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Abstract

fn selecting to work on the novels of Mary

Wollstonecraft, Mary Hays, Helen Maria Wi1liams, Elizabeth

Inchbald and Charlotte Smith, I deliberatellz chose five

women writers who were radicals of the 1790s in their own

ways. By rreans of their fictional productions, these

thinkers challenged the existing social order as well as

subverted literary conventions. AII five .saw the need for

change in society; they became the advocates for reform,

stressing, in particular, the requirement for amelioration

of the woman's condition.

My thesis points out exactly to which aspects of the

patriarchal establishnent these authors objected. The most

important concerns were the inadequacy of the education

system for gir1s, the inequality intrerent in the institution

of marriage, and the lack of freedorn of the adult woman.

Though their novels treated these ,oroblems in different

ways, ranging from implicit questioning to open rebellion,

these authors stand apart from ot]:er wornen writers of the

period, such as Hannah More and Jane !{est, who took for

granted the justification of the male-dominated social

arrangement. They reject the marital- and social economy

that prescribes sex, procreation and female subservience.

My study shows that while their fictional works seen to

h;e couched in the language of love and sensibility, the

woinen nevertheless revise and deconstruct the essentially

male-structured traditional novel. They resist the realist
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novelrs desire for cl-osure, unit.y and tautology by opting
for a more open-ended, multivalent and decentered

construction. In addition, the focus of the fiction is
shifted from traditionally "male" preoccupations such as

London adventures, conquest, duels, debaucheries and

rakishness, to more "female" oriented concerns such as

doinestic 1ife, maternal responsibility, famirial rerations
and pedagogy.

Most significantly, my dissertation argues that these

works articulated the female consciousnessr perhaps for the

first time in novel form. rn these books written, for the
most part, from the perspective of a fenale protagonisu,

woman is treated as subject, rather than object of the mare

cognizance. By allowing the femare voice Lo enter into male

discourse, these fictions undermine the phalrocentric
monopo,llz of power and control- of ranguage. consequently,
the transparency of the meaning of words such as virtue,
ctlastity, happiness, love is questioned. These crucial
words acquire new siEnificati-on, embodying specifically
female vision and desire.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

The Novel: After Smollett and Before Austen

In the hist.ory of the novel- the end of the eighteenth

century, that is, the period between Tobias Smollett and

Jane Austen, has sometimes been thought of as "dull." I

Unlike the Restoration and the early parL of the centuryr

the last third has attracted relatively few academic

studies. J.M.S. Tompkins, whose pioneering work, lbe
Popular Novel in England 1770 to 1800 (L932), still stands

as the most comprehensive study of the period, has pointed

out trow the novel flourished as a popular "form of

entertainmentr" though it was inferior as a form of art (I).

Scho1ars, such as gdith Birkhead, in The TaIe of Terrof: A

SLqdy of _the Gothic Romance (1963), and Eva Figes, in -S-e.{

and Subterfuge: Women I'{o_velists to 185! (L982), have traced

the beginnings of the Gothic novel to this era. Gary Kelly,

in his close examination of four novel-ists in The Enqliqh

.l.ecqbin NavS-I t?80= (L976), has shown how the Jacobin

novel was "ttre product and the expression of a historical

moment" (26L). More recently, Dale Spender, in Mothers pf

the Novel: 100 Good Women 'vVriters before Jane Austen

(1986), gives a brief survey of the lives and works of



dozens of female writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth

century, as her title suggests. In studying five women

authors of the last decade of the centuryr I woutd like to

demonstrate how their fictional productions contributed to

the development of the novel, and, in particular' to women's

literary history.

The 1790s was a time of much innovation and change.

Thinkers of polemically opposed backgrounds wrote their rnost

important pieces in this decade. witliam Godwin published

his gnqgiry Cogcerninq Potitical J-llslig-q in 1793 and his

novel, Ttrings As They Are;or, The Adventures of Caleb

wiIliams, in L794. wirliam Blake was experimenting with

illuminatedpainting,andinthefirstpartofthelT90s

produced his early visionary works such as fhe Melfieg-e of

@, Songs of ExBerience, and Visions- of the

Dauqhters of Albion and Ameriga. Edmund Burke passionately

attacked the French Revolution and defended the British

constitution in his Reflections on the ReLoluti-Qn in France,

which appeared in November I7gO, while Thomas Paine defended

the liberty and freedom of the individual in his Riqhts o-f

Ma!- ( LT}L-2) . Inflamed with the political fervour of the

times, English Jacobin refot*"'=2 such as Mary

wollstonecraft, Robert Bage, Thomas Hardyr Thomas Holcroft'

MaryHaysandHelenMarial{iltiamsmadepublictheir

political sympathies. On the other side were the

conservative moralists suctt as Hannatt More' Jane West'

Elizabeth Hamilton and lularia Edgeworttr. caught between



radicalism and traditionalism, women such as Elizabettr

Inchbald, Mary Robinson and Charlotte Smith saw that some

change was necessary, yet were unwillinE, or unable to

commit themselves to the radical Jacobin cause.

The five women novelists who constitute this

study--Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Hays, Helen liaria Williains,

Elizabeth Inchbald and Charlotte Smith--were never part of a

formal Iiterary or social group, but were connected in

various ways. Woltstonecraft was adrnired by her friend llary

Flays, who later introduced her to Godwin.3 As a critic

for the Analvl-Lqal Review, Wollstonecraft was very Iikely

responsible for the reviews of Smith's EJg@.!-!g, Williams'

Jutia, and Inchbald's A Simple-Qtory published in the
Ajournal.- Smith, thougtr she did not have any personal

contact with the other women, had certainly read

Wollstonecraft by L798r ds she cites her in connection with

the reform of laws affecting married wonien.5 While

Il'Iollstonecraf t, Hays, and Williams were staunch English

Jacobins, Smith and Inchbald were sceptical about that

association. What they did have in common was the spirit of

revolution: a belief in social change and the value of

writing as a political tool. AlI these writers were

concerned with such issues as the education of children, the

role of women in society, and the inequalities of the class

system.

Influenced by Locke, I{artley and, to some extent,

Joseph Priestley,6 these women attempted to illustrate the



philosophy of necessity in their novels. According to

Godwin, this philosophy holds that "the characters of men

originate in their external circumstances. "T The women

writers saw the doctrine as a liberating one for their sex.

Adapting it to their purposes, they believed that if women's

problems were caused by social conditions rather than by

internal, biological ones, ot, in Godwin's words, if "the

actions and dispositions of mankind are the offspring of

circumstances and events, and not of any original

determination that they bring into the world" (28), then an

"active, scientific manipulation of circumstances" could

produce "improvement" in women's lives.B l{ith the exam.r:le

of the French Revolution of l7B9 in mind, they were

convinced that social change was feasible. Just as the

French peasants could free themselves of monarchical rule,

women could rid themselves of male domination. Stimulated

by the ideal of liberty, equality, and fraternity, Mary

Wollstonecraft concluded the second ctrapLer of her

Vindication of the Rights s-f Woman by stating: "as sound

politics diffuse liberty, mankind, incl-uding woman, will

become more wise and virtuous" (89). Ttrus, rnany of the women

writers often borrowed the language of republicanism and

revolution to write of their own situations. Husbands and

laws were tyrants and despots, while marriage lvas an

institution which imprisoned women. Women argued for their

rights, for libert.y, and for equal opportunity in education.

Because they saw that reformation was the key to the



betterment of mankind, most of these female writers

supported the French Revolution. Mary Wollstonecraft wrote

her VindlpeL-i_on_-qf- tlxe Riqhts of Men (rZgO) in reply to

Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France. Helen

Maria Williams' Letters from France (tlgO) was a genuine,

though at times misguided, effort to commend the

revolutionary actions of the Girondists in France. Charlotte

Smith's novel D-esqond (tlgZ) praises ttre post-revolutionary

government of France and makes explicit links between

monarchs and despotic husbands. As the Revolution reached

its Reign of Terror, however, these women became easy

targets, ridiculed by supporters of the status guo, such as

the Reverend Richard Polwhele in The Unsex'd Females (1798),

as misguided philosophers and republican radicals.

Prof. Kelly sums up the attitude of the reformers of

the 1790s as such: the "Enslish Jacobins.. . inherited the

complex of ideas and values which descended from the

eighteenttr century empirical tradition, the French and

Scottish Enlightenments, and English religious dissent, and

which the French Revolution transformed into Romanticism.

The essentials of that philosophy were a conviction that

experience was the basis of all knowledge, a confidence Lhat

environment produced character, a belief that men were

innately good and potentially perfectibl-e and a faith that

the truth would make thern free."9 Whether as works which

articulate the opinions and bel-iefs of this particular

period, or as fictional productions which verbalize for the
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first time the problems inherent in society's gender

differentiation, the romantic revolutionary novels provide

an important link between ttre l-iterature of the eighteenth

and the nineteenth century. It is time for a study, a

reassessment of these pieces, which have for so long been

ignored and dismissed as inferior art by traditional
Iiterary critics.



ii. Romance and R.evolution

The "romantic-revolutionary novelists" of the 1790s

blended passion with politicat theory.l0 In their own

different ways, ttre five women novelists consciously

refashioned the novel developed by Richardson, FieIding, and

Smollett. While retaining the literary discourse of the

genre, they reshaped the structure, and redefined values,

offering the female experience as the source and centre of

meaning. tllrat these writers offered that male novelists

could not was authenticity of experience. They used their

works to articulate their ideas and feelings about marriage,

sexuality and the problems of gender. In this wdlr their

fiction became a means of questioning and evaluating

existing ideologies.

In the introduction to Wf i.!inq--Beyond the Efrdinq:

Narratilze Stqategies gf Twentieth-Century Women Writ-eEg,

Rachel Blau DuPlessis makes the connection between fiction

and ideology. She writes, "Narrative in the most general

terms is a version of, or a special expression of ideology:

representations by which we construct and accept values and

institutions. Any fiction expresses ideology, for example,

romance plots of various kinds and the fate of female

characters express attitudes at least toward family,

sexuality and gender" (x). Similarly, Lennard J. Davis, in
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Factual"_Ej-ctiglrg:. The Oriqins q_f--ft9 Egg-lfsb_IqVel, talks

about the relation between ideology and novels. IIe believes

that they "share similar cognitive processes"; and that

"fiction arose historicatly from the same discourse as

ideology" (2L9). He argues that "realism" is a function of

ideology, and says: the "novel's point of reference is not

history, ...but the social process of signification, the

world of 'lived' as opposed to 'acLual' experience" (22'L).

The reality of the novel was "created as a system of

signification rather than as a virtual reproduction of

material reality" (ZZZ1.

What all this means in relation to the women writers is

that as novels do not reflect actual experience, but a

fusion of the real and the irnaginary--in Davis'

terms--"lived" experience, then novels can either embody or

counteract ideology, depending on who writes them. Since

authors have traditionally been male; then it is the

masculine sense of the "rea1, " the masculine sense of female

and fenininity rather than actuality that has been

portrayed. When women writers have the opportunity of

expressing their voice, novels become "tangible forms of

highly encoded and profoundly reflexive defences against

auttrority and power" (Davis, 222) . The at.tempt to challenge

political, Iegal and domestic institutions in the 1790s is
manifested in the women's endeavor to subvert the

conventions of narrative.

This kind of writing is also different from the
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circulating library romances of the same period which, as a

writer for the Anatvtical Review of February L7B9 puts it,

were composed of "unnatural characters, improbable

incidents, sad tales of woe".Il The novels by these women

writers were written with more serious intentions. Thev

were not produced merely to entertain and excite the

sensibifit.y of young ladies, but were created in order to

make their readers aware of certain social issues; to give

them a realistic portrait of everyday life; and to point out

various problems encountered by women both in social and

domestic situations. For them, fiction was not just a means

of amusement, but also a way of carrying private morality

and beliefs into the public realm.

To a greater extent than ttre writers of the early part

of the century, these women novelists, living at the end of

ttre eighteenth century, were more aware of the division
between public and private values, between what appears to

be and what really is. In The Order of ThinEs, Michel

Foucault sees these years; the 1790s, as a period of

transition from what he calls ttre classical to the modern

episteme. It was a time when man moves from an order where

"language is simply the representation of words" to an era

which saw "the emancipation of language" (209). Ialhere

classical criticism questioned language in terms of "truth,
precision, appropriatenessr or expressive value, " modern

phitotogy questions the Lransparency of words, of signs and

their meaning (80). Thus, in what Foucault calls the
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classical order, it was possible for a character in Fielding

named Allworthy to represent, as his name suggested,

benevolence and good-heartedness. In wl-at Foucault calls

the modern order, it was no longer satisfactory to assume a

one-to-one relation between words and their meaning.

Raynond wilriams shares Foucault's view that it was in

the eighteenth century that a distinction was made between

language and reality. In Marxism and Literature, Williams

argues that this century saw the beginning of a major new

emphasis on language as activity, in close relation to the

demystified understanding of society as a set of structures

and inventions "made" by human beings. As they had been in

all previously dominant traditions, "Ianguage" and "reality"

were no longer systematically perceived as decisively
L2separareo. Samia Spencer relates this new emphasis to

the rise of feminism:

i,Vithin a world of mystically withdrawn "things"

and (ptatonic) ideas, patriarchy could flourish

and priests could manipulate the commandments.

But with ttre merging of words and things in the

neutral daylight of the Eighteenth Century, the

questions of feminism become possible, the

patriarchat repression of words is transparently

at issue in the new inquiry into what and how

words "mean, " what and how they control. (203)
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Hence, in their novels, the romantic revolutionary

writers questioned what society meant by words such as

virtue, duty, ctrastity and honor--particularly as they

applied to women. If'hat was socially acceptable as a

standard of behaviour was being examined, scrutinized' Women

and men no longer did things because of custom or habit, but

questioned the meaning behind the actions, and the

arbitrariness of the use of words. What was sanctioned in

the public world now had to be acceptable to the individual

and his or her beliefs. Personal observation and experience

became one of the most important criteria of the

revolutionary spirit.

That these women were affected by these changes is

manifested in their novels as well as their other writings'

Many of these female authors wrote essays and tracts as well

as f iction. Both wollstonecraft's Lvindication of the

R.iqhts of-Wonan OlgZ ) and Mary Hays' 4n Appeal--lp--the Meq

.o4 Gre+t*Britain in Behalf of women (L798) expressed the

importance of treating women as human beings, ds individuals

rather than decorative dolIs. They saw women's role

changingi from figures wtro represent masculine

ideals--whether of beauty, motherhood, purity, ot

sexuality--to creatures with their own particular

attributes. They saw the necessity of providing education

for women. The other writers, Smith, Inchbald and Williams,

though they wrote no feminist tracts, raised

thought-provoking issues in their novels. They, too, saw
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the need to change society, to adapt to a world where values

were constantly being subverted and displaced. Some of the

favourite topics debated in their fiction included the

recent revolution on the Continent, the good and bad effects

of war, slavery in the West Indies, the problems of the

poor, and the consequences of irresponsible marriages.

Whether they were writers of tracts or not, their

novels go beyond thinly disguised polemics: their chosen

discourse is integral, not incidental, to their beliefs. The

genre of the sentimental romance seeemed a ;oerfect mode of

expression for these intellectuals. First, it was a genre

accessible to women both as readers and as writers. By the

end of the eighteenth centuryr women constituted

approximately three-quarters of the novel-reading
1?public.'" These women read books written largely by female

novel-writers. The Uonthlv Revieqr of December I79O

remarked: "Of ttre various species of composition that in

course come before us, there are none in which our writers

of the male sex have less excelled, since the days of

Richardson and Fielding, than in the arrangement of the

novel. Ladies seem to appropriate to themselves an

exclusive privilege in this kind of writing."14 Thus,

these novelists could air their views and express

dissatisfaction with social and political institutions

without being singled out, or being accused of "meddling" in

masculine discourses. Writing became their act of defiance,

their way of speaking out, of rebelling against the passive
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role for women prescribed by the patriarchal society. The

genre was ideal because it guaranteed an audience that was,

if not sympathetic, at least, mostly female.

secondly, unl-ike Augustan reflective poetry which

required a background of classicat learning and literature,

or Restoration Drama which needed a working knowledge of

theatre and stage production, the sentimental novel could be

written without ever leaving the home. I"iore often than not,

it had a female protagonist, and it centered on donestic

concerns and affairs of the heart- Even people who

disapproved of the genre agreed that women were "naturalIy"

suited to this type of writing. Hannah More explains, " in

all that captivates by imagery or warms by just and

affecting sentiment, women are excellent...They are acute

observers, and accurate judges of life and manners, as far

as their own sphere of observation extends..."I5

Thirdly, the genre focused on love, the "postures of

yearning, pleasing, ctroosing, slipping, falling, and

failirg, " which are, as DuPlessis says, "some of the deep,

strared structures of our culture" (2). The writers

recognized that romance and the conventions of courtship,

though exhilarating, served in many ways to confine women to

ttre positions of mistress, wife, and mottrer. Instead of

valorizing the conventional romantic tie, these women often

wrote narratives which displaced the importance of the

heterosexual relationship, giving a new definition to the

meaning of love. In their novels the heroine's affection
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and emotional attachments were frequently directeO to other

channels--to children, to family, to relations and to the

poor. Gary Kelly point.s out that, for the English Jacobins'

IOve meant ttre word in its "widest senserrr including "the

necessity of philanthropy" (267). Love became not only the

i-mpetuous and fiery passion depicted in many popular novels,

but also sympathy, charity, respect and understanding.

Two figures who embodied this mixture of roniance and

rebellion in the second half of ttre eighteenth century were

William Godwin and Jean Jacques Rousseau. Both were admired

by these novelists because of their rebellious spirits,

sensitivity, sense of justice, and philosophical nrinds--the

same qualities the women sought in themselves. Both were

concerned with the feelings and plight of the individual;

both wrote fiction whictr combined "autobiography and

fantasy" (felIy, Jacobin, 266) . Gary Kelly notes that there

was "something androgynous about [Godwin's] cast of mind, as

he himself admitted" which accounted for his attractiveness

to such a wide range of female characters as Elizabeth

Inchbald, Amelia Alderson, Mary Robinson, Mary Hays and Mary

wollstonecraf t (g-esgbrn, 266) .

As for Rousseau's influence, Kelly writes in his

introduction to Wollstonecraf t' s ,!egy:

The Protestant son of re,oublican Geneva spoke to

Dissenters, Revolutionaries, to Enlightenment

rationalists aIike, but especially to the English

Jacobin novelists, who were attempting to
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renovate fiction with materials drawn from 1ife.

His Confession$ revealed that his philosophical

educational and political writings arose out of

his peculiar character, background and experience,

and that his novel, La Nouvelle H61oise, welled

from the deepest leve1s of his personality. Above

all, he showed that the creation of fiction could

be more than hack-work or genteel recreation, an

experience in life that went beyond confession,

reparation, or self-justification, to attempt to

shape the author's life in a perpetual act of

creation, a continual quest for self-awareness, a

permanent' revolution.'
( "f ntroductionr " Ilg.ry., viii).

Rather thQn submit blindly to traditions and beliefs,

Godwin and Rousseau foltowed the dictates of their own

hearts and minds. The trust in their own perceptions ano

experience inspired the women novelists. Most inportant of

all, Iike them, the romantic revolutionary novelists

advocated change; they believed in the improvement and

ultimate perfectibility of humankind.
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iii. Refashioning the Genre

By the second half of the eighteenth century,

especially after the advent of Samuel Richardson's most

inportant work, Clarissa,- or, The Historv of a Younq Lady

(L747-B), novels with feminine titles, ot those with female

protagonists were quite common. What makes the literary

creations of the romantic revol-utionary women interesting is

the various changes they wrought to this type of fiction.

They wrote novels that differed in structure, particularly

in the closure of the narrativei novels that displaced

traditional values while reaffirming ottrersi and those that

introduced bolder and more emancipated heroines.

Perhaps the most significant innovation is in the

closure of the narrative. J. Hi11is Miller, in "The

Problematic of Endingr " points out that "the notion of

ending in narrative is difficult to pin down, whether

'theoretically, ' or for a given novel, oY for the novels of

a given period" (3 ) . Nevertheless, he does speak of the

"pleasure from 'an untyitgr'...the pleasure of the final

eclaircissementr " and the contrary pleasure, that "of

closure" (5). Frank Kermode, in The Sense of an Endins,

writes about our need to "experience that concordance of

beginning, middl-e, and end which is the essence of our

explanatory fictions, and especially when they belong to
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cultural traditions which treat historical time as primarily

rectilinear rather than cyclic" (aS1. Both agree that

conclusions satisfy, though they never really "conclude" or

resolve everything, but merely give the reader the "sense of

an endihg. "

This sense of an ending, as J. Hillis IvIiller observes,

is most commonly achieved by finishing the novel with either

"marriage or death" (5). Nancy K. Miller, in her study of

The Heroine's Text: Readings in the French and Englislr

NoveL L722-L782, finds that heroines in eighteenth century

novels by men almost always raeet death or marriage at the

end. Stre makes the distinction between "euphoric" ano

"dysphoric" texts. In the first case, the "euphoric" pole,

the novel ends in marriage, with the heroine's ascent and

integration into society. The woman gains both financial

and romantic success in the heterosexual contract, moving

from "nothing to all" (xi). Such is the case with Pamela,

MolI Flanders and Fanny Hill. In the second case, the

"dysphoric" pole, the novel ends with ttre heroine's death in

the flower of her youth, as stre is betrayed by male

authority and aggression. She moves from "aI1 to nothing"

(xi). Some examples Mil1er cites are l"Ianon Lescau1t,

C]arissa, Julie from La ngwe-Ile H61oise, and the female

characters in Les Liaisons Dangereuses.

DuPlessis says of this kind of narrative: "successful-

quest and romance could not coexist and be integrated for

the female protagonist at the resolution" (x). Though
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writing specifically about nineteenth century fiction

dealing with women, her observations apply equally well to

ttre novels of the first half of the Eighteenth Century:

"usually quest or Bil4l:4q is set aside or repressed, whether

by marriage or by death" (3). For the women writers of the

1790s, these endings were disappointing and inadequate. To

them, marriage might be a consequential event, but entering

the state usually in their late teens or early twenties, it

came too soon in their lives to be a satisfying conclusion

for an imaginative work. In addition, it too often proved

to be a situation less than ideal in real life-

Death, on ttte other hand, was not a better resolution.

Death either signaled the defeat of the heroj.ne's quest or a

kind of ironic triumph. If death were meant to be a

glorious moment of victory for the heroine, one had to

subscribe to notions of the after-life, female sacrifice, ot

feminine purity. In any case, it was a desperate rather

ttran a pragmatic solution to women's problems.

lndeed, these women novelists reject all such definite

endings because Lhey were more interested in providing their

readers with authentic experience and practical models,

rather than aesthetic pleasure. For them, marriage in

reality may be a new beginning, but it cannot, in all

fictional seriousness, be mistaken for the finish line. As

well, their own observations suggested that life was not so

much a linear progression towards a tidy, teleological end

but a series of repetitions and cycles. Domestic tasks,
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such as washing, mending, housekeeping, child bearing and

child rearing, were not jobs which lead from one logical

stage to the next, but ongoing and regular concerns. Tttus,

their novels rarely end with such final solutions as

marriage or deattr.

In their fiction marriage often occurs either near the

beginning, ott as in most cases, tralfway into the story. The

main interest of their works does not lie in the courtstrip'

the traditionally romantic period, but in the trials after

the wedding. Marriage is depicted not as a blissful union,

but as quotidian reality, with which one must cope. The

lack of proper education of female children is particularly

important trere as it frequently is related to or can cause

domestic unhappiness. Girls who have been trained to be

either delicate show pieces or coquettes do not make good

wives. Indeed, this theme is one which which surfaces again

and again in these novels bY women.

A second way these women revolutionize the genre is by

their emphasis on a different set of values. virtue is no

longer seen in terms of female sexual virtue, oT chastity-

As Nancy luliller notes, in the eighteenth century

feminocentric nove1, wTitten by men, the female body follows

more or less the chronological movement of the novel. The

heroiners sexuality governed the progress and outcome of the

fiction. In Miller's words, ttrese works written by male

authors were "the text of an ideology that codes femininity

in paradigns of sexual vulnerability" (xi). on the other
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hand, the texts produced by these female authors commend

women for their sensibility, emotional capability,

endurance, maternal sensitiveness and prudent. judgement.

Unlike the issues in the novels of Richardson, Cleland, or

Defoe, what is at stake is no longer the politics of

seduction, ot the "drama of a single misstep" (Uitler, x).

As well as stressing a different set of virtues, the

novels of these writers offer an alternative portrait of

women to those given by the patriarchs of the mid-century.

Women are no longer depicted as innocent angels or vile

seducers, catty rivals for the hand of one man, but as

sensitive and intetligent beings, who are capable of

rational thinking and emotional commitment. In their

f iction, nelv kinds of heroines emerge: wornen who are not

necessarily feminists in today's sense, but who,

nevertheless, challenge age-old assurnptions about the

ttweakertt sex.

Most important, their novels were revelations of the

hitherto silent fenale consciousness. Because these women

did not merely continue and follOw "masculine" themes and

structure in their writing , they succeeded in articulating

the female side of truman experience. They developed certain

unexplored possibilities of the novel, using it to express

female oppression and desire, and, in doing so, they show

that woment S epistemology can be ttre source of an autonomous

art.
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iv. Methodology: Toward a Contextual-ist Criticism

Before examining the works of these five women

novelists, it is necessary to say a few words about the

methodology or critical approach of this study. The

traditional New Critical approactr to these novels would be

an ineffective and unrewarding exercise. As Terry Eagleton

in LiteE-ary--ThegfJf observes, I'trew Criticism sees the work of

art "as a self-enclosed object, mysteriously intact in its

own unique being" (47). It insists that "the author's

intentions in writing, even if they could be recovered, were

of no relevance to the interpretation of his or her text"

(48). Hence, the text is studied in isolation, as a

material fact, "whose functioning could be analysed rather

as one could examine a machine" (3). A "close reading" of

fictional texts normally consists of analyzing structures,

dominant patterns of imagery or symbolism, and recurring

themes. It would investigate the various "tensions,

paradoxes, and ambivalences" of a work (49). The conclusion

of such an approach is usually praise for the craftsmanship

of the author, the organic unity or harmonious design of the

work being studied.

Literary theorists, such

Belsey, have articulated nany

Eagleton and Catherine

the problems of this

as

of
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study is the method's uninvolvement wittr social realities'

As Eagleton puts it, reading in the New Critical way meant

"committing yourself to nothing: atI that poetry taught you

was'disinterestedness,' a serene, speculative impeccably

even-handed rejection of anything in particular" (Eagleton,

50). Very often, New Criticism ignores the ideological

nature of Iiterature and creates an artificial separation

between art and life.

with the novels ctrosen for this study, it. is impossible

to ignore the social and cultural contexts and ideologies of

ttre works and theiT writers. Many of the texts are strongly

dialectical, and self-consciously so. To scrutinize them as

aesthetic icons or timeless works of art would almost be

deliberately "mis-reading" them. Jane Tompkins, in her

introduction to

methodology. l6

American FigLion U90-1860 ( f 985 ) ,

different area of investigation in

neglected texts:

One important objection relevant to this

explains the need for a

order to understand

It involves, in its most ambitious form, a rede-

finition of literature and literary study, for it

sees literary texts not as works of art embodying

enduring ttremes in complex forms, buL as attempts

to redefine ttre social order. In this view,

novels and stories should be studied not because

they manage to escape the limitations of their

particutar time and place, but because they offer
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powerfulexamplesofthewayaculturethinks

about itself, articulating and proposing solutions

fortheproblemsthatshapeaparticularhistori.

cal moment. (xi)

Tompkins betieves that in order to understand ttrese works'

that is, as she says, "to see them, insofar as possible, as

as they were seen in the moment of their emergence, not as

degraded attempts to pander to the prejudices of the

multitude, but as providing men and women with a means of

ordering the world they inhabit, one has to have a grasp of

the cultural realities that made these novels meaningful"

(xii-xiii). Pro,l)osing a comparable method, Marilyn L.

Wilfiamson, in "Toward a Feminist Literary Historyr " says:

"it is not enough simply to study nontraditional works from

the perspective of the canon. It is also necessary to read

texts according to the ideology they present" which may

require a ,'sociohistorical, ideological method for their

proper understanding" (I37). Similatl-y, Germaine Greer, in

an article explaining the value of feminist criticism to

Women,s Literature, expresses her view that in order to do

justice to an obscure woman writer, one must study how the

towering presence of the male author affected lter, how she

struggledtoadaptthelanguagewhichtreforgedtoherown

purposes, what degree of success she had in her own

lifetime, and wtry the work did not survive (B) '

In looking at wollsLonecraft, Hays, willianrs, Inchbalo

and smittr, then, I examine their fiction in relation to
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their social practices, domestic and personal situation,

economic and political circumstances' Through this

methodology I trope to recreate, as f ar as possible' tlTe

context that produced ttre novels. Hence, biOgraphical

material, letters, other writings such as poems' plays'

essays and t.racts are often referred to in rny study' The

object of this approach is to better comprehend the

tristorical and cultural irnportance of the f ictional works'

Asidefromgivingoneadeeperunderstandingofthe
historical context of the novels, this approach allows one a

finer appreciation of non-traditional texts. As many

feminist critics have noted, measures of literary greatness'

such as internal coherence, "realisfil, " expression of

universal truths, moral complexity, tidiness of narrative

ending, are standards that are' more often ttran not, set by

male critics. Nancy K. Miller, in "Emphasis Added; Plots

and plausibirities in women's Fiction, " explains

Ttre attack on female ptots and plausibitities

assumes that women writers cannot or will not

obeytherulesoffiction.Italsoassumesthat
thetruthdevolvingfromverisimilitudeismale.
For sensibitity, sensitivity,'extravagance"--

so many code words for feminine in our culture

that the attack is in fact tautological--are taken

tobenotmerelyinferiormodalitiesofproduction
butdeviationsfromsomeobvioustruttr.Theblind
spothereisbothpolitical(orphitosophicat)and
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literary. It does not see' nor does it want to'

thatthefictionsofdesirebehindttredesiderata

offictionaremasculineandnot'universal
constructs.Itdoesnotseethatthemaximsthat
pass {- ot t'he truth of human experience' and the

encodingofthatexperienceintiterature'are
organizations, when they are not fantasies' of the

dominantculture.Toreadwomen'Sliteratureis
to see and hear repeatedly a chafing against the

'unsatisfactory reality, ' contained in the

maxim. (46)

Hence, these women's writers are judged not so much for

their skilfulness at obeying the rules of fiction, but for

the individuatity of their ideas, their ability to adapt ano

work with often lirnited resources' and their power to

subvert the traditional order'

Expressing a similar intention' Jane Tompkins writes:

When one sets aside modernist demands--for

psyctrological complexity, moral ambiguity' episte-

mological sophistication, stylistic density'

formal economy--and attends to the way a text

offers a blueprint for survival under a specific

set of political, economic, social or religious

conditions, an entirely new story begins to unfold

and one's sense of the formal exigencies of narra-

tive alters accordingly, producing a different

conception of what constitutes successful charac-
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ters and Plots. (xvii)

With this way of reading, says Tompkins, "ttle text succeeds

or fails on the basis of its 'fit' with the features of its

immediate context, o0 the degree to which it provokes the

desired response, and not in retation to unchanging formal,

psychological, or philosophical standards of conplexity' or

truth or correctness" (xviii)'

other feminist critics share Mi1ler and Tornpkins' view

that women's literature should be read with different

standards of judgement. In "Treason our Text: Feminist

Chatlenges to ttre Literary Canon, " Lillian Robinson argues

that "a different criterion" is necessary for the literary

canon: ,'that of truth to the culture being represented, the

whole culture and not the creation of an entirely mare white

elite'.(39).Shebelievesthatmaleauthorsgiveontytheir

version of the way things are, often with negative results.

For example, male writers sttOw uS female character and

relations between the sexes in a way that both reflects and

contributes to the sexist ideology'

Frdthermore, by studying these neglected novels by wornen

in their historical context, one acguires insight not only

about women's titerary intreritance, but, dt the same time'

gainsamuchmorecompleteviewofourliterarytradition.

As Germaine Greer puts it, "herstory" could "illumine the

other side of the coin struck by official historians" (6)'

she speaks of the need to "reconstituLe the Iiterary

landscapeaScomposedofwomenaswellaSmen,regardlessof
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the fact that the men were always more conspicuous" (7) '

Elaine Showalter, in "Towards a Feminist troeticsr " calls the

effort by feminist critics who study woman as writer

"gynocritics" (25). Of the importance of resurrecting

neglected texts by women, stre writes:

Before we can even begin to ask how the literat'ure

of women would be different and special' we need

toreconstructitspast;torediScovertheScores

of women novelists, poets and dramatists whose

worl< has been obscured by time, and to establish

the continuity of the female tradition from decade

todecade,ratherthanfromGreatWomantoGreat

Woman.Aswerecreatethechainofwritersin
thistradition,thepatternsofinfluenceand

response from one generation to the next' we can

also begin to challenge the periodicity of ortho-

dox Iiterary history, and its enshrined canons of

achi_evement. It is because we have studied women

writers in isolation that we have never grasped

ttre connections between them. when we go beyono

Austen, ttre Bront6s and Eliot, sdlr to look at a

trundred and fifty or more of their sister novel-

ists, w€ can see patterns and phases in the evo-

lution of a female tradition which correspond t'o

the developmental phases of any subcultural

art. (g+-gs )

Gynocritics then, showalter contends, "begins at the point
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when we free ourselves from the linear absolutes of male

Iiterary tristory, stop trying to fit women between the lines

of male tradition, and focus instead on ttre newly visible

world of female culture" (28).
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Chapter I

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT

MaryWollstonecrafL'stife,withitsdramaticandoften

melodramatic momenLs, ?tas been the subject' of many

biographies since her lrusband, WiIliam Godwin, wrote his

(1798).r During her short

existence, she was, ds Ke1ly writes' "a traveller' a

teacher,afamilyprovider,andadefenderoftheweaktshe
wasamistressandamottrer,beforeshewasawife;shesaw
andsurvivedttreFrenchRevolution;andshewasknownand

admired by some of the leading politicians' polemicists'

publishers, preachers, poets, painters' novelists' and

historians of the day" (Introduction, 4gg.x,, vii).

Born in L759, Mary was the second of seven children'

Herfatherrunsuccessfulatfarming'consoledtrimselffor
his failures by drinking to excess and tyrannizing his tinid

wife.Pamperingtrereldestson,trermotherwasunusully
SevereandneglectfulofMary,Iikethemot}rerinMary,A

Fiction. consequently, t"lary sougtrt affect'ion elsewhere,

forming close ties with her sister ' ELiza' and with a

friend,FannyBlood.MuchlikethecharacterMaryinher
novel, she attempted, at separate times' to care tot each of

them.

Intendingtosupporthersisterandherself'she
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started a school with Fanny in L784. After Fanny's marriage

and subsequent death at childbirth (1786), this venture

failed. until 1787 ]ltary became a governess for the

Kingsborougtrs, after which she joined Joseph Johnson's

circle. Among the artists, writers, intetlectuals and

Dissenters in this group were wilriam Blake; wilriam Godwin;

George Fordyce, the physician; Jotrn Bonnycastle, the

mathematician; George Anderson, the classical scholar; Henry

Fuseli, the Swiss painter; and Sarah Trimmer, ttre educator'

By 17BB Wollstonecraft had become a regular contributor

to Johnson's Analytical Review, reviewing novels, books fot

chitdren and essays on education. she had also publistred

Thouqhts o.g tlre Egu-c_ation of Daughters (L787 ) which

questioned many traditional pedagogical methods and gave

sensible, practical advice about ttre raising of female

children. 9fig=ilef:.F-!9gf9-q ffom Real Lifg (r7BB), a book of

tales for children, appeared in the same year as her first

novel, @. wardle describes this early novel

as "a nice blend of autobiography and wishful thinking"

(tntroduction, Collected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraf!,

34) .

With her anonymously published tract, A Vindic-ation of

the Riqhts of Men (1790), Wollstonecraft became a minor

celebrity: a female political amateur who had presumed to

ctrallenge a professional thinker. The subject matter and

the success of the piece inspired her to write her most

famous work, A Vin{ication of the Riqhts of Wonan 0792) ' In
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this pioneering feminist treatise, v,iorlstonecraf t argued on

behalf of women's moral and rational worth, contending that
if woman "be not prepared by education to become the

companion of man, she wirl stop the progress of knowledge

and virtue" (Riqhts of Worrran, 2O). She believed that both

women and men should have access to education because

"without knowledge, there can be no morality" (faf;, and

because "truth nust be common to all, oy it will be

inefficacious with respect to its influence on general

practice" (20). With its novel ideas the book attracted
wide attention, and, before the end of the year, went into a

second edition. Among its many admirers was Mary Hays, who

wrote to wol-lstonecraft praising the vrork, and asking if she

could meet its author.

About this time she became strongly infatuated with
Henry Fuseli. Convinced that hers was a purely rational
desire, she asked permission of his wife to join their
household. Ernphat.ically refused by Mrs, Fuseli,
Irlorlstonecraft then decided to embark on a trip to France,

to view the Revorution at firsthand. rn paris she met

French Girondins and their friends, Helen Maria wirlians,
Joel Barrow, Thomas christie, Thomas cooper, Tom Faine and

Archibald l{amilton Rowan. Like Helen Maria williams she

attempted t.o record the historical event and finally
pubrished An Historical and Moral view of tlre _o_ri-six__a!d

Froqre-gsi of the French Revolution (L794) . Though trer

longest book, it was, according to Wardle, trer ,,J_east
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original-" (rntroduction, @, 4L). she

intended to trace the course of the entire Revolution, but
did not get beyond the first volume, which was confined to
the early events of the conflict, three years before trer
arrival in paris.

Though her career was virtualry at a standstilr, her
.oersonal life was not. rn the spring of L793 she met and

fell in love with Gilbert rmlay, a rand specurator and a
former officer in the American Revorutionary Army. For a

while the affair rendered wollstonecraft ecstatically happy
and resulted in the birth of a daughter, Fanny, in May L7g4.
rmlay, in the meantime, became neglectful and spent more and

more time away on business. wollstonecraft,s frustration
and bitterness are evident in her letters to him. one dated
December 30, L794 remonstrates: "The common run of men have

such an ignoble way of thinking, that, lf they debauctr their
hearts, and prostitute their persons, forrowing perhaps a

gust of inebriation, they suppose the wife, srave rather,
whom they maintain, has no right to com,olain, and ougtrt to
receive the sultan, whenever he deigns to return, with open

arms; though his have been porluted by half an hundred
promiscuous amours during his absence,' (Letters, 273).

