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PREFACE

This book is intended as an introduction to the English novel for students, but also for any general
readers who might find the subject interesting. Though it occasionally considers particular novels in
some detail, it is designed largely to offer ideas about a writer’s work as a whole, which a reader may
then bring to bear on individual texts. I have tried to tread a precarious line between bamboozling
readers and talking down to them; and though some parts of it may be more intelligible to a beginner
than others, I hope that what difficulties there may be belong, so to speak, to the subject matter rather
than to the presentation.

I must apologize for confining myself so high-mindedly to the literary canon, but this was
determined by the need to discuss authors whom students are at present most likely to encounter in
their work. It should not, needless to say, be taken to imply that only those English novelists presented
between these covers are worth reading.

T.E.



WHAT IS A NOVEL?

A novel is a piece of prose fiction of a reasonable length. Even a definition as toothless as this,
however, is still too restricted. Not all novels are writtten in prose. There are novels in verse, like
Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin or Vikram Seth’s The Golden Gate. As for fiction, the distinction between
fiction and fact is not always clear. And what counts as a reasonable length? At what point does a
novella or long short story become a novel? André Gide’s The Immoralist is usually described as a
novel, and Anton Chekhov’s ‘The Duel’ as a short story, but they are both about the same length.

The truth is that the novel is a genre which resists exact definition. This in itself is not particularly
striking, since many things — ‘game’, for example, or ‘hairy’ — resist exact definition. It is hard to say
how ape-like you have to be in order to qualify as hairy. The point about the novel, however, is not
just that it eludes definitions, but that it actively undermines them. It is less a genre than an anti-
genre. It cannibalizes other literary modes and mixes the bits and pieces promiscuously together. You
can find poetry and dramatic dialogue in the novel, along with epic, pastoral, satire, history, elegy,
tragedy and any number of other literary modes. (Virginia Woolf described it as ‘this most pliable of
all forms’. The novel quotes, parodies and transforms other genres, converting its literary ancestors
into mere components of itself in a kind of Oedipal vengeance on them. It is the queen of literary
genres in a rather less elevated sense of the word than one might hear around Buckingham Palace.

The novel is a mighty melting pot, a mongrel among literary thoroughbreds. There seems to be
nothing it cannot do. It can investigate a single human consciousness for eight hundred pages. Or it
can recount the adventures of an onion, chart the history of a family over six generations, or recreate
the Napoleonic wars. If it is a form particularly associated with the middle class, it is partly because
the ideology of that class centres on a dream of total freedom from restraint. In a world in which God
is dead, everything, so Dostoevsky remarked, is permitted; and the same goes for a world in which the
old autocratic order is dead and the middle class reigns triumphant. The novel is an anarchic genre,
since its rule is not to have rules. An anarchist is not just someone who breaks rules, but someone who
breaks rules as a rule, and this is what the novel does too. Myths are cyclical and repetitive, while the
novel appears excitingly unpredictable. In fact, the novel has a finite repertoire of forms and motifs.
But it is an extraordinarily capacious one even so.

Because it is hard to say what a novel is, it is hard to say when the form first arose. Several authors
have been proposed as plausible candidates for the first novelist, among them Miguel de Cervantes
and Daniel Defoe; but the game of identifying origins is always a dangerous one. If a lecturer
proclaims that the paper-clip was invented in 1905, someone at the back of the hall will always rise to
announce that one has just been unearthed from an ancient Etruscan burial site. The Russian cultural
theorist Mikhail Bakhtin traces the novel back to imperial Rome and ancient Hellenistic romance,
while Margaret Anne Doody in The True Story of the Novel likewise locates its birthplace in the
cultures of the ancient Mediterranean.! It is true that if your definition of an automobile is fuzzy
enough, it is not hard to trace the BMW back to the ancient Roman chariot. (This may also help to
explain why so many premature obituary notices of the novel have been issued. What they usually
indicate is that one kind of novel has died, while another has come into existence.) Even so, something
like the novel can indeed be found in ancient times. In the modern era, as we have seen, it has been
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linked with the emergence of the middle class, but when exactly was that? Some historians would
locate it as early as the twelfth or thirteenth centuries.

Most commentators agree that the novel has its roots in the literary form we know as romance.
Indeed, these are roots that it has never entirely cut. Novels are romances — but romances which have
to negotiate the prosaic world of modern civilization. They retain their romantic heroes and villains,
wish-fulfilments and fairy-tale endings, but now these things have to be worked out in terms of sex
and property, money and marriage, social mobility and the nuclear family. Sex and property, one
might claim, are the themes of the modern novel from start to finish. So the English novel from Defoe
to Woolf is still a kind of romance. In fact, nothing less than the magical devices of romance will do
if, like the Victorian novelist, you are going to conjure a happy ending from the refractory problems of
the modern world. In the Brontés, George Eliot, Hardy and Henry James, you can find vestiges of
‘premodern’ forms such as myth, fable, folk-tale and romance, mixed in with ‘modern’ ones like
realism, reportage, psychological investigation and the like. If the novel is a romance, however, it is a
disenchanted one, which has nothing to learn about baffled desires and recalcitrant realities.

Romance is full of marvels, whereas the modern novel is nothing if not mundane. It portrays a
secular, empirical world rather than a mythical or metaphysical one. Its focus is on culture, not Nature
or the supernatural. It is wary of the abstract and eternal, and believes in what it can touch, taste and
handle. It may still retain some religious beliefs, but it is as nervous of religious debate as a pub
landlord. The novel presents us with a changing, concrete, open-ended history rather than a closed
symbolic universe. Time and narrative are of its essence. In the modern era, fewer and fewer things
are immutable, and every phenomenon, including the self, seems historical to its roots. The novel is
the form in which history goes all the way down.

All this is very different from romance, as Cervantes’ Don Quixote makes clear. Don Quixote,
sometimes mistakenly called the first novel, is in fact less the origin of the genre than a novel about
the origin of the novel. It is thus a peculiarly narcissistic piece of writing, a fact which becomes
comically obvious when Quixote and Sancho Panza run across characters who have actually read
about them. Cervantes’ great work shows us how the novel comes about when romantic idealism, here
in the form of Quixote’s chivalric fantasies, collides with the real world. Cervantes was not the first
author to challenge romance in this way: the picaresque novel, with its downbeat, streetwise anti-
heroism, had done that, at least implicitly, before he came to write. But Don Quixote is a work which
actually takes this clash between romance and realism as its subject-matter, thus turning a formal
issue into a thematic one.

If there is one place where romantic idealism and disenchanted realism meet, it is war. Few
phenomena have provoked so much high-flown rhetoric along with so much bitter disgust. But
Cervantes’ novel runs war a close second. Quixote, who has been driven insane by reading too many
romances, models his life on books, whereas realism models books on life. He lives, as they say, in a
book, and talks like one too; but since he is a character in a book, this fantasy is also reality. The
novel, then, starts life as among other things a satire of romance, and thus as a kind of anti-literature.
It sends up rhetoric and fantasy from a hard-headed realist standpoint. But since a novel is rhetoric
and fantasy, this is comically self-contradictory. Cervantes backs the world against the book, but he
does so in a book. For a novelist to mock the language of literature is a classic case of the pot calling
the kettle black. The kind of novel which speaks up for ‘life’ against ‘literature’ has all the bad faith
of a count who speaks with a Cockney accent.

Cervantes assures us that he will give us this history ‘neat and naked’, without the usual
paraphernalia of literature. But a naked and neat style is just as much a style as any other. It is a



mistake to think that some kinds of language are literally closer to the real world than others. ‘Nutter’
is no closer to the real world than ‘neophyte’. It might be closer to common speech, but that is
different. The relationship between language and reality is not a spatial one. It is not that some words
are free-floating, whereas others are jammed tight against material objects. Anyway, one writer’s neat
and naked may be another’s ornamental. In a similar way, some realist fiction seems to believe that,
say, hair-dryers are more real than hermeneutical phenomenology. They may be more useful, but the
difference between them is not one of degrees of reality.

One of the first great novels, then, warns us off novels. Reading fiction can drive you mad. In fact,
it is not fiction which leads to madness, but forgetting the fictionality of fiction. The problem arises
from confusing it with reality, as Quixote does. A fiction which knows itself to be fiction is perfectly
sane. In that sense, irony is what saves us. Cervantes, unlike Quixote, does not expect his inventions to
be taken literally, not least the invention known as Don Quixote. He is not trying to fool us. Novelists
do not lie, because they do not imagine that we take them to be telling the truth. They do not lie in the
same sense that the advertising slogan ‘Refreshes the parts that other beers can’t reach’ is not a lie,
even though it is not true either.

The innkeeper in part 1 of Don Quixote remarks that it is fine for romances to be printed, since
nobody could be ignorant enough to take them for true histories. Indeed, there is plenty of romance in
Don Quixote itself. Yet romance is not as innocuous as the innkeeper suggests. It is really a kind of
dangerous narcissism, in which (as Quixote comments at one point) you can believe that a woman is
chaste and beautiful just because you want to. It does not need to take account of the way things are.
Romantic idealism sounds edifying enough, but it is really a form of egoism in which the world
becomes clay in your hands for you to mould as you wish. Fantasy, which sounds alluring enough, is
at root a wayward individualism which insists on carving up the world as it pleases. It refuses to
acknowledge what realism insists upon most: the recalcitrance of reality to our desires, the sheer
stubborn inertia with which it baffles our designs upon it. Anti-realists are those who cannot get
outside their own heads. It is a sort of moral astigmatism. It is just that Quixote’s own errant
individualism, ironically enough, takes the form of a devotion to the collective rituals and loyalties of
the feudal order.

There is something admirable about idealism — Quixote’s own ideals include protecting the poor
and dispossessed — but also something absurd. So it is not just a matter of being a cynic rather than an
idealist, but of upholding and deflating ideals in the same breath. Those who cannot see the world
aright are likely to wreak grotesque damage upon it. Literary, moral and epistemological realism are
all subtly interlinked. In Quixote’s case, fantasy is very definitely connected to social privilege. A
man who can mistake an ordinary woman for a high-born maiden is also someone who assumes that
the world owes him a living. Power is fantastic to the core. But fantasy is also commercial to the core
— a ‘saleable commodity’, as the priest observes to the canon in part 1 of the novel. Marvels and the
market are no stranger to each other. Fantasy manipulates reality for its own self-serving ends, and
reality, in the shape of commercial publishing, manipulates fantasy for its own self-interest.

Realism, it would appear, is out of favour because the ordinary reader delights in the exotic and
extravagant. The irony is that the novel as a form is wedded to the common life, whereas the common
people themselves prefer the monstrous and miraculous. Quixote’s chivalric illusions are a kind of
upper-class version of popular superstition. The common people do not wish to see their own faces in
the mirror of art. They have quite enough ordinary life in their working hours without wanting to
contemplate it in their leisure time as well. Labourers are more likely to resort to fantasy than
lawyers. Cervantes’ priest recognizes that the labouring masses need circuses as well as bread,



entertainment as much as work: they need to see plays, he believes, but the plays should be censored
to strip them of their worst extravagances. It is really only the cultivated elite who prefer their art to
be plausible and true to Nature. Cervantes thus wins himself serious literary status by insisting on the
verisimilitude of his writing — on ‘probability and imitation’, as the canon puts it — while at the same
time craftily serving up crowd-pulling fantasies by creating a hero who acts them out.

If the novel is the genre which affirms the common life, it is also the form in which values are at
their most diverse and conflicting. The novel from Defoe to Woolf is a product of modernity, and
modernity is the period in which we cannot agree even on fundamentals. Our values and beliefs are
fragmented and discordant, and the novel reflects this condition. It is the most hybrid of literary
forms, a space in which different voices, idioms and belief-systems continually collide. Because of
this, no one of them can predominate without a struggle. The realist novel quite often throws its
weight behind a particular way of seeing the world, but it is ‘relativizing’ in its very form. It shifts
from one perspective to another, hands the narrative to various characters in turn, and wins our
sympathy for cases and characters we find discomforting by bringing them so vividly alive. In fact,
this is one reason why the form was originally greeted with such suspicion. Imaginative realism can
make a convivial comrade of the devil himself.

For Mikhail Bakhtin, the novel tends to emerge and disappear again, like a river threading its way
through a limestone landscape. You find it, he thinks, when a centralized literary, linguistic and
political authority is beginning to crumble.2 It is when the verbal and ideological centre can no longer
hold, as in Hellenistic Greece, imperial Rome or the waning of the medieval Church, that Bakhtin
finds the novel emerging. Monolithic political, linguistic and cultural forms are giving way to what
Bakhtin calls ‘heteroglossia’ or linguistic diversity, and this is represented above all by the novel. In
his view, then, the novel is inherently anti-normative. It is a maverick form, sceptical of all
authoritarian claims to truth. No doubt this makes it sound too inherently subversive. There is not
much of the maverick about Mansfield Park, or much linguistic diversity in The Waves. In any case,
not all diversity is radical, or all authority oppressive. Yet Bakhtin is surely right to see the novel as
emerging from the stream of culture dripping with the shards and fragments of other forms. It is
parasitic on the scraps and leavings of ‘higher’ cultural life-forms; and this means that it has only a
negative identity. In its mixing of languages and forms of life, it is a model of modern society, not
simply a reflection on it.

Hegel saw the novel as the epic of a prosaic modern world. It has all the range and populousness of
the epic, without, for the most part, its supernatural dimension. The novel resembles the classical epic
in its consuming interest in narrative, dramatic action and the material world. It differs from it,
however, in being a discourse of the present rather than of the past. For the novel is above all a
contemporary form, as its very name suggests. To this extent, it has more in common with The Times
than with Homer. When it turns to the past, it is often to treat it as the prehistory of the present. Even
the historical novel is generally a coded reflection on the present. The novel is the mythology of a
civilization fascinated by its own everyday existence. It is neither behind or ahead of its times, but
abreast of them. It reflects them without morbid nostalgia or delusory hope. In this sense, literary
realism is also moral realism. This refusal of both nostalgia and utopia means that the realist novel,
politically speaking, is for the most part neither reactionary nor revolutionary. Instead, it is typically
reformist in spirit. It is committed to the present, but to a present which is always in the process of
change. It is a this-worldly rather than an other-worldly phenomenon; but since change is part of this-
worldliness, it is not a backward-looking one either.

If the novel is a distinctively modern form, whatever its ancient pedigree, it is partly because it



refuses to be bound by the past. To be ‘modern’ means to relegate to the past everything that happened
up to 10 minutes ago. Modernity is the only epoch which actually defines itself, vacuously enough, by
its up-to-dateness. Like a rebellious adolescent, the modern is defined by a definitive rupture with its
parentage. If this is a liberating experience, it can also be a traumatic one. It is the form which breaks
with traditional models. It can no longer rely on the paradigms offered by custom, mythology, Nature,
antiquity, religion or community. And this is closely related to the rise of a new kind of individualism,
which finds all such collective paradigms too constricting. Whereas the epic bears the signature of no
one author, the novel bears the fingerprints of an individual writer, known as style. Its impatience with
traditional models is also related to the rise of pluralism, as values become too diverse to be unified.
The more values there are, the more of a problem value itself becomes.

The novel was born at the same time as modern science, and shares its sober, secular, hard-headed,
investigative spirit, along with its suspicion of classical authority. But this means that, lacking
authority outside itself, it must find it in itself. Having shed all traditional sources of authority, it must
become self-authorizing. Authority now means not conforming yourself to an origin, but becoming the
origin yourself.

This has the glamour of originality, as the word ‘novel’ would suggest. But it also means that the
novel’s authority is ungrounded in anything outside itself, which is what renders it precarious. In this
sense, the novel is a sign of the modern human subject. It, too, is ‘original’, in the sense that modern
men and women are supposed to be the authors of their own existence. Who you are is no longer
determined by kinship, tradition or social status; instead, it is something you determine for yourself.
Modern subjects, like the heroes of modern novels, make themselves up as they go along. They are
self-grounding and self-determining, and in this lies the meaning of their freedom. It is, however, a
fragile, negative kind of freedom, which lacks any warranty beyond itself. There is nothing in the
actual world to back it up. Absolute value has evaporated from the world in the modern age, which is
what makes for unlimited freedom. But it is also what renders that freedom so empty. If everything is
permitted, it is only because nothing is intrinsically more valuable than anything else.

We have seen that the novel and the epic differ in their attitudes to the past. But there is another
key distinction between them. The epic deals with a world of nobles and military heroes, whereas the
novel deals with the common life. It is the great popular genre, the one mainstream literary mode
which speaks the language of the people. The novel is the great vernacular literary art, which draws
upon the resources of ordinary speech rather than some specialized literary language. It is not the first
literary form in which the common people stage an appearance. But is the first to treat them with
unwavering seriousness. Our contemporary version of this is no doubt the soap opera, which we enjoy
not so much for the occasional dramatic turn of plot but because we find the familiar and everyday a
strange source of fascination in itself. The modern equivalent of Moll Flanders is EastEnders. The
staggering popularity of Reality TV programmes which consist simply in someone pottering
mindlessly around his kitchen for hours on end suggests one interesting truth: that many of us find the
pleasures of the routine and repetitive even more seductive than we do the stimulus of adventure.

The value of everyday life is the theme of one of the greatest works of literary scholarship ever
published, Eric Auerbach’s Mimesis.2 For Auerbach, realism is the literary form which finds the
workaday life of men and women supremely valuable in itself. One of the earliest examples of this in
English writing can be found in Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads, which, in however
idealizing a form, speaks up for the common life as a source of creativity. The novel for Auerbach is
an incipiently democratic kind of art, hostile to what he sees as the static, hierarchical, dehistoricized,
socially exclusive art of classical antiquity. To adopt Walter Benjamin’s terms, it is an art form which



destroys the ‘aura’ of distance and majesty which clings to such classical artefacts, bringing life closer
to us rather than raising it beyond our reach. Authors in Mimesis score high marks for being vulgar,
vigorous, earthy, dynamic, demotic, grotesque and historically minded, and are rapped smartly over
the knuckles for being stylized, elitist, idealized, stereotyped and non-developmental.

There is, so Auerbach argues, no serious treatment of the common people in the culture of
classical antiquity. Contrast this with a text like the New Testament, which grants a humble fisherman
like Peter potentially tragic status. According to the philosopher Charles Taylor, it was Christianity
which first introduced the revolutionary notion that everyday life could be precious in itself.2 As
Auerbach argues, it is the Christian gospel, with its image of God as incarnate in the poor and
destitute, its carnivalesque reversals of high and low, which provides the source of realism’s elevation
of the commonplace. For Christianity, salvation is a humdrum matter of whether you feed the hungry
and visit the sick, not of some esoteric cult. Jesus is a kind of sick joke of a Messiah, a parody of regal
pomp as he rides a donkey towards his squalid death as a political criminal.

With the advent of realism, then, the common people make their collective entry into the literary
arena, long before they make an appearance on the political stage. It is one of the momentous events
of human history, which we now take casually for granted. It is hard for us to think ourselves back into
a culture for which, say, relations between parents and children, or everyday economic life, was of
little artistic merit. Auerbach, a Jewish refugee from Hitler, was writing about the novel while in exile
in Istanbul at the same time as Bakhtin was writing about it as a dissident in Stalinist Russia; and both
men saw in it a populist strike against autocratic power. In Bakhtin’s view, plebeian culture nourishes
forms of realism in the classical, medieval and modern epochs; and these finally burst through into the
mainstream of ‘high’ literature in the shape of the novel.

There are problems with these claims. For one thing, realism and the novel are not the same thing.
Not all realism is novelistic, as Auerbach is aware, and not all novels are realist. Nor do all novels
smack of a plebeian vigour. There is not much earth beneath the fingernails of Mr Knightley or Mrs
Dalloway. In any case, earthiness is by no means always subversive. A work of art is not radical
simply because it portrays the experience of ordinary people. It is sometimes felt that the kind of
realism which takes the lid off poverty and squalor, revealing the horrors of the social underworld to a
sheltered middle class, is necessarily disruptive. But this assumes that people are insensitive to social
deprivation only because they are unaware of it, which is far too charitable a view of them. Realism in
the sense of verisimilitude — truth to life — is not necessarily revolutionary. As Bertolt Brecht
remarked, putting a factory on stage will tell you nothing about capitalism.

If realism means showing the world as it really is, rather than how some ancient Egyptian priest or
medieval knight conceived of it, then we are instantly in trouble, since how the world is is a subject of
fierce contention. Suppose some future civilization were to discover a copy of Samuel Beckett’s play
Endgame, in which two elderly characters spend their time sitting in dustbins. They would not be able
to tell whether the play was realist or non-realist simply by looking at it. They would need to know,
for example, whether stashing old people away in dustbins was standard geriatric practice in mid-
twentieth-century Europe.

To call something ‘realist’ is to confess that it is not the real thing. False teeth can be realistic, but
not the Foreign Office. Postmodern culture could be said to be realistic, in the sense of being faithful
to a surreal world of surfaces, schizoid subjects and random sensations. Realist art is as much an
artifice as any other kind of art. A writer who wants to sound realist might include phrases such as ‘A
florid-faced cyclist laboured unsteadily past them’, when she could just as easily have written ‘A
carrot-haired boy crawled from under the garden fence, whistling tunelessly’. Such details can be



perfectly gratuitous from the viewpoint of plot: they are there simply to signal ‘This is realism’. They
have, as Henry James remarked, the ‘air of reality’. In this sense, realism is calculated contingency. It
is the form which seeks to merge itself so thoroughly with the world that its status as art is suppressed.
It is as though its representations have become so transparent that we stare straight through them to
reality itself. The ultimate representation, so it seems, would be one which was identical with what it
represented. But then, ironically, it would no longer be a representation at all. A poet whose words
somehow ‘become’ apples and plums would not be a poet but a greengrocer.

For some commentators, realism in art is actually more realistic than reality itself, because it can
show how the world typically is, shorn of its blunders and contingencies. Reality, being a messy,
imperfect affair, quite often fails to live up to our expectations of it, as when it allowed Robert
Maxwell to sink into the ocean rather than stand in the dock. Jane Austen or Charles Dickens would
never have tolerated such a botched conclusion. In an unaccountable bit of bungling, history allowed
Henry Kissinger to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, an event so outrageously surreal that no self-
respecting realist novelist would have thought it up, other perhaps than as a piece of black humour.

It is dangerous, then, to talk about realism as representing ‘life as it really is’, or ‘the experience
of the common people’. Both notions are too controversial to be used so lightly. Realism is a matter of
representation; and you cannot compare representations with ‘reality’ to check how realistic they are,
since what we mean by ‘reality’ itself involves questions of representation. Anyway, what is so
impressive about ‘realist’ representations? Why are we so struck by an image of a pork chop that
looks exactly like a pork chop? Partly, no doubt, because we admire the skill which goes into forging
the resemblance. But perhaps also because of a fascination with mirroring and doubling which lurks
deep in the human psyche, and which lies at the roots of magic. In that sense, realism, which Auerbach
sees as the most mature of forms, may also be the most regressive. What was intended as an
alternative to magic and mystery may itself be a prime example of them.

Not all novels are realist, but realism is the dominant style of the modern English novel. It is also
the yardstick of so many critical judgements. Literary characters who are not ‘realistic’, in the sense
of being credible, animated, well-rounded and psychologically complex, are generally awarded low
marks by the critical establishment. It is not clear where this leaves Sophocles’s Teiresias, the
Macbeth witches, Milton’s God, Swift’s Gulliver, Dickens’s Fagin or Beckett’s Pozzo. Realism is a
kind of art congenial to an ascendant middle class, with its relish for the material world; its
impatience with the formal, ceremonial and metaphysical; its insatiable curiosity about the individual
self; its robust faith in historical progress. In his classic study The Rise of the Novel,2 Ian Watt regards
all of these as reasons why the modern English novel emerged in the eighteenth century. He also
adduces the middle-class interest in individual psychology, its secular and empiricist view of the
world, and its devotion to the concrete and specific. As far as the ceremonial is concerned, it is also
worth noting that the novel is not an ‘occasional’ form, like those masques, odes or elegies written —
perhaps for an aristocratic patron — for special occasions. This, too, is a mark of its routine rather than
patrician status.

For many eighteenth-century commentators, the answer to the question ‘“What is a novel?’ would
be: ‘A trashy piece of fiction fit only for servants and females’. On this definition, Jackie Collins
writes novels but William Golding does not. For these early observers, the novel was less like the The
Times than the News of the World. It was also like a newspaper because it was a commodity you
usually bought and read only once, as opposed to the more traditional practice of possessing a small
clutch of edifying works which you perused over and over again. The novel belonged to a new world
of speed, ephemerality and disposability, playing something like the role of e-mail to handwritten



correspondence. ‘Novel’ meant sensationalist fantasy, which is one reason why writers like Henry
Fielding and Samuel Richardson called their works ‘histories’ instead.

Eighteenth-century gentlemen did not by and large rate novelty very highly, believing as they did
that the few truths necessary to a well-ordered human life had long since been apparent. The new was
thus bound to be either bogus or trivial. Whatever was valid was also venerable. The novel was not
‘literature’, and certainly not ‘art’. To pretend that your narrative was a real-life one — that you had
stumbled across it in a pile of mouldy letters or manuscripts — was a way of indicating that it was not
romantic garbage. Even if your claim was not taken seriously, simply making it was a way of being
taken seriously.

