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Abstract 

By the time of David Hume and Adam Smith, as A.O. Hirschman famously tells 

us, the early modern passions had been rehabilitated as a creative force, one driven by 

economic interest. From the turn to the nineteenth century onward, however, the 

passions returned with a vengeance — as indicated by the works of Jeremy Bentham, 

Thomas Malthus, and the Brontë sisters. What we now call “the emotions” had 

suddenly slipped out from under the control of individual reason and become a force of 

nature. As such, they could be held responsible both for keeping the individual alive 

and for the species’ ability to prosper and expand in number. Michel Foucault has 

offered perhaps the clearest articulation of how the century that followed developed 

new forms of government that both taught individuals to manage themselves by 

observing disciplinary regimens and regulated the unruliness of entire populations by 

means of biopolitical policies. But while, like Hirschman, Foucault links the redefinition 

of sexuality and how behaviors and effects were classified and managed directly to the 

emergence of industrial capitalism, neither he nor Hirschman consider the novel 

instrumental in their respective accounts of the passions. Novels, as the self-anointed 

discourse of personal experience, were ideally positioned to respond both critically and 

creatively to the disruptions of daily life that began in the late eighteenth century. In the 

decades that followed, I will show, the novel successively updated the causes and effects 
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of emotional experience to accommodate the transition to an industrial society from an 

agrarian way of life supported by commerce and early colonization. 

From Jane Eyre to Daniel Deronda, the novel features a protagonist whose 

biographical destiny depends on a form of yearning well in excess of the prevailing 

social classification system. This unnamable sense of belonging elsewhere is indeed so in 

excess of then existing codes of conduct and self-expression that it escapes the confines 

of the individual and pervades each habitat it enters with a sense of lack and 

constriction. The natural principles Charles Darwin first discovered during his landmark 

Voyage of the Beagle gave him the grounds, by 1872, to conclude that just as any species, 

man or animal, must physically adapt to its environment, so too must its feelings. 

Darwin understood that these affects — a term I use for feelings that have not been 

codified as one of the then recognized emotions — allow the species to develop new 

relations among themselves to enable survival. Over the century, the novel followed this 

same principle perhaps more so than any other form of writing, as it sought to alter the 

basis of human feeling to accommodate the material conditions of existence. My 

introduction explains how the novel carried out this project by capturing and reforming 

feelings in excess of accepted social roles and reworked both feelings and roles to form 

emotional ties capable of sustaining domestic life: first, during the early decades of the 

nineteenth century as inherited land lost its status in the realm, then in the economic 
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crisis called the Hungry Forties, and finally during the period when England’s economy 

shifted from the English countryside to the imperial metropole. 

 

Chapter One: Philosophy in Austen’s Pump Room. My first chapter reads Immanuel 

Kant’s “Perpetual Peace” (1795) alongside Jane Austen’s Persuasion (1817) to show how 

national character could be maintained in a rapidly globalizing world. Kant proposed 

cosmopolitan tolerance as a way of allowing travellers to move across the globe without 

abandoning the character of home. When she made taste depend on disgust, rather than 

on tolerance, Austen asked her readers to imagine a community other than one based on 

traditional kinship relations. If any individual who passed the taste test could be 

admitted to a circle of like-minded friends, that circle could hold up under the stress of 

comings and goings and better defend the English way of life wherever it might be 

located. My reading of this novel — as an intensive investigation of how to form such a 

circle of friends on the basis of nothing else but a shared fantasy of polite English life — 

serves as the baseline against which one can measure the changes in the concept of the 

emotions necessary to sustain this fantasy, how these changes re-form felt social ties, the 

potential impact on the traditional family, and the capacity of feelings simultaneously to 

challenge and accommodate economic change.  
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Chapter Two: Love in the Time of Scarcity. By comparing Darwin’s 1839 description of 

the natives of Tierra del Fuego to Engels’s 1845 study of the Irish sector of industrial 

Manchester, my second chapter indicated how scientific and social scientific accounts 

understood the consequences of failing to suppress the primitive passions. Jane Eyre 

(1847) takes issue with the principle of civilization as a suppression of instinct. In pitting 

her notably passionate protagonist against both natural law and social scientific reason, 

Charlotte Brontë sanctifies the exclusive intimacy that linked the heterosexual couple to 

their immediate offspring as the sole basis for both enduring social bonds and physical 

survival. By so paring down the family to its reproductive rudiments, Brontë also 

naturalizes a community that either thrives on reciprocity or not at all. In the hands of 

both Charlotte and her sister Emily, romantic love paradoxically engineered a nuclear 

family that could survive a time of extreme economic scarcity.  

 

Chapter Three: Revolutionary Passions, Reformist Sentiments. My third chapter 

argues that Dickens designed a city novel that could expose the economic limits of 

precisely the unit of the nuclear family. To imagine a sustainable urban household, he 

replaced the nuclear family with uniquely particularized sets of symbiotic relations, each 

organized by the logic of either mutualism or parasitism. The Dickensian household 

came at the notion of sentiment that the Brontës found tediously artificial in Austen’s 

fiction but did so from another direction. Dickens took issue with Adam Smith’s notion 
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of enlightened sentimentality on two grounds: that Smith’s focus on the “ideal 

spectator” encouraged readers 1) to emulate feelings appropriate to the gentleman, and 

2) to believe that sympathizing with those less fortunate would distinguish them from 

the common man, which included many of Dickens’s readers. He struck back at Smith 

by formulating perhaps the first truly popular concept of the moral sentiments. I see A 

Tale of Two Cities (1859) as the novel that most explicitly dramatizes the failure of any 

theory of sympathy that relies on such a normative individual. In its place, Dickens 

proposes a bond of caretaking that depends on acknowledging the absolute singularity 

of each individual. The care with which the novelist articulates each minor character at 

any given moment provides the clearest demonstration of how this principle counters 

both the predatory relations that take over the mob and the machinic logic of 

substitution carried out by the guillotine.  

