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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The affinity between the works of Jane Austen and 

Henry James goes beyond the similarities in the narrative 

technique and in the limitation of sijbject matter; the 

authors also show a resemblance in their profound moral 

concern. That Jane Austen's moral values are based on 

fixed social standards and that those of James do not have 

a tangible social basis seems to be the consensus of critics 

No author's life philosophy, however, springs fully de

veloped from his mind, as Athena did from Zeus's head; 

every author is the product of his social climate. Whereas 

Jane Austen's works reflect the contrary tendencies of her 

age—neoclassicism and romanticism—Henry James's works 

manifest his indebtedness to his New England background 

characterized by puritanism, transcendentalism, and roman

ticism. It is, however, just as fallacious to measure Jane 

Austen's ethical values in teinns of the moral and social 

concepts of her time as it is to determine the source for 

James's ethics, for their values transcend the. established 

code of morals and the social concepts of their times. 

Neither can their moral values be gauged by religious dogma. 

On the contrary, Jane Austen and James show dis

satisfaction with the existing ethical and social standards 

and express a desire to see a world freed from prejudices 



and selfish pursuits. Jane Austen's reaction to the smug

ness and confidence of neoclassicism and James's criticism 

of Victorian complacency signify their discontent with 

their times. Concerned about man's predicament, both 

search for ways of individual happiness in a deficient 

world. They believe that happiness is possible only when 

the individual releases himself from the constrictions of 

his society and finds freedom in the inner world of his 

fully developed consciousness. This consciousness is a 

moral awareness that has outgrown the corrupted values of 

an exacting society and the restrictions of religious dogma. 

Jane Austen, however, who was not the visionary artist that 

James was, cannot think of individual existence divorced 

from society. She suggests that once man gains self-

awareness, he can adjust his claims to those of society 

without relinquishing his own values. Although James recog

nizes the necessity of man's adjusting to his environment 

and accepting the good with the bad, he finds man's inner 

world incompatible with the outer world. 

Since in the six novels of Jane Austen, Sense and 

Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield 

Park (1816), Northanger Abbey (1818), and Persuasion (1818), 

the theme of courtship and marriage provides the framework 

for the actions of the major characters and since the cen

tral character of each novel is a young woman, I have 

selected among James's works six novels which concern 



marriage and have a young woman as the protagonist. These 

novels are Daisy Miller (1878), The Portrait of a Lady 

(1881), The Bostonians (1886) , The Awkward Age (1899), The 

Wings of the Dove (1902), and The Golden Bowl (1904). In 

these twelve novels, courtship and marriage serve as a 

trial for each heroine's moral integrity and as an occa

sion for her self-awareness and often for her disillusion

ment. The heroine's quest for marriage symbolizes, in a 

sense, a sensitive young woman's quest for a better world. 

The conflict of interests and convictions between 

the heroine and the hero epitomizes the conflict between 

the moral and social values of a visionary or a romantic 

life view and those of a realistic or conventional life 

view. Jane Austen's novels delineate the opposition be

tween contrary tendencies of her age—the clash between 

the neoclassical principles characterized by insistence on 

formality, rationality, order, conformity, and restraint 

and the principles of the Romantic Movement characterized 

by insistence on informality, emotions and imagination, 

individualism, nonconformity, and liberty. In James's 

international novels, Daisy Miller, The Portrait of a Lady, 

The Wings of the Dove, and The Golden Bowl, the contention 

between the visionary and the conventional views of life 

manifests itself as a conflict between the American and 

the European cultures. The American culture represented 

by the heroine of New England origin, and having as 



distinguishing traits innocence, moral consciousness, self-

reliance, freedom of spirit, and search for truth and 

beauty, shows traces of American Puritanism and transceri-

dentalism. The European culture, with its deep-rooted 

traditions, hierarchical social order, and demand for social 

conformity, exemplifies smug conventionality. In The 

Bostonians and The Awkward Age, the conflict exists within 

the same culture; it is a conflict between revolutionary 

and conservative forces. 

The difficulties that frustrate the heroine, that 

stand in the way of her marriage with the hero, and that 

make her marriage unsuccessful (in James's novels) are the 

selfish and acquisitive forces of a conventional society. 

Nearly all of Jane Austen's heroines possess, though in 

varying degrees, some romantic tendencies. Even the prudish 

and valetudinarian Fanny Price of Mansfield Park is an ad

mirer of nature. Yet they can, or learn to, temper their 

romanticism with rationality and reach an equilibrium be

tween their emotions and reason. Compared with Jane Aus

ten's heroines, James's heroines are generally more roman

tic and rebellious, and they often find their own values 

quite incompatible with those of society. 

Though James's heroines cannot reconcile their 

inner world with the world at large as successfully as can 

the heroines of Jane Austen, they nevertheless gain the 

consciousness which helps them to love and accept human 



beings despite their shortcomings, mainly because they be

come aware of their own failings. They realize that, 

while their rigid morality tends to condemn the depravity 

of society, any morality based on castigation rather than 

forgiveness is defective. They attain the freedom they 

long for in life in their consciousness which, freed from 

moral and social biases, accepts mankind with its goodness 

as well as its evil. Only in The Golden Bowl does James's 

heroine accomplish a task similar to that of Jane Austen's 

heroine. Maggie learns to adjust her American morality to 

her husband's European morality, though not without some 

difficulty. The world that her son Inherits from his 

parents will be a better one which incorporates American 

morality and innocence and European culture and experience. 

The heroine's marriage with the hero, who either 

represents the opposing life view or who, like the heroine, 

learns to balance emotion with reason, further exemplifies 

her reconciling her own values with those of a society that 

exploits the precepts of rationality to justify its cupidity 

Society must be met with its own despicable weapons, and 

money is one of its most effective tools. Although the 

Austen heroine's primary motive in marriage is affection, 

money becomes one of the prerequisites for the marriages 

the author arranges for her heroines. Jane Austen, like 

Henry James, believes in the power of money as a means of 

liberating the individual from the shackles of poverty which 



are impediments to individual growth and freedom. In Jane 

Austen and, to a certain extent, in James, money is the 

sine qua non for the development of a moral consciousness 

which is released from social and economic constraints. 

The heroine's awareness, coupled with the power of money, 

enables her to reconcile herself to society without sub

ordinating her ethical values to its economic values, or 

without sacrificing her feelings to rationality. In the 

marriage of the hero and the heroine, a better world, which 

bears likeness to the actual world yet which surpasses it 

in the ability to harmonize reason with emotions, is 

realized. Jane Austen's ideal world is based on love and 

understanding, duty, unselfishness, freedom, and acceptance 

of people for what they are. 

Both Jane Austen and Henry James show the merits 

and weaknesses of the contrasting views of life they drama

tize in their treatment of marriage. Jane Austen finds an 

existence based on romantic principles vulnerable because 

at best it overlooks the selfishness and the materialism 

of society and at worst in its emphasis on individualism, 

it encourages egotism and self-indulgence. Despite her 

endorsement of the neoclassical emphasis on reason and 

social order, she is highly critical of a society that dis

guises pecuniary motives with reason, that substitutes 

elegant manners for morality, and that justifies unequal 

distribution of wealth and opportunity through observance 



of so-called traditionalism. Similarly, James, an admirer 

of social order and cultural heritage, considers American 

unconventionality formless and inadequate. On the other 

hand, conventionality, especially the European kind, is 

corrupt and destructive. A complacent and acquisitive 

society tends to conceal its corruption behind the facade 

of sophistication and seeks to annihilate individual free

dom. 

Whereas Jane Austen's novels that end in the happy 

union of the heroine with the hero symbolize her urge for 

a society that synthesizes reason and emotions, individual 

freedom and social order, James's dramatization of the dis

parity between the visionary and the conventional outlooks 

is nevertheless an expression of his search for an ideal 

society. Jane Austen finds the contemporary English social 

system mercenary and outdated. Sympathizing with the 

romantics' emphasis on liberty and individualism, she sug

gests that the English society adopt these principles; yet 

the change in society must be gradual, and the values of 

romanticism must be accepted in moderation. It is marriage 

of the hero and the heroine, each representing the contrary 

tendencies of the time, that symbolizes the birth of a bet

ter society. Similarly, James considers the existing cul

tures inadequate. As much as he advocates American idealism, 

he finds it lacking in order and purpose. The European cul

ture, on the other hand, is far from being perfect, despite 
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its social order and history. A better society may become 

possible only in the amalgamation of idealism and conserva

tism, or in harmonizing the American and the European cul

tures; The Golden Bowl, which fuses the two cultures in 

the final union of Maggie and the Prince, exemplifies this 

possibility. 

The purpose of my study is neither to prove Jane 

Austen's influence on Henry James nor to examine their 

moral values in relation to the moral writers of their 

times. It is, rather, to show the affinity between Jane 

Austen and Henry James in the moral values they uphold. It 

was probably Frank Raymond Leavis who was first to suggest 

a similarity between the two authors in their innovative 

craftsmanship and moral consciousness: "They do not only 

change the possibilities of art for practitioners and 

readers, but . . . they are significant in terms of human 

awareness of the possibilities of life." According to 

Leavis, however, their interests were different. Whereas 

Jane Austen's problem was to "balance the claims of an ex

ceptional and sensitive individual against the claims of 

a mature and stable society, strong in its uncjuestioned 

standards, sanctions and forms," James's concern was to 

"compare two civilizations, to analyze the nature of a 

The Great Tradition (New York: New York Univ. 
Press, 1948; rpt. 1963), p. 2. 



civilized society, and to explore the possibility of a 
2 

finer civilization than any he knew." 

Although Leavis's view that Jane Austen balances 

the claims of an exceptional and' sensitive individual with 

the claims of a stable society is shared, with modifica

tions, by a large body of critics, a group of critics finds 

the author's values based on social standards. Marvin 

Mudrick is the most representative of this group. Al

though he finds Jane Austen fundamentally a critic of her 

society, he nevertheless maintains that her satire does 

not aim to admonish or rectify and lacks moral or emotional 

interest: 
Her earliest, and always her characteristic, de
fense is irony: throughout her letters and ex
travagantly in her juvenilia, she observes and de
fines, without moral and emotional engagement, the 
incongruities between pretense and essence, between 
the large idea and the inadequate ego. Here, in
deed, irony becomes for her a positive agent and 
appears as the only possible interpreter of life. 
. . . Her temperament chose irony at once: she 
maintained her distance by diverting herself and 
her audience with an unengaged laughter, by setting 
irony . . . to sharpen and expose all the incon
gruities between form and fact, all the delusions 
intrinsic to conventional art and conventional 
society."^ 

But this social criticism, Mudrick contends, only reaffirms 

conventional prejudices. Mudrick's invaluable yet biased 

^Leavis, pp. 127-128. 

Jane Austen: Irony as Defense and Discovery 
(Princeton Univ. Press, 1952), p. 1. 
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appraisal of Jane Austen's works, though often questioned 

today, emphasized the author's use of irony as a means of 

moral evaluation. 

The rise in Jane Austen's popularity can be traced 

to the 1920's, to a group of critics among whom Katherine 

Mansfield, Virginia Woolf, and E. M. Forster were her fore

most ac3mirers. Robert William Chapman's 1923 edition of 

the complete novels of Jane Austen, with texts based on 

the collations of earlier editions, also contributed to the 

increasing fame of the novelist. It was not until 1939, 

however, that the first book-length critical study of Jane 

Austen appeared in England: this was Mary Lacelles' Jane 

Austen and Her Art, which is still an invaluable book in 

the subject. The critical studies of the novelist in the 

1940's were colored with leftist tendencies. In this 

decade Jane Austen became a frequent topic in English and 

American periodicals. Mark Schorer's "Fiction and the 

'Matrix Analogy'" [Kenyon Review, 11 (1949), 541-560] and 

his various articles on the author, most of which appeared 

in the 1950's, viewed the theme of her novels as not simply 

courtship and marriage but the economic and the social 

significance of courtship and marriage. Among the outstand

ing critical studies in the 1950's treating Jane Austen's 

novels is, besides Mudrick's work, Andrew Wright's Jane 

Austen's Novels: A Study in Str'jcture (London: Chatto 

and Windus, 1953). 
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since Jane Austen has enjoyed unsurpassed popularity 

in the last fifteen years, it is quite impossible to enumer

ate all of the outstanding Austen critics of this period; 

yet Liddell, Craik, and Litz, with their book-length studies 

tracing the author's artistic development from the juvenilia 

through Sanditon, are worthy of mention. A group of crit

ics, namely Baab, Southam, and Page, engaged in an analyti

cal study of Jane Austen's language. Their studies demon

strate the great care Jane Austen took in choosing the 

precise word in describing characters and situations and 

emphasize the exceptional importance of analyzing her lan

guage for a better understanding of her novels. 

Today Jane Austen is widely acclaimed as a serious 

artist and a social critic and is often praised for her 

moral consciousness. The controversy over the source of 

her moral values has more or less subsided. Few critics 

uphold Mudrick's thesis that Jane Austen's values are con

ventional. In fact, two works written over the last ten 

years evidence her unconventionality. Frank W. Bradbrook's 

Jane Austen and Her Predecessors (Cambridge: Cambridge 

Univ. Press, 1966)^ while showing Austen's indebtedness to 

the moral writers of her time and to the competing views 

of neoclassicism and romanticism, also reveals how Jane 

Austen often disagreed with and even ridiculed the moral 

writers and how her individual mind selected among the 

tenets of neoclassicism and romanticism only the ones it 
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found acceptable. Avrom Fleishman's A Reading of Mans

field Park: An Essay in Critical Synthesis (Minneapolis: 

Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1967) is not only an exhaustive 

study of this controversial novel, but also a defense of 

Mansfield Park against those who condemn it for religious 

conservatism. Fleishman examines the novel in view of 

romantic principles and finds its heroine's values basi

cally romantic. 

The theories offered about the roots of James's 

moral values are even more varied. HcDwells was one of the 

first critics to call attention to the profound moral aware

ness in James's fiction. A group of critics, on the other 

hand, has charged James with lack of moral concern. Re

sentful of the author's alienation and of his becoming a 

British subject in the final year of his life and frus

trated with his ambiguity, critics of various periods, 

such as Brownell, Brooks, Parrington, and Geismar^ censured 

James's morality for not having a social or religious base. 

According to Van Wyck Brooks, the most representative of 

this group, James was first a good novelist "in the dis

tinctively American line," but his later work deteriorated 

because he was not at home in either the United States or 
4 

Europe. Among the studies attempting to trace James's 

1925) 
The Pilgrimage of Henry James (New York: Dutton, 
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morality to different sources the most ambitious is Quentin 

Anderson's The American Henry James (New Brunswick: Rutgers 

Univ. Press, 1957), which relates James's moral system to 

his father's Swedenborgianism. Although Anderson expounds 

the variance of James's morality from traditional Christian 

ethics, he fails to recognize the difficulty of evaluating 

all the works of the author in terms of Swedenborgianism. 

Further, he minimizes the influence of Emerson on James's 

philosophy and the effects of Arnold, Pater, and Ruskin on 
5 

his aesthetic principles. 

The growing interest in James, which started in 

the 1930's, and became more palpable in the 1950's, is 

almost phenomenal today, with the immense amount of criti

cism written on the author. A survey of criticism on 

James written in the last two decades reveals works of 

varied interest. Whereas Leon Edel's multi-volume critical 

biography of James has not been superseded by a work of 

its kind, works of general interest, such as Oscar Cargill's 

The Novels of Henry James (New York: Macmillan, 1961) and 

Dorothea Krook's The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James 

(New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1962) are among the best 

James criticism yet written. Other studies, too numerous 

5 
For a brief but perceptive study of the influence 

of Arnold, Pater, and Ruskin on James's aesthetics see 
Alwyn Borland's "Henry James and the Aesthetic Tradition," 
Journal of the History of Ideas, 23 (1962), 407-419. 



14 

to mention, range from works treating the recurrent themes 

in James to the study of his technique and craft and his 

use of imagery and symbolism. 

Although a large body of Austen critics consider 

her to be a novelist who liberated her values from the con

straints of social standards, the critics of James who 

find a similarity between the two authors regard Jane Aus

ten as basically conservative. In The Question of Our 

Speech and The Lesson of Balzac (Boston and New York: 

Houghton and Mifflin, 1905), pp. 60-64, James himself 

failed to appreciate his predecessor and presented a rather 

derogatory view of her. Naomi Lebowitz who observes a re

semblance between the ethics of Jane Austen and Henry James, 

states in The Imagination of Loving; Henry James's Legacy 

to the Novel (Detroit: Wayne State Univ. Press, 1965) 

that, whereas Jane Austen's morality had a fixed social 

base, James's "loosened itself from social convictions and 

was committed instead to human relationships. If James's 

base seems fragmented, it is because it is not fixed. His 

morality is formed out of the constant exposure of a sen-
6 

sitive character to the possibilities of human engagement." 

Yet Lebowitz's remark about James's morality is also true 

of Jane Austen's, for she too portrays the complexities of 

human relationships and is aware of the duality of reality 

c. 
Lebowitz, p. 13. 
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and the contradictions in human experience. 

Although neither Jane Austen nor Henry James mar

ried, both considered marriage an indispensable social in

stitution and the adjustments the individual has to make 

in marriage identical with those he has to make in his 

social life. Their criticism of the marriage conventions 

of their times is, by extension, a social criticism. The 

treatment of courtship and marriage in Jane Austen and 

Henry James has been the topic of three doctoral disserta

tions. Since Stephen Emile Teichgreaber's The Treatment 

of Marriage in the Early Novels of Henry James (Rice Uni

versity, 1967) treats only one of the novels examined in 

the present paper (The Portrait of a Lady) and since both 

Marian Elizabeth Fowler's Patterns of Prudence: Courtship 

Conventions in Jane Austen's Novels (University of Toronto, 

1970) and Kathryn Kreider Hartzler's Marriage as Theme and 

Structure in Jane Austen's Novels (Indiana University, 1971) 

study Austen's novels as reflections of the courtship and 

marriage conventions of her time, the present study, which 

has quite a different approach, does not duplicate this 

research. It does not aim to show Jane Austen's indebted

ness to the marriage conventions of her time; instead, it 

undertakes to show her criticism of these conventions. 

Further, it shows that Jane Austen and Henry James have 

similarities in their moral consciousness as well as in the 

moral and social standards they value. 
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Examination of the novels presented difficulties in 

chronological arrangement. The chapters are therefore 

organized according to the resemblances between the heroines 

of the two authors. Since, for example, it is James's 

Maggie Verver who finally achieves both moral awareness 

and a certain degree of self-fulfillment in marriage, I 

treated her last and compared her with Jane Austen's Emma, 

whose attachment to her father and whose lack of experience 

in the realities of life and sex have parallels with the 

circumstances in Maggie's situation. 

All volume, chapter, and page references to Jane 

Austen's works are to the third edition of The Novels of 

Jane Austen, ed. R. W. Chapman (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 

1933). My references to James's novels, with the excep

tion of The Bostonians, are to the New York edition (New 

York: Charles Scribner's, 1916) of James's fiction. The 

references to The Bostonians, which was not included in 

the New York edition, are to Leon Edel's edition of James's 

novels and tales [The Bodley Head Henry James, Vol. Ill 

(London: The Bodley Head, 1967)]. The volume numbers 

used, however, coincide with those the authors themselves 

adopted and not with the numbers assigned to the individual 

novels in either Chapman's edition of Jane Austen's novels 

in five volumes or the twenty-four volume New York edition 

of James's works. 



CHAPTER II 

MARIANNE DASHWOOD AND DAISY MILLER: 

CHILDREN OF NATURE AITO FREEDOM 

If Marianne Dashwood of Sense and Sensibility was 

the first of Jane Austen's romantic heroines to be known 

by her reading public, the titular heroine of Henry James's 

Daisy Miller prefigured the American heiress of his novels 

with the international theme. The dilemma of both Marianne 

and Daisy results from their inattentiveness to social 

conventions. Her judgment clouded by her romantic concept 

of life, Marianne has contempt for those who do not conform 

to her standards of refinement and good breeding. Daisy, 

on the other hand, remains ignorant of the principles of 

propriety she has violated. The dilemma of each heroine 

is aggravated by her unawareness that the man she loves is 

a victim of conventionality and that he evaluates her by 

rigid social standards. 

Although the theme of Daisy Miller does not directly 

dwell upon marriage, it nevertheless concerns a young girl's 

discovery that her personal values are at odds with those 

of society. This theme, in fact, constitutes the marriage 

theme of Jane Austen's novels in which the heroine finds 

her individual claims in conflict with those of a smug 

society and eventually reconciles her values, without 

17 
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completely relinquishing them, with those of her society. 

The adjustment between the values of the heroine and the 

ones of society is further reflected in her marriage to 

a man who is often mindful of his social obligations yet 

is not defeated by them. Like James, Jane Austen placed 

moral sense in the complex and intelligent individual who 

finds his personal values violated by the morality of a 

society that is biased by selfish and mercenary ends. 

Unlike James, however, she could not visualize individual 

happiness as possible outside the social context, no matter 

how despicable and repugnant that context might be. Al

though James acknowledged the necessity to conform to 

certain social standards, he nevertheless valued the indi

vidual who, even under the most adverse conditions, would 

not submit his morality to that of an often corrupt society, 

Jane Austen and Henry James had a high regard for 

individuality, yet they were poignantly aware that the 

individual will is inadequate and is limited by circum

stance. Insistence on self-sufficiency and mere defiance 

of social standards would result only in the individual's 

isolation or even destruction. In this respect, just as 

unmarried life was an unbearable existence for the 

eighteenth-century English girl, isolation from society 

was, to Jane Austen's mind, an intolerable mode of life. 

In James's view, though the individual was restricted in 

his freedom by other individuals and society, he could 
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achieve inner freedom by withdrawing into his conscious

ness which was intensified by his conflict with society. 

Jane Austen did not consider blind submission to society 

a merit, either; but not sharing James's romantic and 

transcendentalist concept, she considered the individual 

and social claims reconcilable if the individual exercised 

self-restraint. Ian Watt's commentary on Jane Austen's 

Sense and Sensibility drives home the difference between 

the two authors' concepts of life: 

Jane Austen was not a Romantic; she did not visu
alize the course of the individual life as a 
process of climbing to higher and yet higher 
planes of aesthetic perfection and moral insight. 
More classical, and more pessimistic, she saw the 
individual life less as a series of pinnacles to 
be scaled than as, in many senses, a set position 
to be maintained against the forces of selfish
ness, unreason, and emotional excess. . . .1 

The ability of Jane Austen's heroine to adjust her

self to society, then, is represented by her marriage; the 

heroine furthermore achieves clearer moral insight in her 

adjustment to society. The unwillingness of Henry James's 

heroine to accept the world beyond herself is manifested 

by her withdrawal from society into her consciousness or 

even by her preferring death to life. Whereas Marianne 

modifies her sensibility and learns to face society on its 

l"On Sense and Sensibility," in Jane Austen: A 
Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Ian Watt (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963), p. 50. [Re
printed from the Introduction to Sense and Sensibility, 
ed. by Ian Watt (New York: Harper and Row, 1961).] 
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own terms, Daisy cannot penetrate the outward propriety 

of Europe and chooses to die when the man whose respect 

and understanding she most strongly needs forsakes her. 

Marianne's marriage to Colonel Brandon, though by no means 

glorious and rather unconvincing, can be interpreted as 

her reconciling prudence with sensitivity, for Brandon 

himself embodies a sound combination of these qualities. 

If Daisy fails to conform to the code of behavior in Roman 

society, Winterbourne, whose long absence from his native 

land has rendered him unfamiliar with American behavior, 

fails to appreciate Daisy's innocence and naturalness that 

lie underneath her wild and capricious exterior. Daisy 

regards Winterbourne's conventionality as stiffness; 

Winterbourne views her naturalness and flirtatiousness 

as vulgarity. It is misunderstanding and disparity of 

codes of behavior that prevent Daisy and Winterbourne 

from a union in marriage. 

Believers in the freedom of spirit and natural

ness, Marianne and Daisy have romantic tendencies. Whereas 

Marianne's love of the natural and the romantic is a 

product of the Shaftesburian concept of man's natural 

benevolence and innate moral sense and of the literary 

emphasis in late eighteenth-century England on senti

mentality, an emphasis which culminated in the Romantic 

movcnicnt, Daisy's love of the natural and the romantic 

is in part a result of her national heritage which is 
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colored by puritanism and nineteenth-century American 

transcendentalism. 

The romantic heroines have their own concepts of 

morality and propriety. Marianne identifies moral supe

riority with love of nature and art and rashly condemns 

anyone who does not share her enthusiasm for the pictur-
2 

esque and her love of poetry. She is glad that she is 

not in love with Edward Ferrars, who has no knowledge of 

drawing, no emotional involvement in reading poetry, and 

no flair for the picturesque. In the fashion of the sen

timental heroine, Marianne allows her grief over the death 

of her father to turn into a voluntary enjoyment of grief 

and an excuse for not observing her social obligations, a 

development wholeheartedly encouraged by her mother: 

They encouraged each other now in the violence of 
their affliction. The agony of grief which over
powered them at first, was voluntarily renewed, 
was sought for, was created again and again. They 
gave themselves up wholly to their sorrow, seeking 
increase of wretchedness in every reflection that 
could afford it, and resolved against ever admit
ting consolation in future. (I, i, 7) 

In her extreme self-reliance, Daisy has her own definition 

of naturalness and propriety and refuses to accept anyone 

else's concept of them. She finds flirting most natural 

in a young girl and considers it immoral in a married 

^For an excellent analysis of Marianne's sensi
bility within the eighteenth-century concept of the term, 
see Ian Watt's "On Sense and Sensibility," pp. 43-46. 
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woman. By Daisy's standards, her affair with Giovanelli, 

which attracts the censure of her compatriots in Rome, is 

completely justified. 

The total trust in their own values, coupled with 

their romantic tendencies, makes Marianne and Daisy sus

ceptible to persons who encourage the heroines' indepen

dent ways. Daisy is drawn to the Italian cavaliere 

avvocato, Giovanelli, mainly because he humors her caprices 

Just as Marianne mistakes Willoughby's good looks and man

ners, his love of nature and art for nobility of spirit, 

Daisy regards Giovanelli's handsome face and studied 

urbanity as natural goodness. Neither heroine can tell 

the difference between a spurious gentleman and a real 

one. Repelled by Colonel Brandon's habit of wearing a 

flannel waistcoat against the cold, Marianne is unable to 

appreciate his sensitivity, that quality she dearly 

cherishes. Considering Winterbourne's gravity as "stiff

ness," Daisy fails to perceive that her love of nature 

and of old castles and ruins is also shared by him. 

The two heroines' romanticism and independence 

have the overtones of defiance of social conventions. 

Marianne errs against decorum by accepting a horse as a 

gift from Willoughby, by writing to him and giving him 

a lock of her hair although they are not formally engaged, 

and by dancing with him all evening. Daisy is guilty of 

violating similar codes of decorum. She does "everything 
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that is not done" in Rome: "flirting with any man she 

can pick up; sitting in corners with mysterious Italians; 

dancing all the evening with the same partners; receiving 

visits at eleven o'clock at night" (iii, 64). 

Neither Marianne nor Daisy can see any wrong in 

her own behavior, for they both judge their conduct by 

standards different from those of society. Marianne does 

not consider her conduct erroneous because it does not 

violate the standards of her innate moral sense. She 

argues, "'If there had been any real impropriety in what 

I did, I should have been sensible of it at the time, for 

we always know when we are acting wrong, and with such a 

conviction I could have had no pleasure'" (I, xii, 68). 

Daisy is probably more of an epicurean than is Marianne. 

She refuses to listen to Mrs. Walker's advice because she 

knows it would be unpleasant: "'I don't think I want to 

know what you mean. . . . I don't think I should like 

it'" (iii, 62). She reasons that if her reputation de

pends on her riding in a carriage rather than walking, she 

will risk it: "'I never heard anything so stiff! If this 

is improper, Mrs. Walker, she pursed, 'then I'm all im

proper, and you had better give me right up.'" Although 

Daisy actually values Winterbourne's opinion of her, she 

nevertheless prefers Giovanelli's "weak tea" to his advice 

If Giovanelli is all accommodation, Winterbourne is all 

censure; and she resents Winterbourne's interference. 
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finding it an infringement on her freedom. She proudly 

declares, "'I've never allowed a gentleman to dictate to 

me or to interfere with anything I do'" (iii, 57). 

Jane Austen opposed the tenents of the sentimental 

novel, burlesqued this literary convention in her novels, 

particularly in the Juvenilia and Northanger Abbey, and 

questioned the principles of the moral sense philosophers 

in Sense and Sensibility. Although on the allegorical 

level the theme of Jane Austen's novels can be interpreted 

as "sense conquers sensibility," the issue is more com

plicated than it seems. As Mary Lascelles observes, the 

issue of Jane Austen's novels is not simply an issue be

tween the head and the heart: 

I do not believe the vital issue between Elinor 
and Marianne—nor between the wise and foolish 
virgins in any other of Jane Austen's novels— 
to be the issue between head and heart, old-
fashioned rationalists and new-fashioned roman
ticists. I have tried to show it rather as 
(in part) an expression of her constant tran
quil preference for a true over a false vision 
of life, particularly with regard to ideas of 
happiness.3 

In Sense and Sensibility, then, Jane Austen does not at

tempt to portray the two human qualities in unqualified 

and diametrical opposition to one another, but merely 

shows the inadequacy of a romantic vision of life that 

•̂ Jane Austen and Her Art (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1939), p. 120. 
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disregards reason and the stark realities of life, such as 

the economic reality. 

In the Preface to Daisy Miller and in his letters, 

James insisted that Daisy's defiance of social conventions 

was the consequence of her innocence, and that she violated 

decorum not as a result of her pertness but of her igno

rance. Daisy's innocence is the American innocence which 

James had observed in his cousin Minny Temple, who, till 

the end of her short life, maintained her intellectual 

curiosity, her joy of life, and her love of people. Not 

only Daisy but nearly all of James's heroines, especially 

Milly Theale and Isabel Archer, partake of some of his 

cousin's qualities, in short, her American innocence. 

As can be seen in the Preface, Jcimes is cognizant 

of the fact that not everybody would agree with his idea 

of innocence. Despite its popularity in America as well 

as across the Atlantic, Daisy Miller was as much condemned 

as it was hailed. Doubtless, those who considered the 

nouvelle a caricature of a young American girl or "an 

outrage on American girlhood" were displeased with James's 

concept of American innocence. Among James's English 

critics, F. R. Leavis, for example, expresses in a rather 

caustic fashion his contempt for what he calls the 

"favorite theme of James's." 

There is no ambiguity about Daisy Miller (1878). 
It offers a variant of a favorite theme of 
James's: the superiority of the American girl 
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to all the world. . . . Daisy Miller's 
freedom in the face of European social 
conventions is of a kind that would make 
her insufferable in any civilized society."̂  

Although James's American heroines of the international 

episode are endowed with an innate moral sense or inno

cence, his Europeanized Americans, through their long 

contact with the European culture, have lost this inno

cence; James considered innocence more peculiar to the 

American woman than to the American man. In discussing 

the feminine spirit in Henry Adams and Henry James, F. O. 

Matthiessen observes. 

They wrote in an elegiac spirit, and were further 
examples of the lack of male principle in our 
literature that Emerson had deplored. But if we 
read James instead of deploring him, we may be 
impressed that what started as a personal motive 
became socially, indeed almost nationally, repre
sentative of a phase in our history when, whether 
we liked it or not the American girl, the heiress 
of all the ages, was the sign by which cultivated 
Europe knew us.^ 

In the story itself the disparity between Daisy's 

scandalizing yet innocent behavior and the behavior of the 

Europeanized Americans is sharply delineated. Daisy's con

duct which would be in keeping with American standards 

shocks her compatriots in Europe and results in her ostra

cism. By their standards Daisy is not a representative 

^The Great Tradition (New York: New York Univ. 
Press, 1963), p. 143. 

%enry James; The Major Phase (New York: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 1944), pp. 51-52. 
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American: 

They ceased to invite her, intimating that they 
wished to make, and make strongly, for the bene
fit of observant Europeans, the point that though 
Miss Daisy Miller was a pretty American girl all 
right, her behaviour wasn't pretty at all—was 
in fact regarded by her compatriots as quite 
monstrous. (iv, 80)^ 

Even Winterbourne finally despairs of Daisy's innocence; 

it takes Giovanelli, a native Italian, by whose social 

conventions her compatriots condemn Daisy, to appreciate 

the young American girl's innocence. 

What Jane Austen criticizes most about Marianne's 

sensibility is her self-centeredness, and what James finds 

distasteful about Daisy, though he admires her daring, is 

probably her rudeness which is a product of her egotism 

as well as her ignorance. Neither Jane Austen nor James 

is on the side of the heroine when she is seized with 

selfishness; at such moments both authors criticize the 

heroine through the use of irony. Marianne's insistence 

on following the dictates of her innate moral sense has a 

propensity for selfishness and her unbridled violation of 

social conventions stems in part from her lack of consider

ation for others. Marianne's self-indulgence in her own 

^The contrast between Daisy's standards and those 
of the Europeanized Americans has somewhat lost its vivid
ness in James's revision of the tale for the New York edi
tion of his works. In its original, the passage in Daisy 
Miller read: "They ceased to invite her, and they intimated 
that, though Miss Daisy Miller was a young American lady, 
her behaviour was not representative—was regarded by her 
compatriots as abnormal." 
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sufferings makes her selfish and insensitive to the suf

fering of others. Using the agony and grief she experi

ences over her father's death as an excuse, Marianne 

leaves on Elinor's shoulders the unpleasant responsibility 

of dealing with the John Dashwoods, good-natured but 

meddlesome Mrs. Jennings, and Lucy Steele. On the one 

hand, she charges cool-headed Elinor with insensitivity; 

on the other, she remains totally blind to her sister's 

misery caused by her discovery of Edward's engagement to 

Lucy Steele. When asked a boring question, she pretends 

not to hear, burdening Elinor with the necessity of an

swering instead. Similarly, Daisy is guilty of ignoring 

others' wishes. She brings Giovanelli to Mrs. Walker's 

party without a formal invitation, imposes his singing on 

the guests and the hostess without consulting their wishes 

or obtaining permission, and, while Giovanelli is perform

ing, rudely carries on a heated conversation with Winter

bourne. If the tragic misunderstanding between Daisy and 

Winterbourne is created largely by the difference in their 

cultures and viewpoints, Daisy's pertness and capricious-

ness contribute also. 

Both Jane Austen and Henry James have made use of 

comparison and contrast for similar purposes. Jane Austen 

depicts especially in Willoughby, Sir John Middleton, and 

Lucy Steele different kinds of selfishness associated with 

"sensibility," while she shows especially in Mrs. Ferrars, 
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John and Fanny Dashwood, and Lady Middleton various sorts 

of selfishness associated with "sense."^ Willoughby, for 

example, takes pride in his sensibility and thoughtlessly 

encourages Marianne in disregarding social conventions; 

then he betrays her to make a mercenary marriage which 

would maintain his expensive tastes. The type of sense 

the John Dashwoods employ to disengage themselves from 

their family obligations is equally mercenary and selfish. 

Marianne's major foil is Elinor, of course. It 

is through the comparison of the two sisters that our 

awareness of them is intensified: 

Marianne's abilities were, in many respects, 
quite equal to Elinor's. She was sensible 
and clever; but eager in every thing; her 
sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. 
She was generous, amiable, interesting; she 
was everything but prudent. (I, i, 6) 

Jane Austen makes it clear from the beginning that while 

Elinor possesses Marianne's virtues and even her sensi

bility, Marianne lacks Elinor's prudence—^her sense. From 

the various sorts of selfishness associated with sense 

that are exemplified by other characters, it becomes evi

dent that Jane Austen is preaching not merely the neces

sity of good sense as a prerequisite in marriage but the 

necessity of both; as in Elinor's case, however, sensi

bility should be governed by sense. Jane Austen drives 

'Ian Watt, "On Sense and Sensibility," p. 46. 
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home this point not only in comparing the two sisters' 

relationships with other people but also in comparing 

their prerequisites for happiness in marriage. Although 

Marianne scorns Elinor for her economic prudence, she 

nevertheless considers a minimum of two thousand pounds 

a year a sine qua non for happiness in marriage; Elinor's 

prerequisite is only one thousand pounds. 

If the point of view of Sense and Sensibility is 

that of Elinor, the point of view of Daisy Miller is that 

of Winterbourne. But whereas Elinor embodies the right 

mixture of sense and sensibility, and her point of view 

nearly always coincides with Jane Austen's, Winterbourne's 

point of view, in its bias of European morality, is neither 

reliable as a measure of judgment nor representative of 

Henry James's own values. In fact, it is Daisy's inno

cence that serves as a measure of judgment. In this re

spect, Daisy's position is closer to Elinor's, though they 

are incompatible in other respects, than it is to Mari

anne's. In other words, both Elinor and Daisy represent 

the moral consciousness by which the morality of other 

characters is measured. Yet it is the difference between 

the morality that each represents and the morality of the 

other characters that distinguishes Elinor and Daisy. 

Elinor's vision of life is appreciated by only a few per

sons. While Lucy Steele wins the hearts of Mrs. Ferrars 

and the John Dashwoods through her hypocrisy, Elinor, who 
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is far superior to Lucy in her abilities and social stand

ing, wins only their disapproval. Similarly, Daisy is 

ostracized by the American colony in Rome because of the 

superiority of her moral consciousness; they are unable 

to recognize her moral excellence. 

Daisy's virtues and weaknesses stand out distinctly 

in comparison with Winterbourne's. If Daisy's indiscrimi

nate flirting is censurable by European morality. Winter-

bourne's affair with the "very clever foreign lady," who 

is very likely married, is censurable by American morality. 

Flirting in married women astounds Daisy, and Winterbourne 

regards flirting in young unmarried women as "a purely 

American silliness," which "in its ineptitude of inno

cence" has no place in the European system. He will, on 

the other hand, gladly flirt with Daisy as long as they 

do it in secrecy and in compliance with European conven

tions. Even Winterbourne perceives that Daisy has no 

motive'^of using her wealth as a bait to marry a European 

with a title: 

"It's very true," Winterbourne pursued, "that 
Daisy and her mamma haven't yet risen to that 
stage of—what shall I call it?—of culture, 
at which the idea of catching a count or a 
marchese begins. I believe them intellectually 
incapable of that conception." (iv, 78) 

The lack of such a motive he attributes to her ignorance. 

