


























Chapter Five

‘‘Another World Must Be Unfurled’’
Jane Austen and America

It is not a truth universally acknowledged that Jane Austen’s most
celebrated novels, with their polite representations of English life, were written at
a time when Britain was at war with the United States. Tension between the two
nations had been rumbling on since the American War of Independence in the
1780s, and conflict broke out again in earnest in June 1812, one year after the
publication of Sense and Sensibility and one year before the appearance of Pride
and Prejudice. Mansfield Park came out in 1814, at the height of these transatlantic
hostilities, which were officially concluded in December of that year by the Treaty
of Ghent. The purpose of this chapter is to consider how Austen’s texts refract the
turbulence of British relations with America in the early nineteenth century and
how the problematic status of familial and pedagogical authority in her narratives
can be related to the insurrectionary temper abroad in the English-speaking
world of this time.

The apparent invisibility of the American Revolution in the annals of En-
glish literature is something of a curiosity, but, as I suggested in the introduction,
one reason for the impact and aftermath of this event remaining largely obscure is
that it was a war the English lost. By contrast, there have been many consider-
ations of how the development of Anglo-Saxon Romanticism in the early nine-
teenth century ran in parallel with the Napoleonic wars, where, of course, the
country’s military forces emerged triumphant. The common denominator in Brit-
ish politics and literature of this period was a growth in the idea of patriotism and
an increasingly idealized notion of the national soil, qualities which informed the
representation of nature in Wordsworth’s poetry as much as the popular response
to Wellington’s exploits. It was at this time, says David Simpson, that character-
izations of a ‘‘national personality’’ were promoted in Britain, partly in an attempt
to forestall the threat of radical revolutions; as a race, the British were held to
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cherish common sense and solid particulars rather than those abstract generaliza-
tions deemed to be more typical of the French. By 1816, Coleridge was rejecting
the whole notion of reason as excessively abstruse and theoretical, preferring
instead to luxuriate in an ‘‘organic’’ poetic consciousness that worked in comfort-
ably with his view of the organic state of British cultural tradition.1

In this sense, the British declaration of war against France in February 1793
can be seen to have unified and galvanized a nation that had been disturbed
during the previous twenty years by conflicts with American opponents whom it
had been less easy to demonize. The American War of Independence, argues
Linda Colley, was in fact a civil war, not only because both sides had much in
common, but also because each side was split within itself. Many people in
Britain preserved strong family links with emigrants to America, just as most
Americans up until the mid—1770s prided themselves on being loyal subjects of
the king.2 After the Declaration of Independence, however, the idea of America
came to be generally associated in Britain with an idea of insubordination, an
insidious resistance to authority. Thomas Paine, whose pamphlets circulated in
huge numbers among English workers, was a crucial figure in promoting Amer-
ica within these circles as a beacon of liberty, an example of how agreeably society
might function without the malign powers of hereditary monarchy or aristocracy.
The extent to which William Pitt’s government was perturbed by the general dis-
semination of antiestablishment ideas at this time can be gauged from their deter-
mination to prosecute Paine at the Guildhall show trial in 1792, where he was
convicted in his absence for the ‘‘seditious libels’’ contained in The Rights of Man.3

Paine’s Quaker iconoclasm can be seen as a bridge between lower-class
discontent in Britain and what Isaac Kramnick has called the ‘‘bourgeois radical-
ism’’ of this era.4 This more intellectual style of dissent, which took its liberal
ideas from Locke and its emphasis upon individual freedom of spirit from the
Nonconformist churches, protested particularly against the institutionalized reli-
gious discrimination which prohibited non-Anglicans from holding public office.
These radical ‘‘Commonwealthmen’’ looked back consciously to the Civil War of
the 1640s, seeking there a justification not only for greater religious tolerance but
also for other kinds of freedom: for instance, the Society for Constitutional Infor-
mation, a political association with which many of them were associated, cam-
paigned actively for the unhindered circulation of knowledge.5 By the early
nineteenth century, the radical focus in Britain had moved more toward the issue
of equality, but in the late eighteenth century it was still concerned primarily with
questions of liberty. Within that framework, America, not France, appeared as
Britain’s alter ego, the kind of society it might be, but wasn’t. Consequently, many
British intellectuals in the 1790s remained sympathetic to the American cause:
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the prominent scientist and Unitarian clergyman, Joseph Priestley, emigrated
from Birmingham to Pennsylvania in 1794, while in the same year the younger
Coleridge planned with Robert Southey to establish a utopian community in
America, an idea that in the end came to nothing. James Chandler, echoing the
title of a pamphlet by Charles Ingersoll in 1824, speaks of ‘‘the influence of
America on the mind’’ around this time, and it is clear that the New World
manifested itself within the consciousness of British writers at the turn of the
nineteenth century more as an abstract conception than a material place.6 Just as
Paine declared his native ‘‘country’’ to be ‘‘where liberty is not,’’ so British radicals
projected an image of America as an externalization of their own ideologies of
emancipation, a utopian image of alterity and virtual fulfillment.7

This reflexive understanding of America circulated on both sides of the
Atlantic. One of its clearest manifestations is in the writings of a native of New
Jersey, Gilbert Imlay, who left America for Europe in 1786 and subsequently
formed a close friendship with Mary Wollstonecraft, with whom he had a daugh-
ter in 1794. Through Wollstonecraft, Imlay’s work became influential in British
radical circles, and in A Topographical Description of the Western Territory of North
America (1792) he lays out his vision of the American West as a vista relatively
untouched by corrupt European values. In The Emigrants, a novel published in
1793, he specifically invokes the metaphor of a mirror to describe how America
holds up a glass to the British tradition of civic freedom: ‘‘it is perhaps time to
place a mirror to their view, that they may behold the decay of those features,
which once were so lovely.’’8 This novel is suffused with images of reflection,
whereby light is seen to be refracted from its natural source and to become,
through ‘‘the element in which we live, deviable.’’ The idea of perversion, sim-
ilarly, comprises a significant thread within Imlay’s text, and again it signifies a
deviation or displacement, a swerve away from original virtue: ‘‘Every thing has
been perverted,’’ laments the narrator, ‘‘and while the tyranny of custom has
substituted duplicity for candour, the crude sentiments of cunning have de-
stroyed that genuine felicity which flows from the genial currents of the human
heart.’’9 What is interesting here is how Imlay’s trope of perversion implies a clash
within his text between very different constructions of ‘‘nature.’’ Whereas nature
in the conservative or Burkeian version involved organic continuity and tradi-
tional hierarchy, nature in the radical or dissenting interpretation was based
around the doctrine of natural human rights. Imlay, as a close associate of Woll-
stonecraft, clearly favored the latter view; just as she advocated divorce as a
natural right for woman, so he advocates emigration—itself a kind of volitional
‘‘divorce’’ from one’s native heritage—as a natural right for all mankind.