In the end, the English novel would wreak its vengeance on those who dismissed it as fit only for
females by producing some magnificent portrayals of women, from Clarissa Harlowe and Emma
Woodhouse to Molly Bloom and Mrs Ramsay. It also produced some distinguished female exponents
of the craft. As a form, it would grow in importance as poetry became increasingly privatized. As
poetry gradually ceases to be a public genre somewhere between Shelley and Swinburne, its moral and
social functions pass to the novel, in a new division of literary labour. By the mid-nineteenth century,
the word ‘poetry’ has become more or less synonymous with the interior, the personal, the spiritual or
psychological, in ways which would no doubt have come as a mighty surprise to Dante, Milton and
Pope. The poetic has now been redefined as the opposite of the social, discursive, doctrinal and
conceptual, all of which has been relegated to prose fiction. The novel takes care of the outer world,
while poetry copes with the inner one. It is not a distinction which Henry Fielding, let alone Ben
Jonson, would have found all that intelligible. The very distance between the two modes reflects a
growing alienation between the public and the private.

The problem for poetry is that it seems increasingly remote from ‘life’ as an industrial capitalist
society is coming to define it. There is no obvious place for the lyric in a world of insurance
companies and mass-produced meat pies. The phrase ‘poetic justice’ really means the kind of justice
we would not expect to see done in real life. There is, however, an equal problem with the novel’s very
closeness to social existence. If the novel is a ‘slice of life’, how can it teach us more general truths?
This is a particular problem for devoutly Protestant eighteenth-century authors like Samuel
Richardson, for whom the artifice of fiction is only really justified if it conveys a moral truth.
Otherwise it is idle, even sinful, fantasy.

The dilemma is that the more graphic you make your realism, the more this drives the moral truth
home; but the more it simultaneously undermines it, since the reader becomes more attentive to the
realist detail than to the universal truth it is meant to exemplify. There is a related problem here. You
cannot, as a novelist, argue that the world should be changed in certain respects unless you dramatize
what is wrong with it as compellingly as possible. But the more effectively you do this, the less
changeable the world may come to seem. Dickens’s later novels portray a society so false, warped and
stiflingly oppressive that it is hard to see how it could be repaired.

Richardson knew that in reading the realist novel, we believed and disbelieved in its discourse at
one and the same time. We surrender ourselves imaginatively to the narrative, at the same time as
another part of our minds appreciates that this is simply make-believe. Richardson speaks in his
private correspondence of ‘that kind of historical faith, which fiction itself is generally read (with),
even tho’ we know it to be fiction’. It is as though the part of our mind that is not taken in by the story
is free to reflect on it and draw a moral lesson from it. In this way, realism can be preserved, but it can
also serve a broader, deeper function. Writing of his novel Clarissa, Richardson comments that he
wants nothing in its Preface which would prove that the work was fiction, but that he does not want it



to be thought genuine either. This captures the realist quandary exactly. The reader must not be told
that the book is fiction, since this might undermine its power. But if readers genuinely take it to be
real, this in turn might diminish its exemplary force. Clarissa then becomes like a newspaper report of
an actual rape, rather than a reflection on virtue, vice and sexual power in general.

It is not just moralistically minded authors like Richardson who confront this dilemma. Part of
what we mean by a work of fiction is one which invites the reader to draw some general reflections
from its story. This is why the sign ‘No Exit’ is not a work of fiction, though you could turn it into one
easily enough by reading it, say, as a comment on the solitary confinement of the self. As far as
drawing general implications goes, a real-life story will do perfectly well. So ‘fiction’ does not
exactly mean ‘not true’. It means something like ‘a story (either true or false) treated in such a way as
to make it clear that it has a significance beyond itself’. This may not be the snappiest of definitions,
but it makes an important point all the same. This may help to explain why fiction often (though by no
means always) uses language which calls attention to its own ‘literary’ status. It is as though such
language is signalling by its very self-consciousness: ‘Don’t take this literally’. To say that outright,
however, would be to risk blunting the impact of the story. It also helps to explain how fiction may be
a potent source of ideology, since one function of ideology is to present a specific situation as though
it were a universal truth. If a particular bunch of schoolboys collapse into internecine warfare when
washed up without prefects and cricket bats on a desert island, this goes to demonstrate that all human
beings are savages beneath the skin.

Realism and the exemplary would thus seem hard to reconcile. If Oliver Twist is just Oliver Twist,
we feel the full force of his character. Yet this character does not seem to have any deeper symbolic
dimension. We know him in the same way we know the serial killer next door — a man who like all
serial killers looks utterly normal and nondescript, keeps himself to himself, but always has a polite
word for you when you meet. Yet if Oliver is a signifier of heartlessness and oppression, then this
deepens his significance only at the risk of thinning out his particularity. Pressed to an extreme, it
would turn him into a mere allegory. Exemplariness without realism is empty, whereas realism
without exemplariness is blind.

What we call fiction is the place where the two are supposed to converge. If you set out to paint a
portrait of, say, the workings of the legal system, then fiction is probably the most effective way of
doing so, since it allows you to edit, select, transpose and rearrange, in a way which most fully
highlights the typical features of the institution. Real-life accounts of trials, juries and the like would
probably contain too much that was trivial, irrelevant, repetitive or incidental to your purpose. It is in
this sense that fiction is sometimes claimed to be more real than reality. If you are to outline the chief
aspects of an event or individual in as cogent and economical way as possible, you may well find
yourself veering spontaneously into fiction. You may find yourself inventing situations in which those
aspects are most illuminated.

In his classic study of the novel The Great Tradition,® the critic F. R. Leavis defines a truly great
novel in two chief ways: it must display what he calls ‘a reverent openness before life’, and it must
reveal an organic form. The trouble is that these two requirements are not easily compatible with each
other. Or rather, they would only be truly compatible if ‘life’ itself were to reveal an organic form.
The novel could then be ‘reverently open’ to it without going baggy. It could be both representational
and formally unified. The history of the novel, however, is bedevilled by the problem of being both at
the same time. In the modern era in particular — the period of the novel’s finest flourishing — human
life seems less and less to have an inherent design to it; so how are the designs imposed upon it by
novels not to be implausibly artificial? How are they not to falsify the novel’s realist or



representational functions? How is the very phenomenon of the novel not to be a monstrous self-
contradiction? Novels present us with what look like objective images of the world, yet we know for a
fact that these images are subjectively shaped. In this sense, the novel is an ironic, self-undoing genre.
Its form seems at odds with its content. Its reflection of a contingent, haphazard world continually
threatens to undercut its coherence as a piece of fiction.

The English novel is to be found struggling with this difficulty as soon as it emerges. Authors like
Defoe and Richardson tackle the problem by sacrificing form to representation. Defoe scarcely even
tries to shape his fiction into a significant whole; instead, the formlessness of the narration reflects the
dishevelledness of its subject-matter. The gap between form and content is closed by effectively
ditching the former. Richardson takes a similar path in his celebrated ‘writing to the moment’, a
technique which involves his characters recording their experiences as they happen. A Richardson
character who was giving birth would most certainly have a pen and notebook in her hand. Here, once
again, ‘content’ is what gives shape to ‘form’. Richardson’s novels are by no means as loose and
baggy as Defoe’s, but they must be scrupulous about not falsifying lived experience by foisting too
obtrusive an artistic shape upon it. The pious puritan is naturally suspicious of all such artifices. He is
also suspicious of any set of forms or conventions which might interpose themselves between him and
his inner life. His inner life is where he finds signs of his salvation, and so must be accessible to him
in all its raw immediacy.

Henry Fielding takes the opposite way out, cheerfully acknowledging the rhetorical artifice of his
novels, and drawing ironic attention to the gap between form and content rather than seeking to
conceal it. With commendable respect for his reader’s gentlemanly good sense, Fielding does not
allow us to forget that we are in a novel, or attempt to pull some cheap contrick on his customers. He
is aware, for example, that while the requirements of formal design requires that his villains meet a
sticky end and his heroes are granted happiness, this form is comically at odds with the actual state of
the world. In an unjust society, you cannot represent things as they are and achieve a harmonious
design at the same time. Human viciousness, in other words, is one reason why this gap between form
and content cannot be resolved.

Or rather, you can resolve it, as Fielding and his successors often do; but you must make the reader
aware that this reconciling of form and content can only come about because you are in a novel. It is
not to be mistaken for everyday existence, which is why the novel is an ironic form. In reflecting
everyday life, it also signals its essential distance from it. In the actual world, Fanny, Joseph and
Parson Adams would probably have ended up in a ditch with their throats slit. All the same, the fact
that we have a glimpse of such reconciliation, even if it is purely fictional, represents a kind of
utopian hope. The novel is a utopian image — not in what it represents, which can be gruesome enough,
but in the very act of representation — an act which at its most effective shapes the world into meaning
with no detriment to its reality. In this sense, to narrate is itself a moral act.”

Laurence Sterne spots the impossibility of reconciling form and realism, and plucks from the
discrepancy one of the greatest anti-novels of all time, Tristram Shandy. Tristram, the narrator, cannot
give a true account of his chaotic life-history and at the same time fashion a shapely narrative. His
story thus falls apart at the seams, to make the point that realism is a self-deconstructing enterprise.
As Roland Barthes comments:

The real is not representable, and it is because men ceaselessly try to represent it by words that
there is a history of literature... literature is categorically realist, in that it never has anything but
the real as its object of desire; and I shall say now, without contradicting myself... that literature is
quite as stubbornly unrealistic: it considers sane its desire for the impossible.2



If the novel is the modern epic, it is, in Georg Lukacs’s famous phrase, ‘the epic of a world
abandoned by God’.2 It must strive for sense and unity in an age when things no longer seem to
harbour any inherent meaning or value. Meaning is no longer written into empirical experience.
‘Lucky the man who can say “when”, “before” and “after”’, Robert Musil observes in volume two of
The Man Without Qualities. As soon as such a man is capable of recounting events in chronological
order, Musil goes on, he feels content even if a moment ago he was writhing in agony. In their
relationship to their own lives, Musil considers, most people behave like narrators: they like an
orderly sequence of events because it has a look of necessity about it. The only problem is that the
modern world ‘has now become non-narrative’.

One way in which the novel seeks to overcome this difficulty is by the idea of character.
‘Character’ gathers into unity a varied range of events or experiences. What holds these diverse
experiences together is the fact that they all happen to you. Another way is through the act of narrating
itself, which involves pattern and continuity but also change and difference. Narrative implies a kind
of necessity, as cause and effect, action and reaction, are linked logically to each other. Narrative
orders the world into a shape which seems to emerge spontaneously from it.

Yet every narrative implies that one could always have told the story differently; so that despite its
air of necessity, every narrative is contingent. Reality will accommodate a whole number of tales
about itself, and will not pipe up itself to sort the true from the false. There could never be just one
story, rather as there could never be just one word or number. For many modern artists, there is no
longer one big narrative embedded in the world itself, which we simply need the skill to decipher. And
as this becomes clearer, plot becomes steadily less important to the novel. The fact that so many
novels centre on a search, quest or voyage suggests that meaning is no longer given in advance. By the
time of Leopold Bloom’s pointless perambulations in Ulysses, there is no longer even a search for
anything. Motion is now pretty much for its own sake. Narrative gathers fragments of the world
together, as in biography, which is a way of shaping the individual life into a significant whole.
History writing does the same at a more collective level. Yet history and biography also represent a
constant struggle against time, which defers and disperses meaning. Time is history or narrative struck
empty of significance, as one event follows on the heels of another with no real connection between
them. Defoe’s novels are a case in point.

The novel is a sign of our freedom. In the modern world, the only rules which are binding are those
which we invent for ourselves. Politically speaking, this is known as democracy. We are set free from
being mere functions of the grammar of God. It is we who give form and meaning to reality, and the
novel is a model of this creative act. As the novelist conjures a new world into existence, in a profane
parody of God’s creation, so each individual shapes his or her inimitable life-history. For some
commentators, in fact, this is where the novel is most truly realistic. What it reflects most importantly
is not the world, but the way in which the world comes into being only by our bestowing form and
value upon it. The novel on this view is most deeply realistic not because we can almost hear the
sausages sizzling in Fagin’s den, but because it reveals the truth that all objectivity is at root an
interpretation.

This is not unqualified good news. If the only world we know is one which we have created
ourselves, does not all knowledge become a pointless tautology? Aren’t we simply knowing ourselves,
rather than a reality independent of ourselves? Don’t we only get back what we put in? Anyway, if
form is what we impose, how can it have authority? The fact that I help to bring the world into
existence makes it more precious; but it is also what threatens to undermine its objective value. We
will see something of this irony at work in the fiction of Virginia Woolf.



If value and meaning reside deep inside individuals, then there is a sense in which these things are
not really ‘in’ the world at all. This leaves value arbitrary and subjective. It also reduces reality to a
realm of objects which have been drained of meaning. But if the world is drained of meaning, then
human beings have no place in which they can act purposefully, and so cannot realize their value in
practice. And the less they can do this, the more they begin to disintegrate from the inside. As reality
is bleached of value, so the human psyche begins to implode. What we are left with is a human being
who is valuable but unreal, in a world which is solid but valueless. Meaning and value are driven from
the public world, which is now just a soulless expanse of neutral facts, and thrust deep into the interior
of the human subject, where they all but vanish. The world is thus divided down the middle between
fact and value, public and private, object and meaning. This, for Georg Lukacs in Theory of the Novel,
is the alienated condition of the modern age, which the novel reflects in its inmost form.

How can you tell a story in such a situation? It seems less and less possible to pluck a narrative
from a world of lifeless, disconnected objects. So the novelist can turn instead to the inner life. But
this life has been driven in upon itself, beating a retreat from a soulless world; and it has become so
subtle and densely textured in the process that it resists anything as straitjacketing and steamrollering
as narrative. We shall see this in the sentences of the later Henry James, which try to say everything at
once without simply logjamming. So the external world is becoming too poor for narrative, and the
internal one too rich. Narratives of the inner world are a problem because the human psyche no longer
seems a linear affair, as it did when what mattered was who your ancestors were and whether you
would transmit their beliefs intact to your own children. Instead, it is a place where past, present and
future interlock, with no clear frontiers between them. Nor will the inner life provide you with any
sure way of distinguishing between what is significant and what is not, since what both have in
common is that they happen to you. The interior monologues of Leopold and Molly Bloom in Joyce’s
Ulysess are a case in point. This deepens the general crisis of value, as all experiences seem to be
mixed promiscuously together.

For Lukacs, then, the novel is the product of an alienated world. Yet it is also a utopian response to
it. Alienation is the condition in which men and women fail to recognize the objective world as their
own subjective creation. Yet the very act of writing a novel offers an alternative to this condition,
since a novel’s ‘objective’ vision of the world is one rooted in the subjectivity of its author. The act of
writing crosses the border between subjective and objective. The novel is one of the few objects in a
reified society which manifests in its every objective detail the subjective freedom in which it was
born. In this sense, its very existence can be seen as an imaginary solution to the social problems
which it poses.

The situation which Lukacs depicts in Theory of the Novel is truer of the twentieth-century
modernist novel than of the nineteenth-century realist one. The great works of nineteenth-century
realism, from Pride and Prejudice to Middlemarch, are still able to relate fact and value, objective and
subjective, inner and outer, individual and society, however much these relations may be under strain.
As such, they spring from a buoyant, dynamic episode of middle-class history. It is this history which
Lukacs’s later work on literary realism is concerned to investigate. It is only when middle-class
civilization enters upon a major crisis, one which is at its height from the close of the nineteenth
century to the end of the First World War, that literary modernism arises, and the novel shifts from
being a primarily comic to a predominantly tragic form.

Then, indeed, the early Lukacs’s description of the novel form becomes more and more apt. It is
an art which can no longer shape the contradictions which plague it into a coherent whole. Instead, as
we shall see in the case of authors like Henry James and Joseph Conrad, those conflicts are now



beginning to infiltrate the very form of the novel itself. They reflect themselves in the break-up of
language, the collapse of narrative, the unreliability of reports, the clash of subjective standpoints, the
fragility of value, the elusiveness of overall meaning. ‘Organic form’ is now so unattainable, or so
flagrantly arbitrary, that it is either thrown to the winds or, as with a work like James Joyce’s Ulysses,
grotesquely parodied. The modern world is too fragmentary for the novel to mould it into a totality;
but it is also because there is simply too much of it, too many specialist jargons and domains of
knowledge, that this is no longer feasible. What the modernist novel tends to give us instead is a kind
of empty signifier of a totality which is no longer possible: the silver of Conrad’s Nostromo, Stevie’s
scribbled circles in The Secret Agent, E. M. Forster’s Marabar caves, Virginia Woolf’s lighthouse.

The realist novel represents one of the great revolutionary cultural forms of human history. In the
domain of culture, it has something like the importance of steam-power or electricity in the material
realm, or of democracy in the political sphere. For art to depict the world in its everyday, unregenerate
state is now so familiar that it is impossible to recapture its shattering originality when it first
emerged. In doing so, art finally returned the world to the common people who had created it through
their labour, and who could now contemplate their own faces in it for the first time. A form of fiction
had been born in which one could be proficient without specialist erudition or an expensive classical
education. As such, it was especially available to groups like women, who had been cheated of such an
education and shut out from such expertise.

Women also bulked large among novel writers because the novel was supposed to be as realistic
about the inner life as it was about the outer one. Women, stereotypically viewed as custodians of the
feelings or technicians of the heart, were thus obvious candidates for producing it. This was not,
however, simply a matter of stereotyping. Like all social groups under the unlovely sway of authority,
women needed to be adept in finely detailed observation, vigilant in their reading of a potentially
hostile world. They were spontaneous semioticians, who needed for their own sake to be skilled in
deciphering signs of power, symptoms of dissent, and fruitful or dangerous areas of ambiguity. All
this lent itself to the writing of fiction, even if the same set of talents lends itself to being a successful
tyrant.

In this sense, the novel fostered a resistance to authority at the very time that it was becoming a
resourceful medium of middle-class cultural power. If it served middle-class society so superbly, it
was not in the first place because it championed the cause of mill-owners or fashioned demeaning
stereotypes of striking workers. It was because it became the supreme arbitrator, in the sphere of
cultural representations, of what was to count as real in the first place. And this version of reality
involved an enormous amount of editing and exclusiveness. It also involved a certain organized
violence wreaked on language. Part of the novel’s appeal was that it seemed able to accommodate
every jargon, argot and idiom, yet spoke no specialist language of its own. Instead, it conformed its
discourse to what counted as the common language of its specific place and time. And this represented
a genuine democratic advance. Rather than simply reflecting everyday speech, however, the novel also
helped to draw up the rules for what was linguistically acceptable; and like all such rules, this
involved a good deal of prejudice and coerciveness.

In some sectors of the novel, it also involved a certain hard-nosed, macho dismissal of
‘literariness’ — one still much in evidence in the kind of US creative writing courses which nurture
sub-Hemingwayesque sentences like ‘And he was still howling and blubbering and writhing on the
slimy unforgiving wreck of the car hood and his teeth were all smeary with his own blood and I took a
slug of the brandy and it felt like the sirocco blasting hot and dry and gritty right down into my
heaving guts’. What is striking about this kind of language is its prissiness — its puritanical horror of



the effete and extravagant, its suspicion that the ‘literary’ is somehow unmanly. Realism has been
responsible for a massive impoverishment of language as much as for an enrichment of it, as the
average novel published nowadays in the USA or UK bears dismally uneloquent witness. The use of
language as a pick and shovel is one of the least endearing aspects of contemporary realism.

The tradition recorded in this book is rather different. In some ways, the story of the English novel
from the see-through style of Defoe to the lushly metaphorical Woolf is the story of a form of writing
which becomes progressively more rich in texture. As reality grows more complex and fragmented,
the means of representing it become more problematic as well; and this forces language and narrative
into a more elaborate self-consciousness. There is an immense distance between the bluff assurance of
Henry Fielding and the fastidious obliquity of Henry James. Even so, the finest English novels manage
to combine a convincing representation of the world with a verbal virtuosity which is neither too
sparse nor too self-regarding.

This is the outcome of a struggle which every novelist — indeed, every writer — knows, as he or she
toils from sentence to sentence. How is this to be both accurate and artistically accomplished? How
am I to avoid sacrificing truth to form, without for a moment forgetting that this is indeed a novel, and
that everything that happens in a novel, however raw or pungent, harrowing or unspeakably pitiful,
happens sheerly and exclusively in terms of language? We have seen that ‘form’ and ‘content’, design
and representation, are hard to reconcile in narrative as a whole. But perhaps they may converge
instead in what we know as style. And if this is so, then style provides a kind of compensation at the
micro level for the larger problems which the novel finds itself confronting — problems which grow
more severe the further we move into the modern era. Which is no doubt another reason why, as we
pass from the Enlightenment clarity of an Austen to the modernist opacity of a Joyce, style becomes
more and more eyecatching and important.



DANIEL DEFOE AND JONATHAN SWIFT

Like the novelist and ex-convict Jeffrey Archer, Daniel Defoe’s career spanned both debt and high
politics, authorship and imprisonment. Chronologically speaking, art followed life in Defoe’s career,
since he began writing most of his works as an activist. In another sense, however, his life imitated his
art, since it was a career quite sensationalist enough for one of his own novels. He was at various
times a hosiery, wine and tobacco merchant, brick factory owner, political turncoat, underground
political informant, secret government agent and spin doctor or state propagandist. He took part in an
armed rebellion against James II, travelled extensively in Europe, and played a key role in the historic
negotiations by which the kingdoms of England and Scotland were politically united.

Defoe was bankrupted more than once, imprisoned for debt, and sentenced to stand in the pillory
on a charge of sedition for publishing a satirical pamphlet. He later wrote a ‘Hymn to the Pillory’, as
well as publishing a ‘Hymn to the Mob’ in which, scandalously, he praised the mob for its soundness
of judgement. It is hard to imagine any other major English author doing the same. He also produced
A Political History of the Devil, a study of ghosts, an account of the Great Plague of London, and a
work in fulsome praise of matrimony entitled Conjugal Lewdness; or Matrimonial Whoredom. A
Treatise Concerning the Use and Abuse of the Marriage Bed. He was not a ‘novelist’ (that category, as
a serious critical term, comes later), though he did attack ‘Romances’, meaning stories which
entertained rather than informed. Works like Moll Flanders and Robinson Crusoe become ‘novels’
only in retrospect. Defoe simply wrote whatever he thought would sell, churning out works of all
kinds for the rapidly growing mass market of his day. The printing press did not discriminate between
different kinds of writing, and neither did Defoe.

Writing for Defoe, then, was a commodity, just as the world presented by his writings is
commodified from top to bottom. He was not a ‘literary’ man: on the contrary, his writing is rushed,
weightless and transparent, a ‘degree zero’ style of supposedly factual reportage which effaces its own
status as writing. It is what he himself described as a ‘mean style’, one which seems to lack all
consciousness of its own artifice. In Defoe’s laconic, homespun, rough-and-ready language we hear,
almost for the first time in literature, the idiom of the people. It is a language stripped of texture and
density, so that we can gaze right through the words to the things themselves. ‘“The knowledge of
things, not words, makes a scholar’, he commented in The Compleat English Gentleman. A profusion
of incident and adventure has to compensate for this lack of texture. The sheer fertility of his
invention is astonishing. Defoe is not interested in the feel of things, any more than a grocer spends
his days lovingly fondling his cheeses. He is interested in the practical use and exchange-value of
objects, not their sensuous qualities. There is sensuality in Defoe, not least in Moll Flanders and
Roxana, but not sensuousness. Defoe’s realism is a realism of things, whereas Richardson’s is one of
persons and feelings.

After a lifetime as a mercurial jack-of-all-trades and professional survivor, Defoe died while in
hiding from his creditors, determined perhaps to perish in the manner to which he was accustomed. He
had been a Dissenter at a time when this reviled group were denied most civil rights. Like a good
many major English novelists, as we shall see later, he was lower middle class or petty bourgeois in
status, in tune with the common people yet more educated, aspiring and politically articulate. In his



Journal of the Plague Year he scoffs at some popular superstitions but gives credence to others. Like
many of those who sprang from this most politically nonconformist of social classes (one thinks of
William Blake), he was a political maverick who affirmed the radical equality of men and women,
maintaining that it was pure social convention which held women back. Sexual inequalities were
cultural, not natural. The qualities which make characters like Roxana and Moll Flanders rogues and
whores (either high-class or low-class) also mean that they are no man’s permanent property. In this
world, in fact, no relationship is permanent.

These women are efficient entrepreneurs of their own sexuality, as much in control of this
profitable commodity as Crusoe is in control of the products of his labour. The prostitute utilizes her
own body as the peasant ploughs his own land. Moll’s beauty and quick wits are raw materials to be
exploited, rather like the materials which Crusoe salvages from the shipwreck To reduce sex to a
commodity in this way may degrade it, but it also demystifies it. It strips it of its chivalric trappings
and feudal pieties. Instead, sexuality in patriarchal society is seen to be about power, gratification,
possession and exploitation. To see it in this light may not be exactly sexual emancipation, but it is
arguably an essential step towards it. When Moll Flanders breezily remarks that she was glad to be rid
of her children, all right-minded readers are both scandalized and deeply sympathetic. Roxana is a
‘she-merchant’ who refuses to marry even a nobleman because it would be the ruin of her financial
independence. To be a wife in her view is to be a slave. The puritan of Defoe’s age prized both
domestic bliss and economic individualism; the only problem was that they were fundamentally
incompatible. This was obviously true for women, who were mostly excluded from the economic
sphere in any case; but it was also the case for men, since in practice economic individualism meant
trampling on the values of tenderness, affection, loyalty and companionship supposedly symbolized
by the family.