Interestingly, both Daisy and Winterbourne are 

"innuL;ent" and romantic in their individual ways. As 
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Mrs. Costello remarks, Winterbourne is bound to make some 

great mistake in his relationship with Daisy Miller because 

he is too innocent, that is, ignorant of American customs: 

"'You've lived too long out of the country. You'll be 

sure to make some great mistake. You're too innocent'" 

(i, 25-26). Just as Winterbourne's innocence means his 

ignorance as well as his rejection of American social 

conventions, Daisy's innocence consists in her ignorance 

and defiance of European social conventions. The romantic 

spirits they both have also reveal differences. Although 

Winterbourne is "a man of imagination and, as our ancestors 

used to say, of sensibility" (ii, 39), his imagination is 

informed by his knowledge of poetry and history and re

strained by his awareness of social conventions. What 

appeals to Daisy about the Castle of Chillon is its mys

terious beauty; little does she care for its history, 

though she lends an attentive ear to Winterbourne's rela

tion of the story of Bonnivard. As lovers of the pictur

esque, Daisy and Winterbourne are separately drawn to the 

Colosseum to see it by the pale moonlight. It suffices 

for Daisy to have seen the old amphitheater by moonlight. 

Its beauty reminds Winterbourne of the famous lines in 

Byron's Manfred, but his nocturnal meditation is soon 

interrupted by practical considerations; he remembers 

that if the night air of the Colosseum "was the fruit of 

a rich literary culture it was none the less deprecated 
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by medical science" (iv, 85) for being the nest of malaria. 

Daisy and Winterbourne thus manifest a strange 

mixture of innocence and romanticism in that her innocence 

is chiefly a result of her naturalness and simplicity or, 

as Winterbourne chooses to call it, her crudity, and his 

innocence is biased by his sophistication and exposure to 

the European culture or, as Daisy calls it, his stiffness. 

In brief, what Daisy lacks in her naturalness is prudence, 

and what Winterbourne has lost in his circumspection and 

sophistication is naturalness. 

Want of prudence, then, is an agent of sorrow and 

misunderstanding for both Marianne and Daisy; it moreover 

brings about their sickness. Disappointed in love, Mari

anne imprudently rambles through the woods on a rainy day 

and consequently contracts a severe case of pneumonia. 

Willoughby's betrayal is the main cause of Marianne's 

sickness, and Winterbourne's insinuation that he has lost 

his respect for Daisy is the cause of the latter's disease. 

It is because of imprudence that Daisy exposes herself far 

too long to the night air in the Colosseum; it is, however, 

because of her despair of Winterbourne's love and esteem 

that she refuses to take Eugenie's "splendid pills" which 

could have prevented her mortal disease. 

Whereas Marianne's sickness marks her awakening, 

Daisy is deprived of such consciousness. Despite her 

perceptiveness, Daisy dies ignorant of the social 
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conventions she has violated; and, unlike Milly Theale, 

she is robbed of a moral victory in her death. Marianne's 

realization of her selfishness begins with her discovery 

of the anguish Elinor has experienced through Lucy's 

appeal to her rival not to disclose to the Ferrars Edward's 

secret engagement. It is her illness, however, that brings 

her awareness and disillusionment to culmination: 

"My illness has made think—It has given me 
leisure and calmness for serious recollection. 
. . . I considered the past; I saw in my own 
behaviour since the beginning of our acquaint
ance with him last autumn, nothing but a series 
of imprudence toward myself, and want of kind
ness to others. I saw that my own feelings had 
prepared my sufferings, and that my want of 
fortitude under them had almost led me to the 
grave. My illness, I well knew, had been en
tirely brought on by myself, by such negligence 
of my own health, as I had felt even at the time 
to be wrong. Had I died,—it would have been 
self-destruction." (Ill, x, 345) 

Daisy, on the other hand, is unable to avail herself of 

the experience that comes to her, mainly because she sees 

no wrong in her behavior and is unable to admit any mo

rality other than her own; she cannot comprehend why her 

innocent flirting would scandalize her compatriots: 

"'They are only pretending to be shocked. They don't 

really care a straw what I do. Besides, I don't go round 

so much.'" (iv, 83) 

Marianne is victimized not by Willoughby but by 

conventions; and Daisy falls prey not to Winterbourne, 

who, as she coquettishly remarks, looks at her and 
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Giovanelli when he detects them in the Colosseum "as one 

of the old lions or tigers may have looked at the Christian 

martyrs," but to European conventions.^ Willoughby and 

Winterbourne are nonetheless the real victims of conven

tionality. After his marriage to Miss Grey, Willoughby 

is forgiven by Mrs. Smith, whose threat of disinheritance 

has forced him into a mercenary marriage and whose unex

pected clemency, because of his marriage to a "woman of 

character," gives him reason to believe that had he mar

ried Marianne he would also have procured forgiveness and 

"might at once have been happy and rich." Blinded by con

ventionality, Winterbourne fails to recognize Daisy's 

capacity for love at a time when he could have saved her: 

"She sent me a message before her death which 
I didn't understand at the time. But I've under
stood it since. She would have appreciated one's 
esteem." 

"She took an odd way to gain it! But do you 
mean by what you say," Mrs. Costello asked, "that 
she would have reciprocated one's affection?" 

"You were right in that remark that you made 
last summer. I was booked to make a mistake. 
I've lived too long in foreign parts." (iv, 93) 

Yet Willoughby's repentance of his selfishness does not 

prevent him from enjoying the luxuries liis newly gained 

income furnishes. Neither does Winterbourne hesitate in 

^Marvin Mudrick argues in Jane Austen: Irony as 
Defense and Discovery (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 
1952), p. 93, that "Marianne, the life and center of the 
novel, has been betrayed; and not by Willoughby" but by 
conventionality, particularly Jane Austen's. 
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returning to the clever foreign lady after Daisy's death. 

The major difference between Sense and Sensibility 

and Daisy Miller lies not in the methods that Jane Austen 

and Henry James have used in their narration and charac

terization, but in their philosophies. Both are interested 

in the complexities of personal relationships and the in

dividual 's relationship with the society at large; both 

consider that individual values are in conflict with 

social values; and, as Jane Austen has in her six novels, 

Henry James has in several of his works delineated this 

conflict in a courtship and marriage situation. 

Since Jane Austen's philosophy of life demands a 

balance between individual values and social values, she 

symbolizes the necessity of such a balance in the marriage 

of the heroine either to a man who has successfully rec

onciled his individual values with those of society or to 

a man who, like the heroine herself, learns to make this 

reconciliation. In some of James's novels, the conflict 

between individual values and social values is aggravated 

by his placing the American heroine in a European environ

ment. The clash between individual values and social 

values thus becomes a clash between American and European 

cultures. In Daisy Miller, for example, the marriage be

tween Daisy and Winterbourne is impossible because the 

American culture and the European culture they respectively 

stand for are, in James's view, incompatible. Unlike 
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Jane Austen, James is interested not in balancing opposing 

values but in comparing them. If his heroines are incap

able of settling down to a married life or of enjoying 

happiness in marriage, they fail because they find their 

individual values irreconcilable to social values. If, 

on the other hand, Jane Austen's heroines can enjoy per

fect happiness in marriage, they do so because they are 

capable of reconciling their claims with those of society. 



CHAPTER III 

ELINOR DASHWOOD, ANNE ELLIOT, T^D 

NANDA BROOKENHAM: THE HEROINES 

OF MIDWAY MORALITY 

The central issue in Jane Austen's Sense and Sensi

bility and Persuasion and in Henry James's The Awkward Age 

is the conflict between opposing views of life. The clash 

between a romantic and a realistic view of life, which is 

the pivot of Jane Austen's novels, manifests itself in 

Sense and Sensibility as a contest between the contrary 

moral tendencies of the author's age: between sense and 

sensibility, between neoclassicism and romanticism. The 

competing values in Persuasion are prudence and feeling. 

In The Awkward Age, James has turned from the international 

to the English theme, and instead of delineating the dis

crepancy between the American and the European cultures, 

he has concentrated on an agelong problem, the battle of 

the generations. The stable English society of Jane Aus

ten's time has reached by the 1890's an "awkward age," a 

period of transition. James's novel depicts a degenerate 

older generation, which has lost sight of conventional 

moral and social values, resisting the demands of changing 

social conditions and the demands of a younger generation 

for a sound morality. In each novel the conflict of 

38 
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opposing views of life centers in a conflict between an

tithetical motives in courtship and marriage: motives of 

prudence and motives of affection. 

Both Jane Austen and Henry James dramatize the 

opposition between the contrasting views of life by pit

ting characters representing the dissenting views against 

one another. The world of Sense and Sensibility is domin

ated by a group of characters who pride themselves in their 

observance of common sense, decorum, and propriety; in one 

sense, they are the followers of the classical concepts of 

order and decorum. In the opening portion of the novel, 

Mrs. John Dashwood uses the force of "sense" to discourage 

her husband from bestowing on the impoverished widow and 

the daughters of his dead father what little kindness and 

financial support his ungenerous heart could afford. The 

power of his wife's reasoning and considerations of decorum 

make John Dashwood feel justified in not giving up any part 

of his inheritance from his father which is secured to him 

by a law of descent that protects only the natural rights 

of the oldest son. Selfish rationalizing makes him forget 

his promise to his father to settle part of the property 

on his widow and three daughters. 

This argument was irresistible. It gave to his in
tentions whatever of decision was wanting before; 
and he finally resolved, that it would be absolutely 
unnecessary, if not highly indecorous, to do more 
for the widow and children of his father, than such 
kind of neighbourly acts as his own wife pointed 
out. (I, ii, 13) 
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John Dashwood's concept of sense, therefore, is working out 

his selfish interests within the framework of approved be

havior. 

Among the minor characters in Sense and Sensibility, 

the protagonists of sense equate sense with selfish economic 

prudence. They measure human value in terms of wealth and 

rank. Mrs. Ferrars disinherits her elder son, Edward 

Ferrars, for refusing to marry Miss Morton, who boasts an 

inheritance of 30,000 pounds; he has been secretly engaged 

to Miss Lucy Steele, who obviously does not have an inheri

tance. According to Mrs. Ferrars and her daughter, Mrs. 

John Dashwood, being the only daughter of rich Lord Morton 

gives Miss Mor.ton every claim to superiority, even in 

natural merits. Mrs. Ferrars slights Elinor's skillful 

landscape paintings, for she maintains that nobody can sur

pass Miss Morton's painting style; in fact, "she does every 

thing well" (II, xii, 235). 

Jane Austen carefully distinguishes in Sense and 

Sensibility between sense, which she interprets as an em

phasis on reason and as basing one's judgment on facts, and 

its exploitation by a moneyed class to justify its selfish 

mercenary pursuits and claims of social superiority. Such 

a class of people can tolerate among those who do not have 

money and social importance only the ones who flatter the 

vanity of their social superiors. Thus Lucy Steele makes 

herself acceptable to Fanny Dashwood (Mrs. John Dashwood) 
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and Lady Middleton under the false pretense of admiration 

for the two ladies and their misbehaved children. Adula

tion wins Lucy a husband in Robert Ferrars, who, having 

sought her acquaintance for the sole purpose of persuading 

her to break her engagement with his brother, falls prey 

to her flattery; it also harvests her an approving mother-

in-law in Mrs. Ferrars, whose ire is dissipated by Lucy's 

endless praises and attentions. 

In the upper-middle-class society of Mrs. Ferrars, 

it is manners that determine respectability and that con

ceal want of actual sense and good breeding. The frozen 

code of manners of this society inhibits human intercourse. 

Jane Austen notes that at the dinner party the John Dash

woods give for the Middletons "no poverty of any kind, 

except of conversation, appeared—but there, the deficiency 

was considerable" (II, xii, 233). Camouflaging selfish

ness and ill nature with sham elegance of manners and 

pride in social position is the method of compensation 

Mrs. Ferrars, Fanny Dashwood, and Lady Middleton use to 

cover up their deficiencies. As Elinor observes about 

Mrs. Ferrars, "a lucky contraction of the brow had rescued 

her countenance from the disgrace of insipidity, by giving 

it the strong characters of pride and ill nature" (II, xii, 

232) . What attracts Fanny Dashwood and Lady Middleton to 

one another is "a kind of cold hearted selfishness on both 

sides"; they are also alike in "an insipid propriety of 
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demeanour, and a general want of understanding" (II, xii, 

229) . 

The supporters of sensibility, compared with those 

of sense, are fewer in number. Its chief protagonist, 

Marianne Dashwood, is a believer in the Shaftesburian doc

trine of man's natural benevolence which was popularized 

in literature by the Romantic Movement and the sentimental 

novel. Marianne behaves in accordance with the concepts 

of this philosophy, which regards moral sense as commen

surate with intensity of feeling and imagination. Her 

standards of respectability are, however, just as prejudiced 

and inadequate as those of the supporters of sense. She 

fails to appreciate men like Edward Ferrars and Colonel 

Brandon, who combine in their disposition a happy mixture 

of sense and sensibility. Edward evokes her disapproval 

mainly because he lacks an appreciation of art and poetry 

and because he fails to admire the dilapidated cottages 

and the muddy roads in the countryside which have a strong 

appeal to Marianne's romantic imagination. Colonel Brandon, 

who wears a flannel waistcoat for protection against the 

cold and has neither vivacity nor good looks but good sense 

and a generous heart to compensate for his deficiencies, 

cannot make himself agreeable to Marianne. She falls in 

love with John Willoughby, who fulfills her ideals but who 

deserts her to make a mercenary marriage. 
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As in the case of sense, what Jane Austen criticizes 

about a romantic view of life is its exploitation by those 

who profess it. Among the characters in Sense and Sensi

bility, Marianne is probably the only genuine believer in 

the doctrine of natural benevolence and the convention of 

love at first sight that was made hackneyed by the senti

mental novel. Jane Austen finds Marianne's romantic view 

much too fallible because it ignores some of the unpleasant 

facts such as society's emphasis on form and its concept 

of marriage as an economic commodity. Jane Austen is fur

thermore suspicious of the accuracy of moral judgment 

founded on feelings and impulses without the aid of sound 

reasoning in that such judgment may often be biased by 

selfishness and vanity. Marianne's preoccupation with her 

own grief over her father's death and over Willoughby's 

inconstancy renders her oblivious to the suffering of others 

and to her social obligations. Two other advocates of 

sentimentality, Willoughby and Lucy Steele, both in their 

general behavior and in the mercenary marriages they make, 

give ample evidence of the fallacy of the doctrine of man's 

natural benevolence. If Willoughby becomes a victim of con

ventionality and economic necessity, Lucy surpasses the 

selfishness, vulgarity, and economic prudence of those who 

favor sense. 

While the major conflict in Persuasion is one of 

right sentiment regarding marriage, a conflict which is 
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chiefly enacted in Anne Elliot's mind, perhaps no other 

novel of Jane Austen depicts the opposition between the 

social classes in England at the turn of the nineteenth 

century as vividly as does her last completed novel. The 

diminishing aristocratic class, proud of its ancestry and 

traditions, is condescending toward the landed gentry and 

indignant toward the emerging bourgeoisie. Although the 

gentry resents the nobility for its patronizing attitude 

and fatuity over rank, its social values are nearly as 

materialistic as are those of the aristocracy. The middle 

class, confident of its increasing power and importance 

and determined to gain an even stronger foothold in the 

social scene, thrives on economic stability just as the 

aristocratic class thrives on stability of rank. The con

flict of classes is, then, more of a conflict of powers 

than it is one of ideologies; for all the three classes, 

despite their slight variances in attitude toward rank, 

are equally materialistic in their pursuits. 

The mammonism of the aristocracy and the gentry 

demonstrates itself in their view of marriage as economic 

convenience. When Wentworth first proposes to Anne, Sir 

Walter considers his daughter's marriage with him "a very 

degrading alliance" (I, iv, 26); and Lady Russell takes 

advantage of Anne's love and respect for her surrogate 

mother to persuade her not to commit herself to "a young 

man, who had nothing but himself to recommend him, and no 
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hopes of attaining affluence, but in the chances of a most 

uncertain profession, and no connexions to secure even 

his farther rise in that profession" (I, iv, 26-27). Al

though Sir Walter's reaction to the news of Anne's engage

ment with Wentworth is one of contempt and Lady Russell's 

one of concern, they discourage her from marrying him for 

not too dissimilar reasons: pride in rank and pecuniary 

motives. 

In the argument that arises between Mary and ChaiSes 

Musgrove over a prospective husband for Henrietta Musgrove, 

Mary shows her father's bias for rank in preferring Cap

tain Wentworth to Charles Hayter. According to Mary, 

Charles Hayter, who is "nothing but a country curate," is 

a "most improper match for Miss Musgrove of Uppercross" 

(I, ix, 76). Since Wentworth, who has acquired money as 

well as rank in the navy, stands the chance of being pro

moted to a baronetship, he will make a suitable husband 

for Henrietta: 

"Dear me I If he should rise to any very great 
honours I If he should ever be made a Baronet! 
'Lady Wentworth' sounds very well. That would be 
a noble thing, indeed, for Henrietta! She would 
take place of me then, and Henrietta would not 
dislike that. Sir Frederick and Lady Wentworth! 
It would be a new creation, however, and I never 
think much of your new creations." (I, ix, 75) 

Charles Musgrove, being blind neither to Wentworth's prop

erty of twenty-five thousand pounds nor to the possibility 

of his further distinguishing himself as a navy officer. 
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nevertheless finds Charles Hayter a convenient match for 

Henrietta in case she does not succeed with Wentworth: 

"It would not be a great match for Henrietta, 
but Charles has a very fair chance, through the 
Spicers, of getting something from the Bishop in 
the course of a year or two; and will you please 
to remember, that he is the oldest son; whenever 
my uncle dies, he steps into very pretty prop
erty." (I, ix, 76) 

Despite their different biases, both Mary, a member of the 

nobility, and Charles Musgrove, a member of the gentry, 

have a mercenary approach to marriage. 

Jane Austen finds the bourgeois class, though ag

gressive and acquisitive in its pursuits, capable of re

conciling love with economic prudence in marriage. Went

worth ' s approach to his profession is basically business

like; his nostalgic relation of his experiences as a naval 

officer reveals more the practicality of a businessman 

than the romanticism of an adventurer: 

"Ah! those were pleasant days when I had the 
Laconia! How fast I made money in her.—A friend 
of mine, and I, had such a lovely cruise together 
off the Western Islands.—Poor Harville, sister! 
You know how much he wanted money—worse than 
myself. He had a wife.—Excellent fellow! I 
shall never forget his happiness. He felt it all, 
so much for her sake.—I wished for him again the 
next summer, when I had still the same luck in 
the Mediterranean." (I, viii, 67) 

Yet he does not show an interest in the largeness of the 

dowry of the woman he would marry; what he requires of his 

wife is "a strong mind" and "sweetness of manner." And 

he marries Anne Elliot, who not only meets his requirements 

but whose love for him has not diminished during the eight 
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years of separation. Wentworth's sailor friends are both 

efficient mariners on board and affectionate husbands at 

home. Although Admiral Croft's habit of judging his com

rades by their ranks has shades of Sir William's vanity 

of title, the admiral is genuinely attached to his wife. 

Despite the fact that much of the conflict between 

emotions and prudence takes place in Anne's mind, the con

victions of several of the characters, which can roughly 

be classified as romantic, constitute an opposition to the 

economic prudence of a mundane society. In Persuasion the 

conflict between emotions and reason, between imagination 

and reality is not as trenchant as it is in Sense and 

Sensibility and Northanger Abbey. Captain Benwick's en

thusiasm for the poetry of Scott and Byron does not blind 

him to the realities of life as does Catherine Morland's 

penchant for gothic and sentimental fiction. On land he 

may be a melancholy lover mourning the death of his 

fiancee and a romantic soul acSmiring the beauty of the sea; 

but on board he is as skillful a sailor as Wentworth is. 

Neither does his grief over the loss of a loved one have 

the note of extravagance that Marianne Dashwood's self-

indulgent mourning has. His Byronic Weltschmerz is only 

skin-deep. When he finds a sympathizer in Louisa Musgrove, 

he recovers from his dejection almost too soon. Benwick 

escapes the satire that Isabella Thorpe and Lucy Steele 

attract because of their false sentimentality, for Jane 
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Austen seems to be amused with her creation; she dismisses 

his inconstancy with good humor. Louisa succeeds in mak

ing him forget the memory of Miss Harville because he "had 

an affectionate heart. He must love somebody" (II, vi, 

167). Jane Austen's mellowness of tone in Persuasion can 

in part be attributed to the temperament of her heroine 

through whose tender and forgiving eyes we see the other 

characters. Yet Sir Elliot, William Elliot, Elizabeth 

Elliot, and Mrs. Gray are not spared her poignant irony. 

Even Louisa's foolish insistence on having her own way at 

any cost does not occasion an unpalatable moralizing. Al

though the author is still aware of the dangers and limi

tations of an existence guided merely by emotions, she 

nonetheless reveals a partiality toward the man or woman 

of feeling. 

Although James's The Awkward Age concerns a social 

problem which the author considers to be basically English, 

it is difficult to define the crux in this English novel 

in terms of the conflict on which Jane Austen's novels are 

built; yet James's novel bears more similarity to Jane 

Austen's novels than the reader may recognize at first 

reading. As James states in the preface to The Awkward 

Age, "We live notoriously, as I suppose every age lives, 

in an 'epoch of transition'" (p. x); the period of transi

tion James refers to is the last decade of the Victorian 

era, which in its political and social structure already 
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anticipated the industrialism, labor-unionism, and education-

mindedness of the twentieth century. Despite the social 

changes brought about by the reform bills and despite the 

looming threat of the working class's unseating middle-

class power, the middle-class prejudices, characterized by 

prudery in matters of sex and intolerance of points of 

view diverging from established conventions, still pervaded 

the English social scene. Thus James's novel had its origin 

"in a social order where individual appreciations of pro

priety have not been foinnially allowed for, in spite of 

their having very often quite rudely and violently and in

solently, rather of course than insidiously, flourished" 

(Preface, p. xi). And Jane Austen's novels record a period 

of transition in English history, (1792-1815), that period 

of reaction on the part of the aristocracy in an effort 

to repress the humanitarian movement foreshadowed by Burke 

and promoted by the writers of the Romantic Revival. 

Jane Austen's novels and James's The Awkward Age 

are not historical or political novels, however. The 

sounds of the cannon balls of the Napoleonic wars do not 

disturb the peaceful country life depicted in Jane Austen's 

novels, nor does James's novel make its subject the revolu

tionary world of London in the 1880's as does his The 

Princess Casamassima. Yet Jane Austen's novels, especially 

Persuasion, take full note of the decline of the aristo

cratic class and its foolishness in clinging to its 
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outdated conventions, the values of which were being ques

tioned by the humanitarian concepts the Romantics popular

ized and the authority of which was being challenged by 

the flourishing middle class. In The Awkward Age, like

wise, the forceful presence of Mitchy, the son of a rich 

shoemaker, in Mrs. Brookenham's circle of sophisticated 

Londoners, is indicative of the increasing importance of 

the working class at the end of the nineteenth century. 

In short, both Jane Austen's novels and James's The Awk

ward Age, not to mention his other novels, reflect the 

need to readjust moral and social values according to 

changing human relations and social conditions. 

The struggle between the generations presented in 

The Awkward Age is an outcome of the middle generation's 

failure to acknowledge the necessity to modify its concept 

of propriety to suit the demands of the social changes. 

In James's words, the "dramatic struggle reflected" in the 

novel is a society's vain effort "somehow to fit propriety 

into a smooth general case which is really all the while 

bristling and crumbling into fierce particular ones" 

(Preface, p. xi). Mrs. Brookenham's generation has ac

cepted modernity only in its behavior; yet its modernity 

is symptomatic of its corruption in that it acimits into 

its exclusive group members of the working class by virtue 

of their fat purses and encourages the deterioration of 

the marriage institution by condoning adulterous relation-
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ships. Although the older generation professes to uphold 

the moral values of the previous generation, Mr. Longdon, 

a member of the previous generation, is disgusted with the 

licentiousness he witnesses in London society when he re

turns to it after thirty years of absence. 

In Mrs. Brookenham's world of Buckingham Crescent, 

the idea of decency has been divorced from morality, and 

manners have replaced morals; it is an observance of de

corum that insures respectability. Mrs. Brook, who is the 

favorite confidante of the wives involved in extramarital 

pursuits, amuses herself by discussing their affairs with 

the male members of her circle. One minute she says the 

most odious things behind the backs of the frequenters of 

her fashionable drawing room, and the next she receives 

them with perfect ease and civility as if nothing had hap

pened. Yet the Buckingham Crescent society professes a 

certain sense of honor and loyalty. Besides other consider

ations, it is Vanderbank's sense of honor that prevents 

him from marrying Nanda because he would be demeaning him

self by accepting Mr. Longdon's offer to settle on him a 

large sum of money if he agrees to marry the girl. Van's 

promise to Mr. Longdon not to reveal the proposal does not, 

however, keep him from breaking his word of honor. He 

confides in Mrs. Brook out of loyalty to their friendship; 

but she, having insinuated that he would be accepting a 

bribe in case he decides to marry her daughter, has no 
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scruples about passing on the secret to Mitchy, at the ex

pense of loyalty to Van, as soon as she has possession of 

it. Mrs. Brook's society, which cannot tolerate devia

tions from propriety, has room enough for any deviation 

from morality as long as the forms of manners are kept. 

The London society of The Awkward Age thus expects 

absolute conformity to its degenerate notion of propriety; 

and one aspect of propriety it is most fastidious about is 

keeping the mind of a young female pure and innocent, ig

norant of the realities of sex and the corruption of man

kind until the best bidder assumes the rightful ownership 

of the well-protected merchandise through a marriage con

tract. The marketability of the young woman is guaran

teed in proportion to the length of her confinement to the 

school room where her mind is fed with "the small sweet 

biscuit of unobjectionable knowledge" (V, iii, 239) and 

the trivialities of etiquette. Her marriageability also 

depends on the success of the diplomacy used in keeping her 

away from the contamination of the drawing room conversa

tion. 

I am indebted to Margaret Walters' "Keeping the 
Place Tidy for the Young Female Mind," in The Air of Reality: 
New Essays on Henry James, ed. John Goode (London: Methuen, 
1972) for my interpretation of Nanda Brookenham's dilemma. 
In my opinion, Walters' is the most perceptive criticism I 
have read about James's English heroine. 
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Whereas the ordinance of innocence does not allow 

any aberrations for the unmarried woman, it has no effect 

on the married one. Neither does it apply to men. Nanda 

proves to be a social failure because of her irreparable 

exposure to her mother's drawing room. Nanda's "knowledge" 

discourages Vanderbank from marrying her; yet Van himself 

contributes to her knowledge in that not only is he the 

most popular guest at Mrs. Brook's instructive drawing 

room but he, together with Mitchy, obtains the hostess's 

unwilling permission to let her daughter sit among the 

adults. On the other hand, once Aggie, Nanda's protected 

cousin, is safely married with Mitchy, the outrageous 

flirtation she carries on with Lord Petherton is easily 

overlooked. Similarly, Harold Brookenham's social triumph 

thrives on his success with unhappily married wealthy women. 

Despite the variance of opinion that comes up in 

the discussions of Mrs. Brookenham and the Duchess about 

how to deal with a girl's awkward age, their convictions 

are basically the same. If the Duchess persistently pro

tects her little Aggie from exposure to the objectionable 

adult talk, Mrs. Brook regrets her compromise in having 

permitted Nanda to mingle with her circle. Their prerequi

sites for marriage are far from different. Mitchy's wealth 

is strong enough reason for the Duchess to forget his huinble 

birth. Since she despises impecunious marriages, she wai Id 

offer her precious little Aggie to "the son of a chimney-
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sweep if the principal guarantees were there"; so Mitchy, 

the son of a shoemaker, would do for her: 

"I don't say Mr. Mitchett's either beautiful 
or noble, and he certainly hasn't as much dis
tinction as would cover the point of a pin. He 
doesn't mind moreover what he says. . . . After 
marriage what does it signify? He has forty 
thousand a year, an excellent idea of how to take 
care of it and a good disposition." (V, iv, 63) 

Despite her snobbery, Mrs. Brook's choice of a prospective 

husband for Nanda is also Mitchy; her choice is based on 

the same principle that permits his presence in her circle: 

his mammoth bank account. 

The conflict that exists in Sense and Sensibility, 

Persuasion, and The Awkward Age between characters repre

senting opposing views of life is further reflected in the 

minds of the heroines. In his study of Jane Austen's nar

rative technique, A. Walton Litz observes, "in the early 

burlesques characters representing opposing views of life 

are pitted against each other: but in the more mature 

pieces we find a growing tendency to dramatize the oppos-
2 

ing forces working within a single personality." James's 

artistry shows a similar development. In Daisy Miller the 

conflict between the American and European cultures is 

hardly a struggle of opposing forces striving for supremacy 

within the heroine's mind. I cannot find any polarity 

2 
Jane Austen: A Study of Her Artistic Development 

(New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1955), p. 24. 
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in Daisy's mind in that her tragedy is largely a result of 

her failure to perceive the discrepancy between the two 

cultures. In the international novels of the middle and 

the later periods, however, the heroine's enigma is caused 

by her desire to reconcile her American morality with 

European morality. The dichotomy exists more intensely 

within the mind of the heroine, who is an ac3mirer of the 

European civilization despite her repugnance at the cor

ruption she senses in its air, than it does between the 

characters representing the competing cultures. In The 

Bostonians, on the other hand, the battle between the 

ideologies of Basil Ransom and Olive Chancellor actually 

takes place within Verena's mind; intellectually she sup

ports the emancipation of women, but emotionally she is 

not prepared to cope with the sterile independence that 

the women's rights movement promises. Finally, in The 

Awkward Age the opposition between the generations' con

trary interpretations of propriety is enacted, almost 

wholly, within Nanda's consciousness. 

Elinor's consciousness, however, is not the arena 

where the contest between the opposing forces of sense and 

sensibility takes place; more precisely, she is the syn

thesis of the intellect and the emotions. Elinor possesses 

not only the "strength of understanding, and coolness of 

judgment" but also "an excellent heart;—her disposition 

was affectionate, and her feelings were strong; but she 
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knew how to govern them" (I, i, 6). Sense and Sensibility 

manifests Jane Austen's attempt to show the inadequacies 

of excessive sense and excessive sensitivity and her desire 

to see reason and emotions harmonized in an individual as 

well as in the relationships of human beings. And her 

heroine, who succeeds in moderating both her sense and her 

emotions, is an illustration of the author's ideal. 

Anne Elliot of Persuasion also epitomizes Jane 

Austen's ideal; yet the conflict between the values of 

prudence and of feelings largely takes place in her con

sciousness. She lacks neither sense nor emotions, but she 

has not reached that miraculous mean that Elinor has whereby 

the dictates of her reason and the claims of her emotions 

are attuned. She is therefore more plausible than Elinor. 

Probably no other heroine of Jane Austen is more sensitive 

to the beauty of nature and the suffering of mankind than 

Anne. Although she identifies with Benwick, who is also 

responsive to nature and poetry and who has suffered the 

loss of his betrothed, she recommends that he learn to 

moderate his feelings by reading prose: 

She ventured to recommend a larger allowance of 
prose in his daily study; and on being requested to 
particularize, mentioned such works of our best 
moralists, such collections of the finest letters, 
such memoirs of characters of worth and suffering, 
as occurred to her at the moment as calculated to 
rouse and fortify the mind by the highest precpepts, 
and the strongest examples of moral and religious 
endurances. (I, xi, 101) 



57 

Yet Anne is no pedantic prude; she is well aware that 

neither religion nor serious prose can be an absolute 

remedy for the pangs of an aching heart: 

When the evening was over, Anne could not but be 
amused at the idea of her coming to Lyme, to preach 
patience and resignation to a young man whom she 
had never seen before; nor could she help fearing 
on more serious reflection, that, like many other 
great moralists and preachers, she had been elo
quent on a point in which her own conduct would 
ill bear examination. (I, xi, 101) 

Anne has learned to suppress her feelings in order to ad

just to the environment in which she lives, but her reason 

has not conquered her emotions: "Anne hoped she had out

lived the age of blushing; but the age of emotion she cer

tainly had not" (I, vi, 49). 

Similarly, Nanda Brookenham of The Awkward Age is 

torn between conventionality and modernity. Although 

Mitchy, among the major characters, is the only one belong

ing to the working class, he is not representative of his 

class's efforts to subdue bourgeois values. Yet he admires 

Nanda's courage in defying the complacency and corruptness 

of bourgeois morals and her plea for change in their stan

dards; he does not mind her being exposed to the adult 

world and wants to marry her; even in his indifference to 

the world, he has resigned himself to the standards of the 

bourgeois institution. His seeking the company of Mrs. 

Brook, who embodies the institution, is a sign of his 

resignation and need to belong. He explains his position 
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to Nanda: 

"You may remind me of Mrs. Brook's contention 
that if she did in her time keep something of a 
saloon the saloon is now, in the consequence of 
events, but a collection of fortuitous atoms. 
. . . The generations will come and go, and the 
personnel, as the newspapers say, of the saloon 
will shift and change, but the institution it
self, as resting on a deep human need, has a 
long course yet to run and a good work yet to do. 
We shan't last, but your mother will. . . . " 
(X, iii, 523) 

Whereas Mitchy's compliance is a result of the realization 

of his helplessness against the invincible power of the 

deep-seated traditions, Nanda's conformity is of a differ

ent sort. It is the result of her paradoxical nature. 

She has accepted modernity in her behavior—her knowledge 

of the ways of the world, her freedom of manner and speech, 

and her smoking scandalize Victorian conventionality—^but 

her emotions have not undergone the change that her be

havior has. At heart, she is as old-fashioned as Vander

bank. Despite her contempt for the depravity of the 

society's sense of propriety, she sincerely believes that 

a young woman should be pure and innocent. 

It is the paradox in her sentiments that causes 

Nanda's frustration. As she herself acinits to Vanderbank, 

she lacks "what's called a principle of growth"; she cannot 

help being the way she is: "I shall never change—I shall 

be always just the same. The same old mannered modern 

slang^^ hank'" (V, i, 214). She reminds Vanderbank of her 

mother—interestingly Nanda is named after her mother. 
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Fernanda Brookenham—and Mr. Longdon of her grandmother. 

Lady Julia. She is the compound product of her mother's 

"immorality and vice" (VI, ii, 311) and her grandmother's 

goodness and candor. Her "knowledge" derives from her 

mother's free circle, but her sense of morality belongs to 

her grancMother's period. She explains her paradox to 

Mr. Longdon, her grandmother's one-time acimirer: 

"If we're both partly the result of other people, 
her other people were so different. . . . " "And yet 
if she had you, so I've got you too. It's the 
flattery of that, or the sound of it, I know, that 
must be so unlike her. Of course it's awfully like 
mother; yet it isn't as if you hadn't already let 
me see—is it?—that you don't really think me the 
same. . . . " "Granny wasn't the kind of girl she 
couldn't be—and so neither am I." (V, ii, 230-
231) 

Nanda is, in a way, the link Mr. Longdon finds missing be

tween Lady Julia's and Mrs. Brook's generations; she is 

the real inheritor of her grancMother' s propriety, that 

inheritance the middle generation has desecrated. Yet she 

is different from either generation. 

The method that both Jane Austen and Henry James 

use in the portrayal of their central characters is that 

of revealing them through their relationships with the 

other characters. In Jane Austen's novels, the heroine 

usually stands alone in her convictions; in James's novels, 

she is nearly always isolated. The hero and the heroine's 

foil play indispensable roles in the delineation of the 

heroine. The heroine's reasons fcjr choosing to marry the 
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hero, who often represents a life view that is in conflict 

with the heroine's, and the authors' reasons for censuring 

the foils are essential to our understanding of the novels. 

Elinor's choice of an uninteresting Edward Ferrars 

as a husband and her apparently prudent motives in marry

ing him have turned numerous readers against her. She 

chooses to marry Edward because behind his timidity and 

insipidity she detects an honest and affectionate heart 

and a sound character. As the course of the action proves, 

she is truly attached to him. Elinor's anguish caused by 

her discovery of Edward's secret engagement to Lucy Steele 

is no less real than Marianne's anguish over Willoughby's 

betrayal. Her reaction to the news that Edward is finally 

free to marry her is representative of her disposition: 

Elinor could sit no longer. She almost ran out 
of the room, and as soon as the door was closed, 
burst into tears of joy, which at first she 
thought would never cease. Edward, who had till 
then looked any where, rather than at her, saw 
her hurry away, and perhaps saw—or even heard, 
her emotion. (Ill, xii, 350) 

Though Elinor is strong in her emotions, she, like Anne, 

has learned to suppress them to adjust to an environment 

that despises sensitivity. Her burst of emotions does not 

prevent her, however, from remembering that decorum does 

not allow ladies to run and to forget to shut the door 

after they leave the room. 

The deprecators of Jane Austen who interpret Eli

nor's motives in marriage as economic prudence seem to 
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forget that she marries a disinherited man, a man who is 

disinherited because he refuses to marry the rich Miss 

Morton. It would be naive, on the other hand, to pretend 

that she overlooks the importance of an adequate amount of 

money to make the marriage work. She is aware that the cold 

facts of economic necessity can very well chill even the 

warmest hearts. Lovers can do with less, but there must be 

at least the bare essentials. Her remark to Marianne that 

it would be imprudent for her sister to have married 

Willoughby, who had at the time no hopes of an independent 

income, is based not on her worldliness but on her knowl

edge of the characters of Marianne and Willoughby: 

"His expensiveness is acknowledged even by him
self, and his whole conduct declares that self-
denial is a word hardly understood by him. His 
demands and your inexperience together on a small 
income, must have brought on distress which would 
not be the less grievous to you, from having been 
entirely unknown and unthought of before. Your 
sense of honour and honesty would have led you, 
I know, when aware of your situation, to attempt 
all the economy that would appear to you possible. 
. . . Beyond that, had you endeavoured, however 
reasonably, to abridge his enjoyments, is it not 
to be feared, that instead of prevailing on feel
ings so selfish to consent to it, you would have 
lessened your own influence on his heart, and 
made him regret the connection which had involved 
him in such difficulties?" (Ill, xi, 351) 

It is the knowledge of man's selfishness and his egotism 

lying behind the best of his intentions that makes Elinor 

prudent and reserved. 