To keep her busy and out of the way, rrnray sent Mary to
take care of his business in the scandinavian countries in
June 1795 - !,,9."!lgre__Wrjtlen Duri
SJgden, Norryav, end D ftlgO) is a charming book frorn

this voyage which not onry gives inforrnation about cooking,
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housekee,r:ing and other domestic matters, but arso discusses
the political, economic and religious practi_ces of these
countries. rn his Memoirs of wollstonecraft Godwin says of
the works "rf ever there was a book carcurated to make a

man in love with it.s author, this appears Lo me to be the
book" (84).

The pleasant diversion however soon ended.
to England, she found Imlay living with his new

october 1795 she attempted and faired to commit
jumpinE from putney Bridge. After her recovery,
company with Imlay, ancl forced herself to resume

Returning

mistress. In
suicide by

she parted

writing for
the Ana]-vtical- Review.

At a tea party given by Mary Hays in January L796,
wollstonecraft met Godwin again. By Aprir, they were seeing
each other regurarly, and became rovers in August of that
year. rntending to expose the injustices suffered by women,

she began her second. work of f iction, @,
or; Maria. By December, Wollstonecraft founcl herself
pregnant, and, in March of 1797, ttre man who had been
apprehensive of narriage in Fotitigar Justice wedded Mary.
six months later, she died of comprications resurting from
childbirth.
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i. Mary; A Fiction.

Wollstonecraft's first novel, @, was
written during the summer of LTgz whire she was living as a
governess with the Kingsborough family. Ten years rater,
Mary herself called it "a crude productio',,, adding that she
did not "very wilringly put it... in the way of peopre whose
opinionn as a writer, f wish for,'(@, 385).
lvluch of the nover is autobiographicalr ds the titre and the
nannes of the characters suggest: Mary is the daughter of
Edward and ELiza, characters partly based on
worlstonecraft's father Edward John, her mother, Elizabeth
Dickson, and her employer Lady Kingsborough. Despite the
siurilarities, however, Ralph wardle maintains that ,,most of
the plot. . " is imaginary,, (Bioqraphv , 73). I t is Mary,s
first attempt at expl0ring her world and coming to an
understanding of herself in a fictionar mode.

woll-stonecraft is conscious of the tradition of
before her as she writes her first piece of fiction.
Gary Kel1y notes: ,'Both title and preface of Flarv, A
Fiction carefully avoid the word novel,, (Introduction, Mary,
ix). Desiring to create a distinctive kind of text, she
tells he:: readers in the Advertisement: ,,f n delineating the
Heroine of this Fiction, the Author attempts to devero.o a
character different from those generally portrayed. This
woinan is neither a Clarissa, a Lady G_, nor a Sophie.,, The

novels

As
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allusions to Samuel Richardson's Clarissa and Lady

Grandison, and to Rousseau's Sophie are significant.

Wollstonecraft did not wish to create an exemplary character

as Richardson did with Clarissa. Her Mary is not meant to

be a spiritual or moral model of excellence for young

l-adi "".2 Nor did she want her heroine to be a typicat

aristocrat, as Lady G- was. In her Vindication of the Riqhts

of Woma4, she condemned Rousseau's Sophie as "captivating,

though grossly unnatural-" (65). She did not agree with the

French philosopher who believed that women stroul-d be traineo

as coquettes, primarily to appeal to men's sensuality.

Hence Mary is unlike these other eighteenth century

heroines. She is not the beautiful, desirable' perfect

mistress, the prize of a hero's quest. Rattrer, she herself

is the subject, the author and creator of her own destiny.

Her story is about her development, her concerns, more than

it is about a man's manipulation of her or his passion for

her.

Mary is a good illustration of a romantic revolutionary

novel. Vfhile the main concern of the work is ttre heroine's

search for romance, for love and happiness, it touches on

many social issues. Through ttre perspective of a sensitive,

intelligent gir1, Wollstonecraft shows the strortcomings of

the inst.itution of marriage, the education system for young

girls, and the selfishness and artificiality of the

upperclass. Structurally, the author does not follow

traditional novels, whictr usually consist of a linear
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progression of events leading to either a comic or tragic

ending. Instead the narrative is organized around the

consciousness of ttre heroine, and finishes with a rather

indef inite and ainbiguous ending.

As in Wollstonecraft's other novel, lhe-W-ronqs o.J

-Woman: Or, Maria, and in Inchbald! s A Simple Story, the

novel does not culminate with the happy marriage of the

heroine to the hero. Rather; the story deals with the kinds

of problems which can occur following a hasty marriage made

at an early age. In Mary the seventeen year old heroine

obeys her mother's dying wishes and marries the son of trer

father's friend. Mary, standing "Iike a staLue of Despairr"

pronounces "the awful vow without thinking of it" and finds

herself married to "a boy she seldom took any notice of"

(fS1. What follows in the novel is an attempt by the

heroine, who, like Wollstonecraft herself, is "the creature

of impulse, and the slave of compassion" (7), to continue to

enjoy the charms afforded by her sensibility and to pursue

intellectual interests despite her misalliance.

Wollstonecraft's first work of fiction, then, differs

from the novel-s of the times in several important aspects.

It tries to articulate the emotions and yearnings of a

female protagonist whose consciousness becomes the focus of

the narrative. IJnlike other eighteenth century novels with

feminine names in their titles, such as l{-8-l-l--Ef-en4grs,

Roxana; tramela, C.J-A.rlss.a and Amelia, it is not prinarily

concerned with the heroine's sexuafity nor with trer
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Suitability as a man's partner' It portrays a ?reroine on a

i search, a quest whose goal is not necessarily that of

, marriage. Finally, it is unconventional because of its

conclusion. Instead of offering trer readers a traditionally

happy ending, what J.M.s. Tompkins calls "comtr>ensation,

ideat pleasures and ideal revenge" (S'29), Wollstonecraft'

shows the dangers of ttre romance genre, focusing instead on

the problems in real Iife, t|e deficiencies in women's

social situations, in marriage and in education.
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Upperclass Women: Marriage, Pedagogy and Pastime

Though Mary, A Fictie,e was not intended, like Ehg

Wrqnqs of Woman, or lvlaria, primarily to be didactic it still

contains important criticism of the leisured class. In

particular, Wollstonecraft is concerned about the

deficiencies in the upbringing and the education of femal-e

children, and the practice of marrying girls off at an early

age.

Wollstonecraft's thoughts about these issues are not

expressed as explicitly as one would l-ike in the novel

itsel-f . However, when examined with ThouqhF.s.-qn the

Education_ of Dqugtrters, with Reflecti_qnq_ ln_Eemalg Conduct,

in thg {qrg Imporlant Dut:L_qs of Life, which was published

just a year earlier, they become clearer and make more

sense. For example, in the beginning of the novel the

author gives an elaborate description of Mary's mother,

ELiza, which seems to have no bearing on the protagonist's

story:

Iefiza] carefully attended to ttre shews of

things, and her opinions, I should have said

prejudices, were such as the generality approved

of. She was educated with the expectation of a

large fortune, of course became a mere machj-ne:

the tromage of her attendants made a great ,oart of

her puerile amusements, and she never imagined
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there were any relative duties for her to fulfil:

notions of her own consequence, by these means,

b/ere interwoven in her mind, and the years spent

in acquiring a few superficial accomplishments,

without having any taste for ttrern. (1)

wollstonecraft is objecting to several things here about the

life of women. First, she believes that girls are taught to
put too much emptrasis on appearancesr on "the shews of

things. " In *E4ggellofr of Dauqhterq she speaks against

"artificial manners" (30), saying: "it is easier to copy

the cast of countenance, than to cultivate the virtues which

animate and improve it. How many peo.ole are like whitened

sepulchres, and careful only about appearances!" (30-31).

Eliza is like the three ladies "of rank, " whom lv1ary later

meets vacationing in Lisbon. They, too, are concerned only

with appearances:

Their minds were shackled with a set of notions

concerning propriety, the fitness of things for

the world's €ye, trammels which always hainper weak

people. What will the world say? was the first

thing that was thought of, when they intended

doing any thing they had not done before" (24).

wollstonecraft herself arways acted according to her beliefs

rather than according to what ttre world endorsed. She did

not believe in doing anything rnerely for the sake of

appearance.

Secondly, she felt that children strould not be left too
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much in servants' care. servants often flatter their
charges, pay them "homagie," which gives chirdren a farse
notion of their own irnportance. In
she cautions her readers against servantsr pointing out that
servants are "bad exampres" because they frequently practise
"art" and "cunning', (14).

wol-rstonecraft uses Eliza as a negative example for
Mary, her heroine. The mottrer "never imagined there were
any relative duties for her to fulfi1,, (I). She spends her
time "dressing her hairr " reading sentimental novels, and
caressing her "two most beautiful dogs, who shared her bed,
and recl-ined on cushions near her all the day" (3). The

heroine, on the other hand, though mistress of a fortune,
later refuses to indulge in the idre rife of a leisured
lady. rnstead, she actively practises charity, not only by
giving financiar help to the needy famiries in the
neighborhood, but arso by giving moral support and practicar
advice to them- Mary ar-so dedicates mucrr of her energy co

helping her friend, Ann, who is poor and suffers from ill
health- The device of juxtaposing the characters of the
mother and trer daughter is similarry used by rnchbard in A

Simpls.Stetl'.

Like williams and rnchbald, worlstonecraft disapproved
of the aspect of the education of girls which placed
emphasis on the acquisition of ',superf iciar accomprishments',

such as art, French, music and dancing. worlstonecraft's
objection to this type of learning stems not from the arts
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these at a superficial, almost useless, 1evel. rn the nover
the mother never acquires a taste for them. similarly, the
three ladies who were taught "French, rtalian, and spanish,,
learned noLhing but "words" without "having any seeds sown

in their understanding" (24). In the Education of Dauqhters
Wollstonecraft explains :

Girls learn something of music, drawing, and

geography; but they do not know enough to engage

their attention, and render it an employment of
the mind. If they can play over a few tunes Eo

their acquaint.ance, and have a drawing or two...to
hang up in their rooms, they imagine themselves

artists for the rest of their lives. (26)
she believes that these trifl-es, rather than helping in any
practical way, onry encourage vanity in femare chitdren.

Finally, wollstonecraft is against the practice of
early matrimony. rn the nover, both Eriza and Mary are
married off because of their parents' desire for economic
gain. Eliza "readily subnitted" to the will of her father
and "promised to 1ove, honour, and obey, (a vicious fool),
as in duty bound" (1). consequently, she often feers unhappy
and negrected. she and her husband "rived in the usual
fashionable sty1e, and seldom saw each other,, (l). When they
were in the country, he l_eft her, went hunting in the
morning, and then visited "some of his pretty tenants', after
dinner (t ) .
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Marlr too, becomes the victim of her father,s d.esire

for familial aggrandizement. To prevent any further
disputes over a part of the estate she was to inherit, her
father and her husband's father determined, "over a bottle, "

to unite the two estaLes by the marriage of their children
(L2). This union, like that of her mother's, is made before

the girl has been given time to learn to think and judge for
herse r f . r n E-dqq.a!:LqL..-q5^D-"au-gh!c"rs wollstonecraf t contencls

that girls shourd be educated before they are married. she

says:

In a comfortable situation, a cultivated nnind

is necessary to render a woman contented; and in a

miserable one, it is her onty consolation. A

sensible, delicate woman, who by some strange

accident t ot mistake, is joined to a fool or a

brute, must be wretched beyond all names of wret-
chedness, if her views are confined to the present

scene. Of what importance, then, is intellectual

improvement, when our comfort here, and happiness

hereafter, depends upon it. (fOf-fOZ)

Sa_{y*_._9*_q-is!:q4 thematizes this idea, showing how a woman,

because she was married earry, spends the rest of her life
searching for different kinds of intellectual stimulation
and emotionar fulfilrnent. From Mary's refusal to become

just another ty.oical aristocratic lady like her mother comes

much of the tension and interest of the novel.
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Y/oman and the Question of Sensibility

rn his study of the H_rslqrlr qf the Enqlish Nove-l Ernest

Baker says that. Wollstonecraft's M+rv, A Fiction is "a

moving story, partly of her own life,...which would have

been st.ill more moving perhaps had she not conformed to the

prevailing taste for analysis of sensibility" (5. 252) .

Baker fails to see one of the central aims of the novel-.

Wollstonecraft writes Mary in order to come to an

understanding of herself and her sex. It was important. for

her to find out whether the traits usually associated wittr

women--femininity, de1lcacy, sympathy--were inborn or

acquired. As Kelly says in his Introduction to the novel:

"Mary reconstructs her mental- history in an effort to free

herself from the past, and the 'association of ideas' which

produced her excessive sensibility" (xi).

For Wollstonecraft sensibility was problematic. On the

one hand, the word was increasingly being used to suggest a

capacity for refined emotion, for sensitivity, and for

readiness to feel compassion. On the other hand, it was

also associated with a particular image of the weak; the

tearful, palpitating, and susceptible woman. J.M.S.

Tompkins sayss

To the eigtrteenth century IsensibilityJ was a

significantr dn alinost sacred word, for it
enstrrined the progress of the human race. Sensi-
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bility was a modern quality; ...modern security,
leisure and education had evolved a delicacy of
sensation, a refinement of virtue, which the age

found even more beautiful. The human sympathies,

which a rougher age had repressed, expanded

widely, especially towards the weak and unfor-
tunate, and social conscience began to occupy

itself with prisoners, children, animals and

slaves. ( 92-93)

while l^/ollstonecraft recognized that the trait could be the

impetus for acts of charity, for the most part she o,oposed

the cultivation of too much sensibility in women. euoting
in the Riqhts ofJilgman Johnson's definition of sensibility
as "quickness sensation; quickness of perception, delicacy,',
she observes: "the definition gives me no other idea than

of the most exquisitely polished instinct,, (l4l).
In ltary A Eictioq this sentiment is partly responsible

for the treroine's unhappiness: Mary's "sensibirity prompted

her to search for an object to love; on earth it. was not to
be found" (5). Her mother's neglect of her made her more

vulnerable; it "produced "a kind of habitual melancholy, led
her into a fondness for reading tales of woe, and made her
almost realize the fictitious distress" (6). Later, Mary

agrees to wed ctrarres because the "sight of a dying parent"
moved her and the ranguid mother's affectionate "words

reached her heart" (rs1. This kind of excessive feeling in
females is precisely what wollstonecraft was opposed to in
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the Riqhts -of lVgJBan. In her treatise she states: "This
overstretched sensibility naturally relaxes the other powers

of the mind, and prevents interlect from attaining that
sovereignty which it ought to attain to render a rational
creature useful to others" (f:g).

wollstonecraft saw the dangers when women r-et their
emotions rule over reason. She writes:

[women's] senses are inflamed and their und.er_

standing neglected, consequently they become the
prey of their senses, dericatery termed sensi-
bility, and are blown about by every momentary

gust of feeling...Ever restless and anxious, their
over exercised sensibility not only renders them

uncomfortabre themselves, but troublesome, to use

a soft phrase, to others- A11 their thoughLs turn
on things calculated to excite emotion; and

feelings, when they should reason, their conduct
is unstable, and their opinions wavering. (r 36-7)

wollstonecraft uses her heroine to illustrate this problern
in the education of women. As a young girl Mary,s
heightened sensibility causes her to be restless; she
wanders about uncertain of where to .orace her sympathies.
she tries denying herserf "every chirdish gratificaiton, in
order to relieve the necessities', of the poor (f01. The

narrator ironicarly comments on her simple sacrif ices: ,,Her

benevolence, indeed, knew no bounds,. the distress of others
carried her out of herelf; and she rested not till she had



4A

rerieved or comforted them" (r01 . worl-stonecraft's attitude
to the young Mary is a mixture of sympathy and ridicule. she

does not condemn Mary's charit.able actions, but the

excessive language reveals her awareness that lulary's motives

are somewhat confused. Mary lets her emotions rather than

her reason be ]rer guide.

Analyzing I'{ary's growth to maturit.y enables

wollstonecraft to explain why women are different from men.

rn showing Mary's deveropment, she demonstrates that being

sensitive and sentimental are the resurts of education,

upbringing and circumstances, not inherent "given" quarities
in women. suctr a theory about human development echoes

Godwin's philoscphy of necessity which also stresses the

im,r:ortance of externar situations rather than internal-
elements as motivations for "oeople's behaviour. In
P-qtiLical Justice Godwin writes: "the actions and

dispositions of nen are not the offspring of any originar
bias that they bring into the world in favour of one

sentiment of character rather than another, but flow
entirely from ttre operation of circumstances and event.s

acting upon a faculty of receiving sensible impressions,'
(za1 .

Thus, if traditionally "feminine" characteristics, suctr

as dericacy, softness and sensibility, were the result of
circumstances and ctrildhood influences rather than

biological factors, then women did not necessarily have to
possess or be ruled by these qualities. Neither would they
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have to foIlow one physician, John Ball's, rather drastic
advice. He says that to cure hysteria, or excessive

sensibility, "a woman's best remedy is to marry, and bear

children (qtd. in Mullan, 161). Sinrply with a dif ferent
kind of upbringing, women could become rational creatures,
and be distinguished by "reason, virtue and knowledge,',

which wollstonecraft in Riqhts of woman valued over beauty

(4r ).
In the novel, though, Wollstonecraft is not

quite sure of what to do with her heroine's height.ened

sensibility. At one point Mary is ecstatic about her

"delicacy of feelingr " as she thinks that it "enables us co

rerish the sublirne touches of the poet, and the painter;
it.. .expands the soul, gives an enthusiastic greatness,

mixed with tenderness, when we view the magnificent objects
of naturei or hear of a good action" (53-54). yet at
anottrer occasion she believes in the need to control
sensibility as it produces flights of virtue and not curbed

by reason, is on the brink of vice talking" (55). Froni her

assertions in Riqtrts of womanr w€ know that worrstonecraft.

irerself endorses this view of sensibility "curbed by

reason. " rt is perhaps why she has Mary convincingly telr
Henry: "My affections are involuntary--yet they can only be

I fixed by reflection, and when they are they make quite a
II part of my soul, are interwoven in it, animate my actions,

and form my taste; certain qualities are calculated to cal-l

forth my sympathies, and make me a1l I am capable of being',
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STRUCTURE: Innovative Plotlessness

The plot and structure of IuIEfV, 4 Ftgg1glr has been

often disparaged. In his introduction to the work, Gary

I(elly says that "Mary is a radical novel, and it. traces the

causes of one woman's condition to their rootsi but it
offers no solutions and apportions no blame" (xii). He adds

that the novel tras a "hasty and carelessly written ending"

(xx). While Kelly appreciates the fact that Mary is
"radical, " he is not willing to judge the work on a

different seL of criteria from conventionar kinds of novels.

Wollstonecraft, in her Advertisement, explains that UEIy is
"an artless tale, without episodesr " where "the mind of a

woman who has thinking powers is displayed." .Magy is, as

its author says, "without episodesr " and without a

conventionally closed conclusion.

Because the work does not fulfilI a traditional
reader's expectations of a novel, it does not necessarily

follow that -llery is flawed as a piece of fiction. In fact,
it succeeds in doing precisely what lilollstonecraft says: it
displays "the mind of a woman who has thinking powers. "

Anticipating twentieth century writers such as Virginia
Woolf and Dorothy Richardson, Wollstonecraft 1ets her

readers enter into the consciousness of her lreroine,

structuring her novel according to lvlary's thoughts rather
than imposing an external orderr dn artificial sense of



52

beginninE, middle, and end. In some ways, this kind of
plotless form gives a truer picture of woman's experience

than the well-defined novelistic designs created by male

writers. MiLzi I'{-yers says: "Dif fusion and discontinuity
are necessary concomitants of women's effort to render their
lives, which they perceive not as logica1, linear progress

toward a goal but as disconnected units of experience, a

series of socially conditloned roles" ( "Romantic

Autobiography, " 169). For Wollstonecraft, as well as the

other women writers, life was not so much a step by step

movement towards a clear-cut, foreseeable endo but a series

of experiences in quotidian reality over which they often

had little or no control. The form and subject matt.er of
their novels reflect this more disjointed, more precarious

world view.

The plot of ,l"{ary, A Fiqtiorl is loose, even scanty in
many places. Shortly after their marriage, Mary's husband

sets off for the continent., leaving Mary alone with her

friend Ann. Since the physicians recommend a change of air
for both girls, Mary and Ann travel to Lisbon. There Mary

meets Henry, a man of learning and sensibility. They

exchange ideas, enjoy rnusic, and become good friends.
tsecause of Mary's husband, however, their rel-ationship

cannot develop. In the meantime Henry becomes very iII, is
nursed and comforted by Mary, and dies. The story end.s with
Mary's trying to fill a "void" in her heart. (0a1.

Looking at Wollstonecraft's composition frorn the
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standpoint of a traditional realistic novel, one finds that
it does not measure up we1r. There are many unanswered.

questions: the reader is not tol-d exactly why Mary abhors

her husband, why she likes Henry, or what is wrong with
their marriage. Nothing is concluded at the end, and the

reader is left wondering what to make of the work as a
whole. However, novelistic conventions aside, the book

stands as an important achievement in titerary history. It
is, in some ways, similar to Virginia Woolf's novels,
depicting feelings, moods, ideas, and representing
situations and characters rather than portraying a

realistic history. Tn artistic terms, it is closer to
impressionism than to photographic realism.

Through its fluid structure and its lyrical prose,

IrTollstonecraft's f irst novel art.iculates female

consciousness, and expresses female oppression and desire
for self-fulfillment. Largely ignoring external dimensions

such as tine and place, ttre work concentrates more on irtary's
internal development. rt is probably the first Engrish

Bildungsroman by a woman and about a woman. rn a letter
wollstonecraft describes Mary as "a tal_e, to il_rustrate an

opinion of [trers] ; that. a genius will educate itself " (L'o2) .

I H"nce; the book folrows Mary's mental and spirituar growth

I ttom that of naive romanticism to a mature, philosophical
acceptance of things.

Wollstonecraft believes that. one,s ideas, one,s

thoughts and feelings are as significant and interesting as
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the events that happen around her. Shortly after writing
her f irst f iction, she reviewed R.ousseau's kQ-fes.g-i-g!.$

favorably, stating that. "a description of what has actualty
passed in a human mind must ever be useful" (qtd. in i{-yers,

"Romantic Autobiography, " L76). In lt4gslf she creates a

heroine who learns to judge and think for herself;

It'taryJ indulged herself in viewing new nodes of

life, and searching out the causes which produced

ttrem. She had a metaphysical turn, which inclined

her to reflect on every object that passed by her;

and her mind was not like a mirror, which receives

every floating image, but does not retain them:

she had not any prejudices, tor every opinion was

examined before it was adopted. (23)

This method of individual examination and deliberation is
characteristic of the author herself. M;yers says that

Wollstonecraft's general ideology is "based on direct
' observation and independent thought" (L67). M.:1rers

explains: "Always stressing naturalness, originalit.y, and

thinking for oneself, she is a very personal writer in both

I tf,eory and practice, from her first novel to her last

I essays, the individual vision is central to l..er work. Her
t-...
I fiction is organized around her heroine's content of

consciousness" (157). This emphasis on personal feeling and

observation rather than on traditional beliefs is part of

the rebellious spirit of the roniantic revolutionaries.

Concentrating on the development of the treroine's
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consciousness instead of on a linear plot enables

wollstonecraft to bet.ter convey the sense of female

dissatisfaction with life. For Mary as for many upper class

women, one big problem was that not much happened, or was

allowed to trappen, in their lives. Deprived of the right t.o

exercise their intellectual energy, they searched vainly for
other means of furfillment. Mary's despair and agony arise
from the inability to utilize trer mentar facul-ties and to
find a kindred being to whom she can communicate her
"troubled spirit" (44). The writing in her "Iittle book,'

reveals the sense of disenchantment with her present lot and

her yearning for a fuller life:
Surely any thing like happiness is madness!"...I

try to pierce the gloom, and find a resting-place,
where my thirst of knowledEe will be gratified,
and my ardent affections find an object to fix
them. Every thing material must change; happiness

and this fluctuating principle is noi:

compatibte. (47)

Mary's definition of happiness is representative of the
attitude of the romantic revolutionaries. For them; the

ideal life consisted not only of the furfirtment of romantic
love, buL also of the gratification of intelrectual passion,

what Mary call_s her "thirst of knowledge. " It was not
enouEh to haver €rs Mary had, money and time for superficial
ruxuries. rt was equally important for women to have the
ability and the opportunity to express their beliefs and

their opinions to an enlightened audience.
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A FEMININE ENDING

Wollstonecraft does not devote much time to the

conclusion of the novel. Mary ends abruptly and rather

briefly. After Henry's death, Mary never again finds the

same kind of tra,opiness she enjoyed with him. She feels the

same disgust for her husband, yet promises to live with him,

if he witt permit her to pass one year, travelling by

herself. After the year elapses, Mary consoles herself by

making the estate into smal1 farms, establishing

"manufactori€s, " visiting the sick and ttre o1d, and

educating the young. Though these "occupations engrossed her

mind;...there were hours when all her former woes woutd

return and haunt her" (67).

Wollstonecraft could have finished her novel with the

traditional happy ending of matrimony by getting rid of

Mary's husband and having her marry Henry, the "man of

learning" (27). Instead the auttror cl-oses her f irst novel

with a rather ambiguous line: "[MaryJ thought she was

hastening to that world where there is neither marrying, nor

giving in marriage" (58). Del-iberately avoiding a precise

event as a wedding or the the finality of an actual death,

the book ends with Mary contemplating, and waiting for some

kind of rel-ease from her tife.3 Wollstonecraft resists

the more definite, more common finish for a more open-ended

one. Waiting implies a continuation of life, and ttrus, for
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Mary, more endurance and suffering.

This ending, like many others written by the roniantic

revolutionary noverists, is truer to the experience of women

than the finite closed conclusions often preferred by mare

writers. For this ending reflects the unresolved and

ongoing conflict between the female search for
serf-furfillment and the social expectations of wonen as

wife, mother or mistress. rn traditionar narratives the

quest for intellectual and spirituar accomprishments is in
nosL cases subservient to the enchantment of romance and

eventuar marriage. wollstonecraft resists the iniaginative
gratification of a love story in order to rnake her readers

aware of the tension, the dilemmas, inherent in these

socially assigned places for women. Her ending points out

that Mary is not and will never be ha,opy with her lirnited
rol-e as Char]es' wi f e.

Though -Uary is not a typical novel of the romantic
revolutionary writers, it shares many of the characteristics
and the ideals of their novels. rt is perhaps shorter and

less developed in terms of prot and character ttran rnost, but
its main interest, a woman seeking for ernotionar, mental and

spirituar satisfaction, is characteristic of these worlcs. rt
uses the genre of a romance novel to put forth revolutionary
ideas about the needs of women, their limited functions in
society, and their perception of an ideal man.

In the context of women's literature, Mary is iinportant
in a number of ways. rt articulates female consciousness,
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and expresses women's desire for self-fulfillment. rn its
depiction of a married woman on a search for self and a
quest for happiness, it challenges the orthodox assumption

that marriage is the urtimate goar and haven for every
woman. rn its creation of a heroine who does not abide bv

the rules of the dominant ideorogy, it revorutionizes
conventional conceptions of woman. But most important of
a1r, it showed the possibirities of using the woman's

experience as the basis for the production of a fictional
work.
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11. Tfre WronEs of Woqran: gr, Maria.

While the heroine of Marv, A Fiction suffers from

mental and spiritual malnutrition, the heroine of

Wollstonecraft's last novel, @ (f799),

undergoes all forms of deprivation, including emotional and

physical ones. As the titl_e suggests, the book is a

conscious attempt to fictionalize and thematize

wollstonecraft's ideas about the injustices or "wrongs" from

which women suffer. Modelled after wilriam Godwin's Things

As Thev*ALg; 9{, T_e AdVentures oJ Caleb (L794),

the pright of woman is inLensified, indeed deriberatery

exaggerated, to achieve its purpose.

Godwin's novel restates in a fictional mode the central
concerns of his Enquiry Concerninq political Justice (fZgS),

that a1I man-made institutions are radically corrupt.
Following his example, Iriollst.onecraft translated her

argurnents f rom !,__V_ia_{iga!ion of the R1g!-!s.'_o-f_ Wqryeq Q79Z)

into fiction. Her "main objectr " she says in the Author's
Preface, is to exhibit "the misery and oppression, peculiar
to women, that arise out of the partial laws and customs of

society" (72). she betieves that the story "ought rather to
be considered, ds of woman, than of an individual" (73). Her

novel shows that wrongs, thoug-h "necessarily various,,' are

directed to women of all classes (74).
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The Prison as Metaphor: Actual izaLion and Thematization

The inirones -of womag is an explicit thematization of the

heroine's observation: "Was not the world a vast prison,

and women born slaves?" (79). The story opens with Ivlaria

confined in a madhouse 4 by her husband so he can control

her property. Like Mary, Maria suffers from her excessive

sensibility; both heroines are unhappy because of their
incompatible marriage foolishly made in youth. lvtaria

rearizes too late that she has promised to obey a man who is
an irresponsible gambler, a drinker, and a lover of vulgar
women. After tolerating her husband's many excesses,

including his attempt to use her as payment for a debt,

Maria decides to free herself from hiin and run away. But

she is "hunted like an infected beast" and like "a criminal
from prace to prace" by him till she is finarly rocked up

(L78, 196).

The novel beginsr ds Mary Poovey notes, in medias res
("Gender of Genres," ff4). Unlike Marv, A Fiction which

moves from a kind of innocence to experience, The_lilrongs o.f

weeq.n opens with the heroine's having to reassess herself
and the society she lives in because of her many negative
experiences. The read.er is prunged into a situation where,

like Maria, she has to judge for herself; to make meaning

out of essentially ctraotic and incongruous elements
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presented by the narrative. She has to orient herself

temporally and spatially in a text which has seemingly not

taken the reader into account in its ordering processes. In

effect, the reader's initial confusion parallels that of

Maria' s di sorientation.

In the opening scene, Maria wakes to find herself in a

"mansion of despairr " a madhouse, described as a Gothic

castle. Maria's companions are "terrific inhabitants, whose

groans and strrieks were...such tones of misery as carry a

dreadful certainty directly to the heart." (75). The horror

intended by the description is physically real as well as

psychological: "The retreating shadows of former sorrows

rushed back in a gloomy train, and seemed to be pictured on

the walls of her prison, magnified by the state of mind in

which they were viewed" (75). Marilyn Butler says, "Godwin

and Mary Wollstonecraft were drawn to the Gothic, because it

had developed powerful images for conveying the idea of an

oppressive, coercive environment....not for exploring life

within the individual, but the clash between the victirnized

individual and the social institution" ( "Woman at the

Window, " I:134) . For Wollstonecraft, the prison-like asylum

represents the oppressive restriction of an individual, in

particular, that of woman. Maria's confinement is an

exaggerated case of a husband's tyranny, as the auLhor

wishes to show the injustice of a society which limits

women, regardless of their capability, to domestic duties

and frivolous arts. For Maria as for most women, the
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restriction is physicalr ds well as social and

psychological.

Wollstonecraft had confronted this problem earlier in A
(L792). rn this her most

famous polemical work, she objects to the restrictive and

circumscribed education of girls. She contends that "if

[woman] be not prepared by education to become the companion

of man, she will stop the progress of knowledge and virtue;

for truth must be common to all, oy it will be inefficacious

with respect to its influence on general practice" (2O). For

Wollstonecraft, "true dignity and human happiness

consists...both of mind and body" (34). She betieves in

treating women "like rational creatures" (Z+'1, instead of

"mere animals...mere propagators of fools" (35). Women are

limited, "dependent on men in the various relations of life"

(:21 because the "only way [they] can rise in the world [is]

by marriage" (36).

In @ Wotlstonecraft shows that this

dependency can cause a kind of imprisonment. It leads to

the considerable abuse of women by men. Maria's story

exposes the injust.ices perloetrated on women of the niddle

class which were legal under the judicial system of the late

eighteenth century. Once married, Maria realizes that she

"had been caught in a trap, and caged for life" (t++1. She

Ioses control of her property, her person and even her

child. She has to tolerate neglect, i11-treatment, and

emotional degradation. Her husband, George Venables,
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"appeared to have l-ittIe relish for Iher] societyr,, except
when he needed her money for his "fraud.ulent speculations,,
(L45, 155). Maria cannot share with him her enthusiasn for
the theatre or for society. she has to endure in silence
his fondness for "wantons of the lowest crass,' (146), and

his frequent d.runkenness. she articulates the injustice of
the "double standard" of sexuar morality in society:

A man would only be expected Lo maintain; yes,
barely grant a subsistence, to a woman rendered
odious by habitual intoxication; but who wout-d ex_

pect him, or think it possible to love her?...
whilst woman, weak in reason, impotent in wir1, is
required to moralize, sentimentalize herself to
stone, and pine her life away, labourinE to reform
her embruted mate. He may even spend in dissipa-
tion, and intemperancei the very intem.oerance

which renders him so hatefur, her property, and by
stinting her expences, not permit her to beguile
in society, a wearisome, joyl,:ss 1ife,. for over
their mutua] fortune she has ,:ro power, it must alr
pass through his hand. (154)

Though she possessed a smarl fortune, r,Iaria discovers that
"marriage had bastilled Iher] for 1ife,, (fSS). Instead of
being able to enjoy "the various pleasures existence
affords, " she felt ,'fettered by the partial lawsr,, so that
"this fair globe was to [her] an universal blank,, (155;.

Yet Maria's story is only one of many examples of
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the powerl-essness of women of different backgrounds under
the social and legal system. Her novel is structured so
that the metaphor of the world as a prison for women is not
only literalized in the story, but also actualized in ttre
text' static compared to the works of Defoe, Fielding or
smollett which are characterized by activity, bustle and
movement, wollstonecraft's last novel confines read.er,
writer and narrator in a dungeon-like private madhouse. They
are forced to listen to story after story of injustice and
atrocity told by various femare voices. Rather than having
a linear prot structure which ad.vances from one J-ogical
point to another, the plot of the @ moves in a
circularr w€b-like fashion, confronting the same problem in
various ways again and again.
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Faral-lel Diegesis: Jemima's Case

Juxtaposed to Maria's first person narrative is the
account of Jemima, Maria's prison warden. Jemima,s s.ory,
unlike Maria's, is anti-romantic and completely
unsentimental. An illegitimate chird born of a poor servant
gir1, Jemima's whole life has been a series of
exploitations, particularry of her sexuality. Raped and
impregnated by her master at sixteen, Jemima is used by one
man after another. She says: "f was, in fact, born a

slave, and chained by infamy to sr-avery during the whore of
existence, without havinE any companions to alreviate it by
sympathyr or teach me how to rise above it by their example,,
(fOe1. Brought up in poverty, without affection and without
education, Jemima seems to have survived only by sheer
willpower and her animar-rike instincts. she describes
herself as "the filching cat, the ravenous dog, the dumb

brute" (to5). wollstonecraft displaces the sentimental- rnyth
of the "fortunate" orphan--the most famous one being
Fielding's Tom Jones--who, though born without sociar
sanction, manages to become integrated into the comrnunity by
some chance or good fortune by the end of the novel. Jemima,
on the other hand, remains an outcast throughout her life:
she is "an egg dropped on the sand; a pauper by nature,
hunted from family to family, who belonged to nobody,, (f06).

To complicate matters further, Jemima is born a woman.
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women have virtually no means of becoming self-sufficient
and self-supporting except, perhaps, through prostitution.
Jemima' in order to subsist, works as a servant, becomes a
kept mistress, and then a washerwoman. She comments on the
"wretchedness of situation peculiar to [her] sex,,: ,,A man
with half my industry, and., r may say, abilities, could have
procured a decent livelihood, and discharged some of the
duties which knit mankind together; whilst l, who had
acquired a taste for the rational, ...the virtuous
enjoyments of life, was cast aside as the filth of society,,
(1rs-6).

Jemima's story illustrates the stark realities of a
l-ife based on one's sexuality. whereas in novels by inale
authorsr such as Defoe's Moll Flanders and Roxana or
cl-e1and's Fannv Hill; the mistresses of pleasure are
depicted as enjoying their trades and gaining financial
success, wollstonecraft's narrative shows only the
"wretched.ness and depravity,,, the misery of a life based on
the brutal_ appetites of man (fOO;. Jemima tells Maria and
another inmate, llenry Darnford: ,'r...yielded to the desires
of the brutes f met, with...detestation....I have since read.
in novels of the brandishments of seduction, but r hao not
even the pleasure of being enticed into vice,, (109).

As well as being sexuarly abused, Jenima is stricken
with poverty. Itrilling to do the "most menial bodiry
labour, " she still experiences difficurty in findinq.
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employment because of her "tainted" reputation (rr+;.
wollstonecraft does not believe that ,,poverty is no evir,,,
as llannah More in her did (f f S).5
Darnford says that "though riches may fair to produce
proportionate happinessr poverty most commonly excrudes it,
by shutting up all the avenues to improvement,, (115). Maria
cannot see what could possibly consist of the ,'pecuriar

happiness of indigence, " believing it to be nothing but
"brutal rest" (It41. poverty restricts and timi_ts human

capability: "The mind is necessarily imprisoned in its own
tittle tenement; - - -The book of knowledge is crosery clasped,
against those who must. fulfil their daily task of severe
manual- rabour or die; and curiosity, rarery excited by
thought or information, seldom moves on the stagnate lake of
ignorance" (f 14). Jemima echoes this belief : ,,Ithe poor]
have not time to reason or refrect to any extent t ot minds
sufficiently exercised to adopt the principles of action,
which form perhaps the only basis of content.ment in every
station" (114-5 ) .

Poovey feels that wor-lstonecraft does not make fulr use
of Jemima's tale. She writes;

Jemima's story--which is a radicar, indeed feminist,
story--has the potential to calr_ into question both the
organizational principles of bourgeois society and
the sentimentarism that perpetuates romantic idear_lsm.
For the anarchy inplicit in Jemima's brief assertion of
female sexuality combines with the stark rear_ism of the
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narrative to expl0de the assurnptions that tie female
sexuality to romance and thus to the institutions men

traditionally control- But wollstonecraft does not
develop the revolutionary im.olications of Jemima,s
narrative. fnstead, her story is quickly,
ostentatiously, suppressed (Lady, -f 04 ) .

Against this criticism that wolrstonecraft was not wirling
to renounce the "bourgeois institution of marriage', and ,,the

romantic expectations that motivate Maria,' (ro+;, r wou]d
argue that wollstonecraft was writing a work of ficLion,
showing "things as they are.,' She was not proposing
solutions to the problem here, nor was she writing of things
as they ought to be. r would also argue that articuration
is a form of action. wollstonecraft, in writing her novel,
in fact, exposes the serious limitations of traditionalry
male-controlled insti tutions.

f ndeed, even in her Bighls of Womal, trr/ollstonecraft
never cal.s for the aborition of the institution of
marriage. she only advocates change in the system of the
education of girls in order that women may better furfill
their rores as wives and nothers. she says: ,'f f marriage
be the cement of society, mankind should all be educated
after the same modelr or the intercourse of the sexes wirl
never deserve the name of fell0wship, nor will women ever
fulfil the peculiar duties of their sex, till they become
enlightened citizens. . . " (Riqhts of Woman, 350 ) .