Sharp conflicts between Britain and America over competing interpretations
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of natural rights continued well into the nineteenth century. Indeed, the renewal
of hostilities in the War of 1812 came about partly because of this kind of dispute.
One of the chief complaints of the Americans was that the British fleet were
insisting upon a right to search their merchant ships in order to track down
‘‘British’’ men who could be impressed into the Royal Navy. Underlying this
quarrel were two distinct conceptions of national identity: for the Americans,
citizenship was an affiliation which could be chosen and bestowed voluntarily, so
that in their eyes British sailors had every right to renounce their fatherland and
join the well-paid American ranks; but for the British, then as now, no subject of
the king could ever ‘‘alienate his duty.’’ In the eyes of the British government,
citizenship embodied a native, not an elective, affinity. Indeed, as Patrick C. T.
White has noted, the controversy over impressment ‘‘was difficult to resolve
because it touched deeply the sovereignty of both nations,’’ including their re-
spective understandings of the equation between the natural and the national.10

The practice of impressment was discontinued after the Treaty of Ghent in 1814,
even though it was not addressed directly in the peace agreement, and the way in
which the issue was silently dropped shows Britain reluctantly coming to terms
with the idea of America as a separate country in this post-Revolutionary era.
While the 1812 conflict revolved mainly around arguments over trade, it did help
to unite America against the specter of British domination—it was popularly
referred to in the United States as the ‘‘Second War of American Independence’’—
and this in turn helped to emphasize to the British how the world of North
America was finally spinning out of their control.11

In this sense, the sudden emergence of the United States at the beginning of
the nineteenth century not only gave Britain a new political rival, but also pro-
vided a disturbing alternative vision of how nature and society might be orga-
nized. There were many English writers at this time whose perspectives were
informed to some degree by transatlantic horizons, prominent among them Wil-
liam Cobbett. Cobbett was stationed during the Revolutionary War in New Bruns-
wick, from where he came to admire American society, thinking ‘‘that men en-
joyed here a greater degree of liberty than in England’’; accordingly, he returned to
the fledgling United States in 1792 as a follower of Paine and an advocate of the
rights of man.12 Soon, however, he became irritated with the anti-British senti-
ment widespread in the 1790s, and, as ‘‘Peter Porcupine,’’ he published from
Philadelphia Porcupine’s Gazette, which attacked what it proclaimed to be the
complacent nature of American republican ideals. Cobbett sought to expose
hypocritical proclamations of freedom by juxtaposing them with advertisements
offering slaves for sale; he also savaged what he saw as the literary and political
pretensions of writers inspired by the American national cause.13 The enormous
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popularity of Porcupine’s Gazette during this decade as ‘‘the voice of British Loyal-
ism in America’’ suggests that Cobbett was not alone in these opinions, but his
intemperate handling of local politicians and institutions caused him to be con-
victed of criminal libel in 1799, after which he returned to England.14 Here,
though, he found himself equally uncomfortable amidst the growing commercial-
ization of his native country and the financial exploitation of traditional rural com-
munities which he remembered nostalgically from his youth. He consequently
realigned himself with the radical reformers, backing the United States in the War
of 1812, when he asserted that Britain’s belligerent policy was motivated less by
competition with an imperial rival than by the desire to destroy the American
source of inspiration for the British reform movement. In 1817, Cobbett crossed
the Atlantic again to reside temporarily in Long Island, publishing an account of
this sojourn, A Year’s Residence in the United States of America, two years later.

While Cobbett has often been accused of extraordinary inconsistencies in
his attitude toward America, there is actually a paradoxical consistency through-
out his career in the way he plays Britain and America off against each other so as
to highlight what he sees as the limits and limitations of both.15 Cobbett was one
of the first in Britain to recognize that the American Revolution was an epochal
event, and his concern is always with ways in which the Old World and the New
might relate to, and mutually influence, each other.16 In Philadelphia he reacted
against the embryonic version of American exceptionalism promulgated by early
republicans, who self-righteously pursued a separatist agenda of simply slough-
ing off corrupt European customs, just as later on he had no patience with the
English landed gentry who failed to countenance the social and political lessons
of the wars with America. Cobbett was always concerned primarily with how
American values might reflect back upon British culture, and in A Year’s Residence
he deliberately plays off his Long Island environment against the benighted
condition of England. Americans, says Cobbett, enjoy a better climate, cheaper
prices, fewer taxes, and less interference from the dreaded ‘‘boroughmongers.’’
He also comments on how the absence of a traditional class system helps to
ensure laborers in America are civil rather than surly, never rude but, equally,
never cringing: ‘‘This, too, arises from the free institution of government. A man
has a voice because he is a man, and not because he is the possessor of money.
And shall I never see our English labourers in this happy state?’’17 As that last
sentence indicates, Cobbett always seeks to use America so as to reflect back
upon his native situation; he speaks in the book’s preface about being ‘‘bound to
England for life’’ and of his ‘‘anxious desire to assist in the restoration of her
freedom and happiness,’’ a project he hoped to advance by ceremonially carrying
with him across the Atlantic the bones of Thomas Paine on his return to England
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in 1819.18 Many of his subsequent projects, including the campaign for parlia-
mentary reform and the observations on England in Rural Rides (1830), are
informed at some level by his internalization of these American experiences. In
Rural Rides, for example, he suggests that the introduction of American apple
trees ‘‘would be a great improvement’’ within the English countryside, showing a
taste for horticultural hybridity that also implies his aspiration to integrate an
American spirit into the English landscape more generally. Again, when visiting
Tutbury, in Gloucestershire, he sympathizes with a poor man accused of stealing
cabbages by remarking upon the very different attitudes toward neighborliness in
America: ‘‘it is impossible for me to behold such a scene, without calling to mind
the practice in the United States of America, where if a man were even to talk of
prosecuting another (especially if that other were poor, or old) for taking from the
land, or from the trees, any part of a growing crop, for his own personal and
immediate use . . . such talker would be held in universal abhorrence.’’19

There has, of course, been little direct consideration of the American Revo-
lution itself within conventional narratives of English literature. Various conser-
vative versifiers in Britain during the late eighteenth century approached the
conflict in a simplistically authoritarian manner: thus, in ‘‘The Rights of Sov-
ereignty Asserted’’ (1777), Thomas Warwick punningly attributes the current
state of ‘‘civil gore’’ to the ‘‘unfilial hand’’ of the American ‘‘Monster,’’ and goes on
loyally to assert that the British forces will emerge triumphant.20 More radical
sympathies were expressed in William Blake’s long poem, America: A Prophecy
(1793), which mythically envisions the Revolution as both creative and destruc-
tive, with the ‘‘fierce flames’’ of Orc destroying the ‘‘bolts and hinges’’ of Albion’s
‘‘law-built heaven.’’ Rebellious Orc aspires to evade the ‘‘mental chains’’ of ‘‘the
thirteen Governors that England sent’’; but ‘‘Albions Angel’’ responds by venge-
fully casting red Orc in the role of satanist:

Blasphemous Demon, Antichrist, hater of Dignities
Lover of wild rebellion, and transgressor of God’s Law.21

Early in the nineteenth century, this metaphorical notion of Albion and Orc,
Britain and America, forming disorienting mirror images of each other became a
more common idea within the Romantic field of vision. For instance, in canto 14
of Don Juan, published in 1823, Byron represents America figuratively in terms of
alterity and exchange:

How oft would vice and virtue places change!
The new world would be nothing to the old,

If some Columbus of the moral seas
Would show mankind their soul’s antipodes.
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Byron’s image of a new Columbus redescribing the map of the globe is commen-
surate with the style of inversion that runs through Don Juan, where orthodox
genres and morals are stood on their head, as the poem self-consciously ‘‘Turns
what was once romantic to burlesque.’’22

Such imaginative projections of America in terms of a reversal of British tra-
ditions reinforce J. G. A. Pocock’s point about how the wars with America created
a lasting fissure within the body politic of Great Britain, with the ‘‘American
Revolution’’ being ‘‘a British revolution before it became something else.’’23 The
intellectual and military threat from France at this time was relatively easy for
Britain to deal with, since France, with its radically different language and cul-
ture, its alleged infatuation with sophistry and system, could be smothered by a
‘‘common-sense’’ reaction underlining the native genius of free-born English-
men.24 America, from this transatlantic perspective, represented a more discon-
certing and uncomfortable prospect: as in Imlay’s tropes of mirroring and perver-
sion, it embodied the same, yet other. Cultural theorist Jonathan Dollimore has
traced the connotations of ‘‘perversion’’ back through its various theological ety-
mologies, concluding that the most sinister manifestations of this phenomenon
occur when the ‘‘perverse dynamic’’ is concerned to transgress, invert, and dis-
place ‘‘the true and authentic’’ from within, thereby constituting a discourse that
is ‘‘at once utterly alien to what it threatens, and yet, mysteriously inherent within
it.’’25 To extend this logic into a social and historical realm would be to suggest
that in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries Britain and America
came to be positioned as heretical alternatives to each other, uneasy mirrors
wherein the assumptions of each culture were both reflected and refracted. There
was enough of a shared heritage within this Anglo-Atlantic world for the discor-
dances and discontinuities to appear especially threatening to both parties.26

