;;lli(?ct:lllll)' in the
decade after hee death, sec my “Strangge Fits of Passion”: Wordsworth and Ann Radelitfe’, Notes and
Queries, 45 (1998), 1889,

YOTTIN, viikixoss niv.i,198; see also tikviii.

* Cowper, The Task, v, “The Winter Bvening’, Hue 2905 Euma, p. 344,
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Not content with generalizing mental waywardness in Lnima through
a wide cast of imaginists, Jane Austen is out to show that her reader is an
imaginist too. Where plotis collapsed in Northanger Abbey and Catherine’s
extravagant construction round the figure of Montoni continually exposed
to the daylight of ‘probability” and the ‘natural course of things’, in Lmma
the reader is as much in the dark as the characters themselves, and kept
guessing about outcomes. Emma’s own ideas on what is in the offing are
quite in line, moreover, with the resolutions provided by many of Austen’s
fellow-novelists and found acceptable by the audience she shared with them.
Only Austen’s refusal to understate the mercenariness of the marriage mar-
ket males a non-starter of Emma’s darling scheme of uniting Flarriet to Mr
Elvon, whose love of money (with only a small deflection of character) might
well have been subduced by lust. As she wrote Austen must have realized !h at
she had it in her power to supply sufficient substantiation to make many of
Emma’s f:mmxics come true. But the snuffing outof fictive plots also conveys
the sense that the ways of reality are dccp and intractable, uniqucly right
like the answers to riddles. Emma and Harriet’s much talked-up collection
of these provides the reader with a clue to the nature of the novels plot,
a clue confirmed on second reading when the solution to Emma’s puzzle
over why Jane Fairfax should be enduring Highbury for so long — ‘She is a
riddle, quite a riddle!” — seems blindingly simple (285). A successful riddle
poses a question to which there appears to be no possible answer, usually
because its component clauses are, on the face of it incompatible, and in
Emma this obfuscatory function is performed by the various fictions that
grow up around the secretly engaged couple. Frank himself, in the firse
place, makes a show of flirting with Emma ‘in order to assist a concealment
so essential to me’, even if this may seem a rather suspect rationalization
for his habitual coquetry (438). And Emma, for her part, assigns Jane to Mr
Dixon, providing an adulterous attachment for her rival av which Frank
mischicvously connives, before she goes on o assign Irank to Harricet, after
the episode with the gypsics. Even if some of these Aictions obvmusly ring
false they are enough to put the reader off track, so that the union of Frank
and Jane is lost on all but the most disciplined of imaginists.

Once the novel’s central riddle is resolved, the disclosure has a knock-
on cffect, Emma is not left to worry for long over the imaginary grief of
Harriet, and the discovery thatir is Mr Knightley whom Harriet has set her
heare on rather than Frank, precipitates the recognition that she wishes to
marry Mr Knightley hersell. Jane Austen compresses what must rate as one
of the most superbly managed of all denouements into a few pages, and
simultancously clinches a central and pervasive theme: that blindness is the
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reward of assuming a godlike conrml Harriet breezily asks Emuma, once the
secret of the engaged couple is out, if she atleast had had no idea of it~ “You,
perhaps, might. — You (blushing as shc spoke) who can see into everybody’s
hieart; but nobody else.” In fact it is ‘with her own heart” thar Emma has, {or
the first time, to come to terms (404, 407). And her moment of truth, which
is treated to the heightened language of a formal recognition scene ("With
insufferable vanity . . . with unpardonable arrogance . . ), brings with it
the perception that in being deccived about others she has also deceived
hersell (412). At a relational level it is the accident of her manipuladion
of her puppet-like companion into the posture of a potentially serious
rival — for hasn’t she already told Mr Knighdey thar Harriet is juse the right
wife for him? — that breaks the spell of her dominance, and suddenly calls
into question what she has presumed to be her special right — ‘to arrange
(vuybodys destiny’ (413).