 

Chapter Four: Survival of the Most Sympathetic? My final chapter turns to what passes 

for English naturalism to show how it turned sympathy into an instinctive emotion. 

Returning to late Darwin through his work on orchid fertilization, The Descent of Man 

(1871), and The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals (1872), I explain how Darwin’s 

models of cooperative survival — particularly those created by cross-species mutual aid 

— relied on a combination of affection and pleasure to maintain themselves. This 

conceptualization of sympathy produced affective links throughout Darwin’s entangled 
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bank of living creatures. Writing at the same moment as Darwin in the 1870s, Thomas 

Hardy had to make sense of the social upheaval of rural English society that was no less 

perilous than Dickens’s urban jungle. Moving beyond the realism of Austen, Hardy’s Far 

from the Madding Crowd (1874) invoked something like Darwin’s instinctive sympathy to 

develop agarin relationships based on mutual aid. Rather than seeking to stabilize the 

rural economy, Hardy found a way for individuals to adapt to this new way of life that 

maintained relative compatibility with his materialist convictions. Like the later Darwin, 

Hardy marks a change from previous reformulations of life: rather than seeking to 

naturalize new types of relations, his naturalism sees co-adaption as the principle by 

which a community thrives. 
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Introduction: Novel Feelings 

As scholars of the novel, we know this truth: as long as there have been novels, 

there have been concerns about how they affect their readership. The notion that novels 

were dangerous, especially for impressionable female readers, became a commonplace 

adage well before Jane Austen parodied this fear in Northanger Abbey (written in the 

1790s, published in 1817).1 There, Austen precisely demonstrated the cause of so much 

hand-wringing over the novel: the novel not only produced sensations that readers 

could vicariously share but also, for this very reason, indicated how its readership 

responds to those feelings. As a passionate consumer of Gothic novels, Austen’s 

protagonist Catherine Morland provides an object lesson in the humiliations awaiting 

those who use the novel as a guide for their own behavior. Conflating her world with 

that of a novel’s, Catherine reports to her friend Eleanor Tilney: “I have heard that 

something very shocking indeed, will soon come out in London … I have only heard 

 

1 Jacqueline Pearson shows how the Enlightenment period conceptualized reading “differently 
according to gender. While men’s reading was shown to facilitate intellectual development, 
women’s tended to be located in the female body, represented as a physical not an intellectual 
act. Consequently it was believed to have a direct effect not only on female morals but also on the 
female body … Immoderate reading caused fainting and even dangerous changes in pulse rate” 
(4). While Pearson shows that the anxiety surrounding the genre of the “novel” lessened in the 
early nineteenth century following the publication of Scott’s Waverly in 1814, Kate Flint shows 
how this debate continued into the mid-nineteenth century (Pearson 197). Flint shows the debate 
about women’s reading demonstrated the “contradictions and paradoxes which inhered within 
nineteenth-century notions of gender. From one point of view, reading was a form of 
consumption associated with the possession of leisure time, and thus contributed to the ideology, 
if not always the practices which supported the ideal of the middle-class home. Yet it could also 
be regarded as dangerously useless, a thief of time which might be spent on housewifely duties” 
(11).  
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that it is to be more horrible than any thing we have met with yet … It is to be 

uncommonly dreadful. I shall expect murder and every thing of the kind.” Catherine is, 

of course, describing the latest Gothic novel available at the circulating library. But when 

Eleanor accepts this violence as truth, her brother Henry, a mansplainer invested in his 

own great common sense, has to step in and stop her runaway imagination by correcting 

Catherine’s error. “You talked of expected horrors in London — and instead of instantly 

conceiving … that such words could relate only to a circulating library,” he smugly tells 

Catherine. This caused Eleanor to “immediately pictur[e] to herself a mob of three 

thousand men assembling in St. George’s Fields, the Bank attacked, the Tower 

threatened, the streets of London flowing with blood” (82). What Austen illustrates here 

(and time and again throughout Northanger Abbey) is the Gothic novel produces an 

excess of feeling that encourages behaviors beyond the boundaries of politeness. At the 

same time, in demonstrating how such obviously fictional “horrors in London” could be 

mistaken as a new mob uprising on the scale of the Gordon Riots of 1780 or the labor 

protests of early nineteenth century, Catherine and Eleanor understand something that 

Henry cannot acknowledge—i.e., novels are capable of both generating and representing 

mass human feeling, something that emphasized that England was in need of 

population management. Austen understood the direct relationship between managing 

whole sectors of the population who were no longer attached to the land and the 

regulation of the emotions. The question of whether the novel could translate the 
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potentially dangerous sensations that could spread through an urban population much 

like a disease into governable emotions became ever more pressing as Victoria took the 

throne in 1837. 

This dissertation narrates how the nineteenth-century novel came to reform what 

have been called the passions into manageable emotions that, in turn, helped to regulate 

the English population. As the novel captured sensation and made it into a productive 

force, the household and readership had to change to accommodate these new feelings. 

Beginning with the world of Austen’s rapidly changing country house community and 

concluding with Thomas Hardy’s rural landscape, I demonstrate how novels socialize 

emotion for the unstable nineteenth century — a century that saw London become an 

imperial metropole and England itself come to claim about a quarter of the globe’s land.2 

The novels we now think of as major representatives of the Victorian canon — those that 

modified eighteenth-century realism — were particularly interested in rethinking how 

to classify emotion in turbulent times. To understand how novels were capable of 

performing this feat, I would first like to turn to a Victorian genre that is not the focus of 

any of my four chapters: the sensation novel. This aptly named form of fiction showed 

its readers just how pernicious feelings could be by overcoming characters and readers 

alike with seemingly unmanageable affects. In so doing, sensation fiction demonstrated 

 

2 See the Norton Anthology of English Literature, introduction to Victorian “Empire and National 
Identity.” 
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just why the feeling management project of its so-called realist counterparts was so 

important. 