This is why British writers like Edmund Burke found the most appropriate
way metaphorically to describe the conflict with America was not as a revolution
but as a ‘‘Civil War’’—a phrase he used in a 1777 letter on American affairs to his
constituents in Bristol.27 In 1800, Poet Laureate Henry James Pye, who had been
a Tory member of parliament during the 1780s, picked up on this theme of
internal strife by incorporating the metaphor of patricide into his rueful retro-
spect on the war with America. Pye sought to combine his political and artistic
functions in excoriating those Whig opposition parties which had encouraged
the seditious and ungrateful Americans, who

Rear’d, like the pelican, with parent blood,
Turn their wild vengeance ’gainst Britannia’s heart,
And aim with fatal rage, the parricidal dart.
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Such a matrix of interfamilial conflict was much in evidence within British dis-
course of this era.28 Its symptomatic significance should be understood in broadly
cultural rather than political or economic terms: that is to say, while the loss of
rebellious scions may not have seriously threatened the British system of govern-
ment itself, nevertheless the sharp challenge to patriarchal authority which this
conflict represented led British writers in the nineteenth century to reimagine
‘‘family values’’ in noticeably different ways. Linda Colley has argued that ‘‘the
humiliation of defeat at the hands of a former colony was profound for a ruling
élite possessed of strict notions of hierarchy and massive pride,’’ so that ‘‘a sense of
embattled identity’’ became widespread over the next generation, as the British
rulers sought urgently ‘‘to shore up the fabric of the state.’’ Attributing their
unexpected reverse to an excessive leniency toward the colonies, the British
government introduced a series of measures to strengthen their apparatus of
centralized control over India, Canada, and Ireland, so as to impress upon their
(willing or unwilling) subjects the virtues of monarchy, empire, and ‘‘strong,
stable government.’’29

In the aftermath of the American Revolution, then, fragmentation and re-
construction of the body politic took place in Britain as well as North America. It
is, of course, a commonplace to note how the political world of the United States
in the 1790s was haunted by division and confusion, with the Federalists remain-
ing more sympathetic to traditional versions of hierarchical authority than the
Anglophobic Republicans.30 In his Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852),
Marx looked back at this revolutionary era of the late eighteenth century as an
occasion for the renewal of spirit, a rare opportunity for the dispossessed to aspire
toward an ideal of pure liberation through the rejection of dead traditions. Yet
Marx also spends a good part of this essay describing the forces that tend to
circumscribe such radical ambitions, the ways in which quests for freedom find
themselves haunted by ghosts from an unwillingly inherited past. As he puts it:
‘‘the beginner who has learned a new language always retranslates it into his
mother tongue: he can only be said to have appropriated the spirit of the new
language and to be able to express himself in it freely when he can manipulate it
without reference to the old, and when he forgets his original language while
using the new one.’’ In this way, as Marx famously went on to say, the ‘‘tradition of
the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the minds of the living.’’31 These
Gothic specters in the Eighteenth Brumaire echo the intuitions of Sade at the time
of the French Revolution, who was also concerned to unpack the grotesque
paradoxes lurking on the margins of this rationalist enterprise. The crucial point
about Sade’s writings within this context is how they appear poised on the cusp
between virtue and self-interest, between idealism and corruption; his philoso-
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phy paradoxically dissolves didactic imperatives into libidinal drives, thereby
redefining ethical positions as aesthetic desires. In this sense, as Philippe Roger
puts it, ‘‘Sade holds up the bloody mirror to the French Revolution,’’ reflecting its
violence, but inverting its moral perspectives.32

Such paradoxes were no less pertinent to the climate of the American Revo-
lution than to the French Revolution. John Quincy Adams, who in 1800 had
found it imperative to ‘‘rescue’’ the American Revolution ‘‘from the disgraceful
imputation of having proceeded from the same principles as that of France,’’ was
by 1837 claiming the ‘‘highest transcendent glory of the American Revolution’’ to
be the way ‘‘it connected, in one indissoluble bond, the principles of civil govern-
ment with the principles of Christianity.’’33 This, though, is a typical nineteenth-
century piece of revisionism, which attempts to gloss over the disorder of the late
eighteenth century by assimilating it within the ‘‘transcendent’’ consciousness
more characteristic of Victorian America. Indeed, in the very urgency of these
attempts by Adams to dissociate his compatriots from the bloody affair of the
French Revolution, we may detect a hint of insecurity about the purity of their
own insurrectionary actions. There lurks an uneasy sense here of how the Ameri-
can Revolution, like all revolutions, was shadowed by the discourses of blas-
phemy, transgression, and perversion. This was certainly how it appeared to the
conservatives in England, in whose eyes the natural order had been usurped and
overturned.

One implication of this transatlantic division between Britain and America
was to relativize the power structure of each country, to suggest how its system of
authority might be construed as an arbitrary and performative rather than inte-
grated or naturalized phenomenon. Cathy N. Davidson has noted how many
early American novels are concerned in some way with the theme of education,
and the same thing is true of English writing during this post-revolutionary
period, as we shall see in the works of Jane Austen.34 What I would suggest,
however, is that this style of pedagogy does not always involve education in the
substantive, ethical sense but rather education as a ritualistic exercise, a mask of
authority. It is the form, rather than the content, of education which is at stake
here. Both British and American writers of this time are impelled to seek, and to
negotiate with, emblems of power, structures that appear to promise social legit-
imation and thus to reinforce an insecure cultural identity. Consequently, the
novel of education frequently involves a forced process of internalization, where
characters become initiated into a psychological acceptance of authorities that
may to them initially seem specious. It is the status of such authorities that novels
of education turn upon, since, within this turbulent and relativistic world of
revolutionary uprisings, authority is always in danger of finding itself demystified
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and exposed to the indignities of irony. Hence, the nostalgic search for validating
mechanisms of power swerves away into a more affective relationship with au-
thority; in typically Sadeian fashion, authority turns into an aesthetic rather than
ethical imperative. In the case of British and American writers in the two genera-
tions after the War of Independence, it is the hybrid interplay between different
transatlantic perspectives that threatens to cut the art of governance adrift from
its traditional juristic moorings. This process of mutual mirroring and intertwin-
ing serves radically to destabilize authority, casting a disorienting shadow over
British and American attempts to map out their territory, to circumscribe the
boundaries of their national jurisdictions.

* * *

Critical associations between Jane Austen and a historical context of any kind are
of relatively recent vintage. The English conservative approach, which for a long
time successfully appropriated the writer as one of their own, found in her novels
an agreeable retreat from the modern world. Deirdre Lynch has written of how,
between the world wars, hagiographies of Austen formed part of an ideological
mission to repackage ‘‘Englishness’’ by shifting national identity away from Vic-
torian imperialism toward a more inward-looking, domestic agenda, based upon
the supposed stability of rural life and the maintenance of naturalized class
hierarchies.35 Even in the middle of the twentieth century, her editor, R. W.
Chapman, was still insisting Austen’s novels had nothing to say about history.36

That view of her fiction as an escapist idyll has been challenged more recently by
well-known critics like Marilyn Butler and Raymond Williams, even though the
contextual frameworks they chose to introduce were quite different, Butler stress-
ing Austen’s reactionary outlook and her rejection of fashionable Jacobin ideolo-
gies, Williams concentrating on the social and economic determinants brought to
light in microscopic detail within her fiction, along with all the class issues
negotiated therein.37 Nevertheless, there still remains considerable resistance to
such demystifications of Austen’s texts in Britain, where any theoretical attempt
to disentangle the various aesthetic paradoxes within her work is frequently
alleged to spoil the unadulterated pleasure of appreciating her masterpieces.