An important matter that most critics tend to ig

nore is that Edward, despite his vapidness, is a sentimental 
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type. His failure to appreciate poetry and painting and 

the rugged beauty of nature is, to Marianne, an indication 

of his lack of sensitivity, and, to Elinor, a sign of his 

shyness and lack of self-confidence. His persistence in 

maintaining his engagement to Lucy Steele, even long after 

he has stopped loving her, in order not to breach his 

promise to her, is indeed heroic. Yet his sentimentality 

rests on his reasons for having decided to marry Lucy: 

"It was a foolish, idle inclination on my side," 
said he, "the consequence of ignorance of the world— 
and want of employment." 

"I had therefore nothing in the world to do, but 
to fancy myself in love." 

"Lucy appeared everything that was amiable and 
obliging. She was pretty too—at least I thought 
so then, and I had seen so little of other women, 
that I could make no comparisons, and see no de
fects. Considering everything, therefore, foolish 
as our engagement was, foolish as it has since in 
every way been proved, it was not at the time an 
unnatural, or an inexcusable piece of folly." (Ill, 
xiii, 362-363) 

At the beginning of the book, Edward is a retiring and ro

mantic soul; his romanticism does not have any of the 

excessiveness that Marianne's has; however, his decision 

to marry Lucy is based solely on emotions rather than on 

sense. He comes to appreciate Elinor for her sincerity, 

kindness, and cool judgment. At the end of the novel, 

Edward, like Elinor and Colonel Brandon, grows to be one 

of the few characters who possess a happy mixture of sense 

and sensitivity. The happiness he experiences when he wins 
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Elinor's hand in marriage reveals that he marries Elinor 

not for her common sense alone but for the genuine love he 

feels for her: "He had secured his lady, engaged her 

mother's consent, and was not only in the rapturous pro

fession of the lover, but in the reality of reason and 

truth, one of the happiest of men" (III, xiii, 361). 

Elinor's relative dullness is the result of the 

liveliness of her counterpart, Marianne, whose attractive

ness inevitably overshadows Elinor's. What endears Mari

anne to the reader, besides her natural charm, is that we 

find her constantly protesting the selfish prudery she 

sees in her environment. When Marianne declines to pay a 

visit to her stepbrother's avaricious wife or remains 

silent when she is asked a foolish question, it falls on 

Elinor to attend to the burdensome civilities. Though she 

is disgusted with her society's worldliness and acquisitive

ness, Elinor feels it necessary to fulfill her social obli

gations. As all the heroines of Jane Austen do or learn 

to do, Elinor can accept an imperfect world, for the de

fects of the world are the reflections of man's own de

ficiencies. Her apparent conformity, however, does not 

arise from her conventionality. Upon Marianne's remark, 

"' I thought our judgments were given us merely to be sub

servient to those of our neighbours. This has always been 

your doctrine, I am sure,'" Elinor responds. 
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"No, Marianne, never. My doctrine has never 
aimed at the subjection of the understanding. All 
I have attempted to influence has been the be
haviour. You must not confound my meaning. I 
am guilty, I confess, of having often wished you 
to treat our acquaintance in general with greater 
attention; but when have I advised you to adopt 
their sentiments or conform to their judgment in 
serious matters?" (I, xvii, 94) 

Elinor believes that even the person least worthy of love 

deserves some respect. Her usual manner of reacting to 

the incongruities she witnesses is, like the author's, 

ironic language. Thus her insipid brother fails to recog

nize Elinor's criticism of the Ferrars' adverse reaction 

to Edward's engagement to Lucy. Her manner of dealing 

with people like pompous Robert Ferrars is one of silence; 

she pretends to agree with everything he says, for she 

knows that disagreeing with somebody who is beyond the 

reach of sense is futile. 

What also makes Elinor relatively unattractive is 

the purpose she serves in the novel. Jane Austen, striv

ing to show the absurdity of both excessive sense and ex

cessive sensitivity, uses Elinor as her mouthpiece. As 

W. A. Craik observes, "Elinor is never inconsistent, be

cause her point of view as the representative of the right 

mixture of sense and sensibility is also her author's; 

but she has to voice this view at times when she would be 

more effective silent." But whereas it is true that 

Jane Austen: The Six Novels (London: Methuen, 
1965), p. 35. 
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Elinor is Jane Austen's conscience, she is not, contrary 

to Marvin Mudrick's claim, "shielded from the author's 

irony or social disapproval." Even Elinor herself ad

mits that she is prone to make mistakes in her judgment: 

'•I have frequently detected myself in such kind 
of mistakes," said Elinor, "in a total misapprehen
sion of character in some point or other: fancying 
people so much more gay or grave, or ingenious or 
stupid than they really are, and I can hardly tell 
why, or in what the deception originated. Sometimes 
one is guided by what they say of thonselves, and 
very frequently by what other people say of them, 
without giving oneself time to deliberate and 
judge." (I, xvii, 93) 

Elinor is not shielded from Jane Austen's irony because, 

soon after this speech, she is mistaken about Mrs. Jenning. 

She later discovers, however, that Mrs. J"enning's habit 

of prying into others' business is not an outcome of her 

meddlesomeness but one of genuine concern and considera

tion. Though Elinor chooses to marry retiring Edward, she 

is not unsusceptible to the charm of flamiboyant Willoughby. 

She is amused at her being momentarily duped by his at

tractiveness and his self-incriminating confession of his 

love for Marianne. Jane Austen also hints that Elinor has 

the ability to deviate even from her own principles when 

necessary. When preparation of the house Edward and Elinor 

are to occupy after their marriage is delayed, "Elinor, as 

usual, broke through the first positive resolution of not 

4 
Jane Austen: Irony as Defense and Discovery 

(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1952)) , p. 85. 
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marrying till every thing was ready, and the ceremony took 

place in Barton Church early in the autumn" (III, xiv, 

374) . Her love for Edward thus conquers her better sense. 

In Persuasion, Anne's relationship with Wentworth, 

the opposition of their convictions, and her reasons for 

marrying him largely contribute to our appreciation of the 

heroine. She submits to Lady Russell's persuasion more 

out of respect for the lady and consideration for Wentworth 

than out of prudence: 

She was persuaded to believe the engagement a wrong 
thing—indiscreet, improper, hardly capable of suc
cess, and not deserving it. But it was not a 
merely selfish caution, under which she acted, in 
putting an end to it. Had she not imagined her
self consulting his good, even more than her own, 
she could hardly have given him up.—The belief 
of being prudent, and self-denying principally 
for his advantage, was her chief consolation, 
under the misery of parting. (I, iv, 28) 

Wentworth's success in realizing his dreams of becoming 

rich has justified the accuracy of her insight into his 

character, and her suffering during the eight years of 

separation has proved to her the fallibility of excessive 

prudence: 

She was persuaded that under every disadvantage of 
disapprobation at home, and every anxiety attend
ing his profession, all their probable fears, delays 
and disappointments, she should yet have been a 
happier woman in maintaining the engagement, than 
she had been in the sacrifice of it; and this, she 
fully believed, had the usual share, had even more 
than a usual share of all such solicitudes and 
suspense been theirs, without reference to actual 
results of their case, which, as it happened, would 
have bestowed earlier prosperity than could be 
reasonably calculated on. (I, iv, 29) 
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Jane Austen's earlier tone has certainly undergone notice

able change. Whereas she would not allow her romantic 

Catherine Morland to marry Henry Tilney without his father's 

consent, in Persuasion she actually encourages unconven

tionality and determination of character at the expense 

of allegiance to prudence. 

In Persuasion we find a change in tone in the dis

turbance of Jane Austen's balance of values and in the 

mellow note that pervades the novel. The scale of emotions 

seems to outweigh the scale of reason and judgment. Since 

we see the characters through the eyes of a warm-hearted 

and forgiving woman, the atrocities of selfishness and 

economic prudence are less accentuated. Virginia Woolf 

attributes the revolution in tone to Jane Austen's being 

a little bored with the too familiar ways of the world: 

"She is beginning to discover that the world is larger, 

more mysterious, and more romantic than she has supposed," 

and she finds in the novel a trend toward the style of 

5 

Henry James. Anne's outburst of emotions in her state

ment to Captain Harville, "'All the privilege I claim for 

my own sex (it is not a very enviable one, you need not 

covet it) is that of loving longest, when existence or 

when hope is gone'" (II, xi, 235), is, according to Mrs. 

"Jane Austen" in The Common Reader (New York; 
Harcourt, Brace, 1925), pp. 203 206. 
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Woolf, "not merely the biographical fact that Jane Austen 

had loved, but the aesthetic fact that she was no longer 
c 

afraid to say so." Even Mudrick, whose invaluable criti

cism of Jane Austen is marred by his unqualified dictums 

about the author's insistence on conformity to conventions, 

finds a new impulse in Persuasion: 
Anne has grown, altogether and truly, out of the 
constrictions of her group, out of her timidity, 
out of the defiant need for wit and self-assertion, 
out of the author's tight, ironic feminine world. 
Persuasion has a new impulse: a new climax, self-
fulfillment. 

Yet the change in tone is not as drastic as it may first 

seem. 

Although Anne admires Wentworth's strong-mindedness 

and regrets her having yielded to Lady Russell's persuasion, 

she is also aware of the pitfalls of the determination of 

the will if it is carried to an extreme. The conflict be

tween Lady Russell and Wentworth is a struggle between the 

head and the heart, between sense and sensitivity, between 

circumspection and audacity—between the values of neo

classicism and those of romanticism. If Lady Russell and 

Wentworth represent the extreme biases of the head and the 

heart, Anne represents the right mixture of reason and 

emotions, or, as Howard S. Babb suggests, "the appropriate 

^Woolf, p. 205. 

7 
Mudrick, p. 240. 
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8 
quality of feeling in the individual." Just as emotions 

unguided by reason are fallible, reason unseasoned with 

feelings is inadequate. The philosophy of Jane Austen's 

novels rests on this tenet; and they, with the possible 

exception of Mansfield Park, favor self-fulfillment as a 

life mode. Further, all her heroines, including Fanny 

Price, grow out of the constrictions of their environment. 

What i^ new about Persuasion is that it gives more sanction 

to feeling as "the trustworthy agent of moral perception," 
9 

but this feeling is nonetheless tempered with judgment. 

In Persuasion a judgment based on intuition proves 

to be more accurate than the one based on reasoning. Lady 

Russell's bias of rank and money leads her to believe that 

Mr. Elliot is worthy of Anne because he, besides being 

successor to Sir Walter's title and estate and having in

herited a considerable amount of property from his dead 

wife, fulfills the requirements of good breeding and pro

priety. In fact, he is so amiable toward everybody that 

even Mrs. Clay, who is his kindred spirit in her hypocrisy 

and social climbing, is immensely pleased with her enemy. 

Mrs. Clay cannot diagnose that his real intent in seeking 

to renew his acquaintance with Sir Walter is to prevent 

^Jane Austen's Novels: The Fabric of Dialogue 
(Columbus: Ohio State Univ. Press, 1952), p. 205. 

9 
Babb, p. 238. 
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her from marrying the baronet, a marriage which, if it gives 

issue to a son, may deprive him of his rights as heir to 

the baronetcy. It is only Anne who finds something amiss 

in Mr. Elliot's general affability and who suspects an 

•ulterior motive in the drastic change of his attitude to

ward the man whom he had disparaged before. Anne's intui

tion enables her to detect Mr. Elliot's falsity. When she 

quickly dismisses the thought of marrying him, she is fol

lowing her emotions rather than common sense: 

Mr. Elliot was rational, discreet, polished,—but 
he was not open. There was never any burst of 
feeling, any warmth of indignation or delight, at 
the evil or good of others. This, to Anne, was a 
decided imperfection. Her early impressions were 
incurable. She prized the frank, the open-
hearted, the eager character beyond all others. 
Warmth and enthusiasm did captivate her still. 
She felt that she could so much more depend upon 
the sincerity of those who sometimes looked or 
said a careless or a hasty thing, than of those 
whose presence of mind never varied, whose tongue 
never slipped. (II, v, 151) 

Anne finds Mr. Elliot deficient when she compares his re

served urbanity with Wentworth's sincerity. We find em

phasis on openness and sincerity in human relationships, 

an emphasis that is also characteristic of James, in all 

of Austen's novels. But the idea that a judgment based 

on intuition is more accurate than a judgment based on 

reasoning is new for the author. It should be remembered, 

however, that Anne, even when overcome by emotion, does 

not lose sight of reality. If her judgment of Mr. Elliot 

based on intuition proves to be accurate, it is not colored 
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with the prejudice of vanity as is Elizabeth's first im

pression of Darcy or with excessive romanticism as is 

Marianne's impression of Willoughby. 

That feeling unguided by reason can be disastrous 

is demonstrated through Louisa Musgrove, whose stubborn 

will and tendency to act on impulse results in an accident 

which could have been fatal to her. As a foil and rival 

to Anne, Louisa creates none of the danger of overshadow

ing the heroine that Marianne Dashwood and Mary Crawford 

do. Her foolish insistence on jumping down the stiles at 

Cobb is really an indication of her rashness more than of 

the firmness of her character, for she refuses to listen 

to reason and to be persuaded to change her mind no matter 

how asinine her decision may be. If she represents an 

unyielding temper, Anne represents not submissiveness but 

"the loveliest medium of fortitude and gentleness" (II, xi, 

241). Louisa functions to help Wentworth realize the pre-

cariousness of an inflexible mind and to appreciate Anne's 

coolness of judgment. As Anne surmises after Louisa's 

accident, Wentworth learns his lesson that "all qualities 

of the mind" should have their proportions and limits: 

Anne wondered whether it ever occurred to him now, 
to question the justness of his own previous 
opinion as to the universal felicity and advantage 
of firmness of character; and whether it might 
not strike him, that, like all other qualities of 
the mind, it should have its proportions and limits. 
She thought it could scarcely escape him to feel, 
that a persuadable temper mlyut sometimes be as 
much in favour of happiness, as a very resolute 
character. (I, xii, 115) 
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Wentworth's admission that his pride and anger prevented 

him from reproposing to Anne after his future was secured 

through his employment and promotion further exemplifies 

the pitfalls of an existence directed solely by impulses; 

had he written to Anne then, she would have willingly ac

cepted his proposal and he might have spared them six years 

of separation. 

The conflict between Lady Russell and Wentworth has 

other ramifications; one of them is a clash between tem

peraments and the other a clash between social classes. 

It is not only prudence that motivates Lady Russell to dis

courage Anne from marrying an unemployed man. 

Such confidence, powerful in its own warmth, and 
bewitching in the wit which often expressed it, 
must have been enough for Anne; but Lady Russell 
saw it very differently.—His sanguine temper, 
and fearlessness of mind, operated very differ
ently on her. She saw in it but an aggravation 
of evil. It only added a dangerous character to 
himself. He was brilliant, he was headstrong.— 
Lady Russell had little taste for wit; and of any 
thing approaching to imprudence a horror. She 
deprecated the connexion in every light. (I, iv, 
27) 

It is also the pride of rank and suspicion of Wentworth' s 

self-confidence, daring, and contempt for the nobility 

that turn her against him. We see extreme cases of Lady 

Russell's pride of ancestry in Sir Walter and his youngest 

daughter, Mary Musgrove; Wentworth's resentment of the 

aristocracy is further reflected in his comrades and in 

Charles Musgrove. Anne is relieved to be removed from the 
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snobbery and artificiality of her father's world and to 

marry into the world of the middle class whose sincerity 

and unpretentiousness she acimires. Wentworth triumphs over 

Lady Russell and proves worthy of the daughter of a "fool

ish, spendthrift baronet, who had not the principle or 

sense enough to maintain himself in the situation in which 

Providence had placed him" (II, xii, 248); and the middle-

class Crofts take over Sir William's family estate, 

Kellynch Hall. Not only is the aristocracy's loss of its 

power to the bourgeoisie symbolic of the change that took 

place in the English social scene at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, but it also exemplifies Jane Austen's 

human values: she considers nobility of spirit, not no

bility of birth, and moral integrity, industry, and endur

ance against adversity as touchstones of respectability. 

Persuasion touches upon two other issues which oc

cupy an important place in both Jane Austen's and Henry 

James's novels: the limitation of the individual's free

dom and the moral duty of the individual to his fellow 

men. Both authors imply that there is no freedom but an 

illusion of freedom in life: man's freedom is limited by 

other men and by circumstances. Louisa Musgrove, who 

cherishes the notion that a resolute character can over

come all boundaries, becomes a victim of chance and cir

cumstance. Her accident at Lyme costs her Wentworth's 

interest and compels her to marry Benwick: 
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Captain Benwick and Louisa Musgrove! The high-
spirited, joyous, talking Louisa Musgrove, and 
the dejected, thinking, feeling, reading Captain 
Benwick, seemed each of them every thing that 
would not suit the other. Their minds so dissimi
lar! Where could have been the attraction? The 
answer soon presented itself. It had been in 
the situation. They had been thrown together 
several weeks; they had been living in the same 
small family party. . . . (II, vi,,155-157) 

Anne, on the other hand, feels justified in having yielded 

to Lady Russell's persuasion that has caused her eight 

years of misery because she believes that it was her duty 

to follow her advice: 

"I was right in submitting to her, and that if 
I had done otherwise, I should have suffered more 
in continuing the engagement than I did even in 
giving it up, because I should have suffered in 
my conscience. I have now, as far as such senti
ment is allowable in human nature, nothing to re
proach myself with; and if I mistake not, a 
strong sense of duty is no bad part of a woman's 
portion. (II, xi, 245) 

What induces Anne to obey Lady Russell is not a mere sub

mission to the force of authority; she feels obligated to 

respect the wishes of the woman who was her mother substi

tute and in whom alone she found the love and understanding 

that were denied her at her own father's house. The theme 

of self-sacrifice—self-denial in order to fulfill one's 

responsibilities to others—that occupies a large place 

in James's novels, has no small portion in those of Jane 

Austen. 

In The Awkward Age the conflict between convention

ality and unconventionality that torments Nanda's mind is 
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not merely a struggle of opposing views of life; it in

volves a more serious issue. Nanda wants to marry Vander

bank because, as the Duchess bluntly puts it, she is "as 

sick as a little cat—with her passion" for him; and she 

refuses to marry Mitchy because she does not love him well 

enough. The deeper motives that lie underneath her prefer

ring Vanderbank over Mitchy throw light on the central issue 

of the novel. She is aware that Vanderbank's conventional 

idea of propriety stems largely from his moral conscious

ness that he hesitates to admit even to himself. Whereas 

his social group's requirement that unmarried young women 

be protected from the knowledge of the adult world consists 

in sheer observance of tradition. Van's prerequisite of 

purity and innocence in the woman he would marry results 

from his demanding moral values. According to the rules 

of the marriage market, a girl's marketability is commen

surate with the amount of her dowry, her birth, her beauty, 

and her compliance with the code of manners which have re

placed moral values. A girl who is not geared to the de

mands of the marriage market is disqualified. By the 

rules of this game, once married, a woman has the liberty 

to acquire worldly knowledge and to be unfaithful to her 

husband. But Van, frustrated idealist that he is, expects 

a woman to be at once innocent and intelligent, unpreten

tious and sophisticated; and he aspires to see his wife 

remain untainted even after the marriage. Since Nanda 
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shares Van's idealism, she refuses to marry Mitchy, whom 

she finds lacking in moral consciousness. 

Although he questions his social group's practice 

of divorcing propriety from morality, Vanderbank lacks the 

strength to disentangle himself from social conventions. 

His opposition to convention's discrepancy in demanding 

innocence of an unmarried woman and condoning a married 

woman's divergence from morality is pathetic but ineffec

tual. In the library of Mr. Longdon's house where they 

remain till the small hours of the day discussing Nanda's 

problem, Vanderbank expresses his dissatisfaction with the 

atrocity of the social system to Mitchy. 

"Everything, literally everything, in London, 
in the world she lives in, is the air she breathes — 
so that the longer she's in it the more she'll 
know. . . . " 

"But she isn't in it, you see, down here." 
"No. Only she appears to have come down with 

such accumulations. And she won't be here for 
ever," Vanderbank hastened to mention. 

"Certainly not if you marry her." 
"But isn't that, at the same time," Vander

bank asked, "just the difficulty?" 
Mitchy looked vague. "The difficulty?" 
"Why as a married woman she'll be steeped in 

it again." 
"Surely"—oh Mitchy could be candid! "But 

the difference will be that for a married woman 
it won't matter. It only matters for girls," he 
plausibly continued—"and then only for those 
on whom no one takes pity." 

"The trouble is," said Vanderbank—but quite 
as if uttering only a general truth—"that it's 
just a thing that may sometimes operate as a bar 
to pity. Isn't it for the nonmarrying girls that 
it doesn't particularly matter? For the others 
it's such an odd preparation." 

"Oh I don't mind it!" Mitchy declared. 
(VII, iii, 378-379) 
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Vanderbank's doubts about the extent of Nanda's knowledge 

are confirmed when Nanda, through Mrs. Brook's perfidious 

trick, is forced to admit in front of Van and everybody 

else present at Tishy Grendon's party that she has read 

the pornographic French novel that Van had lent her mother. 

He despises Mrs. Brook for her treachery; yet he cannot 

release himself from the clutches of this woman, whom he 

identifies with his youth, nor does he have the courage to 

marry a girl who has been condemned by society. 

Nanda's dilemma originates from the same paradox 

that brings agony to Isabel Archer, Verena Tarrant, Milly 

Theale, and Maggie Verver. Although they renounce the cor

ruption they witness in the established social system, 

they nevertheless adopt the moral values on which social 

institutions were built, those values that have been vi

tiated by the society that insists on using them as a 

weapon to justify its selfish interests. Nanda's frustra

tion is the lot of the Jamesian heroine who, as much as 

she wants to change the degenerate ways of the world, can

not free herself from the prejudices of her environment, 

not because she endorses them but because they have been 

impressed on her mind. Nanda cannot consent to marry Mitchy 

because, though basically a good man, he lacks Nanda's re

fined moral sense. She responds to his inarticulated 

marriage proposal thus: 
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"You need not say it. I know perfectly which 
it is. . . ." "It's simply that you wish me fully 
to understand that you're one who, in perfect 
sincerity, doesn't mind one straw how awful . . . 
one's knowledge may be. It doesn't shock in you 
a single hereditary prejudice. . . . " 

"You're so good that nothing shocks you," 
she lucidly persisted. "There's a kind of 
delicacy you haven't got." 

"The kind that would make me painful to you. 
Or rather not me perhaps," she added as if to 
create between them the fullest possible light; 
"but my situation, my exposure—all the results 
of them I show. Doesn't one become a sort of 
drain-pipe with everything flowing through?" 
(VII, ii, 357-358) 

Ironically, Vanderbank, who has the hereditary prejudice, 

lacks the resilience to appreciate her moral consciousness 

that is unmarred by her exposure to evil. It is Mitchy 

who enunciates Nanda's paradox: 

"The only man you could, as they say, have 
'respected' would be a man who would have minded?" 
Then as under the cool soft pressure of the ques
tion she looked at last away from him: "The man 
with 'the kind,' as you call it, happens to be 
just the type you can love? But what's the use," 
he persisted as she answered nothing, "in loving 
a person with the prejudice—hereditary or other— 
to which you're precisely obnoxious? Do you posi
tively like to love in vain?" (VII, ii, 358-359) 

Nanda had rather love in vain and be miserable than suc

cumb to a world that violates her moral sense. If Nanda 

is betrayed by conventions, she is also self-victimized by 

her conscience. 

When she alienates herself from the world of her 

mother's London, she does not, however, renounce its people; 

she renounces its corruption. Nor does she release herself 
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from her moral obligations even to her mother, who, unwill

ing to part with her beloved Van, sacrifices her daughter's 

happiness to her own selfish ends. She begs Vanderbank 

to return to her mother, whose abominable behavior at 

Tishy Grendon's party has repelled him: 

"Do stick to her. What I really wanted to say 
to you—to bring it straight out—is that I don't 
believe you thoroughly know how awfully she likes 
you. I hope my saying such a thing doesn't affect 
you as 'immodest.' One never knows—but I don't 
much care if it does. I suppose it would be im
modest if I were to say that I verily believe 
she's in love with you. Not, for that matter, that 
father would mind—he wouldn't mind, as he says, 
a tuppenny rap. . . . When I think of her down
stairs there so often nowadays practically alone 
I feel as if I could scarcely bear it. She's so 
fearfully young." (X, ii, 505) 

And Nanda is "so fearfully" old-aged under the burden of 

her knowledge. Yet it is her knowledge that enables her 

not to fall into the trap of evil that her world sets for 

her. 

It is, on the other hand, Aggie's lack of knowledge 

that makes her vulnerable to the infectious atmosphere of 

Mrs. Brook's circle, to which she is exposed by virtue of 

her marriage to Mitchy. The Duchess, having vigilantly 

kept her prot^g^e from the corruptive knowledge of Mrs. 

Brook's drawing room, lest Aggie depreciate in value on 

the marriage market, has no qualms about her becoming "a 

satellite and a frequenter" of the same drawing room after 

her marriage. Neither does she mind her having lovers. 

What she resents is that her little Aggie has stolen Lord 
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Petherton from her. Nanda's efforts to prevent Aggie from 

becoming like the Duchess fail because Aggie is deprived 

of the self-awareness that her English cousin possesses 

innately and empirically. As Nanda explains to Mitchy, 

"Aggie's only trying to find out—!" 
"Yes—what?" he asked, waiting. 
"Why what sort of a person she is. How can she 

ever have known? It was carefully, elaborately 
hidden from her—kept so obscure that she could 
make out nothing. She isn't now like me." 

"He wonderingly attended. "Like you?" 
"Why I get the benefit of the fact that there 

was never a time when I din't know something or 
other, and that I became more and more aware, as 
I grew older, of a hundred little chinks of day
light." (X, iii, 528) 

Nanda herself painfully realizes that Aggie, her ideal of 

innocence, is condemned to become a "fortuitous atom" of 

Mrs. Brook's depraved society while she is saved from it. 

It is consciousness alone that redeems the individual. 

But neither Nanda nor Vanderbank can accept her knowledge. 

The only person who can accept Nanda's knowledge 

is Mr. Longdon. Whereas the obstacle to Van's marrying 

Nanda is his inability to reconcile his ideals with reality, 

Mr. Longdon's capacity in accepting Nanda rests on the prin

ciple of growth he possesses—that capacity to change to 

keep up with the times. What Van fears most about Nanda 

is being judged by her conscience: "'I'm only afraid, I 

think, of your conscience'" (X, ii, 504). He dreads be

ing condemned for his weakness. Despite his long absence 

from London and despite his initial dismay at Nanda's 
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behavior, which he finds drastically different from that 

of her grandmother, Mr. Longdon learns to love and accept 

her; for he detects in her the essence of purity. Mr. 

Longdon has the knack that Vanderbank wants: the ability 

to redefine one's moral values and concept of propriety 

to adjust to continually changing social conditions. Mar

garet Walters has interpreted Mr. Longdon's claiming Nanda 

in a kind of a marriage: "Their 'marriage' is representa

tive—in its sterility, even in the disparity of their 

ages—of all the novel's marriages." The sterility, how

ever, is only biological. The relationship between Nanda 

and Mr. Longdon, which is based on mutual understanding 

and sincerity, has no spiritual sterility. 

Sense and Sensibility, Persuasion, and The Awkward 

Age depict the disparity between the mind and the heart 

and between the dutiful individual and the selfish world. 

The heroines' self-awareness enables them to transcend the 

limitations of society and realize a better world in their 

fully developed consciousness, which is inborn in the cases 

of Elinor, Anne, and Nanda. It is awareness of man's own 

limitations that makes it possible for the heroines of 

Jane Austen to reconcile themselves to an imperfect world. 

The marriage of the hero and the heroine symbolizes the 

marriage of conflicting views and values. The union be

comes feasible since both the hero and the heroine are 

lOwalters, p. 196. 
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capable of reconciling their differences; they are further

more capable of reconciling their inner worlds with the 

outer world. This, however, is not the lot of James's 

Nanda. Although she accepts the constrictions of her 

world, she cannot reconcile her inner world with the world 

at large. The world to which she can reconcile herself 

must be a perfect world, and she achieves an almost per

fect world in withdrawing into her consciousness, which 

has the best qualities of the actual world. Similarly, 

Jane Austen's heroines create in their marriage a world 

that can be as good as humanly possible. Yet only the 

self-aware individual enjoys the fruits of an earthly 

paradise. Nothing changes in the world of limited indi

viduals. 



CHAPTER IV 

FANNY PRICE AND MILLY THEALE: THE 

CHRISTIAN HEROINES 

Fanny Price of Jane Austen's Mansfield Park and 

Milly Theale of Henry James's The Wings of the Dove serve 

as measures of moral integrity by which the moral norms 

of the other characters can be evaluated. Neither Fanny 

nor Milly undergoes any substantial change in the course 

of the respective novels. Unlike Elizabeth, Catherine, 

and Emma, Fanny has no self-deception or illusion to over

come; and Milly unlike Isabel and Maggie, has no selfish 

design that precipitates her predicament. In this respect, 

the themes of Mansfield Park and The Wings of the Dove do 

not concern the reform of the heroine but the reform of 

other characters in the novels. It is especially the hero 

in each novel that experiences the largest change and 

adopts the heroine's morality, and his acceptance of the 

heroine's scale of morality is symbolized in his marriage 

to her. In The Wings of the Dove, Merton Densher' s mar

riage to Milly is not an actual marriage but a spiritual 

union. 

In both novels the morality the heroine represents 

is in direct conflict with the morality that the heroine's 

counterpart or rival represents, and the destiny of each 

83 
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hero depends on the choice of his marriage partner. The 

question of ordination being of essential importance to 

Mansfield Park, the choice that Edmund Bertram makes be

tween Fanny Price and Mary Crawford determines the success 

of his future profession as well as the course of his 

entire life. As Lionel Trilling reminds us in his bril

liant article on the novel, to the nineteenth-century mind, 

the commitment a man made to a certain profession was the 

open avowal of his principles and beliefs. •'• Once Edmund 

took orders, 

half of his destiny would then be determined— 
but the other half might not be so very smoothly 
wooed. His duties would be established, but the 
wife who was to share, and animate, and reward 
those duties might yet be unattainable. (II, 
viii, 255) 

His wife's attitude to Edmund's profession is therefore 

quite important in deciding its success. Whereas Mary 

considers every clergyman a Mr. Collins, that parasitic 

impostor of Pride and Prejudice, or an epicurean Dr. Grant, 

Fanny regards a clergyman as an honorable man. Similarly, 

Mary views ordination as a surrender of manhood; Fanny 

sees it as a career that demands a man's best manly 

energies. Edmund's decision to marry Fanny, therefore. 

^"Mansfield Park," The Opposing Self (New York 
The Viking Press, 1955), pp. 214-215. 

2ibid. 
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means his devoting himself to a Christian life of integrity, 

humility, and self-control—a life based on the moral 

principles that Fanny upholds. 

The choice that Merton Densher makes between Milly 

Theale and Kate Croy again involves a moral question in 

that his choice determines what will happen to his integ

rity. With Milly representing a life of renunciation and 

honest and simple human relationships, and Kate represent

ing a life of acquisition and earthly pleasures at the 

expense of others, as well as of human relationships based 

on dishonesty and an institutionalized code of manners, 

the conflict between the two women becomes a conflict be

tween spiritual love and mundane love. In dying, Milly 

perfects the conspiracy worked against her by Kate and 

Densher, for they can have Milly's money without his having 

to marry the American heiress. Yet Milly's money and self

less love for Densher create a pitfall between the con

spirators, since Densher will not marry Kate with the 

money, and Kate will not marry him without it. It is Kate 

who clarifies Milly's influence on Densher: "Her memory's 

your love. You want no other" (II, x, 7, p. 405). She 

will marry Densher even without the money, if he gives his 

word of honor that he is not in love with Milly's memory. 

Since he cannot, their marriage is prevented. Captivated 

by Milly's goodness, Densher remains faithful to her memory 

and thus saves his soul from falling into the abyss of 



86 

vileness. Once Milly's moral principles make their im

press on Densher's mind, the marriage between him and 

Kate becomes impossible mainly because Kate would not 

undertake to be judged by these principles. 

In both novels, the conflict between the moral 

code upheld by the heroine and the moral code upheld by 

her rival in the love triangle bears upon cultural ques

tions. The argument between Fanny and Mary over Edmund's 

choice of a profession epitomizes the evangelists' efforts 

to reform the clergy and to restore in England religious 

faith that diminished as a result of the religious and 

political skepticism of the Enlightenment. If the clergy 

is in need of religious reform, moreover, the English 

ruling class is in need of social reform. The laxity of 

church regulations permits the clergyman to leave his 

parish to the curate as often as six days of the week and 

to return to preach on Sundays. And the gentry has not 

only lost its political and economic significance but has 

confused morals with manners. Sir Thomas Bertram of Mans

field Park is forced to seek business enterprises in 

Antigua in order to cope with his family's high pecuniary 

demands. While his children receive the best education 

possible, they, with the exception of Edmund, prove to be 

reprobates because they are "entirely deficient in the 

less common acquirements of self-knowledge, generosity, 

and humility" (I, ii, 19). Sir Thomas wants his children 
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to be good-mannered and respectable; but he fails to in

still in them a sense of duty and of principle. Further

more, the Bertram children have been "instructed theoreti

cally in their religion, but never required to bring it 

into daily practice" (in, xvii, 453). Like the younger 

Bertram generation, what the English gentry in the novel 

lacks most is active principle. As Avrom Fleishman writes, 

"Mansfield Park may be read as a dramatic record of the 

gentry's effort to acquire a more rigorous ideology, to 

correct its internal failings, to modify its traditional 

way in response to changed political and economic circum

stances. " And this effort is dramatized in the mind of 

Edmund Bertram, who is at once a member of the clergy 

and the gentry. 

In Mansfield Park the religious issue is thus 

intertwined with the social issue, and the implication is 

that both the church and English society have to adopt a 

morality based on rigorous principles. Such principles 

include self-knowledge, self-denial, and humility (III, 

xvii, 453), and they should be practiced daily. By choos

ing the Church as a career, Edmund adopts the calling that 

3 "Mansfield Park in Its Time," Nineteenth-Century 
Fiction, 22 (1957), 18. Also see Fleishman, A Reading of 
"Mansfield Park": An Essay of Critical Synthesis (Min
neapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1957). 
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will enable him to exercise these principles, with Edmund, 

ordination is a moral commitment to traditional Christian 

values. In Reverend Grant's case, on the other hand, it 

is a commitment to secular values, for he is more concerned 

with the excellence of his meat at the table and the size 

of his salary than he is with the moral duties of his 

calling. If Sir Thomas's system of education—or his sub

mission to conventions—lacks principled religious intel

ligence. Reverend Grant's religious system lacks tradi

tional Christian values. 

The reform of the ruling class, on the other hand, 

can be accomplished through the secularization of Christian 

precepts, and it is Fanny Price who embodies the layman's 

commitment to traditional Christian principles. Jane 

Austen, who has expressed in Pride and Prejudice a dislike 

for the Evangelicals, seems to have overcome her aversion. 

In Mansfield Park her concept of traditional Christian 

principles is in keeping with the Evangelicals' stress on 

the precepts of the New Testament. A letter she wrote in 

1814 (Friday, November, 18) to her niece Fanny Knight, who 

was being courted by a young man of Evangelical conviction, 

manifests the author's sympathy with Evangelicism, at least 

at the time Mansfield Park was in composition: 

Mr. J. P.—has advantages which do not often meet 
in one person. His only fault indeed seems Mod
esty. If he were less modest, he would be more 
agreeable, speak louder & look Impudenter;—and 
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is it not a fine Character of which Modesty 
is the only defect? . . . And as to there 
being any objection from his Goodness, from 
the danger of his becoming even Evangelical, 
I cannot admit that. I am by no means con
vinced that we ought not all to be Evangeli
cals, & am at least persuaded that they who 
are so from Reason and Feeling, must be 
happiest & safest. 

Edmund's avowal of Christian principles by his choosing 

the Church as his profession is not complete before his 

marriage to Fanny, who will help him fulfill the obliga

tions of his calling admirably; their marriage signifies 

that Edmund, as a clergyman and a country gentleman, will 

cultivate the elements that Dr. Grant (the clergy) and 

Sir Thomas (the gentry) are devoid of: the traditional 

Christian principles will be an active part of his daily 

life. 

On the other hand, the conflict between Milly and 

Kate, besides concerning a moral issue with Milly repre

senting spiritual love and Kate representing mundane love, 

concerns as well a cultural issue. As James states in 

the preface to The Wings of the Dove, in Milly Theale he 

has delineated a young American who embodies most of the 

traits of her national and social status; she is "a cer

tain sort of young American as more the 'heir of all ages' 

than any other young person whatever" (Preface, p. ix) . 