 

I. Novel Sensations 

Literary historians traced a line from the tropes in the sensation fiction of the 

1850s, ‘60s, and ‘70s  to the earlier genre of Gothic fiction.3 Sensation novels chronicled 

the uncontrollable feelings built into the human body (not always but usually that of the 

female) as they take over the plot4 — Franklin Blake of Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone 

(1868) finds that his body has a mind of its own, like such femme fatales as Ellen Wood’s 

Isabel Carlyle or Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley. Lady Audley also produces 

uncontrollable feelings in those around her. With no intention to exercise such power, 

 

3 Patrick R. O’Malley notes, “Locked up in the ramshackle vestry, the ‘Gothic devices’ themselves 
trope not only the myriad enclosed and threatened bodies — mostly female — that struggle 
against their live burial in the ecclesiastical prisons of the traditional Gothic novel but also the 
other confined persons — again, mostly female — of the sensation novel, particularly those 
locked up on the pretext of madness” (81). Richard Altick also traces the “shocks” of the 
sensation subgenre to the Gothic as well as the popular historical romance (145). The sensation 
novel “was full of appropriately thrilling accessories, such as a secret passage in a country house 
(a holdover from innumerable Gothic romances)” (149). Patrick Brantlinger notes that the use of 
Gothic tropes is actually what helps define sensation fiction as a subgenre: “the fictions of Wilkie 
Collins, Sheridan Le Fanu, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Charles Reade, Mrs. Henry Wood, and some 
other popular authors of the 1860s have special structural qualities as well, which can perhaps be 
summed up historically as their unique mixture of contemporary domestic realism with elements 
of the Gothic romance, the Newgate novel of criminal ‘low life,’ and the ‘silver fork; novel of 
scandalous and sometimes criminal ‘high life’” (1).  
4 As Ann Cvetkovich says, “In the sensation novels …  the representation of the sensationalized 
woman establishes the relation between femininity and affect crucial to the middle-class domestic 
ideology that both grants and denies power to women” (2). 
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Lady Audley makes any man who looks upon her feel “the terrible fever called love” (7). 

Even her new nephew Robert Audley, notoriously lacking, much less understanding 

such feeling, exclaims, “I feel like the hero of a French novel; I am falling in love with my 

aunt” (56). Much the same “fever” operates throughout the substantial body of 

midcentury fiction to generate plots featuring bigamy, madness, adultery, murder, theft, 

and drug use — in short, a string of “immoral” acts that inspired reviewers to describe 

the genre as something like a drug or disease in its own right. More troubling still than 

the sexual immorality chronicled on the page was the belief that sensation fiction could 

produce the same impulses in the reader that it did in its scandalous protagonists.  

Victorian critics agonized over the particular plots but, in doing so, tied their 

ability to produce suspense to primitivism, as E.M. Forester would later do.5 Henry 

Mansel, perhaps the most famous of sensation fiction’s early critics, chided sensation 

novelists for intentionally creating “[e]xcitement, and excitement alone … an end which 

must be accomplished by any cost by some means or other” (482). They consequently 

feed “the cravings of a diseased appetite, and contribut[e] themselves to foster the 

disease, and to simulate the want which they supply” (483). A year after Mansel 

sounded this alarm, an anonymous reviewer, in the 1864 Christian Remembrancer, held 

sensation fiction responsible for “drugging thought and reason, [and] stimulating 

 

5 Forster writes, “The primitive audience was an audience of shock-heads, gaping round the 
campfire, fatigued with contending against the mammoth or the woolly rhinoceros, and only 
kept awake by suspense. What would happen next?” (26).  
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attention through the lower and more animal instincts.  The sensation novel delivered 

this effect by means of “shocks to the nervous system, destroying conventional 

moralities, and generally unfitting the public for the prosaic avocations of life” (107). Just 

these two voices of Mansel and the anonymous reviewer, in a congested archive of 

moralist outrage contemporary to the fiction, get at the heart of why the sensation genre 

was at once so reviled and so powerful: a novel that made the impulses of the body 

more important to social survival than those of the individual mind was bound to 

exercise disruptive influence.   

Rather than confining shocking events to decaying Gothic castles, moreover, the 

sensation novel demonstrated the “lower and more animal instincts” were located 

beneath the veneer of middle-class domesticity. While Austen punished heroines who, 

like Marianne Dashwood, attempted to read social relations through the lens of 

romance, the sensation novel demonstrated the precarity of normative behavior by 

exposing the darkness and perversity licensed by the privacy of family life. As Richard 

Altick argues, British print journalism has always thrived on such aberrations of family 

relations and often spawned fictional versions. In his words, “the everyday presence of 

dark mysteries and of social corruption was not a figment of sensation novelists’ 

diseased imaginations but a hard fact to be faced” (154).6 Henry Mayhew’s four volumes 

 

6 Altrick notes, “The London daily press took on a more ‘popular’ tone, with no scanting of 
quantity, when the abolition of the old newspaper tax in 1855 enabled the Daily Telegraph to 
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of London Labour and London Poor were among those non-fiction works of the period that 

chronicled the lives of London’s inhabitants. Volume IV in particular, his account of 

“Those Who Will Not Work,” demonstrates that the poor inevitably encroach on the 

serenity of the middle-class home, which Mayhew and his contributors used as the 

measuring stick of a civilized nation.  

