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Abstract

Ever since its first publication in 1747-48, Richardson's Cl:uissa has generated

a variety of critical responses, in spite of the author's claim of transparency in his

characterization and his attempts at directing the novel's reception. It is the objective

of this thesis to expose and explore the contradictions and ambiguities which are

ittherent in Richardson's novel, to determine their origins. and to traCe them in

selected works of subsequent writers.

Informed by Foucauldian methodology, this thesis concentrates not only on the

examination of the novel's discursive context and cultural-historical background but

also on the investigation of particular, occasionally neglected, themes, such as gender,

the body, power, technologies of the self, and friendship. Such an approach provides a

new way of looking at Clarissa, as it presents the novel as located within a specific

cultural context while at the same time influenced by various literary traditions as well

as mythological notions and concepts; it further shows that Richardson's

characterization fails to convey the author's professed didactic intentions.

The scope of the research extends to three areas of investigation. FII'St, the

thesis explores a variety of discourses, fictional and non-fictional, which preceded

Clarissa or were written at about the same time and points out the way in which
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Richardson appropriated them and the degree to which they influenced his work.

These different, at times. conflicting. discourses assisted in rendering the novel

complex and occasionally led to contradictions in the text. Second. concentrating on

the protagonists of Oarissa. the thesis explores. in a texrual analysis of the novel.

issues of characterization. The notion that Clarissa and Lovelace are strict binary

opposites - Richardson had designed them as such - is exposed as problematic.

Instead. it will be seen not only that the contradictions and ambiguities within the two

protagonists work against their depiction as transparent, clear-cut characters but also

that Oarissa and Lovelace are in many ways similar. They are similar because both

are placed within the same discursive systems - such as the medical or the religious ­

and because Richardson could not resist his personal involvement with his creation.

Third. the thesis shows that the complexities of Richardson's novel become finther

apparent through the different ways in which successive writers responded to this

work. Concentrating on selected novels by Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Sophie von La

Roche, and Mary Wollstonecraft, the thesis contends that subsequent novelists expose

problematic areas in Oarissa. either by following in Richardson's footsteps or by

responding to his work in an innovative fashion.
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Note on the Texts

Richardson published the first edition of Clarissa during the years 1747-48. In the

following years he repeatedly revised his novel, primarily in order to improve its style,

but also in order to control and direct tile response of his readers. Since the first

edition of Clarissa is endowed with an exceptional immediacy and dramatic quality, I

have used that version as my primary text. References to Angus Ross's 1984 edition

(Penguin), the first edition of Clarissa, will appear in the text of my thesis (in brackets

after quotations) and will be followed by references to the four-volume Everyman

edition (the third edition of the novel).

For Wollstonecraft's MarY: A Fiction I used a facsimile reprint (1788),

published in 1974. All quotations from Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's novel are taken

from Edouard Guitten's 1989 edition of Paul et Virginie. For Sophie von La Roche's

Geschichte des Frltuleins von Sternheim, I consulted Barbara Becker-Cantarino's 1983

German edition and Christa Baguss Britt'S 1991 English tranSlation. References to all

these editions will appear in the text (m brackets following the quotations).

viii



Chapter 1:

Theoretical Framework: An Introduction to Foucauldian Methodology and Its
Application to Eighteenth-Century Novels

The oeuvre of Michel Foucault provides the theoretical framework for my analysis of

several eighteenth-cenmry novels and the fictional and non-fictional context in which

they were written. In his Historv of Sexuality, Vol. I, Foucault draws anention to

various themes, related to sexuality, which the literature of the late seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries tries to suppress but which are evidently present in the texts of the

time. An application of Foucault's methodology may then reveal that what appears to

have been marginalized does actually have its true place at the centre of the discourse.