The furor that followed upon American critic Terry Castle’s suggestion in the
London Review of Books that Jane Austen may have ‘‘acted out unconscious narcis-
sistic or homoerotic imperatives’’ in the company of her sister, Cassandra, exem-
plifies the protectiveness felt by the British cultural establishment toward their
cherished icon. Castle’s line of argument was not that Austen could be considered
a lesbian in the modern sense, but that the closeness of her relationship with
Cassandra implied ‘‘unconscious homoerotic dimensions’’ which are reflected in
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her writings, notably in the way she comments in detail on women’s bodies
and clothing while allowing the figures of men to remain relatively blank.38

Among the predictable cries of outrage, the most thoughtful response came from
Claudia Johnson, another American critic, who pointed out how there have been
‘‘two contending traditions of Austenian reception’’ since the mid-nineteenth
century, one British, the other American. The British critical heritage is essentially
‘‘elegiac,’’ situating Austen in a pastoral world before the onset of social and
psychological modernism; the American tradition, by contrast, tends to be ‘‘anti-
normative,’’ probing beneath the decorous surfaces of Austen’s fictions so as to
elucidate some of their implicit lacunae and disjunctions.39 The intractability of
this debate reveals something significant about the relationship between British
and American intellectual traditions: if American analysis tends sometimes to-
ward the extravagant or abstruse, the empiricism and, at times, insularity of
British critical consciousness makes it frequently hostile to American versions of
alterity. This has led to an odd kind of schism in the interpretation of Austen,
where iconoclastic transatlantic readings are frequently accused of distorting the
moral and artistic sanctity of the British author.

In a famous feminist argument from 1979, for example, American scholars
Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar described what they saw as Austen’s ‘‘discom-
fort with her cultural inheritance,’’ especially ‘‘the culturally induced idiocy and
impotence that domestic confinement and female socialization seem to breed.’’40

Gilbert and Gubar argue that the author’s covert dissatisfactions with her social
milieu manifest themselves in the way her heroines tend to operate by a mode
of ‘‘double-talk,’’ whose conventional finesse belies a sardonic recognition of
ways in which these conversations actually signify something like the opposite of
what they appear. Gilbert and Gubar take as their point of departure the long-
established recognition of Austen’s ironic style, seen for example in the first
sentence of Pride and Prejudice (1813)—‘‘It is a truth universally acknowledged,
that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife’’—
where the comic point lies in the reader’s recognition of how this is, in fact, very
far from ‘‘a truth universally acknowledged.’’ From this basis of linguistic irony
and reversal, Gilbert and Gubar move on to talk more widely about the ‘‘self-
division’’ in Austen’s fiction, where the embryonic feminist consciousness can
only fight subversively, if intermittently, against the stultifying forces of social
conformity.41 Five years later, Mary Poovey developed from this a wider thesis
about ideological contradictions in Austen’s works, arguing that the ‘‘complex
relationship between a woman’s desires and the imperatives of propriety’’ tends to
produce expressions of indirection or ‘‘doubling,’’ through which these conven-
tional narratives would veer off into ‘‘the tonal uncertainties of parody.’’42

More recently still, other American critics like D. A. Miller, Eve Kosofsky
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Sedgwick, and Joseph Litvak have engaged with ‘‘queer’’ theory to write about the
ambivalent crosscurrents between ideology and desire in Austen’s fiction. Both
Miller and Sedgwick have been alert to darker subtexts that seem on occasions to
cut across the polite facades of Austen’s cultural world. Miller contrasts an explicit
‘‘ideology . . . of settlement’’ in Austen’s world, involving marriage, stability, and a
moral vision where the designs of characters appear transparent to each other,
with a more irregular aesthetic delight in ‘‘unsettled states of deferral and ambigu-
ity.’’43 Such teasing denials of closure, he argues, are predicated upon the desire
for what is excessive or transgressive, a desire Austen’s fiction simultaneously
admits and disavows, as, for example, with the equivocal representation of the
urbane and immodest Crawfords who disturb the serenity of provincial life in
Mansfield Park (1814). Sedgwick, who more brazenly chastises ‘‘Austen criticism’’
for ‘‘its timidity and banality,’’ chooses to focus upon Marianne Dashwood’s pro-
pensity for ‘‘autoeroticism’’ in Sense and Sensibility (1811), examining how the
scene when Marianne is writing to Willoughby from the privacy of her bedroom
encompasses more uncomfortable psychological and erotic undercurrents than
conventional critics of the novel have liked to acknowledge.44 Litvak, meanwhile,
discovers in Austen’s novels a world of ‘‘perverse privilege,’’ a site of sophistica-
tion and pleasure which he associates with the oppositional consciousness of gay
politics. For Litvak, the mood of luxury and excess projected by Austen’s verbal
mastery betokens an implicit resistance to the coercive claims of ‘‘normality,’’ and
so he perceives a contradiction between the author’s inclination toward stylistic
deviance and the ‘‘heterosexist teleology’’ that underwrites her ‘‘master plot.’’45

All these American revisionist readings express a sense of dissatisfaction
with the explicit directions of Austen’s work. Gilbert and Gubar, Miller and Sedg-
wick each probe to recover instead a more challenging, disquieting mentality that
seems to lurk around the margins of her fictions. Litvak, similarly, defamiliarizes
Austen’s representation of social customs, reinterpreting these rituals of privilege,
which to many English eyes have seemed entirely natural, as scenes of a mordant,
iconoclastic wit. In general, American critics have been remarkably perceptive in
alerting readers to these elements of disturbance and paradox in Austen’s narra-
tives, and they have certainly provided a necessary counterbalance to readings
from English traditionalists. Still, such American interpretations would seem to
run up against the critical problem of tautology: do readers like Gilbert and Gubar
simply see mirrored in Austen what they themselves want to find, a cultural
schizophrenia between female autonomy and ‘‘feminine gentility’’ that speaks
more plausibly to the conditions of late twentieth-century American feminism
than early nineteenth-century life in rural England?46 Admittedly, all interpreta-
tions must be tautological to some extent, since they can never achieve indepen-
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dence from the vantage point of their observer. But the issue of tautology is made
more obvious here by the way these responses seem to correlate so clearly with
that moral disapprobation of Austen voiced by nineteenth-century American
intellectuals. In 1861, for instance, Emerson deplored Austen’s novels as ‘‘vulgar
in tone, sterile in artistic invention, imprisoned in the wretched conventions of
English society’’; a few years later, Henry James damned with faint praise the
‘‘light felicity’’ of Austen’s work, lamenting how popular magazines had woven
sentimental legends around ‘‘their ‘dear,’ our dear, everybody’s dear, Jane.’’47 The
point here is that American critics have tended to perceive the literal world
presented by Austen as not serious enough, not sufficiently concerned (overtly, at
least) with scrutinizing the assumptions of what appears to them an ethically
bankrupt and claustrophobic society. Hence the frequent drive to deconstruct or
allegorize her work, to expose its alleged contradictions, or to project a tone of
didactic purpose through the mechanism of characters who come figuratively to
embody particular forms of virtue or vice.