Mayhew’s fourth volume of London Labour and London Poor (1861) regards the 

English household as a portable and self-replicating model of social relations that can 

domesticate colonial populations. In his extensive history of the relationship between the 

sexes across history and space, Horace St. John uses India to make this case. “India 

under the English no more resembles India under the Mogul,” he argues, “than the 

England of the nineteenth century resembles the England of the Heptarchy. A beneficent 

revolution in her fortune has occurred, which is developing an extraordinary reform in 

the customs and ideas of her native race” (116).7 His comparison of India’s cultural 

history to England’s allows St. John to imagine a narrative of progress for each nation; so 

long as it receives the correct education. England’s colonizing influence, in St. John’s 

 

 

become the first penny daily in British history” (6). Particularly dark cases in the news shaped the 
period: “The newspaper coverage of the [Murrary and Vidil] cases drastically substantiated the 
premise that crime, including murderous assaults on the person, could very well occur in settled, 
highly respectable social circumstances” (154). Andrew Mangham’s Violent Women and Sensation 
Fiction links Victorian legal, medical, and fictional texts to show that “cultural intersections 
between a number of nineteenth-century discourses on the subject of female violence” (2).  
7 He repeats this pattern in describing other nations. For example, “In Ceylon the influence of 
Christianity, accompanied by the moral law of England, is working a reform” (125). 
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view, is what will reform “half-civilized nations.” The idea that the English household 

was capable not only of protecting its members at home but also of shaping colonial 

subjects abroad linked the fate of Empire to that of its domestic institution.8 The success 

of colonization depended on establishing the English household as an international 

norm. This being the concern of Mayhew’s fourth volume, it is perfectly understandable 

why he devoted nearly half of a section intended to detail the aberrant behavior of 

London prostitutes to “the passions” of non-English peoples.  

The ability of the household to contain the animal passions and channel them 

into (re)-productive behavior was also understood as an effective counter to the 

sensationalism flooding Victorian Britain’s publication industry thanks to its popularity 

among an expanding and diversifying readership.9 By the apogee of the sensation 

novel’s popularity, the figure of the male breadwinner had so successfully displaced that 

of the landed gentleman that Mayhew needs only the briefest explanation — i.e., “Those 

who derive their support from the head of the family”— to place wives and children among 

“Those Who Need Not Work” (IV.27) in his sociological classification system. This 

classification had consequences for those members of the household dependent on male 

 

8 Abigail Andrews’s account of the nineteenth-century family shows that, “As the male 
breadwinner family became hegemonic in Europe and the United States, these ideals were 
exported in complex forms through colonialism abroad” (11). 
9 Wilkie Collins discovered the “Unknown Public” that he defined as “a public to be counted by 
millions ; the mysterious, the unfathomable, the universal public of the penny-novel Journals;” in 
short, the readership could expand because of the cheapness of the material (217). This public 
that Collins finds so hard to categorize, “reads for its amusement more than for its information” 
(218). 
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labor. As Abigail Andrews explains, “The rise of the family wage helped nurture the 

ideology of the nuclear family, emphasizing women’s duties in all areas related to the 

home, including children’s education … These norms helped stabilize the concept of the 

nuclear family with a man as the sole breadwinner and put women in a new kind of 

subordinated position” (11).10 Designed to collapse reproduction of class differences 

with sexual reproduction, this new family structure allowed respectable Victorians a 

means of differentiating themselves as naturally civilized from the far more interesting 

forms of perverse and criminoid pursuits by which Mayhew’s “street folk” made a 

living.  The class distinction between what was natural, normative, and right and what 

was now apparently rested on women and whether they were given to sexual passions 

or simply inspired them in men. Jeff Nunokawa reminds us that the reason why the so-

called “angel of the house is the spirit of this domain [is] not only because she supervises 

it, but also because she constitutes it” (6). The positive thrust of this ideology, like the 

“angel of the house” herself, was far less powerful than its negative flipside. The 

sexualized woman was far more deleterious than the sexually undisciplined men who 

desired her, because she was responsible for biological and social reproduction and 

 

10 For more on the consequences of the rise of industrialization on family and political life, please 
see The Social Life of Gender. Joan Scott and Louise Tilly have provided an influential account of 
the family wage labor system in Women, Work, and Family. For specific accounts of how class and 
gender played into the Reform Movement, see Defining the Victorian Nation: Class, Race, Gender 
and the British Reform. For an account of how the ideal nuclear family affected the agricultural 
labor force, see Family Fortunes, especially pages 253-60. 
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therefore capable of producing her license and corruption in her progeny.11 Thus it is not 

a purely rhetorical question that the Reverend William Tuckniss poses in his 

introduction to Mayhew’s volume: “Who can tell the pestiferous influence exercised on 

society by one single fallen woman?” (xxxix). In other words, as goes the household so 

therefore, goes England’s claim to civilization.12 

In throwing open the sanctuary of the proper bourgeois home and bedroom and 

exposing the sexual scandals that might fester under the cloak of privacy, the sensation 

novel demonstrated that the “animal instincts” were a danger even to the most idyllic 

home. Sexuality was not only natural but inherently primitive and so a danger to be 

averted. As Ann Cvetkovich has helpfully noted, when “Feelings and emotions, like 

sexuality, are construed as ‘natural’” they are “hence, uncivilized and irrational” (22). 