Poovey's charg'e of wolr-stonecraft,s sentimentalism and
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romantic expectations is more problematic. As we have seen
in her early work; Maryf A Fictiog, wolrstonecraft does not
fully resolve the difficulty. Romantic idear_ism can
disappoint, as Maria is ultimately neglected by her 1over,
Darnford, but it is also a source of joy and happiness,
albeit temporarily. rn the context of her other writings,
we know that she does not think that women should rely
solely on their sentiments. In Riqhts of Woman stre warns
girls against the kind of romantic expectations found in
novels, saying that "women who have fostered a romantic
unnatural dericacy of feeling, waste their rives in
imagining how happy they should have been with a husband who

courd rove them with a fervid increasing affection every
day" (401. she also believes that women are ',subjected by
ignorance to their sensation,' (SSZ;. Women are ',amused by
the reveries of the stupid noverists who work up tares,,,
with "sentimentar jargon," and "d.raw the heart aside from
its daily duties" (387;. As a novelist, she would not have
wanted to perpetuate this tendency. Though woll_stonecraft
does not end the novel with Jemima's desorate story, she

does not finish it with the ful-fillment of the heroine's
romantic dreams either. As it stands, the Jemima digression
serves as a strong reminder of "the oppressed state of
women" (fZO).
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Like the other writers of the 179os, wor_rstonecraft was

torn between different values, that of the o1d and the neh/

order, as she lived in what Michel Foucault cal_rs the ,oeriod
of change from a classical to a modern episteme" For
Foucault; the classical episteme is based on representation,
where "words [are] all_oted the task and t]re power of
'representing thought"' (za1, while in modernity, words
"rediscover[] ttreir ancient, enigmatic density, ....words
become a text to be loroken down, so as to alrow that other
meaning hidden in them to emerge and becone crearry visibre,'
(304).

fn her nover-, wollstonecraft seems to be trying to come

to terms wittr this change in the way of thinking. Botir
Maria and Jemima question the traditionar meaning of not
only words, but of actions and of appearances. John p.
McGowan explains why there was a need to look behind
appearances and actions at this time of transition from what
he cal1s classical sense to romantic sensibility:

Cl-assical_ 'sense, constituted a worl-d in which
things could be arranged spatially and visually.
A thing's appearance and its place displayed its
neaning. To know a thing, to locate its relation
to other things, !{as to read wtrat is presented to
the eye- socialry, rank and dress functioned as
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the spatial and visuar demonstration of the indi-
vidual' s identity. .. .Romantic, sensibility, .. .es_
capes the senses, especially sight. The deeps of
feeling, the hidden heart, remain a secret to the
outside observer. A great gap opens up between
appearances and the true neaning of a person or
thir:'. The most important facts, the truly deter-
nining meanings, must be searched out, with little
regard for how things appear. Where the classical
world is characterized by clarity and light, the
romantic world is mysterious and dark . (2_3)

rn The wronqs of womaq both lr{aria and Jemima place more
importance on romantic interiority than on cr_assical
appearance' For Maria it is no ronger enough just to pJ_ay

the rore of the dutiful wife. rn accepting Darnford ,,as her
husbandr...protector and eternal friendr,, she chooses to be
truthful to self rather than to keep u.o farse appearances to
society (fSa;.

Because she var-ues honesty over public opinion, she is
castigated by society- wor-r-stonecraft describes the
circumstances with irony:

She visited some ladies with whom she trad
formerly been intimate, but was refused admi-ttance
and at the o,oera, or Ranelagh, they coul_d not
recollect her. Among these ladies there were
some, not her most. intimate acquaintance, who
generally supposed to avail themselves of the
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cloke of rnarriage, to conceal a mode of conduct,
that wourd for ever have damned their fame, had

they been innocent, seduced girls. (tOZ1

Maria wourd rather suffer the consequences of being an

outcast, rather than be forced to pretend to love a husband
she did not respect. she disagrees with morarists who

"insist that women ought to, and can rove their husbands,
because it is their duty" (fS:;. For Maria as for
worrstonecraft, it is not enough that a woman yields to the
ardour of her rover "out of sheer compassion, or to promote
a frigid plan of future comfort" (153). According to Maria,
these "good women, in the ordinary acceptation of the
phrase," Isic] do not have those "finely fashioned nerves,
which render the senses exquisite. They may possess

tenderness; but they want that fire of the imagination,
which produces active sensibility, and positive virtue',
(153) - rndeed-, dt one point she cond.emns ,,women [whoj only
submit in appearance, and forfeit their own respect to
secure their reputation in the world" (fSZ).

Jemima, on the other hand, discovers early that so

cal1ed respectable people have the same ,,brutal appetite,' as

the wretches she meets on the streets (fOZ;. At sixteen,
her master seduces her whil-e his "family were at a methodist
meeting" (fOC;. Thereafter, she neets many other
"gentlemen" who only appear to be of good character. These

use her when they need her, but afterwards ignore her when

she is in trouble. For example, a rnan who ,'was an advocate
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for unequivocal sincerity; and had often.. .decanted on ttre
evil-s which arise from society from the despotism of rank

and riches" (113-4) would only lecture at. Jemima on the "lot.
of man to submit to certain privations" instead of helping
her when she was s't.arving (f fa). Finally, weary of always

being "branded with shame" (ll4), Jemima, out of respect. for
herself, renounces the rife of prostitution and seeks the

employment of the private asylum.

Though they are from different ranks of society, both

wonen learn to question the meaning of words. what do words

such as ttlover " tthappinessr " "virtuer t, ,'respecL,,' ,tmiseryr,t

"madnessr " mean in relation to an individual, in retation to
society? By the end of the novel, Maria begins to believe
that "we see what we wish, and make a world of our own--and,

though reality may soinetinres open a door to misery, yet the
moments of happiness procured by the imagination, in&!r

without a paradox, be reckoned among the sorid comforts of
1ife" (189).

Though unable to futly reconcire this division between

appearance and one's sense of truth, worlstonecraft does

rely on her "imagination" to aid her. As a novelist, she

shows her view that it is worthwhil-e to adhere to one,s

beliefs rattrer than give in to public opinion. Maria inay

have been unjustly condemned by the judge who decided on her
case, but her lifer ds reco::ded in the memoirs to her
daughter, is a testament of the strength of strong
convictions. Jemima, too, in the narrating of her story,
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Echoing l"laria' s pl-ight: Other Femal-e Voices

wol-lstonecraft uses repetition as a structural device.
Maria is not the only tyrannized wife in the novel. within
her diegesis are voices of other narrators; the wornen she
encounters tell her tales which echo her own. The weaving
back and forth of the same tale reinforces wolrstonecraft,s
point: that the history of Maria's oppression is to be
considered that of alr women rather than that of an
individual.

Earry on in the nover Maria listens to the singing of
"a lovely maniac, just brought into an adjoining chamber,,
(BB)' Ir{aria is frightened by the woman,s,,unconnected
exclamations" and ,,f its of laughterr so horrid;,, and f inds
out that the wretch ,'had been married, against ?rer
inclination; to a rich o1d man, extremely jealous...i and
that, in consequence of his treatment, or sornething which
hung on her mind, she had, during her first lying-in, lost
her senses" (BB; - Though the story may see'n inerodramatic,
it is similar to the short married life of Mary
Wollstonecraft,s sis.L.er, E1iza. Married in October L782 to
Meridith Bishop, Eliza had a chi]d, and then suffered ,an
acute post partum breakdown, (Wardle; 25, 26). Mary
persuaded Eliza to run away from her husband, and the couple
never reunited.

an exainple of the

In The Wronqs of Wolnan, the story serves as
extent of psychological damage that can
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result fron .oarental greed and the use of a daughter as a

commodity for exchange and for self-aggrandizement. rn A

Wollstonecraft wrices:
"Parental affectiono is, perhaps; the blindest modification
of perverse self-love. " rt is "but a pretext to tyrannize
where it can be done with impunity,' (Sfe-01. The story of
the "poor naniacr " a creature, who, unlike Maria, actually
does go mad, is only one of the many variations, sfightly
intensified, of the heroine's plight.

Another story of woman's oppression is recounted ro
Maria when she seeks shelter from her husband. The lady who

owns the haberdasher shop where Maria conceals herself does

not bel-ieve that ivlaria can ever get away, because ,'when a

woman was once married, she must bear everyttring" (rzo1.

Maria observes that. "Her pale facer orr which appeared a

thousand haggard lines and delving wrinklesr produced by

what is emphatically termed fretting, inforced her
remark...She toiled from morning till night; yet her husband

would rob the till-, and take away the money reserved for
paying bills; and, returning home drunk, he would beat her
if she chanced to offend him, though she had a child at the
breast" (170-l7L). Despite this maltreatment, the woman

still considered "her dear Johnny" to be "her master" (t7l).
Maria compares the "despotic" rure of the woman to a,,slave
in the West Indies" (l7I).

There are many similarities between the haberdasher

lady and Maria's narrative. Like the despotic ruIer, Mr.
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Venables, Maria's husband, extorts large sums of money from

Maria for his gambling debts. Like Johnny, Mr. Venables is
a habitual drinker and meets Maria regularly at the

breakfast table with a "squalIid appearancer " a squeanish

stomach "produced by the last night's intemperance" (L47).

Her description of Mr. Venables, "lolling in an arm-chair,

in a dirty powdering gown, soiled 1inen, ungartered

stockings, and tangled hair, yawning and stretching himself"
(t+11, is reminiscent of the second plate of Hogarth's
Marriqqe d Ia Mode (nelly, 225, n.l). Like the satiric
painter, wollstonecraft sees through bourgeois gentility and

customs, depicting the sordid, seamy aspects of fashionable

marriages.

The story of the haberdasher lady, then, is a

microcosm, a tr"rise:ejx=ahlane, of the central issues of the

novel. The compressed narrative, the tale within the Lale,

reinforces, restates, and echoes the heroine's plight. Lest

her readers think that l{aria's story is unusual,

worl-stonecraft deliberately repeats the same problems over

and over with various female characters. Though she uses

ttre basic form of a sentimental nove1, Wollstonecraft
restructures the genre to suit the purposes of her

didacticism. Not one of the narratives in The wrongs of
woman ends wittr the tradit.ional fairy tare-1ike ending. A1r

show ttre restrictive predicament of women under society's
legal system.

Maria hears of yet another tale of female oppression
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when she once more searches for new lodginEs. This

landlady, like the haberdasher lady, has accepted tl.e

situation and can only reiterate the traditional maxims

t.aught to women: "Women must be submissiver...Indeed what

could most women do? -vrlho had they to maintain them, but

their husbands?" (tla-l'1 . Her story illustrates the

problems of women and the property laws: a married woman's

property was virtually at 'ner husband's disposal (i<etty,

228). She tetl-s Maria of how "she had been used in the

world"; She had saved a -tittle money in service, and then

was "over-persuaded...to marry ...a footman" (L77). She

continues:

My trusband got acquainted with an impudent sluL,

who chose to live on other people's means--and

then all went to rack and ruin. He ran in debt to

buy her fine clothes,...and...signed an execution

on my very goods, bought with the money I worked

so hard to get; and they came and took rny bed froin

under me....

I sought for a service again...but he used to

follow me, and kick up such a riot when he was

drunk, that I could not keep a place; nalr he even

stole my clothes, and pawned ttrem; and when I went

to the pawnbroker'sr,..they said, 'It was all as

one, my husband had a right to whatever I

had.' (L77)

The story goes on much as before: her husband strips her of
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her goods, Ieaves her when "tttere was nothing more to be

had, ,' and ttren comes back again after stre establishes

herself somewhere else (fZA1. As the intradiegetic

listener, Maria's reaction to ttre tale: "Why should I dwell

on similar incidents" (fZa1 signats to the readers the

appropriate response to the text. We are meant to see, and

,draw our own conclusions frorn the similarities between the

landlady's story and Maria's narrative. Their social

situations may be different, but as women they face the same

kind of probten. For this reason, Maria concludes that when

one is "born a woman, " one is "born to suffer" (f81 ) " In

the memoirs addressed to her daugtrter she writes that "I

feel...acute1y the various ills my sex are fated to bear--I

feel that the evils they are subject to endure degrade them

so far below their oppressorsr ds almost to justify their

tyrannyt leading at the same time superficial reasoners to

term ttrat weakness Ltte cause, which is only the consequence

of strort-sighted despotism" ( f Bl ) .
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Resisting the Sentimental End

Though the Wronss of Woman is unfinished, the short

hints gathered by Godwin "respecting the plan of the

remainder of the work" show that Wollstonecraft rejected the

happily-ever-after conclusion prevalent in the sentimental

novels of the day (ZOO1. Darnford, the sensitive prison

inmat.e possessing a "bewitching frankness of nature" (93),

who strares Maria's passion for Rousseau, would have been an

ideal lover and hero figure for Maria. The novel could have

ended with their happy union. Butr ds Poovey puts it,

I,{ollstonecraft fears that "the products of the creative

imagination...will- have the effects on readers that

Rousseau's Julie has on Maria: engaging their readers'

imaginations, fictions disengage those readers from life,

eliciting imaginative identification, they feed wishful

fantasies insteacl of initiating political action" ( "Gender, "

L2O). lrlhat Wollstonecraft wants from her readers is

indignation and reaction, not romantic, vicarious pleasure.

Hence, @ culminates in an ardent but

articulate plea for the rights of the female sex. First,

Maria decries the inst.itution of marriage and the laws which

"force women...to sign a contract, which renders them

dependent on ttre caprice of the tyrant, whom choice or

necessity has appointed to regin over t?rem" (195). Secondly,

ivlaria argues for the right of a wife wtro leaves her husband
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to be treated as a human being and not a crininal: "she

must be allowed to consult her conscience, and regulate her

conduct, in some degree, by her own sense of right" (f97).

Maria claims "a divorce, and the liberty of enjoying, free

from molestation, Lherl fortune" (198).

The judge dismisses Maria's claims as "French

principles" and as an excuse for infidelity (fOO;. I{e felt,

as Dr. Gregory did in his A Father'g Leqacy to his

Pgg$-te_rs, that a "virtuous woman" should have no thougtrt of

her feelings, ds "it was her duty to love and obey ttre man

chosen by her parents and relations" (199). Aside from

reforms in property laws and laws regarding marriag€s, what

Wollstonecraft is arguing for here is the right of a woman

to be honest, to present her true self to her society,

instead of, as most women do, "practising insinceriLyr " and

intrigues (toz1.

Wollstonecraft shows that society has come to a point

where there is no longer a one to one relation between

language and being, that words do not necessarily mean what

they appear to represent. There is a schism, in Saussurian

terms, between the signifier and the signified. fn this

case, I,laria questions the meaning of the word 'honour': "If ,

instead of openly livinE with her lover, she could have

condescended to caII into play a thousand arts, wtrich,

degrading in her own mind, might have allowed the people who

were not deceived, to pretend to be so, she would trave been

caressed and treated like an honourable woman. 'And Brutus
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is an honourable man!' said Mark-Antony with equal

sincerity" (tOZ1. The importance attached to a woman's

superficial reputation had been attacked by wollstonecraft
in the Riqhts of._l,Vomaq. ]n this earlier work she says that.

so much stress on "behaviour and outward observances...only

produce a kind of insipid decency" in women (292-3).

In Foucault's terms, Wollstonecraft is contending with
the crassical system of judgement by outward appearances and

the modern system of romantic, individual intuition of
truth. In the Biqhts of Wornan she re.oudiates the notion
that "respect for the opinion of the world... [is] the
principal duty of woman" (283). She disagrees with
Rousseau, whom she quotes as saying: 'A man. . . secure in his
own good conduct, depends only on himself, and may brave the

public opinion; but a woman, in behaving weII, perfoms but
half her dutyr ds what is thought of her, is as important Lo

her as what she really is' (283). For Wollstonecraft, "Lhis
regarcl for reputation" is "the grand source of female

depravity" (283 ) .

In The Wronqs of Woman, Maria's valorization of the

feelings of her heart over her reputation does not bring her

"uninterrupted felicity, " but it does bring her much

happiness; "The real affections of life, when they are

allowed to burst forth, are buds pregnant with joy and aII
the sweet emotions of the soult yet they branch out with
wil-d ease, unlike the artificiar forms of felicity" (r92-3).

The conclusion of the novel, though in outline form,
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suggests that after this period of romance, Darnford proves

unfaithful, and that Maria subsequently attempts suicide.

Darnford, though the "most tender, sympathizing creature in
the world" had a "volatility in his manner" (192), unlike

Rousseau's St. Preux, the "demi-god of [i,naria's] f ancy" (89) .

As Poovey suggests; the narrator's ironic description of

I'laria's emotional surrender to hiin shows the "shrewd

awareness that 'romantic expectations' often do not

correspond to real possibilities" (poovey, Lady, 97).

Woll-stonecraft does not wanL Maria to leave one man onty to
run into the arms of another because she realizes that
because of the way things are, it. is almost. inevitable that
history will repeat itself;

By not allowing Maria to live out her romant.ic

idealism, Woll-stonecraft keeps her narrative from

disintegrating into another senLiinental novel with a comic

end. Her dialectical novel is meant to show the problems

inherent in the institution of marriage, and the injustice
of the lega1 system to women. A romantic ending would be

artistically pleasing, but would be ineffectual, politically
and ideologicatly. Her fiction was not writ.ten to provide

insubstantial soluLions to the emotional yearnings of her

feinale readers; therefotre, she resists artificial
resolutions and aesthetic closures. Instead, the Wrongs of

W-ollan ends where it. had begun, in the midst of troubles and

thwarted prospects. Unfinished" it incites its readers to

action, and challenges them to devise solutions to essential
social problems.
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Notes to Chapter I

1 S.., for example, the biographies by Ralph M.
Eleanor Flexner, craire Tomalin and Emily sunstein.
In his Author's preface Richardson says that
"is proposed as an examplar to her sex,, (I, xiv).

1S

Pittts

Kathryn Al1en Rabuzzi, in TIU> Saqfed and _the

seabury, L9B2), talks about the ,,static waiting patttern,, of
women as a "mode of being, " As quoted by Josephine Donovan,
"Toward a Women's poetics,,,

Literature III. L_2 (rge+), LO2.
A- Though primarily about the nineteenth-centurv

woman writer, Gilbert and Gubar,s observations about madness
and imprisonrnent cour-d equally apply to wol.r-stonecraft. rn
The l'adwoman in the Attic Gir-bert and Gubar argue that
"dramati-zations of imprisonment and. escape...represent a
uniquely female tradition in this period,,(g5). They bel-ieve
that though nineteenth-century male writers also ,,used.

imagery of enclosure and escaper,, women authors ,,reflect the
literal reality of their own confinement in the constraints
they depict. - - -women seem forced to rive more intimately
with the metaphors they have created,, (86_87).

\" Gary I(eI11r points out that Wollstonecraft
probably referring to the controversy surrounding
attempt to reform the poor Laws in L796_7, 22Ln.

(Wew york:
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Chapter II

MARY HAYS

Mary Hays (r760-1943), a woman inter_lectual far ahead
of her contemporaries, is remembered. more for her notorious,
and largely unjust, reputation than for her literary
ef forts- rn a letter to R.obert southey dated sat. 25.
1800-.lan-, an irascible samuel Taylor coleridge writes: ,,of

l4iss Hay's intellect I do not think so highly, as you, at
rather, to speak sincerely, r think, not contemptuously, but
certainly very despectively thereof.--yet r think you rikely
in this case to have judged better than r--for to hear a
Thing, ugly & petticoated, ex-sytlogize a God with
cold-blooded precision, & attempt to run Rerigion thro, the
body with an lcicte...f do not end.ure it!,, fgggger€, 563).
Hays was the subject of severar caricatures in fiction at
the end of the century- rn charles L10yd's Ednund oliver
(rzgs) which satirizes coreridge and the English Jacobins,
Hays appears as Lady Gertrude Sinclair. fn addition, a
cruel portrait of Hays exists in the character called
Bridgetina Botherim; the heroine of Elizabeth Hamilton,s

(IBO0), a novel which mocks
those "who read the novels and metaphysics of the school of
Rousseau and Godwin and a,bsorb their doctrines,, (Mor_er,
2o2). Hays is also incr-uded in the ,,blasptremous band,' of
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Irilollstonecraftians who were attacked by the Reverend Richard
Po1whele' s The*U_ns_exl_q_Egafee ( t?gg ) .

Hays must have had an extraordinary personality or must
have had very unorthodox ideas to have created such a
sensation in her time. As a rnatter of fact, she did possess
both these qualities. Like wolrstonecraft, she was a rebel
and associated with revorutionary thinkers: Rationar
Dissenters such as Joseph priestley, Theophilus r,indsey,
John Disney; and later the circle of inter_lectuals who met
at ,Joseph Johnson's home, including Thomas paine, Thomas
I{orcroft, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, wirliam Godwin and l,Iary
I'rrolrstonecraft- i{ith them she shared the ,,new phil0sophy,,,
believing in ideals such as the common ownership of
''roperty, absolute personal equality, the ur_timate
perfectibility of human nature, and the freedom from the
restraint of marriage (luria, Bioqraphr,, 24g). With these
novel notions, it is no wonder that she provoked hostile
reacti ons.

Hays' most controversial works were written in the
I790s: gqqeprt ngq,afk.s.g" .q, EIpeqlg4qy

lf-lgt), Letters and

etgZ), Ue:nqirs,pE _E_nma

courtney (L796 ), 4Il appegl@itain in Beharf
l QlOal , and The Victim of pre judicg (L7gg) .

Saddened by the death of her friend, Mary Wollstonecraft, in
L797, and wounded by charles Lloyd's vicious srandering of
her in their r-ondon circr-e, Hays red a ress pubric rife as
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the century drew to a close. After IBOO Hays becarne more
subdued even in her writings. Though she wrote a good deal_,
her works are less polemicar, ress explicitly contentiousry
feminist than her earlier ones. In 1803, she published

;in
1804, she reworked Henry Brooke's educationar novel inro
Hr-.Y*ql-i-4!g!i----o-t -q !-a_le .o_f_-rggth; in rB0B, The Foor of

sons; The
Brothers in 1815; Eggl in 1g17; and
ryeltrolrq _qf a_uegnF in t82t.
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i. I4gmoirs of Emma Courtnev

rn an article on nover writing published in the Monthl,i
Maqazine of September L7g7, Mary Hays, in defense of her
work, expresses her criterion for good novels. she says
that novels shourd arouse and instill rather than dictate,
and disagrees with sanuel Johnson, who, in his Ranbr_er essay
of lularch 3I, 1750, "on Modern Fictionr,, thought that
characters in novers should be exemplary nodels. 

'ebelieved that for the sake of the young, who read books as
"lectures of cond,uct", "the best exampres onry shourd be
exhibited (zz). For Hays, a good novel ought to serve the
purposes of truth and philosophy, but it does not
necessarily have to be moralistic: A nove|s object is ,,to
describe life and manners in real or probable situations, to
delineate the human mind in endless varieties; to develop
the heart, to paint the passions, to trace the springs of
action, to interest the imagination, exercise the
af fections, and awaken the powers of the mind.,,1 she
judges a novel excelr-ent if the author at.tentivery observes
mankind' exhibits acute discernment, exquisite moral
sensibility and shows an intimate acquaintance with human
passi"ons and powers.

Hays' first novel, (L7g6) ,
made her "something of an authority on the contemporary
novel" (Luria, ,'rntroduction,,,Emma gourtney, Ir f1). It
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exemplifies many of her ideas about novel writing, and, in
particular, it shows how a novel could be used to irrustrate
a "truth', or a "philosophy.', f n the preface, Hays
reiterates her belief that "the most interesting, and the
most useful , fictions, are,, ones that ,,delineat[e] the
progress, dod trac[e] the consequences, of one strong,
indulged, passion, or prejudice,,, as they ,,af ford materials,
by which the phil0sopher may carcur-ate the powers of the
human mind, and r-earn the springs which set it in motion,,
(f, 5)" The subject of Emma Courtnev is excessive
sensibility or over-indulged feeling, a sentiment which Flays
sees as "hackneyed in this species of composition,
consequently more difficult to treat with any degree of
originality" (t, 6). yet the novel enjoyed a certain amount
of success in its tine. The review of Emma Courtnev in the
l'ionthly Magq4JIg of January L7g7 reads: ,,Miss Hays, Emma

courtney, written to show the danger of indulging extreme
sensibility, is an interesting and instructive performance
abounding with just and liberal sentiments, and evidently
the production of a we]r-cultivated and enlighteneo mind,,
(rrl, 47).

Hays tells her readers that her heroine is not an
idear; instead, she is "a human being, loving virtue while
enslaved by passion, r-iabre to the mistakes and weaknesses
of our fragile nature" (I, g). She says that Emma,s errors
are "the offspring of sensibility,. and that the resul-t of
her hazardous experiment is calculated t.o operate as a
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warning, rather than an example,' (t, g). The form of
fictional- memoirs or autobiography forces the writer to look
over the events of her past, evaluate and reassess them in
the light of the present, and come to some coherent
expranation of how her life came to be the way it is. unlike
a novel in the form of a "history, " the temporal structure
of the fictional memoirs involves the orderlngn decoding and
reworking of experience, real or irnaginary. rn this
semi-autobiographical work, Hays traces Emma,s life from her
early childhood, accepting the Godwinian notion that ,,Lhe

characters of men originate in their external- circumstances,,
(political uTustice, 27). Hays, like Woll-stonecraft,
believes that one is a product of one,s external
circumstances, and that recognition and identification of
the situations which cause one's emotions or habits are the
first steps toward one's amelioration. she quotes the French
philosopher Helvetius: "und.erstanding, and tarents, Iare]
nothing more, in men' than the produce of their desires, and

particular situations" (I, 5).
The memoirs are addressed to the young Augustus Harley,

the son of the Augustus with whom Emma fa11s in rove. Though

we do not see much of his reactions to the inemoirs, he

functions as a kind of intradiegetic reader t or reader
within the text. Emma recounts her rife in the hope of
preventing him from making the same mistakes that she did.
she tel1s him: "r have unforded the errors of my past
life--r have traced them to their source--r have laid bare
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my mind before you, that the experiments which have been
made upon it may be beneficial to yours!', (tl, 2L7-218). The

five carefurly embedded ]etters--two at the beginning of the
nover, one in the middre, and two at the end--constitute a

rnoral frame through which the reader views Emma,s tal_e of
excessive feering and uncontrorled passion. By so placing
the letters, Hays never lets the reader forget that Emna's
rather chaotic and frenzied tale of passion is subordinate
to the sober lessons it. teaches; first to Emma, then to
Augustus, and Hays hoped, at last to the read.er. Though

passion prevails in the bulk of the novel, reason and good

sense begin and end it. Hays, then, attempts to ,'paint the
passions, to trace the springs of action...and awaken the
powers of the mindr " as she believed novels should do.

The opening letters to young Augustus contain the
essential "truttr" or l,:urpose of the novel. Emma counsels
her adopted "son" with the words: ',Exercise your
understanding,r think freely, invest.igate every opinion,
disdain the rust of antiquity, raise systems, invent
hypotheses, and, by tire absurdities they involve, seize on

the clue of truth. Rouse the nobler energies of your mind.,.

be not the slave of your passions, neither dream of
eradicating them" (f, 4). These are the precepts by which
Emma has learned to rive. rn her own case, she has arrived
"at truth through many painfur mistakes and consequent
sufferings" (r, 6). she therefore urges both the fictional
read.er, Augustus, and the real readers of the memoirs to
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"Iearn, then, frorn the incidents of my 1ife...a more

striking and affecting lesson then abstract philosophy can

ever afford" (t, 6-7).
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The Dangerous prevalence of Imagination

To indulge the power of fiction, and send imagina-
tion out upon the wing, is often the sport of
those who delight too much in silent specuration.

Samuel Johnson. RAsgqlas

In Menoirs of._F$m?_Courlr.:ey Hays reiterates Godwin,s
doctrine of philosophic necessity which is based on the
Locke-Hartley tradition2: "Every man is born with
sensation, with the aptitude of receiving impressions; the
force of those impressions depends on a thousand
circumstances, over which he has little poweri these
circumstances form the mind, and determine the future
character. We are a1l- the creatures of education...,, (t,
4). When Emma reviews the events of her life, ,,they

convince [her] of the irresistible power of circumstances,
modifying and controuling our characters, and introducing,
mechanically, those associations and habits which rnake us

what we are; for without outward impressions we shour_d be

nothing" (r, 7).

Two of the most important factors which shape Emma's

life and make her do the things she does are her solitary
habits and her love of reading. rndeed, Emma courtnev is
very much a tale about the Johnsonian fear of the poetic
fancy or imagination. Hays, like Johnson, cautions her
readers against the predominance of imagination over reason,
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especially in individuals who spend much time in solitude.
The epigraph of the nover is a quotation from Rousseau about

seclusion: "The perceptions of persons in retirement are
very different from those of people in the great world:
their passions, being differently modified, are differently
expressed; their imaginations, constantry impressed by the
same objects, are more violentl-y affected. .. " Emma grows up

more fond of books than anything e"l_se. As her mother oied
at childbirth, Emma is left to the care of an aunt and an

uncle, both avid readers. Mrs. Melmoth ,'had great
sensibility, ...and a refined and romantic manner of
thinking, acquired from the perusal of the ord romances,',

while l4r. Melmoth, while not exactly resembling ',an orlando,
or an Oroondatesr ...was fond of readingr,' and "was a
tolerabre proficient in the be1les lettres, and could, on

occasion, quote Shakespeare, scribble poetry, and even

philosophize with pope and Bolingbroke,' (I, ll).
rnfluenced by her indulgent guardians, Emna becoines

fascinated with books and their ability to excite emotion.
vrThen her aunt relates stories from the "Arabian Nights,
Turkish Tales, and other works of like marvellous import,',
Emma listens with "ever new delight', (I, 16). She says:

"the more they excited vivid emotions, the more wonderful
they were, the greater was my transport: they became my

favourite amusement, and produced, in my young mind, a

strong desire of learning to read the books which contained
such enctranting stories of entertainment" (r, 16-r7). At
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six, Emma "read aroud before companyr...learned to recite
verses, " and began to think herself "a wonderful scholar,,
(r, L7).

Like many children, Emma tries to make fiction into
reality through pray acting: "rn my sports with my

companions, r acted over what r had read: r was alternately
the valiant knight--the gentle damsel--the adventurous

mariner--the daring robber--the courteous lover--and the
airy coquet" (f, IB). But her obsession with the
imaginative world seems unusuarly powerful; ,'stories were

still my passion, and r sighed for a romance that would
never end" (I, 18). After the death of her uncle, Emma

consoles herself by reading. she subscribes to a

circulating library, and, without much attention to
selection, devours "ten to fourteen novels in a week,' (f,
26) .

when her father finarly decides to take an interest in
her, he soon discovers that her "imagination had been left
to wander unrestrained in the fairy fields of fiction" (r,
3r). i{e tel1s her: "your fancy requires a rein rather than
a spur. Your studies, tor the future, must be of a soberer
nature t oy r shall have you mistake my varet for a prince irr
disguise, my house for a haunted castle, and my rational
care for your future welfare for barbarous tyranny,' (r, 32).
Ironically, not long after Emma becomes an orphan, she

neglects to follow the advice of her guardians, and rets the
"illusions of imagination', take over (t, 45).



96

Transgressing the Boundaries of the Romance

with her knowledge greaned from her fancifur reading
and with very rittle first-hand experience of the real
world, Emma, at age nineteen, is given a "smalr- pittance,' of
a thousand pounds as her inheritance, and is left to fend
for herself (t, 54). As a poor, naive orphan, Emma bears a

close resemblance to the heroines of conventional
?romance,- but unlike them she does not go on to meet and

marry the man of her dreams. rnstead Hays uses Ernrna ro
show the sort of probrems that besgfige an intelrigentr |oung
woman of the time. Hays' nover, like her essays and other
publications, argues that change is needed in the education
of young girls if they are to become reasonabte beings and

useful members of the community. Emma courtney is an

irlustration of the negative resurts of the existing system.

l'{ot wishing to create another sentimental romancer }et
intending to reach the genre's largely female audience, flays
uses the form but does not follow its more or less
prescribed formura. she does not let Emma's beauty and

charm lead her to nuptial briss and everrasting love.
rnstead, she deconstructs the fantasy of the fiction by

showing the opportunistic, materialistic way of the real
world. Earry on in the novel, I"lr. courtney advises Emma not
to "trust" marriage at the moment, as ,'in the existing stat.e
of things, [marriage] must of necessity be an affair of



finance....mere meriL, wit, or beauty, stand in
powerful auxiliaries" (I, 5l). In the course of
Emma learns that the ideals of the fictional
world--matrimonial bliss, friendship, sincerity,
virtue--have significantly different meanings in
contemporary social world.

61

need of more

the book,

the

Two small incidents quickly intitiate the sentimental
Emma into the customs and the way of thinking of worldry
society. At the Mortons, her relations with whom she is to
stay, Emma offers to instruct the chil-dren "in the rudinents
either of music, drawing, French t ot any other
accomplishment" (I, 62). This desire to be of some "active
and useful employment" is misconstrued by Mrs. Morton as

"vanity" on Emma's part (t, 62,63). Mrs. Morton desires no

"interference" in such an ,'important task,' (I, 63).
similarly, her friendship with the philosopher Mr. Francis
is mistaken for "partial', sentiments (I, 7B). Because Emna

enjoys Mr. Francis' company and conversation more than other
people's, she is censured. Mr. Morton says: "you are but
littre acquainted, Emma, with the customs of society; ttrere
is a great indecorum in a young rady's making these
distinctions" (I, 78). In dealing with society, it. is nor
enough that one's intentions are pure and sincere; one has

to foll-ow that society's rules and fashions.
Through Emma's naivety, Hays shows some of the problems

encountered by one unfaniriar with the socially understood,
but unwritten codes. As a girr nurtured. from youth by
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novels and romances, Emma begins to see discrepancies

between the ideals found in books and the practices of the

real world. She questions the system of values which

underlies the society of the late eighteenth century. The

romantic Emma, who is "accustomed to speak and act from

[her] convictions, " and is "Iitt1e solicitous respecting the

opinion of others" (Ir 68), must learn to live in a society

in which what Foucault calls "classical" values--where a

thing's appearance and its place displayed meaning--stiIl

prevail. Like Wollstonecraft's works of. fiction, Hays'

novel shows the difficulties of living and adjusting Lo

society' s artificial standards.

Emma's most daring venture and, in the end, her biggest

blunder, is the open acknowledgement of her love for

Augustus Harley. Again, this mistake stems from her

romantic notions of love and passion and the fact that she

values sincerity over the "rules sanctioned by usage, by

prejudice, by expediency" (1, 156-7). Susceptible to

fantasy, Emma falls in love with an ideal rather than a inan.

Before she meets Augustus, she confesses warm feelings for

him because of her strong friendship with his mother: "Cut

off fron the society of mankind, and unable to expound rny

sensations, all the strong affections of my soul seemed

concentrated to a single point. Without being conscious of

it myself, my grat.eful love for Mrs. Harley had, already, by

a transition easy to be traced by a philosophic mind,

transferred itself to her son. He was the St. Preux, the
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Emilius, of my sleeping and waking reveries." (t, 1f3).

This passion, bordering on excessive, originates very

much from Emma's reading and her romantic notions. Earlier,
Emma had been transported by the "H6loise of Rousseaur "

seeing it as a "dangerous, enchanting, work" (I, 4L). The

French novel, also about the conflicts of reason and

passion, is an interesting intertext of Emma Courlne]'. Emma,

Iike H61oise, is willing to give hersel-f up wholly to a man

who is not her husband. Emma, and perhaps Hays, is excited

by the idea of love which involves an active participation

on the woman's part. Hays' novel explores and articulates a

woman's passion and sexuality in a relationship which is not

the one sanctioned by society. Hays develops her novel

around Emma's strong emotions--a single woman's yearning for

a man who has expressed nothing but friendship for
trer--outside of marriage, in a love which transgresses

society's norms and codes. On reading Rousseau, Emma feels

"pleasure [which] approached the limits of pain" (I, 4L).

She says: "it was tumult--all the ardour of my character was

excited" (I, 4L). Rousseau's novel, like Emma's story, is

about a kind of forbidden lover dfl attachment verging on
Aadulterv.'

Both Rousseau's H-dloise and Hays' Emma admire men who,

for them, embody knowledge and learning. Just as Hdloise

falls in love with her tutor, Emma is infatuated with her

"preceptor," the man who aids her in the learning of

"astronomy and philosophy...languages, " "a general knowledge
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of the principles, and philosophy, of criticism and grammar,

and of the rules of composition" (t, f39). Together they

acquire "new truttr, " and enjoy music, drawing, conversation

and reading hel,Leg_tet-treq (I, f39). Emma describes their

relationstrip as "the feast of reason, and the ftow of souls"

(I, f39). This adoration of the teacher figure, according

to E11en Moers in Literary Women, is the "feminist's fantasy

of perfect love--foolistr perhaps, but the result of pride

rather than humility. The heroine...is ambitious. She

intends to improve herself spiritually by association with

the superior male" (157).

Emma, then, is unlike other treroines in the novels of

the eighteenttr century. She is a woinan who desires Lo

explore and acquire the things which men usually possess,

what Gina Luria calls the "twin sources of masculine power:

knowledge and sex" (eioqraphy, 297). Emna's reading has not

only enriched trer mind, but also made her aware of her

sexuality, as she says at one point, "I am neittrer a

philosopher, nor a heroine--but a woman, to whom education

has given a sexual character" (Il, 53). Hays' novel shows

the frustrations of an enlightened woman, of one who has

"risen superior to the generality of Itfre] oppressed sex"

(lI, 53). Instead of being able to use the powers that she

does acquire, Emma can only lament the "customs of society"

which have "enslaved, enervated, and degraded woman" ( I,
7L) .
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Appeal to the Men of Great Britain in Behalf of Women

One of ttre most important "truths" whictr Hays stresses

in Emma Courtney is the unjust limitation of women's

capabilities. In her novel and her feminist t.racts, Letters

and Essavs, Moral_and Miscellaneous (1793); and Appeal tg
(1798), Hays

reiterates her opinion that women suffer from a kind of

mental bondage. Like Wollstonecraft, who also uses prison

metaphors to show this subjugation, Hays says that the

"female mind" is "enslavedr " and believes that "the

understandings of women have been chained down to frivolity
and tri f les" LEg_ge)as , 20) .