To complete his progressive credentials, Defoe also championed the absolute sovereignty of the
people, who could never, he thought, surrender their right to rebel against an unjust sovereignty. He
defended the Quakers, and spoke up for the merits of an ethnically mixed society. Foreigners, he
claimed, were a precious benefit to the nation. He scoffed at chauvinistic mythologies of England in
his poem ‘The True-Born Englishman’, which insists loudly on the ethnically mongrelized nature of
the English people, scorns the aristocratic notion of purity of blood, and ridicules the very idea of a
true-born Englishman as an irony, fiction and contradiction. It is not entirely irrelevant to this polemic
that William III, for whose government Defoe worked, was Dutch.

Though no social leveller, Defoe maintained that there was precious little difference between ‘the
counter and the coronet’. Trade, he claimed provocatively, was ‘the most noble, instructive and
improving of any way of life’. In a sense, his religious faith led him to a kind of social reformism,
since if human nature was radically corrupt, one had to rely more on nurture than nature. “‘What will
all the natural capacities of a child amount to without teaching?’ he inquires in The Compleat English
Gentleman. It is upper-class Tories like Henry Fielding who stress the importance of natural
characteristics, and Defoe was not slow to spot the politics behind this doctrine. It could be used to
downplay the importance of education and social reform, and to justify innate, unalterable differences
of rank.

Defoe did not entirely endorse the view that men and women were born like clean slates to be
inscribed by social influences, but he certainly held that ‘Nature produces nothing till she is married
to Learning and got with child by Science’. Crusoe’s island is a kind of blank slate or tabula rasa,
waiting for Man to impress himself upon it. Defoe wanted to see the word ‘gentleman’ used more as a
moral than a social term, though even he could not bring himself to concede that the word could be



used of a tradesman. It could, however, be used of his cultivated son. He denounced the well-heeled
aldermen of London in biblical style as men ‘among whom are crimes black as the robes they wear;
whose feasts are debauches and excesses... their mouths full of cursing and blasphemy’. He was also a
doughty apologist for the poor, and took a boldly deterministic line about their situation: they were, he
thought, forced into crime through no fault of their own. As he scathingly inquires in his periodical,
the Review: ‘How many honest gentlemen have we in England now of good estates and noble
circumstances that would be highwaymen and come to the gallows if they were poor?’ A rich man,
unlike a destitute one, has no occasion to be a knave: ‘The man is not rich because he is honest, but he
is honest because he is rich’.

This is a scandalously materialist doctrine, more typical of Bertolt Brecht than an ardent
eighteenth-century Christian. Moral values are simply the reflexes of material conditions. The rich are
just those fortunate enough not to have to steal. Morality is for those who can afford it. Ideals are all
very well for those who have plenty to eat. Defoe accordingly demanded laws which acknowledged the
condition of the poor, rather than a system which first drove them to poverty and then hanged them for
it. He believed, in his street-wise bluntly realistic fashion, that no moral or rational reflection could
temper the formidable force of biological self-preservation, which he dubs Necessity:

Poverty makes thieves ... In poverty, the best of you will rob, nay, even eat, your neighbour ...
Necessity is the parent of crime ... Ask the worst highwayman in the nation, ask the lewdest
strumpet in the town, if they would not willingly leave off the trade if they could live handsomely
without it. And I dare say, not one but will acknowledge it.

It is an early instance of what one might call the social-worker theory of morality. The
conservative Henry Fielding, by contrast, argues in his essay on The Increase of Robbers that crime
comes about by the poor imitating the luxury of the rich.

It is worth noting how Defoe’s attitude denigrates the poor — they are mere victims of
circumstance, without will or agency of their own — at the same time as it elicits our compassion for
them. This is a risky move, since we tend not to feel sympathy for what we consider worthless. All the
same, the claim strikes a devastating blow at the notion of the autonomous self, that ideological
lodestar of Defoe’s kind of civilization. Indeed, it lays bare an embarrassing contradiction at the very
heart of that order. If middle-class society holds the autonomous self so dear in theory, how come that
it violates it so often in practice? Does it really desire independence for its servants, wage-slaves and
colonial peoples? Wouldn’t you secretly prefer to have absolute freedom of action yourself, while
denying it to your competitors in the marketplace? Middle-class society believes in the self-
government of the people; but it is also a place where men and women seem to be little more than
playthings of impersonal economic forces. Defoe’s protagonists — Moll Flanders, Robinson Crusoe,
Roxana, Colonel Jack — are all caught up in this contradiction. If they are in one sense creators of their
own destiny, they are also the hapless victims of Providence, the marketplace and their own appetites.

Defoe, to be sure, was no critic of capitalist society. On the contrary, he was one of its most
articulate spokesmen. His writing is flushed with the buoyancy and boundless vitality of capitalism in
its pristine stage. In an essay entitled ‘“The Divinity of Trade’, he sees Nature itself as a kind of
capitalist, who in its unfathomable bourgeois wisdom has made bodies able to float so that we can
build ships in which to trade; has hung out stars by which merchants can navigate; and has carved out
rivers which lead straight to the eminently plunderable resources of other countries. Animals have
been made meekly submissive so that we may exploit them as instruments or raw materials; jagged
coastlines are thoughtfully adapted to the construction of sheltered harbours; while raw materials have
been distributed with wonderful convenience throughout the globe so that each nation has something



to sell and something to buy. Short of manufacturing the oceans out of Coca-Cola or implanting in us
a biological need for Nike footwear, Nature has scarcely missed a trick.

As an enlightened radical (though one who believed in witchcraft), Defoe saw capitalism as an
internationalist, socially emancipated form of life, one to be celebrated rather than castigated. For
him, it was an exhilaratingly progressive affair. The merchant was the new principle of universal
harmony and solidarity: ‘He sits in his counting house and converses with all nations’. Trade and
market dealings were steadily undercutting privilege, deference, hierarchy and mindless custom.
Merit and hard work were beginning to bulk larger than blood and birth. Defoe was critical not of this
bustling, dynamic form of life, but of some of the ideological cant which still clustered around it.
There was a glaring discrepancy between what it actually did, and what it said it did — between its
facts and its values. There was a rift, for example, between the moral assumption that men and women
were free, and the plain material fact that they were not.

There was also a troubling contradiction between the way this social order elevated the individual
to supreme status, and the way that in practice it treated individuals as indifferently interchangeable.
Business, sexual or marital partners in Defoe’s novels come and go, sometimes with about as much
individuality as rabbits. But the main conflict lay between the amoral practices of a culture in which
what really matters is money and self-interest, and the high-sounding moral ideals to which it laid
claim. In Defoe’s novels, this becomes a tension between the story, which is told because roguery and
wickedness are inherently fascinating, and the moral, which claims that the story is told to warn you
against imitating such vice.

It is the double-think of the tabloid press: “You may find this tale of erotic romps in the council
chamber shocking, but we feel it is our public duty to expose local authority sleaze’. The eighteenth-
century writer John Dunton, who knew Defoe slightly, ran a monthly paper devoted to exposing
prostitution called The Night Walker: or, Evening Rambles in Search after Lewd Women . It was not, as
one might suspect, a wholly high-minded project. The naturalistic novel in the late nineteenth century
did something similar, taking the lid off steamy sex and squalid social underworlds in a spirit of
scientific inquiry. It is not, however, Defoe who is being hypocritical here, so much as society itself.
The double-think, so to speak, is built into the situation he is depicting.

Like middle-class society itself, what a Defoe novel shows, and what it says, move at quite
different levels. There is a blank at the heart of these works, where a relation between God and your
bank balance, prayer and the purchase of slaves, ought to be. This is because a form of society is
emerging in England which is moving beyond the religious and metaphysical in practice, but which
still needs to appeal to such principles in theory. Unless it did, it would be hard put to justify its
existence. In practice, the world is just one random material situation after another, without overall
point or pattern. In theory, it all adds up to some beneficent Providence. In theory, things have God-
given values; in practice, their value lies in what you can get for them on the market. In theory, moral
values are absolute; in practice, nothing in this mobile, ceaselessly mutating society is absolute at all.
The family, for a devout puritan like Defoe, is a sacred domain, as his work The Family Instructor
suggests; it is just that ties of kinship are to be severed when they get in the way of your material
advancement, as happens often enough in the novels. Family relations are sacrosanct bonds of blood;
it is just that in practice they are to be broken, ignored or treated as purely instrumental.

The extraordinarily radical achievement of Defoe’s novels is to tell the stark, unvarnished truth
about this world, without posture or pretension. The result is a kind of sensationalism which rarely
seems conscious of itself as such. The sensation, so to speak, lies in the subject-matter itself, rather
than in the way it is presented. In fact, the tone in which it is presented is level, colourless and



scrupulously neutral. In its English way, it does not go in for emotional histrionics. In Crusoe, it is as
though the tone belongs to the cool-headed colonialist and the exotic subject-matter to his colonial
subjects. These remorselessly unadorned narratives do not so much strip the veils of ideological
decorum from early eighteenth-century England, as simply stare through them. They are not
polemical, simply candid. They do not probe much into feelings, since feelings cannot be quantified,
and in this society only what is quantifiable is real. In their unabashed amoralism, they are
subversively faithful to what social existence is actually like, not to what it is meant to be like. In this
situation, simply exposing the facts of the matter is explosive in itself. Realism itself becomes a kind
of politics.

Defoe’s novels, to be sure, have much to say about the importance of moral values; but there are
times when they say it so perfunctorily that the gap between these values, and the facts presented by
the fiction, is almost laughably apparent. Moll Flanders finishes her story by telling us how
prosperous she has grown after her life of crime, remembering hastily to add as a dutiful afterthought
that she sincerely repents of it. The moral of the story — crime doesn’t pay — is blatantly contradicted
by the outcome. The gap is so glaring, indeed, that some critics have wondered whether Defoe is not at
times being deliberately ironic. When the shipwrecked Crusoe denounces the uselessness of the ship’s
gold to him on his island, but decides to keep it all the same, is this meant to poke ironic fun at his
expense? When Crusoe, seeing Friday fleeing for his life from his fellow cannibals, reflects that he
could do with a servant, and at the same moment hears Providence calling upon him to save Friday
from death, is this coincidence of self-interest and spiritual revelation meant to raise a readerly smile?
Is Defoe sending up Roxana when she declares that she must keep her own money separate from her
husband’s so as not to mingle her own ill-gotten gains with his honestly acquired fortune?

The answer, perhaps, is that it doesn’t really matter. What matters is not so much whether Defoe’s
intentions are ironic (how can we know anyway?), but what one might call the objective irony of the
situation. In this social order, values and facts, the material and the moral, are acutely at odds with
each other, whether Defoe is sardonically rubbing our noses in the fact or not. Moral values are mostly
quite ineffectual: generally speaking, they are to be turned to in the face of a crisis or catastrophe, of a
storm or a bout of sickness, or when you are affluent enough to put a life of crime behind you. As we
have seen Defoe argue already, such values are mere reflexes of material situations.

Yet if this is what Defoe the literary realist and radical materialist believes, it can hardly be the
credo of the devout religious Dissenter. Defoe the Christian naturally claims that moral and religious
values are a reality in their own right. The problem with this claim is that they do not seem to mesh
very tightly with the material world. They exist in a realm of their own, which may be real enough but
which has little impact on one’s actual conduct. Moll Flanders feels sorry for one of her victims even
in the act of robbing him, but the sorrow in no way interferes with the proper business of relieving him
of his goods. Like Colonel Jack, you can be a skilled pickpocket yet still feel pangs of conscience. In
the eighteenth century, tender sentiment and hard-nosed self-interest were no strangers to each other.
So either moral values lack force because they are too closely bound up with the material world, or
they lack force because they are too remote from it. Defoe himself acknowledged the latter condition
when he wrote that ‘Prayers and tears no revolution make, Pull down no tyrant, will no bondage
break’.

Morality in Defoe is generally retrospective. Once you have made your pile, you can afford to be
penitent. In any case, it is only in hindsight, not least in the act of writing, that you can make sense of
your life as a whole. You live forward, but understand backward. While you are actually living your
life, you are too busy trying to keep your head above water to engage in reflection, let alone remorse.



You must keep on the move or go under, run very fast to stay just where you are. It is hard to brood
upon metaphysical mysteries while you are trying to keep one step ahead of your creditors or work out
how to dispose of your latest husband. The narrative tumbles forward at such a hectic pace that one
event constantly fades beneath the next, and that of another. Not one of the hordes of characters in
Moll Flanders has more than fleeting contact with the heroine — a typically urban situation which
would be unthinkable in the settled rural communities of Jane Austen or George Eliot. These figures
come and go in Moll’s life like passers-by on Piccadilly. The most pressing question as the reader
follows this endless metonymic process is: what comes next? Meaning and living are not really
compatible.

Just as some dim-witted people are said to be unable to chew gum and walk at the same time, so
Defoe’s characters can act or reflect, but find it hard to do both together. Morally informed action is
rare; moral reflection is what generally comes afterwards. This is one reason why two quite different
literary forms rub shoulders somewhat incongruously within the covers of Robinson Crusoe: the
adventure story and the spiritual autobiography. Of all Defoe’s characters, Crusoe is the most
successful in combining rational action and moral reflection. But this is partly because of his
exceptional circumstances: he is, after all, on an uninhabited island, where there is work to be done
but also plenty of time to meditate.

Defoe’s novels display a kind of pure narrativity, in which events are not so much savoured for
their own sake as registered for their ‘exchange-value’. We are interested in what they leash
momentarily together — in what caused them and what they lead to. Because life is pressingly material
but also fast-moving, events seem both vivid and insubstantial. These novels are fascinated by process
itself, not just by its end-product. There is no logical end to a Defoe narrative, no natural closure. You
simply go on accumulating narrative, rather as you never stop accumulating capital. One piece of
story, like one capital investment, leads to another. Crusoe is no sooner home from his island than he
is off on his travels again, piling up yet more adventures which he promises to write about in the
future. The desire to narrate is insatiable. Like amassing capital, it seems to have a point yet is
secretly done for its own sake, with no particular end in view. There is no definitive settlement in
Defoe, as there is in Fielding. All endings are arbitrary, and all of them are potential beginnings. You
settle down only to take off again.

Because of this pure narrativity, few events in Defoe’s world are experienced deeply enough to
leave a permanent memory or impression. Characters like Moll or Roxana live off the top of their
heads, by the skin of their teeth and (sometimes literally) by the seat of their pants. Coping with a
random, shifting world means that the self has to be constantly adaptive. And this, in turn, means that
there is no immutable core of selfhood which might draw morals and store up memories. Instead,
identity is improvised, tactical, calculating. It is a set of reactions to one’s environment. Human drives
— greed, self-interest, self-preservation — are fixed and unchangeable, but to gratify them you have to
be pliable and protean. The wit, prudence and canniness you need to cope with the plague in A Journal
of the Plague Year are simply exaggerated versions of the qualities you need to deal with everyday
life.

Selfhood implies some kind of interiority; but though one can find this in a character like Crusoe,
at least in his occasional breaks from labour, there is precious little of it in some of Defoe’s other
protagonists. The self is not constituted by its relations with others. On the contrary, its dealings with
other selves are external to it, and are purely instrumental in nature. Others are essentially tools of
one’s own purposes, or at best one’s partners in crime. There is little sense of relationship as a value
in itself; all relationships are contractual, not least sexual ones. Colonel Jack marries four times,



despite the fact that he can do without women, and breaks up with one of his wives because she is
overspending. In Hobbesian vein, self-interest is far more fundamental than reason or altruism. Only
hunting for food is stronger than hunting for profit. Defoe was a rationalist in some respects, but he
also had a typically puritan sense of the depravity of human nature, and the consequent fragility of
reason.

The sole abiding reality is the isolated individual self; and the autobiographical form, which views
the whole world from this lonely standpoint, is a suitable medium for this solipsism. Crusoe
complains strikingly little about his solitude on the island, and for most of the time scarcely seems to
notice it. It is the presence of other people, not their absence, which he finds most fearful, as when
cannibals set foot on the beach. Defoe would not have been unduly impressed by Henry Fielding’s
remark that those who are anti-social live in constant opposition to their own nature, and ‘are no less
monsters than the most wanton abortions or extravagant births’ (Essay on Conversation). The
Nonconformist Protestant, as opposed to a liberal Anglican like Fielding, suspects that other people
are likely to get between him and God. In this view, you can be moral even when you are by yourself —
perhaps especially when you are by yourself. This is a notion which classical ethics would find as
puzzling as the claim that you can be tenderly affectionate or uproariously amusing on your own.
Crusoe’s isolation is God’s punishment for his irreligiousness, but it also plants the seeds of his
salvation, since he now has time to contemplate his eternal destiny.

The self may be brooding and solitary, but in practice it is a function of its circumstances. It
cannot rise sufficiently above its material environment to be an autonomous entity. The narrating self,
to be sure, does exactly that: it delivers its tale with a cool, unruffled air which suggests a detachment
from the experiences it records. The narrated self, by contrast — the one whose adventures the story
describes — can attain no such equipoise. This involves a tension between past and present, since the
narrator belongs to present time and the events he or she records belong to the past. The self is thus
divided in the very act of autobiography — an act in which it tries to gather itself into a coherent whole.
We shall see more of this when we come to look at Laurence Sterne.

It is convenient in a way that moralizing involves a backward glance, since it means that morality
is unlikely to interfere with your actual behaviour in the present. On this view, religion and morality
are rather like alcohol: it is when they begin to interfere with your everyday life that it is time to give
them up. Once on his island, Crusoe thinks that he can see how this frightful fate lends retrospective
meaning to his life: it is Providence’s way of punishing him for his faithless youth. Things lack a
meaning at the time, but they acquire one later on by being incorporated after the event into a kind of
grand narrative. What was empirical at the time becomes allegorical in hindsight.

Defoe is intensely serious about Crusoe’s burgeoning spiritual life. The fact that spirituality is
hard to square with practicality is no argument against it. Yet though God is by no means dead, he
would seem for the good Protestant to have withdrawn his presence from the world. This is one reason
why Defoe’s speculations on Providence ring fairly unconvincingly. Nothing can happen to you, he
remarks in The True-Born Englishman, ‘but what comes from Providence, and consists with the
interest of the universe’. Taken literally, this suggests that rape, murder and human sacrifice play their
role in maintaining cosmic harmony. He writes piously in the preface to Crusoe of how we should
honour the wisdom of Providence and its works, ‘let them happen as they will’; but far from letting
things happen as they will, the frenetically active Crusoe is forever trying to shape them to his own
purposes. He testifies to the wisdom of Providence by claiming that the heavens are chastising him for
having lived ‘a dreadful life’; but little we see in his career before the shipwreck would justify such a
self-accusation. It is true, however, that his youthful neglect of his religious duties would weigh a lot



more heavily in Defoe’s eyes than in some modern ones.

If Crusoe is indeed to be punished, it should not be for skipping his prayers, but for such acts as
selling his servant Xury into slavery and running a slave plantation. He is actually leading an illegal
expedition to buy slaves when he is shipwrecked. But neither he nor his author would regard these
actions as especially immoral, even though Crusoe waxes indignant absout Spanish imperialism in the
Americas. As with the narrator of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, other people’s imperialisms are
usually more reprehensible than one’s own. Colonel Jack advocates beating slaves, and there is no
indication that his author demurs. Freedom is for Englishmen, not Africans. As a zealous puritan,
Defoe believed that ‘savages’ were condemned to bestiality on earth and eternal torment thereafter.
His radicalism had its limits.

Crusoe actually reprimands himself for not remaining on his plantation, where he was settled and
contented, and suspects that it was his sinful restlessness in abandoning the place which has brought
him to ruin. Divine Providence would clearly have preferred him to live off slave labour, and is
chastising him for not doing so. There is, he reflects further, always some good to be extracted from
evil: he may be cast away, but at least he is still alive. It is not in fact true that evil always yields some
good, and even if it were true, it does not necessarily justify it. Auschwitz yielded some good in the
form of mutual help and self-sacrifice, but nobody proposes this as a justification for it. Crusoe even
persuades himself that God has punished him less than his iniquity deserves, a peculiarly self-
lacerating view. He reminds himself lugubriously that even the most miserable of conditions could
always be worse; praises Providence, perversely, for the considerate way in which it conceals from us
the terrors which surround us; and consoles himself with the thought that only by being deprived of
what we enjoy can we come truly to appreciate it. In the end, he abandons these cack-handed attempts
to rationalize his situation altogether, accepting instead that Providence’s ways are inscrutable and not
to be questioned.

All this tortuous sophistry indicates just how hard it has now become to discern a purposeful
pattern in reality. Nature is no longer an open book, but an obscure text to be deciphered with
difficulty. The Protestant gropes anxiously in darkness for ambiguous signs of his or her salvation.
Yet the whole point of a secularized universe would seem to be its contingency — the fact that nothing
in it is actually ‘meant’. An author like Henry Fielding uses the formal design of the novel itself to
imply a pattern in events; but the result, as we have seen, is an ironic gap between the events and the
pattern. All one now seems to be left with is secular experience — whatever one can taste, feel and
weigh; yet it is in this unpromising domain that one must search for symptoms of salvation.

You must look for the divine in the very sphere which seems to deny it, since this is all you really
have. In the literary realm, this poring over material fragments and psychological nuances, scanning
them for their concealed significance, is known as realism. In the non-literary realm, it is known as
Protestantism. Is the world a matter of accident or design? Or is God somehow present in the very
contingencies of his universe? Could it be, paradoxically, that the more worldly one becomes — the
more one accumulates wealth, climbs the social hierarchy and gains the respect of one’s fellows — the
more all this can itself be seen as a sign of God’s favour?

This, in a word, is the famous Protestant work ethic; and like much about middle-class society it is
anxious and self-assured at the same time. There is anxiety because you can never be quite certain of
your salvation, given the obscurity of the divine plan. Signs, in this world as in some modernist
literary text, are always bound to be ambiguous. This is one reason why you can never stop working,
since even if you have no assurance of salvation right now, your future labours might always issue in
one. Tropical islands are generally associated with indolence, but not in Crusoe’s case. He is forever



improving and extending his labours (‘I really wanted to build my barns bigger’) — so much so,
indeed, that the obvious question poses itself: “What for?’ Crusoe is not a capitalist — it is an odd kind
of capitalist who has no wage-labourers, markets, commodities, competitors or division of labour; but
though he has no competitors, he behaves as though he does. Who would have thought that a fable of
one man alone on an island could be so action-packed?

What all this unwittingly goes to show is just how futile and irrational the whole process of labour
is, however rational it may be in its local details. Crusoe works a lot of the time for the sake of
working, as capitalists accumulate for the sake of accumulation. Success in work may be a sign of
salvation, but it is also a welcome distraction from the whole vexed business of heaven and hell.
Crusoe’s labour is among other things a kind of displacement activity. It saves him from having to
think about his salvation. This compulsively labouring hero is like a man en route to execution who
pauses to fasten his shoelaces and meticulously checks the knots. Defoe’s protagonists concentrate on
the means of life rather than inquiring about its end. In fact, as in capitalist society in general, the
means of life rapidly become the end. This is partly because there are now no ‘natural’ ends to life,
just as there are none to narrative.

Yet it is hard, even so, to ignore the fact that you are helplessly dependent on a Providence which
lies beyond the reach of reason. This experience has a worldly parallel: it corresponds to the sense of
being alone and adrift in a hostile world of predators and competitors, having to pick your way
through nameless threats and terrors. To this extent, Crusoe’s island is less an alternative to middle-
class society than an aggravated version of it. His loneliness is a magnified version of the solitude of
all men and women in an individualist society. If you are helplessly dependent in one sense, however,
you can still be self-determining in another. How resourceful and energetic you are in your shaping
your own fortunes may reveal whether you are among the small band of the saved. You can resolve the
apparent conflict between being the plaything of Providence on the one hand, and working for your
own advancement on the other, by claiming in good puritan style that success in the latter is a sign of
having found favour in the eyes of God.

Defoe’s heroes and heroines are great self-fashioners, men and women who seek to master their
own circumstances and forge their own destinies. The bad news is that the world is an inhospitable
place; the good news is that this mobilizes a set of admirable human resources. If middle-class
England is a place of perpetual insecurity, it is also a place of opportunity. Just because there now
seems no design in the world, you are free to create your own. It is just that in doing so, you attribute
your success to a greater pattern called Providence, even if it is the very absence of such a pattern
which allows you to make your own way in the world.

Robinson Crusoe can be seen as progressing, by and large, from anxiety to assurance. He starts off
on the island as a frightened victim of its unknown terrors, and then turns to God in his sickness.
Prayer and misfortune are a not unfamiliar conjuncture of events. What impels Crusoe to seek divine
grace suggests that his conversion may be no more than a reflex of his material plight. From this point
on, he grows in spiritual awareness, as well as in his confident mastery of the island — so that if the
latter can be seen as a form of symbolic imperialism, as the presence of Friday would suggest, the
implicit lesson is that religion and imperialism go hand in hand. Crusoe becomes a kind of colonial
conquistador on his island — an efficient, self-disciplined leader who by creating law and order ends up
as a kind of one-man political state.

The suggestion, then, is that given enough self-mastery you can evolve from a fearful state of
nature to a state of civilization. In fact, however, these states are less sequential than synchronous. In
colonialism, ‘savagery’ and civilization exist cheek by jowl, and what is plundered from the former



goes to sustain the latter. At the same time, colonialist regimes are themselves divided between self-
confidence and chronic insecurity, as the ups and downs of political and economic life pose a
perpetual threat to their mastery. Something of this can be seen in what one might call the play of
tenses in Defoe. The narrative is all about a kind of present-tense precariousness, in which your
fortunes are unsettled and your future alarmingly uncertain; but all this is recounted with the
authoritative detachment of the past tense, by a narrator who must have survived simply to be able to
tell the story. Anxiety and assurance are thus combined in the writing itself.