In a 1968 essay entitled ‘‘The ‘Irresponsibility’ of Jane Austen,’’ Oxford critic
John Bayley took issue with these more abstract and distant conceptualizations of
Austen’s world. Bayley preferred to stress instead the ‘‘plastic’’ qualities of her
characters, their freedom to interact with each other in a fully realized society, a
freedom he recognized as ‘‘a peculiar kind of liberation from morality.’’ Rather
than being burdened with heavy allegorical duties, Bayley argued, Austen’s char-
acters are empowered by the author’s ‘‘creative joy,’’ a joy that permits them to live
inside these communities without becoming forced to act out morality plays
about the justness or unjustness of their situation.48 Reacting against the ethical
imperatives of New York intellectuals like Lionel Trilling, who had called Emma
Woodhouse ‘‘a dreadful snob,’’ Bayley attributed the idiosyncratic genius of Aus-
ten’s novels to their being ‘‘so like life,’’ and he went on: ‘‘Although some of the
most perceptive discussion of Jane Austen’s world has come from America, it may
be that the American mind does have difficulty in taking for granted the reality of
Jane Austen’s social units. Nothing in America is quite real in this way—perhaps
because there is always an alternative to it.49

The ideological implications of Bayley’s quietist position are obvious enough,
and I do not wish to belabor that point here. At the same time, Bayley’s treatment
of Austen in terms of an aesthetic excess, a ludic ‘‘irresponsibility’’ that evades the
stricter patterns of allegory, interestingly anticipates the more overtly theoretical
direction of D. A. Miller’s 1981 post-structuralist reading, where Miller describes
the ‘‘fascinated delight with unsettled states of deferral and ambiguity’’ that per-
meates Austen’s novels, despite their simultaneous commitment to an ideology of
‘‘settlement’’ and moral closure: ‘‘The work of closure,’’ writes Miller, ‘‘would seem
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to consist in an ideologically inspired passage between two orders of discourse,
two separable textual styles. One of them (polyvalent, flirtatious, quintessentially
poetic) keeps meaning and desire in a state of suspense; the other (univocal,
earnest, basically cognitive) fixes meaning and lodges desire in a safe haven.’’50 It
is, then, this ‘‘passage’’ between morality and aesthetics, between sense and sen-
sibility, that constitutes the perverse ‘‘irresponsibility’’ of Austen’s fiction. To refor-
mulate Bayley’s argument, it is not the pure freedom of Austen’s characters that
guarantees their authenticity so much as their perpetual transgression against the
various categories that are trying to box them in. Too many critics, struggling to
get some firm handle on Austen’s elusive world, have opted to find her texts finally
‘‘conservative’’ or ‘‘subversive.’’ But in fact they are neither, for their brilliance lies
in the way Austen exploits each side of the equation to ironize the other, thereby
describing a world of parallel narratives where nothing is ever quite what it seems,
or all that it seems.

This self-perpetuating oscillation between the law and its infraction indi-
cates the way in which her novels are motivated by the dualistic pattern of
transgression. In this way, Austen’s fictions, like those of Sade, structurally re-
quire the motivations of laws against which they can transgress. In Northanger
Abbey (1818), this transgression manifests itself in the interplay between Gothi-
cism and realism, the thrills of aesthetic terror through which the placid domestic
life of Catherine Morland is disturbed. In Sense and Sensibility, it appears in the
interaction between the rationalist mind of Elinor and the more irrationalist
sensations of Marianne Dashwood. In Mansfield Park, it emerges in the way the
Crawfords’ fast style of urban manners is played off against the Christian, evan-
gelical virtues of Edmund Bertram and Fanny Price. Mary Crawford’s famous
linguistic dexterity with ‘‘Rears, and Vices,’’ where the meaning slides between
naval admirals and sexual deviance, comprises the most obvious example of the
double movement between parallel narratives in this novel. ‘‘‘Now, do not be
suspecting me of a pun, I entreat,’ ’’ declares Mary, ironically of course implying
just the opposite; whereupon, so we are told, Edmund ‘‘felt grave.’’51

The specific link I want to make here is between this pattern of perverse,
parallel narratives and an aesthetic reconstruction of authority than can be related
to the historical circumstances of this post-Revolutionary era. Park Honan has
demonstrated the likely extent of Austen’s knowledge of American affairs in the
late eighteenth century, information she would have acquired partly through her
geographical proximity to the naval base at Portsmouth—a center of operations
during the American War of Independence—partly through her own relatives’
service in the navy, partly through the extensive reporting of the war in the
Winchester-based Hampshire Chronicle, and partly through a more general con-
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cern with the way certain British ‘‘Whigs had weakened the national resolve by
sympathizing with American political ideals.’’ This last issue was addressed by
Austen’s brothers, James and Henry, in a 1789 piece on the American war in their
Oxford journal, The Loiterer.52 Austen’s awareness of the war is emphasized by a
specific reference in her own juvenilia, in the story ‘‘A Collection of Letters,’’
where Miss Jane tells of the death of her ‘‘dear Captain Dashwood,’’ who fell
‘‘while fighting for his Country in America.’’53 We know, moreover, that Austen’s
father was a ‘‘principal trustee’’ of a valuable plantation in Antigua, a fact which
brings to mind Edward Said’s well-known analysis of Mansfield Park, where he
describes how the familial authority which Sir Thomas Bertram exercises in the
domestic sphere was underwritten by a system of slave labor maintained in West
Indian sugar plantations until the 1830s.54 Sir Thomas’s little empire at Mansfield
Park would not have been possible without his stake in the larger colonial em-
pire, and, as Moira Ferguson has observed, the word ‘‘plantation’’ is used fre-
quently in this novel to denote Sir Thomas’s property on either side of the
Atlantic.55

The crucial point to emphasize in this regard is how the Bertrams’ trans-
atlantic business is not contrasted with the serenity of their country seat at
Mansfield, but rather seen as analogous to it. We know that Austen herself was an
admirer of contemporary antislavery campaigners, notably Thomas Clarkson,
and that her novel, whose time frame spans a period from 1810 to 1813, was
published only seven years after the successful passage of the Abolition Bill by the
British Parliament in 1807.56 While Katie Trumpener may be right to suggest that
Sir Thomas Bertram seems more aware of slavery as a political issue after his
return from Antigua—he is even willing to discuss it with Fanny at the dinner
table—it would also be true to say that Sir Thomas’s manners are so attached to
the old patriarchal ways that he cannot recognize the dramatic irony whereby a
charge of oppression might also be applicable to his own domestic situation.57

Austen, however, disconcertingly expands the circumference of her narrative,
juxtaposing the much-vaunted ‘‘harmony’’ of Mansfield Park (139) with the sense
of ‘‘noise, disorder, and impropriety’’ (381) shadowing both Fanny’s family home
in Portsmouth and the unseen world of the Caribbean; and, through this formal
structure of dislocation and parallelism, she implies how these different geo-
graphical locations contribute to the formation of each other’s cultural meaning.
Austen had probably read Caleb Williams—she refers to William Godwin in a
letter of 1801—and in that novel Squire Falkland is also described as owning a
‘‘very valuable plantation in the West Indies,’’ as if to emphasize how these op-
pressive systems of North Atlantic commerce were a familiar instrument within
the English gentry’s armory around this time.58 There is a similar reference in
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Emma (1816), where Jane Fairfax compares the American slave trade to the
exploitation and exchange of governesses in England: ‘‘ ‘the sale—not quite of
human flesh—but of human intellect.’ ’’59 Again, Austen here represents Ameri-
can practices as a brutal literalization and magnification of parallel customs that
operate in a more genteel, understated way in England.

In one of the poems she composed just a few days before her death in 1817,
Austen likened the spirit of her niece, Anna Lefroy, to the undomesticated land-
scape of the American West:

In measured verse I’ll now rehearse
The charms of lovely Anna:

And, first, her mind is unconfined
Like any vast savannah.

Ontario’s lake may fitly speak
Her fancy’s ample bound:

Its circuit may, on strict survey
Five hundred miles be found.