In T,e.ttersi,and*Esisalrs Hays quotes George Dyer who says

that "The truth is, ttre modes of education, and ttre customs

of society are degrading to the feinale character, and the

tyranny of custom is sometimes worse than the tyranny of

government" (ff1. In Emmq Courtney this idea is illustrated
when the orptraned Emma finds that "the snall pittance

bequeathed to [ner] was insufficient to preserve [her] froin

dependence" (t, 54). While her mind "panted for freedom,

for social intercourse, for scenes in motionr " the customs

of society, her situation as a fortuneless, single wonran did

not allow these possibil-ities (t, 54). Emma exclaims:

"Cruel prejudices!...Wtry was I not educated for commerce,
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for a profession, for labour? Why have I been rendered

feeble and delicate by bodily constraint, and fastidious by

artif icial ref inement? Whry are we bound, by the habits of
society...why do we suffer ourselves to be confined within a

nagic circle, without daring, by a magnanimous effort, to
dissolve the barbarous spell?" (I, 55). Though Emma, unlike

wollstonecraft's Jemimal is educated and comes from an upper

class family, when searching for a means of subsistence, her

plight. is the same as any other woman's. Her complaint.

echoes Jemima's in The_*W:eonq€ of_llorLan: "Active,

industrious, willing to employ my faculties in any wdy, by

which f might procure an honest independence, I beheld no

path open to me, but that to which my spirit could not

submit--the degradation of servitude" (II, l48-9). Hays's

novel-, like Wollstonecraft's, is an appeal and a call for

reform on behalf of women.

Ilays, like Wollstonecraft, recognizes that the customs

of society, did not give women a chance to develop their
talents and skills. she believes in opening up more trades

and occupations to womenr €rs they were capable of doing nuch

more than they were traditionally allowed. In Letters and.

Essays she writes, "It is time for degraded woman to assert

?rer right t.o reason...The f rivolity and voluptuousness,

which they have hitherto been educat.ed, have had a large

share in the general corruption of manners; this frivotity
the sensible vindicator of our rights justly attributes to
the entire dependence, in which we are trained. young women
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without fortunes, if they do not chance to marry...have

scarce any other resource than in servitude t ot

prostitution. I never see, without indignation, those

trades, which ought to be appropriated to women, alinost

entirely engrossed by men, haberdashery, millinery, and even

mantua-making" (84-5). Had Emma been given the chance to
employ herself in a useful manner, she would not have been

so much a-t the rnercy of the men she encounters.

In Hays' opinion, the restrictions on women result in
the un?realthy fostering of their sensibility, emotionality
and dependency. Emma finds that the "necessary avocat.ions

of [her] sex, " the "insipid routine of heartless, mindless,

intercourse...the childish vanity of varying external
ornaments" are insufficient to engross, to satisfy, the

active, aspiring mind" (I, f6B). She feels that "while men

pursue interest, honor, pleasure, as accords with their
several dispositions, women, who have too much delicacy,
sense, and spirit to degrade themselves by the vilest of all
interchanges, remain insulated beings, and must be cont.ent

tamely to look oil, without taking any part in the great

though often absurd and tragical, drama of life. Ilence the

eccentricities of conduct, with which women of superior

minds have been accused.--the struggles...of an ardent

spirit, denied a scope for its exertions! The strong

feelings, and strong energies...forced back, and pent up,

ravage and destroy the mind which gave them birth!" (t,
169). This struggle of pent-up emotions, caused by social
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restrictions as well as her isolation and her reading, is

precisely what Emma experiences in the novel. Hays'

depiction of Emma!s foolish, excessive love for Augustus is

meant t.o illustrabe the consequences of the unnatural

confinement and limitation of woman.

In her Appeal to the Men of Great Britain Hays restates

this problem. She feels that ambition, "this passion to

distinguish, . .. this rage to exce1, " is laudable in man, but

"when applied to woman it commonly receives the denomination

of vanity, or at best of pride" (77). Thus, women are

"compelled...to adopt a conduct they cannot approve of, nor

feel easy and natural; and are restrained. .. from the

exercise of one more congenial to the rights of human

nature" (78). Women are "Driven and excluded from what are

commonly esteemed the consequential offices of Iife;

denied...any political existencei and literary talents and

acquirements...regarded rather with contempt or jealousy,

than meeting with encouragement and applausei " there is

"nothing...left for them, but domestic duties, and

superficial accomplishments and vaniLies." It is not

surprising that they lay "aside dull precept" and "give

loose rein to their passions, and plunge headlong into folly

and dissipation" (82). Hays analyzes women's situation in

order to understand and so alter their behaviour. In

attempting to examine the circumstances that control and

mal<e us what we are, she shows her belief in the

possibilities of change and of reform.
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Excess as RebelIion

Gina Luria observes that Emma is an "antithesis of

Clarissa Harlowe. f n terms of trer personal ethos, ctrasLity

is as philosophically irrelevant as the ties of blood and

the privileges of rank and wealth" ( "Biography, " 29L) .

Compared to the novels of the early part of the centuryr

Emma Courtnev is indeed revolutionary and different in a

number of ways. Though still a kind of romance, the work

subverts many conventions of the genre. For example, the

heroine does not end up inarrying the man she adores, but

someone else, an inferior suitor. Purity in the novel is

defined in terms of sincerity of intentionsr ds opposed to

sexual chastity on the woman's part. Structurally, the

novel does not follow a linear progression, but moves in a

circular or spiral course. The saine issues are repeated

over and over to stress their urgency and importance. Emma

is a heroine of the new order: educated, intelligent,

outspoken, and passionate. Hays uses her novel, with its

excesses, its strong contradictions and innovations, to make

a statement, to show that a change, a reorganization, is

needed at society's most basic level.

For people such as Coleridge, Elizabeth Hamilton, and

the Reverend Richard PolwheIe, suctr a reformation of

manners was unwelcome and troublesome. What they objected

to and ridiculed most in Hays and in the novel was the

combination of learning and love in a woman. For Emma
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possessed both knowledge and sexuality, and was not the

least bit afraid nor hesitant about using ttrem. when she

realizes her feelings for Augustus, she writes him many

passionate, eloquent. letters, expressing her true sentiments

for him. She "makes no apologies for" her affection, because

she says, "An attachment sanctioned by nature, reason and

virtue; ennobles the mind capable of conceiving and

cherishing it: of such an attachment a corrupt heart is
utterly incapable" (t, 161). Again and again she demands to
be recognized as a thinking and feeling woman: "I am not

ashamed of being a human being; nor blush to own myself

liable to 'the shakes and agues of his fragile nature.' I
have ever spoken, and acted, from the genuine dictates of a

mind swayed, dt the time, by its own views and propensities"
(tI, 13). Because Augustus! benefactor will not allow

Augustus to marry without losing his legacy, Emma even

offers herself to ?rer beloved without the bonds of
matrimony: she is willing to let trer affection triumph" over

[her] prudence" (II, 65).

What Hays succeeded in doing in Emma Courtney was, in
part, to break down; to blur, the artificial distinctions of
gender differentiation constructed by society. The shocking

thing about Emma's proposit.ions stems from the fact ttrat. she

is a woman. A -T:ovelace woul-d not have been condemned for
expressing his adoration of a lady, nor for his willingness
to have an amourous affair with her. Hays' novel created an

outrage because she, in fact, used the sentinental novel to
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transgress ttre boundaries allocated to women by the

male-dominated culture. In real life as well as in fiction,
a woman's feelings about love and sex were allowed ano would

have been discussed only within the restrictive institution
of the patriarchal hoine and family. Hays infringed on the

male right to courtship and selection, in her own infat.uated

pursuit of William Frend 5 and in her fictional rendition

of the relationship in Emma Courtney.

That Emma herself was aware of her excess is evident in
her lettersl She acknowledges that she has "indulged t.oo

long the wild and extravagant chimeras of a romantic

irnagination" (I, 180). She pleads with Augustus to respond

to her avowals of affection. She says: "My sensibility,
originally acute, from having been too much exercised, has

become nearly morbid, and has almost unfitted me for an

inhabitant of the world" (lt, 30). Stre reminds him that her

devotion is an exceptional one: "you have rejected an

attachment originating in ttre trighest, the puresto

principles--you have thrown fron you a heart of exquisile

sensibility" (tl, 3f). While Emma realizes that this
excessive feeling is not typical or acceptable beiraviour in
society, she nonetheless continues to indulge in her

extravagant passion. For her, it was a way of rebelling
against control and against established customs. Nourishing

her ardor became a means of defiance, a triumphant

manifestation of her refusal to submit to restraints imposed

by man.
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Ending: The Triumph of Moderation and Reason

By the end of the novel, Emma comes to realize the

folly of her passion. She finds out that Augustus is

already secretly married to another, and that she had been

"unconsciously, and perseveringly" trying to "geduce the

affections of a husband from his wife" (ll, 91). This

realizaLion is accompanied by a reformation of manners on

Emma's part. Once and for all, her sense triumphs over her

sensibility. She blames Augustus for not telling her the

whole truth earlier, because she says: "virtue Iis] but a

calculation of the consequences of our actions....Virtue can

exist only in a mind capable of taking comprehensive views.

How criminal, then, is ignorance" (lI, 9L-2). She would not

have so conducted herself had she known ttre facts.

Like Wollstonecraft, Ilays is of the opinion that a

woman's ignorance is the cause of muctr unhappiness and

wrongdoing. In trer heroine's case, the ignorance stems from

a lack of information. But in most other instances, woman's

incapacit.y for judicious and prudent action results from her

imperfect education. In @ she points out

that "Coercive ineasures may have a restraining ef fect for a

time, but can never subdue an untractable spirit: it is

only by engaging the affections, and enlarging the

understanding; that the heart can be meliorated or

principles be forrned" (68). She sees virtue as active and
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not merely "the absence of gross vice" (81). It is "sense,

and spirit with humanity, and rnust be the result of

reflection, and fixed principle" (81). In writing Emma

Courtney she intends trer readers to be moved to reason and

virtue not through didactic preaching, but through a

development of their sympathy and understanding.

After her experience, Emma tries to live her life
according to reason and moderation rather than passion. She

strengthens her mind, exercises her understanding, and

rend.ers herself serviceable to her husband in order to still
"the importunate suggestions of a heart too exquisitely
sensibte" (II, 161). She realizes that her "first
att.achment was the morbid excess of a distempered

irnagination" ( tt, 163 ) and says that "we are guilty of vice

and sel-fishness when we yield ourselves up to unbounded

desires, and suffer our hearts to be wholly absorbed by one

object, however ineritorious that object. may be" (II , L64).

EIer brief departure from a life governed completely by

reason occurs when chance throws the beloved Augustus in ]rer

way once more. Augustus' revelation that he did love her

causes much tumult and emotion in Emma, so much so that "in
[her] delirium Ishe] had incessantly" called upon tris name

(lt, 187). But trer sensibif ity no longer rules ?rer actions.

She recovers from her illness and is able to perform her

duties as a wife and mottrer. In fact, this time, it is her

husband, Montague; who gives in and acts according to his
jealousy and passion. I-Iis melodramatic conduct towards



rt0

Emma, towards the servant girl, Rachel, whom he seduced, the

killing of Lhe infant and tris own suicide are all examples

of the kind of actions Emma was in danger of doing, but did

not actually commit.

Like other romantic revolutionary women writers, Hays

does not end her novel with the traditional closing of death

or marriage. After all the frenzyt Emma Courtnev closes

with the heroine's aging: "The frost of a premature age

sheds its snows upon my temples, the ravages of a sickly

mind shake my tottering frame" (fI , 2LB). Emma has survived

both her lover and her ?rusband, and is the one responsible

for bringing up trer own daughter and Augustus' son. Her

youthful passions and energies are now channelled into

maternal affections, as she desires her son to be "escaped

from the tyranny of the passions, restored to reason, to the

vigor of his mind; to self controul; to the dignity of

active, intrepid, virtue" (II, 22O).

Valuable though this lesson may be, what is more

signif icant in Hays's f irst novel is that it attentpts to

revolutionize man's consciousness. In not indulging in the

gratification of traditional female romantic

dreams--marriage with an ideal man--Hays' novel suggests

that matrimony is not the solution to every woman's

problems. The man who Emma believed was the incarnation of

perfection turns out far from exemplary: he is not only a

1iar, but a coward, as he fails to tell Emma the truth about

tris marital status. Fenale quest in the novel ends not with
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romance, but with an unconventional mother and child dyad.

Mothering and the concern for the education of youth

culminates the story. Emma's ability to perform her

rnaternal and pedagogical duties implies that a woman's

reliance on self and reason, rather than on a husband and

romance, is one possible answer to some of the issues and

questions about woman's role in society raised in the

narrative.

Furthermore, through its depiction of one woman's

alienation and suffering, her struggle with the customs of

the world, Emma Sourtney articulates female desire for
knowledge, for l-ove and sexual passion, for freedom and

autonomy, and the opportunity to express oneself. Its
innovative use of the sentimental romance shows the

possibilities in using a feminine discourse 'to communicate

woman's experience, her dreams and visions. Most

importantly, Hays challenged the restrictive boundaries for
women creaLed by the patriarchal society by writing about

the kinds of things not allowed to ttre "fair sex."
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bTotes to Chapter I I

I* As quoted by Burton Pollin, 279.
t- In "Of ldeas in General, and their Original, " An.

Essav Concerninq Humafi_ Unjefstanding John Locke argues that

"a11 materials of reason and knowledge" are derived from

experience. He says3 "Our observation, employed either

about external sensible objects t ot about the internal

operations of our minds, perceived and reflected on by

ourselves, is that which supplies our understandings with

all the materials of thinking. These two are the fountains

of knowledge, from whence all the ideas we have, oy can

naturally have, do spring."

Half a century later in his Ollervatioqs on Man (L749),

David liartley developed the main outlines of associat.ionist

psyctrology, explaining the specific ways in which ideas are

combined or 'associated' with one another, Hartley analyzed

the formation of aI1 huinan character by circumstances,

through the universal principle of Association, and the

consequent unlimited possibility of improving the moral and

intellectual condition of mankind by education. He

attempted t.o dissect "affections and passions...by reversing

the steps of the associations which concur to form them. "

This might then teach us "how to cherish and improve good

ones, check and root out such as are mischievous and

immoral." (as qta. by Gina Luria, "Hays: Biographyr" 303).
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3 So*" orphan-heroines who end up with not only a

husband but a sizeable fortune at the end of the novel are:

Fanny Burney's Evelina (tlla1, Ann Radcliffe's Emily St.
Aubert in (I79a) t and

Charlotte Smith's Emmeline, ot the Orphan of the Castlc:

(rzea).
4' See, for example; Tony Tanner's ctrapt.er on La-

NouVelle H6loise in his AduLtery--in th.e N.o:zel.
5 ,n her biography, Luria says that Hays had a

"one-sided 'romance' wittr William Frend." As her heroine

Emma did to Augustus, Flays "wrote Frend at length expressing

trer passion" (f O 1.
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Chapter III

HHLEI$ MARIA WILLIAMS

The most zealous and loya1 supporter of the French

Revolution among the women novelists was Helen Maria

Williams (L762?-L827). In The Enqli.F.h.lgovel in the

@ Robert D. l4ayo describes her as

"something of a rage, " and states that she "remained for
more than ten years the principal interpreter and popular

spokesman for political- changes in the neighboring republic"
(259). Ironically, her love of liberty, her close

association and involvement with the radical factions,
especially the Girondists, contributed to her fame and then

later became the reason for trer unpopularity and infamy in
England.

Until the early L79Os Williams was on her way to

becoming one of London's most fashionable Iiterary figures.

She had pubtished several poems which were well received. In
An Ode-to Peacs (f 783), P_e-:cu- i7B4), and The Slave Trad_e

(1788), trer tove of freedom and peace manifests itsel-f in
her support of slaves and conquered Indians in peru. Her

only novel, Juliq, and her Letters Written in France in the

Summer of 1790 both came out in 1790. The last work is not

so much a collection of letters as "an animated medley of
anecdote, gossip and hearsayr personal impressions, reports
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published in the papers, and summaries of political events,

the whole presented in the form of an epistolary chronicle.

It is also a'Tour', in the then-fashionable manner of such

works" (Mayo, 260).

As to her personal charm we have several testimonies.

In L7B7 the youthful Wordsworth paid tribute to her in a

poem called "On Seeing Miss Helen Maria Williams Weep at a

Tale of Distress." t{er naine appeared on the list of guests

invited to Hester Lynch Thra1e Piozzi's concert in February

L789. Others at the gathering and in the same circle
included General Pao1i, Dr: Lot, Mrs. Byron, Mrs. Lewis,

Lady Flesketh, the Greattreeds, the Siddons, the Kembles, llrs.
Garrick, Mr. Greville and Hannah More (Cfifford, piozz\,

334). In L789, Mrs. Pi-ozzi refered to Williams several

times in her diary. Musing about women and popular poets,

she writes: "I do think Helen Maria I,{illiams has distanced

all her conpetitors in Lines upon the Slave Trade"

(tsatderston; Thraliana, 730). Again in May she reflects:
"How the Women do shine of late! Miss Williams' Ode orr

Otaheite. . . " (748). Still pleased with Williarns in early
January L79L, she records: "We have had sone pretty People

about us this X'mas....Helen Maria Williams whose nensive

Look and loveliness of Manner engages every one's i,tt*"tion
while her Talents render her extremely respectable" (794).

However, in the following years, the London literati
became antagonistic towards Williams and attacked her for
her support of the French, as well as for her itlicit.
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relationship with ttre unhappify married John Hurford Stone.

llorace V'Ialpole called her a "scribbling trollop," while the

Gentlegan's Maqaz pronounced that "she has debased her

sex, her heart, trer feelings;" r

Polwtrele described her as "an intemperate advocate of Gallic

licentiousness. " Even Mrs. Piozzi, by L794, was inOignant

with her friend. On receiving a letter from Wilfiams, stte

did not answer, remarking: "I had...discretion enough not

to correspond with a profess'd Jacobine resident at Paris"

(895). On February 1, L795, Mrs. Piozzi noted: "Helen

Maria WiIliarns tras totally lost frer cna{bter-as a woman, She

Iives with Mr. Stone tho' tre tras a wife alive" (910). Two

monLhs later, she pronounced her disapproval: " Helen Maria

Williams' Friends are all ashamed of her" (922) 
"

Janet M. Todd accounts for the shift of Williams'

popularity in her Introduction to L-e.-L@: "The

change in national feeling toward Will-iams reflects less irer

inconsistency than the inconsistency of trer English

detractors, and it was indeed trer inability to change her

opinions according to time and circumstance that caused the

trostility. The times had changed and pity for the

oppressed, applauded in I788, was regarded very differently

in 1798" (l). Williams' friends in England disapproved of

her continued enthusiasn and belief in the French Revolution

through its darker stages, the Reign of Terror" Boswell

struck out his description of her as "amiable" from the

Ttre Reverend Richaro

second edition of his =@. Anna Seward, an
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o1d correspondent of Williams, was appalled at her friend!s

blind devot.ion to France, "that land of carnage" (Todd, 5).

In 1803, Williams became the subject of even more abuse

because of her edit.ion of The Political and Confidential

CorrespandenceefL , aforgednanuscript

which she unsuspectingly bought from a bookseller. Her

republican sentiments were inappropriate and unwelcome to

English readers "partly no doubt because of the war hysteria

against France sweeping the country at the time" (Todd, B).

out of financial necessity, she continued to write and

publistr almost until her death Ln L827. But she never

regained the kind of acceptance she enjoyed in trer earlier

years.
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Julia A Novel

The Monthly Rei,z;L_erg praised Williams' only novel for its

"simple, affecting insLructive story, " "the richness and

brilliance of the similesr " and the "e1egant" poetry

throughout the work. The Critical Review was similarly

enthusiastic, commenLing on the "elegant and pleasing"

language, the "tender, pathetic, and pleasing" story, and

the "characters" and "conduct conceived in no uncommon

styte" (Luria, "IntroductJ-on, " J.{-ig-, I, 6 ) . As the reviews

suggest, Julia reads like another typical sentimental novel.

Written before I{illiams' ful1 involvement with ttre Frenctr

Revolution, for the most part, it is free from Gallic and

political opinions. It contains only one reference to the

situation on ttre continent3 one of Julia's admirers reads

her a poem written by "a friend lately arrived from France"

(II, 2L7). "The Bastitte, d Vision" describes Lhe horrors

of prison.

In the Advertisement l{illiams states that the novel is

about "the danger arising from the uncontrouled indulgence

of strong affections" (I, iii). The subject seems to be

identical to that of Hays' in Memoirs of Emrna Courtnev. Yet,

despite its sinilarities to Hays' and other women's novels

which deal primarily with the heroine's emotions and

feelings, Williams' work is different in a few subtle, but
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significant ways. First, unlike others written principally

to amuse the fair, :Lg!LC. contains a strong satiric attack

against the titled and the upper class. Like her more

famous contemporary ,Jane Austen, Williams describes the

aristocratic world with ironic detachment.2 Her Julia, is

comparable to Austen's works in more ways than one. Both

Williams and Aust.en see the contradictions inherent in human

experience--the ambiguity and confusion of appearance and

reality in the social- order; Both are concerned with their

heroine's development of sense and sensibility. Both

sat.irLze the manners of late eighteenth cenLury society not

so much in bitter anger, but with sympathy and humour. The

one significant difference in their novels is the resolution

of the conflict. In Austen's comedies, the sensitive and

intelligent heroine is usually rewarded at the end with
union with a deserving, worthy man. Thus, Elizabeth Bennet

marries Darcyi Emma Woodhouse, Mr. Knightley; Fanny Frice,

Edmund; and Anne E11iot, Captain Wentworth. The couples,

though they may not change society, stand for a kind of

redemption and regeneration. We are able to finish reading

AusLen novels with a feeling that all is well. In Williarns'

case, there is no such tidy answer or straightforward

coupling. Williams leaves her heroine unwedded, and the

aristocracy stilI degenerate.

Another way that JuIia is different from other

sentimental novels is Williams' careful use of digressions

and sub-pIots. Two stories involving two other women are
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worked into the novel: one to show Julia's charitabre
nature in contrast with the rest of high society; the other

to ilrustrate the fo1ly of war. Mrs. Meynell's life is an

example of Lhe degradation some women suffer while sophia

Herbert's tale demonstrates how women can become

peacemakers, creating harmony between fightinE men. Like

the ottrer romantic revolutionary novels, wilriams' is not

meant merely to entertain, but to express the author,s

opinions and ideas"

F"ina11y, the novel is different from conventional ones

in the resorution of the conflict. The romance between a

man and a woman is subordinated to the friendship between
.)

two femal-es.' williams highlights the positive aspects of
women's bonding in her depiction of the rerationship between

Julia and her cousin, charlotte. This quality in women was

not frequently portrayed in fiction by male writers.
Tompkins notes that too often men showed "disbelief...in the
capacity of women for friendship, Lhe serious conviction of
thinking men, wittr which some women agreed, that such a

relationship could not survive marriage" (145-6).

As well-, .J]lLb shows that the ultimate reward of the

female quest does not necessarily have to be either death or
marriage. Juria's comfortable life after Frederick's demise

attests to the fact that women can find satisfaction in
themselves and do not have to always be someone's wife.
This rejection of the romance ,nlot is innovative as it
offers an alternative vision, a different set of choices for
women.



L2L

Satiric Portraits: The Hypocritical Rich

Each in her own way, the romantic revolutionary

novefists criticized the customs and traditions of late

eighteenth century society. Wollstonecraft, in l4arv and in

Wrqngs of Woman, showed that there were serious flaws in the

institution of marriage and in the lega1 system. Hays

illustrated how women become excessively emotional ani-

passionate creatures because of the tack of meaningful

intellectual pursuits. In Williams the focus is on the

evils of fashionable city life: excessive wealth,

frivolity, shallowness of both feeling and cominitment.

Within such a rnilieu, even the innocent and virtuous can be

corrupted.

WilIiams' concern with social imperfections is shown by

the amount of time she devotes to depicting Julia's friends

and acquaintances in London. A good hundred pages pass

before the plot begins. This first part of the novel

illustrates the contrast between Julia's humble background,

and the chaos and materiality of city life. Mrs. Iulelbourne,

along with her daugtrter Mrs. Seymour and her husband, Mr.

Seynour, become symbols of the superficiality and

artificiality of urban existence. Their selfish and

opportunistic behaviour and their empty lives are meant to

be negative examples for the young heroine.

Mrs. l4elbourne is a prime specimen of fashionable

society. Her meanness and heartlessness A(t indicative of
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the general condition of this group of people. Though she

is wealthy, she is parsimonious: "She gave solTle alms to the

poor, because she thought a little charity was requisiLe to

secure a good place in heaven; but she found no duty more

difficutt" (r, B). With her friends she is deceitful- She

"could perceive alI their follies,...no foible escapeo her

accurate observation. . . .Whenever her visitors departed' they

were sure of being analyzed, and of having their defects

weighed in a rigorous scale" (r, 8-9). while she does not

1ie, Mrs. iulelbourne interpreted everything "the worst v'ray

possible...refusing to assign a good motive for any thing,

when a bad one could be found" (I, 9). Her servants stre

scolded "with little intermission, which she considered an

indispensairle part of the province of a good housewife" (t,

10). In short, she, like lago, could acknowledge "that it

was her nature's plague to spy into abuses" (I, f0).

Her daughter, Mrs. Seymour, is perhaps not so vicious,

but equally artif icial: "Vanity made her sel-f ish; for she

was so extravagantly fond of admiration, that, in the

continual pursuit of it, she could think only of herself"

(I, 2B-9). She affects sentiments, in order to be more

amiable and more interesting: "She spoke...in a plaintive

voice, and often complained of melancholy, but teft the

cause of it concealed...Sometimes, indeed, she smiled, ...but

the pensive cast of countenance quickly returned, and an

affected sj-gh explained the difficulty she felt in assuming

gaiety" ( r, 29-3o) .
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In l4rs. Seymour Williams creates a character whose

outward actions are completely incongruous with her inner

feeling. Every action becomes merely a show: "If she

carved at table, ot made tea, she did both with a sort of

slow and solemn movement, to convince the company that she

was in a frame of mind, from which it cost her a cruel

effort to descend to Lire common offices of life" (1, 30).

Like her mother, sire f inds excuses not to be charitable:

',stre could not hear an ltalian air without weeping; she

pitied the miseries of ttre poor in very pathetic language;

and lamented being obliged, in conformity to her situation

in tife, to spend much more ttran she wished upon dress,

which put it out of her power, in the account of her annual

expences, to reckon the claims of benevolence" (I, 30).

Ironically, her "1imited" income is the primary reason

why l4r. Seymour, an ambitious ptotter, married her: "He had

married Miss Melbourne, whOse person he did not adrnire, and

whose character tre disliked, because she had twenty thousand

pounds" (I, 53). Williams condemns this relationship and

marriage based on money and self-interest, rather than true

affection. Mr. and lv1rs. Seymour's Iives, though fuII of

social activity, are shown to be empty and shallow. Mr.

seymour, whom williams compares to " a swan gracefully

expanding his plumes of purest whiteness to the winds, and

carefully hiding his btack feet beneattr anottrer element" (I,

54) , ,'made love to every woman who had the attraction of

youth or beauty" (t, 55). He becomes a social villain in
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I{illiams' view--the epitome of insensitivity and hypocrisy:

"14r. Seymour possessed strong feelings, and his heart was

capable of tendernessi but ambition, and long commerce with

the world, had almost entirely blunted his sensibifity. . -.

Every acquaintance he made was with some interested view"

(r, 54).

These accounts not only function as satirical

portraits of London tife, but also form a context for

JuIia's story. Witliams isolates her heroine from London

society. Ju1ia is brought up in retirement under the

tutelage of her fattrer wtro possessed a "highly cultivated"

mind (t, 2). Unlike the coquettes of the metropolis who

divert themselves with "shopping and dress,

and...card-assemblies" (1, 56), Jul-ia "discovered at a very

early age a particular sensibility to poetry" and

appreciated the "beauties of nature" ( I, 13, 78) . She

represents, in short, innocence and natural goOdness. Her

emotional ties, to her father, her grandfather, and to her

cousin, Charlotte, are strong ones. They originate not frorrr

selfish motives, but from true affection and love. With her

grandfather, for example, JuIia "was ever ready to sacrifice

every wish, and every pleasure, to his ease and comfort" (I,

62) . Set against this background, tleen, is Julia's dilernma.

The problem she must deal with is not a simple one. She has

to ctroose happiness for herself or for another. Her

selection aligns her either wittr the egotistic, selfish

socialites or the sincere, generous folk.
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JuIia's Choice: Affective Relation or Rupture

Viltrat is interesting about the kinds of issues that colne

up in ttrese womenr s novels is that t'he problems are

woman-centered. That is not to say that the dilemmas that

Mary, Emma Courtney, or Julia Clifford face do not involve

men, but that they are intrinsically difficulties that

affect women rather than men. These difficulties are

different, and in some, perhaps subtle, ways more complex

ttran ones faced by heroines of the earlier part of the

century--those encountered by Pamela or Clarissa, for

example. Richardson's first two novels, though named after

the female protagonist, still very much define the heroine

in terms of patriarchal, male values. The women are viewed

primarily as daughters, mistresses, wives or potential

mothers by the male characters. Their function and

existence depend on how well- or how poorly they fulfill

these roles.

By contrast, in most of the novels discussed in this

study, women' s sense of self is not solely defined in terms

of their gender or sexuality. Vfl:ile it is true that they

are limited in various ways by their sex, they are

nevertheless shown to have capacities, interests, and

responsibilities apart from those which originate frorn their

being female or from their relations with men. The heroines

are autonomous human beings who search for the right. mode of

conduct , far meaning in life; they are not merely man's
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other half or his helpmate.

Hence, in Julia, Williams creates a character who is

essentialty a complete and independent being, a self who is

defined not primarily in terms of her beauty, femininity,

and delicdclr but in terms of her moral virtues, tter

emotional and intel-lectual capabilities. Julia is described

as possessing "Lhe powers of ttre understanding, and the

virtues of the heart: her sensibility was quick, trer

disposition affectionate, and her taste...attained an

uncommon degree of elegance and refinement" (I, 3). She has

imagination and understanding. At a very "ear1y age" she

discovered "a ,Darticular sensibility to poetry" ( t, r3 ) - As

well, she feels strong emotional attachments both to her

father, who cared about her enough to "underftake] himself

the ctrarge of her education" ( l, 2) , and to her cousin,

Charlotte who "tenderly loved" her (1, 5). This last tie

becomes important in the novel as from it stems Julia's

dilemma.

tn Williams' novel affection and friendship for another

of the same sex is clepicted as an irnportant and a positive

aspect of the heroine's life. The bond between Julia and

Charlotte dates back to their childhood years. They enjoy

each other's company and spend much tirne together. In fact,

in leaving London, Julia "Iamented nothing so much- -.as her

separation from Charlotte" (I, 57). The strength of this

friendshi,o is tested with the introduction of Chartotte's

suitor, Frederick Seymour, who later discovers an
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"unconquerable passion" for Julia (1, 116) -

significantly, in working out a resolution to the love

triangle, Viilliams does not follow the more masculine

tendencies of rivalry and competition. Though the heroine

is a more suitable partner for the male protagonist, she

does not simply supptant the ottrer girl's place for the

convenience of the plot. Instead Ju1ia's love and sense of

obligation to trer cousin inspires her to stifle her own

feelings for the man, and sacrifice her own happiness for

the domestic felicity of her cousin. The interest of more

'bhan half of ttre novel arises from tl. e treroine's ability or

inability to adhere to her decision.

This resolution to the conflict supports the ttreories

of recent feninist psychoanalysts such as Nancy Chodorow

who, in The Reproduction of Motherinq, argues thaL because

of their psychic maturation,4 women "grow up and reinain

more connected to ottters" Qll1. The roles which girls

learn are "more interpersonal, particularistic, and

affective than those which boys learn" (tll1. Feminine

personality comes to be based more on "retention and

continuity of external relationsl'ripsr " while masculine

personality comes "to be defnined more in terms of denial of

relation and connection" (f69). Because of their tendency

tO retain mgre ties, "women trave Ottrer resgurces and a

certain distance from their relationships to men" (198).

chodorow suggests that women "have a richer, ongoing inner

world to fall back orl, and that ttre men in their lives do
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not represent Lhe intensity and exclusivity that women

represent to men" (fOSI.

If Chodorow is correct, it rnay well be that women tend

to deal with relationships in terms of accomrnodation rather

than confrontation; in other words, it may be more in

keeping with their psychological development to identify and

accept a number of roles rather than usurp someone else's.

Williarns' heroine opts for continuity and connection rather

than for severance and usurpation. In the novel Julia

chooses the more feminine alternative. Though she

reciprocated Seymour's passion, she determined to "lock the

fatal secret within her own breast, " and "hasten Ltrer

cousin's] marriage by every means in her power (I, ff9).

By subordinaLing romantic love between a man and a

woman to the friendship and respect of two girls, Williams

undermines the assurnption that woman's emotional cornrnitment

must necessarily be to that of a man. Williams offers a

portrait of women which is an al-ternative to ttrose of the

patriarchs of the mid-century: women are no longer innocent

angels or vile seducers, catty rivals for the hand of one

man. Rather, they are sensitive beings, capable of other

kinds of affective relations and devotion to other women.
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Other Tales of Strong Affections--Sophia Herbert

The love story of Captain F. and Sophia llerbert,

inserted in epistolary forn at the end of Volume I,

illustrates the "dreadful...effects of war" and how war made

"trappiness impossible" (I, 263). Like Charlotte Smith in

@, Williams point.s out that war is falsely

glorified, and that no conquest is gained without pain and

sorrow. She asserts that "Every form of evil and misery is

in it.s train: the groans of despair are mingled with the

song of tr:'.umph, and the laurels of victory are nourished

with the tears of humanity" (I, 263).

This strort ta1e, with its tar away setting of Virginia

during the American l{ar of Independence, mdy seem Lo be a

digression from the main plot, but, in fact, it expresses

many of the same concerns as Julia's story. Soptria, like

Juli-a, must choose between familial relations and romantic

love. Her choice is complicated by the fact that her

brothers and trer suitor are fighting on different sides of

the struggle. Through this tale Witliams makes the tragic

consequences of war more imrnediate and personal. For the

young woman, Sophia, war is not the killing of an abstract

entity called ttre "enemyr " but the murder of someone she

loves by a relation of hers. In her delirium after the

death of the British captain, she even imagines that her

younger brother was the one who "murdered" her lover ( l,

25e) "
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The love story illustrates the possibirities of woman

as nediator and peacemaker in a war. rt. also serves as a

contrast to the main pIot. Un1ike the heroine, Sophia gives

in to her passion and excess; she does not continually check

her affections as Julia does in a slightly different
situation. For williams indurgence of passion uncontrolled
by reason is detrimental- to men and women. Sophia hears

that her beloved" Captain F. has been ki1led and becomes

greatly affected: "there was a wildness and disorder in her

countenance" and the following night "her reason entirely
forsook her" (lt, 258-9). She even dies from the shock of

the news of her lover's death: "she sunk into armost total
insensibility...her pulse grew weaker every moment" (f,
26L) .

The two intradiegetic readers of the tale, Mr. F. and

Julia, do not comment upon the story. williams reaves it up

to the readers of her novel to make the connections between

the main plot and the short narrative. one could argue that
the tale is superfluous, that it exists only to satisfy the

novel's largely female audience who liked to indulEe in
tender scenes of distress.5 On the other hand, the

inclusion of Sophia Herbert's little history can be

justified in a number of ways. As I have pointed out, it
echoes Julia's dilemma: whether to follow the dictates of
reason or passion. It questions the validity of war by

depicting the enemies--the Americans--as sensitive beings,

as people with the same kind of emotions and problems as the
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English. It shows woman as the one who crosses male-created

national boundaries; as a possible rnediator between male

strife. Most importantly, it shows that. Williams was

capable of writing the kind of affecting conclusion typical

of the novels of sensibility. That she did not end her work

with both Frederick and Julia dying and looking forward to

the next life is significant. Williams, like Wollstonecraft

and }Iays, chose instead to present different alternatives

for women who do not find fulfillment and satisfaction in

romantic love.

idovels such as Emma Qpurtney and Julia, which finish

not with the heroine's marriage or her demise, but with her

achievement of a certain 1evel of stability and contentment

without a male partner are innovative both thematically and

structurally. For Lheir women readers they open up a new

set of possibilities. They show that the rewards of virtue

and right conduct can be found in other places than in

wedded bliss. Both Emma and Jul-ia find comfort in naternal,

charitable, and pedagogical duties, for example. These

novels, which resist the more masculine teleological

tendency for closure and conclusion, reflect the kind of

permeability and open-endedness that is more characteristic

of woman's experience.6 They prove to women that ttrere is

life after, and perhaps even outside, the traditional

nuclear family and that women do not necessarily have to

define themselves by their rel-ations to the patriarchal

figure of ttre household.
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troverty and the Gentlewoman: Ttre Case of Mrs. Meynell

unlike sophia Herbert's, Mrs. Meynell's tare is not a

short narrative within the novel propert rather, her story
is woven into the main prot. Jul-ia happens to hear of this
unfortunate lady' s circumstances through Lhe housekeeper,

Mrs. Evans. Because of her "eagerness of ardent

benevolence," Julia makes Mrs. Meynell's acquaintance, and

endeavours, "by every effort in her power, to alreviate her

misfortunes" (rr, 79).

The most obvious reason for the inclusion of this
extraneous character is that it gives wirriams a chance to
show Julia's charity in action. Julia, whose sensibility is
such that she even rescues and writes poetry for injurecl
birdsr poss€ssed a heart which "merted with compassion for
the oppressed. " she therefore hoped to "act as the agent of
Providence, in protecting afflicted virtue', (If, 7g). But

the introduction of ivirs. Meynell serves a more important
task than that of allowing Julia to dispray her generosity.
Mrs. Meynell's predicament is an illustration of the plight
of the poor gentlewoman.

Like Mary and Maria in Wollstonecraft's novels, Mrs.