Tracing marginalized themes such as, for example, th" relationship between the body

and power, or the construction of gender categories, not only in Richardson's Clarissa,

the central text of my investigation, but also in a variety of discourses, only partially

or even un-related, may provide new insight into Richardson's work. Apart from

Foucault's notion of discourses on sexuality, two other aspects of his work, namely his

analysis of relations of power and his examination of the technologies of the self, are

of importance for an understanding and new reading of Richardson's Oarissa and

successive fictional works.
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1. Discourses on sexuality

A central point of Foucault's work is the notion that sex, understood by him as "a

heterogeneous ensemble of things: the body, the sexual organs, pleasures, kinship

relations, interpersonal relations, and so forth" (fK, 210), was "put into discourse"

C!:!§., 11) toward the end of the seventeenth century. Significantly, literary scholarship

in the field of English fiction has shown that early realist fiction, which was used as a

vehicle for the distribution of new ideas affecting both society in general and the

individual in particular, matches approximately the time frame Foucault assigns to the

rise of sexuality as a discursive apparatus.1 In disagreement with the long-held ,,~c;;.'

that the coming into power of the bourgeoisie, who were saongly influenced by

Puritan beliefs, also marked the beginning of the progressive suppression of matters

related to sexuality, Foucault argues that

the "putting into discourse of sex," far from undergoing a process of restriction,
on the contrary has been subjected to a mechanism of increasing incitement;
that the techniques of power exercised over sex have not obeyed a principle of
rigorous selection, but rather one of dissemination and implantation of
polymorphous sexualities. C!:!§., 12)

In contrast to the previous romance literature, set either in a far-away world or closely

associated with the life of the aristocracy and therefore largely inaccessible or alien to

middle class readers, realist fiction placed the bourgeoisie at the centre of attention. In

fact, many of the non-fictional texts of the time and a great number of the prominent

and popular novels of the age problematized concerns that were of common interest
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and often related to sexuality: the question of how to dispose of a young woman who

has reached marriageable age; the necessity of establishing and maintaining a

successful marriage. free of adultery. domestic conflict, or indifference; the difficulties

a young woman faces in finding her place in society; and the need for individuals to

display desirable social behaviour, that is. to avoid extremes such as Iibertinism or

self-imposed virginity, in order to be beneficial to society. Both fictional and non-

fictional discourses not only served as arenas in which these questions and problems

could be raised and discussed, but also venrured to put forward advice and possible

new solutions, and thus either contributed to or reflected the change of ideas in

Origins, Narure, and Form

Since the transposition of sex into discourse took place primarily in the literature

disseminated by the bourgeoisie, Foucault links this process to class.3 He further holds

that the newly empowered middle classes vastly increased the emphasis on the body

and its purity because they wished to set themselves apart from the aristocracy and

thereby give new status to their own class:

The bourgeoisie made [sex] identical with its body, or at least subordinated the
latter to the former by attributing to it a mysterious and undefined power; it
staked its life and its death 01', sex by making it responsible for its future
welfare; ...[it] looked to its progeny and the health of its organism when it laid
claim to a specific body.~ 124)



4

Associating the mores of the :u"istocracy with depravity and corruption, segments of

the middle class felt that their chance for social advancement had come and

proclaimed the purity of both their physical and social body. Thereby they

endea'":>ured to have a rejuvenating and reformative influence on the society of their

time. Foucault sees the bourgeois establishment of a distinctive body and sexuality as

a positive act, as the expression of a genuine desire to iI:lprove society rather than

discriminate against or exploit other sections of society. As the middle class gradually

became aware of "what the 'cultivation' of its own body could represent politically,

economically, and historically for the present and the future of the bourgeoisie" (HS,

125), however, it may have tried, by imposing censorship on certain ways of talking

about sex and encouraging the proliferation of oiliers, to silence some discourst::. in

favour of others. The growth in number of eighteenth-century novels which have at

their centre a woman's struggle against a hostile society, seems to indicate that the

female body in particular had become a symbol not only for the vulnerability of the

upwardly mobile classes but also for their stamina and increasing confidence. While

Defoe's Moll Flanders and Roxana, for instance, present examples of the ma.'"ketability

of a woman's body and indicate a new spirit of survival and resistance, Richardson's