Her wit descends on foes and friends
Like famed Niagara’s Fall,

And travellers gaze in wild amaze
And listen, one and all.

Her judgment sound, thick, black, profound,
Like transatlantic groves,

Dispenses aid, and friendly shade
To all that in it roves.

If thus her mind to be defined
America exhausts,

And all that’s grand in that great land
In similes it costs—

Oh how can I her person try
To image and portray?

How paint the face, the form how trace
In which those virtues lay?

Another world must be unfurled,
Another language known,

Ere tongue or sound can publish round
Her charms of flesh and bone.

Clearly this is a light and occasional poem, and many of its angles on America
would have derived from standard accounts of the New World environment that



Jane Austen and America 133

were familiar enough to British readers from Oliver Goldsmith’s ‘‘The Traveller’’
and other sources.60 Nevertheless, what is particularly interesting here is the way
Austen oxymoronically plays off her own ‘‘measured verse’’ against the ‘‘uncon-
fined’’ mind of Anna, figuratively represented in this work by the ‘‘vast’’ world of
America. All through the poem, we see her delight in stylistic and metaphorical
contradiction: in the second stanza, the conservative connotations of ‘‘fitly’’ and
‘‘strict’’ are juxtaposed with the ‘‘ample bound’’ of Lake Ontario’s circumference;
in stanza three, her subject’s ‘‘wit,’’ normally considered a polite and genteel
commodity, becomes a thing of ‘‘wild amaze,’’ to be compared only with Niagara
Falls. The suggestion of this poem, that even the ‘‘similes’’ of America are insuffi-
cient to describe the original qualities of her niece’s mind, indicates ways in which
Austen understood the ‘‘transatlantic’’ dimension represented here to stand as a
corrective to the customary standards of British society. As she puts it in the last
stanza, ‘‘Another world must be unfurled’’ in order to assist with this process of
representation. Once again, the image of America serves to illuminate and exter-
nalize what in Britain remains latent and suppressed.

Within the more established landscapes of Austen’s fiction, the shadow of
America similarly comes to hint at a mode of estrangement, a mirror of alterity,
that threatens to redefine the weighty tradition of English patriarchy as merely a
performative structure. At one point in Mansfield Park, Tom Bertram remarks to
Dr. Grant on what a ‘‘ ‘strange business this in America’ ’’ (145), probably referring
to the American declaration of war against Great Britain in June 1812. This draws
our attention to the fact that Mansfield Park was written at precisely the time
Britain and America were once again engaged in military conflict; the novel,
published in the same year as the Treaty of Ghent was concluded, emerged from a
political context in which British authority was being belligerently challenged.
Austen displaces such historical contumacy into one of the most comically ef-
fective scenes in her novel, when Sir Thomas, returning unexpectedly from
Antigua to find his house caught up in amateur theatricals, opens the door of his
billiard room to find himself ‘‘on the stage of a theatre,’’ an occasion which the
narrative describes dryly as the paterfamilias’s ‘‘first appearance on any stage’’
(198). John Bayley would see this as a moment of delicious, irresponsible anar-
chy, and so indeed it is; but the anarchy depends specifically upon transgression
against established social conventions, a point not lost upon Sir Thomas himself,
who is said to be full of ‘‘anger on finding himself thus bewildered in his own
house, making part of a ridiculous exhibition in the midst of theatrical nonsense’’
(199). One reason Sir Thomas Bertram is so furious is that his authority appears
to have been subverted; it is not just the misuse of the billiard room in itself that is
so threatening, but the way in which he has found himself ‘‘framed’’ within an
aesthetic artifice, his power of ‘‘government’’ (211) suddenly transposed into a
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dramatic performance. Recent work on both the French and American Revolu-
tions has shown how an emphasis on ‘‘specularity’’ and theatricalization became a
tool of insurrection, as the radical leaders skillfully choreographed pageants or
produced other kinds of indecorous art in order to dramatize the follies of the old
regime; and something of that demystifying impulse to represent power as per-
formance also pervades Mansfield Park.61

Sir Thomas, of course, promptly ensures ‘‘the destruction of every theatri-
cal preparation at Mansfield’’ (209) and reestablishes himself as ‘‘master of the
house’’ (206), at the center of his family hearth. Yet this attempt to restore a
reactionary tone of hierarchical sobriety has been fatally compromised by those
ludic, ironic elements that lurk around the margins of Austen’s texts, render-
ing their narratives contingent, paradoxical, and seemingly reversible. Homi K.
Bhabha has commented on what he calls ‘‘Sade’s scandalous theatricalization of
language,’’ its tendency to disrupt those established customs associated with
more prosaic modes of representation by dramatizing philosophical positions so
as to make them appear mere externalizations of subjective desire; and it is a
similar fear that his authority might be exposed as a mere artifice, a mask or
projection, that provokes Sir Thomas Bertram’s violent attempt to erase every
trace of theatrical artifice from Mansfield Park.62 Sir Thomas, we are told, intends
‘‘to wipe away every outward memento of what had been, even to the destruction
of every unbound copy of ‘Lovers’ Vows’ in the house, for he was burning all that
met his eye’’ (206). For the English aristocracy, according to Linda Colley, the
most ‘‘immediate way in which defeat in America proved devastating was that it
called into question the competence of the British governing élite,’’ subjecting
their authority, which had previously been more or less unquestioned, to more
uncomfortable kinds of scrutiny.63 The exercise of power, once opaque and dif-
fuse, becomes increasingly transparent and self-manifesting. In this light, it is not
surprising Sir Thomas would feel so disconcerted by the prospect of finding his
gubernatorial capacities metamorphosed into the form of a charade.

Sir Thomas’s efforts to restore a naturalized authority after his return to
Mansfield Park turn out to be less than entirely successful. The father figure can
never quite detach himself from the trappings of his stage role; indeed, as Litvak
notes, a ‘‘subtler and more comprehensive theatricality . . . persists long after Sir
Thomas has reclaimed his study.’’64 This more subtle atmosphere of theatricality
emerges through the narrator’s stylistic parallelisms, the double-edged discourse
that ensures Sir Thomas’s paternalistic directives come to be revealed in a wry,
defamiliarized light. Claudia Johnson has written of how the patriarch’s treatment
of Fanny Price after her rejection of Henry Crawford’s proposal of marriage brings
to mind his professional occupation as a slaveowner, since he manifests a violent
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hostility toward any notion that Fanny should be free to choose her partner for
herself. Blaming her reluctance on ‘‘that independence of spirit, which prevails so
much in modern days,’’ Sir Thomas chastises Fanny as ‘‘wilful and perverse’’
(318); again, as with the amateur dramatics, it is not this particular event which
infuriates Sir Thomas so much as what it implies about the larger patterns of what
he would see as creeping anarchy within the social world. Slightly earlier, Sir
Thomas had cut short Fanny’s participation at the ball ‘‘by advising her to go
immediately to bed. ‘Advise’ was his word,’’ continues Austen’s narrator sar-
donically, ‘‘but it was the advice of absolute power’’ (285). Johnson suggests this
kind of irony testifies to the way Mansfield Park engages in a ‘‘bitter parody of
conservative fiction,’’ but that is not the dominant impression a reader takes from
this novel.65 Authority here is not so much parodied but demystified. Austen’s
texts privilege neither conservatism nor radicalism, but play these styles off
against each other through a system of parallel narratives, narratives which mod-
ulate between conventionalism and irony, decorum and transgression.