Meynerl is an intelligent, sensitive woman who is unhappiry

married to an uncouth, sullen brute. Mrs. Meynell rvas

"ta1l, graceful, and elegant...there was a dignity in her
manner which comrnanded respect," while captain Meynell's
inanners were "disgusting, and his person usually dirty. i{is
mind was a strange compound of pride and meanness" (rrr gg,
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89). His "sordid meanness, vulgarity, and i1l-humour"

continually frustrated trer chances for maritat trappiness

(lt, 9I). She was either "wearied with his mirth, disgusted

by his fondness, shocked by his meanness, or wounded by his

brutality" ( rt, 91 ) .

while wilriams, unlike wollstonecraft, did not intend

primarily to write about the oppression of woman, the

incorporation of Mrs. Meynell's tale shows her awareness of

this social problem. For, in addition to her destitution,

Mrs. Meynell is irl-treated by all kinds of people. Her

trusband misuses her, fashionabte ladies such as Mrs. Seymour

and Miss c. ridicule and scorn lter, while Mr. seymour,

unknown to his wife, wants to "keep her...for his own vile

ends" (II, 76). Through her, Williams demonstrates the

powerlessness of females in this position. Women wtto are

supposed to be genteel cannot work, and have no means of

ameliorating their domesLic and social condition.

The contrast between the generous Julia and the

self-centered aristocratic ladies is brought out in their

attiLude towards Plrs. Meynell. Willians describes the

ladies of fashion with ironic humour. Mrs. seymour believeo

they strould deny Mrs. luleynell's visit as she was in low

spirits on account of her sick little dog, Bijoux. she

thought thaL. Mrs. Meynell's clot?res are "grown too shabby"

to be in cornpany (Il, 102). Mrs. Melbourne "cannot

understand what right people have to the indulgence of so

much sensibility, who are in poverty" (ll, f02). She says:
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,,people in affluence may indulge the delicacy of ttreir

feetings; and mine, I own, are so affected by the company of

unfortunate persons, that I am obliged, in regard to my

heatth, to avoid them carefully" (tI, r02). Julia, on the

other trand, does not judge people by their possessions ar

outside appearances. She enjoyed lvlrs' Meynell's

conversation and company. Her "attentive kindness...soothed

and gratified" Mrs. Meynell (lr, f07).

Through Julia's efforts, Captain Meynell is given an

office in India wtrile Mrs. Meynell is received into Mr.

Clifford's family, where she is "treated wittr every mark of

respect and lcindness" (II, 242). WilIiams' depiction of

Julia's friendship and consideration for another of the same

sex shows a positive affirmation of woman's affective

capabilities. Her humanitarianism is an illustration of t'he

kinds of acts that could result from being truly

understanding and sympatheLic to poverty and affliction, as

opposed to the superficial statements of sensibility, as

expressed by ivlrs. Melbourne, for example'

The two digressive tales about the women function

dif ferently in the nove1. While both are pathetic, inoving

stories of people with problems, one exhibits "the danger

arising from ttre uncontrouled indulgence of strong

affectiorrsr,' white the other presents virtue and ctrarity,

controll_ed by reason, in action (t, iii). Julia's own

plight and its conclusion; then, must be read in the

context of these two other narratives '
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Conclusion: Changing the StorY

InThePopularNovelinEnqland1770.lB00J.M.S.

Tompkins not-es that though "there is no sudden demand for

realism in the 'eighties, ...What there is, is a gradually

increasing proportion of common-sense" in novels' For

Tompkins, one proof of this assertion comes from the fact

that Lhere is "a little more integrity in winding up the end

of a plot" (175). she cit.es ttre end of Julia as an example

,,where the catastroptre is neither evaded nor exaggerated"

(L75, n.2) .

Actually, Julia- ends rattrer curiously' For a love

triangle with two women and one man; ttre easiest and most

obvious solution would ]rave been the elimination of one of

the women, either the wife, Charlotte, or the heroine'

Jutia. The man and the woman who survived could then have

lived "trappily-ever-after - " The circumstances which close

the novel suggest that Williams either contemplat'ed

concluding with the heterosexual couple, or was aware that

trer readers would have been waiting for such a finish, and

deliberately chose not to write that way'

In the Iast twenty pages of the novel the lives of all

three of ttre major characters are put in danger. Julia has

an accident in her sedan ctrair, sustains a cut on her

foretread which "bled violently" (ll, 2O7), grows "pale and

thin," and loses her appetite (lt, 2L3) ' Charlotte' on ttte

ottrer hand, "was seized with some degree of fever" after the
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delivery of her son (tl, 224). Frederick catches an

infectious disease and also comes down with a high fever'

From these various Lhreats most readers would expect a deattt

to occur. The irony is that when death does strike, it

takes away the only leading man, rat}rer than eittrer one of

the two women in ttre novel.

This deliberate twist to ttre end of a love triangle has

interesLing implications for the feminist reader. If the

novel is indeed about the "danger arising from the

uncont::ouled indulgence of strong af fectiorls, " as williains

asserts in her Advertisement (t, iii), ttren the character

who succumbs to this weakness is Frederick, and not, as one

would expect from the title of the bookf Julia'

significantly, it is Frederick who is most often overcome

with emotionst it is he wtro believes that the power of

passion is ,,absolute, that. it. is unconquerable" (II , 2O3).

Finally, it is he wtro suffers death'

In her depiction of Frederick's attachment to Julia and

its tragic consequences, l{il1iams may be consciously

reversing or rejecting the belief that reason is a rnale

prerogative and feeling a female one. After Frederick's

demise the didactic narrator says:

such was the fate of this unfortunate young man,

who fell the victim of that fatal passion, which

he at first unhappily indulged' and which he was

at length unable to subdue" "
Let ttrose who possess ttre talents , oY the vir-
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tues,bYwhichlrewasdist,inguished,avoidsinrilar

wretchedness,bYguardingtheirmindsagainstthe

influence of passion; since ' if it be once suf-

feredtoacguireanundueascendencyoverreason'

weshallinvainattemptLocontroulitspower...
(tt, 237-g)

She associates Julia, and by implication' other women' with

fortitude and good sense. Julia is Lhe one who always has

to remind Frederick of his duty t'o his wife' Of the two'

stre seems to ]re more able to control trer emotions and

passion. The narraLor observes:

!{omen have even greater reason than men to fortify

their hearts against those strong affections'

which, wtten not regulated by discretion, plunge in

aggravated misery that sex, who to use the words

of an elegant and amiable writer, 'cannot plunge

into business, ot dissipate themselves in pleasure

and riot, ds men often do, when under the pressure

of -rnisfortune; but must bear their sorrows in

silence, unknown and unpitiedi must often put on

a face of serenity and chearfulness, when their

hearts are torn with anguistr, or sinking in

despair. ' ( lt, 239-240)

Ttre conclusion, then, rewards the heroine for her ability to

fo110w the dictates of reason and discretion rather than

passion. Julia's reward is not, as conventional romance

would have it, marriage with the trero, but a tranquil and
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harmonious life. she finds "consolation in the duties of

religion; the exercise of benevolence, and the society of

persons of understanding and merit' To suctr people her

acquaintance was highly valuable, and she lived admired;

respected, and beloved" (tl, 244-5). Williams stresses that

a single life for Julia is by choice, ds Julia "refused many

honourabte offers of marriage" (II, 245). Rather than

ending with the traditional husband and wife, williains has

Julia fulfilling her maternal and pedagogical duties. she

devotes much time to the " im,orovement" of seymour and

Charlotte's child (tl, 245) -

Changing the traditional story has important

implications. Ractrel Blau Duplessis says:

To change tire story signals a dissent frorLr so-

cial norms as well as narrative forms' This is

becausepeoplearerelativelymorecomfortable

with stories whose elements are "renewed' recrea-

te<1; defended and modified"; thelr are naturally

drawntottroseevents,emotionsandendingswtrich

are recognizable, apparently corresponding t'o

'experience.' The poetics of critique of the wo-

men auttrors ?rere; that questioning of the con-

struction of gender in narrative form, is cast in

very literary terms ('disobeying the novel') pre-

cisely because it must distance the reader from

codes of expected narrative and from patterns of

response that seemed to command universal or na-
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tural status. ( ritinq Beyond the nnding, 20)

The changes Wilfiams wrought to the "story" demonstrate

that there were rewards and tasks for women other than being

man's wife and helpmate. In this way Williams' work rejects

traditional novels which place romance and marriage at the

centre of the narrative. In essence Julia shows that' love

tor a man was not the only possible interpret'er Lo women's

lives.
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Notes to ChaPter III

t o" quoted by Janet M. Todd, "Introduction' "

L, etters from Fr , bY Helen i'laria Williams, l'

2 *nny, eritics, including Frank lii. Bradbrook, t'{ary

r-,ascelles, and Andrew H- Wright, have used "irony" and

"ironic" in describing Austen's style. Though there is no

direct evidence, Austen may have rea<f i,Jilliams. she was

certainly influenced by ottrer romantic revolutionary

novelists such as charl0tte smith and Elizabeth Inchbald'

See John Halperin, , 26'

3 elthougtr in Women' s FrlengF-h-1p-r-n--Lj.-ter4lllrc Janet

Todd asserts that "eighteenth-century fiction is rich in

presentations of female friendship, by both men and women"

(I), the majority of ths q1"I;rrac'Lers she cites' such as

CIarissa, Rousseau'S JuIie, Austen's Fanny Price and Emma,

are strown in their relation to men, and their "friendships"

are subordinated to ttre interests of the heterosexu-al

romance in the novels.
4 According to l'{ancy Chodorow, the psychic

maturation of a young girl neither rel>c;ats nor si-mply

reverses the oedipal configuration that Freud identified in

young boys. Like the boy, the girl originatly identifies

with the motheri but, for her, this preoedipal

identification is more formative and long-Iasting than the

boy,s identification. when the girl's father does become

iinportant, it is "in the context of a bisexual relational
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triangle....A girl usually turns to her father as an object

of primary interest from the exclusivity of the relationship

to her mother, but this libidinal turning to trer fari:ire-r does

not substitute for her attachment to her mother. Instead, a

girl retains her preoedipal tie to her mother...and builds

oedipal attachments to boLir ite.r irtorher and father upon it"

(Reproduction, 192-93) .
q
' J.M.S. Tonpkins discusses "tears" and "di-stress"

in rhe Pgpular Novel ir-r-..EEqf and 1770-tB0Q, 96-105 - She

writes: "It became the fashion to conclude a novel with a

fune::al-. 'The heroes and heroines must aII be buriedr' said

the Monthlv in L787," f03.
{' Chodorow be}ieves that women tend to have more

permeable ego boundaries and tend to define themselves more

relationalllr tinan men do. In The Reproduction of Motherinq

she states: "Women and men grow up with personalities

affected by dif ferent boundary experiences and dif fe.,:eni:ly

constructed and experienced inner object-worlds, and are

preoccupied with diffrrrent relational issues. Feminine

personality comes to be based less on repression of inner

objects, and fixed and firm splits in the ego, and more on

retention ancl conti-nr:ity of external relationships

....growing giri_s Coine to def ine and experience themselves

as continuous with others; their experience of SeIf contains

more flexible or permeable ego boundaries. Boys come to

def ine thernsel-ves as more separate and distinct, with a

greater sense of rigid ego boundaries and differentiation"

(rog ) .



L42

Chapter IV

Elizabeth Inchbald

Born the daughter of a poor Roman Catholic farmer at

Standingfield in Suffolk, Elizabeth Inchbald, rrd" Simpson

(f753-f82L), made remarkable achievernents for a woman of the

late eighteenth century. With no formal education, she

familiarized herself with Iiterature from Homer to

Shakespeare, read countless Restoration pieces, learned

enough French to translate plays and, by the end of her

life, became a celebrated actress, dramatist, novelist and

editor. Struggling with poverty throughout her life, she

supported herself and her many siblings by writing ano

reworking nearly twenty p1ays, publishing two novels and

editing three different collections of dramatic works. At

irer death she managed to accumulate an estate of more than

five thousand pounds.

Despite a very pronounced stammer, dt seventeen the

young Elizabeth decided she wanted to be an actress. Two

years later she ran away from trer mother's home, and went to

London to get a place in a theatrical company. There she

married Joseph Inchbaldr dr actor and painter seventeen

years her senior. Together t'ne.v performed such parts as

Cordelia and Lear, Calphurnia and Caesar, Lady Anne and

Richard III, Desdemona and Othel1o, and travelled with their
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acting company to Edinburgh, to Paris, as well as to nearby

cities, such as Liverpool and Canterbury.

Marriage afforded Elizabeth protection, but it was not

a blissful state. The Inchbalds were more than once at the

end of their resources and went without an evening neal' In

',An Account of my Sep'Leillbersr" a fragnient of her diary

published by James Boaden in 1833, Inchbald kept track of

Septembers since her wedding and recorded onty the first

year as a "happy" one. The ottrer six were noted as "midling"

and "unhappy" or "not happy" (litttewood, L27). Joseph

Inchbald often paid attention to other attractive actresses

and did not spend enough time wittr her. Young and reputedly

beautiful, she found herself, in turn, courted by various

other men.

Among these admj.rers, Elizabeth fell in love with the

brother of sarah siddons, John Philip Kemble, who in L777

was a handsome dark-eyed youth of twenty and who had been

trained for the Roman Catholic priesttrood. They became Eood

friends, and at his suggestion, Inchbald began her novel, A.

Simple Storv, with Kemble as ttre model for ttre hero. Because

of their independent ctraracters, this relationship never

culminated in matrimony, even after the death of Joseph

Inchbald in June of 1779 -

Not completely satisfied with her acting career,

Inchbald nevertheless stayed at covent Garden, ,olayed in

small parts and worked on costumes for the stage. she

at.tempted some farces, but it was not until L7B4 that her
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piece The.Moqul Tal-e was successfully staged and

subsequently published. Froin tiris point on she produced a

series of p1ays, most of them comedies, which were

well-received and which brought her a moderately good

income. They included: I'II Tell You What (1785),

4,ppearance is Aqair].st Th,em (1785), @ (f 786),

Such Things Are (f Zgg), Animal Magnetism (1789), !E-e-$-:Q9a-r.

l.l-e_igbppfg (f 791) and Lye--ry-one,,has hrs Eaults (f Zgg ) .

As a widow Inchbald was wooed with proposals and

propositions from nany men. Among the most notable she

refused were ttre revolutionary Thomas Holcroft, Richard

"Dicky Gossip" Suett, ColoneI Glover, Richard Wilson, Sir

Charles Bunbury, and William Godwin. After the publication

of A Simplg Sto_sy tL79L), she did not conf ine her society to

people in the theatre, but associated with other fashionable

folk such as Lady Cork, frrbcLl+ Alderson (opie) ano Mrs.

BarbauId.

Her most hap-oy years were those she spent writing her

own pieces. After Wives as Thev Are and Maids as Ttrev

Should Be (L797), Ir-gv-ex,sj^.J/*oiors (f798), and To Marry or no!

t-o-Margy (f805), and shortly after the turn of the centuryr

Inchbald stopped working on her own creations and took on

the task of editor and critic. She wrote the biographical

and critical prefaces to the British Theatre 25 vols., ano

compited Modern Theatre l0 vo1s., and @ 7

vols. She died on August L, 1821.
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i. A Simple Storv

rn a retter to Elizabeth rnchbarcl clatecl 14 January
1810, Maria Edgeworth writes:

I hope you will not suspect me of the common

author practice of returning praise for praise,
when I te1l you that I have just been reading, for
the third--r berieve for the fourth time--the
'simpre story.' rts ef fect upon iny feerings was

as powerful as tire first reading; r never read any

novel--r except none--r never read any novel that
affected me so strongry, or that so coirpletery
possessed me with the berief in the real existence
of all the people it represents. I never once

recollected the author whirst r was reading it;
never said or thought, that's a fine sentiment--
--or, that is well expressed--or that is well in-
vented. I believed all to be real, and was

affected as r should be by the real scenes if they
had passed before my eyes: it is truly and deeply
pathetic. I

ThouEh the modern reader may not agree with Edgeworth,s idea
of what is "rear, " one has to acknowlege the justice in her
observation of the powerfur- and affecting nature of the
work- J-M-s rompkins, in her introduction to the nover,
attests that "A Simple Story...is one of the few minor
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novels of the late eighteenth century to have an unbroken

life. It was reprinted at intervals through the nineteentlr

century anrf into the twentieth" (vii). Tompkins and Kelly

point out that much of the strength of A simple storlr is in

Inchbald's ability to transfer the actor's art into novel
|,,',|.,

form (Tompkins, viii, Kelly, 79, 86). Inctrbald's gif t of

showing what Kelly cal1s "the repression and the force of

powerful but natural feelings" by "intelligible but simple

signs,, probably accounts for Edgeworth's "belief in the real

existence of all the people it represents" (Kelly, 79, 78).

My interest lies not so much in this aspect of

Inchbald, but in the ways in which she is a romantic

revolutionary. Inchbald, unlike WollstonecrafL and lIays,

did not express her discontentment with the condition of

woman in direct- or overt statements. But, tike them, she

was conscious of the inadequacies of the roles designated to

female sex and, using more subtle, sometimes' ironic means'

strowed her readers ttrese problems. Her feminine reactions to

the social order, her insistence on ttre importance of

feeling and sensibility, align her nore with the romantic

revolutionary women novelists, rattter than with the English

Jacobins, such as Godwin and Holcroft, with their emphasis,

according to Ke1Iy, on rationalism and "faittt in reason"

(snqlisll 'lacob , 2) .
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The Importance of the Heart

In A-S-lnpl-e--Slpry lnchbald shows again and again her

"oelief in inner feeling and sensibility as opposed to nere

t-alk or external gestures. she is aware that custom often

propels a person to act or speak differently from the way

his or her treart dictates. No longer is the world

characterized in "c}assical" terms Of Openness and clarity,

but is viewed as mysterious and dark, with the location of

truth shifted to interior space. 1n the ever-cttanging, more

"modern" 2 society of the late eighteenth century'

appearances are never enough; they are never the full truth.

As early as 1690 John Locke in his Essav Concerninq

Human Understandinq trad questioned the problematic use of

words, of "articulate soundsr " to stand for "the ideas in

the mind of him thaL uses them" (tll, ii, L-2). He saw the

difficulty of using language to express the reality of

things, wtrat he called "substances" (III, ii, 5). Locke

poinLed out that words acquire signification by "a perfect

arbitrary irnposition" and that "they often fail to excite in

ottrers...the same ideas we take ttrem to be signs of " (ttt,

^r 311, d).

That Inchbatd was conscious of these complexities anct

ttre potential duplicity of social communication and external

signs is evident in both her novels, ds welt as in several

of her plays. In fact, the discrepancy between what is

intended by a certain action or a certain discourse and what

is understood to be their meaning frequently creates the
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tension in lnchbald's works. For example, the plots of her

early comedies Appearance is Aqalnst TheU (I785) and-$uctr.

Thjr$s_-Are. Glat ) rotn hinge on the axiom that things are

not what they seem to be. In Appearance is-Aqainst Them

(ttre title is suggestive of the ttreme), ttre serious and

self-righteous l4r. walmsley, wtro is caught quite by accident

in a bed-ctramber with a lady, prounounces at the close of

the play, that ttre "adventures" have warned him "never to

judge with severity, while the parties have only appearances

against them" (tl, i). Similarly, in Such Th.inqs Are, the

pagan sultan wlto appears to be cruel and tyrannical in

pubtic is in reality an unhappy, but kind christian in

disguise.

InA.SimpleStorythethemeofthedeceptivenatureof

appearance and of everyday social conversation occurs often

and in dif ferent ways. It is used to show i:he potential

harm which can resr:lt from following the dictates of Art

raLtrer than ttrose of Nature, a subject which is further

explored in Inchbald's second novel. In Dorriforth's case

the insistence on right conduct and on acltrering Lo one's

resolution no matter how foolish it may be almost causes him

to lose, first his wife, and then his daughter. For

Dorriforttr, not being trained to acknowledge his own

feelings, was willing to sacrifice his own happiness to

propriety, to external appearance, or to unquestioned and

inflexible principles.. Had Miss Milner not declared her

passion for him, he would have married the insipid but
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wealthy Miss FenLon, following the sensible advice of his

Jesuit tutor, Mr. Sandford'

Similarly,allthewtritethinkingofhisdaugtrterwith

tendernessandaffection,hebanishes}rerfromhimbecause

streremindshinrofhisunfaithfulwife.Heevenproiribits

tris trousehord from mentioning trer name' rnchbald rets her

readers know that Dorriforth or Lord Elmwood' as he later

becomes,iscaughtinhisownprison?rouseofunnaturalcodes

of betraviour. His restrictions upon speech ancl conduct

produce a home dominated by fear' deceit' and desperation'

TJntiltrerecognizesMatildaashisdaughter,LordElmwood,s

wordsandgesturesdonotreflecthisheart.Agapopensup

betrveen appearances' in both action and language' and ttreir

true meaning. For Lhe characters as well as t'ot the reader'

truttr becomes something which must be searched out'

In another, more trivial' instance' Inctrbald states the

problem of ranguage and meaning directly in her narrative'

ContrastingthecharactersofMrs.HortonandiulissWooclley,

]nchbaldagainshowsthatwordscanbelieone'spurport.In

oneoftrerplayfulmoods,MissMilnerlaughsatMrs.Horton

wtro inappropriately makes the "sign of ttre cross upon her

forehead" (17). While Mrs- i{orton says "God fOrgive you" to

Miss Milner, and Miss Woodley says that she "will not"

forgive trer, Inchbald writes: "But trow unimportant' trow

weakrhowineffectualarewordsinconversation--Iooksand

mannersaloneexpress--forMisswoodley,withherclraritable

faceandmild'accents,sayingshewouldnotforgive,implied
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only forgiveness--whiIe Mrs' Horton' with her enraged voice

and aspect, begging heaven to pardon ttre offender' palpably

said, she thought her unworthy of all pardon" (f7)' While

Inchbatdlreretellsustotrust"looksandmanners"'stre'in

fact, is thinking of one's unspoken intentions or response'

In anottrer spot Inchbald illustrates the inadequacy of words

when social custorn dictates certain euptremisms' Miss

Milner r for example' says that she forms "new friendships"'

rattrerthanacknowledgettratstreisflirt'ingwithtrermale

admirers.]nchbaldrealizesthatthispracticeconLributes

toconfusjronincommunication,whatshecallsthe''unmeaning

language of the world" (fB) '

What tlrese examples suggest is that since meaning is

not readily located in externar signs or in speectr, then it

must be situated elsewhere' The locus of truth is the

heart.lronically,thesternDorriforthisthefirstto

pointouttoMissMilnerthatttretreartis''soprecious--the

dangers, Lhe sorrows you hazard in bestowing it' are greater

ttran you may be aware of ' The treart once gone' our

thougtrts, our actions' are no more our own' than ttrat is"

(25). Like I'{ollstonecraft' IIays' and Williams' Inchbald

acknowledges the importance of feeling and sensibility' the

value of the heart' Cold logic' reason and rationalism'

usually associated with males' are not discredited' but

theyshouldnotbettrebasisofallone'sdecisionsand

actions.

For this reason we are tneanL to see Miss Milner not as
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a wholly reprel-rensibte character. Despite her shortcomings'

her vanity, trer willfulness and impet.uosity, Miss MiIner

sincerely loves Dorriforth. All her actions stem from her

insecurity. she is afraid that trer passion is not fully

reciprocated. Miss Milner is governed by her heart' and

earlyonshedeclareslreradmirationforandadorationof

herclericalguardian:"Ilovehimwithatlthepassionof

a mistress, and with alt the tenderness of a wife" (72) '

This confession is made when there is no possible or Iogical

meansoffulfiltingherlove'Thatsheherselfseesher

strengthandherfolliesisevidentwhensheSays:''Iam

weak, I am volatile, I am indiscreet' but I have a heart

from whence some impressions can never be erased" (69)'

Even the unfeeling, pragmatic Sandford' after seeing

howmiserablebothDorriforthanditissMilnerbecomewhen

they try to suppress ttreir emotions' admits that he has

,,been in an error" (191) and even advises Miss lulilner

saying: "You should judge him by your own heart' and what

youfeelforhim,imaginetrefeelsforyou.'(185).Inctrbald,

inlettingDorriforthbeovercomebyfeelingrattrerthan

living only by reason in both parts of the novel' is

implicitlybringingupttreSalnequestionthatisdealtwit}i

by Wollstonecraft, and later by Austen' AIl these women

novelists recognize that though acting according to one's

heartorsensibilitywasdangerous;toactsolelyaccording

to intellect or sense was equally perilous: one coulo

become treacherous to oneself'
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The Woman's Question

The ferninist critic searching fot a posit.j.ve f emale

figure or role-model, that is, a self-actuali-zed heroine

uflrose identity does not depend on men, is sadly oisappointed

to find that such a character does not seem to exist in

rnctrbald's novels nor in any of her plays.4 Because of

Inchbatd's extraordinarily independent Iife after the death

of her husband--she earned her own living and refuseo many

offers of inarriager--one expects that she night have

translated her experience into her imaginative writings. But

nowhere in her works do we find the kind of strong,

sensible, intelligent, emancipated treroine, such as we see

in Hays' Emma Courtnev.

Ttre reason for this absence may be partly explained in

Inchbald's essay on novel writing pul-rlished in Ttre Artist on

13 June 1807.5 Tn this somewhat facetious article,

lnchbald claims that though she does not know ttow to

',produce a good ngvel, r! she can shOw "how to avoid writ ing a

very bad one" (9). She points out ttrat there are some

::eaders who "are all trostile to originality. Ttrey are so

devoted to novel-reading, that they admire one novel because

it puts them in mind of another" (12). If this

referentiality is true of novels in general, it rnay also be

true of specific characters. Perhaps Inchbald believeo that

readers liked to be reminded of characters from another work
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when they read. The heroines of A gimple Storv are

variations of Lhe women characters found in a number of

literary works of the time.6 Certainly she thinks that

audience response is a consideration for the dramatic

writer, who is the "very slave of the audience, " and who

,,must trave their tastes and prejudices in view" (16) ' Though

she does say that the novelist is mOre a "free agent" than

the dranacic writer, she must have been aware that certain

typesofnovelsweremorewelcomedbyreadersthanothers.

IIer own novel, .A Sim'ple StorY, was not accepted in its

original shorter form in L779, but became a success in its

revised two-part form. I will offer some speculations on

the sLructure and its implications later'

In the same essalr, Inchbatd also encourages novelists

to use their work to give "intimation of t-wo or three

foibles,, in human nature to their readers with "good sense"

(f4). i-{ovels can make readers aware of "failings" which are

"beneath the animadversions of the pulpit" (14) ' These

faults are "so trivial yet so awkward, that neiLher sernons,

history, travels, nor biogr:aphy, could point them out with

propriety', (14). One of the aims of her novels may have

been to strow ttrese "trivial" weaknesses in people.

what Inchbald does succeed in doing with irer heroine,

Miss Milner, is producing a female character who does not

fit easily into either of two stereotypical conceptions of

woman: she is neither the pure angel nor the depraved

whore. Rather, Miss Milner is an ini:eresting composition of
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desirableandundesirablehumanqualities.Sheisendowed

withintelligence'sensitivityandgenerosity,buts}reis

also prone to certain failings-- vanity' jealousy' and

obstinacy. Tompkins compares her character with "lvliss

Burney's Cecilia, !{enry Mackenzie's Julia de Roubign6' or

Mrs. Grif fith's Lady Barton" and observes that lvliss Milner

,'does not move in clarissa's sphere, but stre is more readily

comprehensible;theelemenLsofwhichsheismadeareconmon

and the arrangement piquant" (Simple StorY' "rntroduction' "

xvi).

That lvliss Milner is in many ways more akin to the new

independent woman rather than to the conventional

type-clraracter, the embodiment of virtue or the object of a

man,sdesires,isslrowninlnchbald.scharacLerlza|uionof

her.Sheisnotaparagonofinoralgoodnessiinstead,s}re

is, as Tompkins notes, "engaged in a struggle with a

character, a way of life, and a body of assumptions wtrich

arewhollyforeigntoher'.(''Introduction,''xv).The

contradictory opinions Dorriforth hears of her are all true'

on one hand, she is a "young, idle, indiscreet, giddy girl'

withhalfadozenloversinhersuite..;ont}reottrerhand,

she is also the generous "benefactress" wtto sells her "most

valuable ornaments" to help a poor family pay a debt (9' l0'

rr ) .

WrratismoststrikingaboutMissMilnerbesidesher

beautyistrerabilitytomanipulatewords.Inchb3|dr.vrites:
',shehadacquiredalsottredangerousclraracterofawit;
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...Her replies had all the effect of repartSe, not because

she possessed those qualities which can properly be called

wit, but that what stre said was spoken with an energy, an

instantaneous and powerful perception of what she said,

joined with a real or well-counterfeited simplicity, a quick

turn of the eye, and an arch smile of the countenance" (f5).

This cleverness at social repartde distinguishes Miss I'{ilner

from the ottrer women around her. Hiding her real feelings

behind often ironic and satiric comments, she is able to

participate in a masculine world characterized by power

struggles, conquests and smart appearances. Frank W.

Bradbrook, writing about women novelists who have influenced

Austen, says this of lnchbald's heroine:

Miss Milner bears many resemblances to

Isabella, the heroine of Chartotte Smith's Ene-AI-d

irlarlqr FIor-lSe, and to Jane Austen's Emma. AII ttrree

heroines reflect changes in ideas on woman's role

in society, and the contrast with Fanny Burney is

extreme. Fanny Burney was a naLural conservative

in these matters and the older code survived evel:r

in her later novels. Her heroines, modelled on

those of Richardson, are more or l-ess passive

embodiinents of virtue, easy victims who needed the

protection of Lheir parents, and in their absence,

had to be rescued by the hero...

For Fanny Burneyr prudence, decorurn and modesty

were the virtues most necessary in a treroine, and
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with these virtues an acceptance of masculine

superiority. Miss Milner, Isabella and Emma, orl

the other hand, partly resemble Congreve's

Millainent and Shakespeare's heroines in their wit,

and, without being blue-stockings or self-

conscious feminists, have some of the confidence

and independence of 'Lhe new woman.' (rr0-rlr)
Without declaring outright, ds Wollstonecraft and Hays

had done, that what she is doing is revising the traditional

conception of woman, that is precisely what Inctrbald is

doing in her depiction of I"Iiss lolilner. While this

independence in a young woman creates an i-nteresting and

exciting character, Inchbald was astute enough to realize

that these qualities in a girl would not necessarily be the

ideal ones for the wife of a domineering and serious

ex-priest. The patriarchal structure of the institution of

marriage and the family at the end of the eighteenttr-century

still required a woman to be subservient and submissive to

the man. As Miss Milner found it difficult. to obey

Dorriforth even while he was her guardian, it would be

highly improbable to see her character change from that of a

capricious, impetuous coquette to that of a docile, sensible

wife. Rather than inventing a credible denouement to this

tempestuous union, Inchbald resolves the problem by sfriflng

the narrative to the events in the next generation.
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I4atilda' s Innocence and Docility: A Problernatic Ideal

As Miss Milner is so obviously an unlikely candidate

Eor ttre perfect wife, most critics look to the second

r;eneration to f ind what they think is Inchbal-d's answer to

Lhe question left open in the first half--the suitable

<:onduct of a young 1ady. The two-part structure, with a gap

()f seventeen years separating the sections, certainly

supports such a reading of the novel. In addition, A_gig1gle

Storv contains several passages, one strategically placed at

l:he end, which suggest that the novel's central ttreme

(:oncerns the "Proper Education" of girls (gf8).

Because of the novel's construction, critics tend to

see Matilda as an idealr ds embodying all the

characteristics which her mother, Miss Milner, lacked. Utter

and iseedham summarize the book as such: "f Inchbald's]

Sijmple Story pointed out in L791, that the trouble with the

old model was her education. The heroine, Miss Milner, is

l:oo frivolous for her high-minded husband to do anything

vrit?r }rer. That is the thesis of Part I. In Part II, her

claugtrter, Matilda, is better educated, and has the better

I:ortune her author thinks stre deserves" (389). Sinilarly,

Ciary Kelly examines "Reversals and Parallels" in A Sinple

!,to.Ey and sees "ttre contrast of Miss Milner's education with

that of her daughter" as an important "structural principle"

(88, 90). KeIIy notes that there are many incidents which
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are repeated in the second part of the novel which show the

difference between the characters of the inother and the

daughter. F{e believes that Matilda is stronger, "has no

vanity, " and is equipped with "intellectual resourcesrr which

her motirer did not possess (90), and ttrat she atLempts to

"atone for her mother's error" (73).

An eighteenth-century reader who disagrees with such a

view is the critic in the Analvtical Review, possibly

Wollstonecraft, who says:

Mrs. IInchbald] had evidently a very useful inoral

in view, namely to show the advant.age of a good

education; but it is to be lamented that she did

not, for the benefit of her young readers, i-nforce

it by contrasting the characters of the mother and

daughter " . . . t.o have rendered the contrasL rnore

useful still, her daughter should have possessed

greater dignity of mind. Educated in adversity

she strould have learned ( to prove that a culti-

vated nind is a real advant.age) how to bear, odlr

rise above her misfo:rtunes, instead of suffering

her health to be undermined by the trials of her

patience, which ought to have strengthened her

understanding. 'lilny do aII female writers, even

when they display their abilities, always give a

sanction to the libertine reveries of men? Why do

they poison the minds of their own sex, by

strengthening a male prejudice that makes women
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systenaticarry weak? we alruded to the absurd
fashion that prevails of making the heroine of a

novel boast of a deticate constii:ution; and the
stirl more rir{icurous and dereterious custom of
spinning the most picturesque scenes out of
fevers, swoons, and tears.

(fodd, Wollstonecfqf_t Antholoqv, 226-7 )

rn examining women's role in the nover, r find that r. am

more incrined to agree with the earry critic's observations
than with the more recent ones who see Matirda as the female
paragon or model. fn certain ways Matilda is perfect, but
perfect only because she so nicely r-.i,ts into the mal_e ideal
of what a woman shour-d be. Though she resembles her mother
in "person, shape, and com.olectionr,' she was not rike her in
character- she was "softened by the dericacy of her sex,
the extreme tenderness of her heart, and the melancholy of
her situation" (ZZO). Her reaction to i:he ,,full length
portrait of Lord Elmwood" rinks her more crosely with the
typical del-icate, fragire heroine of the day than with the
originar character which Miss Milner was: ,'to this picture
she would sigh and weep; though when it was first pointed
out to her, she shrunk back with fear, and it was some time
before she dared venture to cast her eyes compleLely upon
it" (22a). These feerings of pity and i:e:rror roused by the
mere painting of her father are reminiscent of the responses
of helpless princesses in Gothic romances.

what r an suggesLing in studying the difference between
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Miss Milner and Matilda is that the second heroine seems to
be a conprermise of some kind. The biographicar information
about the production of the nover supports my specur_ations.
The original version, comprising only the Miss l.{ilner and

Dorriforth love st,ory, was rejected by stock<lare in L779
(simple, xxix). tsy l7B9 rnchbald was working on a more

conventional story and decided to fuse the two. The success
of her plays up to this point must have made her aware of
what sort of things audiences enjoyed. rn fact, in her
preface to the novel, she writes that instead of ,,heavenly

inspiration, " the Muses have sent her ,,NEcEssrry" (2) as a
motivation for creation. she welcomes NecessiLy as her
"all-powerful principle" (2). If necessity has forced her to
write, it may have had some infruence in the shaping of the
second part. Matitda's character, a more dericat.e and

docile one than that of Miss Milner, may have been

rnchbard's way of making her nover more acceptable to the
reading public.

rn her other works rnchbald shows that she was

conscious that domestic happiness often entailed the
sacrifice of self-will on the part of woman. she knew that
the spirited and independent ivliss Milner, a character based

on herself, was not the kind of person who would make a
dutiful wife" rn trer pray carled wives as thev were, and

Maids as thev are (tlOl1, the ideal wife is again the
subject of discussion. Lady priory, who has been taught by

her protective husband to practice "humble docile obedience"
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and "to pay respect to her husband in every shape and every
form," (r,i,p.2) says to a ribertine: "sir, r speak with
humirity, r wourd not wish to give offence, but, to the best
of my observation and understanding, your sex, in respect to
us, are arl tyrants. r was born to be the slave of sone of
you--r make the choice to obey my husband." (rv, iii, ,o.rl).
This attitude of conscious resignation on the female part
characterizes the second harf of A simpre Qtory. The irony
of this position is that rnchbard seens to be saying that if
men wourd rather have insipid, spiritless, docile women for
wives, then, by ar1 means, let all women study to be so.

f am not suggesting that rnchbald considered Miss
Mil-ner an idear partner. But certainly in the not so sim,ore

stories of the mother and daughter, the issue of womantrood.,

the feminine character in reration to nen, is not as
straightforward as some critics have argued. while iltatilda
does possess many qualities which are more desirable in a

wife--she has, after alr, not been corrupted by fashionabre
tastes, but has been educa-te<l by the austere and virtuous
Miss wood-ley and sandford--yet, one cannot compare lrer to
her mother without feeling a sense of ross. The idear woman

conceived by the ,rratriarchal ideology invor-ves a suppressing
of certain aspects of the femare serf, of spontaneity, of
sprightliness and, perhaps, even of passion.
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Part Two: Gothic Elements and the Manipulation of power

Though Inchbald, like other revolutionary novelists of

the 1790s, saw the need for reform in various aspects of

society, she did not have an entirely negative or

pessimistic view of the ways things were. Her conedies and

her novels almost always end happily, suggesting an implicit

belief in the triumph of goodness and vj.rtue. Francoise

Moreux aligns rnchbald with "re courant humanitaire" which,

according to Moreux, developed at the same time as

sentimental drama, and seeks to promote social justice and

Lo denounce abuses. Unlike Godwin's-Thinss as Thev Are; or,

The Adventures of ealgb I{i}liams, and Wollstonecraft's Tlg
Igronqs of Woman; or. Maria which depict a bleak, brutal

world, Inchbald's literary works present a more hopeful,

benevolent, and essentiaJ l1z redeemable universe.

In A Simp1e Story, instead of dwelling on the rnisery

and disappointment of the dissolution of Lord Elmwood and

Miss MiIner's marriage, f nchbald charrges the focus of the

tale to ttre unnatural repudiation of r"Iatilda by Lord

EImwood, and later, the happy reconciliation of the fattrer

and his daughter. This shift in interest is parallelled by

a modif ication of the novel's genre, frorrr social comed.y to

the gothic novel. Only within the confines and conventions

of. thej-a-tter form is rnchbald able to write a satisfactory

conclusion to the novel.
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The second half of the work contains many elements of

the Gothic nove1, in particular, those of setting, plot and

charactei:. It opens with Lady Elmwood dying in "a large

gloomy apartment...by the side of a dreary heath...in a

Ionely country on the borders of Scot.land" (f99). After her

death Matilda and Miss Woodley are granted permission to

live jn nlinwood Castle, arriving on "a dark evening in the

monttr of March" (2L9). We are told that "Dorriforth, the

pious, the good, the tender Dorriforttr, is becoine a

hard-hearted tyrant" (194-5). He has turned into one of

those horrid, authoritative fathers of Gothic fiction, as

Miss Floodley observed: "he was no longer the considerate,

the forbearing ctraracter he formerly wasi but haughtlr

impatient, imperious, and more than ever, implacabl-e" (230).

i,ike irsrr nainesake in The Castle of Otrantpr Matilda is

told to obey unnatural orders and subjected to terrifying

exroeriences while living with her capricious, doininating

father. Because of Lady Elmwood's infidelity, Lord Elmwood

for:ms the "unshaken resolution, never to acknowledge Lady

Matilda as his child,...never to see, hear of, or take one

concern whatever in her fate and fortune" (2O2). After his

wi fe's death, he lets Matilda live in his house, but on the

condition that stre never come into his sight. He also

orders the whole housetrold "nevel: to inention his daughter,

any more than his late wife" before him (253). These

commands are unreasonable and unnatural, all the nore so as

they are given by a man who "was by nature, and more from



L64

education, of a serious, thinking, and philosophic turn of

mind" (20f ).