Among her national traits are innocence, simplicity, 

frankness, and love of beauty and learning. Her being 

the last surviving member of a fabulously rich family of 
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old New York stock gives Milly power and freedom of action 

and experience. The upper-middle-class London society 

that confronts Milly, while it boasts of the culture and 

the hierarchic social system that James finds wanting in 

his America, is morally inadequate. While Milly's motive 

in adopting Aunt Maud and her circle as her friends is 

merely to establish simple and honest relationships with 

them, their motive in befriending her is to make use of 

her money. Behind their sophistication and mannered ges

tures, Milly senses a sinister motive: "She had, on the 

spot, with her first plunge into the obscure depths of a 

society constituted from far back, encountered the inter

esting phenomenon of complicated, of possibly sinister 

motive" (I, iv, 1, pp. 153-154). The clash between the 

cultures exemplified by Milly and Kate is once more a 

confrontation of American innocence and European corruption, 

What James contrasts in The Wings of the Dove, 

however, is more than innocence and corruption. The con

trast between Milly's and Aunt Maud's attitudes toward 

money is, indeed, a contrast between their respective 

manners and motives: 

Aunt Maud sat somehow in the midst of her money, 
founded on it and surrounded by it, even if with 
a masterful high manner about it, her manner of 
looking, hard and bright, as if it weren't there. 
Milly, about hers, had no manner at all—which 
was possibly, from a point of view, a fault: 
she was at any rate far away on the edge of it, 
and you hadn't, as might be said, in order to 
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get at her nature, to traverse, by whatever 
avenue, any piece of her property. it was 
clear, on the other hand, that Mrs. Lowder 
was keeping her wealth as for purposes, 
imaginations, ambitions, that would figure 
as large, as honourably unselfish, on the 
day they should take effect. (I, iv, 3, 
p. 195) 

Once more, Milly's attitude toward her money distinguishes 

her as simple, honest, and generous. She has no preten

tions about her money as Aunt Maud has, and she does not 

wish to exercise its power. On the contrary, the impor

tance that Mrs. Lowder and her friends attach to money 

amazes her. Whereas Aunt Maud can part with her money 

only to impose her will on others (she is willing to share 

her money with Kate if she marries Lord Mark) , Milly dis

poses of her money without expecting favors in return. In 

fact, the different attitudes of Milly and Mrs. Lowder 

toward wealth epitomize their opposing value systems. 

Milly stands for the human, the personal, and the 

authentic; Mrs. Lowder stands for the material, the im

personal, and the artificial. Having tired of sight

seeing in Europe, Milly goes to London to enjoy the simple 

satisfaction of social intercourse. In the London society 

of Mrs. Lowder, however, she finds abysses created by the 

code of manners and complex and sinister motives—abysses 

that have annihilated disinterested human relationships. 

As J. A. Ward writes, "the frozen code of manners institu

tionalized by Aunt Maud's society only inhibits and dilutes 
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human intercourse. It not only debases language; it 

provides approved formulae for the telling of lies. The 

basic action, Kate's plot, comes to epitomize the con

spiratorial quality of Aunt Maud's England."^ In contrast 

to the "liberty of action, of choice, of appreciation, of 

contact" (Preface, ix) that Milly professes, the London 

society demands conformity and submissiveness; it measures 

human value in terms of wealth and social position. Only 

by conforming to her social role designated by her aunt 

can Kate expect to succeed; she allows her aunt to manipu

late her so that she can manipulate her aunt in return. 

She explains to Milly the subtleties of Aunt Maud's sys

tem thus: "Every one who had anything to give . . . made 

the sharpest possible bargain for it, got at least its 

value in return. . . . The worker in one connection was 

the worked in another; it was as broad as it was long— 

with the wheels of the system, as might be seen, wonder

fully oiled" (I, iv, 2, p. 179). What Kate plans to give 

Aunt Maud is satisfaction in exchange for her money— 

satisfaction in seeing her niece be attentive to Lord 

Mark, the momentary satisfaction that, Kate hopes, will 

make her bend to her wishes and consent to her marriage 

4The Search for Form: Studies in the Structure 
of James's Fiction (Chapel Hill: The Univ. of North 
Carolina Tress, 1957), p. 183. 
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to penniless Densher. But Aunt Maud will not settle for 

such an unprofitable bargain. 

The conflict between the values upheld by Milly 

and those of Kate's London society are dramatized in Den

sher ' s mind. The conflict registered in his mind is 

extended and becomes more palpable when the scene shifts 

to Venice, where Milly's conspirators have followed her. 

As Densher himself feels on the stormy autumn day he is 

turned away from Milly's Venetian palace, the city symbo

lizes European civilization; he senses vice in its air. 

The elements of nature that threaten Venice, once the 

capital of a magnificent civilization, remind him of the 

corruption that has set in upon the city: 

There were stretches of the gallery paved with 
squares of red marble, greasy now with the salt 
spray; and the whole place, in its huge elegance, 
the grace of its conception and the beauty of 
its detail, was more than ever like a great 
drawing-room, the drawing-room of Europe, pro
faned and bewildered by some reverse of fortune. 
(II, ix, 2, p. 251) 

As F. W. Dupee succinctly comments on the scene, what 

happens in the "drawing room" of Europe is for James's 

hero "the index of the state of morals and manners in 

society at large." Venice harbors intriguers like Den

sher, Lord Mark, and Eugenic, Milly's Venetian servant. 

^Afterword to The Wings of the Dove (New York: 
Signet Classics, 1954), p. 501. 
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who all have different designs on her money. Even the 

affable Sir Luke Strett, the illustrious London physician, 

demands an exorbitant sum for his services. It is in the 

treachery-infested drawing rooms of Venice that Kate plots 

with Densher against Milly's innocence and profanes her

self by going to his room in order to pay him for his co

operation in the scheme. Densher's cosmopolitan educa

tion—his early education at Swiss schools and his higher 

education at German universities and at Cambridge—as well 

as his experience as a London newspaper reporter which has 

once taken him to New York renders him conscious of the 

discrepancy between Milly's American values and European 

values. He painfully observes that demoralized European 

values that would not permit Kate to marry a man without 

a fortune have not only transformed the two lovers, despite 

their good conscience, into monsters victimizing the 

American heiress but have become sinister forces that 

strive to undermine her innocence and capture her money. 

In short, European civilization has declined; it has been 

debased not only in wealth and in splendor but, more 

seriously, in morality. 

When Lord Mark, irate with Milly's refusal of his 

marriage proposal and jealous of Densher's success with 

the American girl, takes revenge by informing Milly of the 

English couple's secret engagement, he inadvertently re

leases Densher from his part in the conspiracy. Once Milly 
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finds out that Kate reciprocates Densher' s love—she has 

been led to believe by Kate, Aunt Maud, Densher himself, 

and even Susan Stringham that the young English reporter's 

love for the handsome English girl was unrequited—Densher 

does not have to play the part of a forlorn lover trying 

to forget his sorrows in the growing friendship with Milly. 

By declining to accept Mrs. Stringham's appeal to him to 

repudiate Lord Mark's disclosure of his engagement, Densher 

frees himself from the burden of carrying on his lie and 

thereby releases himself from subjugation to Aunt Maud's 

depraved society. Lord Mark therefore produces for Den

sher, "for the very person he had wished to hurt, an im

punity that was comparative innocence, that was almost 

like purification" (II, ix, 2, p. 255). 

As Lionel Trilling observes, both Fanny and Milly 

belong to the tradition of the Christian heroine, "the 

tradition which affirmed the peculiar sanctity of the sick, 

the weak, and the dying. The tradition perhaps came to an 

end for literature with the death of Milly Theale. . . . " 

Whereas Milly is the victim of some mysterious fatal dis

ease, Fanny is in a debilitated condition through the 

greater part of the novel. She cannot do the simplest 

chores without becoming fatigued, and her weak constitution 

^"Mansfield Park," The Opposing Self, p. 213 
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disables her from engaging in most of the youthful activi

ties that her agemates undertake. In her passivity, ill-

health, and priggishness, Fanny lacks spiritedness, vivac

ity, and openness—those qualities of Elizabeth Bennet 

that endear her to the reader. Fanny is different, indeed, 

from any other heroine found in Jane Austen's works. Yet 

the author was perfectly aware of this difference. Al

though satisfied with the success of Pride and Prejudice, 

she found the work "rather too light, and bright, and 

sparkling" (Letters, Thursday, February 4, 1813). As she 

wrote to her sister, Cassandra, she wanted to "write of 

something else" in Mansfield Park which would be "a com

plete change of subject—ordination" (Letters, Friday, 

January 29, 1813). Jane Austen thus created in Fanny a 

Christian heroine, suitable to a serious and ponderous 

novel. 

The symbolism James has used in The Wings of the 

Dove, which is evident in the title itself, and the redemp

tive power that Milly exercises on Densher represent her 

as a Christlike figure. The parallels between the quali

ties of Christ and those of Milly do not establish her as 

a divine being but reinforce, instead, her innocence and 

her superiority to the other characters in the novel. 

Milly's Christlike position is implied during our first 

encounter with her in Book Three, where we find her sit

ting on the Alpine mountain top, "looking down on the 
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kingdoms of the earth" (I, iii, l, p. 125). The kingdom 

where Milly chooses to alight is England. The works of 

art with which she is identified further comment on her 

Christlike position. The woman she resembles in Lord 

Mark's Bronzino painting is "a very great personage— 

only unaccompanied by a joy. And she was dead, dead, 

dead" (I, v, 2, p. 221). She perceives in the portrait 

her own predicament—that her goodness, like Christ's, 

can be better appreciated when she is dead. Milly's posi

tion at the magnificent party she gives in honor of Sir 

Luke in her rented Venetian palace is likened by James to 

Christ's position in the Veronese (Paolo Cagliari) paint

ings. As Laurence B. Holland suggests, the two Veronese 

pictures. The Supper in the House of Levi and The Marriage 

Feast at Cana, both portray Christ in festive scenes. In 

the first painting, Christ is being entertained by his 

disciple Matthew at a party attended by publicans and 

sinners; he has come to call them to repentance. In the 

second painting, Christ is shown at a wedding banquet 

where the wine is depleted; he miraculously furnishes 

wine for the host. 

The festive scene in Milly's palace is a further 

commentary on her predicament as ŵ l̂l as a synthesis of 

"^Laurence Bedwell Holland, The Expense of Vision: 
Essays on the Craft of Henry James (Princeton: Princeton 
Univ. Pref^s, 1954), pp. 305-313. 
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all the roles imposed on her. After a long absence caused 

by her sickness, she has descended once more from her sick

room in the fortresslike palace to the salon among her 

friends, and this time to submit herself to the will of 

others. Like Christ delineated in the Veronese paintings, 

she is surrounded by conspirators. It is in Milly's fes

tive salon that Kate reveals her real purpose for wanting 

Densher to be good to the American heiress; Densher is to 

marry Milly, inherit her millions after her imminent death, 

and eventually marry Kate. 

Clad in her white dress and expensive white pearls, 

lavishly giving of herself and of her money to entertain 

her guests, Milly fulfills all the images she has evoked 

in her friends' as well as the reader's mind. To Kate, 

Milly is a dove; to Densher, an American girl; and to 

Susan, a princess and a priestess. Milly, on the other 

hand, considers herself a warrior confronting her destiny 

and a "poor little rich girl" who has a rent to pay for 

her future." The festive scene manifests that Milly has 

come into full knowledge of her predicament; she knows she 

is doomed to die young; yet, like the warrior she confronts 

her destiny—continues to live only because she wills to 

do so. Milly knows that she has to pay in cash for every 

day she lives because every person with whom she associates 

demands it of her. Milly's coming down for the party, 

though she is too sick to exert herself, thus signifies 
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her determination to live. At her party she gratifies 

everybody; she proves a magnificent but spontaneous host

ess—Susan's princess and Densher's natural American girl. 

By wearing a white dress, instead of one of her more cus

tomary black dresses, she shows that she has assumed the 

role of a dove assigned to her by Kate. In her white 

dress Milly moreover emerges as a sacramental being, or 

as Christ at the moment of his transfiguration. 

Milly is more than a Christian heroine, more than 

a Christ figure, and more than a typical American girl— 

an heiress of all ages. in addition to the values she 

represents and the images she evokes, she is also an 

embodiment of Minny Temple, James's beloved cousin, whose 

early death from tuberculosis in 1870 doubtlessly origin

ated an elegiac impulse in the author. As James writes 

in the preface. The Wings of the Dove is based on a "very 

old motive, " a memory that was ever present to his mind— 

the death of Minny. Milly Theale, like Daisy Miller and 

Isabel Archer, who are also based on James's cousin, has 

her share of the American innocence, which was, to James, 

typified by Minny Temple; but she also possesses her capac

ity for life that defied death. Interestingly, in the 

letter (i4arch 25, 1870) he writes to his mother in response 

to Minny's death, James states, "As much as a human crea

ture may, I fancy, she will survive in the unspeakably 

tender memory of her friends." Milly also achieves. 
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"however briefly and brokenly, the sense of having lived" 

(Preface, p. v) in the memory of her friends. Everybody, 

even Aunt Maud, is affected by Milly's death. In the same 

letter, James likens his cousin to "a divine reminder": 

She certainly never seemed to have come into 
this world for her own happiness—as that of 
others—or as anything but as a sort of divine 
reminder and quickness—a transcendent protest 
against our acquiescence in its grossness 
[Italics are mine]. 

Milly, as a Christlike figure and the dove, is a divine 

reminder of her London friends' depravity; she offers 

them love and forgiveness and, most importantly, good

ness. As Kate observes, Milly's sacrificial death has 

redemptive power on Densher: 

"She died for you then that you might understand 
her. From that hour you did. She did it for 
us. . . . I used to call her, in my stupidity— 
for want of anything better—a dove. Well she 
stretched out her wings, and it was to that they 
reached. They cover us." (II, x, 6, pp. 403-4) 

Milly's memory and goodness, however, have affected only 

Densher. To Kate, Densher's newly gained moral conscious

ness—his memory of Milly—is a barrier to the lovers' 

marriage. Milly has offered redemption, but only Densher 

can benefit from it. 

Jane Austen, on the other hand, asserts Fanny's 

position as a Christian heroine quite simply and economi

cally. Unlike Milly, Fanny never emerges as a divine 

figure. Even Henry Crawford, as much as he likes exag

geration and figurative language, qualifies his metaphor 
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when he compares Fanny to an angel.^ 

"You have qualities which I had not before sup
posed to exist in such a degree in any human 
creature. You have some of the touches of the 
angel in you, beyond what—not merely beyond 
what one sees, because one never sees any thing 
like it—^but beyond what one fancies might be." 
(Ill, iii, 344) 

Yet Fanny, like Milly, is the moral norm by which the 

other characters are evaluated, "a touchstone of goodness 

and beauty also associated with Mansfield Park."^ And, 

again like Milly, Fanny becomes alienated from the rest 

of the characters because of the moral values she repre

sents. 

Although Jane Austen, like James, equates moral 

life with integrity of feeling and emotional intelligence, 

she insists on the inadequacy of the individual who com

pletely divorces himself from traditional values. Indi

vidual moral judgment, however noble it may be, can often 

°At this point, it should be remembered that Jane 
Austen disliked figurative language because she considered 
it a sign of hypocrisy, a verbal device that conceals true 
feelings. In her novels she uses it sparingly and often 
ironically, especially when she wants to show the dis
crepancy between a character's apparent and real motives. 

^Ann Banfield, "The Moral Landscape of Mansfield 
Park," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 25 (1971), 21. 

Dorothy Van Ghent, "On Pride and Prejudice," in 
The English Novel: Form and Function (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston, 1953), p. 103. 
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be biased by vanity and selfishness. Whereas Jane Austen's 

Marianne, Elizabeth, Emma, and, to a certain extent, 

Catherine exemplify cases of the individual judgment 

colored by selfishness or distorted by some romantic il

lusion, Fanny, like Elinor and Anne, does not possess the 

selfishness or the illusions to mar her judgment. She is 

virtuous and proper by intuition as well as by principle. 

And, like all heroines of Jane Austen, Fanny is romantic. 

She is an admirer of nature, for example; she finds har

mony and purpose in nature: 

"Here's harmony!" said she. "Here's repose! 
Here's what may leave all painting and all music 
behind, and what poetry only can attempt to 
describe. Here's what may tranquillize every 
care, and lift the heart to rapture! When I 
look out on such a night as this, I feel as if 
there could be neither wickedness nor sorrow 
in the world; and there certainly would be less 
of both if the sublimity of Nature were more 
attended to, and people were carried more out 
of themselves by contemplating such a scene." 
(I, xi, 113) 

Yet her love of nature is in keeping with Augustan taste; 

it is no accident that her favorite poet is Cowper. If 

Fanny's romanticism is bridled by reason, so is her active 

imagination. Upon receiving the gold chain accompanied by 

•̂'-Avrom Fleishman, A Reading of "Mansfield Park, " 
pp. 29-35, finds Fanny a romantic heroine. He states that 
Fanny's acimiration of nature, though expressed in the 
eighteenth-century language of the Sublime, reveals a 
Romantic view of nature's moral influence. Also see Frank 
W. Bradbrook, "Sources of Jane Austen's Ideas about Nature 
in Manefield Park," Notes and Queries, N.S. 8 (1961), 222-
224. 
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an affectionate note from Edmund, Fanny is first tempted 

to interpret his kind gesture as more than cousinly atten

tion. 

It was her intention, as she felt it to be her 
duty, to try to overcome all that was excessive, 
all that bordered on selfishness in her affection 
for Edmund. . . . To think of him as Miss Craw
ford might be justified in thinking, would in her 
be insanity. To her, he could be nothing under 
any circumstances—nothing dearer than a friend. 
Why did such an idea occur to her even enough to 
be reprobated and forbidden? It ought not to 
have touched on the confines of her imagination. 
She would endeavour to be rational, and deserve 
the right of judging of Miss Crawford's character 
and the privilege of true solicitude for him by 
a sound intellect and an honest heart. (II, ix, 
264-255) 

Her ability to restrain her romantic impulses and to base 

her judgment on reason and fact saves Fanny from becoming 

a victim of delusion. 

Yet Fanny is quite different from all the other 

heroines of Jane Austen in that she commits herself to 

traditional Christian values while the other heroines 

reconcile themselves to secular values. No other heroine 

of Jane Austen favors self-denial over self-restraint and 

stability over progress and improvement. Whereas the 

other Austen heroines commit themselves to a secular world 

which, despite its shortcomings and even sordidness, 

promises amelioration, Fanny commits herself to a divine 

world that resists change, that aims at perfection, that 

does not allow any deficiencies. In this respect, Fanny's 

vision of moral life goes beyond that of the other Jane 
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Austen heroines: she, like the other heroines, bases her 

judgment on reason and facts rather than on illusions; 

unlike them, however, she measures propriety, decorum, 

and fitness not by secular but by traditional Christian 

values. In her priggishness and resistance to change, 

Fanny stands at variance with modern religious and social 

concepts. This is probably why she has found numerous 

hostile critics and stimulated them to view her with 

12 • • 
suspicion, 

Jane Austen strives to prove, though rather uncon-

vincingly, that Fanny's propriety and humility are real. 

She implies that Fanny has self-knowledge, generosity, and 

humility that the Bertram girls lack. Her self-discipline 

is based on the principles that Sir Thomas's strict dis

cipline of his children ignores: affection and traditional 

Christian values. Fanny is humble and unassuming by nature; 

yet her distressful childhood has also taught her humility 

and self-denial. She is constantly reminded by her re

lentless Aunt Norris of her insignificance and of her 

inferiority to her beautiful and accomplished cousins. 

At Mansfield Park she is neglected and abused by everybody 

i^For a representative article that views Fanny 
as a hypocrite, a "monster of complacency," see Kingsley 
Amis's "What Became of Jane Austen?" The Spectator, No. 
6745 (4 October 1957), pp. 339-340; rpt. in Ian Watt, 
ed., Jane Austen; A Collection of Critical Essays (Engle
wood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1963), pp. 141-144. 
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except Edmund. She grows so conditioned to her unimpor

tance that she is convinced she "can never be important 

to any one" (I, iii, 25). As Mary Crawford comments of 

her, Fanny is "as fearful of notice and praise as other 

women [are] of neglect" (n, iii, 198) . if Fanny resents 

the neglect of her real parents during her stay with them 

at Portsmouth after long years of separation, she does so 

not because she feels slighted as Miss Price from Mansfield 

Park but because she is rejected by her own family. What 

offends her most about the filth, noise, and chaos at 

Portsmouth is not the shabbiness and the lowliness of the 

household but its lack of respect for human worth, decorum, 

and order. She does not yearn to return to Mansfield be

cause she snubs her family but because she finds privacy 

in her small but clean attic room in Mansfield Park and 

because she knows she has grown dear to her Aunt Bertram 

and even to the stern heart of Sir Thomas over the years. 

Although Fanny can be found wanting in generosity 

of spirit, she cannot be found wanting in true affection. 

Her warm and selfless love for her brother, William, and 

for EcSmund has no trace of insincerity. While Fanny is 

conscious of others' faults, in her love for Eclmund she 

becomes blind to his faults. Her love for Edmund is so 

profound that, as Jane Austen writes, the "enthusiasm" of 

Fanny's love "is even beyond the biographer's" (II, ix, 

255) . If Fanny lacks generosity and can love only a few 



105 

persons, she has been treated with little generosity and 

affection in her childhood. She hesitates to be generous, 

though she is willing to be so. Only after long delibera

tion can she decide to buy a new silver spoon for Betsey 

to put an end to the long-standing argument between her 

and Susan over the ownership of their dead sister's spoon: 

She was willing to be generous. But she was so 
wholly unused to confer favors, except on the 
very poor, as unpracticed in removing evils, or 
bestowing kindness among her equals, and so 
fearful of appearing to elevate herself as a 
great lady at home, that it took her some time 
to determine that it would not be unbecoming 
in her to make such a present. (Ill, ix, 395) 

Fearful of being slighted and censured, Fanny is able to 

offer her Uncle Thomas and Aunt Bertram only that kind of 

love which takes the form of gratitude and duty rather 

than warm affection; for she knows that she can be accept

able to them by effacing herself, denying her own needs, 

and attending only to their wishes. She refuses to assume 

the responsibility of reforming the vain Henry Crawford by 

becoming his wife, not out of lack of generosity, but out 

of self-distrust. She does not want to marry him chiefly 

because she does not love him. 

However distasteful Fanny's principles may be to 

the modern reader, her devotion to traditional Christian 

values is far removed from complacency and self-deceit. 

She truly believes in them and actively practices them. 

Her life of hardship and endurance teaches her humility. 
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self-denial, and self-knowledge. Being scorned by the 

outer world, she withdraws into her inner world and finds 

meaning and strength there. Her physical weakness, like 

Milly's, signifies her inability to cope with the outer 

world. Her high morality and lack of poise, again like 

Milly's, isolate her from the realm of people who prefer 

refinement in manners to refinement in morality, and who 

choose material rather than spiritual wealth. 

Jane Austen thus portrays Fanny as a Christian 

heroine rather than as a divine symbol; Fanny's portrayal 

is not overburdened with symbolic implications. Despite 

her dislike for figurative language and symbolism, Jane 

Austen nevertheless makes unobtrusive use of symbolic 

location to reflect on character and situation—a practice 

similar to James's use of identifying locations with char

acters. Just as Venice represents evil and corruption in 

The Wings of the Dove, London stands for vanity and cor

ruption in Mansfield Park. It is in London that Tom 

Bertram squanders his father's money and becomes danger

ously ill as a result of his erratic life in the city; it 

is in London that Mary Crawford's goodness is vitiated 

and her once repairable selfishness is turned to vanity; 

it is in London that Henry Crawford becomes the victim of 

his vanity and abducts Maria Bertram from her insipid 

husband. 
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If London is a place of vanity and corruption, 

Mansfield Park embodies the traditional value system and 

the cultural heritance of the English gentry. "'•̂  Mans

field Park may have its faults, but when compared with 

Sotherton and Portsmouth, its virtues stand out. Unlike 

the Sotherton estate, Mansfield- is magnificent without 

being pompous and has room for improvement without dras

tically changing its original symmetry. It represents 

the social reform that Jane Austen advocates: improving 

society without abandoning its favorable traditional 

values, without violating its intrinsic qualities—reform

ing society from within. Once Mansfield Park is reformed 

from within—with the Bertram sisters and Aunt Norris 

banished, Henry and Mary Crawford removed, Tom Bertram's 

health and habits mended, and, most importantly. Sir 

Thomas's views changed—it becomes a spiritual home for 

Fanny. The principles that Fanny upholds and the quali

ties she seeks in a marriage partner—spiritual wealth 

rather than material wealth, observance of Christian prin

ciples rather than of elegant manners, an affectionate 

heart rather than affected demeanor, and wisdom rather 

13Alistair M. Duckworth, in "Mansfield Park and 
Estate of Improvements: Jane Austen's Grounds of Being," 
Nineteenth-Century-Fiction, 25 (1971), 25-48, considers 
Mansfield Park a metonym of an entire cultural heritage; 
also see Duckworth, The Improvement of the Estate: A 
Study of Jane Austen's Novels (Baltimore: The John 
Hopkins Press, 1971). 
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than wit—are the traits that Mansfield acquires. It 

furthermore possesses the order and serenity that Fanny 

finds present in nature and lacking in Portsmouth. 

Jane Austen's technique of dramatizing a scene 

and letting the situation in the scene comment on the 

characters' motives or making it serve as psychological 

exposition is similar to James's use of "scene" and 

"picture." Fanny's position during the rehearsals of 

Kotzebue's Lovers' Vows comments on her relationship with 

the characters that have parts in the play. Likewise, 

James dramatizes the relationship between Milly and Kate 

in terms of "some dim scene in a Maeterlinck play" (II, 

vii, 3, p. 139). Fanny's position during the rehearsals 

of the play, as in the greater part of the novel, is that 

of an observer rather than a participant; she is virtually 

never the "actor" but a moral observer. When there is any 

action, Fanny nearly always remains in the background be

cause of her shyness and her relatives' lack of considera

tion for her. The amateur actors at Mansfield Park ask 

her to participate only when they discover they need an 

14 
For a comparison of Jane Austen's symbolic use 

of location and her use of dramatic action for psychologi
cal exposition with Henry James's use of "scene" and "pic
ture" see A. Walton Litz, Jane Austen: A Study of Her 
Artistic Development (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1955), pp. 35, 71, 148-151; among the works treating the 
similarity of narrative technique between the two authors, 
Irene Simon's "Jane Austen and The Art of the Novel," 
English Studies, 43 (1952), 225-239, is highly interesting, 
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actress to fill in a minor part, that of the cottager's 

wi f e. 

Knowing that Sir Thomas, who is absent from home, 

would object to amateur theatricals, Fanny tries to dis

suade his children from undertaking the project. The 

principles on which Fanny condemns the play are those she 

practices in her daily life: fitness, decorum, and pro

priety. By these considerations, Maria, who is engaged 

to James Rushworth, should not act, at least not the part 

that throws her with Henry, her admirer. The role that 

Edmund is forced to accept is that of a clergyman who 

seduces a baron's daughter, the part played by Mary. 

Fanny's objection to the play has another basis. As 

Trilling explains, "It is the fear that the impersonation 

of a bad or inferior character will have a harmful effect 

upon the impersonator, that, indeed, the impersonation of 

any other self will diminish the integrity of the real 

15 self." Just as Fanny refuses to take a role in the play, 

she refuses in real life to assume the role of an elegant 

female with high manners but weak morals. And as in real 

life, she is amused to watch the players selfishly compete 

with one another over the important parts in the play. The 

incident of amateur theatricals in Mansfield Park, which 

has aroused discontent with Jane Austen, actually reflects 

•^^"Mansfield Park," The Opposing Self, p. 218. 
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on Fanny's position in the novel and adumbrates Maria's 

elopement with Henry. 

The relationship between Milly and Kate bears 

resemblance to a scene in a Maeterlink play. They create 

the image "of the figures so associated and yet so opposed, 

so mutually watchful" (II, vii, 3, p. 139). Milly and Kate 

are indeed associated, for the destiny of each is bound to 

Aunt Maud's upper-middle-class London society. Milly has 

identified Aunt Maud's world as a place where she hopes 

to enjoy life to its fullest, give of herself and of her 

money, and "die under short respite." It is this society 

that will compensate for her destiny to die young, and 

ironically it is the same society that dooms her with the 

plot against her money. Abandoned by her father and sister, 

Kate also takes refuge in Aunt Maud's society, where she 

is exploited by an aunt who wants her to marry Lord Mark. 

She submits herself to her aunt's will because she aspires 

to take advantage of her aunt's social importance and 

money. In this society Milly seeks human community, and 

Kate seeks material success. 

Milly and Kate, though associated, are opposed to 

one another in the values they represent as well as in 

their rivalry for Densher's love. Milly's values, which 

are spiritual, unselfish, and humble, are in conflict with 

those of Kate, which are material, selfish, and ambitious. 

Each girl loves Densher, and each must conceal her love. 
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Milly, who has become in Aunt Maud's circle a princess by 

virtue of her immense wealth, figures as "the angular, 

pale princess, ostrich-plumed, black robed, hung about with 

amulets, reminders, relics, mainly seated, mainly still" 

(II, vii, 3, p. 139) in the scene of the play. She is 

passive in life as she is in the play; yet as in the course 

of her life in London, Milly has to wear, like a soldier, 

amulets and an armor to confront her destiny and to fight 

the sinister forces that conspire against her. Kate's 

position in the scene of the Maeterlinck play also bears 

resemblance to her position in the novel. In contrast 

to Milly's physical weakness and lack of activity, Kate 

possesses energy and activity; she is "the upright, rest

less, slow-circling lady of her [Milly's] court." As the 

two ladies in the play do, Milly and Kate can communicate 

only "across the black water streaked with evening gleams" 

because they have secrets to hide and because their con

trasting values obviate complete communication. 

The secret Milly has to conceal from Kate, besides 

her passionate yet unselfish love for Densher, is the 

nature of her disease. Milly's pride does not permit her 

to speak of her illness and therefore causes her dilemma: 

"If she wasn't so proud, she might be pitied with more 

comfort—more to the person pitying" (II, vii, 3, p. 140). 

She repels the help of those who sympathize with her, for 

she does not want to be pitied; she wants to die "without 
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smelling of drugs or tasting of medicines." Yet the dis

tance that exists between the two women is more a result 

of Kate's than Milly's secrecy. Earlier in the novel, 

becoming conscious of the distance between herself and 

Kate, Milly attempts to induce her English friend to re

veal her secret love for Densher by exposing the serious

ness of her disease: 

She became conscious of being here on the edge 
of a great darkness. She should never know 
how Kate truly felt about anything such a one 
as Milly Theale should give her to feel. Kate 
would never—and not from ill will nor from 
duplicity, but from a sort of failure of common 
terms—reduce it to such a one's comprehension 
or put it within her convenience. (I, iv, 3, 
pp. 190-191) 

Thus Milly's gesture of exposing her secret, her illness, 

by taking Kate with her to Dr. Strett's office fails to 

reduce the distance between them, for Kate would not reveal 

her own secret. 

As can be seen from the similarities in their nar

rative techniques, Jane Austen and Henry James delineate 

their characters, especially their heroines, by revealing 

them through their relationship to other characters. The 

heroines have high intelligence and perceptiveness, and 

they represent a profound moral consciousness. Their moral 

integrity, which is in conflict with the evil forces of 

selfishness and materialism, is put to the test under 

adverse conditions. Whereas Jane Austen chooses to define 

the morality of her heroines within the confines of a 
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traditional code of ethics (in Fanny's case, within the 

terms of traditional Christianity), James declines to 

define morality by any existing moral values. To him 

morality, the idea of good and bad, is ever-changing, and 

it varies from individual to individual. In the inter

national novels, it is his American, particularly the 

American woman, who is good and innocent, and the European 

or the Europeanized American who is evil and corrupt. Yet 

James declines to label European morality as such. Both 

authors are critically aware of society's mercenary values 

and its desire to subjugate the individual to its system. 

Both are on the side of the intelligent and sensitive 

individuals yet they admire the strength of an organized 

society. 

The values that Jane Austen and James uphold, as 

well as their concepts of good and evil, manifest striking 

resemblances. To both authors, good is nearly always 

synonymous with intelligence, sensitivity, sincerity, con

sideration for others, and often the ability to sacrifice 

one's wishes. Evil, on the other hand, is equivalent with 

vulgarity; and vulgarity means lack of imagination, in

sensitivity, selfishness, duplicity, and desire to manipu

late others at any cost. Whereas James often emphasizes 

the excellence of his protagonists by associating them 

with images that connote goodness, and the corruption of 

his antagonists by associating them with images that 
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suggest evil, Jane Austen seldom resorts to this symbolic 

method. 

In the novels of both authors, there are two 

groups of characters that have varying shades of goodness 

and badness, and the strife between the good and the bad 

is epitomized in the conflict of the heroine with her 

counterpart, or rival. In Mansfield Park the struggle 

between Fanny and Mary is more than an opposition of the 

Evangelists' views and the skepticism of the Enlighten

ment; it is more than a struggle to win Edmund's love; 

it is rather a struggle between good and bad forces. 

Similarly, in The Wings of the Dove the conflict between 

Milly and Kate is not merely a conflict between opposing 

moralities and cultures; it is not merely a conflict be

tween the two women for Densher's love; it is again a 

conflict between two forces the result of which will 

determine Densher's destiny. 

Yet it is not correct to call either Mary or Kate 

simply bad. Both have a mixture of goodness and badness. 

Their goodness arises from their ability to love others; 

but their love is selfish because they seek to sacrifice 

the ones they love to their own interest. Mary can accept 

Edmund only when he agrees to become a lawyer instead of 

a clergyman, and Kate goes so far as to sleep with Densher 

in order to persuade him to participate in her plot. We 

admire their physical agility, their wit, their elegant 
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manners, all of which constitute a direct contrast to the 

qualities of Fanny and Milly. We do not, however, admire 

their weakness in conforming themselves to the expecta

tions of an acquisitive society. For fear of scandaliz

ing her London friends, Mary hesitates to marry Edmund, 

who plans to become a clergyman and who is not even the 

first son of a country gentleman. Kate, on the other 

hand, cannot afford openly to affront the magnificent but 

vulgar world of Aunt Maud by marrying a man without inde

pendent funds. Yet she resorts to an underhanded plan 

whereby she can at once marry Densher and retaliate for 

Aunt Maud's oppression. Their moral values, moreover, 

violate our conventional values. Mary refuses to attach 

moral importance to her brother's seducing Maria; Kate 

sees beauty and aesthetic justice in her scheme against 

Milly. Despite their charm, we learn to censure Mary and 

Kate for their selfishness and for their lack of sincerity; 

all their human and social dealings are colored by selfish

ness and duplicity. 

The similarities between Mansfield Park and The 

Wings of the Dove therefore rest not only in the resem

blances between the plot situations and the narrative 

techniques but also in the fact that both novels concern 

an intelligent and sensitive heroine's initiation into 

life and her struggle to maintain her moral integrity, 

which is threatened by the selfishness and materialism of 



117 

the world. In both novels this conflict is symbolized in 

a courtship and marriage situation. The difference in the 

endings of the novels is symptomatic not of the difference 

between Jane Austen's and Henry James's moral values but 

of the difference of their views as regards the predica

ment of the individual. In marrying Edmund, Fanny recon

ciles herself to a reformed society, a society that has 

acquired her admirable qualities. Marriage is possible 

for Fanny because, as unworldly as she is, she cannot con

ceive of existence outside of society. Her visit at 

Portsmouth teaches her the importance of money and the 

necessity of belonging to a society, however deficient it 

may be, that can boast of order. Jane Austen's society, 

unlike James's, is a fixed, stable entity. By acquiring 

some money through her marriage, Fanny is equipped with 

the right weapons with which to cope with a materialistic 

world. The reform that the few members of Mansfield 

undergo does not touch the rest of society, for Jane Austen, 

like James, considers reform or salvation as possible only 

for the individual, or for the select few. 

Milly, on the other hand, cannot marry Densher 

literally because of her illness and figuratively because 

of her inability to accept the corruption she witnesses 

in mankind. Just as she forgives Densher, she forgives 

society for its baseness; yet she finds renunciation in 

death more noble than submission to wickedness in life. 
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She therefore turns her face to the wall, and dies. Her 

futile attempt to buy her life with money proves to her 

both the limitation of her freedom and her inadequacy as 

an isolated individual. Like all the Jamesian heroines, 

Milly realizes that she can gain freedom only in her full

blown moral consciousness, that consciousness that regis

ters her own as well as society's failings. She neverthe

less achieves a spiritual union with Densher. Ironically, 

the memory of Milly's goodness that prevents him from 

accepting her money and that redeems him also brings him 

misery. The cost of salvation is dear. 

Jane Austen is also aware of the inhibiting effects 

of a moral life. Although the other characters in Mans

field Park are measured by Fanny's code of ethics, at the 

end of the novel Fanny's own stiff morality experiences 

some change. Rejected by her environment, Fanny is con

strained to withdraw into her consciousness and to embrace 

Christian values to give meaning to her life. But her 

morality, coupled with her feeling of insecurity, makes 

her defensive and suspicious. Once assured of Edmund's 

love, however, she outgrows her inhibitions and becomes 

affectionate and even practical. Her virtue is rewarded, 

and she is accepted by Sir Bertram as his true daughter. 

Yet virtue alone cannot bring Fanny happiness. What 

secures Fanny and Edmund felicity in their married life 

is not merit alone but merit joined with "true love. 
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and no want of fortune or friends" (III, xvii, 473). 

Jane Austen, concerned about the happiness of the indi

vidual, finds a moral life isolated from society quite 

insufficient. 



CHAPTER V 

ELIZABETH BENNET AND ISABEL ARCHER 

The conflict in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice 

and Henry James's The Portrait of a Lady is again the strug

gle between the demands of a sensitive and rebellious indi

vidual and those of a normative society. Yet what dis

tinguishes Elizabeth Bennet from Elinor, Fanny, and Anne 

is that whereas the three other Jane Austen heroines have 

already succeeded in balancing feeling with reason and out

grown most of their prejudices prior to matrimony, Elizabeth 

has to learn to restrain her emotions and overcome her 

biases before her marriage. In other words, Elizabeth's 

courtship coincides with the period of her development in 

self-awareness. If the three heroines have virtually no 

deceptions about their limitations and the extent of their 

freedom in an exacting world, Elizabeth has too much con

fidence in her abilities and too high an opinion of her 

social standing. Anne, for example, has to conquer her 

weakness and learn to assert herself before she can be re

united with Wentworth. She, like Elinor and Fanny, has to 

wait for the hero to be disillusioned before the marriage 

can be realized. In this respect, the result of the action 

in the stories of Elinor, Fanny, and Anne is determined 

not by the heroine but by the hero who has to win his bat

tle against the larger forces of society before he can 

120 
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claim his bride. The action of Pride and Prejudice, on 

the other hand, is largely decided by Elizabeth, who her

self has to be disillusioned and has to subdue her selfish

ness before she can marry Darcy. 