In this respect, the formal parallelism of Austen’s narratives can be related to
the fissuring effect of the American Revolution, the ‘‘Civil War’’ as Burke called it,
since in both cases it is a structural fracturing and fragmentation from within that
appears to threaten the viability of a naturalized order. By contrast, the Jacobin
theories associated with the French Revolution—those of Rousseau, Wollstone-
craft, Godwin, and so on—remained relatively untroubling to Austen. As Marilyn
Butler has shown, her narratives display little compunction in dialectically expel-
ling conceptions or characters linked explicitly to the ‘‘radical inheritance’’ of
‘‘sentimentalism’’: the elopement of Lydia and Wickham in Pride and Prejudice is
treated dismissively within the framework of that novel, for example.66 Much
more disturbing and problematic is the status of authority in general: her narra-
tives may give short shrift to the open defiance or subversion of established order,
but they are far more ambiguous when it comes to the perversion of authority,
that more duplicitous situation where the legitimacy of government can neither
be wholly invalidated nor simply taken for granted. Pierre Klossowski has de-
scribed how Sade’s texts refract a similar aestheticization of authority within the
context of revolutionary France: ‘‘The libertine great lord . . . is on the eve of the
Revolution a master who knows he is the legal wielder of power but who also
knows that he can lose it at any moment and that he is already virtually a slave . . .
in his own eyes he no longer has an uncontested authority, but still has the
instincts of such authority.’’67 Though of course they are not libertines in the same
way, Austen’s wealthy landowners—Sir Thomas Bertram, Darcy, Knightley—
possess exactly this combination of authority and insecurity. Their manners and
instincts are attached to the past, but their minds are forced to recognize the
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changing circumstances of the present. What the French Revolution was to Sade,
the American Revolution was to Austen: a civil war, an internecine uprising,
that served to problematize and subtly undermine the nature of authority from
within. The double structure of Austen’s parallel narratives can be seen as analo-
gous, both formally and historically, to the internal divisions of this British civil
war, which involved an uprising against the constraints of familial government.

Nevertheless, such styles of transgression which involve a disestablishment
of ‘‘natural’’ authority also prove to be the discursive basis for Austen’s versions of
romance. Her novels recapitulate the issues of power and subjugation in formal
terms, structurally displacing them from a political to an aesthetic and psycho-
logical level. While this kind of power play is comically visible within the ‘‘light,
and bright, and sparkling’’ world of Pride and Prejudice, Austen’s most profound
exploration of the psychology of authority occurs in Emma (1816), which raises
uncomfortable questions about circumferences of dominion in the public as well
as the private sphere.68 The dynamics of the relationship between George Knight-
ley and Emma Woodhouse are not dissimilar to those of the romance between
Darcy and Elizabeth: Emma enjoys the power of interference and manipulation, a
transgressive trait that Knightley also takes pleasure in, since he, true to his
vocation as a magistrate, can then correct her when she errs.69 Emma’s very first
words to Knightley in the book are spoken ‘‘playfully’’ (41), and she reassures her
father about how ‘‘Mr. Knightley loves to find fault with me,’’ though she says it is
only ‘‘in a joke—it is all a joke’’(42). Later, Knightley insists on the natural
advantage of his being sixteen years her senior, so he can restrain her ‘‘sauciness’’
(121) with his tutelary authority. Toward the end of the narrative, Emma admits
she has often been ‘‘negligent or perverse,’’ and she thanks Knightley for trying to
‘‘improve’’ her (404). After their engagement, Emma says she can never call him
anything but ‘‘Mr. Knightley,’’ whereupon George solemnly avows that he has
been in love with her ‘‘saucy looks’’ since she was thirteen (445). It is true, as
Trilling said, that for Austen love tends to be linked closely with pedagogy, but in
Emma, as in Pride and Prejudice, this pedagogy is eroticized rather than moral-
ized, with authority becoming an aesthetic rather than an innocent or didactic
phenomenon.70 Hence, the relationship between Knightley and Emma involves
structures of authority and desire than run in parallel with, but cannot simply be
reduced to or explained in terms of, the traditional British class system. To put
this another way: the patriarchal and hierarchical framework informing Emma
provides the impetus for the various power plays in the novel, but Austen’s
characterizations then swerve away into an alternate psychological zone of their
own, where power finds itself refracted through a glass darkly rather than being
expressed in a self-evident, social light.
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This is why throughout Emma the ironic narrative works to problematize
the clarity of its apparently classical representations. We are told, for instance,
that Knightley’s residence, Donwell Abbey, ‘‘was just what it ought to be, and it
looked what it was’’ (353); and some residual sense of this ideal of transparency—
the ideology of ‘‘settlement,’’ as D. A. Miller terms it—still lingers in the novel.71

But Emma is also a text of disguise, deceit, and deferral, attributes which appear,
most obviously, in connection with the concealed romance between Jane Fairfax
and Frank Churchill. Frank’s false surname—he had decided to ‘‘assume the
name of Churchill’’ (48)—anticipates a sequence of riddles where the inhabitants
of Highbury are forced to try to decipher handwriting on letters and to unravel
the significance attached to verbal games of acrostics, in situations where Frank is
communicating secretly with Jane. Frank, of course, is a master of masks and
artifice: when he goes across the room to speak with his fiancée, he places himself
strategically between Jane and Emma so the latter will not be able to ‘‘distinguish’’
Jane’s reaction (231). Knightley, who smells a rat early on, abhors this ‘‘Disin-
genuousness and double-dealing’’ that ‘‘seemed to meet him at every turn’’ (344);
he complains to Emma of how ‘‘Mystery’’ and ‘‘Finesse . . . pervert the under-
standing’’ (430); and he expresses his decided preference for ‘‘plain, unaffected,
gentleman-like English’’ (432). But the construction of the novel, through its
pattern of parallel narratives, denies Knightley such an unequivocal resolution. In
the ‘‘confusion’’ at dusk after the acrostics game, Knightley detects between Frank
and Jane ‘‘certain expressive looks, which I did not believe meant to be public’’
(345–46). This is why W. J. Harvey acutely observed of Emma that the ‘‘written
novel contains its unwritten twin whose shape is known only by the shadow it
casts’’: the novel’s world of polite conversation runs in parallel with a more
sinister underworld of jealousy, passion and resentment.72

What Harvey did not go on fully to acknowledge is how the liaison of
Knightley and Emma also participates in this secretive subtext. Despite his agenda
of gentlemanly plain dealing, Knightley is, as Harvey recognized, ‘‘not entirely
lucid to himself about his dislike of Frank Churchill.’’ Knightley believes he
disapproves of Frank purely on moral grounds, whereas, as we are told toward the
end of the book: ‘‘He had been in love with Emma, and jealous of Frank Churchill,
from about the same period, one sentiment having probably enlightened him as to
the other’’ (419). (Note how the stylistic parallelisms here, the clauses balanced off
against each other through formal paradoxes and reversals, mirror the mutually
self-reflecting narratives that Austen inscribes.) But Harvey, like so many other
critics, also went on to talk about the ‘‘perversion of imagination’’ as ‘‘Emma’s most
radical failure,’’ a ‘‘lesson hammered home’’ by the various humiliating ‘‘punish-
ments’’ inflicted on her throughout the narrative.73 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has
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written of how a ‘‘lot of Austen criticism sounds hilariously like the leering school-
prospectuses or governess-manifestoes brandished like so many birch rods in
Victorian sadomasochistic pornography’’; and though Sedgwick makes her sug-
gestion with a typically hyperbolic flourish, it is hard not to agree with her
assessment that because of these moral presuppositions ‘‘the sense of an alterna-
tive, passionate sexual ecology’’ in Austen’s work has not been touched upon in
most critical readings.74 Emma Woodhouse, like Elizabeth Bennet, works her way
toward a successful marriage because of her ‘‘perversion of imagination,’’ not in
spite of it. Rather than austerely disapproving of Emma for her deficient sense of
ethical purpose, ‘‘Mr. Knightley’’ takes delight in his young charge’s insouciance,
just as she herself is attracted to his paternalistic manners. It is significant, of
course, that after their marriage Knightley has to move into Hartfield because
Emma will not abandon her father. In that sense, Knightley appears only too
obviously for Emma as a surrogate father figure, an eroticized version of the
immovable Mr. Woodhouse, a fixed point of reference to which the wayward
heroine can return.