The best known sensationalists Braddon and Collins understood their novels as 

 

11 The Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s (passing Parliament in 1864, 1866, and 1869) made it 
the law of the land that venereal disease, a major problem of the midcentury, began in the female 
body and should and could be contained their forcibly. New Women authors such as Sarah 
Grand would later reject this premise, as novels such as The Heavenly Twins (1893) demonstrated 
that both men and women must act morally to ensure their bodies, and therefore the species, 
remained healthy. For an extended discussion of the Disease Acts, see Judith Walkowitz’s 
Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, Class, and the State. 
12 As I will discuss in chapter two, Friedrich Engels and Charles Darwin chronicled their anxieties 
about the single-family household in Conditions of the Working Class in England (1845) and The 
Voyage of the Beagle (1839), respectively a decade before the sensation novel took root. While 
Engels discussed Manchester and Darwin Tierra del Fuego, both were concerned about how 
England’s imperial drive raised questions about the failure to regulate primitive passion. Engels 
in particular was concerned about how the Irish would affect their English worker counterparts. 
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experiments that addressed Tuckniss’s question.13  Governed by instincts that, despite 

the heroine’s endeavor to resist them, will go to any lengths to achieve gratification, 

Braddon’s Lady Audley and Collins’s Lydia Gwilt can indeed be said to exercise a 

“pestiferous influence” that breaks the vow of marriage and taints the characters that are 

members of the extended household. In giving this causal status to the sex drive, Lady 

Audley’s Secret (1862) and Armadale (1864-66) observe the same logic that Victorian 

anthropologist John McLennan and naturalist Charles Darwin observed at work in 

primitive societies and the mating practices of species.14  

 

13 Collins specifically refers to his novel as an experiment in the preface of The Moonstone. Collins 
distinguishes that novel from his earlier work: “In some of my former work, the object proposed 
has been to trace the influence of circumstances upon character. In the present story I have 
reversed the process. The attempt made, here, is to trace the influence of character on 
circumstances. He directly compares himself with Ezra Jennings: “In the case of the physiological 
experiment which occupies a prominent place in the closing scenes of The Moonstone, the same 
principle has guided me once more” (3, emphasis mine). 
14 McLennan’s Primitive Marriage (1865) marked the development of kinship by state, “That the 
most ancient system in which the idea of blood-relationship was embodied, was a system of kinship through 
females only” (64). Maternal lines, then, became associated with primitivism. Likewise, female 
choice for Darwin’s Descent of Man (1871) shapes the direction the species will take. Darwin’s 
general rule of attraction follows the general rule of sympathy: the species will survive because 
the most vigorous of both sexes will pair off, just as the species with sympathetic members will 
thrive because of the care given to the community. This does not mean that all will survive or 
reproduce. There is another component to sexual selection that goes against this idea that 
reproduction will continue to perfect the species: wayward taste. Alys Even Weinbaum notes that 
Descent also tells a story of “bad” feminine taste that allows Darwin to explain “the origin of 
racial differences among members of the human species using sexual selection. In so doing he 
located wayward female desire as pivotal in reproducing such differences” (145). Weinbaum uses 
various examples from the animal kingdom to explain how the “theory of sexual selection, 
reproductive sexuality is racialized and racial difference sexualized” (147). For example, Darwin 
tells the story of how a Chinese gander “seduced one of the common geese to live with him. 
Moreover, of the young birds hatched from the eggs of the common geese, only four were pure, 
proving hybrids” (II.114). Weinbaum shows how Darwin “presents an alien male as the seducer 
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Given this interest in the disruptive power of sexual desire we can easily see how 

“a single fallen woman” would be the cause of Tuckniss’s alarm.  As the eponymous 

protagonist of Lady Audley’s Secret suggests, women, not men, are source of for “bad” 

traits in multiple progeny. Lady Audley validates this male hypothesis, when she accosts 

her accusers: “You think I am mad like my mother, and you have come to question me 

… You are watching for some sign of the dreadful taint in my blood” (381). That Lady 

Audley, once Lucy Graham, and before that Helen Talboys, leaves a trail of domestic 

wreckage in her wake, tells us, as Emily Steinlight contends, that sensation fiction, 

“shifted emphasis from the perils of the marriage market to the sanctuary of the 

household—revealing marriage itself to be equally crowded and unstable” (139).15 By 

means of unintentional bigamy and the cover-up that follows, Lady Audley’s presence 

not only corrupts the Audley household but also ripples outward to destabilize an entire 

community. The possibility that the nuclear family acts as a haven from a heartlessly 

competitive world could suddenly be revealed as its very antithesis, the overcrowded 

 

 

of a ‘native’ female. Here sexual selection is based on female choice, but in a manner that 
foregrounds the orientalized gander’s seemingly illicit seduction of the goose, thus attributing 
agency not only to the female but also to the male” (153). While it is worth noting that Weinbaum 
does not account for Darwin’s celebration of variation, her argument helps illuminate just why 
Darwin’s theory of female choice was so frightening to his critics at time of publication. 
15 Nancy Armstrong discusses the destruction of the household in her examination of sensation 
fiction. More specifically, Marlene Tromp’s the relationship between marital violence and the 
genre in The Private Rod. For more on bigamy and the novel, please see Maia McCaleavery’s The 
Bigamy Plot: Sensation and Convention in the Victorian Novel. 
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and unruly household, marks the Victorian discourse of population management under 

Victoria’s reign, as well as the journalism during the three decades when the sensation 

novel was at peak popularity. That authors politically so diverse as William Rathbone 

Greg, 16 Mayhew, and Wilkie Collins were troubled by unruly multitudes of unmarried 

women, impoverished surplus workers, and colonial subjects is not, as we might 

suppose, a matter of the overrun population Malthus predicted so much but the 

development of modern industrial cities.17  

It is one of the curiosities of literary history that while the sensation novel has 

consistently been regarded as scandalous and classified as “low-brow” or “popular” 

fiction, the canonical novels of the nineteenth century incorporated virtually all of the 

signature tropes and devices from their poor cousin. If, as a number of critics have 

noted, the formal distinction between sensationalism and realism is less obvious than 