Similarly, James's Isabel Archer differs from his 

Daisy, Nanda, and Milly in that the admission of her de

feat by conventionality and her acceptance of a deficient 

world are confirmed by her decision to maintain her mar

riage with Gilbert Osmond. Daisy shows hardly any sign of 

awareness and dies at once defiant and disheartened in the 

face of the rules of decorum she has violated. Even though 

Nanda and Milly grow in consciousness and learn to accept 

human weakness, they nevertheless evade the full blow of 

defeat by retiring from society. Nanda, of course, is com

pelled to seek refuge in Mr. Longdon's country house, which 

is removed from the baseness of her London community; and 

the cause of Milly's death is as much her fatal disease as 

it is her despair. But Isabel does not collapse under the 

weight of defeat and manages not only to redefine her 

moral values but to live with them. Although she is given 

the chance to escape Osmond's tyranny, she returns to him 

to fulfill her matrimonial obligations and to keep her 

promise to Pansy. She finds more meaning in commitment 

than she does in the freedom Caspar Goodwood offers her. 

It is not her sense of duty alone that induces Isabel to 

return. She feels that, since she had the option not to 
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be duped by Madame Merle's maneuvers to strike a match be

tween her onetime lover and Isabel, her marriage vows at 

the altar were made in complete freedom. She therefore 

considers herself a victim of her own deception and decides 

to face the consequences of her error in judgment by con

tinuing her torturous marriage. • 

The cases of Elizabeth and Isabel epitomize those 

of the heroines discussed in the subsequent chapters. Like 

Elizabeth, Catherine Morland of Northanger Abbey and the 

titular heroine of Emma are educated in the realities of 

life and sex and grow out of a state of self-deception 

into a state of awareness during the period of courtship. 

Verena Tarrant of The Bostonians and Maggie Verver of The 

Golden Bowl learn to modify their moral values and agree 

to live in a debased world. And their acceptance, like 

Isabel's, is confirmed by their decision to undertake the 

responsibilities of married life. 

Among the heroines of Jane Austen and Henry James, 

Elizabeth and Isabel are the ones who show the most in

tense desire to learn and who have the strongest tendency 

to consider marriage as a learning process. They enter 

into marriage for self-fulfillment, v^ich roughly means 

experiencing life to its fullest Lind learning whatever they 

can. Among the eligible young men of Elizabeth's acquaint

ance, Darcy is actually the only one whom she can love and 

respect. She, though she fails to realize it, grows in-
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terested in him on their first meeting, attracted by his 

distinguished looks, importance, and even pride. As her 

prejudice gradually diminishes, she becomes aware of 

Darcy's admirable qualities. 

She began now to comprehend that he was exactly the 
man, who, in disposition and talents, would most 
suit her. His understanding and temper, though un
like her own, would have answered all her wishes. 
It was an union that must have been to the advantage 
of both; by her ease and liveliness, his mind might 
have been softened, his manners improved, and from 
his judgment, information and knowledge of the 
world, she must have received benefit of greater 
importance. (Ill, viii, 312) 

Darcy's generosity of spirit and, above all, the subtlety 

of his mind, which is cultivated by learning and experi

ence, make him a desirable mate for Elizabeth. If she 

expects to benefit from Darcy's "judgment, information and 

knowledge of the world, " she also anticipates that he will 

acquire some of her vivacity and sense of humor through 

association with her. 

Isabel likewise marries Gilbert Osmond in hopes 

of finding self-fulfillment and availing herself of his 

wisdom and knowledge. She is convinced that "he knows 

everything, he understands everything, he has the kindest, 

gentlest, highest spirit" (II, xxxiv, 73); in fact, Osmond 

is the apostle of learning. In marrying Osmond, Isabel 

will not only gain from his knowledge but contribute to it 

by putting her money in the service of a man who lacks 

nothing in good taste and breeding except the opportunity 

to utilize his abilities. 
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He [Osmond] was like a sceptical voyager strolling 
on the beach while he waited for the tide, looking 
seaward yet not putting to sea. It was in all 
this she had found her occasion. She would launch 
his boat for him; she would be his providence; it 
would be a good thing to love him. (II, xiii, 192) 

Isabel therefore marries him with pride—with the pride of 

giving in return for what she receives. 

Intelligence serves as a criterion in determining 

the marriage partners of Elizabeth and Isabel, because 

both are brilliant girls, and both have an aversion to 

people who do not possess intelligence. Nearly all the 

men who grow interested in the heroines acinire them for 

the agility of their minds. Darcy is attracted to Eliza

beth, despite himself, for the liveliness of her mind. 

Detecting the intellectual potential in Isabel, Ralph puts 

money in her power so that she can exercise it freely once 

she is released from the shackles of poverty. Whereas both 

Lord Warburton and Caspar Goodwood marvel at Isabel's pre

cocity, they show different reactions to her desire to de

velop her mind. Warburton expresses some apprehension 

about it: "You can't improve your mind. Miss Archer," he 

explains. "It's already a most formidable instrument. It 

looks down us all; it despises us'" (I, ix. 111). Caspar 

is not afraid of the strength of her mind; nor does he 

fear her love of liberty: "'What can give me greater plea

sure than to see you perfectly independent—doing whatever 

you 1 •»>«=? It's to make you independent that I want to 
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marry you'" (I, xvi, 228). Although Osmond praises Isabel 

for being "the most imaginative woman he had known" (II, 

xiii, 192), he believes that she has too many ideas and 

that she must either get rid of them or let him mold her 

mind to suit himself. 

Although Jane Austen and Henry James consider in

telligence as the touchstone of moral consciousness, they 

are well aware that a brilliant mind can go astray when it 

is susceptible to self-regarding impulses and when it con

fuses the real with the imaginary. This is one of the 

major premises of their novels, and it is of particular im

portance in Pride and Prejudice and The Portrait of a Lady. 

Both Elizabeth and Isabel have extreme confidence in their 

minds and abilities and tend to feel respect only for those 

who reveal some complexity of character. For Elizabeth 

there are two categories of people: the simple ones and 

the intricate ones. Isabel's catalogue of characters, 

though more comprehensive than Elizabeth's, is still limited. 

She is convinced that people can be divided into groups 

of half a dozen kinds according to their degree of complex

ity and originality. Whereas Caspar Goodwood, Ralph 

Touchett, Henrietta Stackpole, Lord Warburton, and Madame 

Merle could be considered original, no group could contain 

her aunt Lydia and Gilbert Osmond because she finds them 

highly intricate. Osmond "resembled no one she had ever 

seen. . . . Her mind contained no class offering a natural 
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place to Mr. Osmond—he was a specimen apart" (I, xxiv, 

375-377). 

In spite of their perspicacity, Elizabeth and Isa

bel see without judging well. As Jane Bennet says of 

Elizabeth, she judges rashly, without making "allowances 

enough for difference of situation and temper" (II, i, 135) . 

If Elizabeth cannot help being guided by her feelings and 

prejudices in her judgment, neither can Isabel; her mind 

is also full of premises and .emotions. Yet she ignores 

Lord Warburton's correct diagnosis of her superficial judg

ment: "You judge only from the outside—you don't care. 

. . . You only care to amuse yourself" (I, ix, 112) . Simi

larly, Elizabeth derives pleasure in observing people's 

follies and feeling herself superior to them. 

Elizabeth, who is basically accurate in her estima

tion of the simpler characters, is often deceived about 

the complex ones like Darcy, Wickham, and Charlotte Lucas. 

She is taken in by Wickham in considering him the most 

affable and the best mannered man she has ever met, because 

she overlooks the pleasant front he puts on to charm every

body. Elizabeth can detect malevolence and hypocrisy in 

a simple character, as she does in Miss Bingley, Mr. Collins, 

and Lady Catherine, but she fails to notice it in a complex 

one. As Mudrick notes, "It is the social facade of the 
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complex person that deceives Elizabeth. . . . ""̂  Since she 

finds Darcy's facade disagreeable, she believes him to be 

a rude and haughty person. Her vanity, of course, which 

revolts against Darcy's insult contributes to her wrong 

estimation of his character. She is willing to believe 

Wickham's slanderous account of'him; and the information 

she gets from Colonel Fitzwillam as regards Darcy's role 

in separating Bingley and Jane increases her prejudice 

against Darcy. Thus she voluntarily deceives herself about 

Darcy's personality and ignores his growing interest in her / 

just as she ignores the admonitions of Jane and Charlotte 

about the rashness of her opinions. 

Isabel is likewise misled by the pleasant mask 

Osmond wears and lets it captivate her. She interprets 

Osmond's intelligence as generosity of spirit and ignores 

his confession of his interest in money and his strict ob

servance of conventions. Isabel's frustration, like Eliza

beth's, is created by her failure to search the truth for 

herself and by her absolute trust of intelligent people. 

She does not realize that a complex person is capable of 

wilfully hurting others. Again like Elizabeth, Isabel can 

recognize evil in a simple character, but she is unfamiliar 

with the well-disguised evil in an intricate personality. 

Jane Austen: Irony as Defense and Discovery 
(Princeton; Princeton Univ. Press, 1952), p. 115. 
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Although she first suspects a past love affair between 

Osmond and Madame Merle, she does not take the trouble to 

find out the truth. We see in Isabel, as well as in Eliza

beth, a dread of knowing the truth: 

There was something between them, Isabel said to 
herself, but she said nothing more than this. If 
it were something of importance it should in
spire respect; if it were not it was not worth her 
curiosity, with all her love of knowledge she had 
a natural shrinking from raising curtains and look
ing into unlighted corners. The love of knowledge 
coexisted in her mind with the finest capacity for 
ignorance. (I, xix, 284) 

She is drawn to Madame Merle, whom she identifies with 

sophistication and elegance, and confides in this fashion

able woman, though she is a perfect stranger to Isabel. 

She furthermore allows herself to be guided by her enemy's 

judgment of Osmond. 

The confidence in the capacity of their minds stimu

lates Elizabeth and Isabel to cultivate their minds. To 

them improving one's mind is synonymous with acquiring 

knowledge and experience, for they believe that only by 

developing their learning abilities can they achieve lib

erty and self-realization. However noble, their love of 

learning and the methods they adopt to gain knowledge 

abound in contradictions. As Elizabeth herself confesses, 

though she prefers reading to playing cards, her interest 

in dancing surpasses the one in reading. Like most hero

ines of Jane Austen, she is a reader of novels; even the 

novels she reads, however, cannot capture her attention 
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very long. Isabel is also an insatiable but indiscrimin

ate reader. Although she may bore herself by reading the 

history of German philosophy, she actually prefers "al

most any source of information to the printed page" (I, iv, 

45). In her grandmother's house, where she has unrestricted 

use of the library, she judges books by their frontispieces 

as she judges people by their appearances. The discrep

ancies that Elizabeth and Isabel show in their enthusiasm 

for acquiring knowledge can in part be attributed to their 

spasmodic education. Lady Catherine de Bourgh is justi

fied to a certain extent in criticizing the lack of system 

in Elizabeth's upbringing. If Elizabeth's father is 

blamable for her unmethodical education, so is Isabel's 

for hers. The indulgence and encouragement each girl re

ceives from her father permits her to pursue her own in

clinations. 

The contradictions that Elizabeth and Isabel mani

fest in their personalities is largely tracable to their 

respective backgrounds. Although Jane Austen's treatment 

in her novels of the contrary viewpoints of classicism and 

romanticism is rather oblique in Pride and Prejudice, 

Elizabeth's insistence on the sanctity of her will and 

freedom, her high regard for her middle-class social stand

ing, and her defiance of conventionality reveal some ro

mantic tendencies. Whereas in Sense and Sensibility and 

Northanger Abbey the conflict between classicism and 

( 
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romanticism is depicted in the struggle of persons repre

senting the opposing viewpoints, in Pride and Prejudice 

the conflict is dramatized, as in Persuasion, in the mind 

of the central character. In Elizabeth, her respect for 

rationality counteracts her sentimentality. Isabel, on 

the other hand, epitomizes the odd mixture of American 

puritanism and transcendentalism we find in James's 

heroines. She wants to be unconstrained in her search of 

reality. And she is at once afraid and desirous of suffer

ing. Elizabeth and Isabel have, moreover, an epicurean 

trait in that they are determined to be as happy as they 

possibly can. 

Elizabeth, who cherishes her liberty, particularly 

the freedom of her mind, wants to be free to choose her 

own fate and her course of action. She invariably rebels 

against the interference of an outside force. Her dread 

of marrying a man like Mr. Collins is an outcome of her 

respect for her freedom. Knowing that marrying Mr. Collins 

will destroy her liberty and reduce her to servitude not 

only to his vulgarity but also to officious Lady Catherine, 

she rejects his marriage proposal. Once she believes in 

the correctness of her decisions, whether or not they are 

actually correct, she is determined to carry them out at 

the expense of violating others' wishes. Her mother's 

pleas about the appropriateness of Elizabeth's marriage 

with Collins (by marrying him, her father's rightful heir. 
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Elizabeth will inherit the family estate) and later her 

childish threats do not move Elizabeth. She shows a simi

lar obstinancy when Lady Catherine attempts to dissuade 

her from marrying Darcy. When Jane's visit to the Bingleys 

is prolonged because of her severe cold, Elizabeth is re-

solved to go to her sister's aid at a time when her attend

ance is most needed. If the family coach and horses are 

not available, she can walk. There is some jealousy as 

well as truth in Miss Bingley's remark about Elizabeth's 

walk to the Bingley residence through the muddy fields in 

the country: "It seems to me to show an abominable sort 

of conceited independence, a most country town indifference 

to decorum" (I, vii, 35). 

Isabel's behavior reveals the contrary tendencies 

prevalent in her, especially in regard to her attitudes 

toward learning and liberty. She strives to cultivate her 

mind so that it will be free of conventionality; she wants 

to be original, to have "a system and orbit of her own." 

Getting married before she sees the world and being sub

jugated in marriage are incomprehensible thoughts to Isabel. 

Since her concept of happiness is enriching her learning, 

she goes to Europe to be happy. For her, seeing Europe 

means observing life. She merely wants to amuse herself 

by observing life without actually seeing and feeling. As 

she telle Ralph, "No, I don't wish to touch the cup of 

experience. It's a poisoned drink" (I, xv, 213). In other 
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words, Isabel is reluctant to get involved or to commit 

herself totally to human relationships. This reluctance 

arises from her fear of hurting others; "She had an in

finite hope that she should never do anything wrong. . . . 

The chance of inflicting a sensible injury upon another 

person . . . caused her at moments to hold her breath" 

(I, vi, 68). It is, of course, more immediately fear of 

losing her independence that makes Isabel shrink from in

volvement. 

Elizabeth's inhibitions similarly result from her 

fear of getting hurt and of hurting others. Such fears, 

however, do not become an obsession with Elizabeth as they 

do with Isabel. As Jane Austen explains about Elizabeth, 

"It was her business to be satisfied—and certainly her 

temper to be happy" (II, xix, 239) . As much as she likes 

to experience life, the apprehension of losing her happi

ness constantly lingers in her mind. The evil and the un-

justices she witnesses in life frighten Elizabeth: "There 

are few people whom I really love, and still fewer of 

whom I think well," she explains to Jane. "The more I see 

of the world, the more am I dissatisfied with it" (II, i, 

135) . She is anxious to escape the company of her mother, 

younger sisters, and her aunt Mrs. Philips, who have caused 

her pain and embarrassment. What distinguishes Elizabeth 

from Isabel is her ability to dicmiss her anxieties with 

a laugh. Yet, like Isabel, she is afraid of unintentionally 
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injuring the feelings of others and of ridiculing "what 

is wise or good" (I, xi, 57). 

Love of freedom blinds Elizabeth and Isabel to 

society's role in restricting the individual's freedom. 

Both refuse to conform to conventionality. Although Eliza

beth's poor skills in drawing and in playing the piano are 

consequences of her want of perseverance, her abhorrence 

of fulfilling the traditional role of the female accom

plished in nothing but in music and drawing prevents her 

from developing these skills. Like Isabel, Elizabeth wants 

to have a system of her own and to comply with her own 

standards. In Mudrick's words, 

Elizabeth's continual mistake is to ignore, or to 
set aside as uninfluential, the social context. 
It is a question not merely of individuals and 
marriage but of individuals and marriage in an 
acquisitive society. Elizabeth expects nothing 
except comfort and amusement from simplicity; 
but she likes to believe that complexity means a 
categorically free will, without social distor
tion and qualification.2 

She is first repelled by Darcy because she identifies him 

with tradition and authority; when she later realizes, how

ever, his success in balancing his individual claims with 

his social obligations, Elizabeth learns to admire him. Her 

first adverse reaction to Darcy, of course, manifests the 

value she attaches to her freedom. As Walton Litz remarks. 

2 
Irony as Defense and Discovery, p. 109. 
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Elizabeth possesses the illusion of total freedom; 
she looks to nature, rather than society and tra
ditional authority, for the basis of her judgments. 
She is self-reliant and proud of her discernment, 
contemptuous of all conventions that constrict the 
individual's freedom. Darcy, on the other hand, 
is mindful of his relationship to society, proud 
of his social place and aware of the restrictions 
that inevitably limit the free spirit.3 

Her self-reliance and trust in learning lead Elizabeth to 

believe that she will be immune to social prejudice and 

ignorance by overcoming her own biases and lack of knowl

edge. Ironically, she is not aware of her own prejudices. 

She also fails to realize that the freedom that complexity 

of character entails often means isolation from society. 

Isabel entertains the notion that society is only 

an external force which cannot restrict the freedom of the 

individual. As Elizabeth looks to nature for the basis of 

her judgments, Isabel has as her guide her personal in

tegrity. She not only despises conventionality and narrow-

mindedness but is afraid to be considered conventional: 

"I'm not in the least stupidly conventional. I'm just the 

contrary. That's what they [the English] won't like" 

(I, vi, 78-79). Yet she cannot detect her own bias of 

puritanism, and neither can she notice the conservatism in 

Osmond and in Madame Merle. 

That she subconsciously admires traditionalism is 

revealed in her attachment to Europe and in her admiration 

-̂ Jane Austen; A Study of Her Artistic Development 
(New York; Oxford Univ. Press, 1955), pp. 104-105. 
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of Serena Merle, whose knowledge of the world she envies 

and whom she strives to emulate. In Frederick C. Crews's 

words, Madame Merle sees dignity itself as a social con-
4 

cept. The difference between the attitudes of Isabel and 

of Madame Merle is exemplified in their opposing concepts 

of clothes. For Serena clothes are an acceptable social 

expression of herself: "'l know a large part of myself 

is in the clothes I choose to wear. I've great respect 

for things! One's self—for other people—is one's ex

pression of one's self; and one's house, one's furniture, 

one's garments, the books one reads, the company one keeps — 

these things are all expressive. . . . " Isabel completely 

disagrees with her friend's view of looking upon clothes as 

an artificial convention imposed by society: 

"I don't agree with you. I think just the other 
way. . . . Nothing that belongs to me is a measure 
of me; everything's on the contrary a limit, a bar
rier, and a perfectly arbitrary one. Certainly the 
clothes which, as you say, I choose to wear, don't 
express me; and heaven forbid they should. . . . 
To begin with it' s not my own choice that I wear 
them; they're imposed upon me by society." (I, xix, 
287-288) 

Although Madame Merle openly expounds her mercenary values, 

Isabel fails to perceive the danger of her worldliness and 

her observance of propriety. 

If Madame Merle is "the great round world itself" 

(I, xxiii, 352), Gilbert Osmond is "convention itself" 

The Tragedy of Manners; Moral Drama in the Later 
Novels of Henry James ([n.p.]: Archon Books, 1971), p. 18. 
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(II, xxix, 21); yet Isabel considers Osmond's calculated 

defiance of etiquette, which is merely designed for at

tracting the attention of others by shocking them with his 

rudeness, a sign of his unconventionality: 

Hadn't he assured her that he had no superstitions, 
no dull limitations, no prejudices that had lost 
their freshness? Hadn't he all the appearance of 
a man living in the open air of the world, indif
ferent to small considerations, caring only for 
truth and knowledge and believing that two intelli
gent people ought to look for them together and, 
whether they found them or not, find at least some 
happiness in the search? He had told her he loved 
the conventional; but there was a sense in which 
this seemed a noble declaration. (II, xiii, 195-
196) 

Isabel is deceived in believing Osmond to be free of preju

dices; yet Osmond contributes to her deception by under

taking to please Isabel, whose large fortune he aspires to 

capture. Besides, Osmond does not take Isabel's unconven

tionality seriously. In her intense desire to captivate 

Osmond, Isabel leads him to believe that she can change 

her ideas after they are married. 

Being averse to social conventions, Elizabeth and 

Isabel have a natural distaste for aristocracy, mainly be

cause they see the aristocracy as undeserved authority. 

They both are inclined to identify nobility as the nobility 

of spirit. The nobility in Pride and Prejudice, as in 

nearly all of Jane Austen's novels, are ridiculously un

worthy of their social claims and therefore become easy 

victims of satire for the author. According to Howells, 
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"an indignant sense of the value of humanity as against 

the pretensions of rank, such as had not been felt in 
5 

English fiction before" marks the spirit of the novel. 

Elizabeth's triumph over Lady Catherine symbolizes the 

victory of the cultivated mind over vulgarity in rank. 

This does not mean, however, that Jane Austen 

equates vulgarity with the aristocracy; she suggests rather 

that nobility of spirit is not always commensurate with 

rank and that vulgarity exists in the upper as well as the 

lower classes. Elizabeth's admiration for the natural 

beauty and good taste she witnesses at Darcy's estate, 

Pemberley, signifies that Darcy is one of those few whose 

nobility of rank is complemented by nobility of spirit: 

It was a large, handsome, stone building, standing 
well on rising ground, and backed by a ridge of 
high woody hills;—and in front, a stream of some 
natural importance was swelled into greater but 
without any artificial appearance. Its banks were 
neither formal, nor falsely adorned. Elizabeth 
was delighted. She had never seen a place for 
which nature had done more, or where natural beauty 
had been so little counteracted by an awkward taste. 
They were all of them warm in their admiration; and 
at that moment she felt, that to be mistress of 
Pemberley might be something! (Ill, i, 245) 

If Pemberley represents the natural nobility of 

Darcy, Rosings stands for the superficiality and artifi

ciality of Lady Catherine's nobility. Just as Rosings, 

with its gilt and gaudiness, lacks the "real elegance" of 

William Dean Howells, Heroines of Fiction, Vol. I 
(New York and London: Harper, 1901), p. 48. 
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Pemberley, Lady Catherine lacks the nobility of her rank; 

Her air was not conciliating, nor was her manner 
of receiving them, such as to make her visitors 
forget their inferior rank. She was not ren
dered formidable by silence; but whatever she 
said, was spoken in so authoritative a tone, as 
marked her self importance. . . . (ii, vi, 152) 

Even though Lady Catherine's self-importance creates awe 

in fools like Mr. Collins, Sir William Lucas, and Maria 

Lucas and elicits their superfluous flattery, it does not 

impress Elizabeth. She can feel respect only for the true 

nobility in Darcy, which is unmoved by the flattery of 

Miss Bingley and Mr. Collins. Elizabeth acinires nobility 

of spirit in people of all social ranks, especially in the 

Gardiners; and she deplores vulgarity regardless of social 

standing. The vulgarity of Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Phillips 

probably givesher most pain. 

Isabel, like Elizabeth, associates nobility with 

freedom of spirit and cultivation of the mind; "Her notion 

of the aristocratic life was simply a union of great knowl

edge with great liberty; the knowledge would give one a 

sense of duty and the liberty a sense of enjoyment" (II, 

xiii, 198) . She believes that she has found in Osmond a 

perfect specimen of aristocracy and marries him to join 

him in his search of truth. As she eventually realizes, 

however, for Osmond aristocracy is "a thing of forms, a 

conscious, calculated attitude," a life of "high prosperity 

and propriety" (II, xiii, 198). Osmond lives up to his, 

not Isabel's, ideal of the aristocratic life. 
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Isabel finds the aristocratic life that Osmond 

undertakes to live not only demanding but oppressive; she 

moreover disdains the aristocracy of Countess Gemini, 

whose mode of life consists of lies and lovers. As the 

countess herself admits, Isabel is more of a lady than is 

her sister-in-law, just as Elizabeth is more of a lady 

than is Lady Catherine. Countess Gemini is probably more 

vulgar and more formidable than Lady Catherine. Like most 

of the impoverished aristocrats in James's fiction, the 

countess deems acquiring wealth through marriage indis

pensable to the authority of the family. 

Lord Warburton, whose worldly riches are adorned 

with his natural goodness, is almost a specimen apart in 

James's gallery of aristocrats. His nobility can be com

pared with Darcy's, though in his childlike innocence he 

is in direct contrast with Darcy. Isabel is irritated by 

Warburton's goodness and repelled by the power of rank he 

represents. She turns down the lord's offer of marriage 

for various and contradictory reasons. She simply does 

not love him, and she is not prepared to marry him or any 

other man at the time the marriage proposal comes because 

she has not yet seen the world. Fearing the power and 

authority he represents, she shuns the "splendid" security 

he offers her. Despite his revolutionary ideas. Lord War

burton represents for Isabel a realm of power and propriety 

which is extremely different from her own. Such a world is 
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too demanding for her to cope with; she furthermore suspects 

that the social obligations placed upon her would restrict 

her freedom; "She couldn't marry Lord Warburton; the idea 

failed to support any enlightened prejudice in favour of 

the free exploration of life that she had hitherto enter

tained or was capable of entertaining" (I, xii, 155). Al

though she feels a certain amount of personal victory in 

refusing Warburton, for she is aware that nineteen out of 

twenty women would gladly accept the lord's offer, her 

triumph gives her pain. If her marriage to him would have 

the disadvantage of hindering her self-education, it would 

also have a good many advantages. She knows that in re

jecting Lord Warburton, she is rejecting "the peace, the 

kindness, the honour, the possessions, a deep security and 

a great exclusion" (I, xiv, 189) he would give to her. By 

accepting these comforts, however, she would be escaping 

her fate, the chances and dangers of life—the suffering 

that comes with knowing; "1 can't escape unhappiness,' 

said Isabel. 'In marrying you I shall be trying to'" (I, 

xiv, 185). 

What Isabel fears most in Lord Warburton, then, is 

being dominated by his power. Whereas Elizabeth relates 

vulgarity and lack of power to Lady Catherine and nobility 

and power to Darcy, Isabel relates deceit and weakness to 

Countess Gemini and nobility and power to Lord Warburton. 

Realizing that she cannot overpower Warburton, her 
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domineering personality protests his power. She refuses 

to admit to anyone her desire to dominate, not even to her

self. One can detect, however, traces of her will to sub

jugate others in her reply to Warburton; "'It's not what 

I ask; it's what I can give'" (I, xii, 151). 

Abounding in contradictions, Elizabeth and Isabel 

have contradictory views of money; they at once value and 

despise it. Elizabeth does not seem to be seriously 

troubled about the injustice of the law that deprives her 

of her natural inheritance from her father. Neither is 

Isabel much concerned about her genteel poverty. Although 

both girls show a most human wish in wanting to come into 

some money, this desire cannot be equated with avarice. 

In fact, Elizabeth reveals some naivete when she declares, 

"'Where there is affection, young people are seldom with

held by immediate want of fortune, from entering into en

gagements with each other . . . (II, iii, 145). She makes 

this bold statement when her marriage to Wickham is in 

question. Elizabeth may not be withheld from marrying 

Wickham by his want of fortune, but, as she is to realize, 

he does not consider marrying a girl without money: 

"I cannot say that I regret my comparative insignifi
cance. Importance may sometimes be purchased too 
dearly. Kitty and Lydia take his [Wickham's] defec
tion much more to heart than I do. They are young 
in the ways of the world, and not yet open to the 
mortifying conviction that handsome young men must 
have something to live on, as well as the plain." 
(II, iii, 150) 
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Wickham's insinuation that he cannot marry Elizabeth be

cause she is not rich, coupled with Colonel Fitzwilliam's 

remark to the same effect, teaches Elizabeth a lesson in 

social values. 

Elizabeth's prerequisites for marriage are repre

sentative of those of the other-Austen heroines; she favors 

a marriage of affection over a marriage of convenience. 

Yet she is suspicious of unions of erotic passion. Al

though Elizabeth learns to accept the necessity of some 

money in matrimony, she does not outgrow her distaste of 

marrying merely for the sake of money. She has misgivings 

about the marriage of convenience that Charlotte enters 

into because she is of the opinion that, however great the 

social and economic pressures may be, the individual must 

not wholly surrender to them. She regards a complex in

dividual's passively submitting to social forces as ulti

mate defeat; Charlotte's union with Mr. Collins would in

evitably reduce her from a complex to a simple person. 

The indiscreet marriage between Wickham and Lydia disgusts 

Elizabeth for a different reason. She opposes the marriage 

not only because the adventurous couple will become a con

stant economic burden on the Bennet family but mainly be

cause she considers a marriage o^ passion precarious and 

unlikely to succeed. 

Critics like Leonard Woolf and Mark Schorer who 

consider Jane Austen mercenary and didactic in preaching 



143 

bourgeois social and economic standards fail to see the 

complexity of values Elizabeth actually realizes in her 
c 

marriage. Elizabeth comes to understand that her acquisi

tive society values property and rank and considers mar

riage an improvement of economic status. She does not 

marry Darcy for his property and rank alone, however. If 

she had, she would have accepted his first proposal of 

marriage; for even before she fully appreciates Darcy's 

importance, she is aware of the social and economic advan

tages of marrying a man of his status. She marries Darcy 

not because he is a golden catch but because she loves and 

respects him. 

In fact, Elizabeth's primary motive in marriage 

is affection. Contrary to David Daiches's argument, Eliza-
7 

beth can afford true love. Even though Jane Austen is 

evasive in depicting Elizabeth's feelings of love toward 

Darcy, the reader, together with Jane, is convinced that 

she is truly attached to him; 

"Will you tell me how long you have loved him?" 
"It has been coming on so gradually that I 

hardly know when it began. But I believe I must 
date it from my first seeing his beautiful grounds 
at Pemberley." 

Woolf, "The Economic Determinism of Jane Austen, '' 
New Statesman and Nation, 18 July 1942, 39-41; Schorer, 
"Pride Unprejudiced," Kenyon Review, 18 (1955), 72-91, and 
the other Schorer articles listed in the bibliography. 

^"Jane Austen, Karl Mai.?̂ , and the Aristocratic 
Dance," American Scholar, 17 (1948), 289-295. 
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Another intreaty that she would be serious, 
however, produced the desired effect; and she soon 
satisfied Jane by her solemn assurances of attach
ment. When convinced on that article. Miss Bennet 
had nothing farther to wish. (Ill, xvii, 373) 

As Jane Bennet knows well, it is not the beauty and riches 

of Pemberley that attract Elizabeth to Darcy; Pemberley 

only enhances his admirable qualities. 

Jane Austen's attitude toward money is more realis

tic than mercenary; she furnishes her heroines with money 

they acKjuire through marriage because she considers some 

property necessary to an acceptable life in an acquisitive 

society. Of her heroines, Jane Austen provides only Emma 

with a rich father. The others, including Anne, whose 

father is an impoverished baronet, come from families of 

modest income and generally improve their economic condi

tion through marriage. Elizabeth's union with Darcy raises 

her. Cinderellalike, from her middle-class social and 
8 

economic standing to the wealthy class status. 

Money gives the Jane Austen heroine added strength 

with which she can withstand the demands of society which 

tend to standardize her. Even though the heroine eventually 

Q 
Denys Wyatt Harding is one of the first critics 

to point out Jane Austen's frequent use of the Cinderella 
theme in her novels. In "Regulated Hatred; An Aspect of 
the Work of Jane Austen," Scrutiny, 8 (1940), 345-352, 
Harding argues that, in their lack of an understanding 
mother and in their rise on the social and the economic 
scale through marriage, most of the Austen heroines, 
especially those of Pride and Prejudice, Northanger Abbey, 
Mansfield Park, and The Watsons, can be compared with Cin
derella. 
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reconciles herself to social claims, she does not alto

gether renounce her personal claims. Elizabeth's union 

with Darcy is highly representative of the happy mean the 

Austen heroine attains between her own values and those of 

society. If Charlotte's marriage teaches Elizabeth to de

spise mere subservience to social standards, Lydia's mar

riage proves to her the hazards of imprudent violation of 

these standards and the necessity of entering into matri

mony with a reasonable amount of money. She therefore 

marries a man whose complexity of character distinguishes 

him from his social setting and whose wealth provides him 

with a certain amount of immunity from observance of tra

ditional values. Money thus secures freedom for Elizabeth. 

James's treatment of money bears a close resemblance 

to that of Jane Austen. Since he also considers money an 

instrument of power and finds it necessary for personal 

freedom, James equips most of his heroines with large bank 

accounts. In his international novels, wealth becomes more 

or less synonymous with American freedom of action. His 

American heiresses can afford to marry impecunious men or 

choose to remain single mainly because they have plenty 

of cash at their disposal. Further, both Jane Austen and 

James are aware of the corruptive influence of money; but 

this theme occupies a larger place in James's novels. His 

wealthy characters seldom hesitate to exert their power 

for personal interest, and those without wealth usually go 
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to extremes at the expense of their moral codes to obtain 

money. Although Jane Austen is more articulate in stress

ing the importance of money in marriage, her heroines are 

rarely defeated by their want of money. James's heroines, 

on the other hand, are often victimized or vitiated either 

because of their money or because of their lack of it. 

In The Portrait of a Lady, as in Pride and Preju

dice, the heroine's attitude toward money is representa

tive of her attitude toward society. At a time when Isa

bel is most oblivious of society's constrictive influence 

on the individual, she is least concerned about the signifi

cance of money. As she admits to her aunt when they meet 

for the first time in the old house in Albany, she knows 

nothing about pecuniary matters; "'I'm not stupid; but I 

don't know anything about money'" (I, iii, 34). The in

adequacy of her inheritance from her father does not seem 

to trouble her. Only once does the reader witness her re

gret her poverty; there are, however, no traces of avarice 

in her regret. Upon Madame Merle's remark, "'You appear 

to have the vaguest ideas about your earthly possessions; 

but from what I can make out you're not embarrassed with 

an income. I wish you had a little money'" Isabel simply 

answers, "'I wish I had!'" (I, xix, 290). Once she in

herits seventy thousand pounds from Daniel Touchett through 

Ralph's generous interference, she begins the perceive the 

importance of being wealthy. 
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Although Isabel regards her newly acquired property 

as power and independence, she hesitates to exercise this 

power; "The girl presently made up her mind that to be 

rich was a virtue because it was able to do, and that to 

do could only be sweet. It was the graceful contrary of 

the stupid side of weakness—especially the feminine vari

ety" (I, XX, 301). She both admires her large fortune 

for the freedom it has given her and finds it burdensome 

because, as much as she values freedom, she fears to face 

the responsibility it entails; 

"A large fortune means freedom, and I'm afraid 
of that. It's such a fine thing, and one should 
make such good use of it. If one shouldn't one 
would be ashamed. And one must keep thinking; 
it's a constant effort. I'm not sure it's not a 
greater happiness to be powerless." 

"For weak people I've no doubt it's a greater 
happiness. For weak people the effort not to be 
contemptible must be great." 

"And how do you know I'm not weak?" Isabel 
asked. 

"Ah, " Ralph answered with a flush that the 
girl noticed, "if you are I'm awfully sold!" 
(1/ xxi, 320) 

As Lyall H. Powers observes, the "reluctance to accept the 

responsibility of freedom is an important flaw in Isabel's 
9 

character." Ralph, who is the author of Isabel's freedom, 

is evidently not aware of her weakness; her reluctance to 

make use of the power with which money endows her creates 

a temporary alarm in him. 

g 
"The Portrait of a Lady: 'The Eternal Mystery 

of Things,'" Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 14 (1959), 149. 
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Henrietta Stackpole, on the other hand, is appre

hensive about the corruptive influence money may have on 

Isabel. She fears that the young heiress's fortune will 

prove to be a curse in disguise by fostering her romantic 

illusions and by rendering her vulnerable to "the society 

of a few selfish and heartless people who will be inter

ested in keeping them [Isabel's illusions] up" (I, xx, 310) 

Henrietta is justified in her suspicion that the acquisi

tion of wealth will make Isabel's already active imagina

tion run wild. Even before Isabel meets Osmond, her mind 

is intoxicated with the thought of all the dreams she can 

realize with her money; 

She lost herself in a maze of visions; the fine 
things to be done by a rich, independent, generous 
girl who took a large human view of occasions and 
obligations were sublime in the mass. Her fortune 
therefore became to her mind a part of her better 
self; it gave her importance, gave her even, to 
her imagination, a certain ideal beauty. (I, xxi, 
321-322) 

Her money does become the root of evil for Isabel, for she 

is victimized by Madame Merle and Gilbert Osmond, who ex

ploit her weaknesses. 

With the added confidence that money gives Isabel, 

she believes she can realize her ambitions; "The whole 

world lay before her—she could do whatever she chose" 

(II, xxxi, 35). Her new enthusiasm pleases Ralph, whose 

primary motive in dividing his inheritance with Isabel is 

to make her rich enough to meet the requirements of her 
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imagination. What Ralph does not know, however, is that 

Isabel lacks the energy to live up to her vibrant imagina

tion. After having sent her less fortunate sisters gen

erous checks, she embarks on her tour of the world with 

hopes of seeing the spectacle of human life and gaining in 

wisdom and knowledge. Her "world tour" includes the trips 

through England, France, Italy, and Switzerland with her 

sister, Lily, and the Middle East jaunt with Madame Merle. 

She travels rapidly and recklessly "like a thirsty person 

draining cup after cup" (II, xxxi, 38). She merely observes, 

without ever becoming involved. Once Isabel fulfills her 

dream of seeing the world, she has more or less exhausted 

all her dreams; and Osmond's proposal of marriage opens 

more possibilities to her mind. 