Inchbald undermines the supposedly rational and logical

juclgement of the male authority figure by showing how

ridiculous and selfish his resolutions can be. For Lord

Elmwood is not only the father of Matilda, l:t€ rei.rresents the

ideals of the priesl, the guardian, and the lord. In this

novel, but to a greater extent in Nature_eI}SLAr:E, Inchbald

illustrates how power and authority can be abused by those

in command. In both novels, the first victiins are the

helpless and the totally dependent women and the poor.

I'latilda, through no fautt of her own, is deprived of trer

inireritance and her proper place in the family. Edwards,

"an elderly man. . . of honesty and sobriety, and wittr a large

indigent family of aged parents, children,and other

relatives, who subsisted wholly on the income arising from

his place" is dismissed fron his job as Eardener of the

estate because he "unthinkingly" mentioned Lady Elmwooo in

front of Lord Elmwood (27L).

That Lord Elmwood's severe commands and self-restraint

deprive othersr ds well as trimself, of happiness is evident

in Inchbald's description of his conduct. !{e has to control

and suppress his real feelings in front of those around him

at all times, unable to speak of the subject that is closest

to his heart. Several instances show the true direction of

his thoughts about his daugtrter. On one occasion, Sandford

tells Matilda, "it is my firm opinion, that his thinking of
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ye at present, is the cause of his good spirits....yet he

will not allow himself to think that, is the cause of his

content" (2251. Lord Elmwood believes that his sentiments

proceecl from "his weakness" Q25). Yet tre cannot refrain

from assisting Miss Woodley to select books for Matilda frorLi

his library: "One author he complained was too light,

another too depressing, and put them on the strelves again;

another was erroneous and he changed it for a betteri and

thus he warned her against some, and selected ottrer authorsi

as ttre most cautious preceptor culIs for his pupil, or a

fond father for his darling chiId" (272-3). Kelly points

out that "the final simile in the passage is a kind of

deliberate Freudian slip: it both describes Lord Elmwood's

behaviour, and draws attention to the fact that it is in

fact the reverse of 'fond"' (.I-acobin, 76).

When the inevitable accident occurs, and Matilda

literally "falls into her father's arnsr" Elmwood's

"Iong-restrained tears now burst forth" and "he cried out

eagerly to recall her" (274). But at the appearance of the

servants, h€ assumes once again his uncaring posture,

"delivered his apparently dead child; without one conmanci

repecting her, ot one word of any kind; while his face was

agitated with shame, with pity, with anger, with paternal

tenderness" (274). EIe represses his love for his daughter,

going so far as to even fuIfiI1 his vow of sending her away,

and abandoninq her.

Only wtren the f ibertine, Lord Margrave kidnaps ivlatilda
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does Lord Elmwood feel threatened, and fulfilts his paternal

duty. Inchbald resorts to what Kelly cal1s "the Gothic novel

machinery of abduction" to reconcile the estranged family

(.Iroolia, 92). In ttre gallant rescue of Matilda, Lord

Ermwood finally "prove[s1 [himself] a father" (324). Matilda

feels "excess of joy" at their reunion: "these were the

happiest moments she had ever known--perhaps the happiest tre

had ever known" (328,329). For the third time in hi-s life,

love, "that produces wonders, that seduces and subdues the

most determined and rigid spirits, had.. .overcone the

inflexibirity of Lord Elmwood" (251) ' Matilda, wittr trer

filial love, ?teals the wound inflicted by her mother, and

closes the breach between Elmwood and his heart.

Tompkins says of this part of the novel: "The second

?ralf of A Simple S-!o.Iy is full of keen observation of

betraviour and lively diatogue, but its main situation,

however ttreatrically effective, is not soberly credible. It

is constructed at a remgve frOm nature, out of fantasies and

f ashionable postures'r ( I'rntroduction, " xiii ) . While it is

true that the second half is more stytized, it is also

pertraps ttre best way out of a potentially tragic situation.

Through literary conventions, the Gothic instead of the

realist tradition, Inctrbald was able to reaffirm her belief

in human goodness, in ttre importance of feeling and in the

positive aspects of women.
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A Simp1e -StorL as Romantic Revolutionary

when Inchbald's first novel is examined under the

matrix I have developed for romantic revolutionary writers

such as Wollstonecraft and Hays, it hardly seems radical in

comparison. Unlike the novels scrutinized earlier in this

study, A Simple Storv does not contain passages which

question woman's problems or condition directly. In facL,

particularly in the second part of the stoflrr it seems to

subscribe to the male-dominated ideotogy, in its

reinstatement of the tractable and dutiful Matilda as

Elnrwood's daughter and rightful heir"

The reason for the inclusion of the novel in rny thesis

is that A Simple Story, in its own indirect wdlr does raise

many of the same issues as the works of the more militant

writers. The two-part structure, as I trave already

indicated, calls attention to the difference between the two

female protagonists. Implicitly, the novel points out tire

pervading attitude of the community towards women. The

independent female cannot and does not find a place in the

social ordert it is only the submissive, docile ones wtro Oo.

The novel's happy ending is possible only because Lhere are

women who are compliant and w?ro cheerfully submit their

wills to male authoritY and Power.

As wetl, the novel re-evaluates the case of the

adulterous woman. Miss Ivlilner's actions are shown to be a
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product of her e<lucat.ion and trer experience, not as a

consequence of her sex or sexuality. As Kelly says, "A

simple story...bears out one of the central tenets of the

Englistr Jacobin philosophy, that 'the characLers of men

originate in their external circumstances"' LJ-eSobi!' E3) '

This belief is a departure from ttre traditional belief that

women err because it. is in their nature to do sor or that

women have a more debased essence. The thirteen years

passed in penitence and exile more than compensate for Lady

Elinwood's momentary lack of self-control and judgement.

Inchbald describes her as "guilty, but not hardened in trer

guilt" (Lg7) , showing a tolerant, forgiving attitude 'Lo the

inf idel. This sympathy to the plight of the "fallen" woman

is evident also in Inchbald's next novel, and in her

rendition of Kotzebue's Lovers' Vows (f798), where the

audience is made to feel pity for Agattra, tire dishonored

woman.

Finally, A Simple stor:v, like ttre other novels in this

study, is concerned with the importance of feminine

sensibility and feeling. One's estimation of a character

strould not be solely based on external action o:r appearance

but also on his or her inner motives or spirit. Virtue,

gooclness of heart, can manifest itself in different ways,

and kind deeds can sometimes be a result of this intuitive

sympathy, rattter ttran from masculine reason or logic'
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ii. Natr4re Cnd Art

Inchbald's second novel is more polemical and radical

than her first. Nature and Art (L796), described by Kelly

as "Inchbald's thoroughly Jacobin novel, " is no longer a

simple storyr but a novel of purpose (J-C.gibi.A, E5). Its

title when initially cornpleted was a "satire upon the

Times."7 Influenced by Thomas Holcroft and William

Godwin, who both read the novel in manuscript form, Inchbald

used her second piece of fiction to attack the corrupt ways

of aristocrats and the clergy. In particular, she showeo

that women were more grievously injured than men by the

wealthy and powerful in societY.

As its title suggests, i{ature and Art achieves its

didactic purpose through contrasts. Using the noble savage

or Gulliver-like, simple perspective of Henry, wtro is

brought up in Nature, the artful society of

eighteenttr-century England is exposed. As in A-.jSimple

elgly, the novel does not end with the death or marriage of

the two protagonists, but the narrative extends to the

concerns of the next generation. This structure shows

Inchbatd's desire to study the implications of a certain set

of beliefs and actions noL only on the characters

themselves, but in tfieir progeny. As in trer first novel,

the two-generational structure points out the importance of

education and external circumstances on an individual.
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TJntike the other texts of this study, @

does not have a major female heroine" But the sub-plot or

story of Hannah Primrose, the cottage girl seduced by

WilIiam, becomes increasingly more significant, such that by

the end of the novel it almost takes over the narrative.

Through Hannah's tale, Inchbald, l-ike Wollstonecraf t in T-g-

Wrongs of Woman, calls attention to the plight of the 'ooor

uneducated woman. Hannah, who falls victim to William's

gallantry, is rejected by every member of society until stre

is left with no alternative but prostitution. This

interpolated tale in Nature-agd Art aligns Inchbald with

oti.rer romantic revolutionary novelists wtro saw the need for

r:eform of society as a whole, and specif ically in customs

and laws dealing rvith women.

My study of the novel points out the objects of the

author's satire, shows trer concern for the needs of the

poor, her detailed examination of one woman's history, and

concludes wittr the solution Inchbald proposes for the iIIs

she sees in eighteenth century England.
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Such Things Are

@ (1796), like wollstonecrafL's second

work of fiction wri.'Lten around this time, is a novel of

purpose, designed to show things as they were' The object

of satire--the ecclesiastics, and, especially the English

aristocraLs--was cornmonly the butt of ridicule in Inchbald's

comedies. In I'1@ (f785), Appegrance is

Against Them (1785), Evervonq HAs His Faul! (1793), and Tkre-

VJgdd:Lpg Dav W94) , Inchbatd makes fun of the amorous

intrigues of the upper class. But in a more thoughtful

vein, in plays as Such Thingg-Are (L787), Neat-Dcar.

gle-iqhbours ( 179r ) and Lovers' vows ( 1798 ) , I nchbald points

out the insensitivity of the rich to the plight of t'i:e poor

and the op,oressed. Tilhile in these dramatic pieces there is

a good-humoured, if somewhat fortuitous, resolution to the

problems presented, in N+^!-ure-Aqd Aq!- the abuse of power

and negligence of the needy by the wealthy is shown to have

serious and detrimental consequences-

Inchbald does not differentiate between the nobilit'y

and the clergymen. In N.g!ure--e-agAr-! they are depicted as

equally self-centered, materialistic, irresponsible and

hedonistic. Both are in the upper echelons of society and

wield their power only to benefit themselves. The corru.ot

nature of this group of people produces reverberations in

the society they live in: their wives, their children and

the community around them are aII affected by their actions'



1,7 2

The two-generational structure of the novel highlights the

extension of their influence.

Right at the beginning of the novel, Inchbald shows the

irony behincl the kinds of things this social circle values.

The brothers William and Henry are unable to find work while

they repeat "their mean accomplishments of honesty,

sobriety, humility" (r, 7) - william, who understood Greek

and Latin, and who "had been educated at a free

grammar-school...and was an excellent scholarr" could not

find employnent with a young clergyman. He ls rejected by

the divine, "because he could not dress hair" (t, 7)- The

patrons and lords do not ask about Wifliam's learning, but

if he "could play any intrument or could sing" (I, L7)-

Fortunately, the younger brother, Henry, though illiterate,

"could play upon the fiddle" (I,8), and manages to support

not only himself but to see William educated as a clergyman.

His fiddfing so ctrarmed a nobleman that William received a

Iiving of k50O a year

That this society welcomes only those who can entertain

or "dress hair" is a good indication of its moral values and

mentality. The means by which Wifliam obtains tris deanship,

and rises in his profession shows the perversity and

debasement of the church. The ecclesiasticat world is not

different from other institutions of power. RewarcJ is given

not to those who merit it but to those wtro are personal

favourites, those who fawn and flatter. Williarn is

successful in his career because he associates with
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influential people. He becomes intimately friendly with tris

bishop and they "p.ssed their Liine in atttending levees and

in talking politics" (f, 44). He would do anything to gain

"noble acquaintancer " even to the point of letting his

sermons and wrir'-ings be taken for the bishop's (I, BB).

Inchbald stresses that these practices are the result

of art rather than nature. After Williarn obtains his

position, he becomes ashamed of his fiddling brother. The

natural bond between them is broken by William's

"prosperity" (I, 28 ). Henry sets sail for Africa and is

shipwrecked among savages. Inchbald uses this separation to

further enhance the difference between the two b:rothers and

their sons. Away from English society, Henry teactres his

son, also named llenry, charity and humility. Wiffiam's son,

on the other trand, is taught to be clever, and to live by

the rules of rank and fashion. "Young i^iilliam passed his

time, from morning till night, wittr persons who taught him

to walk, to ride, to talk, to think like a man--a foolish

man, instead of a wise child, as nature designed him to be"

(r; 45)"

Eventuallyr young Henry is sent back to England.

Without ttre prejudice of a civilized education, he observes

the manners of his uncle's family from a naive, noble

savage-1ike perspective. His simple comments comprise muctt

of tire novel's criticism of late eighteenth century upper

class and clergy. Through him Inchbald expresses her

disapproval of fastrionable customs, from serious faults to
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frivolous follies. For instance, young Henryr rather

humourously, does not know whether to bow to his uncle or

his uncle's wig first, as his uncle seemed to put so much

inportance to the "great white thing which grows upon ihisl

head" (I,63). When the dean explains that wigs are worn "as

a distinction between us and inferior people: they are worn

to give an importance to the wearer,rr Henry replies: "That

is just as the savages dot they stick brass nails, wire,

buttons, and entrails of beasts all over them to give thein

importance" ( I, 64-5) . Henry's comparison reduces the

pretensions of people like the dean, enabling the reader to

see their superficiality.

Henry' s inadvertent "misconception and inisapplication

of many words" (I, 80) results in a more somber comment on

civilized Iife. Like Swif t's Houyhnhnms, I{enry's vocabulary

does not allow for euphemisms or equivocation: "He would

call compliments, lies--Reserve, he would call

pride--Stateliness, affectation--and for the monosyllable

war, he constantly substitued the word massacre" (I, Bf).

Henry is unable to see the difference between a war and a

massacre as in both cases, people who do noL want to die are

ki1led.

Similarly, Henry cannot understand why there are poor

people in Engtand. The dean writes a pamphlet praising the

nation's "salubrious air, fertile fields, wood, water, corn,

grass, sheep, oxen, fish, fowl, fruit and vegetables" (I,

99). Yet, at the same time, he inforns Henry that there are
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"pOOr creatures who have not a inorsel , oY a drOp of anything

to subsist upon, except bread and water" (t, f00) - Viinnen

Elenry asks why the poor cannoL partake of earth's luxuries,

he is told that "ttrey must not," and that nothing the earth

produces belongs to the poor (1, IOf). Inchbald implies

that while nature provides, it is the artificial

distinctions of rank and class which deprive people of what

they shou-l-cl be entitled to.

In another instancen the dean tries to instruct Elenry

in the difference between the rich and poor in society. He

tells Henry that "Lhe poor are born to serve the rich" and

vu}ren they do so, "they will be rewarded in a better world

than this" (I, 77-78). The justification for the system is

that "God has ordained it" to be so (I, 79). Gary Kelly

notes that this passage exposes "tlte Evangelical defence of

the status quo" which was commonly couched in precisely

ttrese terms (Jesgbin., 105). Along with other romantic

revolutionary novelists such as !{ollsLonr:craft and Smittr,

Inchbald sees through the hypocrisy inherent in these

cor.nforting platitudes. The dean's practice of "rigid

attention to ttre morals of peopte in poverty, and total

neglect of their bodily wants" (I, 153) is hardly an

adequate means of alleviating the conditions of the poor.

[lnlike the dean who "forced [ttre poor] to attend church on

every sabbath; " but cared not "whether they trad a dinner on

their return, " Inchbald was very aware of social realities,

of Lhings as they were in England in the l79os (t, r53).
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Inchbald's satire is not confined to the male species;

she is equally critical of the women of high society. Just

as Wollstonecraft and Williams do, Inchbald condemns women

who are full of affectation and artifice. Her portrait of

the elder William's wife, Lady Clementina, shows her

disapproval of the vain and coquettish lady of fashion. All

of Lady Clementina's actions, like Williams' Mrs. Seyntour's,

are intended for display:

If she complained she was i1t, it was with the

certainty that her languour would be admired; if

she boasted she was well, it was that the spec-

tator might admire her glowing health; if she

lauEhed, it was because she thought it made trer

look pretty; if she cried, it was because she

thought it made her look prettier still.--If she

scolded her servants, it was from vanity, to show

trer superior knowleclge to theirs. . . ( I, 34) .

Tnchbald" like Wollstonecraft, is commenting not only on the

women who are pretentious, but also on the society which

tolerates and encourages such betraviour. After a-I1' the

dean and his friends are proud of t-ady Clementina's

frivolity and ostentation.

Though the wife of a clergyman, Lady clementina is very

much a soclalite. She "ran from house to house, from public

amusement to public amusement, but much less for the

pleasure of seeing than for that of being seen" ( I, 89 ) .

Inchbald points out that there is no difference between the
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religious and the secular world herer ds the dean and his

wife, along with the rest of high society, are concerned

with reputatir>n and rank. Lady Clementina becomes the

subject of scandal sheets. She comes home one day

lamenting: "My reputation is destroyed--a public print tras

accused me of playing deep at my own house, and winning;rlj-

the money" (1, 92). Ironically, the trorror stems not from

the guilt of her garnbling, but from the defamation of her

character in public.

Vanity literalIy kil1s Lady Clementina" $he loses her

life as a result of her rage for fashion: "she caught cold

by wearing a new-fashioned dress that did not half cover

her, wasted all away, and died t"ire inj-serablest object you

ever treard of" (lI, L74). Inchbald, thougtr she had access to

ihe society of the rich, never tried to initate their ways.

Slne always valued practicality and good sense above

frivolity and fashion.

Just as Lady Clementina's character is a type,

representative of the kincl of pleasure-seeking wealthy

woman, so is Lord Bendham, the Lord of the Bedchanber.

Though Gary Kelly asserts that Lord Bendham was modelled on

George III (J+cobin, 98), Lord Bendhan and his wife are also

typical aristocrats, absorbed only in themselves. Both the

peer and his lady feign personalities to suit the needs of

the company they are with. Inchbald writes: The "Lord of

the bed-chamber must necessarily be...one, wholly nade up of

observance, of obedience, of dependence--and of imitation--a
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borrowed character--a character formed by reflection" (I,

120). Similarly, "the wife of this illustrious peer,..-took

her hue, like the chamelon, from surrounding object's; her

manners were not governed by her mind, but were solely

directed by external circumstances" (I, 120). Lord and Lady

Bendham's actions do not come from their hearts or minds;

they are purely for show. As we have seen in A Fimple

S!o_Iy, Inctrbald was critical of this kind of af fectation;

she believed in the importance of real feeling and

sensibility.

Because her priorities are placed on superficial

appearances and distinctions of class and rank, Lady

Bendhain's morals are incOnSistent: "it was nOt. . . the crirne,

but the rank which the criininal held in society; Lhat drew

Lady Bendham's vengeance: stte even carried her distinction

of classes in female error to such a very nice point' that

the aclu]-terous concubine of an elder brother was her mosl:

intimate acquaintance, while the less guilty unmarried

mistress of Lhe younger, she would not sully her lips to

exchange a word with" (1, L23). This kind of attitude to

social::ank is precisely the reason why there is such a gap

between people of different classes. One of the main tenets

of these romantic revolutionary women novelists was to

challenge and subvert ttre existing hierarchical social

order. Through exaggeration, Inchbald calls attention here

to the falsity of distinctions which arise from one's

status.
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Aside from their pretentiousness, the most serious

crime of the aristclcrats is the misuse of their wealth. As

j-n lire plalr Next_Door Neiqhbors (f791), the families of the

rich and the poor are juxtaposed and contrasted wilh each

other. Vilhile the wealthy gamble away their moFl€lr feast in

srimptuous banquets, the indigent barely have enough to

sr-rbsist, to pay their rent. For all his preaching, Dean

William "did...nothing at aII for the poor" (II, L76). One

of his paristrioners said that he "used to send the poor to

the workhouse. His doqs...fared better than we poor" (II,

L77).

Similarly, Lord and Lady Bendham are indifferent to the

needs of the poor. While they themselves are constantly in

debt, living beyond their means, they wonder "how the poor

might live inost confortably with a little better management"

(I, L25). Lady Bendhanr believes that the needy should be

"much obtiged" to th.e rich for their charity. Henry, on the

other hand, sees it as "the greatest hardship of all" that

"what tire poor receive to keep them from perishing, should

pass under ttre name of gifts and bounty" (I, 128). Inctrbald,

like Henry, thinks that "Health, strength and the will to

earn a moderate subsistence, ougtrt to be every irtan's

security from obligation" (1, f28). Like Wollstonecraft in

The Wronqs of lrioman, Inchbald in Nature and-Art perceives

that the answer to the problem of the needy is not the

paltry trundred pounds of charity that the Bendhams

condescend to give a year, but the opportunity for
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employment. That work gives man a sense of dignity is the

reason behind the much debated end of the novel.

Again Inchbald criticizes the systen which perpetuates

repression and obligation: "In this country, people of a

certain class are so educated they cannot exist without

assistance t ay what is called the patronage of others; when

that is with-held, they steal or starve" (II, 31). As can

be seen in the irony behind these lines about the younger

William, Inctrbald does not consider charity to be the

solution to ttre dif f i.cr:-J-tj.es of the irnpoverished: "He was

the president of many excellent chariLies; gave largely; and

sometimes instituted benevolent societies for the untrappy:

for he delighted to load the poor with obligations, and ttre

rich vrith praise" (rr, L45). Those who benefit from charity

are the rich who feel comforted and satisfied with their

good works.

Inchbald adds a rather sardonic touch in the deinise of

"T-ord Bendtram: "They told of Lord Bendham's death from the

effects of intemperancei from a mass of blood infect.ed by

high seasoned dishes, inixed with copious draughts of

wine--repletion of food and liquor, not less fatal to the

existence of the rich, ttran the want of common sustenance to

the lives of the poo:r" (II, L92-3). Gary Kelly points out

that such extravagance would have been bitterly accepted as

the "novel was published in the year after the terrible

famine of I795" (Jacobin, 103).
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Feminization of the Problem

Towards the second half of the novel, the story shifts

f rom tlTe difference beti,treen irlillianr and E{enry and their sons

t-o tLre plight of Hannah Primros€,8 the cottage girt

seduced by the younger william. That fnchbald was aware of

the change in direct.ion of her narrative is shown by her

interjection: "Reader of superior rank, if ttre passions

which rage in ttre bosom of the inferior class of human kind

are beneattr your syrnpathy, ttrrow aside this little history"

(I, r3B). She encourages the "unprejudiced reader, whose

liberal observations are not confined to stations, but who

consider all- mankind alike deserving...investigation" (I,

139), to read on, "in hopes that the remainder of this story

may deserve...attention, just as the wild herb of the

forest, equally with the cultivated plant in the garden'

clai-ins the attention of the botanist" (I, f39). She

deliberately equates the rictr and the poor as deserving the

reader's attention and concern, in direct contrast to the

attitudes of the characters in trer own novel, the Bendharns

and ttre Dean. Interestingly, ttte latter part of the work

also focuses on a female instead of predominantly male

characters "

In 'this section, ttre good-humoured satiric tone

disappears, and in its place is a more serious, perhaps even

tragic voice. The vanity and selfishness of the rictr has
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serious implications for the society they live in. As Mona

Scheuermann notes: "William's carefully detailed

destruction of Hannah becoines a symbol of ttre callousness,

cruelty, anrl str:pidit.y with which ttre upper class acts in

relation to those less powerful than ttremselves" (fB9). For

William, though he claims to have made use of "no

unwarrantable methods. ..made no false promises--offered no

pretended settlement--vowed no eternal constancy" (1, l4B),

does take advantage of the difference between his own and

Hannah's education and background. Deliberately, he obtains

"her heart, her whole soul entire--so ttrat loss of innocence

would be less terrifying Ito ner] ttren separation from him"

(I, L45). After Wifliam gets what he wants frorn her, he

orders her never to see or speak to him again.

Inchbald then writes alrnost entirely f rom Hannatt's

point of vj-ew. Instead of abandoning her t ot calling her by

such conventional terms as the fallen woman or the depraved

wretch, Inctrbald sympathetically follows Hannatt' s story,

from ttre expulsion from her family and her community to her

last noments. Through the pattretic account of the girl's

ttroughts and inovements, Inchbald exposes the inhumanitlr and

indifference of society, and presents Hannah very much as a

victim of the powerful social machine.

Ironically, the people wtro most condemn Hannah are

those who are directly or indirectly responsible for her

condition. Henry accidentally finds the baby abandoned by

Hannah in the forest and brings it trome. Wiftiam reacts by
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saying: "Its mother...ought to have been immediateJ-y

pursued, apprehended and committed to prison" (tl, 27) . l-o::d

and -T,a.dy Bendham, concerned as usual with appearances,

proclain the seducer "a vicious youth, without one

accomplishment to endear vice....this youth sinned without

elegance; without one particle of wit, or one atom of good

breeding" (II, 36). The only one wtro defends the mother is

Henry, who observes; "Lhe father was most deserving a

prison, the poor woman had abandoned only one--the rflan, in

all likelihood, had forsaken two" (tl, 27).

Inchbald shows the facitity with which the wealthy

manipulate power. Once i{annah conf esses to ttre Dean th;tt

the father of the child is William, the incident is hushed

up, and the name of t{illiam is left unscathed. The Dean

dismisses the case as an "affair of some little gallantry"

(lI, 70), and Hannatr is soon forgotten by the aristocrats-

The victimized woman and her child are deserted; Hannah is

left to deal with her conscience as well as the care and

support of the infant.

WLrat is innovative about Inchbald's story of seduction

is not the actual events, but the detailed depiction of the

woman's ttroughts and feelings after her "fall. " Inchbald

considers llannah worthy of trer reader's attention, and

spends time describing her state of mind. The cruelty of

William's abdication of responsibility is made nore poignant

by the contrast between his and Hannah's Iife following

their separation. Wiltiam marries the niece of the Bendhams
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and continues to move up the social ladder. Hannah, on the
other hand, is ostracized by the vi11a9€, moves to Lond.on,

and is eventually forced to becone a prostitute.

Passages such as these are indicative of rnchbald's
sympathies. Hannah, journeying towards London, refrects:

wilriarn! rn your luxurious dwelringl possessed

of coffers filred with gord! Relations, friends,
clients, joyful around you! Dericious viands and

rich wines upon your sumptuous board! voluptuous-
ness displayed in every apartment of your habi_

tation!--Contemplat.e, for a moment, Hannahr lour
first love, with her son, your first, and only
child, walking through frost and snow to London,

both may perish for the want of a friend. (ff,l0l)
Again, when Hannah passes wirliam's house, she rneditates:
"Ah! there he sleeps in quiet, in peace, in ease--he does

not even dream of rne--he does not care how ttre cord pierces,
or how the people persecute ne!--He does not ttrank me for
all the lavish love r have borne him and his child! His
heart is so hard, tre does not even recoll_ect that it was he,

who brought ine to ruin" (II, 131).

rnchbald does not equate Hannah's loss of innocence

with the loss of her virtue. Though Hannah is no longer
respectable in men's eyes, rnchbard writes about her

"principles of virtue" which "the loss of virtue had not
destroyed" (ll, I07). Like the other novet-ists in this
study, rnchbald questions the apparent transparency of the
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meaning of words, especially in relation to woman. In l{ature

and Art, words such as honour, moral excellence and piety in

relation to the Dean and William acquire a dubious

signification, while others, such as virtue and chastity,

when used negatively in association with Hannah, Iose their

traditional connotation.

To show tire extent of the injustice and inequality of

the system, Inchbald has William destroy Hannah not once,

but twice. By the end of the novel, he has risen to become

a court magistrate. In her desperation and poverty' I{annah

steals and gets caught. She is brought. before the bench of

Judge William. By now, trer appearance is so differenl that

William does not recognize her. He prounounces her

sentence--deattr, and Hannah is then executed. Before she

dies, she writes William a letter of appeal, but as her

jailors be-Lieved it rnerely to be the ramblings of a lost

woman, it does not reach William in time. Thus, ds

Scheuermann says, "William's seduction of Hannah is not, as

he and his family would have it, merely a youthful

indiscretiou it is murder" (194). Hannah's tragic end is a

culmination of the crimes perpetrated by the rich and

powerful against the lower classes.
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Retreat int.o idature: A Romantic Conclusion?

After exposing the corruption o:f the clergy and ttre

aristocrats, after the tragic death of Hannah, the einblen of

the victimized lower classes, Inctrbald then terminates her

novel- with rather idyllic, romantic end. The younger Henry

returns with his father from the savage lands following an

absence of nineteen years. .I{e marries his childhood

sweetheart, Rebecca Rymer, who remains the samer ds "it was

her mind which had gained her Henry's affection; that mind

had undergone no change, and she was the self-same woman he

had lef t her" ( tI, 190 ) . Together, they withdraw f roirl

societ.y and form a self-sufficient, paradisal community of

their own. Settling in a "hutr placed on the borders of the

sea" (It, L96), they fish, raise poultry and tend a garden.

This retreat into nature seerns to provide a facile

solution to the problems presented in the earlier sections

of the novel. Scheuermann says that lnchbaldr s "social

vision collapses" and that the book "simply comes up short.

in its own failed vision" (fO;. She finds the ending

"simplistic" and "absurd" (195 , L97). Gary Kel1y sees the

end of Nat-ure, and Art not as a failure, but as part of the

English Jacobin novelists' tendency to transform "ideas of

general reform" into "the romance of sympathy." The

"literary Jacobins" were "reluctant. to engage in direct

polit.ical action" because of the events of L794, "ttre



L87

Treason trials and the nation-wide conservative reaction, "

as well as the excesses of the Frenctr Revolution (J.acob.i-n,

l1l, ff2 ). Ketly also sees sympathy as a "characteristic

response of women" and says: "It is a fair assessment of

tgature anA art to see it as deliberately offering a woman's

solution to the i-l--l-s of the a9€, the 'condition of England"'

(-r_egobrn, LL2) .

While there is sonething to be said for both

Scheuermann's criticism and Kelly's explanation of the

retreaL, the ending of Nature and Art_ can be read in a far

more positive way than either of these two scholars have

done. The rustic society established by the two Henrys and

Rebecca implies a beginning, a victorious regeneration of

the disintegrating society. In the corrupt world dominated

by such people as the Wil-liams and the Bendtrams, the

virtuous must dissociate themselves, withdraw to where they

are secure from the abuses of power. While the novel

contains examples of the helplessness of the individual,

Inchbald now suggests that human beings ]rave a certain

freedon of action. The Henrys and Rebecca will not change

the world through overt political- action, but they can exert

an influence by their commendable model of living.

fn many ways, the conclusion of @ is

similar to the end of Voltaire's C_andtdg,, another eighteenth

century work exposing corruption and evil in the world.

Kel1y has noted that there are li-nks between Inchbald's

second novel and Cgndigg, but has not related the two
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endings. fn vortaire's philosophical tale, after candide
undergoes his many adventures and misad.vent.ures, he finatly
settles down with his little group of friends and together
they cultivate ttreir Earden. The most prominent philosopher

of Turkey advises them that work is the answer, for work

removes the three great evirs of life--boredom, vice, and

need.

rn rnctrbald's novel work is likewise praised. rnchbald
seems to be echoing voltaire's thoughts: "Labour gives a

value to rest, which the idle can never taste; and

reflection gives to the mind content, which the unthinking
never can know" (II, l9A). The younger Henry concludes: "I
once...considered poverty a curse--but after my thoughts
became enlarged, and r had associated for years with the
rich, and now mix with the poor, fry opinion has undergone a
total change--for r have seen, and have enjoyed, more rear
preasure at work roith my fellow labourers, and in this
cottage, than ever r beheld t oy experienced, during my abode

at my uncle's; during aII rny intercourse with the

fashionable, and the powerful of this world" (tt, r9g-9). fn
this energetic pronouncement lies the ultimate practical
answer to the world's problems. Ttrus, Nature and Art.,
of fering work as the healthiest occupation for the hurnan

mind, ends on a note of coilrage, not despair.
The concrusion, then, is a triumptrant reversar of the

situation found at the beginning of the novel. For the
younger Henry, unlike his faLher, rro ronger has to rely on
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the pat.ronage and generosity of others to earn his living.

I{enry vows: "While I have health and strength, I will not

take from any one in affl-uence, what only belongs to the

widows; the fatherless, and the infirm" (lt, L94). Inchbald

describes their situation as "exenpt both from patronage and

from controul" (II, 196)" What the little society has

actrieved is dignity and inde-oendence. The community f inds

happiness, not through an idealized or rornantj-c retreat, but

because, within its modest limits, it has a direct social

purposei it is practical and productive. Above all, it

functions co-operatively, recognizing and promoting man's

capabilities and his humanity.
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ldotes to Chapter IV

1 J.*." Boaden, Memoirs of Mrs. Inchbald, i!.L52-3,

as quoted by Gary Kelly, Enqlish Jacobin l{ovel , 78.
2 t am using the terms "classical" and "modern" here

as defined by Foucault in @.
3 ft is not my intent.ion to review Locke's theory of

knowledge, nor his Essay Concerninq Humqlr iJnderstandinq, nor

the specific influence of Locke on Inchbald. However, I

assllme i:hat f nchbald would have known this important

eighteenth century work.
4' Except such obvious onesr ds The Massacre (L792).
5 rnis article is reprinted in Williain McKee's

Elizabettr Inchbald IiIoveIist, 153-163.
A

Though critics accept Boaden's surmise that Miss

Mi-lner is modelled after Inchbald herself, she is also a

typical coquette--beautiful, witty and vain. G.IJ. Stractrey

sees a relationship between Miss Milner and Madame de crbves

(Bradbrook, I09). Tompkins suggests that. Matilda bears

similarities to Manfred's daughter in Horace Walpole's The

CastIe of OtranLo (S_fUpfe_Stofy, 344 notes).
7 Boad.rr, i.328, ds qtd. by Kelly, Jacobin, 94,

n'l

B- In certain editions her name is Agnes primrose.
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Chapter V

CI ART,OTTE TURNER SMITH

eerhaps ttre most popular and prolific of Lhe five women

novelists in this study, Charlotte Turner was born in London

on the fourth of May L749. Iler happy and ca-.ref ree childhood

at Bignor Park, Sussex ended at fifteen, when her father,

ldicholas Turner, then considering a second marriage himself,

thought it expedient to marry off his dar-rg?rter t-6 gr:njamin

Smith. Smith, six years trer senior, was the second son and

busi-n(iss partner of Richard Smith, a wealthy West India

merchant and a director of the East India Company. From

this disastrous marriaqe stemmed much of Cha"r:l-otte Srnith's

troubles.

During the f irst year: o:E their married life Charlotte

was force<1 i-.o a,t-tend to her invalid mother-in-law, the

second wife of Richard Smith. After her death in L766,

Charlotte cared for her father-in-law, who also suffered

from poor trealth. At the sa-rnc t"ii:rre she had to contend with

.o:roi:lems of her own. By seventeen, two years after her

inarriage, Charlotte Smith had given birth to two ctrildren,

and had suffered the loss of her eldest sorr who rliecf a year

after he was born. Financial difficulties then arose. With

his wil<1 sci:.eirres and speculative projects, Benjamin Smith

soon dissipated the family fortune. The death of his fattrer
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did not arleviate matters as his estate was tied up in a

com,olicated will which led to lawsuits, delays, and

squabbles.