Crusoe sees his urge to travel as a perverse form of self-destruction. ‘I was born to be my own
destroyer’, he gloomily remarks. It is impious not to stay serenely at home, but he is powerless to
resist the impulse to break away. This is fortunate in one sense, since had he done so there would have
been no novel. For the narrative to get off the ground, the hero has to break with the normality of his
petty-bourgeois background — though there is a sense in which Crusoe never really does so, since he
behaves like an impeccable petty bourgeois even on his island. We half expect him to open a corner
shop. His compulsion to travel, however, is clearly a kind of deviancy. Restlessness, or perpetual
desire, is now the natural condition of humanity, and narrative is its literary expression.

Like life in general, narrative appears to have a goal, but in fact it does not. It is secretly indulged
in for its own sake — even though, for a puritan like Defoe, this is as morally indefensible as self-
pleasuring sex as opposed to the reproductive variety. Like everything else in a utilitarian world,
including copulation, narrative is supposed to have a point. It should illustrate a moral truth. In reality,
however, it is a form of guilty transgression — not only because stories work by continually overriding
boundaries, but because story-telling as such is a kind of luxury or superfluity, and thus morally
inadmissable. The only problem is that it is also a kind of necessity — even, perhaps, a neurosis, as
may well be the case with the compulsively scribbling Samuel Richardson.

This is why Defoe has to insist that the story exists for the sake of the moral, even though it is
farcically obvious that it does not. Realism, in the sense of an attention to the material world for its
own sake, is still not wholly permissible, even though it is increasingly in demand in a society which
believes in what it can smell, touch and taste. Realism must not take precedence over morality:
Samuel Johnson insisted that the fact that a character or event in fiction was true to nature was no
excuse for including it. In theory, this clash between the moral and the story can be resolved by
arguing, tabloid-wise, that the more graphic and gripping you make the story, the more thoroughly you
drive home the moral. As Defoe writes in his preface to Roxana: ‘If there are any parts of her story
which, being obliged to relate a wicked action, seem to describe it too plainly, all imaginable care has
been taken to keep clear of indecencies ...’. This has something like the effect of a solemn sex-and-
violence warning on a video, one craftily guaranteed to augment its viewing audience.

Realism, then, is permissible if it serves a moral end; and this is strangely parallel to the way in
which Defoe’s characters are allowed to commit crimes if forced to do so by necessity, but not just for
the hell of it. Colonel Jack’s criminal activity as a boy is excused by his ignorance and need to
survive. He is simply following the law of nature — self-interest — in grabbing from society what he
needs to stay alive. Moll is originally driven to crime by necessity, which helps to make her more
sympathetic and perhaps smooths the way to her later repentance; but there is no necessity for the
series of illegal exploits she indulges in later, partly for the sheer delight of exercising her wits. Just
as the inherent fascination of realism takes over from Defoe’s supposed moral lesson, so Moll’s
crimes are perpetrated partly for their own sake — or rather, so to speak, for ours. She carries on
thieving even when she is wealthy enough to retire. Roxana is likewise forced into an illicit sexual
relationship by her fear of starving, but this is not enough to justify forcing her maid into bed with her



as well. You are forgiven for being needy, but not kinky. Roxana becomes a whore from necessity,
which for Defoe is quite enough to excuse her, but it is greed and vanity which compel her to remain
in the trade.

The realist novel, as we have seen, emerges at a point where everyday experience begins to seem
enthralling in its own right. This blending of the ordinary and the exotic is marked in Defoe’s work.
Part of the pleasure of reading it comes from the sheer excitement it can squeeze from the utterly
mundane. There are reasons for this mixture of high drama and routine existence. Defoe lived in
turbulent, unstable political times, and as a political adventurer found himself in the thick of them. In
revolutionary epochs like his own, theatrics is part of the stuff of everyday life. He also had several
careers as a small businessman, which meant that the drama of debt, bankruptcy, imprisonment and
foreign expeditions was part of his daily existence.

Above all, the colourful and the commonplace came together in this period in the form of colonial
adventure, which brought the chuckleheaded Englishman face to face with what struck him as
outlandish and bizarre. Part of the pleasure of reading Robinson Crusoe, not least perhaps for its
contemporary audiences, is to observe a familiar kind of rationality successfully at work in highly
unfamiliar circumstances. Crusoe, who is both average and exceptional, potters about his island rather
as though he were somewhere in the Home Counties, which constitutes something of a compliment to
Western reason. Drop it in a jungle or a desert far from home, rather like the paratroopers, and watch
how efficiently it copes. We enjoy seeing Crusoe’s sturdy English practicality made to look less
prosaic and more heroic, just as we enjoy watching a tropical island being gradually made to look a
little more like Dorking. It is ironic in this light that the stoutly empiricist Crusoe, who would not
have recognized an archetype had one fallen into his lap, should have become one of the great modern
myths.

We moderns, however, are also likely to find this process rather funny, as when Crusoe rigs
himself up with a very English umbrella. There is something both admirable and ludicrous about such
cultural egoism, rather as there is about the colonial official in Heart of Darkness who shaves
meticulously every morning in the middle of an impenetrable jungle. It is at once arrogant and
innocent. James Joyce, who rather oddly numbered Defoe among his favourite authors, wrote of
Crusoe as incarnating ‘the whole Anglo-Saxon spirit ... the manly independence; the unconscious
cruelty; the persistence; the slow yet efficient intelligence; the sexual apathy; the practical, well-
balanced religiousness; the calculating taciturnity’.L This, so to speak, is Crusoe as seen by Friday:
Joyce is writing as a colonial subject of the British crown, and had no doubt run into the odd British
soldier in Dublin who answered to this description. One or two of them turn up in Ulysses. The
passage, which Joyce wrote while in Italian exile, also has something of the genially even-handed
assessment of the imperial character of one who is now at a safe distance from it. Perhaps Joyce, as a
fellow materialist, relished Defoe’s intense physicality. He once described himself as having a mind
like a grocer, and Defoe distils the true spirit of a nation of shopkeepers.

Seeing a very English rationality triumphing over alien circumstances allows Defoe’s readers to
remind themselves of the universality of their own ways of doing things. In fact, if their way of life
really were as universal as they think it, Crusoe might have been saved the trouble of having to teach
Friday about the Christian God, since Friday might well have been granted innate knowledge of him.
In any case, Crusoe himself is afflicted by the odd twinge of cultural relativism. Who is he, he asks
himself in the breast-beating style of the devout liberal or postmodernist, to interfere with a practice
like cannibalism? Even so, the fact that so much of the novel is concerned with practical know-how
lends a curious kind of support to the universalist case. Practical rationality, in the sense of knowing



when to take shelter or how not to fall off a cliff, is more plausibly universal than any other kind of
reason. This is why Friday can assist Crusoe in his labours before he can speak English properly, since
the logic of the material world is common to all cultures. Stones fall if they are dropped in Haiti as
well as Huddersfield, and four hands are better than two in both places for shifting heavy weights.
Someone can throw you a rope if you are drowning even if what water symbolizes in their cultural
system is quite different from what it signifies in yours. Practical rationality is in one sense the
epitome of Englishness: if the English ever get to heaven, they will instantly measure the place up for
double-glazing. Yet it is also what is most convincingly universal.

Exploring the criminal underworld is another way in which Defoe blends the bizarre and the
commonplace. The underworld is in one sense an exotic aberration from everyday society; but it is
also a microcosm of it, since the criminal is the nearest thing there is to the businessman. Both types
need much the same qualities to prosper: quick wits, ruthlessness, resourcefulness, adaptability, a
thick skin and a smooth tongue, a keen sense of self-interest and so on. Moll is thoroughly middle-
class in her aspirations, and transports these talents into her career as a thief. She despises most
criminals despite being in that category herself, is obsessed with gentility and keeping up appearances,
and in general presents herself as a respectable middle-class puritan who just happens to be a hardened
thief as well.

There is a venerable literary tradition of the businessman-as-criminal and vice versa, all the way
from the rogues of John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera to Balzac’s Vautrin and Dickens’s Mr Merdle. As
Bertolt Brecht remarked: ‘What’s robbing a bank compared to founding one?’ The thieves’ kitchen is
the business corporation without the veils of ideological respectability. Colonel Jack starts out as a
petty thief and ends up as a successful capitalist in Virginia, without his talents having undergone any
notable transformation. Henry Fielding’s master-criminal Jonathan Wild is a satirical portrait of the
politician Robert Walpole, bringing together the world of high politics and the world of high
misdemeanours.

The idea of stumbling across virgin soil and building a civilization on it is one of the ultimate
middle-class fantasies. No doubt this is one reason why the myth of Crusoe has proved so potent.
Demolishing what has come before you may be necessary to make progress, and virgin soil saves you
the trouble. You are also saved the moral unpleasantness of having to exterminate the natives. Defoe
spoke for a capitalist and commercial class which was growing increasingly impatient with tradition.
In challenging the sway of the gentry and nobility, it needed to discredit the power of antiquity in the
process. Defoe is suitably sardonic about the aristocratic obsession with blood and breeding: why, he
asks in The Compleat English Gentleman, do the gentry allow their children to be suckled by plebeian
wet-nurses, thus imbibing what he ironically calls ‘degenerate’ blood? In The True-Born Englishman
he declares the whole business of ancestry to be an irrelevance. It is an agreeable fantasy, then, to
imagine that you could undo all this history and go back to the origin, starting the whole process again
but this time with the middle classes in charge.

This is one of the wish-fulfilments lurking within Robinson Crusoe. Crusoe’s island is empty
except for a convenient manservant. Another such wish-fulfilment in the book is the desire to trace
processes of production — of food, clothing, furniture and the like — all the way through from the raw
materials to the finished product, in a society where these processes have become too complex and
opaque for anyone to grasp as a whole. Since Crusoe builds his own world from the bottom up, the
novel grants us this overall view. Its hero regresses to a time before the division of labour — the
condition in which work tasks are shared amongst a whole army of specialists — and becomes a model
of self-sufficiency. The middle-class dream of the purely self-determining human subject can thus be



realized — but only when nobody else is around. There is an artisanal nostalgia in the book — a
puritanical, lower-middle-class longing for a more decent, more transparent world of labour and
consumption, a society of use rather than luxury. Because Defoe speaks up for small capitalism as
against big, there is a critical edge to his enthusiasm for money, trade and markets. In his Review he
laments the elevation of property over persons, whatever he may do in his fiction.

The desire to wipe the historical slate clean and start over again, however, turns out to be doomed
to defeat. What defeats it in Robinson Crusoe, in one of the great uncanny moments of world
literature, is a single footprint on the sand. There is, after all, no virgin territory. Someone has always
been there before you. There is a threat to your absolute sovereignty known as the Aboriginal. In a
similar way, Crusoe has to admit that he would not have flourished on his island without the tools and
resources he managed to salvage from the shipwreck. There is no absolute origin, no pure creation
from nothing. You forge your own destiny on the basis of a history handed down to you, which can
never be entirely eradicated. It is in this sense that history knows no absolute breaks. Even so,
Robinson Crusoe spends long years on his island without being disturbed; Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver is
not so fortunate.

Gulliver’s Travels is a savage spoof of the kind of travel-writing represented by Robinson Crusoe.
Many of its contemporary readers took the book as genuine, though one of them threw it angrily aside,
loudly declaring that he didn’t believe a word of it. One aspect of the work which makes it sound like
the kind of thing Defoe might write is its style. Like Defoe, Swift writes a practical, transparent,
thing-centred prose, without much texture or resonance. It has, as one critic has pointed out, no secret
recesses or tentacular roots.2 There is a striking lack of metaphor. It is a style of the surface, without
much depth or interiority.

Swift is suspicious of depth, as he is suspicious of metaphysics and abstruse speculations. This
indifference to metaphysical truths says something about the eighteenth-century clergy, of whom
Swift was one. It is rather like a bank robber being indifferent to money. Tory gentlemen like Swift
were amateurs, not specialists: they believed in a few commonsensical truths which the light of reason
had made accessible to everyone. Swift would not have understood the idea of a specialized literary
prose style. Gulliver’s Travels is not, in the later sense of the word, a ‘literary’ work, and would not
have been thought of as a novel. Swift’s language, like Defoe’s, effaces itself before the objects it
presents, allowing them to shine straight through it. The ideal language would be one so transparent
that it abolished itself. This happens in the book with those Laputian sages who, rather than speaking
to each other, carry around with them a sack of all the objects they might need in the course of a
conversation, and hold them up mutely to each other. In fact, language is a sort of bottomless sack, a
way of carrying the world around with us without any weight at all. The Houyhnhnms avoid verbal
elaborateness and maintain a perfect correspondence between word and thing — so much so, indeed,
that they are incapable of lying. Flawless as they are in their representations of the world, they would
make superb realist novelists.

Eighteenth-century travel-writing is supposed to be in some ways a ‘progressive’ form, eager to
investigate, exploit new technologies, acquire fresh knowledge and experience, and seize new
opportunities for wealth. It centres on enterprise, optimism and self-sufficiency — all Whig-like,
middle-class, commercialist values. It also allows you to draw some satisfying contrasts between your
own civilized condition and the benighted state of the peoples you come across in your wanderings.
Gulliver’s Travels, by contrast, is an ‘anti-progressive’ work in which the amnesiac protagonist learns
little or nothing, since he seems to start out on each of his travels as a blank slate. The book,
significantly, is not one seamless narrative like Defoe’s novels, but a series of disconnected episodes.



And Gulliver’s memory seems to disappear down the cracks between them. In a parody of the travel
book’s customary optimism, he ends up out of his mind.

There is no conception here of a developing self, indeed precious little notion of selfhood at all.
The Tory Swift, unlike the Whiggish Defoe, is not especially interested in individuals. He is
concerned instead with universal truths, which Gulliver and the other figures are simply there to
illustrate. Gulliver is merely a convenient narrative device, not a ‘character’ with whom we are invited
to identify. We are not invited to share his experience, as Defoe invites us to share Crusoe’s. Instead,
we are asked to observe and judge it. Like Henry Fielding’s Joseph Andrews and Parson Adams,
Gulliver is sometimes used as a mouthpiece for his author, and sometimes as an object of satire
himself.

Far from confirming his superiority to the creatures he encounters, Gulliver’s travels reveal that
they are pretty much the same as he is, if not somewhat better. The irony of the book is that however
outlandish the beings you come across, human nature — if creatures like the Laputians and Lilliputians
can be thought of for the moment as human — turns out to be much the same everywhere. Which is to
say, not very admirable. The Lilliputians are cruel, scheming and sectarian, like pocket-sized replicas
of Westminster politicians. This belief that human nature is both corrupt and unchangeable belongs
with Swift’s Anglican conservatism. He scorns the idea that there can be any dramatic progress or
revolutionary change, or that we could unearth through our travels or researches any truths which are
not plain enough already. God has given us all we need to know for our salvation, and sailing off to
gawp at giants or disport oneself with midgets is just a fashionable distraction from that vital
business.

Such travels simply flatter humanity, suggesting that its powers of knowledge and exploration are
unlimited; whereas Swift is concerned to cut Man brutally down to size, reminding him with sadistic
relish of how feeble and foolish an animal he is. He is typical of Anglo-Irish writing in his concern to
debunk and deflate. Gulliver’s various adventures are meant to reflect back on us humans, usually by
placing us in an embarrassing light, not to bring revelations of enthralling new possibilities. For the
conservative Swift, new possibilities are not in the least enthralling. He is right in a sense that other
creatures we might encounter could not be all that different from ourselves, since if they were it is
hard to know how we could know we were encountering them at all. To define something or someone
as different implies some kind of shared standard. We know that the Lilliputians are different from us
because they are much smaller than we are, which implies that we share the concept of size. We can
tell that tarantulas are different from us because we have a language in which we can describe and
identify them. If they were utterly alien, this would not be so. You cannot speak of difference unless
you can also speak of comparability. The really different beings are those who are squatting invisibly
in our lap right at this moment.

Travel-writing, then, is a morally dubious genre from a Tory-Anglican viewpoint. It is dazzled by
the prospect of innovation, which is always an alarming prospect to a conservative. Defoe wrote an
early Essay upon Projects which expressed just such enthusiasm for technical and scientific reform.
Like Crusoe, travel literature is full of transgressive desire, forever yearning to break away from
home, and is thus an implicit rejection of the Tory values of land, home, crown and country. It is seen
by such Tories as the pornography of progress. It is full of monstrous fantasies, which are both
indecorous and likely to cloud our commonsensical judgement. It encourages idle fancies and
extravagant emotions, which are not good for law and order. It also tends to breed cultural relativism,
which is just as politically unhealthy. It can be dangerously utopian and sentimentalist, claiming to
have stumbled across primitive peoples who live in happiness and harmony. Since this denies original



sin, and might inspire us to hatch various dewy-eyed utopian schemes of our own, it is to be resisted.
It also reflects less than creditably on our own less-than-utopian society, and thus can be an indirect
form of political critique. The fourth book of Gulliver’s Travels sends up this utopian vision in the
shape of the Houyhnhnms, who are certainly harmonious creatures but who also happen to be horses.

It would be a mistake, even so, to exaggerate the difference between ‘progressives’ like Defoe and
‘conservatives’ like Swift. Much eighteenth-century public debate concerns hammering out a political
consensus after the sectarian ravages of the preceding century, and the novel plays a vital role in this
mediating of political extremes. Swift referred to Defoe with patrician sniffiness as ‘the fellow that
was pilloryed. I have forgot his name’, but there were occasions when Swift spoke up for commerce
just as ardently as Defoe did, not least for its role in reviving a poverty-stricken Irish economy. He
could also be intensely scathing about noble blood, freely confessing how little of it ran in his own
bourgeois veins. Swift may have been a Tory, but he was a Tory radical, that oxymoronic animal who
has contributed so richly to English culture from William Cobbett to John Ruskin.

In eighteenth-century England, then, the social and ideological battlelines were notably blurred. It
was not a Whig merchant, but the classical conservative humanist Henry Fielding, who wrote in his
Voyage to Lisbon that ‘There is nothing so useful and beneficial to man in general than trade’. Defoe
may be a progressive and Dissenter, but he outrageously hyped up his own ancestry and snobbishly
altered his name from plain Foe to the more aristocratic-sounding De Foe. Men like Swift and Pope
saw English society as being in the process of dismissing innate merit and selling out to power and
money, both of which were odiously epitomized for them in the figure of the Whig prime minister
Robert Walpole. But Defoe could also be stingingly critical of a money-obsessed civilization.

One can see the same crossing of political wires between Henry Fielding and Samuel Richardson.
Richardson was the son of a Derbyshire joiner, had only a year or so of secondary education and
became a printer, while Fielding was an Etonian with aristocratic connections. Richardson was an
aggressive champion of the middle classes, declaring in coat-trailing fashion that tradesmen ‘are
infinitely of more consequence, and deserve more to be encouraged, than any other degree or rank of
people’. Yet Richardson was appalled by the number of low-life characters in Fielding’s novels, and
claimed maliciously that had he not known who Fielding was, he would have thought that he was an
ostler. In turn, Fielding criticized Richardson’s Pamela for encouraging young gentlemen to marry
their mothers’ chambermaids, and would never have contemplated such a come-down himself.
Instead, he married his first wife’s maid.

The social situation, then, was remarkably fluid, and something of this ambiguity is captured by
Gulliver’s Travels. Gulliver is well-named, since his gullibility can be his downfall. He can be
pathetically eager to identify with the peoples he finds himself among. In Lilliput he is foolishly
proud of his title of Nardac, throws himself vigorously into the role of military leader, and hotly
rebuts the charge that he has committed fornication with a Lilliputian female. The physical difficulty
of copulating with a woman only a few inches high does not seem to occur to him, and he fails to raise
this issue in his own defence. By the end of the novel he thinks that he is a Houyhnhnm and is living
with horses. Despite the impediment of being English, he is able to pick up foreign languages with
remarkable speed, though this is more a plot requirement than a genuine talent. Yet if one side of
Gulliver is obsequiously keen to conform to foreign customs, the other side of him is a boneheaded
English chauvinist who is complacently blind to his own cultural prejudices. His self-preening account
of life back home shocks the horrified king of Brobdingnag into condemning human beings as odious
vermin, but Gulliver is too carried away by his own pompous rhetoric to care.

These two aspects of Gulliver are in fact related. The lack of critical reflection which leads him to



identify too easily with his own kind also leads him to identify too quickly with midgets and horses.
He is either incapable of seeing his own prejudices from the outside, or too fawningly eager to throw
them off and take on someone else’s. He is either an imperialist or a cultural relativist, and the novel
shows up the secret affinity between the two. There is not much difference between uncritically
supporting the British crown and uncritically defending the sovereign power of Lilliput. If we should
seek to empathize with other cultures, why not seek to do so with our own? If we are to excuse
cannibals, why not corporate polluters as well?

If all cultures are in perfectly good working order, then there is nothing to choose between any of
them, and no reason to suppose that, say, the Brobdingnagians are in any way superior to the British.
In Swift’s view, however, they undoubtedly are, as a rural, traditionalist, well-ordered civilization
which is concerned more with the practical uses of things than with material luxury or abstract
doctrines. In any case, the empathy of someone like Gulliver, who throws himself with such uncritical
alacrity into shady set-ups like Lilliput, is hardly worth having. He is an upwardly mobile sycophant, a
mercenary and hanger-on who is on hire to flatter any prince on whose realm he is washed ashore,
which in turn suggests how little he is anchored in a nourishing tradition and civilization of his own.

Gulliver, then, is always either in over his head or too far out, and behind this lies a real dilemma.
In Swift’s view, human beings must be able to see themselves from the outside if they are to avoid the
sins of vanity and pride. They must be able to objectify their own norms and values, see themselves as
others see them, gaze upon their own form of life through the estranging eyes of others. Truth is a
matter of proportion and comparison. And this is part of what is under way in Gulliver’s Travels . The
familiar must be made to look alien and monstrous, so that we can see it for what it is; and who better
to perform this service for us than aliens and monsters who are nevertheless oddly familiar? The
traffic, in fact, is two-way: the Brobdingnagians are appalled to see some of their own qualities
mimicked by the diminutive Gulliver. If this is possible, they reflect, then their own nature must be
contemptible indeed.

Once they can step outside themselves, men and women will be recalled to the chastening truth
that nothing human is absolute. They will experience afresh their own frailty and finitude, the
imperfection of their judgement, and the passions which cloud their reasoning. They will recognize
how trivial most of their puffed-up projects are in the great scheme of things. Only by acting in this
therapeutic awareness can they behave justly and charitably. Swift had good reason to know about
prejudice: he was a slanderous, vituperative satirist, a polemicist who could be airily indifferent to the
truth, and who defended religious and political intolerance. If Fielding’s satire is genial, Swift’s can
be semi-pathological. He was a misogynist, an authoritarian, a reviler of the common people, a
magnificent satirist and a courageous champion of Ireland as colonial underdog.

The problem with cultural prejudice is how you can get outside yourself without losing touch with
humanity altogether and falling into madness, misanthropy and despair, as Gulliver ends up by doing.
If you press contrasts and comparisons too far, you finish up by tumbling into the abyss of cultural
relativism. Trying to see yourself from the outside, through the bemused or aghast eyes of others, is
one way of puncturing pride; but it can lead simply to a different variety of it, as Gulliver, convinced
that he is a Houyhnhnm, flees from the stink of the human and regards his own wife as a loathsome
Yahoo. The other side of treating the alien as familiar is treating the familiar as monstrous.

If you are truly to get outside your own cultural skin you must find a way of doing it, somehow,
from the inside. As Bertolt Brecht remarked, only someone inside a situation can judge it, and he’s the
last person who can judge. You must appreciate that all human cultures are partial, without keeling
over into nihilism. Men and women need their ideals, like the placid, rationalist virtues of the



Houyhnhnms, if they are to be more than just material beings; but they must not let these ideals
terrorize or bedazzle them to the point where they lose touch with their material being altogether, and
come to regard themselves with disgust. You must not rest in the body, but you must not repress it
either.

The relations between body and spirit are a metaphor for Swift of the relations between being
inside a situation and transcending it. The curious point about human beings is that they are bodies but
also more than bodies, inside and outside themselves simultaneously. They are animals, but animals
capable of reasoning, and so able to stand to some extent outside themselves and their material
contexts and reflect critically upon them. Body and spirit are related, but they are not the same thing.
When crazed utopianists, crackpot experimenters, obscurantist scholars and zealous Dissenters puff
themselves up with windy rhetoric, Swift brutally deflates them to mere bags of skin and bone.

Yet though he clings to the material body as something concrete and certain, Swift is also
notoriously disgusted by it. So those who really do see human beings as no more than bodies —
mechanical materialists of various stripes — are equally the targets of his satire. We can observe this
ambiguous relationship between body and spirit in the first two books of Gulliver’s Travels, in which
the hero encounters first the tiny Lilliputians and then the gigantic Brobdingnagians. With the
Lilliputians, who turn out to be as mean and petty in moral character as they are in physical size, the
physical and moral are reflections of each other. So we approach the Brobdingnagians expecting a
similar sort of matching, only to discover that they are on the whole gentle creatures despite their
awesome bulk. In this case, the material is no sure guide to the spiritual. Swift is continually setting
such traps for the reader, setting up expectations which he then proceeds to frustrate. As one critic
remarks, his relationship with the reader is ‘intimate but unfriendly’.2

It is not a matter of finding some judicious middle way between body and spirit, but of leashing
these contradictions together as best one can. There is no grand theoretical resolution to this dilemma;
it can be tackled only in the living. The last thing one could accuse Swift of is balance. Human beings
are not just a third term between Yahoo and Houyhnhnm. They are closer to the Yahoos, if only
because they are not horses; but ‘Yahoo’ is also a Houyhnhnm-like way of seeing humans. No view of
men and women which does not feel the force of this way of seeing can be valid, but this is not to say
that it is the whole truth. Equally, the Houyhnhnms represent a largely admirable way of life: they are
economic (though not social) egalitarians who run the sort of conservative social order Swift admires.
They have no money, which is a point in their favour, lack the desire for power and riches, and hold
that virtue is its own reward.