Isabel decides to marry Osmond, who, she believes, 

has the strength and the imagination to manage her money 

well. Reluctant to assume the responsibility of her free

dom and to live up to her dreams for fear of getting in

volved, she finds in Osmond a husband who will relieve her 

of her responsibilities and who will help her fulfill her 

aspirations; 

At bottom her money had been a burden, had been 
on her mind, which was filled with the desire to 
transfer the weight of it to some other conscience, 
to some more prepared receptacle. What would 
lighten her own conscience more effectually than 
to make it over to the man with the best taste 
in the world? (II, xiii, 193) 
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There is thus more than munificence and good will in

volved in Isabel's desire to put money in Osmond's pocket. 

Isabel is convinced that her money will secure her 

enough power and independence so that she will not be 

dominated by Osmond. If Lord Warburton's power of money 

prevented her from marrying him, Osmond definitely lacks 

this power. In marrying Osmond, Isabel will have more 

power: she will marry him with the pride and confidence 

of giving but never receiving. When Ralph tells his father 

that he wants to "put a little wind in her sails" (I, xviii, 

250) by dividing his inheritance with Isabel, he does not 

expect her to be indebted to him; he does not even hope 

to marry her. On the other hand, when Isabel wants to 

make Osmond rich by marrying him, she wants to overpower 

him; "She would launch his boat for him; she would be his 

providence" (II, xiii, 192). Unfortunately, Isabel be

comes only the captive of the rigid system of Osmond's mind, 

and she cannot even expect to buy her freedom by relinquish

ing all her money to him. 

Elizabeth and Isabel further show similarities in 

their views about sex. They consider a marriage of un-

governed passion terrifying mainly because they are afraid 

of the binding power sex would have on their freedom. De

spite Jane Austen's reticence about erotic sentiment, it 

is obvious that Elizabeth finds Wickham a symbol of sexual 

prowess. Elizabeth has learned from her father's example 
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that a complex person may succumb to the power of sensual

ity: 

Her father captivated by youth and beauty, and that 
apperirance of good humour, which youth and beauty 
generally give, had married a woman whose weak under
standing and illiberal mind, had very early in their 
marriage put an end to all real affection for her. 
Respect, esteem, and confidence, had vanished for 
ever; and all his views of 'domestic happiness were 
overthrown. But Mr. Bennet was not of a disposition 
to seek comfort for the disappointment which his own 
imprudence had brought on, in any of those pleasures 
which too often console the unfortunate for their 
folly or their vice. (II, xix, 235) 

Lydia's unscrupulous marriage with Wickham confirms Eliza

beth's distrust of the marriage of passion; "But how 

little permanent happiness could belong to a couple who 

were only brought together because their passions were 

stronger than their virtue, she could easily conjecture" 

(III, viii, 312). Elizabeth believes that a marriage of 

passion means only an abdication of choice and entails 

defeat for the free individual. 

Despite James's criticism of Jane Austen for having 

"omitted the erotic sentiment altogether," his own treatment 

of sex is guarded, delicate, and subtle. Like Jane Austen, 

James is more interested in complex human experiences than 

Mudrick, p. 115. 

French Poets and Novelists (London; MacMillan, 
1878), p. 218. 
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he is in elemental human passions. James apparently 

identifies with Isabel in considering sex a binding force 

that restricts individual freedom. Isabel refuses to marry 

Caspar because she fears that his possessive love will 

hinder her self-education and restrict her freedom. Where

as it would be presumptuous to consider Elizabeth's repug

nance to marriage of passion an indication of her sexual 

coldness, Isabel Archer bears likeness to Diana not only 

in name but also in her frigidity. Only Caspar touches 

Isabel's virginal nature. Her apprehension about meeting 

Caspar and her strange fits of trembling after her meetings 

with him are proof enough of her susceptibility to Caspar's 

sexual prowess, which takes complete possession of her 

when he kisses her: 

His kiss was like white lightning a flash that 
spread, and spread again, and stayed; and it was 
extraordinarily as if, while she took it, she felt 
each thing in his hard manhood that had least 
pleased her, each aggressive fact of his face, his 
figure, his presence, justified of its intense 
identity and made one with this act of possession. 
So had she heard of those wrecked and under water 
following a train of images before they sink. But 
when darkness returned she was free. (II, Iv, 435) 

Having a flair for refinement, Isabel finds the sex offered 

William B. Cairns, "Character Portrayal in the 
Work of Henry James," Studies by Members of the Department 
of English, University of Wisconsin Studies in Language 
and Literature, No. 2 ([n.p.], 1918), p. 315. Indebted
ness must also be acknowledged to Edmond L. Volpe's article 
on James's treatment of sex: "James's Theory of Sex in 
Fiction," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 13 (1958), 36-47. 
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by Caspar too vulgar and violent, too possessive and ag

gressive. She knows that in her marriage with Caspar she 

will not be able to overpower him and that she will be over

whelmed by his firm manhood. 

Whereas the repugnance that Elizabeth and Isabel 

feel for the marriage of passion is chiefly the result of 

the dread of the loss of their independence, Elizabeth's 

aversion does not have the complications that Isabel's does. 

Elizabeth cannot consider marrying Wickham not because she 

fears his physical attraction but because she knows that 

once the passion is spent, life with a man of Wickham's 

levity and selfishness will be miserable for a woman of 

Elizabeth's sensitivity and intelligence. Unlike Isabel, 

Elizabeth does not aspire tobe the dominant mate in matri

mony; neither does she want to submit to her husband. While 

she will not marry a man like Bingley, whom she can lead by 

the nose, she does not consider marrying Collins whose vul

garity will oppress her. Instead, she marries Darcy from 

whose superior knowledge and social standing she benefits 

but in return contributes to his life by helping him mellow 

his serious disposition. She moreover finds Darcy physi

cally attractive. That Elizabeth seeks security in her 

marriage with Darcy is undeniable; yet the Electra complex 

that Geoffrey Gorer observes in Elizabeth is difficult to 

accept. According to Gorer, in Jane Austen's four cen

tral novels. Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, 
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Mansfield Park, and Emma, the heroine is deprived of the 

guidance of an understanding mother, is attached to her 

father, rejects a suitor who stands for sexual prowess, 

and eventually marries the lover who is a father substi-

13 tute. To what extent Darcy is a father substitute for 

Elizabeth is questionable because of his young age and his 

accomplishments that are superior to Mr. Bonnet's. Al

though Elizabeth loves her father, she is critical of his 

failure to meet his obligations as a husband and father. 

The relative complexity of motives involved in 

Isabel's choice of Osmond as a husband distinguishes her 

from Elizabeth. Even though both women expect self-

realization in marriage, Isabel, unlike Elizabeth, wants 

to be donor instead of the donee. What she is willing to 

give Osmond, however, is not herself but her money. She 

marries Osmond despite the disparity in their ages, for she 

considers herself safe with a man who has little or no 

sexual appeal to her. Osmond, who is much older than Isa

bel, has some of the aesthetic and moral values that her 

father had; but the heroine's feelings toward him are more 

matronly than filial, and she hopes to be his benefactress— 

at least this is her sentiment during their courtship: "As 

she looked back at the passion of those full weeks she 

197-204. 
•'"̂ "The Myth in Jane Austen," American Imago, 2(1941), 
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perceived in it a kind of maternal strain—the happiness 

of a woman who felt that she was a contributor, that she 

came with charged hands" (II, xiii, 192) . On the other 

hand, the self-fulfillment Elizabeth wants to attain in 

marriage does not show traces of Isabel's possessiveness; 

neither does she suffer from Isabel's fear of committing 

herself in relationships between man and woman. 

The similarities that Elizabeth and Isabel evince 

in their moral and social values are largely determined 

by the great importance they attach to individuality and 

freedom; and in both women love of independence stems from 

self-esteem. In fact, it is pride that governs many of 

their decisions. Elizabeth's wounded pride prejudices her 

against Darcy. Although Elizabeth's "judgement [is] too 

unassailed by any attention to herself" (I, iv, 15); it is 

not strong enough to overlook Darcy's belittlement of her 

beauty and her social standing. She explains to Charlotte, 

who tells her that Darcy has a right to be proud, "I could 

easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine" 

(I, V, 20). As Isabel herself apprehends, pride causes 

her isolation and loneliness. She is too proud to confess 

to Ralph that she is unhappy in her marriage, for she can

not admit to having made a dreadtul mistake by marrying 

Osmond. 

In their confidence and self-respect Elizabeth and 

Isabel are highly interesting women, but their pride verges 
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on selfishness and vanity. The extreme trust they have in 

their intelligence leads Elizabeth and Isabel to adopt 

their own convictions as universal truths. Often consider

ing intelligence as a touchstone of respectability, they 

tend to scorn those whom they find deficient in mental 

agility. Prone to overdramatize themselves, the heroines 

are taken in by people like Wickham, Madame Merle, and 

Osmond, who win the heroines' favor through flattery. Al

though their distaste for the aristocracy manifests a demo

cratic spirit, it also stems from the heroines' resentment 

of a social class that disregards individual merit and mea

sures persons by rank and wealth. What irritates Eliza

beth most about Lady Catherine's officious interference to 

dissuade her from marrying Darcy is the contempt she per

ceives in this titled woman for Elizabeth and her family. 

Elizabeth may be the daughter of a country gentleman, but 

she considers herself equal to Darcy, if not in rank, in 

personal merit. In refusing to obey the specious claims 

of duty, honor, and gratitude with which Lady Catherine 

attempts to threaten her, Elizabeth declines to submit to 

the values of a hierarchal society; 

"Neither duty, nor honour, nor gratitude," 
replied Elizabeth, "have any possible claim on me, 
in the present instance. No principle of either, 
would be violated by my marriage with Mr. Darcy. 
And with regard to the resentment of his family, 
or the indignation of the world, if the former 
were excited by his marrying me, it would not give 
me one moment's concern—and the world in general 
would have too much sense to join in the scorn." 
(Ill, xiv, 358) 
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Similarly, Isabel rejects Warburton chiefly because of the 

aristocratic class he represents. Although well aware of 

the lord's admirable qualities, she cannot help feeling 

some triumph for having turned down his marriage proposal, 

which most women would have gladly accepted. 

No matter how individualistic Elizabeth and Isabel 

may be, they are still products of their respective en

vironments; before their learning experience is completed, 

they manifest some of the moral values of their social 

climates. If Elizabeth's first reaction to Lydia's elope

ment is harsh, it is because she judges by the moral stan

dards of her society. Yet neither is she in favor of 

castigating the girl who has disgraced her family. Her 

lack of sympathy for Lydia eventually turns into sarcastic 

resentment, for she realizes that Lydia is beyond reason

ing, beyond the capacity for change. Elizabeth knows that 

what has triggered Lydia's elopement was not the vitality 

of a free spirit but the lack of choice. She therefore 

14 . ̂  

suspends her moral judgment on her sister. Her judg

ment of Wickham, however, is more severe because, unlike 

Lydia, he willfully violates moral and social codes for 

his own personal interest. He not only becomes the victim 

of his passion but also destroys others with it. 

^^Mudrick, p. 112 
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Although Isabel likes to consider herself uncon

ventional, her morality is largely shaped by her American 

environment. Whereas Elizabeth can suspend her moral judg

ment, Isabel persistently judges others by her own moral 

code, which is modeled on American puritanism and trans

cendentalism. Part of her frustration arises from the 

fact that she is forced to adjust to a moral system foreign 

to her own as well as her native country. Oscar Cargill 

finds in Isabel "the ultimate of American idealism of her 

time"; 

James has ironically married fearful opposites— 
Isabel represents the ultimate of American idealism 
of her time and Osmond the ultimate of European 
orthodoxy in the same day. They are incompatible 
from the start, each deceived about the other be
cause neither had any experience with the type of 
person the other was.l^ 

Isabel, then, represents New World morality in contrast to 

Osmond's Old World morality. 

If Isabel is adamant in her moral values, Osmond 

is even more inveterate in his. Their clash of powers, 

each trying to subjugate the other, also symbolizes a 

clash of moral values. Isabel would willingly change some 

of her ideas to please Osmond, but she refuses to deny her 

whole value system; 

She had too many ideas for herself, but that was 
just what one married for, to share them with 

^^The Novels of Henry James (New York; Macmillan, 
1951), p. 88. 
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some one else. . . . she had no opinions—none 
that she would not be eager to sacrifice in the 
satisfaction of feeling herself loved for it. What 
he had meant was the whole thing—her character, 
the way she felt, the way she judged. (ii, xiii, 
195) 

Once Osmond realizes how ardently Isabel resists the sacri

fice of her individualism, he gxows to despise her and 

accuses her of having no traditions and "the moral hori

zon of a Unitarian minister" (li, xiii, 201). His scorn 

turns into hatred when he senses that Isabel criticizes 

his flimsy morality. 

It is suffering that helps Elizabeth and Isabel 

grow in self-awareness and that edifies them in moral and 

social values. What Elizabeth learns about herself is 

that her pride and prejudices stem from vanity. She 

realizes that what has stimulated her to refuse Darcy's 

first proposal of marriage was his belittlement of her and 

her family. She moreover becomes aware that her excessive 

confidence in her abilities can blind her to her faults, 

though she is highly critical of others' follies. Eliza

beth's awareness of her own mistakes occurs when she reads 

Darcy's enlightening letter; 

"How despicably have I acted!" she cried.—"I, 
who have prided myself on my discernment!—I, who 
have valued myself on my abilities! who have often 
disdained the generous candour of my sister, and 
gratified my vanity, in useless or blameable dis
trust.—How humiliating is this discovery!—Yet, 
how just a humiliation!—Had I been in love, I 
could not have been more wretchedly blind. But 
vanity, not love, has been my folly.—Pleased 
with the preference of one, and offended by the 
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neglect of the other, on the very beginning of our 
acquaintance, I have courted prepossessions and 
ignorance, and driven reason away, where either 
were concerned. Till this moment I never knew my
self." (II, xiii, 208) 

Having criticized Darcy for being susceptible to the preju

dices of his social class, Elizabeth discovers that most 

of her values are conditioned by those of her milieu. The 

knowledge of her own failings renders her more tolerant of 

other people's weaknesses. She grows to accept individuals 

for what they are and succeeds in liberating her judgment 

from personal and social biases. What she learns in social 

values is that she cannot cast aside as unimportant her 

family's relative social and economic insignificance. 

After her visit to Pemberley, she not only grows progres

sively aware of the value her acquisitive society places 

on property in marriage and of Darcy's importance but also 

of his better qualities with which his housekeeper acquaints 

her and which his improved manners confirm. Elizabeth may 

defy being crushed by the mercenary values society imposes 

on marriage, but her experiences prove that she cannot 

totally renounce them. She knows that the rational person 

is isolated by his ability to perceive social fallacies 

but that he finds it necessary to observe certain social 

graces. Her making peace with Lady Catherine is symbolic 

of this recognition. 

Knowledge of evil brings Isabel suffering, and 

suffering, enlightenment. Osmond opens her eyes to the 
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depravity and baseness of mankind so wide that she, not 

having been acquainted with evil before, feels that "under 

his good-nature, his facility, his knowledge of life, his 

egotism lay hidden like a serpent in a bank of flowers" 

(II, xiii, 195). Isabel gains knowledge she had been 

zealously searching for; she finds evil hidden in her own 

home. When she sits alone in the darkness of her drawing-

room into the small hours of the day, considering the 

catastrophe of her marriage, she comes to the realization 

that she is as blamable for her unhappiness as is Osmond. 

In her eagerness to captivate him, she led him to believe 

that her moral ideas were not to be taken seriously and 

that she would change them after their marriage: "Yes, 

she had been hypocritical; she had liked him so much" (II, 

xiii, 195). She recognizes that she encouraged Osmond to 

charm her and he succeeded, and that in deceiving her

self she also deceived him. What Isabel fails to compre

hend, however, is the destructiveness of her selfish de

sire to overwhelm Osmond with the power of her money. 

The moral lesson suffering teaches Isabel is to 

assume the responsibility for her error in judgment. Al

though she fully perceives Serena Merle's role in marrying 

her to Osmond, she cannot hold her deceitful friend com

pletely responsible for the misery of her marriage. She 

knows that she was free not to be duped by Madame Merle 

but that her tendency to judge people by aesthetic values 
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blinded her to the moral depravity disguised by her fashion

able friend's sophistication. Isabel's appraisal of Os

mond was also based on aesthetic values; she married him, 

as her aunt puts it succinctly, "for the beauty of his 

opinions or for his autograph of Michael Angelo" (I, xxvi, 

396). Experience shows Isabel that cultivation is not 

always a mark of moral excellence. In Krook's words, 

"Isabel has to suffer, and through suffering learn that 

the aesthetic is not coextensive with the moral, and that 

the touchstone of taste is not the touchstone by which a 

good life can be lived." The awareness of her mistakes 

prevents Isabel from seeking revenge on Madame Merle and 

Osmond. Her only revenge on Madame Merle is knowing si

lence; she does not condemn her enemy, nor does she allow 

her to defend herself. 

Isabel's decision to return to Osmond is stimulated 

by her realization that she cannot remain indifferent to 

certain social obligations and that she cannot buy immunity 

from these obligations with the power of her money and ex

pect to continue being a spectator of life without commit

ting herself to it. She overcomes the temptation that 

Caspar offers of escaping her responsibilities because she 

finds the prospect of an empty independence meaningless. 

^^The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James (New 
York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 195^), p. 59. 
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In Cargill's words. 

Duty has meaning for Isabel—this is the lesson 
she has derived from her experience—and sheer 
liberty has none. As against the brief enjoyment 
of Caspar's snatched embraces, a life with, but 
apart from, Gilbert Osmond appeals more to her 
ascetic nature than the American kind of mockery 
of marriage.17 

Marriage means to Isabel loyalty and devotion, and by not 

deserting Osmond she faces the responsibility of her initial 

mistake. Even though her choice of Osmond was governed by 

Madame Merle, Isabel believes she was free not to have 

married him: "Yet they were married, for all that, and 

marriage meant that a woman should cleave to the man with 

whom, uttering tremendous vows, she had stood at the altar" 

(II, ii, 351) . She cannot expect any happiness, not even 

reward, from her matrimony, but "certain obligations were 

involved in the very fact of marriage, and were quite in

dependent of the quantity of enjoyment extracted from it" 

(II, Iv, 421). Isabel's promise to Pansy that she will 

not desert her and the obligation she feels to her step

daughter moreover play a significant role in Isabel's de

cision to remain as Osmond's wife. If her choice were 

limited in marrying Osmond, she returns to him out of her 

own free will—the freedom she has achieved in her com

plete self-awareness. 

^"^Cargill, pp. 104-105 
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Having entered into marriage for the fulfillment 

of her individual claims, Isabel learns to adopt marriage 

as a fulfillment of social obligations. She makes peace 

with the darkness of Rome, which represents Osmond's 

morality, for she discovers selfishness in her own heart 

and weakness in her morality. 'In the deathbed scene, 

Ralph offers Isabel the key to forbearance: love. She 

does not lose her good faith and trust in people and, above 

all, becomes the true master of her soul. 

Marriage brings happiness to Elizabeth because she 

manages to reconcile her individual claims with the de

mands of society. Neither is she defeated by the values 

of society; the man she marries will help Elizabeth to find 

self-fulfillment and to balance her personal values with 

social values. On the other hand, marriage means misery 

and suffering to Isabel, for her husband wants her to re

nounce her personal values and claims. She cannot recon

cile herself to society as successfully as does Elizabeth; 

for Isabel accepting the social claims involves renuncia

tion. Yet, if knowledge causes Isabel unhappiness, it 

also gives her the personal strength to continue living in 

spite of evil in society. The triumph of Elizabeth and 

Isabel lies in their ability to uiaintain their personal 

integrity, in their ability not to lose it to social claims. 



CHAPTER VI 

CATHERINE MORLAND AND VERENA TARRANT; 

MARRIAGE AS DISILLUSIONMENT 

If Catherine Morland suffers from the dual purpose 

of Jane Austen in Northanger Abbey, Verena Tarrant suffers 

from Henry James's detached attitude in The Bostonians. 

Jane Austen's intention of burlesquing the Gothic and 

sentimental novels of her time naturally renders Catherine 

an anti-heroine with qualities in diametrical opposition 

to those of the heroines of the sentimental novel. But 

this purpose robs Catherine of the complexity of Emma and 

the intelligence and vivacity of Elizabeth. The goal of 

The Bostonians, a pungent satire on the reform movements 

that pervaded New England in the 1870's, demands that the 

women's liberation cause that Verena is advocating be 

defeated. If the cause is defeated, so is the portrayal 

of Verena. She obviously is endowed with perceptiveness 

and moral awareness, those qualities which are typical of 

most of James's heroines; yet how she develops her moral 

awareness the author fails to explain. The reader, to

gether with the author, may feel sympathy for Verena, but 

he cannot identify with her mainly because James does not 

seem to be interested in her destiny. She is too weak and 

too uncomplicated to serve as the positive moral force, 

155 
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that role which the Jamesian heroine generally plays. She 

emerges rather as a pitiable victim over whom a violent 

battle of ideologies and selfish claims is fought. 

The similarity between Northanger Abbey and The 

Bostonians lies not only in the fact that they are more 

or less propaganda novels but also in the similarity of 

the ideologies and sentiments the authors oppose and those 

they uphold. Both Jane Austen and Henry James are criti

cizing a kind of feminine sentimentality which they regard 

as false. The former censures the feminine qualities 

endorsed by the late eighteenth-century English sentimental 

novel which was monopolized by mostly women writers like 

Fanny Burney and Ann Radcliffe. Mudrick observes, 

Jane Austen points out—by imitation, by exag
geration, by contrast, by logical extension— 
that the lachrymose novel tends to reject the 
chief bourgeois values: discretion, financial 
honesty, a theoretical and professed humani-
tarianism (however limited in practice), legiti
macy, woman's humility and chastity, marriage 
as a calculated arrangement largely financial. •'-

What Mudrick seems to overlook is that Jane Austen censures 

any excessiveness not because she finds it violating the 

bourgeois values but because she considers it verging on 

selfishness. Her satire in Northanger Abbey is directed 

more at the mercenary values of General Tilney and Isabella 

Thorpe than it is at Catherine's gullibility. This con

clusion is in line with Bradbrook's finding in Jane Austen 

ijane Austen; Irony as Defense and Discovery 
(Princeton; Princeton Univ. Press, 1952) , p. 15. 
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and Her Predecessors that Austen parodies, especially in 

the juvenilia, the writers of the sentimental novel for 

their encouraging indulgence in egotism and the moral 

writers of her time for sacrificing human dignity to abso

lute humility. As her digression in the fifth chapter of 

Northanger Abbey (Vol. I) about the art of the novel mani

fests, Jane Austen takes the task of writing very seri

ously. She is therefore critical of such novelists as 

Ann Radcliffe who, she believes, fail to give an air of 

reality in the novel. Yet in Northanger Abbey her attack 

on the horror novel is so direct that it almost over

shadows her favorite theme of marriage. Similarly, James's 

criticism of the feminine spirit that dominated American 

thought and politics in the 1870's makes his treatment of 

Verena's dilemma and her development in awareness ancillary 

to the purpose of his satire. 

What saves The Bostonians from being a mere politi

cal novel is its moral concern; but, however unintentional 

it may be, James's concern for the moral and social chaos 

he witnessed in the New England of the 1870's apparently 

outweighs the one he feels for Verena, who is the victim 

of this social disorder. In its moral shabbiness and lack 

of order, the New England society of the novel is immensely 

different from the American society of James's The Euro

peans, which is notable for its moral refinement. Interest

ingly, the ideologies of the opposing camps that battle 
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over Verena, the only natural and human element in the 

novel, were either already dead or had deteriorated by 

the 1870's. The cultural tradition, the Southern chivalry, 

Basil Ransom represents was crushed by the Northern states 

in the Civil War. Ransom's political views are so reac

tionary that one of the editors of a magazine who reads 

his manuscript writes to him that he does not belong in 

his times; he ought to have lived at least three centuries 

before. Similarly, the reformist ideas that are symbolized 

by Olive Chancellor have experienced a decline, and what 

has remained of the reform spirit of the previous genera

tion dies with its last vestige. Miss Birdseye. 

The Bostonians attempts to trace not only the dis

order of the American social and political life of its 

time but also the deterioration in sexual values. None 

of the characters in the novel, including Ransom, has a 

healthy concept of his sexual role in society. As James 

wrote in a notebook entry of 1883, what se<emed to him most 

characteristic of the American social scene of the time 

was "the situation of women, the decline of the sentiment 

of sex, the agitation on their behalf." Olive Chancellor's 

perverted biological instincts have forced her to deny 

both the male and the female roles in society. What most 

appeals to her ascetic nature about the feminine cause is 

the suffering of the female sex under male oppression. 

When she talks about the emancipation of women, she speaks 
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with cadences of sexual passion. Her sister and counter

part, Mrs. Luna, who is the epitome of female sexuality, 

only exploits it. She is as aggressive in her femininity 

as Olive Is in her suppressed lesbianism. Ransom, on the 

other hand, discusses politics with cadences of his male 

passion; when he expresses his ^ipprehension of "the loss 

of manhood," he uses the jargon of politics. 

Although Ransom stands for the masculine force 

that James found lacking in the American society, he is 

by no means the positive moral force in The Bostonians 

that Henry Tilney is in Northanger Abbey. It is Henry who 

voices Jane Austen's point of view in the novel, even 

though she is at times critical of his patronizing atti

tude toward Catherine. But Ransom does not represent 

James's point of view. The author does not sanction his 

hero's excessive conservatism. 

Both Ransom and Henry represent, however, the moral 

choice that the two heroines make. Verena responds to 

Ransom's plea for personal freedom and naturalness as 

against the impersonal and unnatural life the reformists 

offer her. It is Henry who awakens Catherine from her 

ridiculous gothic dream and who conquers her romanticism 

with reason. Taken on their surface meaning, then, the 

novels may be interpreted as supporting marriage of affec

tion. Appalled by the mercenary view of marriage that 

she sees acvocated by Isabella Thorpe and General Tilney, 
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Catherine renounces this view and adopts affection as the 

true motive in marriage. Verena accepts love between man 

and woman as a measure of happiness and freedom and marries 

impecunious Ransom. 

If the moral choice the heroines make is not con

vincing, the weakness is mainly the result of the point 

of view Jane Austen and James have used in their narra

tions. One of the methods that Jane Austen generally 

employs for capturing the reader's sympathy for her heroine 

is establishing the heroine's view as the point of view 

of the story. As Mary Lascelles observes, "point of view, 

in fact, may mean position rather than vision; and what

ever means of communication Jane Austen may choose, and 

however she may use it, she habitually establishes the 

heroine's position as the point of view for the story."^ 

In Northanger Abbey, however, Jane Austen emerges more as 

an omniscient narrator, even more so than she does in 

Pride and Prejudice, because Catherine's blurred judgement 

is not reliable and because she allows her reader to laugh 

at the heroine by revealing the discrepancy between the 

heroine's vision and reality. Only in the scenes that take 

place at Northanger Abbey does the author' s point of view 

change, with Catherine becoming the center of action and 

2Jane Austen and Her Art (London; Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1953), pp. 202-203. 
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the author reporting her thought process. 

In The Bostonians James has adopted the pictorial 

method rather than the central intelligence for narrating 

the story mainly because he is more interested in register

ing the action of public life than he is in dramatizing 

the thought process of his central characters. With Basil 

Ransom as the observer in the story, the reader seldom 

gets glimpses of Verena's consciousness though she is the 

pivot of the story. Consequently, the reader is more ac

quainted with the consciousness of Ransom, and even of 

Olive, than he is with Verena's. When Ransom loses sight 

of Verena for ten weeks, during the interval of their 

separation at Marmion and their meeting in the Music Hall, 

the reader also loses sight of her. It is evidently during 

this time that Verena experiences the major crisis in her 

life by having to choose between the possessive friendship 

and devotion to the women's liberation cause that Olive 

offers and what little personal freedom and matrimonial 

bliss Ransom promises her. By withdrawing Verena from the 

scene of action, James deprives the reader of witnessing 

her suffering and decision making. 

Both Catherine and Verena are nevertheless sym

pathetic and credible. Catherine, uncomplicated and medio

cre as she must be for the purpose of Jane Austen's bur

lesque, emerges as probably the author's most common and 

most down-to-earth heroine; 
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No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland 
in her infancy, would have supposed her born 
to be an heroine. Her situation in life, the 
character of her father and mother, her own 
person and disposition, were all equally 
against her. . . . She had a thin awkward 
figure, a sallow skin without colour, dark 
lank hair, and strong features;—so much for 
her person;—and not less unpropitious for 
heroism seemed her mind. (I, i, 13) 

Yet her looks improve considerably, and she becomes an 

almost pretty girl at the age of seventeen. As far as 

her learning and knowledge of the world are concerned, 

Catherine remains as ignorant and uninformed as any girl 

of her age can be. Verena is equally ignorant and unin

formed, though she is far superior to Catherine in good 

looks. Interestingly, Jane Austen and Henry James use 

similar terms in describing the candor and artlessness of 

their respective heroines. Jane Austen writes thus about 

Catherine; "Her heart was affectionate, her disposition 

cheerful and open, without conceit or affection of any 

kind—her manners just removed from the awkwardness and 

shyness of a girl" (I, ii, 18). Verena has confidence in 

herself, yet there is "a strange spontaneity in her manner, 

and an air of artless enthusiasm, of personal purity" 

(vii, 50). 

If Catherine and Verena are ignorant of the ways 

of the world, they are also ignorant of the insignificance 

and relative poverty of their families. Catherine cannot 

expect to acquire a large inheritance from her clergym.an 
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father, whose property will be divided among his wife and 

ten children upon his death. Unaware of her place in the 

social scale as the daughter of a mesmeric healer father 

and a reformist mother who can only boast of being the 

daughter of the late Mr. Greenstreet—a notable reformist 

in his time—Verena has no vivid sense that she is not as 

good as anyone else. That she has to work harder at house

work than any of Olive Chancellor's servants does not 

bother Verena. 

Yet the girls show a genuine desire to learn and 

to improve their minds. Like most of the heroines of Jane 

Austen and Henry James, however, they prefer almost any 

kind of activity to reading. Catherine, who is accomplished 

in neither music nor drawing, prefers to play boys' games; 

and if she reads, her choice is popular novels; she is an 

unashamed reader of novels. Verena's knowledge is derived 

from her cursory reading of the few books in her father' s 

library, which is composed mostly of biographies of mes

meric healers, and from the smoke-filled lecture rooms of 

reformists. 

It is the inclinations of the heroines that attract 

them to those who want to exploit the heroines as well as 

their tendencies. Catherine's active imagination and love 

of adventure are acutely developed before she makes her 

six weeks' visit to Bath where she goes in search of excite

ment and variety which her most ordinary hometown, Fullerton, 
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lacks. Her imagination finds new vent in the gothic tales 

to which Isabella Thorpe introduces her, and she is led to 

believe that life is as violent and unpredictable as the 

horror suories. Though Verena also has a vibrant imagina

tion, her frustration does not necessarily result from an 

illusion created by her imagination. Rather she becomes 

prey to victimizers who take advantage of her long-stand

ing concern for the liberation of women. She employs her 

gift of oratory in the cause of women; 

She had certainly spoken with great facility to 
cultivated and high-minded audiences. She had 
long followed with sympathy the movement for 
the liberation of her sex from every sort of 
bondage; it had been her principal interest even 
as a child (he might mention that at the age of 
nine she had christened her favorite doll Eliza 
P. Moseley, in the memory of a great precursor 
whom they all reverenced).... (vii, 53) 

What brings Catherine and Isabella together then is their 

common interest in reading gothic novels. Similarly, 

Verena is drawn to Olive, in whom, she finds an admirer 

and a fellow supporter of the cause. 

Further, the problems of Catherine and Verena do 

not arise, as do those of Elizabeth and Isabel for example, 

from over-confidence. As modest and unpretentious as she 

is, Catherine cannot imagine herself to be the heroine of 

some sentimental or gothic fiction as does Isabella. "Thus 

she is never exposed to the charge of vanity or selfishness, 

and Jane Austen is able to use the gothic subplot as a 

means of commenting on Catherine's education into 
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3 
reality." Although Verena's gift of oratory has given 

her some confidence, she has no high pretentions about 

her ability. On the contrary, she insists that her gift 

is divinely inspired and that she needs her father's 

assistance to draw it out. The weakness Verena has is 

therefore not vanity but the enthusiasm to make use of 

her talents. 

Several persons, besides Selah Tarrant himself, 

undertake to bring out the gifted Verena. Selah Tarrant 

entertains hopes of seeing his daughter's name appear 

frequently in the newspapers and magazines, her portraits 

displayed in the shop windows—all of which were denied 

to his own ambitious ego. He wishes to enjoy vicarious 

success through his daughter's fame, and of course, he is 

unscrupulously interested in the money that his daughter's 

public lectures will bring. Mrs. Tarrant, whose choice 

of Selah for husband is good proof of her bad taste and 

poor judgment, is equally ambitious about her daughter. 

Since her reform spirit is not untainted with worldliness, 

she aspires to exploit Verena's talent not only as a means 

of reviving the Greenstreet tradition of public speaking 

but also as a means of securing fame and wealth. 

Two of Verena's suitors, Matthias Pardon and Henry 

3A. Walton Litz, Jane Austen: A Study of Her 
Artistic Development (New York; Oxford Univ. Press, 
1965) , p." 52. 
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Burrage, are eager to realize the dreams the Tarrants have 

about their daughter's future. They promise Verena hap

piness in marriage and success in public life; they would 

manage and finance her lecture tours and see to it that 

she gets publicity. Yet each man has an ulterior motive 

for wanting to marry Verena. Although the effeminate 

Mr. Pardon, the interviewer of the Boston press, declares 

that he is not interested in making money out of Verena 

and that he wants to help because there is not a thing he 

would not do for the emancipation of women, he is more 

concerned about Verena as a public figure than he is about 

Verena as a woman; "The fact was, she was a great card, 

and some one ought to play it" (xvii, 147). Burrage, on 

the other hand, has a handsome inheritance from his father 

which enables him to idle away his time at Harvard under 

the pretense of studying law and to squander his money on 

"beautiful things, pictures and antiques and objects." 

His reason for wanting to marry Verena is obvious; 

He liked her for the same reason that he liked 
old enamels and old embroideries; and when she 
said that she didn't see how she resembled such 
things, he had replied that it was because she 
was so peculiar and so delicate. (xviii, 153) 

He wants to add her to his art collection. 

Among those who want to draw out Verena is Olive 

Chancellor, who would much rather keep the girl to herself 

than help her become a public figure. As much as she 

hates to share Verena with fellow admirers, she finances 
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her lecture tours; and as much as she despises Europe, 

she takes Verena on a tour in order to gain control over 

Verena by pleasing her. Renunciation and abstinence are 

the nourishment of Olive's perveri:ed soul; exterminating 

the tyranny of the male sex is the goal of her life. She 

can tolerate sharing Verena with the other members of the 

women's liberation movement; yet she cannot bear to lose 

her to the matrimonial claims of a man. What Olive is 

actually determined to do is to wipe out sexuality; she 

not only wants to prevent Verena from marrying but also 

strives to extinguish Verena's femininity. She lures 

Verena into believing that her gift of speech is inspired 

and that she has the heavenly mission of redeeming woman

kind: "She had opened Verena's eyes to extraordinary pic

tures, made the girl believe that she had a heavenly mis

sion, given her, as we have seen, quite a new measure of 

the interest of life" (xiv, 112). Verena should therefore 

learn to renounce earthly pleasures and prove to be the 

true priestess of her cause by devoting all her being to 

it. Olive appeals to Verena in the name of friendship, 

faith, and charity, which to Olive are nobler causes than 

marriage. 

Longing for friendship makes Catherine as well as 

Verena err in judgment. Catherine adopts Isabella as a 

friend because she needs a female companion in whom she 

can confide and because her new acquaintance humors her 
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active imagination. Catherine has come to Bath expecting 

to spend days of thrilling adventure and fun. Much to her 

disappointment, her journey to Bath is quiet and unevent

ful: 

Neither robbers nor tempests befriended them, 
nor one lucky overturn to introduce them to 
the hero. Nothing more alarming occurred 
than a fear on Mrs. Allen's side, of having 
once left her clogs behind her at an inn, and 
that fortunately proved to be groundless. 
(I, ii, 19) 

The first few days in the city are even more uneventful. 

She longs to dance, but Mrs. Allen does not know any young 

men in the ballroom who will oblige Catherine. Her intro

duction to Henry Tilney by the master of ceremonies is, 

to her mind, the most unromantic and formal way of being 

introduced to the young man whose good looks and manners 

charm her but whose self-confidence and audacity make her 

uneasy. The day after her introduction to Henry, Catherine 

goes to the Pump-room hoping to find him there, but he is 

not to be seen for several days. Instead, she meets 

Isabella, who takes an immediate interest in her when she 

discovers that Catherine is the sister of James Morland, 

the object of her fancy. Being four years older and "at 

least four years better informed" than Catherine, Isabella 

undertakes to educate her in the important matters of 

fashion and flirtation. When Isabella finds that Catherine 

shares her enthusiasm for novels but is not as familiar 

with the popular novels of the time as she is, she gives 
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her a list of sentimental and Gothic fiction, a list which 

begins with The Mysteries of Udolpho. 

Catherine's consulting Isabella is similar to 

Verena's trusting Olive in matters of love. Both heroines 

have more faith in the judgment of their confidantes than 

in their own. Verena seeks Olive's advice not only to 

evaluate Pardon and Burrage but also to free her from the 

tenacious influence of Ransom. Isabella aims to separate 

Catherine from Henry in the name of friendship, and Olive 

strives to thwart Verena's suitors under the same pretense. 