 

16 For more on the specific relationship between Greg’s “Why Are Women Redundant” and 
sensation fiction, see Steinlight.  
17 Caroline Reitz connects sensation/detective fiction to the imperial project using Dickens and 
Collins’s works: “The England of [Collins and Dickens] displays the messiness of a new imperial 
world that makes the detective necessary … After Dickens and Collins have written their 
influential detective stories, it is not the English public but rather ‘the mob’ that ‘quails before the 
simple baton of the police officer’ … Part of the problem in assigning ‘imperialist feelings,’ 
particularly to Dickens, is that it is hard to tell where imperial concerns begin and domestic 
concerns end” (46, 48). Jonathan Loesberg connects the anxieties of sensation fiction to the same 
anxieties surrounding the reform debates: “In effect, sensation novels evoke their most typical 
moments of sensation response from images of a loss of class identity. And this common image 
links up with a fear of a general loss of social identity as a result of the merging of the classes — a 
fear that was commonly expressed in the debate over social and parliamentary reform in the late 
1850s and 1860s … Class fear then is not really a fear of the lower classes. Its logic is that when 
one loses one's legal and class identity, one enters an anonymous world that operates by no rules 
one has ever learned before” (117, 120).  
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the histories of their reception indicate, how do we account for that difference?18 Before 

sensation fiction was recognized as a genre in its own right, popular Victorian novels 

used the very same elements as the subgenre to demonstrate the threat of mass affect. 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), which famously received mixed reviews upon 

publication (some of which sounded very similar to Mansel’s form of critique),19 used the 

imprisoned Bertha Mason, depicted as an uncivilized madwoman, to show how 

unfettered feeling could raze the country house to the ground, destabilizing an entire 

way of life. Even the great realist George Eliot’s first novel Adam Bede (1859) incorporated 

 

18 For example, Marlene Tromp proposes “a closer relationship between the genres, exploring the 
ways in which sensation both derived from and revised realist fiction, a revision that long 
outlasted sensation’s seemingly temporary sway over the public” (3). Steinlight’s analysis helps 
her call “into question realism’s presumptive separateness from sensation” (142). Caroline Levine 
claims, “that suspense and realism were inseparable in the context of mid-Victorian England” 
(10). For more on how sensation fiction’s legacy continued in specific authors, such as Thomas 
Hardy, or genres, such as New Women fiction, please see A Companion to Sensation Fiction edited 
by Pamela K. Gilbert.  
19 Elizabeth Rigby, famously, anonymously published her negative review in the Quarterly Review 
challenging its morality, ending with this warning: “We cannot help feeling that this work must 
be far from beneficial to that class of ladies whose cause it affects to advocate. Jane Eyre is not 
precisely the mouthpiece one would select to plead the cause of governesses, and it is therefore 
the greater pity that she has chosen it: for there is none we are convinced which, at the present 
time, more deserves and demands an earnest and judicious befriending” (111). Not all criticism 
was negative. Eugène Forcade’s review for Revue des deux mondes praised the novel for its 
morality: “But what I shall never cease to praise is the vigorous, healthy, moral spirit that informs 
every page of Jane Eyre. Whatever our novelists may say, this book proves once more that there 
are infinite resources for fiction in the depiction of the upright morals and straightforward events 
of real life and the simple and open development of the passions” (103). Queen Victoria, in fact, 
regarded Jane Eyre as “really a wonderful book, very peculiar in parts, but so powerfully and 
admirably written” (389). 
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primitivism through Hetty Sorrel’s crime of infanticide.20 Both Brontë and Eliot dispose 

of these animal passions by removing Bertha and Hetty from the text, through death and 

transportation respectively, allowing the novel to proceed to domesticate feeling in an 

updated nuclear family form. If sensation fiction imagined and, at times, reveled in what 

precisely happened when affect disturbed the homeland, then the Victorian novelists we 

know best, who tempered their more fantastic elements with a dose of realism, sought to 

find new methods to contain and civilize feeling. This dissertation is the story of how the 

nineteenth-century novel created new relations amongst the English during the nation’s 

transition to an industrial society centered around an imperial metropole from an 

agrarian way of life that had been supported by commerce and early colonization. To do 

so, the Victorian novel performed the feat of governing feeling through the creation of 

nameable emotions that dictated how one both felt and acted. 

 

II. Novel Management  

Novels, as the self-anointed discourse of personal experience, were ideally 

positioned to respond both critically and creatively to the disruptions of daily life that 

began in the late eighteenth century. Over the course of the nineteenth century, as I will 

 

20 McLennan’s Primitive Marriage also discussed at length how primitive societies were prone to 
infanticide, producing a number of problems for those who practiced it. For more on how the 
anthropological concept of “primitive society” came to fruition in the Victorian period on, please 
see Adam Kuper’s The Invention of Primitive Society. 
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show, the novel captured sensations and schooled them via a sequence of narrational 

and descriptive maneuvers.21 By so updating human feelings, the novels I consider also 

transformed both the form of household that simultaneously expressed and regulated 

those feelings and the sensibility of readers who presumably experienced them 

vicariously. The Victorian period produced so many aberrations of Austen’s realism that 

F.R. Leavis could barely cobble together a genealogy for his “great tradition.”22 The effort 

to manage feelings distorts the realism produced by Austen. The reason, as I see it, is 

this: in the age of Darwin, the novelists we understand as indelibly Victorian, the 