The Houyhnhnms are not particularly passionless, as some have claimed, simply decorously
restrained in their passions. If it were not that they had four legs and a tail, they would not be entirely
out of place in a Jane Austen drawing-room, taking tea along with Mr. Knightley. But that is the point.
The Houyhnhnms are less a human possibility than, as one critic has put it, an insulting impossibility.2
These equine idealists are really a device for embarrassing us. Ideals simply serve to show us how
short we are bound to fall of them. It is in the nature of humanity to be pitched between extremities.
Our norm is to be caught between opposed aberrations.

Gulliver’s Travels is cunningly constructed to make the reader feel this instability, and to emerge
from the book as dizzy and disorientated as its protagonist. Gulliver ends up believing that humans are
Yahoos and that he himself is a Houyhnhnm; the Houyhnhnms see Gulliver as a Yahoo; readers smile
at Gulliver’s delusions, detaching themselves from the hero as he detaches himself from the Yahoos.
Readers smile at the preternaturally placid Houyhnhnms as well, but in the uneasy awareness that
they, too, are Yahoos from a Houyhnhnm viewpoint. To cap it all, the Yahoos are in some ways



actually superior to human beings. They are physically stronger, for instance. And they are natural in
the way non-human animals are, whereas we are unnatural to our own nature.

And where, in all this, is the Yahoo known as Swift? He would certainly seem to have dissociated
himself from his crazed protagonist, but what does he make of the Houyhnhnms? It is not easy to say
who is fooling who. With Swift, it is sometimes hard to say exactly who or what is being mocked. The
book offers us no consistent perspective. It is in the very nature of a perspective that there should
always be another one. At one point, Gulliver wonders whether there may be a race somewhere in the
universe who would appear as tiny to the Lilliputians as the Lilliputians do to him. What is the
‘correct’ size to be, or the ‘right’ vantage-point to take up? The question of which perspective is the
true one is hard to answer in an age which witnessed the invention of the microscope. How far back
from or close up to the world do you need to be standing to see it aright? Is what we see down a
microscope the truth, or a distortion of the truth?

The fact that sizes and vantage-points are constantly shifting in the book is an implicit critique of
a naive belief in objectivity. The eighteenth-century novelists, having established their distance from
the world of romance, are for the most part aware that a belief in raw fact is just as much a myth as
romance itself. The novel, being the kind of literary form that it is, cannot help reflecting on the vexed
relations between report and reality — on the way, for example, that your report or narrative does not
merely reflect the real world, but plays an important part in defining it. Gulliver himself is a naive
empiricist or believer in brute fact, a viewpoint that goes hand in hand with his ‘progressive’ interest
in technical and mechanical matters. He is a ‘new man’: hard-headed, pragmatic, smug in his faith in
progress, fascinated by chimerical schemes and projects, eager to festoon his text with maps and
documents to guarantee its strict veracity.

All this, as we have seen, cries out for a degree of ‘decentring’. You must not take your world
complacently for granted in this way. Gulliver’s uncritical cult of fact goes hand in hand with his
political chauvinism. Instead, you must be able to step outside yourself if you are to be properly
yourself. Being more or other than you are at any given moment is actually part of what you are. The
subject has to be able to objectify itself in order to be truly a subject. But the risk is one of decentring
yourself to the point of disorientation, becoming dangerously eccentric to yourself. And this is how
Gulliver ends up. Swift does not hand us a solution to this dilemma. Instead, he disappears from sight
and allows his readers to cope with these contradictions as best they can. It is in the nature of his satire
not to propose a positive solution — partly because English gentlemen do not need to engage in
anything as vulgarly petty-bourgeois as spelling out the truth in laborious detail, partly because this
would simply offer yet another partial perspective.

In practice, truth becomes a question of irony, since this is what humanity is as well. It can only
emerge negatively, obliquely, from a constant play and mutual cancellation of positions. Swift
believed steadfastly in Truth and Reason; but they were not, alas, for us. For he also lived in an
increasingly pragmatic age where all you really had to go on was the evidence of your senses. And this
meant that Truth and Reason were not really within our power. ‘Reason itself is true and just’, he
wrote in a sermon on the Trinity, ‘but the reason of every particular man is weak and wavering,
perpetually swayed and turned by his interests, passions and vices’. Like Defoe, then, he believed in a
realm of absolute values which intersected less and less with the real world. The Houyhnhnms,
perhaps, are an example of this. Even if they are right, they are irrelevant. Both Swift and Defoe are
writing in a society which believes in truth, reason and justice in theory, but whose routine conduct
has become so false, unjust and irrational that it can no longer credit them in practice.

There is an interesting ambiguity in Swift’s presentation of the bestial, shit-smeared Yahoos. Are



they meant to be an image of humanity in general, or of ‘primitive’ peoples in particular? There is
evidence, for example, to suggest that the Anglo-Irish Swift saw the colonized people of Ireland as
Yahoos. The Yahoos reflect among other things an Anglo-Irish fear and hatred of those they oppress.
“Yahoo’, then, may mean all people or just some people, just as it may signify a human condition but
also a way of perceiving that condition. And this leads to some interesting political ambiguities. If
‘primitive’ peoples like the Irish or South Sea islanders really are Yahoos, then this would seem to
justify a smack of firm colonial government. But if Yahoos are humanity at large, then the colonial
governors are (metaphorically speaking) bestial and shit-smeared too, which undercuts their right to
rule. Colonialism then becomes a matter of a bunch of hypocritical savages lording it over a bunch of
non-hypocritical ones. On this theory, the masters are as worthless as the natives — an opinion which,
as in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, undermines colonialism (what right have they then to rule?) but
also confirms some of its prejudices (the natives really are worthless).

This ambiguity reflects something of Swift’s own double-edged relations to colonialism. As a
member of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, he was, so to speak, colonized and colonialist at the same
time. He was in the ironic position of belonging to a sidelined governing class — a body of Anglo-
Irishmen who ruled over the common people of Ireland, but who felt shabbily treated by the British on
whose behalf they governed. Swift played a key role in the British colonial state: at one stage he was
the Tories’ chief propagandist, and helped to draft the monarch’s speeches to parliament. But there
were also certain questions on which he spoke up eloquently for the Irish people against their British
overlords. He was caught between the coffee houses of Westminster and the starving weavers on his
Dublin doorstep, rather as Gulliver is caught between Houyhnhnms and Yahoos. If he did not consider
himself an Irishman/Yahoo, the British/Houyhnhnms sometimes did.

Swift the Yahoo can be heard loud and clear at the end of Gulliver’s Travels, ventriloquized in
Gulliver’s magnificent tirade against imperialism:

The colonial adventurers go on shore to rob and plunder; they see an harmless people, are
entertained with kindness, they give the country a new name, they take formal possession of it for
the king, they set up a rotten plank or a stone for a memorial, they murder two or three dozen of the
natives, bring away a couple more by force for a sample, return home, and get their pardon. Here
commences a new dominion acquired with a title by divine right. Ships are sent with the first
opportunity; the natives driven out or destroyed, their princes tortured to discover their gold; a free
licence given to all acts of inhumanity and lust; the earth reeking with the blood of its inhabitants:
and this execrable crew of butchers employed in so pious an expedition, is a modern colony sent to
convert and civilize an idolatrous and barbarous people.

If such a passage were to crop up in Defoe, indeed in many an English author, one might anticipate
an immediate disclaimer: the British don’t do that kind of thing. We are speaking of the Belgians,
Spanish, French or Portuguese. Swift does indeed instantly append such a disclaimer, but it is wholly
ironic: ‘But this description, I confess, doth by no means affect the British nation, who may be an
example to the whole world for their wisdom, care, and justice in planting colonies; their liberal
endowments for the advancement of religion and learning...’. It is because Swift is Irish, conscious of
the muddle, prejudice, nepotism, brutality and crass inefficiency of the British administration at
Dublin Castle, that he is saved from the customary double-think.

Gulliver ends up unhinged by his hatred for his own species, a dreadful warning to his embittered
creator of what he himself might turn into. Those who have lost touch with common humanity in their
hubris, stepping outside their situations altogether, end up in lunacy. This, however, is not at all good
news for the common people. For in Swift’s view this lunacy includes those radical reformers who



seek to view their situation as though from the outside in order to change it for the better. These, too,
are crazed experimenters, intoxicated like the scientists of Laputa by their own hare-brained
intellectual antics. The condition of the common people can be at best patched up somewhat; to
imagine that it could be fundamentally transformed is a folly akin to using a quadrant and pair of
compasses to measure someone up for clothes, as the Laputian tailor does with Gulliver.

The truly compassionate, in Swift’s opinion, are pragmatists like himself who refuse to raise the
hopes of the people with some insane idealism or rationalist utopia, since the result will only be to
dash their hopes. The world is so wretched and corrupt that it is crying out for redemption, but to
attempt to redeem it is simply to compound the problem. If you see people as Yahoos, you will lose
all sympathy for them, acknowledge the futility of trying to help them, and retreat in disgust. If you do
not see them as Yahoos, you will fly to their aid with some fancy project based on a trust in the innate
goodness of humankind, which will probably make their condition worse. Neither case is tolerable;
Swift does not offer us any third way.

This, in fact, is part of the point of writing off the Houyhnhnms. The Houyhnhnms may represent
an unreachable ideal, and one which may be in some respects flawed. They are hardly anyone’s idea of
a lively set of drinking companions, quite apart from the fact that they would have nowhere to put
their beer money. But they also hold to the kind of rational, benevolent, egalitarian politics which for
all its limits might well make some difference to a colonial situation. It is possible, however, that the
supremely concrete, practically minded Swift finds these stoical rationalists dangerously abstract in
their preference for the species over the individual. In his philistine English way, the creator of
Gulliver detests theories and abstractions; it is much to the credit of the Brobdingnagians that they are
incapable of absorbing abstract ideas.

For a stout Tory like Swift, it is not conducive to order and authority for people to think too hard
about basic principles. Yet one could always claim that if men had shown rather more of a
Houyhnhnm-like care for their species as a whole, there might well have been less warfare and
injustice. Abstractions can indeed be a form of violence, as the Laputians show well enough: these
self-absorbed scholars may be loftily remote from the real world, but they are quick enough to crush
political rebellion. If scholars can be damagingly dissociated from the body, so can militarists. What
Swift and his fellow Tories could not grant is that abstractions can also be positive. For women, for
example, to be able to conceive of themselves as a group rather than simply as individuals is a
necessary step to their emancipation. For Swift, to stand back that far from concrete particulars is to
court a kind of madness.

Swift’s satirical technique is quite often to play off a powerless ideal against an intolerable reality.
The ideal is so distant from reality that it allows us to take the measure of just how desperate things
are. But it is also a contrast with its own perfection which helps to make our world look so dire. We
need our visions to remind us of how imperfect our actuality is; but if we did not entertain such
exacting ideals, we might not find our actuality as insufferable as we do. The ideal is remote enough
to show up the gravity of our situation, but for just the same reason it is incapable of repairing it. To
avoid being gulled by ideals, we need to cut them satirically down to size. The grandiose dreams of
Reason, as we have seen, need to be confronted with the blunt fact of the body, with its unlovely habits
and appetites. But this may leave us with such a fearfully hacked-down image of the human that we
will need instantly to appeal to Reason to amplify it. Perhaps this constant dialectical see-saw,
trimming our sails one way and now another, is the closest we can now come to a life of virtue.

This, in effect, is the trap which Gulliver’s Travels springs. As with A Modest Proposal, the
pamphlet in which Swift calmly advocates roasting and eating babies as a solution to Ireland’s



economic woes, there is no way out of this lethal logic as long as one accepts the terms which it sets
up. Perhaps it is only by rejecting the very terms which the work offers us that we can break out of its
closed ideological circuit; and perhaps this is part of what Swift’s writing is encouraging us to do.

We must acknowledge, against the dewy-eyed utopianists and sentimentalists, that there is a good
deal of the Yahoo in the human, and that these are the rocks on which any radical agenda is in danger
of coming to grief. But we must also recognize that this is also how the human looks from an
impossible Olympian viewpoint, whose final effect will be to plunge us into terror and despair. In the
end, what horses think of us is neither here nor there — except, perhaps, for the Anglo-Irish
Ascendancy, who sometimes seemed to love a horse more than they loved one other, and certainly
more than they loved the common people.



HENRY FIELDING AND SAMUEL RICHARDSON

Whenever a new literary form appears on the scene, there are two main ways in which it can try to
legitimate itself. Either it can point to its very newness as the source of its value, or it can appeal to
tradition. It can claim excitedly that the world has not seen the likes of it before; or it can define what
it is doing as a variation on already well-established procedures, thus hijacking some of the authority
of the past for its own purposes. In the case of the novel, the very name of the genre suggests that it is
its newness which is its most striking feature. Samuel Richardson is proudly conscious that he has
invented a new species of writing — one which, as he remarks in his preface to Clarissa, is ‘to the
moment’, recording experience as it actually happens like a news photographer’s camera.

In Book 2 of Tom Jones, Henry Fielding likewise describes himself as ‘the founder of a new
province of writing’, and goes on to point out with mock self-satisfaction what freedom this confers
on him: ‘so I am at liberty to make what laws I please therein’. The image is a political one, resonant
of Crusoe on his island. Fielding is the governor of a newly established domain, and as a kind of
absolutist monarch can make up the rules as he goes along. He is, to be sure, a benevolent sort of
dictator: he will, so he promises us in Tom Jones, mercifully spare his subjects/readers the more
tedious bits of his narrative by the elementary device of missing them out. Those readers who skip the
boring bits of novels will get on famously with Fielding, since he saves them the trouble by doing it
for them. Yet though he is paternally concerned about the welfare of his subject-readers, frequently
arresting the narrative of his novels to check out how they are doing, he remains firmly, if good-
humouredly, in control.

There is a cavalier touch about this. A gentleman is not to be confined by his own narrative, to
which he should adopt something of the lordly air he assumes with police officers and land surveyors.
Nor should he feel hampered by the bureaucratic regulations of others. If he obeys the laws, it is
because he makes them himself. As a magistrate, indeed as the effective co-founder of the
Metropolitan police force, Fielding was a dispenser of the law rather than a subject of it. Even so, it is
not really true that he is at liberty as a writer to make up whatever laws please him, since unlike
Samuel Richardson he is a Tory gentleman with traditionalist values and aristocratic connections. And
this means that he is suspicious of individual innovation and experiment. What matters to him is
tradition, classical precedent, and the collective, workaday wisdom of humankind.

It is these which are the true authors of human artefacts, whether they are laws, novels or political
constitutions. For conservative Christian humanists like Fielding, Pope, Swift and Samuel Johnson, it
stands to reason that what countless individuals have seen fit to believe and practise down the ages has
more authority than an idea which some bright spark has dreamt up overnight. The modern must be a
variation on the past, not a rupture with it. What we do is warranted in so far as it is, roughly speaking,
in line with what our ancestors did. Change must only occur when it is unavoidable. In itself, as
Samuel Johnson remarked, change is a great evil.

So it is that when Fielding comes to describe what he is up to in writing a work such as Joseph
Andrews, he reaches almost instinctively for the categories of classical literature — though he then has
to juggle with them a little awkwardly to capture the sense of what he is about. His novel, he
announces in a famously overpacked phrase in its preface, is a comic romance — which is to say, ‘a



comic epic poem in prose’. All of which sounds like too much definition rather than too little, not to
speak of sounding rather like a series of contradictions. It is clear that however this novel is to be
described, it is certainly not as a novel.

Such a piece of writing, Fielding comments, differs from ‘serious romance’ in introducing
‘persons of inferior rank, and consequently of inferior manners’. Literary categories, as often, are
caught up with social ones. The novel, as we have seen, is in general more rooted in the life of the
common people than more venerable genres; but it is interesting that Fielding should appeal to those
classical genres to legitimate his introduction of low-life figures. The low social tone of the novel
must be seen as in line with tradition, not as a transgression of it. It harks back to ancient comedy,
which deals in the ridiculous and socially inferior.

There are several ways in which Fielding’s classical leanings conspire with his view of the modern
world. He calls Joseph Andrews an epic, which is the most public of literary forms. The epic is
concerned with the world of action, rather than with individual psychology or personal relationships.
Its focus is external rather than internal, objective rather than subjective. It does not attend to a single
human figure but to a whole array of them, all set in a richly specified social context. And it judges
them by and large by what they do, not by what they feel or believe. Fielding is likewise not much
interested in complexities of feeling, and his characters are not meant to disclose a convincing inner
life. Instead, they speak often enough in florid literary cliches or set-pieces. The emotional artifice of
his prose is very striking. As such, the epic, indeed classical writing in general, acts for writers like
Fielding as a valuable antidote to the subjectivism and individualism of the age. It treats individual
character as a function of the overall plot, not as an entity in itself. Character, as for Aristotle, is only
important as a way of promoting the plot; it is not a value in itself. Aristotle even considered that you
could do without it altogether.

The epic does not centre the whole world on a single isolated consciousness, as Richardson’s
fiction tends to do. This, in Fielding’s view, is as indecorous and morally offensive as trying to centre
the conversation on yourself. People with a sense of propriety do not pick over their private feelings in
public. They leave that to ranting Methodists and luridly confessional maidservants. The conservative
will tend to see particular men and women as deriving their merit and identity from a larger pattern,
and subordinating character to plot is a metaphor for this. Focusing on a single character also prevents
you from uncovering the truth, since truth for Fielding is a result of rational, objective, comparative
judgement. It is a public affair, not a question of private sentiment. It is out in the open, not secreted
in the depths of the human subject. If the truth is obscured by sentimentalism or errant subjectivism —
if there are as many truths as there are individuals — then there is no firm basis for right conduct, and
the political state is accordingly in danger.

The novel as a form, as we have seen, was associated at the time with just such subjectivism and
sentimentalism. It was full of fervid fantasies and indecently unconstrained passions. Morally
speaking, it mixed together good and bad, with scant regard for the absolute distinction between them.
What made all this worse was that the novel was also a popular form, avidly consumed by the lower
orders. It was the kind of thing your valet or chambermaid was likely to read. These men and women,
lacking the benefit of a classical education, were therefore thought to lack the benefit of restraint and
judiciousness, and thus to be more susceptible to trashy sensationalism. A classical education was also
a moral one, fit for building character and producing the administrators of empire. These men had
studied the classics at school and university, and thus were deemed well-equipped for, say, bloodily
suppressing those in India or the Caribbean who posed a threat to British imperial interests. Classics
made a man out of you, whereas the novel had a distressing knack of turning men into old women.



Besides, a classical education gave you a sound grasp of the few central, enduring truths of human
nature, an entity which was considered to be unchanging from Catullus to Clive of India, and which it
required no specialized learning to understand. Hence the long-standing English antipathy to
psychology, sociology, political science and the like, none of which was really necessary for a
gentleman who had read his Aeschylus. Hence, too, the ingrained English cult of amateurism. All of
this is reflected in the popularity of the novel in England — for the novel is itself a kind of ‘amateur’
human wisdom, which requires no technical knowledge on the part of either author or reader. Its moral
insights are the fruit of shrewdness, sensitivity and worldly experience, not of an intensive course of
psychoanalysis or a degree in the social sciences.

What Henry Fielding meant by ‘nature’ was exactly this sense of the few vital, unchanging
elements which all men and women shared in common. It was this which it was the business of the
novel to represent. Non-classical, non-conservative writers like Defoe and Richardson would by no
means have entirely demurred; but they were also gripped by the uniqueness and complexity of the
individual life, which interested authors like Fielding, Swift, Pope and Johnson fairly little. As post-
Romantics ourselves, the products (whether we are aware of it or not) of a rich heritage of
individualist thought, it is hard for us to recreate the mind-set of men like Fielding and Johnson, for
whom what people had in common was a matter of intense fascination, while their individual
differences were fairly trifling and not worthy of sustained attention.

On the whole, then, the neo-classical imagination is fired by the universal and damped down by
difference. It is about as far from the postmodern imagination as one could imagine. The distinction
between classical and non-classical is in no sense absolute: Tom Jones, for instance, is a credible,
indeed all too credible human being, and Samuel Richardson had a steady eye on the exemplary status
of women like Clarissa and men like Sir Charles Grandison. In general, however, the Tory
traditionalists are enthused by what men and women have in common, whereas the Whiggish
progressives are excited by the feel of a specific human personality. They are drawn to particular
detail, whereas Fielding has in his sights a general type. This is one reason why he can skip bits of the
narrative with no great loss, since realism in his view is not a matter of naturalistic detail. Those flat-
footed narrators who insist on cramming their accounts with minute details even when nothing very
remarkable is happening are compared in Tom Jones to stagecoaches which are obliged to complete
their journey whether they are empty or full.

For modern taste, it is naturalistic detail which is ‘realist’ and typicality which is not. But this is
not how it seemed to Henry Fielding. Realism for him meant being true to what was typical about
human beings, not to what was peculiar about them. ‘I describe’, he writes, ‘not men but manners, not
an individual but a species’. When he assures the reader of Joseph Andrews that ‘every thing is copied
from the Book of Nature’, he means that his story is realistic precisely because it conveys general
truths about men and women, which are more weighty and enduring than local ones. What matters, for
example, is the fact that someone is a thrifty innkeeper, not that he is a thrifty innkeeper with a squint.
Too consuming an interest in such peculiarities is idle and perverse, even though an author may well
include them to liven up the text. Fielding does not in fact simply provide us with types: he sometimes
makes them splendidly particular as well. Only untutored people, however, are enthralled by marvels
and prodigies, by the aberrant and outlandish. It is this which distinguishes Fielding’s kind of
sensibility from a modern or postmodern one. Virginia Woolf, one suspects, would be fascinated by
the squint but only moderately by the profession of its proprietor. Dickens would be interested in both.

The fact that Fielding is interested in the typical does not mean that he is concerned with ‘pure
essences’. The typical is not necessarily pure. In fact, what is typical of human behaviour for Fielding



is its mixture of good and bad. Moral absolutes rarely appear in human form, which in Fielding’s eyes
is no argument against them. It is just that there is a gap between the sacred and the profane, or the
ideal and the actual, which shows up among other things in the morally hybrid nature of most people.
If the novel is to be true to Nature, it must capture this composite state; but how then can it not
implicitly call into question absolute distinctions between good and evil? How is realism itself not to
be immoral? An author who believes in moral absolutes, but who is also a realist, may find the form
of his or her writing undercutting its moral values.

The very tones of realism — shrewd, worldly wise, wryly tolerant — are at odds with the high tone
of moral absolutism. Fielding is renowned for his broad-mindedness: he can joke about sex as
Richardson cannot, and has the kind of ‘relish for wholesome bawdy’, as Ian Watt puts it, that one
associates with the better class of gentlemen’s clubs. You cannot be a gentleman and be shocked by
sexual banter, since this would suggest that you were unworldly and unsophisticated. But it does not
necessarily mean that you keep a string of mistresses either. Fielding did not make the puritan mistake
of equating bawdiness with dissoluteness. There is, then, a dilemma: realism as a form can powerfully
drive home a moral point, but it can just as easily undo it. How is realism not to sabotage its own
moral message? Both Samuel Richardson and Samuel Johnson deeply disliked Fielding’s mixing of
moral qualities — though Richardson’s insufferably upright Sir Charles Grandison is a dreadful
warning of the priggishness which results when you fail to do this. As, indeed, is Fielding’s own
improbably saintly Amelia.

Knowing what is typical of a thing includes a knowledge of how it would typically behave, and
this is vital to the question of realism. For realism is a matter of probability, which is another word for
typical behaviour. The ‘type’ or ‘essence’ of a thing can be thought of as its characteristic range of
possibilities, the forms of behaviour which, being the sort of thing it is, we can confidently expect of
it. It is not typical of psychopaths to display a burningly sincere regard for other people’s feelings, so
that to portray one in fiction as doing so would be untypical and hence unrealistic. To know what is
typical of things allows you to regulate and predict them, and is thus of value to conservatives
preoccupied with law and order. You can reduce the quirky complexities of the world to a diagram of
stable identities. Since these identities are fairly static, this, too, goes to confirm a conservative
vision. People and things develop, but within fairly strict limits — the limits of their ‘type’. Nobody is
likely to astonish you by transforming themselves out of all recognition overnight.

This is one source of conservative pessimism, since it means that your capacity for moral
improvement is fairly restricted. Some critics believe that Tom Jones gets better as the novel
progresses, but the development, if that is what it is, is hardly dramatic. He is still pretty much the
same Tom at the end as he was at the beginning, which cannot be claimed quite so confidently of
Dickens’s Pip or David Copperfield, or George Eliot’s Dorothea Brooke. Character in Fielding, as in
Jane Austen, is not a process and unfolding. It is a set of fairly predictable dispositions. A Tory like
Fielding does not believe that men and women are really fashioners of their own destinies. What is
more important about them is their allotted places in family and society.