Whereas Isabella's design is to marry Catherine to scur

rilous John Thorpe, Olive's wish is to keep Verena under 

her tyrannous control and never let her marry. Just as 

Isabella assumes the responsibility of educating Catherine 

to become a true heroine of Gothic fiction, Olive under

takes the training of Verena to become a veritable priest

ess of her religion, the women's liberation movement. Be

sides the trip to Europe, Verena's education includes 

reading Goethe, George Eliot, and history. Ironically, 

Isabella's control over Catherine meets with the full ap

proval of the Aliens, and Olive's exploitation of Verena 

receives the bribed sanction of the Tarrants. 

Realization of Isabella's false sentimentality and 

deceit marks the beginning of Catherine's awakening into 

reality; yet she is to go to Northanger Abbey where she 

expects to witness gothic horrors, is to be humiliated by 
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Henry, who tells her how groundless her suspicions are 

concerning the death of Mrs. Tilney, and is to be rudely 

sent away from the abbey by the General before her educa

tion is completed. That Catherine is guided by Henry in 

her growth into awareness is undeniable, but she is also 

aided by her innate honesty and propriety. Her parents, 

though negligent about Catherine's education and unmind

ful of her needs as a young girl, have at least set her 

a good example by their modest and honest life style. 

It is her intuition that enables the Jane Austen 

heroine to judge human character nearly always accurately. 

Jane Austen distrusts excessive romanticism mainly because 

she finds it an obstacle to sound judgment. Yet she be

lieves that the impulses of the heart can be as reliable 

as those of the head if both counterbalance one another. 

We find this implication in all of her novels, especially 

in Persuasion. 

In Northanger Abbey, Catherine's romanticism, as 

well as lack of experience, blinds her to Isabella's 

faults, but her intuition serves as a trustworthy guide in 

her estimation of John Thorpe and General Tilney. She is 

repelled not only by Thorpe's vulgarity but also by his 

bragging and lying. Despite her flair for adventure, she 

takes no pleasure in the dangerous open carriage ride with 

Thorpe, for she trusts neither his judgment nor his coach

manship. If her diffidence does not allow Catherine to 
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censure Thorpe openly, she still has a low regard for him. 

Underneath his crudity and gregariousness she senses his 

vanity: 

Catherine listened [to Thorpe] with astonish
ment; she knew not how to reconcile two such very 
different accounts of the same thing; for she had 
not been brought up to understand the propensities 
of a rattle, nor to know to how many idle asser
tions and impudent falsehoods the excess of vanity 
will lead. Her own family were plain matter-of-
fact people, who seldom aimed at wit of any kind; 
her father at the utmost, being contented with a 
pun, and her mother with a proverb; they were not 
in the habit therefore of telling lies to increase 
their importance, or of asserting at one moment 
what they would contradict the next. (I, ix, 55-
55) 

Catherine's insight into Thorpe's character proves to be 

very accurate, for he twice lies to General Tilney about 

the amount of her property. When he hopes to marry 

Catherine, he overestimates her inheritance; and when he 

is turned down by her, he spitefully underestimates it. 

Catherine is also intuitively right in her judgment of 

General Tilney, who by associating with Thorpe and believ

ing in his contradictory accounts of Catherine proves to 

be a man of Thorpe's sort. Just as Thorpe boasts of the 

skills of his horses and the sturdiness of his carriage 

to impress Catherine, the general displays all the luxuries 

of his house to her for the same purpose. Once he learns 

that Catherine's dowry is not as large as he had thought 

it was, his attitude toward her changes from attentiveness 

to rudeness. Thus, "in suspecting General Tilney of 
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either murdering or shutting up his wife, she had scarcely 

sinned against his character, or magnified his cruelty" 

(II, XV, 247). General Tilney, indeed, turns out to be 

one of the villainous counts of Catherine's favorite 

horror stories. 

James, like Jane Austen, considers intuition es

sential to the growth of awareness; and his Verena pos

sesses not only intuition but also some of the other 

qualities shared by all of his heroines. Verena is intui

tively accurate in her opinion of most of the people she 

knows, and she is seldom blind to their failings. Neither 

does she lack the naturalness and the self-reliance that 

the author's other heroines manifest. Further, like them, 

Verena suffers from the contradictions in her personality. 

Despite her self-confidence, she cannot assert herself in 

her relationships with people. She may calmly address 

crowds, and convert male admirers to her cause, but she 

finds it difficult to disentangle herself from undesirable 

relationships. She is quick in discerning Olive's tragic 

nature and becomes progressively aware of her friend's 

unremitting claims, but she is slow in breaking the ties 

with her. Her quandary is partly a result of her sub

missiveness and largely a result of her want of self-

knowledge—the knowledge of her actual inclinations. 

Verena's submissiveness sets her apart from the 

other James heroines. The other heroines are also 
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susceptible to the influence of a powerful person; and, 

in fact, they subconsciously admire power. Several signs 

of Verena's confidence which Milly shows are defeated by 

her want of self-assertiveness. Yet Milly is more passive 

than she is submissive because she has a will of her own 

which she can exercise at times, and she cannot tolerate 

to be dominated. Verena, on the other hand, responds to 

almost any kind of authority and seems to derive strength 

from it. She cannot address the audience without receiv

ing mesmeric help from her father. Only when she falls 

under Olive's spell can she outgrow Selah Tarrant's in

fluence. Although her interest in the women's liberation 

movement is long-standing, it is not before she meets 

Olive that Verena adopts the cause as her life mission; 

The girl was now completely under her influence; 
she had latent curiosities and distractions—left 
to herself, she was not always thinking of the 
unhappiness of women; but the touch of Olive's 
tone v7orked a spell, and she found something to 
which at least a portion of her nature turned 
with eagerness in her companion's wider knowl
edge, her elevation of view. Miss Chancellor 
was historic and philosophic; or, at any rate, 
she appeared so to Verena, who felt that through 
such an association one might at least intel
lectually command all life. (xvii, 144) 

Verena's desire to benefit from Olive's knowledge is simi

lar to Isabel's wish to benefit from Osmond's learning and 

experience. Both girls, moreover, have the desire to 

dominate others. With Isabel the bent for exercising con

trol over others is real; but with Verena it is only 
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transitory. She begins to notice her submissiveness when 

Ransom's influence begins to take effect on her; "He 

made her nervous and restless; she was beginning to per

ceive that he produced a peculiar effect upon her" (xxxiii, 

317) . The more hold Ransom gains on Verena, the less 

desire she retains to convert him to her cause. 

In her submissiveness Catherine also differs from 

Jane Austen's other heroines. As passive as Fanny is, she 

nonetheless rebels against Mrs. Norris's unjust treatment 

of her. Fanny's passiveness largely stems from an inferi

ority complex that is forced upon her by Mrs. Norris and 

Sir Thomas, who do not want Fanny to feel equal to the 

Bertram girls. Even though Anne has suffered as a young 

girl from the consequences of her submissiveness, when we 

meet her in Persuasion, she has already overcome her weak

ness. Catherine is therefore unique among Jane Austen's 

heroines in her lack of initiative. 

It is difficult to determine why Jane Austen and 

Henry James created in Catherine and Verena rather docile 

girls whereas most of their heroines are self-reliant and 

find bending to authority discomfiting. The two heroines, 

of course, do not conform to all aspects of conventionality, 

but they have a stronger tendency to yield to authority 

than to fight it. Jane Austen's purpose of delineating 

Catherine as an anti-heroine, especially one with qualities 

that contradict those of the heroines of the sentimental 
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novel, may have contributed to the difference in Catherine. 

One might also conjecture that James, in order to make 

Verena's defeat by Ransom plausible, made his heroine a 

girl who is not aware of her submissiveness until she 

meets with a commanding force. But whatever the authors' 

reasons were, obsequiousness in Catherine and Verena plays 

an important role in bringing about their troubles and in 

determining the type of man each marries. 

Henry Tilney is attracted to Catherine mainly 

because of her simplicity, ignorance and docility. Whereas 

Catherine is ashamed of her ignorance, the knowledge of 

his being superior to her seems to flatter Henry's ego: 

She was heartily ashamed of her ignorance. 
A misplaced shame. Where people wish to 
attach, they should always be ignorant. To 
come with a well-informed mind, is to come 
with an inability of administering to the 
vanity of others, which a sensible person 
would always wish to avoid. A woman especi
ally, if she have the misfortune of knowing 
any thing, should conceal it as well as she 
can. (I, xiv, 110-111) 

Thus Catherine's modesty, as well as her lack of knowledge, 

captivates Henry. It is Catherine's affection, or his 

gratitude for her affection, however, that completely wins 

him to the girl whom he first belittles. 

Similarly, Ransom is drawn to Verena not only be

cause of her striking beauty and her odd mixture of inno

cence and pertness and of submissiveness and confidence, 

but also because he considers her a helpless maiden 
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threatened by the sexless dragon of the women's liberation 

movement. Just as Henry takes pleasure in teasing Cath

erine and correcting her grammar. Ransom enjoys affront

ing Verena's opinions on the emancipation of women with 

his own reactionary views about women's secondary place 

in society. Verena, though he fails to realize it, sub

dues Ransom's male energy with her passive femininity— 

that energy that aggressive femininism cannot defeat. Her 

attacks on Ransom's failure in life are never direct as 

those of Olive and Adeline are, yet she does not let him 

forget that he is a social dropout and that the Southern 

aristocracy he represents is an already obsolete institu

tion: 

"Why don't you write out your ideas?" 
This touched again upon the matter of his 

failure; it was curious how she couldn't keep 
off it, hit it every time. "Do you mean for 
the public? I have written many things, but 
I can't get them printed." 

"Then it would seem that there are not so 
many people—so many as you said just now— 
who agree with you." (xxxiv, 333) 

Inclination to yield to power stronger than their own 

attracts Catherine to Henry and Verena to Ransom; yet 

it is also instrumental in having their mates become 

attached to them. 

Northanger Abbey and The Bostonians reveal some of 

the views of Jane Austen and Henry James about marriage. 

Although they are quite reticent about matters of sex and 

generally do not allow their heroines to be governed by 
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erotic passion, both consider love one of the principal 

motives of marriage. And in Northanger Abbey and The 

Bostonians, they are unusually explicit about the impor

tance of affection in matrimony. An adequate amount of 

money to make the marriage work is, of course, a pre

requisite in Jane Austen; but she despises marriages made 

for money alone. It is Catherine who voices the author's 

opinion: 

"If there is a good fortune on one side, there 
can be no occasion for any on the other. No mat
ter which has it, so that there is enough. I hate 
the idea of one great fortune looking out for 
another. And to marry for money I think the wick
edest thing in existence. . . . " (I, xv, 124) 

Henry James also acknowledges the necessity of some money 

for maintaining matrimony. Though he equips most of his 

heroines with plenty of cash so that they marry for love 

and not for money, he is well aware of the hardships fac

ing Verena, who marries Ransom on the flimsy prospect of 

his future success in writing. Similarly, both authors 

view marriage as a life-long relationship between man and 

woman. It is again Catherine who conveys Miss Austen's 

concept of marriage as a partnership which should not be 

dissolved. Catherine comes closest to protesting Henry's 

generalities when he compares the country dance and mar

riage; "People that marry can never part, but must go and 

keep house together," she observes. "People that dance, 

only stand opposite each other in a long room for half an 
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hour" (I, X, 16-71). Because James also considers mar

riage a permanent commitment, we view Verena's prospect 

of future happiness with pessimism. She can never find 

complete self-realization married to a man of Ransom's 

limited outlook. 

To Jane Austen, love has a redemptive power. 

Catherine becomes so infatuated with Henry that her inter

est in him gradually overshadows her flair for the gothic: 

"Her passion for ancient edifices was next in degree to 

her passion for Henry Tilney—and castles and abbies made 

usually the charm of those reveries which his image did 

not fill" (II, ii, 141). Henry eventually succeeds in 

awakening Catherine from her gothic dream. Once Cather

ine is assured of Henry's love, she is completely dis

illusioned. 

James is relatively bold about his treatment of 

love in The Bostonians. Verena responds to Ransom because 

he discovers in her a need for love and personal freedom. 

Above all, she responds to him sexually; and, unlike Isabel, 

Verena does not sacrifice her passion to a cause. Dorothea 

Krook argues that when James wrote The Portrait of a Lady 

he considered erotic impulses a restraint on creativity 

and freedom. He had obviously changed his mind by the 

time he wrote The Bostonians. 

His life experience, it seems, contrived to 
teach him what he appears not to have known 
at the time he wrote The Portrait of a Lady— 
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that passion, with all its dangers, is the 
sacred fount of all creative endeavour, and 
that to deny or sacrifice it in the name of 
any ideal, however noble, is a delusion which 
succeeds only in defeating the noble end for 
which the denial or sacrifice was made.^ 

Verena yields to Ransom's masculinity, for it appeals to 

a deeper level of her being than does Olive's sterile 

militancy. 

If Olive is defeated by Ransom in their claims for 

Verena, it is only because Verena responds to his virility. 

She is not converted to his notion that women should be 

respected because they are weak and helpless rather than 

because of their individual qualities; 

This boldness did not prevent him from thinking 
that women were essentially inferior to men, and 
infinitely tiresome when they declined to accept 
the lot which men had made for them. He had the 
most definite notions about their place in na
ture, in society, and was perfectly easy in his 
mind as to whether it excluded them from any 
proper homage. The chivalrous man paid that tax 
with alacrity. He admitted their rights; these 
consisted in a standing claim tc the generosity 
and tenderness of the stronger race. (xxi, 196) 

Ransom wins because he helps Verena perceive the female 

drive in herself. 

Verena is indeed the only truly feminine figure 

among the members of the women's liberation movement. 

Whereas Miss Birdseye and Olive Chancellor both have 

^The Ordeal of Consciousness in Henry James (New 
York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1962), p. 359. 
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formless, sacklike figures. Dr. Mary Prance, who fights 

her own war, looks more like a boy than a woman. Verena 

is obviously attracted to men and is as much a flirt as 

is Daisy Miller. Unlike Olive, she does not reject femi

ninity, nor does she attempt to stamp out the masculine 

element in her society. it pleases her more to win male 

advocates to the cause than it does to win female advocates 

Interestingly, among her women acquaintances, Verena wishes 

to emulate Mrs. Luna, who is an epitome of aggressive 

femininity. The cause of Verena's frustration is her 

lack of self-knowledge. Once she gains awareness, she 

prefers the life of personal commitment Ransom offers her 

over Olive's promise of sterile freedom. 

The main cause of Catherine's problems, on the 

other hand, is her voluntary misuse of her imagination. 

Although she is not guilty of excessive confidence in her 

intelligence, as are Elizabeth and Emma, her imagination 

admits no bounds and expects to see gothic horrors in 

real life. 

Her thoughts being still chiefly fixed on what 
she had with such causeless terror felt and 
done, nothing could shortly be clearer, than 
that it had been all a voluntary, self-created 
delusion, each trifling circumstance receiving 
importance from an imagination resolved on 
alarm, and everything forced to bend to one 
purpose by a mind which, before she entered 
the Abbey, had been craving to be frightened. . . . 
It seemed as if the whole might be traced to 
the influence of that sort of reading which 
she ha^ there [in Bath] indulged. (II, x, 
199-200) 
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Thus Jane Austen puts part of the blame for Catherine's 

error in judgment on the gothic novels she has read. She 

opposes this genre for its delineation of "improbable 

circumstances" and "unnatural characters" capable of 

injurious effect on susceptible minds like Catherine's. 

James, likewise, attributes part of Verena's 

dilemma to the depravity of the social climate. She has 

a genuine desire to put her gift to good use. Having the 

bad blood of "the lecture-going, night-walking Tarrants" 

in her veins and being concerned for the liberation of 

women, Verena takes up the cause. What she fails to 

perceive is that she is being made an instrument to take 

advantage of the imbecility of people. Although she is 

not interested in the profit she draws from her lectures, 

others are. Ignorant of her own tendencies toward love 

of life and pleasure, she joins forces with Olive whose 

principal aim is to destroy the element of pleasure in 

life. The social disorder that dominated the American 

social and political life following the Civil War is also 

partially responsible for Olive's confusion. As Irving 

Howe notes, 

James established his drama in the actualities 
of the late nineteenth-century American life. 
The form, the tone, the quality of feminism in 
The Bostonians is not to be imagined as exist--
ing anywhere and at any time but those specified 
by James—which is to say that it is part of the 
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vast uprooting of American life which begins 
after the Civil War and has not yet come to 
an end.^ 

Most of the chaos arises from, the fact that the 

American society presented in the novel has not clearly 

defined sexual roles. The social chaos has driven Olive 

and Basil to extremes; both are victims of fanatical ob

sessions. Again as Howe observes, "Olive Chancellor and 

Basil Ransom can hardly be said to represent the sexes!"^ 

Yet Olive strives to save women from male oppression, and 

Ransom wants to rescue his sex from feminization. "'My 

interest is in my own sex,'" he declares. "'Yours can 

evidently look after itself. That's what I want to save'" 

(xxxiv, 334). If Olive's rejection of traditional femi

ninity is a result of her inability to accept the avail

able modes of life. Ransom's reactionary views are an 

outcome of his displeasure with his time. 

Since Northanger Abbey, though published posthu

mously in 1818, belongs to an earlier period in Jane 

Austen's career (circa 1803), the English society depicted 

in the novel is quite undisturbed and settled in its ways 

compared with the American society of The Bostonians as 

^Introduction to The Bostonians, Modern Library 
College Editions (New York; The Modern Library, 1955), 
p. xvii. 

^Introduction, p. xvii. 
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well as the English society of Persuasion. The reaction 

to the classicism of the age, though, has begun as a 

literary trend advocated by the writers of gothic and 

sentimental fiction. Though critical of the materialism 

and the complacency of the period, in Northanger Abbey 

Jane Austen is rather conservative in her views; she does 

not yet support the romantic ideals as readily as she does 

in Persuasion. Her preference for affection over money as 

the primary motive in marriage, though somewhat novel for 

a time that endorsed marriages of convenience, was not 

novel to literature. Furthermore, she does not permit 

Catherine and Henry to marry without General Tilney's 

consent; 

Their tempers were mild, but their principles 
were steady, and while his parent so expressly 
forbade the connexion, they could not allow 
themselves to encourage it. That the General 
should come forward to solicit the alliance, 
or that he should even very heartily approve 
it, they were not refined enough to make any 
parading stipulation; but the decent appearance 
of consent must be yielded, and that once ob
tained—and their own hearts made them trust 
that it could not be very long denied—their 
willing approbation was instantly to follow. 
His consent was all that they wished for. 
They were no more inclined than entitled to 
demand his money. Of a very considerable 
fortune, his son was, by marriage settlements, 
eventually secure; his present income was an 
income of independence and comfort, and under 
every pecuniary view, it was a match beyond 
the claims of their daughter. (II, xvi, 249-
250) 

Thus in this novel of an earlier period of Jane Austen's 

writing we find little defiance of social values: 
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To begin perfect happiness at the respective 
ages of twenty-six and eighteen, is to do 
pretty well; and professing myself moreover 
convinced, that the General's unjust inter
ference, so far from being really injurious 
to their felicity, was perhaps rather con
ducive to it, by improving their knowledge 
of each other, and adding strength to their 
attachment, I leave it to be settled by 
whomever it may concern, whether the ten
dency of this work be altogether to recom
mend parental tyranny, or reward filial 
disobedience. (ii, xvi, 252) 

The social value Jane Austen upholds, filial obedience, is 

an ethical value; and though questioned today, it is one 

that exists in nearly every culture. 

Jane Austen's relative conservatism compared with 

James's apparent unconventionality is mainly a result of 

the different eras in which they lived. It should be kept 

in mind that they were not immediate contemporaries and 

that within the works of Jane Austen one can trace a grow

ing disregard for traditions in keeping with the changing 

attitudes of her time. Generally criticism tends to con

demn Jane Austen for conventionality and favor Henry James 

for his unconventionality. James's stronger emphasis on 

the sanctity of the individual naturally appeals to our 

age. Yet what makes his philosophy more palatable to our 

skeptical minds is that he lived in a period closer to ours 

than did Jane Austen. In his love of the past and in the 

constant struggle between conformity and nonconformity to 

traditions, which is reflected in the predicament of his 

heroines, James proves to be rather conventional. What 
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makes James ahead of his times is his plea for a civiliza

tion liberated from the confinement of conventional social 

and religious values. And we find a similar urge develop

ing in Jane Austen. 

The values that the two authors adopt are those 

inherent in most civilizations. They advocate the obser

vance of some social norms because they are aware that for ' 

any society to maintain its harmony, individuals must abide 

by certain rules. But they do not endorse total subser

vience to society; neither do they recommend observance of 

corrupted or obsolete principles. Social revolutions, 

they argue, should gradually come from within society; any 

radical change in the history of a country may result in 

chaos. This concept is the gist of James's The Bostonians 

and the cause of his bitter attack on the American scene 

of the 1870's that was agitated by reform movements. Jane 

Austen makes a similar observation in Mansfield Park which 

is often censured for its apparent conservatism. She 

favors Fanny's regulated conformity to traditional Chris

tian values and her informed opposition to perverted social 

values over Mary's uninformed defiance of conventions and 

insistence on immoderate changes because she finds the 

latter's point of view detrimental to social order. 

The variance between the happy ending of Northanger 

Abbey and the unhappy ending of The Bostonians is not as 

much a consequence of the difference between the life views 
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of Jane Austen and James as it is of James's reluctance 

in accepting conformity to conventions. He acknowledges 

the necessity of regulated conformity to conventions; he 

has a tacit admiration for traditions; yet his independent 

mind still revolts against the idea of any loss of personal 

freedom. Catherine is rewarded with a promising marriage 

because Jane Austen finds meaning and purpose in the in

dividual ' s adjusting his claims to those of society for 

the welfare of both the individual and society. Verena, 

on the other hand, is destined to be miserable in matrimony 

because she, like James, cannot easily reconcile her values 

with those of society. 

That Verena enters into marriage without any happy 

prospects also demonstrates the development in her aware

ness which registers the discrepancy between her claims 

and those of society as well as the contradictory ten

dencies in her mind. Even Ransom cannot help pitying her 

when he triumphantly carries her away from the impatient 

Boston audience in the Music Hall. 

Ransom, palpitating with his victory, felt now 
a little sorry for her, and was relieved to 
know that, even when exasperated, a Boston 
audience is not ungenerous. "Ah, now I am 
glad!" said Verena, when they reached the street. 
But though she was glad, he presently discovered 
that, beneath her hood, she war in tears. It is 
to be feared that with the union, so far from 
brilliant, into which she was to enter, these 
were not the last she was destined to shed. 
(xiii, 445-447) 
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Verena is glad because she has finally freed herself from 

the clutches of the reformists, who in their promise of 

liberty curtail her freedom. Although Ransom offers her 

release from public life, he fails to separate his own 

private life from politics; he is just as ambitious as 

Olive in his pursuit of political ideals. Having avoided 

unhappiness and suffering and fought for liberty, Verena 

enters into marriage with the awareness that the individual 

is doomed to suffer and that she cannot entertain any 

hopes of finding freedom in marriage. 



CHAPTER VII 

EMMA WOODHOUSE AND MAGGIE VERVER; 

THE MARRIAGE OF COMPROMISE 

On the one level, the theme of Jane Austen's Emma 

is marriage; on the other, it is the awakening of Emma to 

her faults and limitations. The novel begins with the mar

riage of Miss Taylor, Emma's governess; includes the mar

riage of Mr. Elton in the course of the plot; ends in two 

marriages (Emma's to Knightley and Harriet's to Martin); 

and promises a third marriage (Jane's to Frank) yet to be 

performed. Similarly, the subject of James's The Golden 

Bowl, on the first level, is marriage, the marriages be

tween Maggie and Amerigo and between Adam and Charlotte. 

On the second level. The Bowl concerns Maggie's perceiving 

the injustice she has done to her husband, father, and 

stepmother; before Maggie can rectify the wrong she has 

done, she must become aware of her failings and weaknesses. 

In each novel the two levels are closely interwoven, with 

the difficulties on the first level resulting from the 

defects on the second. In both novels only by resolving 

the problems of awareness can the heroine expect to resolve 

the problems of marriage. 

The resemblance between Emma and The Golden Bowl 

not only consists in their being about marriage but also 

extends to the similarities between the positions of the 

198 
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heroines—^both in their social positions and in their re

lationships with others. Both heroines, Emma as the 

spoiled daughter of a rich landowner in Highbury and Mag

gie as the only child of the multimillionaire American 

businessman, possess all the physical beauty and the 

earthly riches and comforts that the heart can wish for. 

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a 
comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to 
unite some of the best blessings of existence; and 
had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world 
with very little to distress or vex her. (I, i, 5) 

Maggie, on the other hand, is generous, unpretentious, 

and simplehearted. Although intelligent and imaginative, 

she lacks Charlotte's outward poise that comes naturally, 

and is guided by Charlotte in her selection of clothes. 

Whereas Emma is guilty of having the disposition to think 

too highly of herself and her social rank, Maggie is not 

in the least affected by her large wealth and the title 

she has assumed by marrying Prince Amerigo. In fact, 

Mrs. Assingham criticizes Maggie for being too modest. 

Neither Emma nor Maggie has pretentions about her beauty. 

Knightley comments that Emma, "considering how very hand

some she is . . . appears to be little occupied with it; 

her vanity lies another way" (I, v, 39). Emma is extremely 

confident not only of her social position but of her abil

ities. 

The resemblance between Emma and Maggie in their 

being motherless and their excessive devotion to their 



200 

fathers is indeed striking. Emma, resolved never to marry, 

has chosen to pour most of her time and affection on her 

valetudinarian father. Maggie, though there is no inter

nal evidence for it, also seems, before she met the 

Italian Prince, to have made up her mind not to marry. 

She believes that her marriage has upset the perfect har

mony between father and daughter and that she has sacri

ficed her father. She therefore makes arrangements to 

marry her father to a woman who can take over Maggie' s 

combined role as daughter-wife-mother in Adam Verver's 

life; her choice is disastrous because Charlotte, of whose 

past love affair with Amerigo she is uninformed, replaces 

Maggie first as the virtual wife to Amerigo and eventually 

as the daughter-wife-mother to Adam. 

There exists an unnatural element both in Emma's 

relationship with her father and in Maggie's relationship 

with hers. Emma and her father change roles, with Emma 

becoming the parent and Mr. Woodhouse becoming the child. 

Those who favor the Freudian approach, Geoffrey Gorer for 

one, may charge Emma with the Electra complex in her attach

ment to her father and in her marriage to a man considerably 

Joseph J. Firebaugh sees Maggie and Adam Verver 
as monstrous Machiavellian antagonists and interprets Mag
gie's marrying her father to Charlotte as a "symbolic in
cest." ["The Ververs," Essays in Criticism, 4 (1954), 
404.] 
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2 
older than herself who functions as a father substitute. 

The unnaturalness in the relationship between Maggie and 

her father is obvious; especially in Maggie's spending 

more time with her father than with her husband. She vir

tually lives in her father's house after the birth of her 

son; 

It was of course an old story and a familiar idea 
that a beautiful baby could take its place as a 
new link between a wife and a husband, but Maggie 
and her father had, with every ingenuity, converted 
the precious creature into a link between mamma and 
grandpapa. The Principino, for a chance spectator 
of this process, might have become, by an untoward 
stroke, a hapless half-orphan, with the place of 
immediate male parent swept bare and open to the 
next nearest sympathy. (I, ii, 3, p. 156) 

Maggie herself eventually realizes her selfishness in cling

ing to her father after her marriage at the expense of 

neglecting her husband; "She had been able to marry with

out breaking, as she liked to put it, with her past. She 

had surrendered herself to her husband without the shadow 

of a reserve or a condition, and yet she had not, all the 

while, given up her father by the least little inch" (II, 

iv, 1, p. 5). Maggie's superfluous attentions to her 

father continue even after his marriage with Charlotte 

Stant. 

In both Emma and The Golden Bowl, the interde

pendence between father and daughter lies at the root of 

^Geoffrey Gorer, "The Myth in Jane Austen," Ameri
can Imago, 2 (1941), 197-204. 
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the difficulties the heroine must conquer before she can 

secure happiness in her married life. Being an indulgent 

father and trusting his daughter's capabilities, Mr. Wood-

house has allowed Emma to become the mistress of his house

hold. Emma, encouraged by her easy success over her older 

sister in education and by her father's indulgence, has 

grown confident of her abilities and snobbish about her 

social position. Maggie has likewise taken over her 

mother's place in Mr. Verver's life after the death of 

his wife. Although Maggie lacks Emma's self-importance, 

she is so accustomed to making decisions with and for her 

father that she cannot relinquish her close relationship 

with him. 

Their habit of arranging their fathers' lives leads 

Emma and Maggie to manipulate the lives of others. Sa

tiated with the love they receive from their doting fa

thers, the heroines often fail to recognize the need for 

love and respect in others. Emma adopts Harriet as student 

and prot^g^e, for she feels superior to Harriet and wants 

to mold the gullible girl according to her ideals. Emma's 

charity toward the poor again stems from her superiority 

complex. She feels great satisfaction in being able to 

help them materially, but their spiritual needs do not con

cern her. Her tacit jealousy of Jane Fairfax results from 

Knightley's approval of Jane as a perfect lady as well as 

from the realization that Jane is, in education and 
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background, superior to herself. Thus Emma, instead of 

helping Jane who is in need of a confidante, leaves her 

to the patronizing hands of Augusta Elton, who, in her 

snobbishness and officiousness, is a grotesque counterpart 

of Emma. Encouraged by the success of the marriage she 

has arranged between Mr. Weston and Miss Taylor, Emma sets 

about matchmaking for Harriet, Mr. Elton, and Frank Chur

chill. What is least pardonable is her irresponsible atti

tude toward her foolish hobby in that she regards match

making as "the greatest amusement in the world." She 

does not bother to consider the compatibility of her vic

tims in character and social standing. Although she is 

convinced that her matchmaking is intended for universal 

good, she believes herself to be invulnerable to or above 

the institution of marriage, just as she views herself as 

superior in rank and judgment to everybody else in Highbury, 

Similarly, Maggie directs the lives of others for 

her own interests. She overlooks Amerigo's feelings and 

rights as her husband in remaining with her father and in 

letting her husband sink into a secondary position in her 

life. She wants her father to remarry so that she can 

ease her conscience for having forsaken him; and she is 

the one, though not unaided by Fanny Assingham, who chooces 

his new wife. In order to maintain her childlike existence 

in the company of her father she unwittingly separates 

Charlotte ' from Mr. Verver. While Maggie and Adam are 
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blindly absorbed in their relationship, Amerigo and Char

lotte find themselves thrown together: 

What had happened, in short, was that Charlotte 
and he had, by a single turn of the wrist of 
fate—"led up" to indeed, no doubt, by steps and 
stages that conscious computation had missed— 
been placed face to face in a freedom that par
took, extraordinarily, of ideal perfection, 
since the magic web had spun itself without 
their toil, almost without their touch. (I, iii, 
4, p. 298) 

Thus Amerigo and Charlotte, though they first have no in

tention of indulging in an adulterous relationship, dis

cover their old love affair rekindled without their effort 

and in spite of their better judgment. 

Whereas Emma's tendency to govern the lives of 

others has left the readers' sympathy for her virtually 

unchanged, Maggie has excited unfavorable criticism among 

some readers. Jane Austen anticipated the readers' dis

approval when she spoke of Emma as "a heroine whom no one 

but myself will much like." In spite of the author's ap

prehension about the success of her novel, Emma is generally 

considered to be one of Jane Austen's best novels, standing 

next to Pride and Prejudice; some critics, especially those 

of our time, view Emma as Jane Austen's masterpiece. Al

though James's The Golden Bowl is widely accepted to be a 

master work displaying him at the culmination of his art

istry, the novel's heroine has become quite unpopular among 

critic^ cuch as Joseph Firebaugh and Jean Kimball. Accord

ing to Firebaugh, "Maggie is an all but unmitigated tyrant. 
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. . . Life terrifies this Machiavellian creature not at 
3 

all. She manipulates it to her purposes." Jean Kimball, 

on the other hand, offers an impressive argument for the 

innocence of Charlotte at the expense of Maggie's culpa-
4 

bility. 

The discrepancy in critical attitude toward the 

two heroines who are both guilty of manipulating other 

people's lives can be attributed to the differences in 

the narrative techniques of the novels. The similarity 

between the narrative methods of Jane Austen and Henry 

James has often been noted. As Litz suggests. 

Many of the narrative principles formulated by 
James and Forster are implicit in her mature work, 
and the fact that she never articulated these 
principles does not indicate that she was unaware 
of them.^ 

If their plots are thin and the scope of their social ma

terial narrow, it is because both authors prefer psycho

logical accuracy and the use of character to determine the 

plot to a plot that abounds in adventure. Among Jane Aus

ten's novels, in which the point of view is nearly always 

that of the heroine, Emma bears the closest resemblance to 

•^Firebaugh, p. 401; also see Note 1. 

^"Henry James's Last Portrait of a Lady; Charlotte 
Stant in The Golden Bowl," American Literature, 28 (1957), 
449-458. 

^Jane Austen: A Study of Her Artistic Development 
(New York; Oxford Univ. Press, 1955), p. 3. 
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the narrative technique used by James in his later novels. 

There are indeed apparent similarities in the narrative 

techniques of Emma and The Golden Bowl; in both novels 

the authors make their presence as narrators known as lit

tle as possible. But, whereas Jane Austen lets her heroine 

present much of the action and the reader often sees only 

what Emma herself sees, James offers the reader a multi

plicity of points of view. As Wayne C. Booth observes, it 

is Jane Austen's success in dramatizing the inner being 

of Emma that endears the heroine to the reader; 

Jane Austen, in developing the sustained use of a 
sympathetic inside view, has mastered one of the 
most successful of all devices for inducing a 
parallel emotional response between the deficient 
heroine and the reader.° 

James, on the other hand, presents Maggie's inner being 

only in the second part of the novel. 

By showing Maggie first through her husband's 

vision of her and later through her own consciousness, by 

showing Amerigo both through his own vision and his wife's, 

and by showing all the four main characters through the 

vision of Fanny and Bob Assingham, James has achieved a 

multiplicity of points of view. Each point of view com

ments upon and complements the other and gives the novel, 

in James's words, "a handsome wholeness of effect." As 

^"Point of View and the Control of Distance in 
Emma," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 15 (1951), 100. 
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he suggests in the preface to the New York edition of the 

novel, the total meaning of the work and the interpreta

tion of any one character should be derived from an aggre

gate of the different points of view and not merely from 

one point of view; 

That was my problem, so to speak, and my gageure— 
to play the small handful of values really for all 
they were worth—and to work my system, my particu
lar propriety of appeal, particular degree of 
pressure on the spring of interest, for all that 
this specific ingenuity itself might be. To have 
a scheme and a view of its dignity is of course con
gruously to work it out, and the "amusement" of the 
chronicle in question—by which, once more, I al
ways mean the gathered cluster of all the kinds of 
interest—was exactly to see what a consummate 
application of such sincerities would give. (p. viii) 

Maggie therefore emerges as more sympathetic and less cul

pable only when the point of view shifts to her conscious

ness in "The Princess," the second book of the novel. 

Parallel to the Assinghams that function as ob-

" servers and commentators in The Golden Bowl, Mr. Knightley 

and Mrs. Weston serve as watchers of Emma and guides to 

the reader. Since both Amerigo and Maggie are biased and 

limited reflectors, it takes the Assinghams to give a 

consummate view of the story; and since Emma is limited 

in her judgment, Knightley, whose vision the reader nearly 

always trusts, serves to show the discrepancy between 

actuality and the way Emma interprets it. Even though 

Mrs. Weston is too indulgent toward Emma to be effective 

in her advice to her former pupil, she nevertheless functions 
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as Emma's confidante and shares Knightley's concern for 

the heroine's recklessness. 

Whereas the criticism of Mr. Knightley and Mrs. 

Weston of Emma's shortcomings does not disparage the 

heroine in the reader's eye, the Assinghams' commentaries 

on Maggie's neglect of her husband contribute to her cul

pability in the reader's mind. Fanny Assingham, with her 

curious interest in the four principal characters of the 

novel and with her interferences in their actions, serves 

a function similar to that of the chorus in a Greek drama. 

She is, however, more sympathetic toward Amerigo than she 

is toward Maggie. Although Fanny is nearly always right 

in the predictions she makes about the four main characters, 

she shows lack of sound judgment by acting as an instrument 

in uniting first Amerigo and Maggie and later Adam Verver 

and Charlotte. It is only when she becomes disgusted with 

the boldness and want of moral consciousness Amerigo and 

Charlotte show in carrying out their intrigue that Fanny 

becomes an ally of Maggie. Her studied disavowal of the 

affair between Maggie's husband and Charlotte and her 

breaking the defective golden bowl help Maggie realize the 

necessity of fighting her battle alone and dissolving the 

precarious relationships between the Eaton Square and 

Portland Place households. 

Interested in comparing the American and the Euro

pean moralities and in showing the relativity of right and 
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wrong, James presents in the Assinghams a dichotomy of 

points of view. In their attitude toward Maggie's prob

lem, Fanny, despite her cosmopolitanism, represents the 

American morality whereas Bob Assingham represents the 

English or the European morality. It is from Mr. Assing

ham's point of view that Charlotte is justified in her 

treachery, not from Mrs. Assingham's. 

Despite the different critical opinions that Emma 

and Maggie have excited for similar faults, they both have 

obvious failings to conquer; in both Emma and The Golden 

Bowl it is the experiences of courtship and marriage that 

occasion the heroine's awareness and her education in the 

realities of love and marriage and in moral and social 

values. Emma and Maggie must outgrow their selfish and 

childlike existence before they can commit themselves to 

adult relationships. In Emma, as in all the other complete 

novels of Jane Austen, marriage means an adjustment of 

individual claims with social claims. Emma, who is guilty 

of ignoring the social context as well as her personal 

limitations, finds herself isolated from society. She can 

be united with society only when she learns to act within 

reason and her social system. 