Austen’s texts, then, refract ethical issues into aesthetic styles. This is why to
interpret Austen through a framework of moral preconceptions of whatever kind
is to risk missing the crucial element of disturbance within her work, the way her
texts carve out for themselves psychological recesses behind the masks of social
conformity.75 To speak of a civil war in Austen’s narratives is not just to indicate
internal division, but also to suggest how such divisions are themselves masked
by a form of civility which is sometimes misconstrued as a more straightforward
impulse toward epistemological closure. In a recent rereading of Emma, Nicola J.
Watson acknowledges ‘‘perversions of proper application’’ of language in the
various conundrums and riddles scattered throughout the book, but then she
asserts, in traditional British style, that ‘‘Austen’s didactic programme’’ is ulti-
mately ‘‘to ensure a world of near-perfect, institutionalized intelligibility.’’76 But
more useful for understanding the peculiar kind of cerebral eroticism that perme-
ates Emma is Maurice Blanchot’s remark about how Sade’s texts intermingle
neoclassical ‘‘clarity’’ with an ‘‘obscurity, which troubles and complicates our
reading, renders it internally violent.’’77 This is precisely what we find in Austen’s
work, where the drive for enlightenment and elucidation is held in check by
irregularities and deviations which ultimately provide the most powerful motiva-
tion for the libidinal drive of the fictional characters as well as for the hermeneutic
drive of the narrative.

Austen’s fictions, then, revolve crucially around questions of authority: the
violent impulses of authoritarianism, the power of control associated with au-
thorship. As R. F. Brissenden has argued, such issues manifest themselves most
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clearly in her juvenilia, where Austen’s contextual links with Sade become more
apparent.78 Love and Friendship, which was written in 1790—one year before
Justine—exposes the weakness of sensibility and the fundamental selfishness of
human behavior, while the letters ‘‘From A Young Lady,’’ written in 1791 or 1792,
extol crime and murder as panaceas for disappointment in love. Again, the
fragment entitled ‘‘Henry and Eliza: A Novel,’’ drafted at the end of the 1780s, has
an odd opening sentence that implies the more atavistic aspects of domination
and submission lurking beneath the surface of the civilized social order: ‘‘As Sir
George and Lady Harcourt were superintending the Labours of their Haymakers,
rewarding the industry of some by smiles of approbation, and punishing the
idleness of others, by a cudgel.’’79 This bizarre beginning has been analyzed
perceptively by Claudia Johnson:

Who would dare imagine Knightley, Darcy, or Mr. Bennet beating their negligent farmers?
The shock here derives not from simple incongruity—i.e., a belief that such people do not
do such things. It derives rather from an unexpected disclosure—i.e., a discovery that
such people may indeed beat their farmers, but that certain novelistic forms do not permit
us to imagine, much less to represent, realities of this sort. . . . The central enterprise of the
juvenilia . . . is demystification: making customary forms subject to doubt by flaunting
their conventionality.80

Johnson’s reading is excellent, but I would demur from her on one point. It is not
a question of whether or not the landed gentry actually attack their farmers with
cudgels but, more importantly, the symbolic aspects of domination that such an
image represents. Austen thus satirically exposes a darker desire for mastery that
runs in parallel with the more established conception of social hierarchy, a desire
normally smothered by all the accouterments of morality and gentility that make
up the civilized English world. It is noticeable in ‘‘Henry and Eliza’’ that Sir
George Harcourt is said to have returned quite recently from the New World—
‘‘when you sailed for America,’’ complains his wife, ‘‘you left me breeding’’—and,
as in Mansfield Park, this transatlantic dimension serves to make explicit those
forces of oppression that remain latent within the home country.81

It is this dialectic between subjective and objective definitions of authority,
the pleasures of self-gratification against the burdens of social responsibility, that
provides some of the central tensions in Austen’s major novels. Such a recogni-
tion of the limitations of subjective consciousness and of the problematical affilia-
tion between private desire and public power can be traced right back to her
‘‘History of England,’’ written in 1791. Here the sixteen-year-old author plays
around with the representation of chronological sequence, beheading monarchs
at an alarming rate and turning the idea of history itself into a form of subjectivist
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farce. In the subtitle to her work, Austen describes it as written by ‘‘a Partial,
Prejudiced, and Ignorant Historian’’; yet the tone here is not merely one of polite
self-deprecation, for the purpose of this metahistorical comedy is to scrutinize
skeptically the rational sequences of cause and effect through which narratives of
history seek to reconstruct the past.82 ‘‘Just as history is about the exercise of
power,’’ observes Christopher Kent in an essay on Austen’s juvenilia, ‘‘so history
writing is the exercise of power’’; the author insouciantly introduces her own
private friends and relatives into this narrative, thereby annihilating the more
customary processes of historical cause and effect.83 Instead, she substitutes what
Ellen E. Martin has called a series of textual ‘‘fetishes’’—trivial, irregular details—
which effectively undermine any basis for linear sequence and so expose the idea
of rational order as a chimera. Austen’s sense of history here, again like that of
Sade, involves ‘‘a flat repetition of the same, deprived of any significance or
dramatic interest,’’ as ideas of Enlightenment rationalism and progression fall
back into cycles of compulsive irrationalism and absurdity.84 As an experienced
novelist, Austen is not so self-indulgent as this, of course; in her longer works, the
vengeful impulses of the self are balanced more firmly against the responsibilities
and disappointments of society. As Brigid Brophy noted in a fine essay, Austen’s
mature writing seems to punish her own desire for infantile mastery, playing off
the delights of fantasy against the more complex, inconsistent world of adult
consciousness.85 Nevertheless, traces of this aggressive, iconoclastic wit always
remain. ‘‘The History of England’’ reveals notions of national identity and tradi-
tion to be arbitrary, subjective constructions; similarly, Mansfield Park and Emma
are shadowed by parallel narratives that never cease to imply how the social
customs on display here remain provisional fictions, contingencies of value. 

In this way, Austen critiques the various forms of idealism that were becom-
ing associated with national identity around the turn of the nineteenth century.
Austen’s ‘‘History of England’’ dissociates linear chronology from any imma-
nent teleology or meaning by transferring history into the realm of burlesque,
an idiom that becomes suppressed, though never entirely muted, in her subse-
quent, more famous works. In these later narratives, we witness a series of dis-
placements, both geographical and gubernatorial, as the turbulence of this post-
Revolutionary era works its way surreptitiously into the interstices of her fiction.
Her novels recapitulate Anglo-American battles around questions of political
domination and representation in formal ways, investigating the problems of
who should control who, and why. I would also suggest it has tended to be the
subsequent American tradition in Austen criticism, as Johnson defines it, that has
highlighted these more destabilizing elements in her writings, unfurling that
alternative transatlantic perspective which Austen herself adumbrated in her
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poem for Anna Lefroy. Just as the French Revolution (or civil war) liberated Sade’s
divided imagination, underwriting his rationalistic scorn for emblems of tyranny
to which he was still affectively attached, so the American Revolution, the British
civil war, provokes in Austen a split allegiance, as her narratives ironically dis-
establish powers with which her characters retain instinctive and emotional af-
finities. In the ‘‘war of ideas’’ with Jacobin France, Austen’s novels may indeed,
as Marilyn Butler argues, be seen dialectically to reject that alien style of radical-
ism; but it is equally important to consider her texts in the light of an interplay
with America, Britain’s own shadow self, the offspring that had recently revoked
its allegiance to natural, familial authority. In relation to such consanguinity,
Austen’s family romances may come to seem more equivocal than they appear at
first sight.
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