What fashions Tom Jones’s destiny is not so much Tom himself, as the plot in which he finds
himself caught up. And the point of the plot is not so much to land you in a better position than the
one you started out in, which is true of some of Defoe’s narratives, as to return you to where you
properly belong. Your ending is implicit in your beginning. It is true that returning Tom to where he
belongs by birthright, which allows him to marry Sophia Western, has the effect of uniting the two
greatest landed estates in Somerset. By inventing a genteel pedigree for Tom, the plot manages to
unite the two lovers without undermining the social structure, reconciling order and desire. Worldly



advancement is not to be despised. But the point is to find where you fit in, not to make a tight-lipped
cult of trying to improve yourself.

Fielding’s plots are impressively shapely and symmetrical, which is another way in which his
classical training interlocks with his conservative standpoint. He believes strongly in the idea of a
providential pattern in the world, and plot in the novel is a metaphor for this benign destiny. It is plot
which finally brings the virtuous round to a good end and the vicious to a sticky one, ensuring that the
innocent get their reward and the guilty their comeuppance. In fact, it has to be the plot which
accomplishes these things, since the vicious characters are unlikely to reduce themselves to misery,
and it would be unseemly for the virtuous characters to work for their own advancement. How could
they do so and still remain virtuous? One of the several aspects of Richardson’s fiction which Fielding
finds distasteful, and which he sends up in Shamela, his hilarious spoof of Richardon’s Pamela, is the
fact that a supposed innocent like Pamela is fairly obviously working for her own elevation, even if
only unconsciously. Chastity for Pamela simply means that she will only trade in her virginity to the
highest bidder.

Fielding rejects what he sees as the middle-class utilitarian view that virtue will bring you worldly
success.l Goodness should not be just another form of self-interest. It should be entirely for its own
sake. The idea that virtue is the certain road to happiness, he writes in a delightful sentence in Tom
Jones, is ‘a very wholesome and comfortable doctrine, and to which we have but one objection,
namely that it is not true’. Virtue, then, has to be its own reward, since it is unlikely to win any other
in a society as shabby as this. If Tom Jones were real life, Tom would no doubt have ended up hanged
and Blifil might have become prime minister. He is certainly unsavoury enough for the job. It is only
because they are in a novel that these characters can obtain their just deserts.

One reason why Fielding keeps reminding us that we are reading a novel is to enforce this ironic
contrast between what should ideally happen to his characters and what is likely to have happened to
them in real life. All the same, if one thinks of realism as a matter of typicality rather than real-life
probability, it is more ‘realistic’ that Tom should end up marrying Sophia than that he should not. For
‘typical’ here includes a sense of what is ideally appropriate — of what is fitting from the viewpoint of
providence, not just from the viewpoint of empirical events. What is ultimately real is not those
events but a kind of moral paradigm which underlies them; and it is the privilege of the realist novel
to show us this paradigm. In the happy ending, the empirical and the paradigmatic, everyday life and
an ideal design, come harmoniously together. For once, what ought to happen does happen.

We must not, then, confuse fiction and reality, as novelists like Defoe and Richardson sometimes
encourage us to do. This is among other things because they want their accounts to appear realistic, so
that they will not be dismissed as the usual novelistic garbage; and since by ‘realistic’ they mean
something like ‘true to the minute detail of everyday life’, they are concerned to close the gap
between life and literature. Fielding, however, is not much interested in this version of realism, and
therefore takes fewer pains to make us forget that his stories are invented. He is not, so he tells us in
Tom Jones, concerned with that which is ‘trite, common, or vulgar: such as may happen in every
street, or in every house ...’. To scoff at such realism (or naturalism, as we might more accurately call
it), is a social as well as a literary judgement. It is all right for a gentleman to present low-life
characters, but an unpardonable sin for a seasoned raconteur like Fielding, or indeed for any
gentleman around the fire at the club, to bore his audience by not editing his narrative for maximum
effect.

By drawing attention to the fictionality of his narratives, Fielding highlights the fact that the real
world is a lot less just than the conclusion of his novels would suggest. Yet it is not just a matter of



smiling at the ironic discrepancy between the two. For the plot also represents the way things ought to
be. Realism, as we have just seen, has an ideal component to it. Plot is a kind of providential
redemption of the bunglings and injustices of everyday life. And this ideal is important, since without
it we would have no standard against which to assess the shortcomings of that life. Without some
sense of justice, we can have no conception of injustice — though the gloomiest situation of all would
no doubt be one in which examples of justice could only be found in novels. So we cannot abandon our
ideals; but for them to be more than romantic day-dreaming or idle utopianism we need to keep a wry
eye on the gap between them and the way things actually are. Otherwise, Don Quixote-wise, we shall
try to translate our ideals directly into reality, with potentially catastrophic consequences.

There is, then, a tension between the actual events of a Fielding novel, which suggest that the
world is a fairly grim place, and the formal organization of those events, which suggests symmetry,
poetic justice and harmonious resolution. Fielding is enough of a traditionalist to believe devoutly in
these values; but he is also enough of a realist to recognize how widely they are flouted in reality. In
this sense, the tension in his work between form and content corresponds to one between the ideal and
the actual. This is not so with a writer like Defoe, who does not really shape the content of his work at
all. Events just flow haphazardly forward, with no attempt to elicit a design from them. As we have
seen, Defoe believes deeply in the existence of such a providential design, but this is more a matter of
what he says than what he shows. Whereas in a Fielding novel, something of that design is actually
present in the tight economy of the plot.

Fielding’s novels are funny, whereas funniness in Defoe is largely unintentional, and in
Richardson fairly rare. Once more, Fielding appeals to classical authority for this kind of writing:
Homer supposedly wrote a comic epic, now lost, which is sufficient guarantee for Fielding to indulge
in a spot of knockabout humour and bedroom farce. Yet comedy is also a matter of his view of
contemporary society, not just of his classical tastes. It belongs to his patrician outlook to be genial,
amused, a touch laid-back. As a gentleman in real life and an ironically detached narrator in his
fiction, he is sufficiently above the fray not to feel ruffled by it. He is presenting a spectacle for our
enjoyment and instruction, not a world like Richardson’s into which we are emotionally drawn. There
is a very English contrast between the sometimes dark or turbulent content and the jocose, equable
tone through which it is filtered. Like a lord in his shirt sleeves, Fielding is so much in control that he
can afford to relax. The narrator is expansive, unbuttoned and worldly wise, conducting a civilized
conversation with the reader about questions of morality, problems of judgement and qualities of
manners. That judgement is a difficult affair, worthy of such extended debate, is well illustrated by
Squire Allworthy in Tom Jones, who for all his grave mien of authority is harsh in his judgements of
Tom, Partridge and Black George, blind to the hideousness of Blifil and far too soft on Square and
Thwackum.

Because the treatment is for the most part kept external, we are unlikely to feel anguish, horror or
deep indignation. We can recognize how morally squalid some people are without losing our cool.
Since we are not allowed to forget that we are in a novel, this pushes the action off to the point where
we can make reasoned judgements on it, rather than clamber on stage and pitch in. We are detached
from viciousness by the playful artistic form, so that it comes to seem less reprehensible. Too close a
scrutiny of certain events might undermine the comedy. Even Booth, the blackhearted adulterer of
Amelia, is finally rescued by the plot. Besides, to view characters from the outside is to see how
ridiculously vain and affected they are, and a sense of the ridiculous is not easily reconciled with a
sense of moral outrage. Fielding believed that defects such as vanity and affectation were the most
common of all human defects — an optimistic view, since they are scarcely the most repugnant of



faults, and can respond to the scourge of satirical comedy.

In this concern with common judgement, the novel plays a crucial part in what has been called the
eighteenth-century public sphere, in which gentlemen meet on equal terms to carry on an
unconstrained dialogue about the public affairs of the day. The aim of this dialogue is impartial
judgement; and the way in which Fielding deliberately distances us from the action is meant to serve
this end. The reader is the author’s interlocutor rather than his consumer. If this public conversation is
to be fruitful, there can no pretence that author and reader are not actually there. This is another way
in which Fielding’s novels call attention to their own fictionality, in contrast to a later realism in
which the distinctive voice of the narrator disappears into the work, and the reader is simply ignored.
Since reality itself does not have an author or a reader, literary works which suppress these figures
seem the most realist. For either figure to appear within the frame of realism is to break its magical
spell. It is not until the modernist era that the novel will once again put its own artifice on show, if for
rather different reasons from Fielding’s.

Fielding’s good-naturedness, however, is not only a matter of tone. It is also a whole moral vision,
one which reflects a certain genteel way of seeing. Fielding admires the kind of good nature which
seems to come spontaneously, as a self-delighting overflow of high spirits. For one thing, this puts
some daylight between his own moral viewpoint and that of the middle-class Dissenters, for whom
virtue is a matter of hard labour and austere self-discipline. A gentleman, by contrast, does not have to
work for his good qualities. Fielding believes in self-discipline, a quality notably lacking in the
impetuous Tom Jones; but it should conceal the labour which went into its making, appearing as easy
and natural as art. He is enough of a spiritual Cavalier to reject the Roundhead notion that virtue is a
grim, strenuous, self-repressive affair. He also finds almost aesthetically distasteful the idea of
anxiously monitoring your inner depths for the faintest flicker of depravity. It smacks too much of
self-righteousness, puritan cant and tight-lipped authoritarian zeal. He would not have prospered in
some regions of the contemporary United States.

Fielding maintains instead that true virtue is something to be relished, rather like a glass of fine
port or an excellent roast chicken. It is a matter of benevolent fellow-feeling, and thus has something
of the ambience of the gentleman’s club. It is part of the patrician ethic to believe that social
sympathies are natural to us. You do not inquire why you should act in this benign way, any more than
you inquire why you should enjoy a glass of port. Virtue is a matter of warm-heartedness, not of some
cerebral duty, though like Tom it needs correcting by prudence and reflection if it is not to be led
astray by its own reckless high spirits. Fielding is wryly aware that good-heartedness can get you into
trouble just as much as lechery or ambition. Being carried away by your good-heartedness is a
generous kind of error, however, and one more easily rectified than doing the right thing in a coldly
legalistic spirit. When we behave with true virtue, we act from some impulse deep in our natures.
There is a sense in which to live like this is to be most fully ourselves. In such moments we yield to
the generous promptings of the heart, rather than dutifully following some ethical rule-book.

‘Good-nature’, Fielding writes in his Essay on the Characters of Men, ‘is that benevolent and
amiable state of mind which disposes us to feel the misfortunes and enjoy the happiness of others’,
and this with no self-seeking or functional motive in mind, not from any abstract contemplation of
duty, virtue or even religion. This kind of virtue is ‘without the allurements or terrors of religion’,
which would simply involve another kind of self-interest. Instead, benevolence is a sheer disinterested
pleasure: “What can give greater happiness to a good mind’, Fielding inquires in his Covent Garden
Journal, ‘than the reflection of having relieved the misery or contributed to the well being of his
fellow-creature?’



On this view, we have an innate moral sense which is quite close to the aesthetic one. Virtue, for
example, involves imaginative sympathy with others, and so is close to the kind of capacity which
distinguishes a novelist. It is also a kind of instinctive tact or feeling for what is right, the equivalent
in the ethical realm of ‘taste’ in the aesthetic one. Like taste, it must be informed and educated:
natural vitality is not enough, as coarse rural rednecks like Squire Western and Squire Trulliber well
demonstrate. There is a callous, appetitive version of nature, as well as a beneficent one. In the end,
however, there is really no substitute for a built-in moral sense. Either you have it or you don’t. Tom
does and Blifil doesn’t.

Yet Fielding does not seem to believe that most, or even many, men and women are good-natured
in this fundamental sense. This would be just the kind of sentimentalism he would associate
disapprovingly with pulp fiction. From a Christian viewpoint it would also be heretical, since it denies
the doctrine of the Fall. ‘Natural’ would not seem to mean common or average. The normative is not
exactly normal. If Fielding is not a Thwackum, the brutal Evangelical of Tom Jones who preaches the
depravity of human nature, neither is he a Square, the rationalist who smugly overlooks human frailty.
On the contrary, he is a hard-headed, worldly wise moralist with no mawkish illusions about
humanity. He was, for example, a notably tough magistrate, who believed that all murderers should be
hanged and did not consider that hardened criminals were worthy of compassion. To desire to save
these ‘wolves’, he observed, was ‘the benevolence of a child or a fool’. In his Covent Garden Journal
he describes adultery as an ‘execrable vice’, however lenient his novels may be about sexual
misdemeanours. The noble Lord in Amelia comes fairly close to being evil. Fielding comments in Tom
Jones that he has scarcely ever discovered ‘liberality of spirit’ in the lowborn, though the claim is
countered in Joseph Andrews by the scene in which only the humble postillion boy comes to Joseph’s
aid when he is assaulted.

The problem is that it is hard for the poor to be virtuous because they are too needy, and it is hard
for the rich to be virtuous because they have too many opportunities for vice. Allworthy in Tom Jones
is unusual in combining goodness with power, a rare enough combination. On the other hand, Fielding
remarks in his novel Jonathan Wild that while few people have the potential to be perfectly honest,
not one in a thousand is capable of being a complete rogue. In the novel itself, most characters act out
of self-interest, but none is so utterly ruthless as Wild himself. All men and women are capable of
goodness, which rebuts the Calvinistic case that they are all sunk hopelessly in corruption.

It is true that there are genetically villainous types like Blifil who are born plain nasty, and whom
no amount of education or social influence will redeem. Tom and Blifil are brought up in exactly the
same environment, yet turn out morally speaking to be polar opposites. This is a smack in the face for
the progressives who champion nurture over nature. Yet though education can have no effect on the
thoroughly vicious, neither can it corrupt the truly righteous. As for those in the middle, it can
certainly do some good. Fielding remarks in his novel Amelia that ‘true goodness is rarely found
among men’, but this may in part be the effect of evil influences rather than innate qualities. Dr
Harrison, a character in the novel, voices this opinion when he observes that ‘“The nature of man is far
from being in itself evil; it abounds with benevolence, charity and pity ... bad education, bad habits
and bad customs debauch our nature, and drive it headlong as it were into vice’.

Reason, Fielding considered, could help hold our passions in check — a view directly opposed to
the radical Protestant line that reason is powerless in the face of human depravity, which only divine
grace can repair. It is also a view directed against those frigid rationalists who do not have enough
passion to need controlling. Fielding does not want to give too much comfort to the progressives by
pressing the environmentalist case about human conduct too hard, but he also needs to answer an



embarrassing question: if virtue is in some sense natural, how come there are so many rogues around?
The idea of corrupting influences can go some way towards an answer; but where do they come from?
If the answer is ‘human nature’, then the argument seems to have undermined itself.

That the world is well populated with scoundrels presents a problem for the virtuous. There is a
long tradition in the novel of the innocent abroad, the grandfather of them all being Don Quixote. One
thinks of Gulliver, Joseph Andrews and Parson Adams, Laurence Sterne’s Yorick and Uncle Toby,
Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas, Richardson’s Pamela and Clarissa, Goldsmith’s Dr Primrose, Jane
Austen’s Catherine Morland and Fanny Price, Jane Eyre, Oliver Twist, Dorothea Brooke, Catherine
Sloper, Isabel Archer, Milly Theale and Tess Durbeyfield. Some of these, to be sure, are more
innocent than others, and other fictional protagonists like Tom Jones are a combination of innocent
and picaro (the picaresque rogue, like Thackeray’s Becky Sharp). Because rogues can be lovable, the
line between them and innocents is not always clear.

The problem with the virtue of innocents is that it is actually funny. Even the word ‘virtue’ itself
has a faintly ludicrous Victorian ring to it. Fielding’s Shamela speaks of her ‘vartue’, as though it
were some kind of spiritual handbag to which she clings. The innocent are admirable, but there is
something callow and credulous about them as well. Fielding’s Amelia is shocked by Mrs Atkinson’s
machinations to win a commission for her husband, but Mrs Atkinson simply calls her a prude.
Rogues may be reprehensible, but they are more fun than the god-fearing. The devil, as usual, has all
the best tunes. Tom Jones is not exactly a rogue, but we relish his lusty animal spirits and forgive him
his imperfections. Even Richardson’s rapist Lovelace has his genuinely appealing aspects, and
Clarissa cannot help but feel them. A whiff of danger can be an aphrodisiac. There is something
mildly unreal about goodness, as well as something distastefully high-minded about the solemn
rhetoric in which it is generally wreathed. Virtue gives rise to verbiage, and the understated English do
not usually go in for such effusions. The upright are meek, passive, tediously well-behaved creatures.
They have the pathos of victims rather than the spiritedness of heroes.

“Wherever virtue is found in any eminent degree’, Cervantes writes in Don Quixote, ‘it is always
persecuted’. We feel sorry for the persecuted, of course, but they are not riotously good company.
They may have all the merit, but it is rascals who have all the life. It is true that we are more likely to
believe this of fictional rascals rather than real-life ones, since the former can do us no harm. You do
not find yourself chuckling indulgently over those who have just cleaned out your bank account or
broken your nose. Yet it is still a fact that virtue is hard to dramatize in ways that make it attractive.
This, no doubt, is a comment less on virtue itself than on a particular modern version of it. A middle-
class society which sees virtue in terms of prudence, thrift, chastity, abstinence and self-discipline is
clearly going to find something secretly glamorous about sin. Samuel Richardson was alarmed to
discover that his villain Lovelace had turned into a kind of Freddy Krueger, with a devoted cult
following.

The trouble with holy innocents like Don Quixote, or Parson Adams of Joseph Andrews, is that it
is not always easy to distinguish their moral innocence from simple ignorance, which is of no
particular credit to them. As Quixote shows, a goodness which is simply blind to the world can wreak
havoc in it. Goodness is necessarily out of line with a wicked world; but to be too far out of line with
the way things are is a kind of madness. True virtue, as Milton maintained, must surely do battle with
the world, which requires having knowledge of it. Yet how is innocence to have dealings with a
corrupt world and still be innocent? Goodness can only survive in a predatory society if it calculates
and looks sharp for itself; but how can it do this and still be spontaneous? It must be slow to impute
malign motives to others, yet it is precisely this which lays it open to their nefarious schemes.



The more you are forced to defend your good nature, the less of it you would seem to have. If, like
Fielding, you see virtue both as spontaneous and as in fairly short supply in the world, this means that
the good will find themselves under constant siege without being furnished with the cunning and
vigilance they need to cope with these onslaughts. If true goodness is in short supply, then those who
practise it are to be all the more commended; but for the same reason they cannot help appearing
eccentric. Adhering to principles in a culture where most people violate them makes you as disruptive
as a motorist who maintains the lowest possible speed on the motorway for hours on end.

Fielding advances his Christian ideals of charity, chastity and non-violence in deadly earnest, but
he is bound to be aware that in this sort of society there is something absurd about them as well.
Virtue is true in theory but false in practice, since it is generally ineffectual. And this, for anti-
theoretical Englishmen like Fielding, Defoe, Swift and Johnson who put great store by practicality, is
something of a problem. It is society’s fault, not virtue’s, that it should seem so ridiculous, but this
does not stop you smiling at it. Those who find your virtue amusing are at once disreputable and right.
Like the theoretical knowledge which the eighteenth-century novelists for the most part satirized, the
claim that you should practise good nature is at once true and pointless. It has the hollowness of
statements to which everyone perfunctorily assents, such as the proposition that death comes to us all
or that you never know what’s round the next corner. In a vicious society, sanctity is bound to appear
sanctimonious.

This is why, in a comic double-focusing, Fielding uses morally righteous characters like Joseph,
Fanny and Adams to expose the degeneracy of the world, while at the same time sending them up. The
ideal and the actual put each other constantly into question. Innocent characters can act as transparent
windows on to social life because, being colourless and unworldly, they do not obtrude their egos
between the reader and how it is with the world. Like Gulliver, they have a kind of blankness about
them, which is as admirable as it is annoying. The good nature of Heartfree in Jonathan Wild is
ironically described as a weakness, but the irony is double, since in a sense it is. It certainly makes
him alarmingly vulnerable to Wild’s depredations. Joseph Andrews is ridiculous because chastity in a
man seems comic; but the fact that he is a man also means that he can be active and powerful in a way
that is harder for a woman of the period, and this allows us a rare glimpse of a kind of goodness which
is not simply passive and victimized. Neither is Joseph scheming for his own self-advancement, which
means that he is the right kind of Pamela.

Much the same is true of Parson Adams, who is in one sense yet another example of the idly
theoretical nature of goodness, but who fails impressively to practise the stoical detachment he
preaches. As a man who advocates moral indifference yet cannot help getting passionately involved,
Adams demonstrates that there can be a constructive as well as hypocritical conflict between what you
say and what you do. He is a sententious moralist of the kind Fielding distrusts, but he is also an
example of how moral idealism can be a practical, worldly affair. There can, in short, be a worldly
kind of unworldliness. You can be worldly in a positive sense, just as you can be unworldly in a
negative one, like the misanthropic Man of the Hill.

As with Tom Jones, however, it will take the plot to bring the long-suffering trio of Adams, Joseph
and Fanny round to a felicitous conclusion. If this is an inspiring image of Providence, it is also
testimony to how feeble goodness actually is in this world. Richardson will allow no such consolations
at the end of Clarissa; in his view, it would not be true to Nature to allow his novel a happy ending. If
Fielding’s novels show individuals adapting to the social order, Clarissa shows one being crucified by
it.

The relation between innate goodness and social influences is one aspect of the relation between



Nature and nurture. Another is the relation between desire and social class. Fielding recognizes that
desire is no respecter of social class, and is thus inherently subversive. When Lady Booby makes
erotic advances to Joseph, we are meant to disapprove of this impropriety — a lady should not sexually
proposition her servant — but also to smile at it, since it reveals how human nature, class
notwithstanding, is everywhere the same. By transgressing social rank so shockingly, Lady Booby
reminds us of its importance, but also of its artifice. The incident satirizes and upholds the class
system at the same time. We are invited to admire Joseph’s refusal of her advances on both moral and
social grounds: it goes to confirm his moral worth, at the same time as it underlines his respect for his
superiors. Yet we, like the narrator, are also amused by his scandalized reaction to his mistress’s
flirtations, since knowing more of the world than he does we are aware of how ‘natural’ this
“unnatural’ flouting of social hierarchy actually is. If Lady Booby is satirized, so is Joseph, in a
typical piece of Fieldingesque double-focusing.

This ambiguity about the value of social standing is common in the eighteenth-century novel. In
his Essay on Conversation, Fielding admits that social differences of this kind ‘have in a philosophical
sense no meaning, yet are perhaps politically essential, and must be preserved by good-breeding’. It is
servile to worship riches, and contempt for others on account of rank is vile and base: ‘that the
fortuitous accident of birth, the acquisition of wealth... should inspire men with an insolence that is
capable of treating the rest of mankind with disdain is so preposterous that nothing less than daily
experience could give it credit’. This is scarcely revolutionary stuff: it belongs to true gentility to
despise those who make a fuss of wealth or status. The lowest class morally speaking, Fielding adds,
is the beau and fine lady. Even so, ‘respect and deference ... may be paid to the rich and liberal from
the necessitous’. He would not wish to withdraw from those with titles ‘that deference which the
policy of government has assigned it’.

So rank means little or nothing in itself, but is nevertheless to be defended as an ‘unavoidable
imperfection’. Historically speaking, we have reached the point at which a belief in a common human
nature is threatening to undermine the whole basis of social hierarchy. As a result, that system must
now be defended less in traditionalist terms, as a divinely ordained order, than in the more pragmatic
language of social custom, stability and convenience. It is the kind of objectively dishonest argument
which Fielding himself would doubtless have been quick to satirize had the subject not been so close
to the bone. By the end of the eighteenth century, the Enlightenment idea of a common human nature,
nowadays derided by all devout postmodernists, will wreak havoc with social hierarchy and issue in
political revolution. Class is a fiction, which one needs to be suitably ironic about, as Fielding is about
his novels. Like the novel, however, it is a necessary fiction, and one’s irony should not be allowed to
keel over into iconoclasm.

Fielding’s fiction, as we have seen, is more about judgement and observation than experience. It
does not invite us to identify with its characters, rejoice in their triumphs or suffer alongside them. To
use Bertolt Brecht’s blunt words to his actors, Fielding is not performing ‘for the scum who want the
cockles of their hearts warmed’. Samuel Richardson, on the other hand, is much concerned to warm
the cockles of our heart, provoke our tears, stir our sympathies and rouse our antagonisms. The reader
must be allowed to share the experience of the characters; and this means developing a form of
writing so immediate and transparent that it gives us access to that experience as it is actually
happening. In Pamela, the heroine is scribbling away even as the debauched Mr B. is scrambling after
her virginity, a situation wickedly parodied in Fielding’s Shamela: ‘Mrs Jervis and I are just in bed,
and the door unlocked; if my master should come — Ods-bobs! I hear him just coming in at the door.
You see I write in the present tense, as Parson Williams says. Well, he is in bed between us ...".



This is one sense in which realism, pushed to an extreme, capsizes into non-realism. ‘On one knee,
kneeling with the other, I write!’, Lovelace tells us. ‘My feet benumbed with midnight wanderings
through the heaviest dews that ever fell: my wig and my linen dripping with the hoar frost dissolving
on them!’ It does not seem to occur to him to stop writing and change his shirt. One suspects that
some of Richardson’s characters would still be scribbling away as the firing squad raised its rifles.
Such immediacy is as much an artifice as those TV stations who announce that they are bringing us
the news ‘as it happens’, but angle and edit it even so. For the neo-classical Fielding, to pivot
everything on the present moment in this way is a moral as well as literary mistake. It is to sacrifice
context, tradition and comparison to a bogus immediacy, one which abolishes the distance essential
for true judgement.