In 1783 Benjarnin Smith was imprisoned for <jebt.

charlotte smith left their nine children in her brother,s
care and accompanied her husband to jair for part of the

seven months. In ortlel: l..o support trim and her family,
smith, encouraged by william Hayley, decided to publish the
poems she had been writing. Elegiac sonnets, and other
Essavs apr)eiire(1 i-n iray L784 and was an immediate success.

rts popularity can be att-rasted to by its having gone through

eleven editions, ds wetl as a second volume by r797. The

book firmly established snith as a respected poet well
before she ber:a.n,+ popular as a novelist.

rn t7E5 smith gave birth to the twelfth and last of her

chirdren in Dieppe. Because of l"lr. smith's creditors, the

fanily by then was obliged to move to i,To::nandy. i{ere srnith

worked on a translation of the Abbe prevost's U.aIfS_-LCS.gglf,i'

wirir:h !.ras published that year. Another translated work, Thg_

Romance of Rear Life, from the French of pitaval followecl in
L787. Charlotte Srnith's first novel, Emmeline, or the

orphan of the castle, which Jane Austen's camirra stanrey

1>.refers to "any of the others, "I came out in I7BB. It
received much contemporary praise. Hayley was quoted as

observing that Emmelinq, "considering Lhr: situ-a-tion of the

author, is the most wonderful prodr-iction he ever saw, and

not inferior, in his opinion, to any book in that
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fascinating species of composition.,, 2 Sir Walter Scott
praised it as a "tal-e of l_ove and passion, happily
conceived, and told in a most interesting manner,'

(Ehrenpreis, "IntroductJ.on, ,' Emmel_ine, vii ) . Sir Egerton
Brydges called it an,'enchanting fiction v.vith a new kind of
delight" and wondered about the author: ,,How a mind
()i)pressed with sorrows and injuries of the deepest dye, and
loaded with hourly anxieties of the most pressing sort,
could be endowed with strength and elasticj.t-1r to combine and
throw forth such visions r^/ith a pen dipped in arl the
glowing hues of a most playful and creative fancy, firrs me

with astonishment and adrniration,, (qtd. by Hilbish, l3I).
A number of novers forrowed at the rate of arrnost one a

year for the next decade: Etherinde: or the Recruse of, thg
Lake (fZSO;r Celestina: a novel_ (179I); Desmond, a noveI.
(ttoz1, The ord Manor House (tlgz); @
(t7e3) i3 (ttg+); lr,e__E-eLrsheg
$e4 (tlO+1, Montalbert: a novet (L7gS)t Ma{chmoqt: a nove*t_

(tlOO'1; and The younq phitosopher (f Zee). At the same tiine
Smith al-so wrote ,ooetry and prose narratives. ?irr;
Eniqrants: a pgem (L793) was inspired by William Cowper and

his por:in The Tas\. she composed a series of morar tares
designed for children: Rural walks, in Diarogues for younq

Persons (L795) t Rambles Farttrer (tloo1, Minor Morals (fige) ;
and

Siraree (rao+;. After the destruction of a freet of seven
ships off the coast of portrand in November r 7g5, she

versations Introducinq poqtry, for the Use o
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Iden grove, and Aeolus _Merchggl :g!1.ps near !./eymouth
(L796) - l{ear the close of her rife, she attempted such
diverse works as r,etters of a solitarr wqnde_re_r (L7gg) ,

which contained various na:r::atives; Historv of Enq.Iand, in a

(IAOO;, Bgachv Head (faOZ)

trd (reOZ ) .

one must remember that tir:roughout this period of her
writing, smith was struggring virtually arone. Though she

and her husband continued to correspond., and she frequentry
supplied him with money, they had se,oarated amicabr-v froin
each other since L787. She had to support and care for her
large farnirlz, her rrearth was declining, and she was stirr
engaged in a lengthy litigation over various property
setLlements. Her life and achievements inspired i,nany who

knew her. william cowper, who rnet her aL Eartham ln L792,
described her: as "an amiable agreeabr_e woman, interesting
both by her manners and her misfortunes,, (Letters, IV , L72).
Both Romney and cowper were astonished at the speed with
which she worked as an aui:hor. rn a retter to his cousin,
Lady l{esketh, cowper says of smith: ,'None writes more

rapidly or more correctly. 20 pages in a morning, which r
have often read and heard read at night, an<1 found not a

word to alter" (_LS!Lg,Ego IV, 249). Indeed, Cowper

r"rnderstandingry sums up her life when he made these
o.bse:i:va"tions to Hayley:
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The living, and they who live unhappy, they are
indeed subjects of sorrow. And on this account.

poor Mrs. Smith has engrossed much of :n1z t-ir<>ughts

and my compassion. I know not a more pitiable
case. chain'd to her clesk like a slave to his
oar, with no other means of subsistence for trer-
self ancr her numerous children, with a broken
constitution, unequal to the severe rabour

enjoin'd her by necessity, she is indeed to be

,oitied. It is easlr L-o foresee that notwith_
standing all your active benevorence, she wilr and

must e'er long die a martyr to her exigencies. I
never want riches except when I hear of such

distress. (Letters, IV, 2BL).

charlotte smith, author of twenty-six dif:Eerent literary
works, died on October 28, I8OG.
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A Cautious Revolutionary: Subverting Without Of fendino

Comparerl l:r: i:ite nr:vels of radical_ women writers such as
wollstonecraft and Elays, smith's works are more conservative
and, to a greater extent, similar to the traditionai
sentimental nove-]_ in p-r'.oi: and structure
her biographer, writes:

Florence Hilbish,

critics p-lace charlotte smith either among or on

the outer: cir:cle of the London noverists known as

the Revolutionary group, consisting of Thomas

Holcroft, Elizabeth Inchbal<l, Robert Bage, Amelia
Opier Mary Wollstonecraft, and William Godwin,

who was the greatest. Experiences of Mrs. Smith
as one of those wrong(:(l i>12 existing causes back of
some of the doctrines of this group and her femi_
nine desire for edification not only made her a

sympathizei: o,i: ihr-: oppressed but an ad.vocate for
reform. But her subordination of theory to plot
removes her from within to the edges of the
Revolutionary circle. (2e7 )

The difference between smith and i-i:e otir.ers is that her
novels were not primarily novels of .ourpose. They were
meant rather to .olease and entertain a general pubric as

well as to make money. As the subsistence of her famiry
depended on the popularity of the novels, Smith had to be
careful about the subject matter she chose. Her experience
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all topics were acceptable to the public, that Engiisir
morals were not as libera-i as the French,  for example.

i'{ever*re1ess, smith held views which arig'eel he"r,

crosely with the revolutionaries. According to Hilbisir,
like them, she ber-i"eved that "poverty and ignorance are due
to unjust laws and that rnarriage is the sole concern of the
individuals united or to be united,, (ZOl1. Other feet-ings
and beliefs which she shared with the Revorutionary circle
are surLlkl€rl up by Hilbish as: "democracy, which included
abolition of privileg,; owi,ng to birth, syrnpathy for the
American coronists and French, hatred of war and prejudice;
humanitarianism toward the prisoner, beggar, insane and
slave,. 'return to nature, , protesting against the
artificiality and luxury of civirized rife...and educationar
reform, advocating freedon of thougtrt, reason, and will to
abolish ignorance and prejudice,, (ZOl1. Ivlost important
L!r:r: i-hi-s study, rike the writings of the other romantic
revolutionary women, Stnith,s novels portray the
restrictions, the oppression of women, and try to revi-sr:
traditionar concepts of the ideat and the virtuous femare in
severa_1- ways.

IJnlike tr{olrstonecraft or Hays who had the characters
and the plot revolve around. or actuaillz einbody the social
thesis of the nove1, Smith uses more covert and indirect
rriet?iods. often she would express her disapproval 0f the
,s)/sLein through minor characters, through digressive stories



t98
within the narrative proper, or through coniparisons and
metaphors. Hilbish, who notes that ,'histories of characters
of secondary or minor rank disrupt every novel.,, (.427), does
not see the subversive implications of the stories of
suborrlj-'ate characters. rn fact, she says that ,,di_gression

is another of Mrs. Sinith,s chief faults" (426). What the
stories do in smith's works is decentrarize i:he nove.r-.
Rather than a single, centrarized story about the main
characte.r crr r:haracters, plurality of voices and
multipricity of action best describe smith,s novels. whire
seeming to conform to the dominant ideol0gy, t?ren" ?tec
nove]s actuarly succeed in articurating many of the saine
issues of femare rliscontent as those raised by the more
radical- writers.

since r am not uncrerta.ki-ng a full-scare study of smith,
r have sele<:te<l r:rr-ly three novels--her first, one from the
middle period, and her last--as representative of her works.
r am not interested in the ",Drogiress" of her writingsr ds i
do not believe snith's nover-s get progressivery better t or
worse." Many of them were written in great haste in order
Lo pay off debts. Rather, these three best exemprify
s;iiith's attitude to the plight of woman and illustrate her
particular method of subversion. They pass innocentry,
usinE Sir Walter Scott's wordsr ds " taleI s] of 1ove and
passion, happiry conceived, and told in a most interesting
rnanner, " but in rearity contain many serious sociar-
cr i t igues.
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1. Emmeline, or The Orphae. of the QasJIg

Egerton Bryclges, speaking of Charlotte Smith's novels,

writes:

What are the traits which characterize every

heroine delineated by her pen? An elevated sim-

plicity, an unaf f ected ,ourity of heart, of ardent

and sublime affections, delighting in the scenery

of nature, and flying from the sophisticated and

vir:.i-or.is cornmerce of the world; but capable, when

necessity catls it forttr, of displaying a vigorous

sagacity and a lofty fortitude, which appals vice,

and dignifies adversity.6

This descripL.i-ori r>.E Sinith's f emale ctraracters is quite

accurate. Indeed, ire-L heroines are so nearl-y perfect that

they irritated Jane Austen, who saw these faultless

characters as unnatural. In her own work, notably i.n

Northanger Abbey, AusLen inade fun of these conventional

treroines, Cat-herine Mortand is a deliberate inversion of

Emmeline, aS Mary Lascelles has pointed out in Jane Austen

and H-er Art (001. While Emmeline, without any forrnal

education, has acquired "literary" tastes, learned to ptay

the harp, an,1 lnas a genius for drawing, Austen's Catherine,

on the other hand, could never learn anything before she was

taught, could not play any instrument, and was deficient
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with the pencil.
-nfn:i.l-e this rosy depiction of the flawless heroine and

her subsequent fortunate destiny seems to indicate a lack of

insight or natvetd on Smith's part, w€ know from her own

experiences that she was under no such delusion. Her own

life was a consLant struggle and she was aware that neittrer

skill nor talent nor rictr suitors came easily. lr/Lrile her

beautifut and gifted heroine does live a Cinderella-like

tale--a penniless orphan turns into treiress and marries her

prince--taken in the context of ttre work as a whole, the

story is not as unrealistic a"c as idealistic as it f irst

seems.

What Smith does is place Emmeline's happily-ever-after

sLory in the foreground, but at the same time, she has other

woinen's more sorrowful tales in the background. Because of

the need to please a large audience, Smith cleverly

constructs her novel to read like other conventional

romances, but She also manages tO raise sgine irnportant

probl-erns :r:elaLed to women. Emmeline befriends Mrs. Staf ford

and Lady Adelina, and it is througir i:?te stories of ttrese

women that smith points out the need for reforin in the

social system. Ivlrs. Stafford's history shows the plight of

the intelligent woman who is united to an insensitive brute,

while Lady Adelina's case exairlines adultery from the

woman's point of view.

Thus, there is some justificaLion in Katherine Rogers'

observation tirat Sinittr's novels "centered on an insipid
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heroine, and we must look for interest and realistic life in

peripheral areasrr ( I' rnhibitionsi " 68 ) . However, Rogers

overstates the ci:r-se wiren she says that because of the

heroine's chast.iLy, prudence; modesty and extreme youth,

"she is too dull to engage our interest and sympathy, os

well as too unreal" (65). This comment may be Lrue of

Monimia in The Old Manor $ouse, but it is certainly not

applicable to Emmeline. Emmeline proves herself worthy of

our sentiments and attention on several occasions.

Though penniless and friendless, she has a high sense

of honour and self-esteem. First of all, stre refuses the

offer of marriage from the steward Maloney, "astonished at

',:ris insolence in daring to lift his eyes to a person bearing

the name of Mowbray" (Zt'1 . She repeatedly rejects Frederic

Dela,,mere's invitation Lo run away with him although he

professes to adore trer. Her ability to reflect and to

r{}a-son distinguish her from the other silly girls in the

novel such as Miss Ashwood, who "ilad learned all the cant of

sentiment from novels; and her mama's lovers trad extremely

edified her in teaching her to express it.. She talked

perpetually of delicate embarrassrnents and exquisite

sensibilities, and had proba'l:ly a lover, ds s|e extreinely

wanted a confident; . . .Of the 'sweet novels' she had read,

she just understood as much as made her long to become the

heroine of suctr a history herself" (229). Smith

differentiates between such girls and Emmeline, making

Emmeline much more sensible than romantic. Her ttroughts on
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becoming Delarnere's wife show her sound understanding and

jud-gement;

Splendid as his fortune was, and high as his

rank would raj-se her above her present lot of

life, stre thought that neither would reconcile her

to the painful circumstance of carrying uneasiness

and contention inLo his family; of being thrown

from ttrem with contemptr ds ttre disErace of t'heir

rank and ruin of tireir hopes; and of living in

perpetual apprehension lest the subsiding fondness

of her husband strould render her the object of tris

:ref)e.flLance and regret.

The regard she was sensible of for Delamere did

not make her blincl to his faultsi and she saw,

with pain, that the ungovernable viofence of his

temper frequently obscured alI iris goocl

qualities. (73 )

Pertraps Charlotte Bronte's frj-end, JuIia Kavanagh, best

describes Emmeline: "in Charlotte Smith's books the new

heroine is fully evolved, a quiet, steadfast, sensitive

girl, whose virtue is modesty and trer strengttr endurance,

whose character is ripened by adversity and love, and who

solaces her worst hours with the contem,olation of nature and

the English poets. " 7 Urrtike Wol-Istonecraft and ilaysn

then, Smith was not a radical revolutionary. Her heroines

did not reject all sexr-ral <listinctions in conduct and

values, nor did they openly declare their sexual passion.
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But smith did contribute to the changing image of woman in

the novel by creating a female character who could boast of

,,nobleneSSr,' "strengtln Of inindr " "dignity Of mannerr " and

who, white she herself was not free from pecuniary worries,

always expressed an active sympathy for other women in

di stress.
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Mrs. Stafford Rights bhe Bal-ance: An Ounce of Subversion

In ttre history of Mrs. Stafford, Charlotte Smith gives

an example of woman's oppressj-t-ln l-n r:onjugal tife. The case

is so closely based on the facts of her own 1ife, that Smith

was criticized for her unfavourable portrayal of her husband

in Mr. Staf ford. The poet Anna Seward, wtro thougi:rt Sinit'rr's

sonnets "a mere flow of melancholy and harmonious numbers,

full of notorious pJ-;egLa:risms, barren of original ideas and

poeiical imagery" B wrote this after reading the first

novel of a rival literary lady: "Whatever may be Mr.

Smith's fautts, surely it was as wrong as indelicate to hold

up the man, whose name she bears, the fatirer of her

children, to public conternpt in a novel" (qtd. by

Ehrenpreis, "IntroducLion, " Eggg.llne, viii). Seward! s

charge of -q'aiLir's indelicacy nay be true, but it was

precisely exposition of the unpleasant "truth" of many

domestic arrangements that Smith desired. The Stafford

story illustrates a woina-n's irelplessness and powerlessness

once she enters the marital state.

Like the other romantic revolutionary writers, Smith

hras aware of the illuso.ry pl,ea-sure of marriage as the

ultimate goal for all womankind. Though many of trer novels

end with traditional nu,otial bliss, this closure must be

read in the conr:ext of her own life, as well as the

digressive sub-hj-s'Lories of other women in the novels. The
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inclusion of llrs. Staf ford's unhappy conjugalit.y in Emmeline

makes visible women's frusLrations and disappointments.

Trapped as a. \iltiter as her characters are trapped as women,

Smith may not have invented a new ending for her heroine, ds

i47i11iams and [lays did, but she nevertheless -ir:i:icr:lates her

dissat.isfaction with the social, economic and psychological

reality of marriage.

In Emmeli_ng Smith shows that as a wife, an adult feinale

nust completely submit to the whims and wishes of her

husband, even thoug-i:r silo in.)y possess more wisdon and

judgemer:i: tha.n he. Such is the situation of the Staffords:

"To a very superior understanding, Mrs. Stafford added the

advantages of a polished education, and all that ease of

manner, which the coininerce of fastrion can supply. She had

read a gi:eai- c1.eal; and her mind, originally elegant and

refined, was highly cultivated, and embel-lished with all ttre

knowledge that could be acquired from ttre best authors in

the modern languaEes" (43)" Mr. Staffordr oD the other

hand, was "ever in pursuit of some wild scheme, " and was

"fond of improvements and alterations" which never amounted

to anything but. expense for his family (44, f90). Ainong

others, his projecLs inr:.'r-r:c1ed trying to manure land with old

wigs, and acquiring a large collection of Canary birds.

Smith sums up the life of the mis-matched couple:

l![r. Stafford was one of those unfortunate charac-

ters, who having neither perseverance and regula-

rity to fit ttrem for business t et taste amd genius
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for more ref inetl pr-rrsuits, seek, in every casual

occurrence or childish amusement, relief against

the tedium of life. Tho' married very early, and

tho' father of a numerous fa:nily, tre had thrown

away the time and money, which should have provi-

ded for them, in collecting baubles, which he had

repeatedly possessed and discarded, 'till having

exhausted every source that that species of idle

foJ-]-1r r>.Efered, he had been driven, by the same

inability to pursue proper objects, into vices yet

more fatal- t.o the repose of his wife, and schemes

yet more dest.ructive to the fortune of his family.

Married to a woman who was the delight. of her

friends and the admiration of her acquaintance,

surrounded by a lovel-12 and encreasing farnily, and

possessed of every reasonable means of happiness,

he dissipated that property, which ought to have

secured its continuance, in vaEue and absurd pro-
jects which he neither loved or understood; and

his temper growing more irritable in proportion as

his difficulties encrease<l, he sometimes treated

his wife with great harshness; and did not seem t.o

t?rink j. t necessdrlr even by apparent kindness and

attentionj to excrrse or soften to her his general

ill conduct, or his 'battening on the moor' of low

and degrading debauchery. (ttt 1

Like Wollstonecraft in The Wronqs of Woman, Smith shows that
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it is the female who suffers most in such a situation. At

one point in their lives, Mrs, Stafford is reduceel to either

following "her husband to a prison, or prevail[ing] on him

to go to i:ire Continent while stre aLtempted anew to settle

his affairs" (SOf). Smith lets Mrs. Stafford speak at

length about her af flictions, demonstrating 'that not only is

the woman affected by i:he degradations of her physical

conditions--jie:: clothing, food and shelter--but that she tras

to undergo mental and moral agony as well.

In explaining her pitiful circuinsLances to Emmeline,

Mrs. Stafford not only articulates female oppression, but

also iinplicitly condemns the society which tolerates such

injustices:

But think what it is for one, born with a right to

affluence and educated in its expectation, with

feelings keen from nature, and made yet keener by

refinement, to be compelled...to solicit favours,

pecuniary favours, fron persons who have no

feeling at all...and to bear with humility a rude

refusal. I have endured the brutal unkindness of

hardened avarice, the di-rty chicane of Iaw, exer-

cised by the most conternptible of beings; I have

been forced to at.tempt soft.ening the tradesinan and

the mechanic, and to suffer eve:ry degree of humi-

liation which the insolence of sudden prosperity

or the insensible coolness of the det.ermineo money

dealer, could inflict. Actual poverty, I think,
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I could have better borne.... (458)

This domestic situation, taken fro-n *qinith's own life, occurs

again in Desmond, where the intelligent and del-icate

Geraldine is married to the crass spendthrift Verney. In

tioth cases, the husband totally ignores the needs of his

wife and ctrildren and continues with his debauched and

excessive way of living.

Smith's radicalisin, tiren, is expressed not so much in

direr:i: stateinents or espousals of reform, but in her

sympathetic portrayal of female suffering and her sensitive

depiction of women's experience. Characters such as iulL:s.

Stafford, while not-" advocating as extreme solutions as those

of Emma Courtney, for example, nevertheless pointed to the

same injustices in the social system. By simply einbeckling

Mrs. Stafford's disagreeable experience in the midst. of

Emmeline's conventional romance, Smith disrupts the easy

flow of fantasy by hard truti:. I'ieither Smith, nor Emmeline,

nor even Mrs. Stafford, demands the reform of marriage and

property laws, but by permitting Mrs. Stafford to speak, and

1>y iraving Bmineline listen sympathetically, Smith draws her

reader's attention to the need fo'c refoL:rrr. l'{rs" Staf f ord's

story, then, is perhaps more than an ounce of subversion

against the weight of traditional concepts of maritat bliss

and the perfectibility of domestic relationships.
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The "Fallen" Woman R.econsidered: Lady Adelina

4v1elfuer: r1i-gressive story which gives the negative side

of the marriage issue is that of Lady Adelina. As in the

case of Mrs. Stafford; this tale is about a woman in

distress. Emmeline and IuIrs. Staf forcl inr:et i,ady Adelina by

accident while she is hiding in the country away from her

relations. Because she is friendless, troubled, and

expecting a child, Emmeline and i,l.rs" Stafford decide to do

what they can to help her, "to soften ti"re calaini-L.ies" of the

"urrhappy mourner" (225) . Eva Figes, wtro sees similarities

between Smith's Emmeline and Fanny Burney's C..g.gilie, points

out that the incident with AdeLina i1-l,u-strates the

difference between Smith's and Burney's fictional world.

Fi-Ees observes: "no tsurney women would have been allowed to

i:e f riends wittr a pregnant woman...Smith's heroines

constantly express active sympathy for women in distress"

(64) .

Hilbish says that. the story of Adelina ,oresents

"contrasts in ctraracters, " as the "virtue of Emmeline and

Godolphin" are emphasized "against the impurity of

Fitz-Edward and Adelina" (427). !'lhile it is true that the

reader is meant to see dif ferences in the cira.':acters, Smith

does not condemn Adelina for ?rer "impurity," as Hilbish

iinpl-J-es. What Smith does with the Adelina account is to

give the female side of a "fallen" woman story. Through
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this narrative, she revises traditional conceptions of the

p:':oiniscuous adulterous wife by showing how a combination of

ci.i:cr-rmstances can lead to a lapse in conduct. One of the

factors which contributes to the unhappy events is the

disastrous early marriage of Lady Adelina to the worthless

Trelawny. Adelina, at fifteen, "just out of the nursery,

where [she] had never been totd it was necessary to think at

all," consents to wed the first gentlernan who dances witir

her at the request of her father (Zf l1" Aft.er the nupt.ials,

Trelawny "was continually with young men of fashionr " went

"on tours to distant counties to attend races or huntsr "

neglected his wife and spent ttreir fortune (2L4, 2L6). As a

result, AdeIina, left alone, falls in love and becomes

involved with Fitz-Edward who "behaved to [her] with the

tenderness of a brother" (Zlg), and who cared for her while

her husband flees to France to escape his creditors.

ft nust be made clear that Smith was by no illeirns

encouraging infidelity in wives. Anottrer incident of

adultery later in the novel is plainly denounced. i,ady

Frances, who, because of vanity and boredom, embarks openly

on an affair with the Chevalier de Bellozane is disciplj.ned

for her indiscriminate actions. Lady Adelina's intimacyr ofr

the oLher hand, is more understandable and, in some ways,

inevitable. Smith's ati:itude to her indiscretion and

subsequent disgrace, as shown by Emmeline and Mrs. Stafford,

is not so muctr rejection and condemnation, as compassion and

slrinpat-hy. Adetina's self-reproaches, trer fear of a duel
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between her brother and her lover, her 9ui1t, and her

unwanted pregna-n(ly seem to be punishment enough. Emmeline,

at the risk of her own reputation, accompanies Adelina to

Bath where the baby is born. Her kindness and helpfulness

towards another woinAn irr distress are signs of true charity

and are commended by Snith.

Another ::evo-i-r:tionary aspect of the Adelina tale is its

ending. Snith allows the fallen woman to have a happy end,

and does not doom her to a tragic death or to a life of

prostitution because of her fatal mistake. For Smit?r as f.c:c

the other rornantic revolutionary auLhorsn the morality of

sexual conduct is a cornplex inatter, and a woman's moral

worttr does not depend on the preservation of trer chastity.

Adelina is not "virtuous" in the conventional sense, Yet she

is not "corrt-lpi:" either. Srnith's sympathetic depiction of

her case encourages readers to be more understanding and

compassionate. Near the end of ttre novel ?rer husband

Trelawny dies, and Fitz-Edward; who tras never stopped

thinking of Ad*l-lna, returns. Smith f inishes the book with

the suggestion that after a suitable interval, Adelina will

consider Fitz-Edward's proposal; and begin a happier life

with hin"
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Digressions and the Romantic End

The stories of Mrs. Stafford and Adelina elevate

Elnmeline above the normal sentimental novei" WfuiLe it is

true that the novel ends traditionally--the heroine meets

and marries her worthy man at the end--E.Er-nleline as a whole

provides readers wittr more tiran irle:i:(! romance and diversion.

The digressive tales demonstrate tire difEiculties women

face. Through them, Smith, without overtty advocating

.ret'Orrfl, like Wollstoncraft Or IJayS, shgws trer concern that a

woman is completely delre''rck:nt j-n all areas of

marriage--domestic, f inancial; and legal--on 1'rer husband. In

exploring the problerns that can arise when a marriage

partner j-s not carefully chosen or when a girl is coerced

int.o natrimony too young, smith raises revolutionary and

complex issues which align her closely with the otlner

novelists in this studY.

In addition to making the public aware of certain

issues; the digressions also make Emmeline's resolute

character tno:re r:i:erl.ible. She learns frorn ttre negative

experiences of M:rs. Sh-af ford and Lady Adelina and then acts

accordingly. At one point when Delamere tries .oassicnately

to persuade her to meet and rnarry him secretly, stte refuses

as "site fuad ,l-at.e1y seen in her friends, MrS. Stafford and

Lady Adelina, two melanc?roly instances of ttre frequen'L

unhappiness of very early marriages; and she had no



2L3

j-nclination to hazard her own happiness in hopes of proving

an exception" (230). Not only the readers, then, but

Emmeline as well; are expected to pro.i-j-L :f rr>m these other

female narratives"
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ii. Desmond, A Novel

Published in L792, four years after Emmeling, Desmond

represents a deparL.r:re f rorn Smith's earlier novels. It is

overtly polit.ical and more revolutionary in tone and spirit

than the others" That ttre writer was aware of the

difference in this book is shown by the Preface in which she

says: "I fe,:l- soiire d*gree of that appretrension which an

Author is sensible of on a first publication. .. in sending

into the world a work so unlike those of my former writings"

(I, i). There are sevr:ral reasons for her doubts. First,

as Bowstead observes, Pesmond is "the only epistolary novel

among the ten Smith published between 1788-1798"

("Episto1ary Novel," 237). Instead of the traditional story

of a single man courting a single woman, as in Emmelirle, it

is about "a young inan, nourishing an ardent but concealed

passion for a married woman" (I, ii). Lastly, Desmond

contains many arguments about the political situation in

France and England-, which Smith felt rnight displease some of

her readers.

One reader the novel did noL. please was Sir Walter

Scott, vlho had earlier expressed admiration for Smittr's

Emrneline. He thought Ere4d a poor work, and wrote in

March 16, L826, "In the evening, after dinner, read Mrs.

Charlotte Smith's novel of Desmond--decidedly the worst of

her comrr:ositions. "9 Nevertheless, it had some inf Iu.:nce

on him; he borrowed from it, according to Leigh Hunt, "thc:
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foundation of his character of Waverley, and the name

besides" (qtd. by Turner, llB).

The reason for Scott's dislike of the novel and its

general unpopularity is probably because of its radical

nature; In Desmon4, Smith does more than merely exploit the

then current fever of interest in the French revolution by

using i-t as a topical and exciting background; she uses the

revolution to draw a disconcerting parallel between

potitical and domestic tyranny. Smith Iikens the des.ootic

and oppressive rule of France's absolute monarchy over its

people to Verney's authority over Geraldine. Just as power

is misused in the stater so it is sirni-larly abused in the

fami 1y.

In addition to its polemical statements about women in

the home, in Desmond Smith depicts some unusual and

unconventional kinds of love relationships. The hero's

infatuation with a married woman, though controlled and

regulated; is nevertheless unorthodox ancl untraditional. His

sr.rbse<1uent amorous relationship with the married Madame

Josephine de Boisbelle shocked contemporary readers. Through

these uncustomary arrangements, ttrrough the stories of the

two females, Geraldine and Josephine, Smith explores various

aspects of female passion, sexual freedom and desire. Her

provocative suggestion that. a woman's yearnings for

emotional futfillment do not necessarily end at marriage

links her with Woltstonecraft; probably the most radical

writer of this study.
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Tyranny: At. Home and Abroad

The hero Desmond provides the connection between the

seerningly irrelevant observations about Ltre French people

and the situation of one particular trousehold in England.

Because of his a"rdent passion for the married Geraldine,

Desmond decides to leave for the continent, hoping that "t}le

present political tumult in France, ...may interest and

divert [rris] attenLion" (l, 1r). Diana Bowstead points out

that "Smith's choice of the epistolary form has to do with

the largely political and didactic import of the novel, and

with advantages letters seemed to her to have over autirorial

narration in accomodating so weighty a burden of

inf ormation" ( "Epistol-ary Novell " 238) . She says: "Quite

overtly, by way of the 'sentiments'--that is, the ideas and

opinions--expressed by eactr of the correspondents, the

domestic i-}z.ra-nrry of which Geraldine Verney, the putative

heroine, is an acquiesceni; vi.cti.n is treated as analogous to

political tyranny in France prior to the RevoluLion" (237).

Smith takes advantage of the current interest in the

French revoluLion and uses the example of the corrupt

monarch and the aristocrats to illustrate the abuse and

misuse of power. Once she establishes the injustice c-:f

despotism, she then draws ,oarallels between the situation irr.

governments and the situation at home. Thus the first part

of the novel seems to be cr:i:nposed of unrelated episodic
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vignettes of people who possess wealth and power both in

England and France. Ttrese people al:e presented for the most

parL as self-centered, irresponsible, ignorant, and

materialistic-

A striking exa:rnpi-e is the character of Lord ifewminster.

He is 1lzy and obnoxious, and; though a member of the House

of Lords, cares not "a curse for their damned politics" (tI,

4f ) . He would rather "all the old women in the country

slrould f asi: for a monLh, " than that his dog should not have

its belly ful1 (I, 5n). Tire two prosperous gentlemen wtrom

Desinond encounters at Dover profess to criticize the French

for their notion of liberty and for treatment of the clergy.

Yet they calior:sly refuse alms to a starving widow and her

ctrildren, while their ,oolitical debate regresses to a

discussion of game and fish, at home and abroad. -rtfhen they

part, the squire invites the clergyman to partake of a feast

of turtle sor,lo, fat ducks and pigeons, all abty pre,rrared by

the squire's negro slave. Smith shows the irony of the

situation: while ignoring other people's needs, the rich

gourmandize and indulge their bodily appetites, exploiting,

if necessary, the labour of a human being who has become

mere property.

Except fo:: irloni:fleuri, the titled and well-to-do in

France are similarly condemned. Ttre Comte d'Hauteville's

dismal estate mirrors his moral degeneration. !1is habitation

has the look of "i11 managed cultivation, " wtrat used to be

an "avenge Of beeCh tfees" are nOW "ttte rUinS Of treesr"
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while "not a cottage arose to b:reak the monotony of this

long -l- 
j-ne of disf igured vegetation" (I, 203-4). Verney's

friend, the Duc de Romagnecourt is "proud, profligate, and

perfidious, accustomed Lo entertain high ideas of

self-importance" (It, 276). He thinks that the men who

aspire to be freemen are but reptiles, and hopes to see them

"languishing out their miserable lives in the most dreary

dungeons of the new-erected Bastille" (II, 278). Hardly

scrupulous when it cornes to women, he believed he could

purchase Geraldine's sexual favours with his money.

Tirough Geraldine's husband, Verney, is not an

aristocraL, he is always among them, joining them in iheir

extravagance and decadence. The significance of this

association is clear: ttre men who irresponsibly govern the

country, who control the money, are the same who rule

thoughtlessly and rashl-y at home. Like the character of Mr.

Stafford in Emmelin-e, Verney is wild and shiftless, and. has

squandered the family fortune on hunting, lavistr parties,

and gambling. His rare visits home cause his wife more .r:ain

than pleasure. Geraldine te-!-ls Bethel about her husband:

"for of the understandings of all women he has the most

contemptible opinion; and says, 'that we are good for

nothing but Lo inake a shew while we are young, and to becorne

nurses when we are o1d"' (tl, 32). In one instance, he

comes horne, and instead of greeting his family, sends them

away, crying: "away with ye aII, there, get ye along t.o 'Lhe

nursery, tirat's tire pr,o.oer place for women and children"
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(ll, 36).

As in Emmellng, Smith's indictment in Desmond of the

injustj.ces done to women is an indirect one. Stre makes her

case by displaying instances of gross mistreatnent. of women

and by suggesting parallels between political and domestic

corruption. Using Geraldine as an example, Smith shows how

the life of a woman of superior understanding and

sensibility becomes wasted. Geraldine is treated as an

object. to be discarded, f irst by her father antl lat.er by her

husband. She recalls; "My fatlrer, indeed, would not

condescenrf to sLlppose that our sentiments were worth forrning

or consulting...tre was a very Turk in principle, and hardty

allowed women any pretensions to souls t oy tiroug?rt "Lhem

worth more care than he bestowed on his horses, which were

to look sleek, and do their paces wel-I" (III, 133). Fertraps

not coincidental-ly, the unfavourable comparison of women to

irorses which had been made earlier is repeated by Verney.

After stating ti.rat woiren belong to the nursery, Verney

changes the subject and asks Bettrel if he could buy

Bethel's "hellish clever trotting mare" (II, 37). Geraldine

acknowledges at one point Lhat stre is little better than a

possession. Referring to Verney she says, "the unfortunaLe

man whose property I am" (ttl, 148).

The idea of women as property becomes real and

horrifying by the end of the novel. Desmond discovers that

Verney, because of his many debts, has abandoned Geral-dine

and has "Iiterally sold" her to the lecherous Duc de
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Romagnecourt. (It, 239). Because of Geraldine's sense of

duty to the man whose name she bears, she feels compelled to

follow his instructions. It is only through a series of

misadventures due to the Revolut.ion that she is saved. Tirus,

Smith completes the thematic connection between the

political ancl tire roina-ntic plots in the novel. Both in

government and in the home, it is only through a revolution

or drastic change that t.yranny can be abolished. As

Bowstead notes, Geraldineo wtro had been taken for property,

"allies hersei--i in her second marriage to a man of the right

political principles. Smith intends her readers to see that.

the security of Geraldine's position in the household

Desmond governs rle*pends on his honest intent.ion to translate

his ideological opposition to political autocracy into

reasonably democratic domestic policies" (261) .
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Geraldine and Josephine: Unorthodox Heroines

The structure of Desmond is unlike the typical

courtship novel of the late eighteenth century, where an

eligible bachelor seeks and wins the hand of a single young

-lady. In Smith's novel l-resmond is in love with a woman who

is already mai:riecl at the onset. of the ta1e.10 The author

explains in her Preface: "in representing a young rflan,

nourishing an ardent but concealed passion for a married

womani I certainly do not mean to encourage or justify such

attachments; but no delineation of character appears to ine

more interesting, than that of a man ca.pable of such a

passion so generous and disinterested as to seek only the

good of its object; nor any story more moral-, than one that

represent.s the existence of an affection so regulated" (t,

ii).

A novelty in the 1790s, the story of a woman married to

the wrong man became a conventional plot by the l850s.

George Eliot, in "Silty Novels by Lady Novelists, " satirizes

ttre typical he.':oj.ne of such novels. She sums up their plots

in this way: the heroine "as often as not marries the wrong

person to begin witir, and suffers terribly from the pJ-ots

and intrigues of the vicious baronet; but even death has a

soft place in his heart for such a paragon, and remedies all

mistakes for her just at the right moment. " 11 While it is

true that Smith's Desmond conforms neatly to this
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sentirnental plotr ds tsowsi-ead points out, "the thrust. of the

novel is nonetheless realistic, radical, and incisive,'
(237). Rather than using the story to elicit excessive

sentimentality, smith uses her novel to exprore various

issues related to the adult woman.

The first problem concerning young ladies is tire choice

of a inarriage partner. In O-es_$ogg both the heroine,
Geraldine, and her foi,l, Josephine, are the victims of
greedy parents who think onry of material wearth in choosing

a suitable son-in-law. Geraldine te11s her sister Fanny:

"riches and hj-gh birth were ever the most certain

recommendations to the favor of my mother--Merit unattended

by these advantages, we were always taught to shun" (IIT,

L34). She elaborates: "for every single man of larg*:

fortune, though decrepid with age, or distorted by the hand

of Nature, thougir }talf an ideot from his birth, or rendered.

worse than an ideot by debauchery, we were taught to ttrrow

our encouragement; and, I really believe, Lf the wandering

Jew, or the yellow dwarf, or any other fabled being of
hideous desc,ript:ion, could have been sent on earth to have

personified men of eight or ten thousand a yearr w€ should

have found it difficutt to have escaped being married to

them, if they had offered good settlements', (llI, 133-4).

Geraldine's French counterpart, the also unhappily

married Josephine de Boisbelle tras parents with similar

ideas. They have given very little care and thought Lo Lhe

disposition of their daughters. Josephine coinplains to
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Desmond. ttrat her mother has "betraye<f irer j-nto marriage with
a man, for whom it was impossible she ever could eittrer feel
love or esteenrr" and tlrat as a consequence, she suf fers froin

"a11 the miseries of suctr a connection, " ancl feels that "trer

life is irrecoverably dashed" (I, 274). In order to be rid
of tlne other two daughters, the parents decide to make them

nuns. As part of 'the revolution against o1d tradition,
Josephine's brottrer, MonLfleuri, has attempted to rescue his
sisters fron the "odious superstition" of condemning "so

nriii-able a young woman, to so many years of rigid
confineinent" (f, 20I). Smith draws a parallel between

confinement in a marriaEe and in a convent: in both

institutions, the woman forfeits her f:reedoin, and in both

the authority she subraits to is, ultimately, a patriachal

one. Through the multiple female voices, the histories of

women in both England and France, Snith stresses the

importance of respecting a woman's opinion, pa::'ticularly in
the selection of trer life-time ,oartners. Geraldine and

'Tosephine's lives strow that, when wedded to the wrong man,

being a wife and a mother can mean anything but felicity for
the woman. I'{ore importantly, they suggest how completely at
the mercy of paternal power every woman is, a suggestion

l:'rrat may well work to undermine any redernptive value in the

romantic notion of the perfect marriage.