Brontës, Charles Dickens, Thomas Hardy and George Eliot, understood that just as an 

individual had to adapt to his or her socio-economic environment to survive, so must 

the human emotions. Housed within the human body and yet part of the human mind, 

the emotional disposition of a population would naturally impact the disposition of 

bodies, their labor, their biological reproduction, and their submission to the Hobbesian 

contract between the populace and the law. As Foucault has famously shown, the 

success of the modern middle classes in regulating the social body had everything to do 

with regulating the behaviors of the body through the emotions. To do so, he argues, 

 

21 Daniel M. Gross uses Darwin’s Expression to make the case that emotions “are themselves 
fundamentally rhetorical” (48). As such, “We need the arts and literature to study emotion 
because they transpire on the appropriate phenomenological level where experiences happen, on 
the one hand, and where experience is characterized, on the other” (58-9). 
22 Leavis or Ian Watt’s Rise of the Novel may read realism for continuity, at the expense of 
including major authors of their periods of study. Recent work by Anna Kornblush or Elaine 
Freedgood would challenge this notion of realism. 
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late-eighteenth and nineteenth-century medical men went out of their way to make 

sexuality dangerous, not only to the individual and his or her household but to society 

at large.23 But controlled sexuality that modulated into love and family feeling, that was 

another matter. How could sexuality be at once the gravest threat to social order and the 

means of stabilizing it?  From Thomas Mayhew to the later works of Darwin, “the 

passion of the sexes” both ensured the survival of the species and brought about its 

inevitable decline.24  How could this passion be turned from the gravest threat into the 

greatest asset to socio-economic stability, while capturing the acts of masculine 

competition and converting them into the production of a fulfilling private life?  This, I 

argue, is precisely the task that the novels of the Hungry Forties took up. 

By the time Austen had finished writing her last complete novel, Persuasion, in 

1817, even she had warmed to the task of developing the psychological engineering 

 

23 While sexuality was a threat, Foucault argues, it paradoxically enabled a new social form of 
control. Foucault shows that, “The power which thus took charge of sexuality say about 
contacting bodies caressing them with its eyes, intensifying areas, electrifying surfaces, 
dramatizing troubled moments. It wrapped the sexual body into its embrace. There was 
undoubtedly an increase in effectiveness and an extension of the domain controlled, but also a 
sensualization of power and a gain of pleasure. This produced a twofold effect: an impetus was 
given to power through its very exercise; an emotion rewarded the overseeing control and 
carried it further” (44).  
24 An overrun population threatened England in apocalyptic terms: “The power of population is 
so superior to the power of the earth to produce subsistence for man, that premature death must 
in some shape or other visit the human race. The vices of mankind are active and able ministers 
of depopulation. They are the precursors in the great army of destruction, and often finish the 
dreadful work themselves. But should they fail in this war of extermination, sickly seasons, 
epidemics, pestilence, and plague advance in terrific array, and sweep off their thousands and 
tens of thousands. Should success be still incomplete, gigantic inevitable famine stalks in the rear, 
and with one mighty blow levels the population with the food of the world” (51-2). 
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required to imagine feelings that could make social bonds capable of withstanding the 

shocks of conflict aboard, the dislocation of laboring people from the country, and their 

amassing in the new industrial and commercial centers of England.25 She evidently 

could no longer imagine how the country houses of Samuel Richardson or her own 

earlier works could provide a model of the organization of what Hannah Arendt called 

“the nation-wide administration of housekeeping” (28).  Although Arendt, like 

historians Lawrence Stone, Peter Laslett, and Alan MacFarlane, sees only the continuity 

of the household from at least the seventeenth century on, the history of the novel 

suggests that a very different domestic formation displaced the hereditary country 

house and its extended family to accommodate the rise of the industrial cities and the 

economic fluctuations that put the very institution of the English household under 

threat. What historians, like philosophers, fail to see is that novels, the Victorian novel in 

particular, had a genius for repurposing outworn forms of feeling—e.g., friendship, love, 

sexual attraction, and social antagonism—to form ties of kinship that could, in equal 

parts, resist and accommodate the economic pressures and social priorities of an 

industrializing nation. As Nancy Armstrong long ago established in Desire and Domestic 

 

25 The novel, in other words, does not just regulate but also produces feelings, either in line with 
or in excess of society. No matter how these feelings are constructed or categorized, the novel 
sees them as the means by which new relations come into being. Anna Kornbluh has recently 
argued that “realism fundamentally designs and erects socialites, imagines grounds of 
collectivities, probes the mystique of materialities, modulates institutions and productions 
beyond the scope of the given” (16). To this I would add that the form of the novel is determined 
by how, precisely, it captures and reforms feelings as it shapes relations. 
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Fiction, the novel was integral to the history of sexuality. The question of this project is 

how — or, more specifically, according to what principle and by means of what agency 

— did Victorian novelists successfully repurpose the emotions?  

As A.O. Hirschman famously argued, the eighteenth century had individuated 

the early modern passions and, at least in theory, resituated them under the control of 

the sin of avarice, which the political and moral philosophers of the British 

Enlightenment recuperated in the form of economic interest. Hirschman shows that, 

“gradually, toward the end of the seventeenth and more fully in the course of the 

eighteenth century, the passions were rehabilitated as the essence of life and as a 

potentially creative force” (47).26  This worked so overwhelmingly well in the English 

imagination that “the idea that men pursuing their interests would be forever harmless,” 

Hirschman argues, “was decisively given up only when the reality of capitalist 

development was in full view” (126). That the question of how to control the passions 

provides the common thread of concern in Jeremy Bentham’s works such as An 

Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (published 1789), Thomas Malthus’s 

An Essay on the Principles of Population (first published in 1798), and the novels of the 

Brontë sisters such as Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre (both published in 1847) indicates 

that the problem of feeling had returned with a vengeance in the early nineteenth 

century as a force of nature beyond cognitive control and yet responsible not only for 

 

26 For more on the history of the seventeenth-century passions, see The Soft Underbelly of Reason. 
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keeping the individual alive but also for allowing its species to prosper and expand. By 

1859, this force had come to drive the indeterminate and open-ended sequence of 

transformations laid out in Darwin’s Origin of Species. As the Victorians came to 

understand the biological mutability of the species through science, they also came to 

see their environment and their place in it shifting through very present socio-economic 

conflicts such as the Chartist uprising and the incremental expansion of the franchise 

through a series of reform bills.  