This, then, is Richardson’s celebrated writing ‘to the moment’; but it might better perhaps be
described as a kind of anti-writing. Language must give way to experience itself. Words must have no
material texture or density of their own, which might distract us from what they portray. The signifier
must melt into one with the signified. There must be no troubling gap between experience and
expression, content and form. Fielding’s writing, as we have seen, thrives on just such a gap: we are
made constantly aware of the ironic discrepancy between the shapeless stuff which is being
represented, and how it is shaped by the author’s art into significant design.

Richardson, by contrast, wants a kind of pure or ‘degree zero’ kind of writing, one which will be
the medium of unambiguous truth. Language must not interpose its ungainly bulk between the reader
and the experience. Yet he is glumly aware that this is an impossible ideal, one which writing itself
undoes at every step. For one thing, it is naive to imagine that language simply ‘reflects’ experience,
as Richardson’s Lovelace is well aware. What do words like ‘maybe’ or ‘prestigiously’ reflect?
Language helps to constitute human experience, not just to reflect it. For another thing, writing is
bound to be somewhat slippery simply because it has to be interpreted; and this means that for every
signifier, there is a whole range of possible signifieds. Nothing could in principle just mean one thing.
The reader is not just a passive receptacle of the author’s meaning, but an active co-creator of it. And
this makes room for all kinds of ambiguities.

Richardson, as a devout puritan who believes in absolute moral values, is forever struggling to
control his texts so as to ensure the correct reading of them. He is forever sanitizing and overhauling
his works, ‘policing’ them for the least stain of social infelicity or potential indelicacy. ‘Low’ terms
and mistakes of manners are ruthlessly expunged in the interest of ‘polite’ letters. This master printer
is out to master print, wrenching it into the service of a single meaning. Yet his writing is constantly
in danger of exceeding his intentions and generating °‘illicit’ interpretations which he hastens to
disown. Writing is needed to convey truth and reality to a reader; but it is also a sprawling mesh of
dangerously open-ended signs, which threatens to undermine the very truth it conveys. The fact that
the villainous Lovelace attracted a sizeable fan club among the novel’s readers, while some readers
found Clarissa’s saintliness unbearably priggish, is a case in point. Alarmed at such perverse
misreadings, Richardson adds more writing to what he has written already, in order to insulate his
work from all conceivable misconceptions. But the more writing he adds, the more material there is to
be misinterpreted.

The problem is exacerbated by Richardson’s epistolary form — the fact that his novels are made up
in large part of letters from one character to another. This achieves the immediacy he is after, as the
letter — that most spontaneous, up-to-the-moment, self-confessional of forms — gives us access to the
inner truth of his characters. But to write the novel in this way means abandoning an authorial voice-
over — which means that there is no ‘metanarrative’ to guide our reading of the mini-narratives of the



letters. Much of the time, there is no Fieldingesque narrator to argue, advise, apologize or explain.
What we have instead is an incessant circulation of material signs, in which letters come to take on a
strange, fetishistic life of their own. These bits of matter seem to be imbued with the living presence
of persons, and exert an uncanny power over men and women. In a sense, it is they which are the
protagonists of the drama. They are pursued, protected, hidden, kissed, buried, wept over, physically
assailed. Richardson is not so much writing texts about a drama, as writing about a drama of texts.

Words, in a sense, are stand-ins for things; and to that extent they can act as fetishes, as the letters
in the novel do, since for Freud the fetish is a kind of stand-in which plugs an intolerable lack. Letters
substitute themselves for physical presence, plug gaps in physical intercourse, and at times become
almost a metaphor for sexual congress. The true fetish of Clarissa, however, is the body of Clarissa
herself, which represents for Lovelace the unattainable fullness and perfection which might fill in his
own terrible lack of being. The two thousand pages of Clarissa revolve around an act — the rape —
which is never represented there. Lovelace’s climax is also the novel’s great anti-climax.

Signs, despite Richardson’s intentions, do not succeed in nailing down reality. Language is a kind
of supplement or addition to reality; yet with the ‘non-event’ of the rape, it is almost as though the
physical is merely a kind of supplement to writing. After being raped, Clarissa more than once refers
to her own body as ‘nothing’; and though this may well register guilt and self-loathing, it must be
taken together with her assertion ‘I am nobody’s’, which rebuffs all patriarchal claims over her
person. The violated body of Clarissa slips through the net of writing. The rape, so to speak, is the
Real which resists representation. Indeed, one mildly fanciful critic has questioned whether it ever
happened at all.2

On the one hand, letters are intimate revelations of the private self, torn from the individual’s
inner depths still dripping with emotion. Letters in Richardson are residues of the body: they come
damp with tears, blotted with sweat or creased in haste or rage. Yet they also mark the point at which
that private sphere borders on a public regime of power, property and patriarchy. In the letter,
intimacy and political intrigue merge into one. It is thus not surprising that letters should become a
kind of metaphor of sexuality itself, even if the actual body is necessarily absent from them. Pamela
wears her text around her waist, and Mr B. threatens to strip her to discover it; and the libertine
Lovelace is a literary voyeur who swears that ‘I shall never rest until I have discovered where the dear
creature puts her letters’. In fact, he will never discover ‘where the dear creature puts her letters’,
never lay bare the sources of her subjectivity.

Letters in Richardson are forged, waylaid, stolen, lost, copied, censored, parodied, misread,
submitted to mocking commentary, woven into other texts which alter their meaning, exploited for
ends unforeseen by their authors. Writing and reading are always at some level illicit intercourse,
since there can always be a fatal slip between intention and interpretation, production and reception.
Letters are what lay the private, unprotected self open to the manipulations of a hostile world. Which
is to say, by and large, the private domain of women to the public realm of men.

Ironically, however, Clarissa’s kind of writing might today be seen as ‘masculine’, while it is
Lovelace’s which is stereotypically ‘feminine’. Lovelace’s language is playful, ambiguous and self-
delighting, full of self-indulgent fiction and fantasy. For him, language is as compulsive and
inexhaustible as desire: we are told that he ‘has always a pen in his fingers when he retires’, and the
erotic double entendre is surely deliberate. This novel’s unconscious is not coyly concealed but
brazenly out in the open. For a man, Lovelace spends far too much time writing, rather as he might
spend too much time shaving his legs. Like Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, writing and living are
for him almost synonymous. ‘I must write on, and cannot help it’, he observes. He is a kind of



eighteenth-century post-structuralist, a Roland Barthes in knee-breeches who is obsessed with the act
of writing, and who uses language strategically rather than truthfully. Writing for Lovelace is a form
of power as well as desire, a set of artful devices by which he hopes to ensnare Clarissa. He can unfix
a sign as deftly as he can break a hymen.

Clarissa, by contrast, believes that language should be a transparent medium of the truth. The
chaste woman rejects the promiscuous play of the signifier for a unity of signifier and signified, in
which words say just what you mean them to say and no more. Behind the unified sign lies the unified
self, one which must always be in control of its own meanings. Lovelace rejoices in the way his
writing takes him over. His self is as protean and diffuse as his language. As a devout middle-class
puritan, Clarissa believes in a sober, stable regime of sense, not in the licentiousness and instability of
the wicked aristocrat. Even she, however, feels the lure of desire: she is forced at times to confess that
writing for her, too, is obsessive and excessive. For Clarissa, language or writing are valid only as
vessels of truth; they are not to be shamelessly indulged in for their own sake. We have encountered
this already in Defoe: just as sexuality should be a form of reproduction rather than self-pleasuring, so
writing should be a form of representation rather than a revelling in the signifier.

Yet this is a strange doctrine for a man who earns his living through spinning those baseless
fantasies known as novels. Lovelace is no doubt among other things the product of Richardson’s own
writerly guilt. He represents the pleasurable self-indulgence which you are forced to sacrifice in the
name of truth and justice; and these delights are made alluring in Lovelace in order to show that
rejecting them really is a sacrifice. Richardson is that most virtuous of puritans, one who has a lively
appreciation of vice. He could not have created Lovelace otherwise. Simply to be able to think
Lovelace’s thoughts, however censoriously, puts Richardson beyond the decorous limits of Clarissa,
who could do no such thing.

Even so, it is testimony to the importance of truth and justice that one must write off the
enticements of writerly pleasure, even if the result is an unavoidable sense of dullness. ‘I laboured
hard to rein in my invention’, Richardson comments of Pamela, Part II, an odd remark for an
imaginative writer. All one can add, reading this drearily moralistic work, is that he certainly
succeeded. It is as though a chef were to boast that he had gone to heroic lengths to make his soup
taste insipid. Yet how can a man who turns out Clarissa, a novel of almost one million words and by
far the longest in English literature, be said to be moderate and judicious? Lovelace has been
estimated to have written some 14,000 words in a single day, which would hardly have left him much
time for erotic adventures. The very insistence and excess with which Richardson advocates the sober,
temperate middle-class virtues threatens to undercut them.

Just as Lovelace’s exuberant, mercurial language is a threat to Clarissa’s integrity, so in a different
way is her own devotion to truth. How is a woman to be true to her feelings without falling prey to
exploitation? How can you tell the truth in a society as vicious as this without it being used to destroy
you? For Richardson, as for Jane Austen later, it is a question of balancing candour and truthfulness
with reticence and decorum. Reticence and decorum are natural to virtue, but they can always be
travestied as haughtiness and prudery. Perhaps social life demands a certain amount of duplicity — but
how is this to be distinguished from the frigid artifice of aristocratic culture?

There is also a problem of drawing a line between a lack of candour which is socially and morally
necessary, and the artfulness of a Pamela. It is not true that Pamela is, in Mr B.’s words, a ‘saucebox’
and a ‘hypocrite’, but neither is it true that her thoughts are innocent. The fact that an unprotected
maidservant needs to keep a wary eye on her virginity makes such innocence impossible. Pamela does
indeed make a fetish of her chastity, but it is the culture of patriarchy which is ultimately responsible



for this. She is forced to treat herself as a sexual object in order to avoid being treated as one by
others. She is ‘pert’ and devious, with a quick strategic eye to her own interests; but her ‘sauce’ and
impudence are among other things a spirited defiance of upper-class authority. We are allowed to see
that Pamela may well be ‘unconsciously scheming’, as William Empson put it,2 but that she also
needs to look sharp for herself. Besides, in a striking innovation, the lively, racy language in which
she expresses herself is the speech of the common people, placed here at the centre of ‘polite letters’
almost for the first time. We have heard something of this idiom in Defoe, but with much less spice
and texture.

This, however, is only one of the languages of Pamela. The other is a colourless, sententious kind
of discourse, which is hard to reconcile with the language of spontaneous feeling. Pamela is
sometimes made to speak as no actual maidservant would, which is one indication that Richardson’s
writing is not full-blown realism. A polite, formal language is at work trying to ‘normalize’ and
regulate the salty colloquialisms of common speech; but the two idioms do not yet sit comfortably
together, as they will by the time of George Eliot. The racy, rebellious, Pamela-like side of Richardson
is not quite at one with Richardson the middle-class moralist, any more than the speech of Lovelace is
at one with that of Clarissa.

To write a novel, you need both Lovelace and Clarissa: both spirit and order, imagination and
control. But they are not easy to reconcile, not least when your ideas of order and control are too
rigorous. In both of Richardson’s major novels, order and control win out over licence and excess; but
the paradox of Clarissa is that they do so in ways which demand an extraordinary imaginative licence
on the part of the novel itself. In Pamela, we are witnesses to the gradual incorporation of popular
experience into the domain of high literature. But by the end of the novel, its strains of farce, festivity
and sheer cheek have been more or less neutralized by polite society. Pamela herself is elevated into
the gentry, to become a docile housewife mouthing moral platitudes, and her language sinks beneath
Richardson’s own. The lower middle classes have suppressed their social resentment and made their
peace with their superiors.

There is another reason, however,why these novels are not like Pride and Prejudice or Washington
Square. Realism in Richardson’s work co-exists with fable, fairy tale, allegory, polemic, propaganda,
moral homily, spiritual autobiography. Nobody capable of perpetrating Pamela, Part II can possibly
have thought of his art along the realist lines of a Jane Austen. The fact that these various literary
forms are not tightly unified is neither here nor there; the very idea of a tighly unified text belongs to
a later phase of the novel. Richardson is not in the business of producing seamless works of art; on the
contrary, his novels are best thought of as kits, great unwieldy containers crammed with spare parts
and agreeable extras, which come complete with detachable appendices, addenda, ‘restorations’,
revised passages and moralistic tables of contents. They are the work of a superb literary artist who
would have found the whole concept of literary art strange and rather suspect.

Richardson is writing among other things as a champion of an aggressively emerging Protestant
middle class; and this means that his writing is necessarily didactic. It cannot afford to conceal its
moral values altogether beneath a cloak of realism. Those who disapprove of art which openly seeks to
influence its audience — which is to say, almost all literary critics nowadays — are usually those whose
own values have been widely accepted and need no noisy promoting. Such critics find ‘preaching’
distasteful, yet value the sermon as a literary form. As a good Protestant, Richardson saw nothing
wrong with preaching. It was only when the middle-class values he promoted became more
widespread that the novel was able to stop being explicitly moralistic, and could crystallize into its
modern non-didactic form. Before then, however, there was a vital job to be done in campaigning for



those militant middle-class values — and this meant challenging the profligate aristocracy, singing the
praises of peace, sobriety, hard work and connubial love, and elevating the individual to highly
privileged status. In these and other ways, Richardson was a true spiritual son of the greatest of all
English literary puritans, John Milton.

All this might equally be described as a feminizing of values. The aristocracy’s macho obsession
with honour and military heroism was to give way to the meek, modest, pacific virtues. Dominance
and arrogance would yield to civility and sensibility. Pity, pathos and benevolence were becoming
more fashionable than the brawling and duelling of rough-neck noblemen. The middle classes, with
the bloody sectarian conflict of the previous century still fresh in their memory, desired nothing more
than a stable, peaceable environment in which to pursue their unheroic purpose of making as much
money as they possibly could. Richardson’s novels did not just reflect this ideological campaign; they
were crucial weapons in it. His works helped to reform morals and manners, and to forge a cultural
identity for the middle class.

To measure the astonishing social impact of these novels, we would have to compare them to the
most popular films or TV soap operas of our time. The modern equivalent of Pamela or Clarissa
would not be Mrs Dalloway but Harry Potter. Richardson’s characters became public property and
household names, swooned over, reviled, dramatized, pirated, turned into bawdy rhymes, quoted in the
salons and solemnly commended from the pulpit. Like the Harry Potter phenomenon, they were multi-
media affairs, converted into plays, operas, spoofs, waxworks, domestic commodities. Like all
mythical figures, Pamela and Clarissa occupied some shadowy borderland between fiction and reality,
at once more and less real than the world around them.

In fact, the mythical or fairy-tale qualities of these intricately realist novels are fairly obvious.
Pamela is a Cinderella-like wish-fulfilment in which abduction and imprisonment turn out
miraculously well, the rough beast becomes a Prince Charming, and the poor kitchen maid a beautiful
princess. As in a cartoon there are horrendous dangers, but the heroine turns out to be gratifyingly
unkillable. The novel ends up as a sickly celebration of male power, as its heroine is married off and
brought to heel; but it has a utopian dimension as well, in the belief that the most inconspicuous
serving maid can be as valuable as her superiors. Like Fielding, Richardson has to square the need for
social hierarchy with what seems its pointless artifice. (His egalitarianism had its limits, however: the
cast list of his novel Sir Charles Grandison is divided into ‘Men, Women, and Italians’).

Pamela, then, turns the ugly battles of class and gender into a comedy. In allowing Pamela her
victory, the novel reflects the growing confidence of the socially aspiring groups who are dear to its
author’s heart. Richardson himself rose from being a lowly printer’s apprentice to becoming a revered
name in the ears of Goethe, Rousseau and Napoleon, and did so partly by writing about a domestic
servant who becomes a fine lady. But scarcely had he concluded this pact with the rich and powerful
than he tore it apart in Clarissa. Myth and folk-tale lurk within Clarissa too, as the story of a
persecuted maiden; but it is also one of the rare English novels to be published before the end of the
nineteenth century which is a full-blooded tragedy.

No less than one third of the work is devoted to Clarissa’s death, a fact which prompted even the
admiring Samuel Johnson to remark that the heroine was ‘an unconscionable time a-dying’. But that is
the point. In its unflinching realism, the novel spares us none of the torment of its violated, victimized
protagonist — and, more to the point, spares her violators none of it either. Clarissa does not crawl
away to die in a corner; instead, she performs her death, turning her body into a symbol and her dying
into public theatre. If there is masochism and morbidity in this act, there is also a kind of martyrdom.
If it is realist in its detail, it is superbly, defiantly implausible as a whole.



Clarissa represents an astonishing act of rebellion against the whole social system — patriarchy,
upper-class licence, middle-class individualism — on the part of a solitary young woman whom that
system has hounded to death. The critic lan Watt comments that Clarissa ‘dies rather than recognise
the flesh’,2 but the truth is that she dies because she recognizes it only too well. What makes this act
of absolute refusal even more potent is the fact that the woman who performs it is no revolutionary
but a dutiful servant of the culture which destroys her. Deliberately withdrawing her body from
circulation, Clarissa succeeds, Samson-like, in confounding her enemies, bringing them low by her
own self-immolation. She is a forerunner of those Henry James heroines who vanquish by turning
their faces to the wall. Closing his ears to the clamours of those readers who begged him to let his
heroine live, Richardson knew that realism demanded that she die. Only in such a death could the truth
of this exploitative social order be put on public view.

It is a truth which even goes beyond the opinions of the book’s author. Richardson believed that
‘men and women are brothers and sisters; they are not of different species’. Most of his closest critics
and collaborators were women. He held that marriage should mean companionship rather than female
slavery, and that women should be educated. On the other hand, he thought them good for nothing if
they neglected their domestic duties, and denied that they should be independent of their husbands. As
often happens with writers, the imaginative truth of his novel exceeded his own real-life beliefs. Many
critics have responded to his heroine by defaming her. Clarissa has been pilloried as morbid, naive,
narcissistic, self-pitying, self-deluded, masochistic and — from a woman critic — ‘a ripe temptation to
violence’,2 meaning that she deserves what she gets. Richardson himself has been just as roughly
handled. ‘His mind is so very vile a mind’, wrote Coleridge, ‘so oozy, so hypocritical, praise-mad,
canting, envious, concupiscent’.

Clarissa is indeed a flawed character, prone to self-deception and moral self-admiration. ‘So
desirous to be considered an example!’, as she herself mocks her own moral vanity. She can be
irritatingly inflexible and exasperatingly perverse. Yet perhaps what some critics cannot really
stomach is the fact that Richardson seems here to have pulled off the impossible, creating a character
who is at once deeply virtuous and grippingly real. If she had understood herself better, and if
Lovelace had not been so deeply in the grip of a false ideology, it is possible that they could have
enjoyed a genuine relationship. Yet if the novel is a tragedy, it is because it is concerned not simply
with the fate of a single couple, but with the nature of relationships in a false society. And that makes
it more realist, not less.



LAURENCE STERNE

Samuel Richardson detested Laurence Sterne’s novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy,
Gentleman, complaining to a correspondent of its ‘unaccountable wildness; whimsical digressions;
comical incoherencies; uncommon indecencies ...’. Here, as often, literary impropriety and moral
dissoluteness go hand in hand. Bad literary manners mean dubious morals. To write in a certain way is
to uphold or violate moral values — not just by what you say, but by how decorously or digressively,
soberly or fantastically, you say it. Thomas Jefferson disagreed with Richardson, finding in Sterne’s
writings ‘the best course of morality that ever was written’. The philosopher David Hume thought
Tristram Shandy the best book written by an Englishman for the past 30 years, though he rather
spoiled the compliment by adding ‘bad as it is’.

One can see how the pious Richardson would not have been greatly charmed by a novel whose
hero is almost castrated by a falling window in the act of urinating out of it. The fact that it is also the
work of a clergyman would not have helped. But there was no doubt another reason for his discomfort.
Sterne’s Tristram Shandy can be seen as a monstrous parody of Richardon’s ‘writing to the moment’ —
a taste of the chaos and madness which result if you press that technique too far. Tristram, Sterne’s
(anti-) hero, is not exactly writing to the moment in the manner of Pamela or Clarissa. In their
narratives, the time of writing, and the time written about, are identical; whereas one of Tristram’s
problems is to keep the time of his writing, the time written about, and the time of the reader, in some
sort of equilibrium. Like Richardson, however, he is concerned (or pretends he is) that writing should
be true to experience — that language should not be allowed to stand between the reader and the whole
truth. For Tristram to write this autobiography, then, involves not cheating on the reader by leaving
anything out. The result is that he starts his life-story not from birth, but from the moment of
conception, and gives us so much detailed information that he never gets beyond being a small child.

There are, in other words, so many facts to be recorded and by-ways to be explored that the
narrative can hardly stagger forward. Tristram is forever having to shift from one time-stream to
another, double back to clarify a point, or hold up one part of the action while he gets on with another.
Since characters experience the same events in different ways, each has his or her own psychological
time-stream, and the narrator has to nip from one to the other as best he can. He must also keep an eye
on his readers’ time-streams, urging them on or slowing them down. The more he tries to forge a
totality from his life, the more it comes apart in his hands. Indeed, at one point he helpfully provides
us with a visual image of the (non)-progress of his story, in the form of a wiggly line. The book begins
before the beginning and ends before the end. It ends six years after it was begun as far as the author’s
time-stream goes, but four years before the birth of its hero. In the end, we get neither Tristram’s life
nor his opinions.

Since everything in the world is complicatedly bound up with everything else, the narrator cannot
say one thing without saying six others simultaneously, and so finds himself forever digressing.
Digressing, however, is an odd word to use of his narrative, since there is really no norm or measure
which he can digress from. The whole tale is one massive irrelevancy — a jest, a sport, a gratuitous act,
a ‘COCK and a BULL’ story as Yorick comments in the novel’s closing sentence. Knowing Sterne’s
addiction to ambiguity, we can be sure that the cock in question is not just a farm-yard animal.



Because Tristram’s own life is so closely meshed with the lives of those around him, we end up
knowing a lot about them and very little about him. Since the human subject is an effect of the Other,
Tristram must describe these others in order to get round to himself, which is why he never quite does.
After two volumes of the book, he has still not got himself born. After nine volumes, we do not even
know what he looks like. In writing forward into a future, he finds himself being dragged backwards
into the past. The novel is about the attempt to get the novel started.

In order to tell your life-story fully, Tristram is gloomily aware, you would really have to stop
living while you were writing it. Tristram lives faster than he can write, so he can never catch up with
himself. Writing and living can never quite coincide. The more you write, the more you will have to
write, since the more you will have lived in the meantime. You would also have to include the act of
writing your life-history in your life-history — not least in Tristram’s case, since writing is what he
mostly does. Then you would need to include in your story the act of including the act of writing your
story in your story. And so on ad infinitum. Sterne has realized that autobiography is an impossible
form — and this, as we shall see later, for more reasons than one.

No sooner has the novel emerged in England, then, than it is deconstructed by this monstrous anti-
novel. Sterne has spotted the fact that realism is ultimately impossible, because one representation
leads to another, and that to another, until you are plunged into utter confusion. Every narrative must
be selective — but then how can it be true to life? You cannot tell the truth, and shape the truth, at the
same time. He has also spotted the fact there are really no rules to novel-writing. Echoing Henry
Fielding, Tristram announces that ‘I shall confine myself ... to no man’s rules that ever lived’. We are
dealing with an inherently anarchic genre, in which — like living itself — you make it up as you go
along. If Sterne’s novel seems an astonishingly modernist work, it is partly because it comes at a time
when the novel itself is still at a probationary stage, fluid and provisional in its procedures.

Tristram Shandy may seem like a comic aberration in the history of the novel, but what makes it
aberrant — the fact that it flouts all the rules — is also what makes it so characteristic of the form as a
whole. It is this which led a Russian critic to declare provocatively that it was the most typical novel
of world literature.l In its very deviancy, it reveals the truth of the novel in general. It is the work
which gives the game away, lets the cat out of the bag, unmasks the awful secret that the novelist is
pretending to be faithful to the real world but can in fact do whatever takes his or her fancy.

Biography and autobiography might seem at first sight particularly resistant to set techniques.
Since every human life is unique, how could there be established procedures for writing an account of
one? In fact, there are set procedures in plenty. Biography and autobiography are among the most
convention-governed of genres. And this is because no life is actually unique. Because we all belong
to the same animal species, there are certain stages through which we all have to travel. Everyone has
to have parents, be born, reared, educated, and launch out eventually on their own independent
existence. The biographical form is highly predictable, simply because human biology is as well. It is
biology which lies at the root of biography.

The fact that we get to know so little of Tristram as a person in five hundred-odd pages is indirect
testimony to this truth. There is a hole at the centre of the text, and its name is Tristram Shandy. It is,
in a sense, a work about nothing; indeed Sterne himself put in a good word for nothingness elsewhere
in his writing — considering, he remarked, what worse things there were in the world. In a way, the
protagonist is absent from himself, and this simply writes large how it is with all human subjects. This
is not a novel centred like Clarissa on an all-privileged individual, but a satirical ‘decentring’ of the
individual into the material forces which go into its making. It is a work about obstetrics and squashed
noses, near-castration and wounds to the groin, a marred conception and a bungled birth.