Clarissa and Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's Paul et Virginie, which make questions of

purity and restraint the focus of their discourses, Opt for the deaths of their virtuous

and chaste heroines. almost as if to purge society of its evils through the sacrifice of a

virgin in order to restore its health and order.
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Foucault funher draws a connection between discourses on sexuality and the

political and economic processes of the time by pointing out that the discussion of sex

increasingly assumed "the form of analysis. stocktaking, classification. and

specification, of quantitative and causal studies"~ 24). Empiricism, the growth in

rationality, and the Puritan habit of daily stocktaking may have influenced this

development. I will mention here two rather secular literary examples: while Defoe's

female protagonists continually emphasize the economic and financial advantages that

may accrue from the generous disposal of their bodies, Oeland's pornographic novel

Fannv Hill presents a central character who is obsessed with the detailed stocktaking

of her sexual exploits.

With the growing importance of domesticity and the gradual change from the

extended to the r:uclear family, the new focal point of sexuality came to be the home:

"since the eighteenth century the family has become an obligatory locus of affects,

feelings, love; ...sexuality has its privileged point of development in the family"~

108). The growth of affection and the increased concern for the individual's wishes

contributed, for instance, to the assignment of more importance to sexuality within a

marriage.4 As Richardson's works show, the choice of the appropriate marriage

partner becomes a central topic in literature. Although Richardson professes to place

emphasis on the religious and moral compatibility of prospective spouses, the

importance of the aspects of physical attraction and sexual desire should not be

undem.ted.
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Interest in the Body and Desire

Far from accepting the notion that discussing sex was prohibited, Foucault argues that.

from the late seventeenth century on, we find various centres -- mainly different

institutions, medical, r.:ligious, legal and political -- in which discourses on sexuality

are produced. This development resulted in the emergence of a number of experts in

the field, each approaching sexuality from a different angle. He speaks of

the multiplication of discourses concerning sex in the field of exercise of power
itself: an institutional incitement to speak about it. and to do so more and
more; a determination on the pan of the agencies of power to hear it spoken
about. and to cause it to speak through explicit articulation and endlessly
accumll1ated detail ili§., 18)

which =y explain the existence of discordant views on topics related to sexuality. For

instance, seventeenth-century medical treatises, which still echoed the age-old

apprehensions about women's physical capabilities, gradually began to change from

the one-sex to the two-sex model.S As a result. women's relegation, at the end of the

century, to the domestic sphere as their "natural" habitat may well have found the

official suppon of the medical co=unity which, at about the same time, decided to

ascribe the differences between men and women, among them women's weakness, to

their different anatomies rather than to gender-related characteristics, that is, socially

acquired forms of behaviour. Contemporary religious writing, in pan still in the

tradition of the Church Fathers, tended to warn of the dangers of the body and

therefore advocated its renunciation in favour of the soul. In the political and
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philosophical literature of the time. we find two opposing sides. both of them

influential on writers in other areas: the Hobbesian view of life. which advocated the

pursuit of one's worldly pleasures and the general disregard of the wishes of others,

was opposed by Christian Platonist schools of thought which. like the religious writers

of the time, emphasized the concern for the individual \vithin the community, the care

of the soul, and the orientation of one's life toward eternity." Early conduct and

periodical literature was especially important for the dissemination of new ideas on

sexuality. It frequently addressed itself to a female audience, the concerns of whom it

purportedly represented. Despite claims of elevating women by lending an ear to their

problems, the advice given and the notions presented in periodical essays and conduct

treatises often matched the problematic views of other discourses.

Foucault attributes the increased interest in the body and desire from the

seventeenth century onward primarily to the old and persistent notion that sexuality

constitutes a secret, mysterious force in life:

sex gradually became an object of great suspicion; the general and disquieting
meaning that pervades our conduct and our existence, in spite of ourselves; the
point of weakness where evil portents reach through to us; the fragment of
darkness that we each carry within us: a general signification, a universal
secret, an omnipresent cause, a fear that never ends. ili§., 69)

This notion would later lead to the belief that one can only know the truth ~bout

oneself if one uncovers the mysteries of sexuality: The empirically motivated and

institutionally induced need to reveal and analyse these mysteries may then also

account for the attention given to them in literary works. In England the concern about

sexuality and the panicular m:mner of dealing with it seem to have been triggered, in


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