The forces that underpin Emma’s excrcise ofsovuctgmy will occupy us
later, but the immediate point to grasp is that Emma’s fictions are themselves
s‘hapcd by her habitual stage-managing. The context of her description as
an ‘imaginist’ is suggestive here, for it is the news of Harriet’s rescue by
Frank that sets her pl(mmng once ag,dm, and rescue of one kind or another
is at the root of all her imaginings. It is the account of how Dixon saved
Jane at Weymouth from being dashed into the sca by the sudden whirling,
round of something or other among the sails” that gives her the germ for
her graphic and ever-expanding story of their affair (160), and it is rescue
that holds the key to her adoption of Harriet whom she yearns to raise
from obscurity to a position of eminence through matchmaking. It would
be wrong Lo suppose that Jane Austen had no time for the ‘preserver’
motif. Indeed, it is put to work in Zmma when Colonel Campbell takes
the orphancd Jane under his carc out of gratitude for h avmgj lxcn saved
from death during a camp-fever by her father (163). But it is characteristic,
all the same, that the rescue that carries the most weight in the novel is
Mr Knightley’s unobtrusive act of kindness to Harriet after she has been
cruc”y snubbed by Mr Elton at the ball, an act ‘much more precious’ than
Frank’s dashing intervention on the scene with the gypsies (328, 406). But
the special attraction of rescue for Emma — what stamps it as her personal
motil — is that she finds particular enjoyment in a role (whether vicarious
or not) which safeguards her supremacy by allowing her to be the obliger

rather than the obliged.

I the novel’s concern with fiction is bound to questions of rank, this

is true also of its treatment of sociability. Thus a theme of Austen’s carlier

carcer is, again, given a new direction in Lnzma, and one continuous with
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the analysis of social position that is so conspicuous in Mansfield Park, only
from the opposite point of view, since Emma occupies a place as exalted
as Fanny’s is lowly. Though these two novels — which togecher represent
the climax of Austen’s carcer — are strikingly different, chey are given a
complementarity by their joint concern with the psychological effects of
circumstance. This, too, as much as the analysis of imagination, and of
group-bonding, is a traditional Enlightenment concern, though we shall
see that Austen’s treatment of it is as individual as ever, While still on the
subject of plot, however, we should first look at the relation between Emma’s
development and her shifting attitudes cowards the social life of Highbury.
Emma’s fitful movement towards self-knowledge is tied, as is the case
with the sisters in Sense and Sensibility, to her widening recognition of
adjacent lives, so that she is involved in a process of discovery loosely
analogous to the reader’s, a ploy that was to become increasingly standard
for the liberal novelist. But included in this inbuile paradigm (always at risk
from her vitality) is a gradual alteration in the way she thinks about herself.
Social position is of the utmost importance to Emma at the novel’s start.
Her arrangements of destiny have everything to do with the articulation
and preservation of rank. Her decision to patronize Harrict ((kll{’hl ul
inferiority’) rather than befriend Jane, is in keeping with Alexander Pope’s
dictum on Atossa: ‘Superiors? death! and Equals? what a curse! / But an
[nferior not dependant? worse”.S And her chagrin ac having to stand second
to Mrs Elcon on the dance floor, or hear her assume equality with Mr
Knightley, is intensified by the way she has collapsed any alternative scale
of value by repeatedly pronouncing on the priority of rank over worth. So
Robert Martin is dismissed for his want of gentility and ‘air’, regardless of
the quality of his letter, and Harriet is informed — despite all professions of
lasting regard — that under the name of Mrs Robert Martin she can receive
no visit (32, 53). It is Emma’s remorse over her rudeness to Miss Bates at
Box Hill that at last provides the turning-poinc in this unhcnlrhy scheme
of things. The choice of Miss Bates is significant not sim ply because as
an unmonied spinster she is a type of the socially defenceless, but because
she s ;,mlua,ul‘u y richly endowed with ‘universal good-will’, a virtue that
comes in for high praise throughout Fmma (21). Austen returns here o
a debate of the nineties in which, as we have seen, she earlier took part,
and she once again upholds a bLllL in philanthropy while distinguishing
between it and personal affection.® 1t is while re flecting on Mr Weston’s
undiscriminating attentions to all his acquaintance that Emma is brought

5 Pope, Lipistle to a Lady, lines 135-6; Emma, p. 38, & See above, pp. 1434