All of this adds up to the trauma which we have to repress in order to become human subjects at
all. There is an obscure wound or injury somewhere at the very origin of the human subject — a kind of
primordial Fall which we have to get over in order to become functioning individuals, but whose scars
will continue to make their presence felt throughout our lives. For some, this is known as the
unconscious; and Sterne in his own pre-Freudian way was mightily aware of it. We never get over our
birth. There are no fully functioning individuals. The wound made by our being torn away from the
bodies of others and liberated into individual consciousness will never entirely heal.

At one level, then, Tristram Shandy is an allegory of the coming into being of every human
subject. It is just that its hero is more hilariously, devastatingly messed up than most of us. It does not
help, for example, that he has a mad father. Walter Shandy is a crazed system-builder for whom
nothing is random or accidental, and everything connects significantly with everything else. It is a
condition to which we might today give the name paranoia. Determined to leave nothing in his son’s
upbringing to chance, he predrafts his development in his ridiculous Tristrapaedia. Inside this all-
inclusive novel, there is another all-inclusive text fighting to get out.

Tristram, then, is ‘written’ before he can even speak; his body ends up literally mutilated by
words. And this is simply a more literal version of the condition of us all, who — since we are not self-
originating — are all ‘written’ or predrafted, in the sense that we must become human subjects on
terms already laid down for us by others. Tristram struggles to be the source of his own narrative, but
finds it constantly outrunning his control. Writing, so he hopes, is the way he will oust his heavy-
handed father and become autonomous, even self-generating. He can live his life through again, this
time on his own terms. What he discovers is that nothing is less simple to master than script.

So there is, in fact, no origin; something or someone has always been there before us. If not, we
could not be there ourselves. Tristram is preceded and preempted by his paranoid father, who
symbolizes the Law which governs his being; and if Walter is mad, it is because the Law is mad too. It
is mad because it believes that it should be obeyed simply because it is the law, rather than on any
rational grounds. The novel itself, in all its chaotic muddle, represents Tristram’s hopeless Oedipal
revenge on his father. One text deconstructs another. Walter models his son’s life on writing,
requiring it to conform to the strict letter of the Tristrapaedia; but Tristram’s own text will show how
his life rebels against such orderly discourse. As the son of a rigidly deterministic father who does not
believe in chance, Tristram’s own existence is a chapter of horrendous accidents.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth-century war between the Ancients and the Moderns, Walter is a
kind of mad Ancient — a crazed rationalist full of elaborately useless learning, for whom the real world
must conform to the categories of the mind. He believes in rigorous chains of cause and effect in
which nothing can happen by chance, but which can be manipulated by men like himself to ensure the
best possible human outcomes. Tristram, by contrast, is a kind of mad Modern, determined to defeat
his father’s insanely well-ordered system by telling the story of a life (his own) which has no design
or coherence at all. Walter simplifies complexities, while Tristram gets bogged down in them.

Walter believes that the sign constructs reality, which is why he is convinced that giving his son
the right name will help to ensure a contented life for him. For him, mind and materiality are
harmonious, while for Tristram the one constantly thwarts the other. He has been crushed — literally so
— by his father’s madcap schemes, and the novel is his way of struggling to get out from under them,
or at least to expose them to public ridicule. In order to do this, however, he has to recount a tale of
himself which is so digressive and all-inclusive that it becomes a kind of lunacy of its own. One form
of madness is pitted against another.

Like any good Modern, Tristram is a materialist and empiricist who scorns abstract notions and



trusts to what he can see and feel. Walter, by contrast, is an idealist for whom concepts are more real
than things, and who lives at a lofty distance from the actual world. By manipulating concepts, he
believes in his Enlightenment fashion that he can persuade the world to do his imperious bidding.
Tristram, by contrast, has no such control over his environment; he is, rather, its bruised, battered
victim. This is comic in one sense, since in an agreeable act of Oedipal aggression it discredits his
father’s fancy schemes and shows him up as impotent. The Law has feet of clay. In another sense,
however, it is deeply disenchanting. Body and mind are as close as a sleeve and its lining, yet appear
to have fallen apart at the seams. If Walter is all mind, Tristram is all body. Both characters are cut off
from reality: Walter by his ideas, Tristram by his sense-impressions.

Sense-impressions are how you relate to the world; but they also block it out, since they are
notoriously unreliable. If all we know is our sense-data, as it is for an empiricist like Tristram, then
we can have no idea whether these truly correspond to the way the world is. Perhaps we would need
another set of sense organs to find out. We are all locked in the cell of our private senses, since my
impressions of the world may be radically different from yours. A tragicomic breakdown of
communication would seem to be built into this world-view; there is now a flaw at the very heart of
reason.

This becomes even clearer when we consider the question of language. Sense-impressions are
private, whereas words are public; and communication on this model involves fitting the two together.
But how do I know that what I call purple is what you call purple? What if you attach associations to
the word which are at odds with my own? Tristram Shandy has great fun with this alleged gap between
things and words. It exploits the rich possibilities of mutual misinterpretation in order to portray a
world in which there can be no assurance of shared meaning. We are all solitary creatures signalling to
each other across empty space. It is a notably bleak novel, as well as a carnivalesque one.

This is one reason why the novel goes in for non-verbal devices like squiggly lines and marbled
pages, since these are supposedly less ambiguous conveyors of meaning than words. ‘Supposedly’,
since marbled pages and squiggly lines need of course to be interpreted, which takes us back to
language. You do not escape language by punching someone on the nose or kissing them on the lips. It
is only in language that such actions have the meaning they do. The other way to repair the ravages of
language is to communicate emotionally rather than verbally, as in the kind of wordless communion
that Walter and Uncle Toby can occasionally achieve with one another. There can be common feeling,
if not common sense. And since this happens at the level of the body rather than the mind, it is, like
squiggly lines and square boxes, a material affair. For the eighteenth century, sympathy and
sensibility hovered somewhere between the physical and the spiritual.

What is also ambiguous in this way is a book. For a book is a material object which is also a ‘text’
— and a text, being a matter of meaning, is not material. You can only have meaning if you have matter
— which is just a way of saying that meaning needs a material medium such as print, paint or the voice.
But meaning is not reducible to matter. The relation between the physical book, and the meanings it
contains, is thus rather like the relationship between body and soul. The two are distinct, but they are
not divorced. Sterne is fascinated by the material presence of a book, and his use of headings,
diagrams, blank pages, typographical devices and the like keeps us constantly aware of the materiality
of what we are reading.

The mystery of the book for Sterne could be summed up in a single question: how come that these
little black marks on white paper can signify human meanings? How extraordinary that a whole
complex human world can lie secreted in this stack of processed rags, waiting for a reader to catalyse
into life! It is akin to the bemusement that an alien visitor to earth might feel on suddenly realising



that there are certain peculiar lumps of matter which don’t just lie around the place like rocks or
razor-blades, but which are somehow expressive. And these peculiar lumps of matter are what we call
humans.

Books are objects in space; but they are also processes in time, since the reader has to turn their
pages one at a time in order to follow the storyline or the argument. Books therefore tend to impose a
linear logic on their materials. They imbue them with a certain uniformity, as Walter Shandy’s system
does to human life. In Tristram Shandy, however, ‘book’ and ‘text’ are constantly at loggerheads, as
the book seeks to organize the text into an orderly sequence, and the text fights hard to break free. The
displaced Dedication and Preface are obvious examples of this, but so is the way that the text keeps
jumping ahead, curving back on itself, or struggling to run several themes simultaneously. Tristram’s
history is ‘digressive, and it is progressive too — and at the very same time’. If the novel is an
impossible form, it is partly because it aims at a linear representation of a reality which is not in itself
linear at all. It is therefore bound to falsify its own materials. There is something about narrative
itself, or literary design, which is a lie. There is even something falsifying about language itself, since
to say one thing means excluding another. Life and language are at odds with each other, despite the
fact that the aim of the realist novel is to bind them tightly together.

Language in Sterne’s novel is not just inadequate for capturing the external world, or for
communicating with others. It is also inadequate for articulating the truth of the human subject, which
is what autobiography tries to do. All it succeeds in doing is splitting the subject in the very act of
trying to gather it into a whole. This is why autobiography is an ironic form. When you recount your
life-history, the ‘I’ which is doing the recounting strives for an identity with the ‘I’ which is being
portrayed. A novel like Richardson’s Pamela would persuade us that this is possible. The narrator is at
once subject and object of the whole process, and the act of writing consists in showing how these
apparently separate selves are really one.

It is this which Sterne’s novel exposes for the artifice it is. For the two selves are divided in the
first place by time, one occupying the present tense and the other the past. But they are also divided by
the act of writing itself, as the writing ‘I’ interprets (rather than simply recalls or reflects) the self it
writes about, and thus puts a distance between the two. Tristram is both a character in his own story
and a ‘character’ in the whimsical way he tells it, but he is never a unified self. He can never coincide
with himself, if only because the writing he undertakes in order to do so interposes itself between his
present and past selves. His tale is coherent enough only to be able to show us how much in pieces he
is.

Writing about your childhood as an adult, you have the advantage over the self you are describing
of knowing what came later. But it is hard not to interpret the earlier events in terms of the later —
partly because the meaning of the earlier event really is decided in part by what it led to. When
William Wordsworth, writing of his childhood in ‘Tintern Abbey’, exclaims that he cannot paint what
he was then, the point runs deeper than not having the words to depict the strength and strangeness of
his boyhood passions. It is also a question of how you write about a condition which precedes writing.
In the very act of writing about his childhood, Wordsworth provides us with the most eloquent
possible testimony of how it now lies at an irrecoverable remove from him.

In composing his life-history, Tristram hopes to make whole an existence which has been crippled
and fragmented. If the process of living has scattered him across time and space, the act of writing
will gather him together again. This, however, turns out to be as doomed a hope as any other in the
book. For the process of writing itself works only by difference and division. In order to describe, say,
the Golden Gate Bridge, you have to invoke contexts, metaphors, comparisons, phrases which lead to



other phrases, until the ‘bridge itself’ may well come to seem buried under the verbiage you have
generated. There is no single sign which would magically capture the essence of the bridge, not to
speak of capturing the essence of the self. Even if there were, that sign would make sense only in
relation to another sign, and that in turn to another.

In this sense, language seems self-defeating; and it is this which is comically magnified by
Tristram Shandy. In order to tell us who he is, sedulously tracing every minuscule detail of his
life, Tristram has to release such a torrent of language that it ends up by sinking him almost entirely.
You cannot avoid this swamping simply by attending to the key moments of your career, since who is
to be judge of this? If every piece of reality is caught up with every other, so that trifles can have
momentous consequences, nothing can be safely dismissed as trivial. A wrong choice of name for a
child may blight his future. Besides, one of the premises of the autobiography is the immodest
assumption than everything that ever happened to you is worth recording because it happened to you.
You are the only yardstick of value — and this is one of the dangerously individualist doctrines which
Tristram Shandy is out to satirize.

Editing and existing would thus seem to be incompatible. The more information the novel
provides, the less it manages to communicate. The more it tries to insure against the slipperiness of
the sign by explicating every possible shred of meaning, chasing up every association and forestalling
every conceivable misreading, the more the narrative logjams, buckles and all but collapses. In this
sense, Tristram Shandy is a comically self-deconstructing novel. But this simply serves to reveal the
problematic nature of all language, which in piling up more and more sub-clauses in order to pinpoint
the meaning of a thing turns out to create more and more possibilities of ambiguity and
misinterpretation. What if there is, after all, no truth of the human subject? What if the truth of
Tristram’s identity is just the potentially endless process of hunting for it? The human subject can
express itself in its movement from one sign to another; but there is no way in which it can wrap up
this whole process in a single sign, or bring it to a close. There can be no ‘last’ sign, since that, too,
would imply the existence of another sign, and that of another.

Nor can you capture the truth of the self by searching for its origin, rather than anticipating its end.
Tristram takes us back to the moment of his conception, so that this is one of those rare stories which
begins literally ab ovo, or from the egg. But what counts as a beginning? We are the result not just of
our conception, but of the kind of people our parents were before we were conceived, the material
situation we were born into and the like. And this, in turn, raises the issue of our parents’ parents,
siblings, friends and so on. We are plunged instantly into a ‘text’ — a potentially infinite weaving of
strands which we can never fully unravel. There is no saying where a human being begins and ends.
Just as words are always versions of other words, so human beings are recycled versions of other
human beings. We are, so to speak, plagiarized beings. Tristram Shandy contains a passage
denouncing plagiarism, one which is itself plagiarized.

All of this strikes a grave blow at the humanist injunction: ‘know thyself’. The self is now an
enigma to itself. It is not just others who are opaque to us, but our own existence. Alienness is as close
to us as breathing. Sterne’s sermons are concerned among other things with the difficulty of
examining our own motives dispassionately. Yorick in A Sentimental Journey seems comically
unaware of the unconscious eroticism of his own motives. He thinks he acts for benevolent reasons
when he probably acts for libidinal ones. It is remarkable how easily he is moved to generosity by a
pretty face.

Nor can we use language to get back behind language, as Tristram is trying to do in writing about
his infancy. Or, to put it another way, use our subjectivity to get back behind it. For the fact is that we



become human subjects only by repressing a great deal which went into our making. It is only by
virtue of such repression that we become the talking, thinking animals we are. So there is something
curiously self-defeating about trying to use our language, or subjectivity, to investigate what brought
it into being in the first place. Language and subjectivity cannot get back behind the act of repression
which brought them into being. It would be like trying to pick ourselves up by our bootstraps. As
subjects, we cannot describe whatever it was that made our subjectivity possible in the first place. It is
here that we bump our heads against the limits of representation. You can never break through
language in order to discover what set it in motion, since you would need language to do so. Similarly,
you can never leap out of the skin of your own subjectivity in order to find out where you came from,
since you need to be a subject in order to do so.

This is why Tristram’s search for the source of his wounding is futile. For this ‘wound’ is what
makes him a subject in the first place, and as such forever evades the reach of language. His pursuit is
as pointless as Uncle Toby’s efforts to pinpoint the exact spot where he was injured in the groin by
fashioning a model of the military campaign in which the injury was incurred. The model is, so to
speak, Toby’s version of the realist novel — a meticulously exact representation which nevertheless
keeps running up against something it cannot capture. It is no accident, either, that Toby’s wound is a
sexual one. So, in a way, is Tristram’s, who has been worsted in an Oedipal conflict with his father.

Both characters are in some sense impotent: there is something missing to them both, and both are
involved in the tricky business of trying to represent an absence. If this cannot be done, it is partly
because the act of representation is a way of compensating for that impotence, not of tracking it to its
source. Tristram’s writing is a form of symbolic self-assertion, a kind of substitute manhood to make
up for his real-life humiliations. Uncle Toby’s model-building is a form of displacement activity. Yet
Tristram’s narrative wilts and droops, failing to hit its target or sustain its thrust through to the finish.
There is no climax, just a perpetual anti-climax.

The narrator of Tristram Shandy is ostentatiously reader-friendly. His tone is genial, wryly
amused, gently satirical. Like Fielding, he is holding a civilized conversation with his readers rather
than preaching to them or parading his omniscience as an author. There is a clubbish, archly self-
conscious intimacy between narrator and reader. The narrator is too good-naturedly laid-back to
organize anything as rigorous as a formal plot. He must not pull rank on the reader by editing or
selecting, which would involve a kind of discourteous manipulation on his part. It would mean that he
knew things which the reader did not, which would ruffle the equality between them. It might even
amount to a sort of cheating. Yorick remarks in the novel that ‘the very essence of gravity [is] design,
and consequently deceit’. All plots are plots against the reader. Instead, the narrator claims that he
intends to develop a friendship with the reader as his work progresses. Like a 1960s professor, Sterne
asks us to look upon him as a mate rather than a mentor.

A shapely narrative, then, would demand from the narrator an impersonality and objectivity at
odds with his comfortable bonhomie. It would interfere with his ambling, button-holing style, with its
implication that a gentleman is not to be hurried. You do not seek to force the reader’s response to
your text, as you would not stand over him while he finished his glass of port. When it comes to
drawing a portrait of Widow Wadman, the narrator courteously hands the pen to the readers and
invites them to sketch their own image of the character. Yet what if this is less courtesy than a kind of
insolent indifference? What if all this good-nature conceals a satiric malice?

There is something disturbingly monomaniacal about Sterne’s laid-back ludic spirit, which
suggests that it may have less than friendly designs on us. His mischief and perversity tread a thin line
between an engaging playfulness and an alarming eccentricity. His elaborate effort to be reader-



friendly throws up such a thick web of pauses, asides, digressions, mock-elaborate apologies and the
like, that readers cannot help suspecting that they are being taken for a ride in the very act of being
fondly cajoled. The novel is so sedulously attentive to its readers, so eager to take excessive pains on
their behalf, that it ends up bamboozling and disorientating them altogether. Sterne professes to
believe in his sentimentalist way that nothing is too trifling for his attention — a benevolence which
results in his forcing the reader non-benevolently to trudge through an enormous morass of irrelevant
detail.

Sterne is well aware that writing is a form of dominion, and tells the reader at one point that ‘’tis
enough to have thee in my power’. If he is gentle with the reader, we cannot avoid the queasy feeling
that he could always get tough with us if he decided to. There is a kind of smiling sadism about his
excessively self-conscious benevolence. Benevolence is not simply a virtue which his novel
recommends; the novel is itself an example of it. It is as though the cold anonymity of print must not
be allowed to stand in the way of an intimate relationship between narrator and reader. Tristram, who
has submitted in life to the impersonal edicts of his father, is making his bid for freedom in writing
his life-history, and will not meekly submit to the rules imposed by the printer.

The novel is what we might now call a thoroughly ‘logocentric’ work, one in which all is staked on
the living voice and the illusion of immediate presence. Yet here, once again, living ‘text’ is at
loggerheads with impersonal ‘book’ — which is why the narrator, with his tongue firmly in his cheek,
tries to wrench typography itself into a kind of expressive medium. It is as though he wants to convert
the material apparatus of the book into a medium of pure presence between author and reader. From
this viewpoint, the book is a self-destruct device: it could only fulfil its purpose if it were to abolish
itself, leaving author and reader affectionately face-to-face. Sterne does not encourage his readers to
think of ourselves as part of a vast, anonymous crowd; we must imagine instead that the narrator is
button-holing us personally, with a tender solicitude for our well-being.

All this is a satire of eighteenth-century sentimentalism, but it is probably a genuine expression of
it as well. Sterne portrays a world in which reason, identity and communication are gradually
collapsing, as men and women retreat to their own solipsistic enclaves. Each of them has his or her
‘hobbyhorse’ — Walter his dogmatic system, Uncle Toby his model-building, Tristram his never-
ending autobiography — which is the index of their eccentricity. Everyone in this society seems
wrecked, damaged, washed-up, monomaniacal. The hobbyhorse may also be a kind of fetish, which
plugs the dreadful gap in being everywhere apparent in the book. Yet the novel’s own response to this
panorama of futility is a vast, amused tolerance. If there is no longer any hope of reforming human
beings, there is at least the perpetual possibility of smiling with and at them, in what Sterne at one
point calls ‘a kingdom of hearty laughing subjects’. He is well aware in his letters that this spirit of
‘Shandeism’ is his own particular hobbyhorse, his own defence against what he calls the ‘infirmities’
of existence.

The spirit of Shandeism in Tristram Shandy is focused on the figure of Yorick, who is probably a
self-portrait on Sterne’s part. Yorick is one of life’s victims, associated with death and decay through
his very name; but he is also a wit and jester in love with merriment, quick in his human sympathies,
and furnished with a keen sense of the ridiculous. As such, he symbolizes both death’s victory over
humanity, and humanity’s own jesting victory over it. If he is an object of sentiment, he is also an
agent of satire. He combines the resources of the man of feeling with the vision of the man of infinite
jest. The Yorick of A Sentimental Journey, by contrast, is an agent of sentiment and an object of satire.
Uncle Toby, by contrast, lacks this satirical strain. He is the very image of the eighteenth-century Man
of Feeling, and we are supposed to weep with him; but we are meant to smile at him all the same. It is



admirable to be inoffensive, but there is less virtue in it than one might imagine if, like Toby, you are
too innocent to recognize with any certainty that you have been offended. If Toby is a mite too
sentimental for the novel’s taste, Tristram himself is a shade too sardonic.

Everything is big with jest, remarks Walter Shandy, as long as we can find it out. The judgement is
surely dubious; but Walter’s sense that value lies in seeing a grisly world in the redemptive light of
the ridiculous is very close to his author’s own vision. Sterne thought that cheerfulness was a moral
virtue, and preached the benefits of benevolence and spontaneous fellow-feeling. On the whole,
however, he was cheerful despite his view of the world, not because of it. If he is more sentimentalist
than Fielding, he is also less convinced of the idea of a providential design in the world. Like Fielding,
however, he pokes fun at the sentimentalist belief that everything is potentially as precious as
everything else. If things are valuable because of the emotions you invest in them; and if, like the
Yorick of A Sentimental Journey, you can feel as tender about a caged starling as you can about a
person; then you are at risk of undermining any objective hierarchy of value. This matters, because
while it is salutary to see that caged starlings can be as important in their way as politicians, it is also
important to see that genocide is more important than either of them.

A community of feeling is an admirable thing; but we are also meant to see that it is pretty much
all you are left with in the wake of a collapse of common sense and rational action. All we can do is
put up with each other’s foibles. Pity and pathos stand in for the more active virtues, which might
repair the situation which inspires you to pity in the first place. Hardly anyone in Sterne’s world is
capable of taking decisive action. Virtue survives, but it is impotent. Tristram Shandy is a defeatist
tale of the blighted and battered, of impotence and disfigurement, of lives of quiet desperation
conducted far from the centres of power and prestige. The family, that traditional oasis of affection in
a brutal world, is now an assemblage of freaks, madmen and emotional cripples. Life is one long set of
petty errors, annoyances and frustrations, the ruin of all grand ideals. Knowledge is just a series of
hypotheses, language is a way of not communicating, and causality a snare in which you come to
grief.

There is a puzzle about Laurence Sterne. He was born in Tipperary of an Irish mother who was
herself born in Flanders, and an English military father of Yorkshire stock. Much of his early
childhood was spent with Irish relatives, though at the age of 10 he was sent to school in England and
spent the rest of his adult life there as a clergyman. So Sterne could be described as Irish, since he was
born in Ireland of an Irish mother and spent his childhood there. Yet few think of him as such, given
that he left the country at so early an age, and that England was the scene of his entire adult life.

The puzzle is that a writer who was relatively little exposed to the influence of Irish culture, and
that only as a child, should seem to have absorbed so much of it. For there is a great deal in Sterne’s
work which is strikingly typical of Anglo-Irish writing as a whole. The ‘modernist’ experimentalism,
for example, can be found throughout Anglo-Irish literature, largely because Ireland was a culture less
respectful of realism than England. A literature which produced Gulliver’s Travels, Castle Rackrent,
The Wild Irish Girl, Melmoth the Wanderer, Uncle Silas, Dracula, The Picture of Dorian Gray,
Ulysses, Finnegans Wake and At Swim-Two-Birds was hardly much fussed about plausibility. Sterne
reads like a ‘modernist’ author not because he writes in the wake of realism, as the European
modernists do, but because he predates it. He is writing at a time when realism has yet to settle into an
established mould, and can seize advantage of this fluidity to bend its rules.

But it is not just a question of anti-realism. The mock-learning, the carnivalesque comedy, the
twisting of linear narrative, the satirical wit and black humour, even the mixture of the comic and the
melancholic: all these are fairly typical of Irish writing in English. One might add to this list the



debunkery of high-flown ideas, the literary self-consciousness, the verbal sportiveness, the obsession
with the body and the preoccupation with death, not to speak of jesting as a way of defying the
direness of one’s situation. Even the eighteenth-century cult of benevolence and sentimentality was
dominated by Irish and Scottish writers: Steele, Goldsmith, Hutcheson, Hume, Adam Smith, Edmund
Burke and others. Most of these characteristics of course have their English equivalents; they are in no
sense the monopoly of Irish authors. But it is curious that so many of them should converge in
Sterne’s work.

Shandy Hall is situated in Sterne’s Yorkshire; yet this stagnant rural enclave, full of idle talkers
and crippled fantasists who have been by-passed by progress and are searching for the historical cause
of their ruin, is not entirely remote from the colonial Ireland of the author’s childhood. It is hard to
believe that mock-learning or the bending of linear narrative were simply in the Tipperary air, or that
a debunking of high-flown ideas was present in Sterne’s genes. Perhaps it is an illustration of the old
saying that we are all Irish in the eyes of God.



WALTER SCOTT AND JANE AUSTEN

Not long ago, it was popular to read the development of the novel from the eighteenth century to Jane
Austen and beyond as itself a kind of narrative. On this theory, the novel starts out as a rather crude
kind of literary form, which can handle plot (Fielding) or psychology (Richardson), but not both at the
same time. If, like Fielding, it is concerned with formal design, it has to sacrifice psychological
realism to do so; whereas the novel of psychological realism finds it hard to launch a shapely
narrative. By the time of Jane Austen, so the story goes, the novel form has finally come of age, and
the fullest degree of social realism and psychological intricacy can co-exist with an exquisitely well-
balanced form. It is this which Austen will bequeath to the great realist novel of the nineteenth
century.

The story of the novel, in short, reads rather like a realist novel itself. First there is disunity, then
integration. There is something in this case, but it is more misleading than illuminating. For one thing,
it makes the eighte