If Emma's marriage represents her union with the 

standards of her society, Maggie's success in salvaging 

her marriage signifies her harmonizing with European values, 

Through the marriage of each, Maggie and her father become 
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exposed to European moral values. Her mind rejects the 

European tendency to condone adultery. But, since the 

Prince and Charlotte have been thrown into an adulterous 

relationship through her own mistake and since she cannot 

bear to lose her husband, Maggie is forced to make amend-

ments in her moral values. Among our Jamesian heroines, 

Maggie is probably the worldliest and the most practical 

in solving her problem. Unlike Milly, she would not con

sider self-sacrifice and escape in suicide; Nanda's with

drawal from society does not appeal to her; and, unlike 

Isabel, she would not subordinate her moral values to her 

husband's without changing his values. Maggie conquers 

the Prince's European suavity with her American conscience. 

In modifying his European morality, however, Maggie also 

modifies her American morality. She becomes aware that 

she cannot maintain her Edenic innocence and her former 

relationship with her father and expect to find matrimonial 

happiness at the same time. She must not only give up her 

father but also learn to accept her husband and all the 

experience of his civilization—accept the evil with the 

good. Maggie's union with the Prince is, in a way, Ameri

ca's union with Europe, a symbolic reconciliation of their 

7 
competing cultures. 

"̂ Philip Rahv, "The Heiress of All Ages," Partisan 
Review, 10 (1943), 232. 
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Neither Emma's reconciliation with the standards 

of her society nor Maggie's adjustment to the European 

culture can be interpreted as a suppression of personality 

or total renunciation of individual values. The change 

that Emma and Maggie undergo coincides with the alteration 

in their faulty view of marriage. Emma starts out as a 

social snob who judges human worth in terms of social rank. 

With each marriage or engagement that takes place in the 

novel Emma's view of marriage undergoes some change. She 

regards marriage first from the bias of money then from 

the bias of physical attraction. Just as Emma ignores 

the importance of individual merit as a measurement of re

spectability, she overlooks the necessity of moral integrity 

for the success of marriage. Only when Emma becomes aware 

of her mistakes and limitations can she realize that she 

has been in love with Knightley for a long time and that 

he is the one who can fulfill her prerequisites of marriage. 

Whereas Knightley's position in society satisfies Emma's 

need for rank and money, his moral integrity completes the 

major element lacking in her concept of matrimony. In 

Emma's union with Knightley, the moral and the material 

values of marriage are harmonized, and Emma achieves self-
8 

fulfillirent. 

Q 

Litz, p. 135. 
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Of James's six heroines, Maggie is probably the 

one who comes closest to Jane Austen's heroines in her 

ability to adjust herself to social standards that are in 

conflict with her own values. In Maggie's adjustment to 

her husband's European morality there is acceptance as 

well as self-assertion, for she imposes her American 

morality on the Prince before she adopts his. The change 

in Maggie results from, besides the fear of losing her be

loved husband, the discovery that evil exists not only in 

the urbane European society but in the American innocence 

as well. She becomes aware that the flaw in the relation

ship between Amerigo and Charlotte is an outcome of the 

flaw in her relationship with her father. She engages in 

a battle with evil to save her marriage, to win the man 

she loves. As Austin Warren suggests, 

Maggie becomes aware that evil may meet one garbed 
as an urbane friend and learns how so to fight 
evil as to save what she prizes. James's sense 
of the good is, one might say, temperamentally 
conditioned; his sense of evil is normal and 
sound. And the great theme of The Bowl is the 
discovery that evil exists in the forms most dis
ruptive to civilization; in disloyalty and 
treason.^ 

Maggie has to destroy the evil in the adulterous relation

ship between Tonerigo and Charlotte as well as the evil in 

the innocent but unnatural relationship between her father 

"Myth and Dialectic in the Later Novels," Kenyon 
Review, 5 (1943), 565. 
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and herself before she can restore order. In other words, 

she has to break the golden bowl with the undetectable 

crack in order to possess one without a flaw. 

The difficulties that confront Maggie stem, as do 

Emma's, from her deficient concept of human relationships. 

Maggie, like Isabel and most of James's heroines, has an 

appreciation of beauty and is drawn to it but fails to 

detect depravity behind the facade of beauty and sophisti

cation. Just as Isabel likes Osmond for the beauty of 

his ideas, Maggie is attracted to Amerigo because he is 

a rare specimen of his culture, a morceau de mus^e. She 

does not notice the crack in the golden bowl that she pur

chases as a birthday gift for her father for the same 

reason that she overlooks the human weakness in Amerigo 

and Charlotte. She considers them grand and perfect, in

capable of doing any wrong; she admires them for their 

physical beauty as a collector cherishes the pieces in his 

collection for their rarity. Her experience teaches Maggie 

that human beings should not be treated as objects and 

that they all have need for love and respectability. At 

first repelled by the failing she discovers in her husband, 

she eventually learns to accept him. 

In both Emma and The Golden Bowl, the heroines' 

shortcomings are intensified through the reflection of 

their failings in some of the other characters. While 

Emma's mistake in evaluating marriage and human beings by 
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material values is also the mistake of the Highbury com

munity, at least of the Eltons, Maggie's mistakes in judg

ing individuals by aesthetic standards and in regarding 

marriage as a collector's transaction whereby a museum 

piece is purchased at a dear price for the satisfaction 

of the collector's spirit are also mistakes of Adam Verver. 

In Emma, as well as in the other Austen novels, the 

author's criticism of the marriage conventions of her time 

coincides with her censure of the social scene. The social 

changes, the growing power of the English middle class and 

the decline in the wealth and the authority of the aristo

cratic class that the author's earlier novels note have 

become more palpable in her later novels. Whereas in the 

society depicted in Sense and Sensibility and Pride and 

Prejudice penniless young men like Willoughby and Wick

ham could not expect to secure a comfortable living unless 

they married a rich girl, in the society of Emma and Per

suasion a young man without financial means is allowed to 

rise on the social scale through individual merit and in

dustry. The cases of farmer Robert Martin, whose perse

verance in his work promises a prosperous life, and Captain 

Wentworth, who owes his wealth and rank to his hazardous 

profession, are indicative of the prevalence of the values 

of the bourgeoisie as against those of the aristocracy at 

the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
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What distinguishes Emma from the other novels of 

Jane Austen is its greater emphasis on the necessity of 

measuring individual worth by moral rather than material 

values and its heroine's position. Mark Schorer, who 

tends to ignore Jane Austen's constant insistence on modi

fying materialistic social values in favor of humanitarian 

values, notes a difference in tone in Emma. According to 

Schorer, the theme of Jane Austen's novels concerns reach

ing a balance between the moral and the social scales; he 

finds the moral scale measured by the social scale. But 

"in Emma the word scale has a special meaning, for its sub

ject is a fixed social scale in need of measurement by 

moral scale." In contrast to the other Austen heroines, 

who represent moral values lacking in their mercenary 

society, Emma possesses virtually the same deficient values 

as her isolated society does. Emma's view of marriage as 

improvement of rank and estate derives from the social 

values of Highbury, her small community, which has long re

mained untouched by the changes in the social conditions. 

Just as Highbury is eventually invaded by outsiders, Emma 

is also subjected to the social standards introduced to 

her community by these outsiders, namely, the Eltons, 

Frank Churchill, and Jane Fairfax. To keep up with the 

" T h e Humiliation of Emma Woodhouse," The Literary 
Review, 2 (1959), 547. 
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changing times, Highbury must outgrow its provincial stan

dards, and Emma must change with Highbury. Emma's adjust

ment to the new social conditions is, in a sense, her 

adjustment to the outer world. Her marriage with Knight

ley, who incorporates the right combination of moral and 

social values, is a perfect union of moral and social 

values. 

The respective marriages of Emma and Maggie are 

marriages of compromise as well as of self-fulfillment. 

Whereas in The Golden Bowl Maggie and the Prince both make 

compromises to save their marriage, in Emma the concessions 

that the heroine makes are much larger in proportion to 

those that the hero makes. Emma corrects her judgment 

that violates reason and changes her social values that 

are biased by the importance she attaches to rank and money 

in favor of the moral values that uphold integrity and in

herent worth of personality in order to deserve the love 

of Knightley. The change that Knightley undergoes, on the 

other hand, is slight. Once he becomes assured of Emma's 

love for him, his rebuke of her faults and failings changes 

its tone from that of a disciplinarian to that of a com

plaisant lover. He need not make adjustments in his moral 

and social values because he already incorporates the 

right combination of these values, which Emma is expected 

to achieve. 
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Through Maggie's effort, her marriage of contrivance 

and convenience becomes a marriage of compromise. Maggie, 

who is guilty of treating human beings as objects and of 

misapplying her love, learns to love and accept human be

ings for what they are and to redirect her love to win 

her husband—not to rewin him, for as Fanny Assingham com

ments, "'To "get him back" she must have lost him, she 

must have had him. . . . she really hasn't had him. 

Never'" (I, iii, 11, p. 384). To make her union with 

Amerigo possible Maggie has to put an end to the relation

ship between her husband and stepmother; but in destroying 

it, she loses some of her innocence and has to bear separa

tion from her beloved father. 

Maggie succeeds in winning her husband because he 

is willing to compromise. As Maggie observes, he walks 

into the cage of American morality, the cage of her schem

ing, out of his own choice. He agrees to make amendments 

in order not to lose Maggie; "She had thrown the dice, 

but his hand was over the cast" (II, vi, 3, p. 357). Fear 

of losing Maggie, whom he really loves and whose money he 

needs in order to sustain his expensive habits, lies at 

the root of the Prince's decision to relinquish Charlotte 

and some of his values. But his ability to change, in con

trast to the other Jamesian heroes, is largely the result 

of his innocence. If James presents Maggie as having the 

Edenic innocence of Eve, he portrays Amerigo as having 
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Adam's innocence before the fall. It is this prelapsarian 

innocence or ignorance that is the cause of the failings 

of Maggie and Amerigo. The Prince, furthermore, manifests 

moral consciousness but dismisses it as superstition. 

When Charlotte considers buying the golden bowl as a wed

ding present for Amerigo and Maggie, he notices the defect 

in the bowl and discourages Charlotte from purchasing it. 

Similarly, he shows reluctance before engaging in an 

illegitimate relationship with Charlotte. Like Maggie, 

he is more a victim of circumstances than a slave of his 

passion in his adultery with Charlotte. Having been dis

placed by Adam Verver first in his position as husband to 

Maggie and later as father to the Principino through the 

joint arrangement of father and daughter, the Prince finds 

himself unscrupulously paired off with Charlotte. Next, 

through the arrangement of Charlotte, he is enticed into 

the sinister web of adultery. What he fails to comprehend 

is that an act which is justified by his European values 

would be interpreted as a monstrous sin by the American 

conscience of his wife. 

If Emma and Maggie are guilty of arranging the 

lives of others, they are also the victims of arrangement 

wrought by people more cunning then themselves. Emma is 

led to believe, through the ingenious plan of Frank and 

Jane, that Jane is hopelessly in love with Mr. Dixon, who 

has recently married the daughter of Jane's benefactor. 
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Being uninformed of the secret engagement between Frank 

and Jane, Emma aspires for Harriet to marry Frank. When 

the engagement is revealed, she is as much humiliated as 

angered; 

"I shall always think it a very abominable sort 
of procpeeding. What has it been but a system of 
hypocrisy and deceit,—espionage, and treachery?— 
To come among us with professions of openness and 
simplicity; and such a league in secret to judge 
us all!—Here have we been, the whole winter and 
spring, completely duped, fancying ourselves all 
on an equal footing of truth and honour. . . . " 
(Ill, X, 399) 

Despite her own lack of consideration and her meddlesome

ness, Emma is highly critical of those in whom she detects 

similar shortcomings. She is quite unwilling to forgive 

Frank for having openly flirted with her when he was al

ready engaged with another girl; and she censures Mrs. 

Elton for arranging a governess position for Jane. 

As Maggie observes, she could not have enjoyed the 

unlimited togetherness with her father had it not been for 

Charlotte's cooperation. Whereas Maggie's arranging the 

affairs of the two households so that she can be alone 

with her father as much as she wishes is only childishly 

selfish, Charlotte's maneuverings are artful. In fact, 

Maggie compares the perfect symmetry in Charlotte's clever 

planning to the intricate structure of the pagoda in her 

garden. By being amiable and by accommodating Maggie and 

Mr. Verver, Charlotte is actually ensuring her intimate 

association with Amerigo. "'They'll do everything in the 
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world to suit us, ' Maggie comments to Fanny Assingham, 

'save only one thing—prescribe a line for us that will 

make them separate'" (II, iv, 4, p. 74). 

Granting that Maggie is biased in evaluating Char

lotte's role in promoting the foolish relationship between 

father and daughter, it is unfair to judge her from only 

Maggie's point of view. But Charlotte is culpable from 

the Prince's point of view as well. He notices that in 

the months following Charlotte's lone visit to Amerigo at 

Portland Place, the visit which marks the beginning of 

their adulterous relationship, she uses all her ingenuity 

to leave Maggie and Adam comfortably settled at Eaton 

Square. In the meantime she goes to Portland Place to 

keep Amerigo company; 

Her perfect, her brilliant efficiency had doubt
less, all the while, contributed immensely to the 
pleasant ease in which her husband and her hus
band's daughter were lapped. It had in fact 
probably done something more than this—it had 
given them a finer and sweeter view of the pos
sible scope of that ease. They had brought her 
in—on the crudest expression of it—to do the 
"worldly" for them, and she had done it with such 
genius that they had themselves in consequence 
renounced it even more than they had originally 
intended. (I, iii, 5, p. 318) 

If Maggie and Adam act in ignorance and Amerigo on impulse 

to bring about the adulterous relationship, Charlotte acts 

in full knowledge. 

According to Fanny Assingham, on the other hand, 

both Charlotte and the Prince are culpable. At first they 

are conscientious and well-meaning, but eventually they 
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become contaminated. In one of her numerous discussions 

with her husband of the affairs of the four main charac

ters, Fanny comments, 

"And Charlotte and the Prince are abjectly 
innocent—?" 

It took her another minute, but she rose to 
the full height. "Yes. That is they were—as 
much so in their way as the' others. There were 
beautiful intentions all round. The Prince's 
and Charlotte's were beautiful—of that I had my 
faith. They were—I'd go to the stake. Other
wise," she added, "I should have been a wretch. 
And I've not been a wretch. I've only been a 
double-dyed donkey." (I, iii, 11, p. 392) 

It is when Fanny observes the boldness and the openness 

with which Charlotte and Amerigo carry on their affair at 

the Matcham party that she concludes they are no longer 

innocent. Whether their intentions are innocent or self-

interested, what Charlotte and Amerigo succeed in achiev

ing is opening Maggie's eyes to the evil in the world; 

and she sacrifices her Edenic innocence to fight evil. 

Despite their shortcomings, selfishness, and of-

ficiousness, Emma and Maggie are lovable characters. The 

qualities that make them lovable are their self-reproach, 

readiness in compensating for the wrong they have done, 

and capacity for love. Although Maggie's awakening to 

her mistake is slow and gradual, once she understands, she 

does not repeat her error in the way that Emma does. Emma 

is incapable of learning her lesson even when she is humili 

ated by her blunderings; she grossly repeats them at least 

three times. 
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After her endeavors to match Harriet with Mr. Elton 

end in a fiasco, Emma realizes that she has been respon

sible not only for having Harriet get attached to the 

young vicar but also for raising in him false hopes of 

marrying Emma. she also confesses to herself that she has 

made light of such a serious matter as marriage: 

The first error and the worst lay at her door. 
It was foolish, it was wrong, to take so active 
a part in bringing any two people together. It 
was adventuring too far, assuming too much, mak
ing light of what ought to be serious, a trick 
of what ought to be simple. She was quite con
cerned and ashamed, and resolved to do such things 
no more. (I, xvi, 136-137) 

She nevertheless gets over her embarrassment much too soon, 

for immediately following her short-lived revelation we 

find her contemplating a feasible match for Harriet; and 

she repeats her error once more when she attempts to act 

as a go-between for Harriet and Frank. 

With each new engagement or marriage that takes 

place in Highbury, Emma discovers a new aspect of marriage. 

As class conscious as Emma is, she believes in marriages 

within one's own social stratum. She dissuades Harriet 

from marrying Robert Martin, a farmer of average means but 

of commendable character, because she considers him un

worthy of her protegee, whom she fancies to be the ille

gitimate daughter of some aristocrat. In weighing Philip 

Elton's motives in refusing to marry Harriet and in aspir

ing to wed Emma, our heroine concludes that the young 
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clergyman only wanted to "aggrandize and enrich" himself 

by marrying Miss Emma Woodhouse of Hartfield, the heiress 

of thirty thousand pounds. Harriet, on the other hand, 

apparently has no independent income. Later Mr. Elton's 

marriage with the daughter of a well-to-do merchant proves 

his mercenary attitude toward marriage. Seeing his ma

terialistic view of matrimony shared by a great many people, 

Emma decides that the primary motive in marriage is the 

enlargement of estate; and she acts by this motive in try

ing to match Harriet with Frank Churchill, who has both 

social rank and money. 

The example of Jane Fairfax and Frank Churchill 

reveals to Emma another facet of marriage; she adopts the 

belief that passion is the primary motive in marriage. 

Her theory is based on the fact that Jane Fairfax, who has 

neither social importance nor money but only her beauty 

and good manners to recommend her, has succeeded in capti

vating Frank who must have been physically attracted to 

her. She also assumes that Jane has fallen in love with 

this conceited and inconsiderate man and agreed against 

her own wishes to keep their engagement secret because of 

her passion for him. 

Emma is soon to modify this theory, however. 

Harriet's vanity in suspecting Mr. Knightley of being in 

love with her and her audacity in intending to marry him 

make Emma suspect the validity of her theories about 
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marriage. Harriet, the natural daughter of some merchant, 

lacks all social and individual merits to be deserving of 

Mr. Knightley; her only virtue is her physical attractive

ness: 

Mr. Knightley and Harriet Smith!—It was an union 
to distance every wonder of the kind.—The attach
ment of Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax became 
commonplace, threadbare, stale in the comparison, 
exciting no surprise, presenting no disparity, 
affording nothing to be said or thought.—Mr. 
Knightley and Harriet Smith!—Such an elevation 
on her side! Such a debasement on his! (Ill, xi, 
413) 

Although she regards Knightley and Harriet incompatible, 

she reminds herself that it would not be uncommon for a 

deserving and respectable gentleman like Knightley to be 

vulnerable to the physical charms of a fatuous girl like 

Harriet. Emma then understands that physical attraction, 

though a fundamental motive in marriage, should not be its 

sole motive. 

Emma's self-examination occasioned by Harriet's 

interest in Knightley differs from her previous revelations 

Whereas the previous ones are only momentary, to be dis

missed by a complacent smile or a flush of tears, the last 

one is permanent and marks her full awakening: 

With insufferable vanity had she believed herself 
in the secret of everybody's feelings; with un
pardonable arrogance proposed to arrange every
body's destiny. She was proved to have been uni
versally mistaken; and she had not quite done 
nothing—for she had done mischief. She had 
brought evil on Harriet, on herself, and she too 
much feared, on Mr. Knightley. (Ill, xi, 413) 
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She realizes that she is responsible for having encouraged 

Harriet, who would have gladly settled for a marriage with 

Robert Martin, to relinquish her humble and unassuming 

ways. If Harriet has grown vain and presumptuous enough 

to aspire to marry Knightley, it is Emma's doing. 

Emma's only relief at the moment of her self-

reproach is her discovery that she has been in love with 

Knightley for a long time; and her comparison of Knightley 

with Frank Churchill, for whom she decides she has never 

cared, occasions another important discovery; the indis-

pensability of moral integrity in marriage. 

She looked back; she compared the two—compared 
them as they had always stood in her estimation, 
from the time of the latter's [Frank's] becoming 
known to her—as they must at any time have been 
compared by her, had it—oh! had it, by any 
blessed felicity, occurred to her, to institute 
the comparison.—She saw that there never had 
been a time when she did not consider Mr. Knight
ley as infinitely the superior, or when his 
regard for her had not been infinitely the most 
dear. (Ill, xi, 412) 

What awakens Emma to the necessity of moral integrity in 

marriage is the difference she detects between Frank's 

gentility of rank which is devoid of moral integrity and 

Knightley's moral integrity which is enriched by his 

social significance. She thus perceives that motives of 

rank and money in choosing a marriage partner, though im

posed on the individual by a mercenary society, do not 

insure happiness in matrimony. Similarly, she is once more 

convinced that emotions, though they should play a vital 
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part in married life, should not be its only incentive. 

Emma thus achieves self-awareness and is educated 

in the true motives of marriage; yet her education is not 

complete until she is acquainted with the realities of 

love. Although she is convinced of her love for Knightley 

and of his being the only man who possesses all the quali

ties she expects to find in her husband, there are still 

some obstacles to their marriage. First, there is Har

riet's rivalry for his affection. Second, she must meet 

the consequences of her past mistakes and suffer in iso

lation. Third, and most important, she has to learn to 

prefer her love for Knightley to her love and devotion 

for her father; 

Marriage, in fact, would not do for her. It would 
be incompatible with what she owed to her father, 
and with what she felt for him. Nothing would 
separate her from her father. She would not marry 
even if she were asked by Mr. Knightley. (Ill, xii, 
415) 

Emma soon perceives, however, that her snobbery has of

fended a great many people in Highbury and resulted in 

their estrangement. She witnesses her diminishing impor

tance in the Highbury community not without heartache. 

Further, with the birth of a baby girl to the Westons, with 

the approaching marriage of Frank and Jane which is to re

move them from Highbury, and with the possible marriage 

of Knightley and Harriet, Emma knows that she will be de

prived of love and friendship. Her days spent in virtual 
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solitude give Emma enough proof of the loneliness she has 

to endure, in her life with her father. Probably for the 

first time in her life, Emma feels helpless and finds the 

love of her doting father inadequate. She is thus pre

pared to marry Knightley when he proposes soon after his 

suspicion about Emma's being in love with Frank is cleared. 

As J. S. Lawry observes, only after Emma's marriage "can 

her charitable duty to her father be harmonized with her 

reasonable love of Knightley." 

Similarly, Maggie has to redefine her love of her 

father and husband; she must learn to love her father less 

selfishly, and her husband more selfishly. Before she 

suspects the Prince of having a love affair with Charlotte, 

the love she feels for her father is extremely possessive 

whereas the love she has toward her husband is selfless. 

She not only fails to show her love for Amerigo but she 

is afraid of succumbing to his sexual power. 

Only when she loses her husband to Charlotte does 

Maggie realize that loving Amerigo selflessly is not suf

ficient. Once her jealousy is aroused, she grows possessive 

of her husband and engages in a battle with Charlotte to 

free Amerigo from her rival's attraction. She resolves to 

regain Amerigo without breaking her close relationship with 

•'•-̂ "'Decided and Open'; Structure in Emma, " 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 24 (1959), 3. 
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her father. As she boldly declares to Mrs. Assingham, 

Maggie can do anything for the love of her father and hus

band; 

"No; I'm not terrible, and you don't think 
me so. I do strike you as surprising, no doubt— 
but surprisingly mild. Because—don't you see?— 
I am mild. I can bear anything." 

"Oh, 'bear'!" Mrs. Assingham fluted. 
"For love," said the Princess. 
Fanny hesitated. "Of your father?" 
"For love," Maggie repeated. 
It kept her friend watching. "Of your 

husband?" 
"For love," Maggie said again. (II, iv, 5, 

pp. 115-115) 

Her design at this point is del fish, for she is determined 

to destroy the erotic love between Amerigo and Charlotte 

and possibly estrange Charlotte from her father without 

ever revealing her real motives to Mr. Verver. Her father 

should be kept away from the knowledge of Charlotte's 

adultery as well as from Maggie's intentions of breaking 

up the adulterous relationship. 

With the breaking of the golden bowl at the end of 

Book Four, Maggie understands that she cannot hope to win 

her husband without giving up her father. Whereas she 

first interprets the crack in the bowl as the adulterous 

relationship between Amerigo and Charlotte, she later be-

c<3mes aware that it also stands for the anomalous relation

ship between her father and herself. Fanny Assingham's 

gesture in breaking the bowl is to warn Maggie that she 

cannot achieve her goal by merely showing the Prince the 
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bowl which evidences her knowledge of his affair with 

Charlotte. Maggie cannot expect to have a bowl without a 

flaw before she dissolves her relationship with her father. 

During the ten days intervening between Fanny's 

breaking the bowl and the jaunt to the Fawns, Maggie os

cillates between continuing the former arrangement in 

which the roles of Maggie and Charlotte are reversed and 

putting an end to this most unnatural arrangement. She 

nevertheless finds Charlotte more culpable than herself 

and is not willing to surrender her claims on her father. 

While she watches the bridge game at Fawns, with Charlotte 

leading the game and Amerigo seated facing her and Mrs. 

Assingham and her father seated between them facing one 

another, the arrangement at the bridge table calls to her 

mind the arrangement in her life. The rules of the game, 

which she has never been able to learn, as well as the 

seating arrangement also remind her of corruption seated 

at the table behind the facade of high decorum. She notices 

that even her father can conform to the "stiff standards 

of the house," the European morality, whereas she cannot. 

The analogy Maggie draws between the bridge game 

and her married life with the European Prince brings about 

her awaroness of her mistakes. First she is tempted to 

denounce the players of the game. As she rises from the 

sofa where she had been napping to move onto the terrace, 

she attracts the attention of the players. In the gaze 
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of their eyes fixed on her, Maggie discerns an appeal. 

They strike her as if they want her to take the blame for 

their evil deed and, like a scapegoat, to cleanse them of 

sin: 

They thus tacitly put it upon her to be disposed 
of, the whole complexity of their peril, and 
she promptly saw why; because she was there, 
and there just ̂ s_ she was, to lift it off them 
and take it; to charge herself with it as the 
scapegoat of old, of whom she had once seen a 
terrible picture, had been charged with the sins 
of the people and had gone forth into the desert 
to sink under his burden and die. (II, v, 2, 
pp. 234-235) 

She then realizes that such a nefarious game has been put 

into action through her own doing, that she is the author 

of the play and can direct it as she wishes; 

Specious and splendid, like a stage again awaiting 
a drama, it was a scene she might people, by the 
press of her spring, either by serenities and 
dignities and decencies, or with terrors and 
shames and ruins, things as ugly as those form
less fragments of her golden bowl she was trying 
so hard to pick up. (II, v, 2, p. 235) 

It becomes clear to Maggie that the destinies of the play

ers are completely within her power; she can either destroy 

them at one stroke or save them by becoming their scapegoat 

She deliberates that the safer and the simpler way out for 

her, with her innocence outraged and generosity betrayed, 

would be to destroy them; yet to destroy them would be to 

lose them. She therefore decides to save them. 

If the critics who accuse Maggie of being a 

Machiavellian antagonist base their argument on the 



231 

selfishness and spitefulness with which she carries out 

her plan in Book Four, the critics who consider her a 

savior or redeemer derive their argument from the unsel

fishness and the forgiveness that dominate her action in 

Book Five. Whereas Quentin Anderson finds in Mr. Verver 

a God figure (God of justice) and in Maggie a Christ 

12 figure (God of love), Dorothea Krook considers her a 

redeemer who practices a Judaeo-Christian scheme of sal-

13 vation to restore moral order. According to Elizabeth 

Stevenson, Maggie, "the injured one, the good one, pays 

and expiates, not for the wrong she has done, but for the 
14 

wrong which has been done to her." 

Maggie's purpose of destroying the relationship 

between Amerigo and Charlotte thus changes to the purpose 

of disuniting it for the sake of redeeming them; but the 

method she employs in her scheme of salvation does not 

change. She still continues to arrange their lives, and 

even practices lying and deception. She humiliates her

self, however, not for a selfish end but for a noble cause 

She believes she can save Amerigo by converting him from 

his corrupt European morality to her strict yet righteous 

•"•̂ "Henry James and the New Jerusalem," Kenyon Re
view, 8 (1946), 557-558. 

•"•"̂ Krook, p. 321. 

•̂ T̂he Crooked Corridor (New York; Macmillan, 1949) , 
p. 89. 
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American morality. Her love for Amerigo has grown so deep 

that it is beyond jealousy; 

"What I don't mean," she observed without an
swering, "is that I'm jealous of him. . . . " 

"When you only love a little you're naturally 
not jealous—or are only jealous also a little, 
so that it doesn't matter. But when you love in 
a deeper and intenser way, then you are, in the 
same proportion, jealous; your jealousy has inten
sity and, no doubt, ferocity. When, however, 
you love in the most abysmal and unutterable way 
of all—why then you're beyond everything, and 
nothing can pull you down." (II, v, 3, p. 262) 

Yet the salvation of Amerigo depends on the sacrifice of 

Maggie's innocence and her giving up her father. 

Maggie's success in captivating her husband is 

proportionate to her success in modifying her American 

morality and accepting his European morality; she cannot 

accept him without his changing his morality, but neither 

can she hope to win him without changing hers. She has to 

become more worldly and incorporate the eros and the agape 

in her love for her husband to make herself attractive to 
15 

him. Before she is satisfied of her husband's salvation, 

however, she must resist the temptation of his sexual power 

for fear it would sway her from her resolution. Even after 

the departure of Adam and Charlotte for American City, 

Maggie is not sure of her success. She becomes convinced 

of her triumph only at the last moment: 

•^^Krook, p. 324. 
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He tried, too clearly, to please her—to meet 
her in her own way; but with the result only 
that, close to her, her face kept before him, 
his hands holding her shoulders, his whole act 
enclosing her, he presently echoed: "'See'? 
I see nothing but you." And the truth of it 
had, with this force, after a moment, so 
strangely lighted his eyes that, as for pity 
and dread of them, she buried her own in his 
breast. (II, v, 3, pp. 358-359) 

Maggie buries her eyes in her husband's breast because she 

cannot bear her triumph over her loved one whom she had 

to change in order to accept him. Her love is satisfied 

at last, but she has compromised considerably for what 

she has gained. Yet neither her values nor the Prince's 

are totally relinquished; they are merely juxtaposed, if 

not harmonized. 

The union of Maggie and Amerigo, however, has 

little of the felicity and the glory in the union of Emma 

and George Knightley. Once Emma's self-awareness is ac

complished and Knightley's unrivaled love for her and hers 

for him assured, she can forget her scruples about her 

responsibility to her father and enjoy perfect happiness 

in her marriage with Knightley. Whereas Emma and Knightley 

achieve "beauty of truth and sincerity" (III, xv, 445) 

in their dealings with each other, the marriage of Maggie 

and T^erigo entails a certain amount of sadness and un

happiness. In Krook's view, the fusion of beauty and grim-

ness in the final union of Maggie and the Prince is indic

ative of James's vision of human life; 



234 

In Henry James's total vision, the sense of the 
grixnness and the bitterness of human life is 
inseparably fused with the sense of its beauty 
and blessedness. . . . Neither case cancels out 
the other and . . . the ambiguity is intended 
to express precisely this experience of their 
permanent, inseparable fusion.^^ 

Ccmpared with the heavy price the heroines of Henry James 

pay to reconcile themselves to marriage, the price the 

heroines of Jane Austen pay is very small; for it involves 

a restraint of personal claims, not a sacrifice of them. 

Although James considers reconciling individual values 

with those of society essential to adjusting to marriage, 

or to society, he nonetheless regrets this necessity. 

^^Ibid. 



CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

In the twelve novels considered, Jane Austen and 

Henry James delineate a young woman's disappointment with 

the actual world, her quest for an ideal world, and her 

eventual adjustment to her environment. The difficulties 

the young woman faces in realizing her marriage or in 

maintaining it generally arise from the selfish and mer

cenary motives inherent in society. Yet her own failings 

and illusions often contribute to her frustration. In 

most of the novels, suffering precipitated by the perplex

ities of courtship or the problems of married life serve 

as trials for the young woman's integrity and as occasions 

for her self-awareness. Endowed with intelligence and 

sensitivity, she develops under adverse conditions an 

awareness that enables her to realize her own faults and 

face their consequences as well as to accept the defi

ciencies of society. Though accomplished with varying 

degrees of success, the adjustment of each heroine in

variably involves a mere acceptance of a depraved world 

and not a subservience to its peremptory demands. Among 

the heroines, only James's Daisy Miller does not apparently 

attain consciousness and an acceptance of the world beyond 

herself. The variance of Daisy Miller from the other 

235 
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novels of James can be attributed to its being an earlier 

work as well as to its having a short compass; it is only 

a novella depicting a short phase of the heroine's life 

that is ended by her premature death. Yet Daisy's dilemma 

is created by the same conflict that troubles the heroines 

of both Jane Austen and Henry James: the conflict between 

the claims of an individual and those of a normative 

society. 

Both Jane Austen and Henry James realize that man

ners and traditions, however corrupted they may be, make 

civilized human intercourse possible. James, for example, 

admires Europe for its traditions and organized society. 

Even though he considers moral consciousness an American 

phenomenon, he criticizes the contemporary American so

ciety, in The Bostonians for example, for its lack of or

der and tradition. He, like Jane Austen, finds compromise 

of individual demands inevitable. But whereas in Jane 

Austen the compromise the heroine makes is at once dear 

and rewarding, in James it is often painful and seldom 

rewarding. Yet the alternative, renouncing society, is 

equally precarious. James shows in Daisy's story the de

structiveness of the rebillious ego who refuses to pay 

acquiescence to the outer world. Nanda, on the other hand, 

is ostracized by her society because her behavior violates 

social conventions. And Milly chooses to die because she 



237 

feels betrayed by the materialism of society. Yet neither 

Nanda nor Milly completely withdraws from society. Nanda 

ameliorates her mother's institution by establishing a 

similar institution in the drawing room of Mr. Longdon's 

country house; we know that the frustrated husbands who 

seek Nanda's advice will receive the moral guidance of 

which the frustrated wives frequenting Mrs. Brook's salon 

will be deprived. Similarly, Milly contributes to the 

perpetuation of the English society by bequeathing her 

money to two of its wonderful specimen. If Densher de

clines to inherit Milly's fortune, he inherits her moral 

consciousness. Both Isabel and Verena oppose conventional

ity, but both marry men who are embodiments of convention. 

In Maggie's attraction to the Italian prince, we find the 

irony of the Jamesian heroine's dilemma; she is disgusted 

with traditionalism, yet she senses in it beauty and mean

ing. 

The concession the heroine makes is never a total 

renunciation of her demands; nor does it condone social 

ills. It results, rather, from the realization that the 

isolated individual is inadequate. In the novels of Jane 

Austen, the English society is a stable entity based on 

the neoclassical principles of order, reason, and pro

priety. It has, however, vitiated these principles to 

suit its selfish purposes. And in its insistence on or

der and progress, it has little patience with emotionalism 



238 

and less tolerance of dissent. Being well aware of the 

limitations of her society, Jane Austen sympathizes with 

the Romantic Movement's emphasis on individualism and 

freedom of opinion. She is, at the same time, skeptical 

of the results of excessive emotionalism and independence. 

Her heroines, who represent the dissenting views of the 

romantics, succeed in reconciling reason with feeling and 

thereby resolve not only the battle between the head and 

the heart but also the one between neoclassicism and ro

manticism. They respond to society's demand for conformity 

by restraining their claims but do not sacrifice their in

dependence to society. None of the heroines of Jane Austen 

makes the kind of marriage that Elizabeth Bonnet's prudish 

friend, Charlotte Lucas, does. Charlotte's marriage with 

the insipid Mr. Collins in order to escape the judgment 

of an environment that considers an unmarried woman a 

social disgrace and burden is merely a renunciation of 

her ego. On the other hand, Elizabeth's union with Darcy, 

who will help her fulfill both her individual claims and 

social obligations, is representative of the marriages of 

the Jane Austen heroines. 

Marriage in Jane Austen has several implications. 

Writing for a middle-class female audience, she appeases 

her readers' taste by happily marrying off her heroines 

to men not too unacceptable to the female mind. Yet Jane 

Austen is not a mere entertainer catering to the wishes of 
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her audience. The problems she deals with are the prob

lems facing the sensitive and rebellious individual in 

nearly any society. She, like James, views blind sub

servience to the social system as loss of identity. And, 

even more so than James, she considers an existence com

pletely divorced from society disastrous because she is 

concerned with the well-being of the individual in a de

ficient world. The marriage of her heroine is therefore 

symbolic of the individual's adjustment to society. The 

compromise her heroine makes in accepting to live with 

the hero is the compromise she has to risk in adapting to 

the social climate. The union is bound to succeed since 

the hero himself, unlike most of the Jamesian heroes, is 

willing to undergo adjustment. 

The similarity between Jane Austen and Henry James 

becomes more apparent only when James's six novels are con

sidered as a whole. From Daisy Miller through The Golden 

Bowl he delineates the sensitive individual's rebellion 

against grossness and injustice in society. Whether she 

is American or English, what threatens the heroine's in

dependence is the force of conventionality. The degree of 

adjustment each of his heroines makes is representative of 

the development of James's outlook. In Daisy Miller, he 

considers the reconciliation of the inner world with the 

outer world impossible; yet he is troubled about the waste

fulness that arises from sheer defiance of traditions. 
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From The Portrait of a Lady through The Wings of the Dove, 

we find James investigating another possibility of life. 

During this period, he has accepted the necessity of con

forming, to a certain extent, to social conventions with

out relinquishing one's standards. He therefore creates 

in Isabel, Verena, Nanda, and Milly heroines who pay some 

acquiescence to society yet retain their individuality in 

their cultivated consciousness. But in Maggie of The 

Golden Bowl he delineates a heroine who, like the heroines 

of Jane Austen, finds self-fulfillment possible by adjust

ing her demands to those of society. Whereas the heroines 

of Jane Austen reconcile their romanticism with rationality 

and their unconventionality with conventionality, Maggie 

reconciles her American unconventionality with European 

traditionalism and her New World morality with the Old 

World morality. 

Despite the difference of James's heroines from 

those of Jane Austen in the extent of their adaptation to 

their environment, the experience they derive from court

ship and marriage is the same as the one that Jane Austen's 

heroines do; moral consciousness. All the heroines sur

mount the restrictions of religious and social standards 

and develop an awareness-that admits both their own fail

ings and limitations as well as those of society. They 

foster an attitude that permits human weakness, yet one 

that never despairs of perfecting the ways of the world. 
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