Related to this problem of marital rnate is the quest.j-on

of female occupation or function. In trer depiction of

frustrated intelligent women, Smith calls attention to the
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fact that ladies of high society are expected to read
sr"rpe:rf icial lives. Geraldine, for example, is unhappy with
the einptiness of her nother's life. rn her mother's
estimation, "happiness...consists in being visited by the
opulent; in giving and receiving good dinners; in having at
Bath, ar in London, the reputation of having fashionabre
parties, and very full roomsi of curtsying, ai: church, to
all the best dressed part of the congregation; and being
rooked upon as. -.one who knows the world;...as a person of
great sagacity in cases, whether of medicine r oy cards , ot
anecdote" ( III, 135-6) . Her mother of ten ,'takes ref uge in
cards and company against the reproaches of her own heart,,
(tt, I82'). Geraldine on the oLhei: hand, f inds ,,solitary

walks" ext--r:cmely preasant (lt, 87), and takes comfort in her
"two lovely children,' (f I, 5). She says: ',when [her
husband] "is at home, it makes no otrre.r: difference to me

than that of destroying my peace without promoting my

happiness" (II, 5). Unl-ike her mother, Geraldine cannor
forget her troubles through card garnes. The conLrast between
what Geraldine and her mother ihi-'k of as the proper
function and duty of a wife and mother is very pronounced.

smith, then, points out Lhat for a woman of Gerardine's
strr:ng'th and discernment, one whose ,'ingenious and riberal
mind shrinks f rom vice and folly', ( t, 3 ) , the usual
frivorous feinale amusements are insufficient,

Throughout the novel the author speaks, as

wolrstonecraf t. did, on beha--rf or! wornen's intellectual
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powers- Desmond falrs in rove with both Geraldine and
Josephine not only because of their beauty and sensibirity,
but becau-se o;[ .their judgement and sense. He praises
Geraldine for the ,'strength and cl_earness of her
understanding" (t, 3), and says that Josephine ,,has much of
that sort of knowledge which makes her a pleasant companion,,
(t, 165) - Bethel says at one point: ,,ignorance and vanity
were much more f;r-13"3- tO that happiness which every man

seeks, . '.when he marries, than that knowledge which has been
insidiously cal]ed unbeconing in women,, (II, 33). Indeed,
the only ones who are op.nosed Lo women having knowledge in
the novel are Gerardint=ts worthless husband, verney, and her
superficial mother. Gerardine complains; ,,r never am

a110wed to converse with any of the literary peopre r meet,
as my mother iras a terrible aversion to every thinE that
looks like a desire to acquire knowledge; and for the same

reason, she proscribes every species of reading" (r45-G).
Part of the reason for both Geraldine and Josephine,s
unhappiness, then, stems from the limitations and
curtailment of thei.r "i.nterrectual capabilities. Not onry
have they been forced to marry men they do not love and
respect, they are also prevented from enjoying and
exercising their unders{:a-ncliitg and menta] skills in their
domestic spheres,
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Morality and Immoral Relationships

Perhaps the most important issue concerning women

raised by the i:over is the question of female needs and
fulf illment. smith c'ira]-.-]-enges the conventional belief that
the marital state is the apex of women,s life. Through
Gerardine's dissatisfaction with her husband, and
Josephine's extra,nai:ibal affair with Desmond, she shows that
marriage does not necessarily satisfy a woman, s emotional
and sexual desires - Gerardine, recogn izi,ng irer irusband, s
shortcomings and Desmond.'s merits, asks: ,,why should it be
wrong to adinire and esteem an excellent and amiable man,
from whom I ?taize r:er:ei_vecl inore than brotherly
kindnessT--wny, indeed, should r question the propriei-;z of
this regard., because r am married?--Does that prevent or-rr

seeing and loving excelrence wherever found--and why strourd
it?" (tr, 25s'6) - rn the rnore extreine case of admiration..
Josephine actuarly indulges her passion and rove for
Desmond' rn her "gay and unguarded heartr " she nurtures an
affection f i: i)esrnond which f inally curminates in her having
a child by him (tlt, 338). rn L7g2 this irlicir
relationship was frowned upon by the reviewers of the
'Eqrgpean Maqazinel the @ and the e.riticai
Review, because it seemed to them to diminish Desmond,s
characte:: (Bowstead, 248). Bowstead defends the affair by
saying that it undercuts the "sentimentality of his devotion
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i:o Geraldine, " and that without it Desmond,s ,,relationships

with women seem either unrearisticarly garrant or absurdly
adolescent" ("Epistolarlr irTovel ," 24g). The indiscreet af fair
shows the dangers and undesirable consequences of marriages
made on the basis of economics and mat.erialistic ga,in. smith
sees the fatar results of such domestic unions and warns
against them.

smith seems to have anticipated the criticisms and

charges of inmoraritlz -1-ervi*d on the novel by her
contemporaries. rn ps€ngnd she has Gerardine write to her
sister Fanny about. the effects of novers on young girrs. The

sensibie Ge::aldine defends novel-reading against other forms
of entertainment . she berieves .i:hat though novers may

exhibit "vice" and even "weaknesses, that deserve not quite
so harsh a namer " those who are examples of them are
subjected "to remorse, regret, and punishment', (rr, ldG).
scandal sheets, on the other hand, are more corrupt. she
says, "circumstances, more inimical to innocence, are every
day related, without any disguise, or with very little, in
the public prints', (lt, 166). f n ',read.ing the world, a girl
must see a thousand very ugry blots, whic?r frequently pass

without censure at all" (tt, L66).

rn addition, srnith criticizes the theatre as a form of
ainusement. Geraldine says;

f own it has often struck me as a singular
inconsistenclz, that, while novels have been con-

demned as being injurious to the interest of



223

virtue, the p]-ay-house has been calr-ed the school
of moral ity--The comedies of the rast century are
almost, without exception, so gross, that, with
all- the alterations they have received, they are
very unfit for that part. of the audience .to who:rn

novel reading is deemed pernicious, nor is ilre
example to be derived from them very conducive to
the interests of morality; for, not only the rake
and titr: <:oquette of ttre piece are generally made

happy, but those duties of life, to which novel_
reading is believed prejudicial, are almost always
violated with impunity, or rendered :riclicurous bv

'the trick of the scene.' (rr, t70).
Smith, then, was very much aware of ,oublic codes of
morality, of correct a-nd incor.rect conduct. Her decision to
include the .Tosephine and Desmond af fair must be seen as a
deliberate one. rt.s negative example, as a case where
parental tyranny causes marital discord, far outweigirs its
potential corruptive effect.

Another point that Geraldine makes is that not atl
girls are as silly as people generarly believe. r"rany women

have intelligence enough t.o discern between fantasy and
rearity. Geraldine, who read ,'a1l sorts of books...ever
since [she] was out of the nurseryr" and who,,ran throuq]r
Inovels] with extreme avidity, has not been rendered
romantic and foolish by her reading. Geraldine testifies:
"FIad the imagination of a young person been liabr-e to be
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nuch affected by these sort of histories, mine wou1d.,

probably, have taken a romantic turn, and at eighteen, wtren

r was married, r should have hesitate<i whether r shoulo obey
ny friends directions, or have waited tirl the hero
appeared, who wourd have been imprinted on my mind, fronr
some of the charming fabulous creatures, of whorn r had read
in novels.--But far from doing so, r was...very obedient,
and...I have thought only of being a quiet wife, and a good

nurse' and of fulfilling, as well as r can, the part which
has been chosen for me" (tt, L74_5). Thus, reading has not
corrupted Geraldine's moralsi rather iL ira.s increased her
understanding. FIer knowledge has made her aware of her
:i:estri-r:tive position as a wife and a woman, and enabred her
to articulate her unhappiness to the readers of her tale.
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iii.

rn a letter to her publisher, cadelr and Davies, dated
June 27 , 1-V97 Charlotte Srnith wrote of The younq

Philosopher: ". .. fron the nature of the plan it wilr
require books and leisure. r neant to have call'd it "The

Young Philosopher"--& r thought some of the ideas that
occurd to me of character and incident were likely to be

work'd up into a composition of some novelty & of more

solidity than the usual crowcl of i{ovel"."l2 The younq

Philosopher, Nature his Law and God his Gr_riclcr t'1798) , as

suggested by the title, is "of more solidity than the usual
crowd of idovels, " as smith says, rt is largely based on

Rousseau's idea that the _oriiaitive state is superior to the

civilized one. Allene Gregory, in The French Revolution ang

Lhe Fnglish i-rTove], points out that this nove] marks the
third stage of English Revolutionism--from initial sympathy

with the French reformers, to reaction against the excesses

of Robespierre, and f inalllz to a r:ei:lt+ctive overview of the
.revorution as a whole. Gregory says that by l7gg, smith
"has lost faith in refo::m, and is now a philosophic
Rev<r]_utionist" (222) .

!'ilna't is interesting about the novel from the point of
view of this study is not so inuch its Rousseauistic
philosophy as its concern with abuse and injr-rstice"
especially in relation to women. rn the preface smith says,
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"rf a l{riter can best describe who has suffered, r berieve
that. all the evils arising frorn oppression, from fraud and

chicane, I ain above almost any person qualif j-etl i,o

delineate" (t, iii-iv). Smith mentions Wollstonecraft, tire

author of @r ES "a writer whose talents r
greatly honoured, and whose unti-mely death r deeply regret',
(I, v). Like the more out.spoken radical, Smith does not
agree with the conventional system of educai:ion for young

ladiesr ;iod attempts to suggest an alternative method for
her heroine in the novel " Shar a-lso points out through the

adventures of Mrs. Glenmorris the very rimited righL.s and

freedoms of the adult woman

she asserts that trer intention "has been -to expose the
il-1 consequences of detraction; to shew the sad effects of
parental resenLment, and the triumph of fortitude in the
daughter" (I, vi-vii). repeats a
theme of Pes$_gnd; a society in which high birth and weatth
fashion the marriage contract is one that is bound to
prodr.rce fainilies with much marital discord and unhappiness.

But unlike the ending of ltesmond where the hero and treroine
are able to be reconciled with the sociei-1r, tire young

PltilgFopher's end is more similar to rnchbards'lrTature and.

Aqt " Tjre morally good characters must withdraw f rom ttre

communj.ty and start anot?rer one o"t their own, this time, in
the primitive "wilds" of America.
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The Evils of the Civilized, Wortd

Like many of the other romantic revolutionary women

writers, smith satirizes certain aspects of eighteenth
century English society. The most notable of her targets
are lawyers, who were also the main subject of her scorn in
the novel "oublished just prior to ,

Marchmont (L796) . While in Marchnront it is the male

protagonist, Marchmont, who is perpetually the prey of the
vampire-like attorneys, i-n the later work the victims who

suf fer the inost are the females, namely, Mrs. Glenmorris
and her daughter, Iv1edora.

Another group Smith critic:-zes in the novel are

tyrannical parents and re]ations, who see rank and fortune
as the only merits in people. smith shows how the love of
material wealth tras made ttre civirized city life a breeoing
ground for intrumanity and injustice. Virtues which are

natural to human beings, such as compassion, sincerity and

benevolence, have become foreign to the artificial society
with lts perverted varues. For this reason, George Delmont,

who "lived according to the dictates of his own reason

rather than according to Lttre world's] fashions,, (I, 28) ,

and iuiedora, who is "a child of nature,, (I, 244), decide to
leave England for a rnore prinitive and simpre rand.

At first glance, the two groups Smith

satirizes--rawyers and parents--seein to have nothing to do
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with each other. But in smit'n's opinion, what they both have

in common is certa.in unjustif iabre power over individ.uals,

especially over helpless females. parents exert
unreasonable authority when they ignore tireir children's

wishes and force thern into altiances in which social
standing and wealth are the only factors considered.

Arrnit-age, the philosophic, old sage in the novel says: "I

am no advocate for very early or very hasty narriages; but

it is because they are often made by the tyranny or the

avarice of parents" (t, 249). Legal advisers, oo the other
han<f, can manipulate people by misleading them, or
withholding and regulating wtrat should rightly belong to
them. smith says in Marchmont that the systern of justice is
such that "the best of all possible laws are abused, to the

very worst of all possible purposes" (II, ZLs).

In Mrs. Glenmorris' narrative, which occupies most of
the second volumer w€ have a compendium of the abuses women

suffer at the hands of these two groups of peopre. First of
all, as the younger child of the house, Laura is ignored by

her ambitious parents who seek to aggrandize the family by

marrying off the eldest daughter with a great dowry to a

baronet. I,vhile her sister is to succeed to their great

possessions, Laura is to be "sacrificed to some old man,

who, in consideration of [her] youth and beauty, will take

[frer] without a fortune" (II , 22). Here Smith strows how the

love of grandeur and wealth can sever close familial

relationships; can break the bonds of parent to child, and



234

sister to sister.

Even after she is inarried, Lar-rra Grenmorris is stirl
beseiged by domineering relations, both by Glenmorris'
witch-like o1d great aunt, Lady Kilbrodie, and by her own

mother and sister. Lady Kilbrodie's "prid.e anrl ?:er I)overty
had made her avaricious,' not for herself ,...but in the hope

of aggrandizing her two sons', (II, 97). She sees Laura as a

threat because she might bear an heir to the Gl_enmorris

estater so she hords her prisoner in her Highland t:astre and

menaces her with superstitious portents of death. i.{o sooner
free from that captivity, Laura, on returning to London, is
confined in a madhouse on her mother's orders. Her mother,
Lady Mary de Verdon, permitting no sentiment to stand in her
wdy, hopes Lo prevent Laura and her daughter from claiming
the part of the inheritance they are entitled to.

Ttrese opportunistic parents are aided and encouraged in
their mischief by lawyers, whom smith portrays as greedy
creatures willing .to do anything for money. The

professionals who are supposed to uphold the laws of the
land are corrupted by desires for self-aggrandization. ivlr.

Petrify, the soricitor whom Mrs. Glenmorris goes to see for
temporary financial- assistance is one "whose heart seemed

calrous to every impression but those mad.e by his own

pursuit after money...He was naturally cold and

repulsive...He said, these were times when a man might werr
be justified in refusing pecuniarlz help even to his own

father (ltt, 96-7). Significantly, law is a particularly
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mascul-ine fierd. Not only were all lawyers male, but their
technical discourse is designed specificalry to exclude
people--some men, but all women--who are not members of the
profession. IJaturally, snith does not reduce the attack on

lawyers to a gender conflict, but the fact remains that that
profession she spent so much time crit icizing was an

institution which consisterf so1ely of men.

A host of other regar advisers, some with names

appropriate to ti-reir nature, such as cancer and Loadsworth,
are simirarly motivated by avarice. snith gives another
portrait of a degenerate lawyer in Brownjohn: "Not
supported by the regurar practice of his profession, but
living by shifts, he contrived by impudence, and a
flourishing way of tatking, to pass himself off as a man of
fortune....Destitute of every principle, and totarly without
feering, he made no scrupre of taking money from two adverse
parties" ( rrt, f0B-9) .

A11 these lawyers "had rong preyed together on the
unfortunate" (ttt, I09). They are le*d by Sir George

Appulby, who was also an attorney, but now a consequential
politician. Like his partners, he ,'had been in habits of
taking advantage of every body who by any chance fe1I in his
power; and had for ttre most part done it with impunity....He
had robbed, and herped to rob his own relations, and since
had as successfully robbed ttre public,' (ttl, 276_7). out of
all these descriptions of men in the legar profession, there
is not one who presents a positive or redeemable side to ttre
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occupation. Smith's own experience with solicitors and the

Chancery courts convinced her that almost everyone in ttre

field was dishonest and corruPt.

Because the novel is suci.r a strong denunciation of the

faults of late eighteenttr century English society, it seems

to suggest that there is no hope for the civilized city. The

"good" characLers in the book, the philosophers and

ttrinkers, are outcasts. Arrnitage is a hermit, and by the

end, George Delmont has decided to Ieave his estate ilL

Upwood and join the Glenmorris family in America. Like

Inchbald, Smith implies that the only way to remain an

honest -Lutnan i>eing in such a vicious society is to live

apart from it.

Glenmorris, the victim of much i11-treatment, has the

last word. He justifies his intention of returning to

America: "I do not love to be in a country where I am made

to pay very dear for aclvantages which exist not but in idea.

I do not love to live where I see frightful contrast between

luxury and wretchednessi where r must daily witness

injustice I cannot repress, and misery I cannot relieve"

(rv, 39f). Hilbish notes that "the reference to

America...was anottrer property of the Revolutionists and one

in which Mrs. Smith was in the lead of many of her

contemporaries" (314) .

The retreat Lo Arnerica, to "nature, " is Smith's way of

rebelling against i:rarli.tional narrative endings. while

George, the worthy hero, does ultimately rnarry the beautiful
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heroine, Medora, this marriage is not accompanied by a

reintegration into society, accompanied by an autonatic

f inancial gain. Rather, Georgr:, Lhe young philosopher, has

to make a break with his past, with civilization, at least

temporarily, to aIlow the natural instincts of benevolence,

love and compassion to rule his life once more.
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Domestic Pedagogy: Mothers and the Education of Children

In Snith points out the

cli-fference mothers can make on the characters of their

children. The novel pairs off sets of youths and shows the

contrasts beLween one who has been brougirt. uj.) according to

the dictates of fashion, and one who has benef it.ted from the

personal care and teaching of the mottrer. Though the stress

is on the instruction of females, Medora and ivliss Goldthorp,

Smith also devotes some tiine to t?re schooling of males,

George and Adolphus Delnont.

In the case of George ancl his brother, Adolphus, the

disparity is evident. U,oon becoming his own master, George

"lived very much out of ltne world,] and according to the

dictates of his own reason rather than according to its

fastrions" (I, 28). Since he was five years old, his mother

kept him at hoine and instructed him herself . She "inade him

a Philosopher," wittr "a set of opinions of his own" (1, 34).

She "seemed to have in her trands the heart of her son, to be

able to inould it as she pleased, and the use she made of her

power was to teach him to reason on every thing he learned,

instead of seeing all objectsr ds they are represented,

through Lhe dazzling and false mediun of prejudice,

cornmunicated from one generation to another" (f, 86-7). From

her, George acquires his abhorrence of war, seeing it not as

a path to glory but as a rneans of being a "successful



239

destroyer of his fel1ow men,' (t, g7). Thus, after examining
the options that 1ay before him, George ',d.etermined to yierd
his freedom to none of those motives which the love of power

or of wealth rnight hold out to hin, but to live on his
Iittle farin r-rnfei:i:e:red by the rules he must submit to if he

entered into any profession" ( l, 92) .

on the other hand, his erder brother, Adolphus, a

favourite of his father an<i his r;ncre, Lord castredanes,
"had never fert a wish that he did not imagi-ne tre i1afl a

right to gratify" (I, 46). Brought up as the heir to a

noble house, he was used to being courted and praised by his
relations, his tutor, his servants and his dependants. At
the death of his parents, he received ten thousand pounds,

and his brottrer merely three, but he still ,'thought it
scandalous thab in any country, the younger branches of a

famiry shourd be suffered to diminish the property of the
elder" (r, r35). w?ren he gambles away atr his property, he
does not hesitate to calr upon George to pay his debts.
i{ilbish notes t}rat ',i_n all her novels Ismittr] denounces the
English property system whereby the elder son inherits
everything, and the rest of the family becomes subservient
to him" (szs1. Adorphus is one of these who becomes serfisl:
and arrogant as a:r:esult of his position in the famity.

Like Wollstonecraft, Smith believed that childhood
training had a direct influence on adurt 1ife. rn the
novel, the characters of George and Adolphus reflect this
belief . I,,Ihire George is clear-sighted and prudent, Adoptrus,
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"opinion of public affairs fluctuated ...as interest or

caprice directed...Of principle of any kind he seemed

ent.irely devoid, even on points where most men, however free

in their opinions, have some degree of delicacy and

sensibility" (1, LO2). Adolphus cared only for: irirnself ,

while George learned from his mother "that the feelings of

others we:re t.o be consulted as well as his own" (I, 48).

Such is the difference that a mother can rnake on her

children.

Similarly, there is a marked contrast in tLre case of

the young ladies who are both in love with George. Like

t0ollstonecraft, ilays, and Inchbald, Srnith presents an

alternative to the r:onvc*nL.ional portrait of the beautiful

but frail and si1ly heroine. Though her female protagonist

is not in any way as outspoken as Hays' Emrna courtney, for

exanple, ne)vertireless, she attempts to create her own

version of the "new" woman in Medora.

Medora's foi1, Miss Goldthorp, "the only daughter of a

deceased banker, and possessing above Ei:i!1i12 tirousand pounds,,

(I, l), has had the upbringing of a typical spoiled heiress.

While i'.ledora tras been under the care of her mother, Miss

Goldthorp was "left an orphan at six years o1d, and educated

at a boarding school without any particular attention" (I,

136). She "was very deeply read in romance and. novels, by

some one or oi:trer of the heroines of which she occasionally

'set her mind,' so that with a great versatility of

character she rarely appeared in her own...she could never
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divest herself of a sort o.[ :r:r*r;i:l-ess coquetry (t, 1f0-f ).

Like Lire oi-her romantic revolutionary writers, Smith is

concerned with the system of education for women. Along

with Wollst.onecraft, she saw that the "arLs" tnt,lrnen were

supposed to acquire were vi:ri:uai.'r-y useless. This belief is

evideni: i-n irer satiric description of Miss Goldthor;o' s

skills:

Miss Goldthorp was one of those young women, of

whom it is common to sdlr that they are 'highly

accomplished;' that is, stre had made sone lit'tle

progress in the various branctres of female

education, which usually pass under the name of

elegant accomplishments. Conscious of knowing

something, she assumed credit for a great

deal-"..On the ;oiano forte she was said to possess

wonderful execution; and certain it is, that both

on that and on the harp she made a very loud

noise, and rattled away with the most perfect

conviction that trer auditors i^/ere ;)rn;.rzed at her

facility. She spoke French with the sclrile

undoubting confidence. . . she occasionalllz

interlarded her conversation wi'Lh words or strort

sentences in Italian, and had thence acquired the

reirr,rLai:ion of a very elegant Italian sctrolar

(r, 137-8).
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In the novel, Srnith proves that these feininine skills do not

amount to much. B.)callse she is so vain and such a coquet,

Miss Goldthorp fails to distinguish between those who admire

her and those who admire only her fortune. Hence, sl're is

suitably wedded to Adolphus by the end of the novel.
n

Co^verselyr i"ledora, the child of nature, has acquired no

ar tificial arts. As her future depends on ttre success of a

lawsuit, her mother has instructed her "as that she inalz bea:r

with an equal mind" either extreme wealth or extreme poverty

( I, 224). i'4rs. Glenrnorris, her mother, explains trer

pedagogical beliefs:

"I strould be sorry...that a daughter of i:nine,

suffering her imagination to outrun her reason,

should so bewilder trerself among ideal beings as

i-o become either useless or ridiculous; but if

a-ffeclion for merit, if admiration of talents, if

the attachments of friendstrip are romantic; if it

be romantic to dare to have an opinion of one's

own, and not to follow one formal tracL, wrong or

right, pleasant or irksone, because our

grandmothers and aunts have followed it before; if

not to be romantic one irrust. go through the world

r,vith prudery, carefully settling our blinkers at

eve':y stepr as a cautious coachman hoodwinks his

horses heads; if a wo:rnan, because she is a woman,

must resign al1 pretensions to being a reasoning

being, and dares neither look to the right nor to
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the 1eft, oh! may ny I'{edora still be the child of

nature and simplicity, stil1 venture to express

all she feels, even at the risk of being called a

strange romantic AirI" (II , L4-5).

Like the other romantic revolutionary writers, Smith was

against women doing things merely because of tradition. She

believed that women can think for themselves, be "reasoning

beings, " instead of creatures who merely follow cust.oms or

the wishes of men. Medora and her mother defy social

customs when they invite Geo-rge to their home without the

presence of Mr. Glenmorris. At one pointn they even consent

to stay at George's house to save him the walk home in "the

rigours of winter" (t, 27L). As with the other writers,

Smith stresses individual beliefs and standards of behaviour

rather than those dictated by socieLy,

Unlike Miss Goldthorp's feigned sentiments, Medora's

"sensibility was not the exotic production of those forceo

and unnatural descri.l2tions of 'Lenderness, ttrat are exhibited

by the imaginary heroine of impossible adventuresi i t was

the consequence of right and genuine feelings...that

intuitj-ve sense, by which she knew how to put herself , in

imagination, in t'lre 1>1-a.ce of another, and to feel- for all

who were unhappy, made her active in doing al1 the good that

her age and situation admitted" (ltt, 38). Smith is

convinced that education can make one a better person, one

who can actively contribute to the general good of mankind.

Mrs. Glenrnorris' advice to her daughter is one that i:'ne
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author firnly betieves in, that fortitude is desirable for

both men and women. She tells Medora:

"It is not firmnessr ...that gives an unpleasant

and unfeminine character to a woman; <:n Llre

contrary, the rnind which has acqui::ed a certain

degree of reliance on itself, which has learned to

Iook on the good an<l evit of life, and to

appreciate each, is alone capable of true

gentleness -tn(1 (:almness....She who has learned to

despise the t.rifling objects that make women who

pursue them appear so contemptible to rneni she who

without neglecting her person has ornainented her

mind, and not merely ornamented, but has

discovered that nothing is good for any huinan

being, whether men or wonan, but a conscientious

discharge of their duty; an humble trust that such

a conduct will in any future state of existence

secure more fr:licity than is attainable here; and

an adherence to that pure morality, which says, Do

what good you can to a1li never wilfulJ-y injure

any--these are the acquisitions that. will gi-ve

tranquility to the heart and courage to the

actions, and even amidst the ireaviest storms of

fortune, bestow repose on their possessor"

( rv, 227 -B) .

For Smith then, women as well as men can have an effect in

the world. The admirable wolnan i-s noL one who is the nost
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ornamental or beautiful, but the one wilr: h;Ls i-ire firmness of

,rri:r:rd to do her duty. shows that women

as iflothers, though restricted in their domestic spheres,

have the power to bring about consequential ancf far-reaching

changes in society.
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Notes to Citaltter i/

I J-rr. Austen, "catharine, or the Bower" (L7g2) in

Uinor__WoIbj, ed. R.W. Chapman, L99.
')' Quoted in a letter of J.C. Walker to Bishop Percy,

16 Sepi:-ernirer i733 in ,iohn Nichols, Illustrations of the

Literarv Historv of the Ejqhi:eenth Centurv, vii (f848), 7OB,

as noted by Anne Henry Ehrenpreis, "InLr<),ltlci-ion" to

Emneline, vii.
^' i)'A::cv has been attributed to Smith by }iilbistr and

,s'rt<r"l sLandard sources as the Cambridge Bibliographv of

n_rylign_-Ljlemlflg_e. But in his dj-sser'Lation, Rufus Paul

Turner shows that Smith in fact did no'i- wr:-i.i:e i:'itis novel,

L2B-L32.
4 AIlene Gregory in The Fren.qh-Rev-olution and the

Enqlj.sh Novel and Florence Hilbish in her biogra.ohy of Smith

argue that Smith's three novels of pr:r-trr,-r-g;1nda ::epresent

three distinct stages in English revolutionism. l-tesmond

t1-792) is an ideal picture of what the Revolution should
'jr;eve been, The Banistred Man (tlg+) reveals what it was, and

(tlgA) looks back ove:r the past and

evolves its causes (ffifbisn, 298-9, Gregory' 22L) .

5 Th" celebrated English critic, George Stevens,

severely censured Smith for her choice of an intmoral worl<.

He believed that the ;oassion in @.4iC.SS-anIL was an apology

for liceni-i-oi-isness and ougtrt to be condemned. As a result
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of this outcry Smith withdrew the work. (frilbish, f tB-9).
6'- Imaqipati!'e Eiggraphv, (1834) tI,95-6r ds quoted

by Anne Henry Ehrenpreis, "Ini:r:r),1_1:-r:t:lr)n" to irlorthanger .Alb_ey

by Jane Austen (Harmondsworttr, penguin, IgTZ) tA.
7' Enqlish Women of Letters (L962), as quoted by

Tompkins, L43.
^ Anna Seward, Letter 38 to Rev.--Berwick, clatecj

October 6, 1788, in Letters of Anna Sewardr Written Between

the Vears t.7Ba-1807 (-t,ondon: Longman, Hurst, Rees, lBll),
as cited by Hilbish, 242.

9 Sir iifal-i:e:: .Scott, The Journal of Sir Walter Scott
(fdinburgh, l8gl) I, L56, as quoted by Rufus p. Turner,

Charlotte Smith (1749-t_BO6) 1IB.
t0 !ilrile it is true that Henry Fietding had written

airor-rt a married heroine in Arnelia (175r), the plot was

sti11 a novelty by the late eighteenth century. More typical
of the couples in the I79Os are the ones i:rr Sinit-h,s

E 4qlrpe, Burney's Cgmilla (L796) , and Austen's pride and

tsre jqqlq-ii (l-813 ) .
ll Pinney, EseaJs---of Georqe Eliot , 3O2-3r ds quoted

by Bowstead-, "E5r1stolary Novelr " 252.
L2 As quoted by Turner, L47 .
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Conclusion

the burden and ttre complexity of womar:hood were

not enough; stre must reach beyond tlne saitci:r-rary

and pluck for herself the strange bright fruits of

art and knowledge" C-l-asping them as few women

have ever clasped them, she would not renounce her

o!4rn inheritance--the difference of view, the dif-

E{-!.fence of standard...
r,/i-i:gi-nia Woolf on 'George Etiot' in Tbg-g-qqmen-Beadef

Though Woolf was not writing about the five women in

this study, her cornitents on George E1iot cou--'lcl jusi: as

easily apply to them. In the course of this work, I have

tried to show tirat- one of the most important contributions

of these female wricol:rs i:<) l-iLerary history was what Woo1f

calls "the dif ference of view, the dif ference of liL.;-r-rrtlarrf . "

This difference distinguishes these women not only from the

canon of eJ-girteenth century novelists who were predominantly

ma1e, but also from many o'thr:r: fetaale scribblers of

sentirnental romances.

As I have pointed oui: in various places, the three
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major divergences from traditionat texis are in i:he

resolution of Lhe narrative; the expression of the female

experience, and the feminization of the focus or concern of

the f iction. First, a.t-rnr:st a-11 of ttre novels examined

conclude wittr an ending that is a departure, in some (jases

albeit slight, from the conventional happy ending of the

courtship n<:vei-" !{ollstonecraft f inishes both Mary and T-e

Wrongs of Woman witrr tirr+ ireroine alone, troubled and

contennplative. Hays' Emma, in The Memoirs of Ergnta Couri:nev,

devotes the remainder of her life to the rearing of the

child Augustus, similarly, Helen Maria Williams' Julia

f inds consolation in -r:eligion and virtue, in helping her

cousin Charlotte with the care of her child" Thougtr boch

Inchbald's A Simple Story and @ end in in

marriage, it is the union not of the original hero and

her:r:i-rre fournd at the beginning of the story' but the

coupling of their offspring, who seem to have atoned for

their parents' mistakes. Finally in Smith's Ernineline, in

Degrnond, and in The Younq Philosop,her, the nuptials of the

male arrtl fei'ra-l-e protagonists are set against a backdrop of

failed marriages, of stories of unhappy couples.

what is signif icant about all ttrese (:onclusions is that

they strow the novelists' desire to make t.heir novels reflect

their experience more closely. These writers saw and

portrayed life as a continuum which did not freeze at the

climactic moment of marriage, nor evt:n at the death of one's

lover or husband. In general, they sacrifice ttre aesthetic
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closure of narrative and the irnaginative gratj-f i-cation of

ronantic love for a socially realistic fiction. As women

they shared the knowledge that matrimony, often viewed in

fiction as the solution to a yor,rng girl's problems, was in

daily life only the beginning of a whole new set of

difficulties. Domestic life, then, in their works, is

depicted not in roslr hues, but in more somber and serious

ways. After a1--i-; tl,:reir: aiin in rvriting these novels was not

primarily entertainment but instruction.

Mary Poovey believes that in other novels the artistic

closure of narrative and ttre grat--ifj.cation of romantic love

are coinpensations for the more practical rewards of

bourgeois ideology. She explains the reason wtry women

writers at the turn of the century deliber:ately did not end

their fictions this way:

The practical .oroblem with these compensator!,

substi-i:ui:e gL:a,tifications is that, oo matter how

imaginatively satisfying they are, they finally

prove debilitating to their real a-dherents; to 
"out

it simply, they def lect criticism f rorir t?re social

institutions they ultimately serve. As Mary

Wol-lstonecrafL ::ecognized, sentimentalism purports

tr> gratify the senses it inflaines by of fering

first vicarious tit.illation and then the ennob-

Iing reward of spi-rii:ua-,i- {:ra-nscendence. Yet be-

cause of the position and definition of women in

bourgeois society; the actual rewards of sentirnen-



25L

talismprovemeagerancf.i.*.i-s.+,consisting,asthey

don of extreire susceptibility to every passing

eino.i.-ion,cultivatedhelptessness,andevensexual

frust.ration. Romant'i-c l-ov<: slinilarly promises wo-

men emotional fulf illment and the legitimati6n tli:

their autonomy, ttreir intensity of feeling' antl-

even their poweri but, given ttre actual power te-

lations institutionalized in society, suctr rewards

a.reshort.lived.Romanticlovernakeswomendream

of being swept of f thei:r feet; it ends by reinfor-

cingthehelplessnessthatmakeslearningtostand

on their own two feet unlikely. (Proper Lad\2, 243)

F{ence most of the novels we have been examining leave the

reader, L'f- .no't d.j.ssatisf ied, slightly uncomfortable with the

conclusion of the story. As in their own lives, not all the

problems raised in their fiction are resolved by Lhe l-ast

ctrapter, not all the loose en<1s are neatly or artif icially

tied u-o, Ii: w<rr-ii-d be safe to say that in general, the group

of women novelists examined here are more concerned wiLh

disillusionment, rather than idealistic or iinaginat.ive

fulfillment, ds a pervading ttreme in their work.

-uli.rj-le it is true that ending with disillusionmenL or

di-senchantment with the kinds of rewards tife has to offer

does not provide a positive example to ferrrale t:eaders, it is

a necessary first step towards the recognition of the

ins,-rff-ici-ency of traditionat expectations of woman in middle

class society. That wollstonecraft's Mary and Maria's
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Search for self-esteem and identity ends in frustration,
'L.hat Hays' Emma Coui:i:ney is una-ble to find a suitable

occupation to support herself , and that there is no ir|at:e

for Inctrbald's sprightly and willful Miss MiIner within the

structr-rre of eig-trteenth-century patriarchy are some

indications of the kinds of limitations that women face in

society. These writers, then, though they do noL always

provide adequate solutions to the problems, nevertheless

succeed,*rl i-r: articulating this aspect of female experience.

Through their fiction; they demonstrated that womenr s access

to culture and to certain parts of social- l-ife were very

much restricted.
In addition, these novelists questionecl va-lues

t.raditionally viewed as important for women.

wollstonecraft's Iu1a:r,v and Maria, and some of smith's minor

characters such as Latly Adelina and Madame de Boisbelle

undermine the meaning of words such as virtue and chastitlz.

They pointed out that virtue was not necessarily linked i:o a-

woman's sexual pi.r:r:i.ty. Other feminine virtues such as

delicacy and softness are also re-examined. Hays, Williains,

Inchbald, and Smith showed that these traits were ofLeir

artfully feigned in aristocratic ladies. Instead of

cultivating this kind of false sensibility, they advocated

moral an(l- int-ellectual f orLitude in women.



253

Often, these writers reconstructed the ideal heroine in

their fiction by either creating one who was unlike the

typical docile, submiss:lve gi-':t of the circulating tibrary

ro;nan(--es, r::r by showing how the outspoken, rebellious

heroines are ultirnately rejected by society.

Wollstonecraft's Mary and Maria, I{ays' Er'lrna, and Inchbald's

Miss Milner try to live by thei:r own fee,Lings of right and

r^trong, a.nd consequently suffer from their actions. i"lany of

Smith's female characters do not speak out or rebel

outwardly, but through their rnisera_b_le l_ives become

testirnonies to the fact that women are the most frequent

victirns of male tyranny.

These auttrors set their own stanela:':,i- of va-lues based on

i--hei:i: intelligence and experience. There was no longer an

i-rnrfrf,estioned acceptance of paternalisti-c alliances of

responsibif ities and duties. Instearl i-ire r:inpha-sis was on the

individual's responses Lo soc-'iei-1r anrl to male-dominated

ideology. Tirus, writers like Wollstonecraft and Smith who

had had negative experiences with their husbands or lovers

in their own lives, could not extol without qual-i-f icat.ion

the virtues of domest.ic Ii ie r T:ror agree wittr traditional

beliefs cirat ttre inan of the family was necessarily the best

suited to be in ctrarge of the household. Their novels show

that this arrangement in fact could sometimes lead to

economic as well as einoL.j-on;rl, a<lversity in the family.

In arl<lj-i:ion to challenging paternalistic values, these

women redefined women's desires and inctinations. The
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novel-s of l'troll-st.onecraft and Hays, in ,rrarticular, attested
to the fact that women had otlrr:r: nr:ecLs in life besides that
of romantic fulf iltrnent from a male partner:" As heroines,
Mary, Maria, and Emma courtney demonstrated the female's
propensity to education and the need to acquire knowledge.

Each of these heroines dis"olalzs i nt-el-lectual energy,

sensitivity, and moral strength. They s?iow tirat a woman's

character can deverop without depending on the conventional
romantic involvement with a man.

Related i:t: i:?ri.s inquiry into the values in these texts
urritten by women is the difference in the dialecticar
concerns of the novels. Though these authors clid not use

such twentieth-century terinrs a.s "e<luarity of the sexes, "

inan)/ of i-hei-i: cornplaints against the contemporary system

were, in fact, similar to modern feminist ideology. several
heroines ask to be treated as human beings rath<:r- than as

females. writers sucir as wel-j-stonecraft, Hays, smith, and to
some extent rnc'irbald wished to see male and female children
treated in the same manner. They advocated the developrnenc

of reason and moral values rather than external beauty air<1

artificiat ornarnent in young ladies. Frequently, therefore,
their novels dealt with ques.ti-ons of rlducation and pedagogy.

what is significant in their criticisrn of i:r:aclitional
pedagogy for girls is the realization that the problem ray
noL -in i:ire nat,-rre or character of women but in the kind of
education and traini-ng they received. Inchbald,

Wollstonecraft, and Smith showed that women we-r:(, nr:L
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naturally frivolous or incapable of ttrought, but were

encouraged to develop trivial arLs and cocpettish conduct,

and at the same time were denied the r)Pfiortunity to irrrprove

Lire'ir a-bility to think and reason. Hays' EJB&--e.91E.Eey

tleinonstrated that a woman who had been taught philosophy,

sciences, and literature, who had been instructed to

investigate every opinion and exercise ?ter understanding

was, in fact, not welcomed in society. Emma ends up

iso-l-at.ed and alienated from her friends and the community at

Iarge.

In most of t-it-r+,;e rlovels the story is told from the

woman,s poi.nt of view. Though by the 1790s a feminine

perspective was certainly not new, one can detect a slight

difference in nuance, in tone and voice, between these works

and the feminocenb,:ic novels written by male autirors in the

first halr! of the r:entury. When the treroines of these

romantic revolut.ionary novels plead for the privilege of

intellectual improvenrent, for the right to judge tq?ra'i. is

best for themselves, or for freedom from a tyrannical

sporlse; i:irer:e j-s a quality of urgency in their appeal often

springing from the authors' personal experience' In

general, this sense of immediacy is more difficutt to find

in the f iction written b1r iircrir.

As rsell, the exception of Richardson notwithstanding,

the focus of the works is strifte<l, i-o.r Lhe inost part, from

OUtdOOr, adventurggs, ungsual Occr:r:i:en()e.g tO SedenLary'

ql-1oLitiian, domesiic concerns. The novels deal not so muctt
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with rape, intrigues, ot extraordinary events in the city,

as with everyday female difficulties" The problem of

managing a household under f inant:i-al- tlistress, fot example,

is handled by wollstonecraft and smith. williams and, to

some extent, Hays attempt to come to terms with the sanctity

of familial relationships, and many of the novel-i-st-s blrite

about the complicate<l task of rearing and raising children.

Again, one <3ei:r; ,i iil:nse that these authors are not simply

recording these problems with detachnent or observing f r:<lin a

distance, but very mucl'r addressing the issues f ro,rr

f irst-hand exper iencn:.

;ri-nalIy, in terms of aesthetic accomplishments, these

women novelists of the L79Os capLured ttre feminist

revolutionary spirit of the decade in che for:m t:f f iction.

They have articulated their sense of alienation, oppression

a;-r:rl <lesire, using the novel as a means and opportunity of

self-ex.oression. In their lives as well as in their

artistic creations, they showed the possi-bi.i- j.Lies of the

individual's challenging patriarchal and social

instituLj.ons. Refusing to blindly follow the dominant

ideology, they integraterl r-jrct'i ,: j.nte-l-ligence and experience,

their reason and suffering, their Scepticj.siir and their

vision, to challenge that ideology, and to assert the need

f Or r:-ir-i_ nge "
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