In a sequence of four chapters, my dissertation shows how Victorian novels 

staged new and decidedly strange social encounters to produce new and potentially 

disruptive feelings that exceeded the rational capacities of those the individuals who 

underwent these tumultuous sensations. To reinstate order, the novel had to classify 

these feelings.  Often overwhelming the individuals involved and prompting socially 

deviant inclinations and behaviors, these feelings required both ingenious formal work 

to make them intelligible to readers and equally inventive forms of social management 

to make them productively reproductive. With instincts acting as the putative source of 

these feelings, authors and individuals of all stripes came to imagine the individual 

human body as driven by instincts common to the species. These common instincts were 

fundamentally incompatible with the enlightened economic reason and moral sensibility 

that had curbed and channeled an individual’s emotions in Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral 

Sentiments (1759). The insufficiently individuated body that made sensation fiction at 
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once possible and scandalous posed a formal challenge for those novelists who sought to 

maintain the continuity of heart and home in an economic world that seemed bent on 

destroying both.  

The challenge for the novelist was to develop a formal means of domesticating 

sexual attraction so that it, paradoxically, might provide a way to stabilize domestic life 

in a destabilized economy. While in retrospect the solution might seem a relatively 

simple matter of closing the gap between sexual and social reproduction, the novel’s 

formal methods of achieving such closure was anything but simple. The novels that 

most clearly took up this challenge are those that were not satisfied with what previous 

novels had handed them in the way of formal means to manage emotions, because the 

scientific, social, and philosophical accounts of the source and operations of the 

emotions were changing at a pace commensurate with England’s industrialization.  I 

place Charles Darwin, Friedrich Engels, and Karl Marx among those who best 

recognized the novel’s capacity to naturalize changing practices and developing 

institutions that were not at all natural — particularly where kinship, family, and love 

between the sexes was concerned. To the prolific discourse devoted to social scientific 

and literary accounts of behavior on this basis, the novel added its own model of 

pleasure reading as a disciplinary apparatus for naming, evaluating, and containing the 

emotions.  
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This dissertation, then, is not a formal history of the emotions but rather a history 

of how the novel gave its readers strategies to manage their feelings. My project picks up 

where Hirschman’s powerful account leaves off, asking whether the passions still 

directed economic interest or if they had been reformed into a different creative force, 

one capable of dealing with the wreckage left by the “reality of capitalist development.” 

Hirschman argues, “As economic growth in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

uprooted millions of people, impoverished numerous groups while enriching some, 

caused large-scale unemployment during cyclical depressions, and produced modern 

mass society, it became clear to a number of observers that those caught in these violent 

transformations would on occasion become passionate” (126). While Hirschman must 

certainly be thinking of uprisings in the vein of the Swing revolts from England’s rural 

communities in 1830,27 his version of the passions leaves out the nineteenth century’s 

greatest passionate concern: that between the sexes. Malthus’s observation that the 

“passion between the sexes has appeared in every age to be so nearly the same, that it 

may always be considered, in algebraic language, as a given quantity” (48) was never far 

from the minds of either novelists like Elizabeth Gaskell or journalists like Mayhew, 

even if they wished otherwise. The passion of the sexes, as Malthus and the writers that 

followed him understood it, contributed to the problems of population Hirschman cited 

 

27 For a detailed account of these revolts, please see Eric Hobsbawm and George Rudé’s Captain 
Swing.  



 

 23 

as fully part of the predatory nature of capital. Michel Foucault perhaps gives the 

clearest history of how the passions affecting the population and the sexual passions of 

individuals came to be regulated in the nineteenth century by new forms of governance 

at the behest of capitalist development.28 While Foucault certainly understood that 

producing these excessive feelings was a part of their very regulation, like Hirschman, 

he does not consider the novel instrumental in his account of the passions.29 I will show 

the power the novel holds in understanding and affecting everyday life helps 

demonstrate just how the ideas Hirschman and Foucault explain from a macrolevel 

could take hold in the minds of ordinary people.30 

 

28 On individual discipline, he says, “By placing the advent of the age of repression in the 
seventeenth century, after hundreds of years of open spaces and free expression, one adjusts it to 
coincide with the development of capitalism: it becomes integral to the bourgeois order” (5). In 
the eighteenth century, the emergence of the concept of “population” emerged: at the “heart of 
this economic and political problem of population was sex” (25). Foucault takes into account the 
importance biopower had to capitalism: “This bio-power was without question an indispensable 
element in the development of capitalism; the latter would not have been possible without the 
controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment of the 
phenomena of population to economic processes. But this was not all it required; it also needed 
the growth of both these factors, their reinforcement as well as their availability and docility; it 
had to have methods of power capable of optimizing forces, aptitudes, and life in general without 
at the same time making them more difficult to govern” (140-41).  
29 In explaining how power works in The History of Sexuality Vol I, Foucault explains that since 
“resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation power,” and the existence of power 
relationships “depends on the multiplicity of points of resistance ... These points of resistance are 
present everywhere in the power network” (95). 
30 Theorists of the novel such as Nancy Armstrong and D.A. Miller showed us over thirty years 
ago how the form not only encapsulated but built on Foucault’s project. Ann Cvetkovich’s Mixed 
Feelings, which understands feeling via the Foucauldian disciplinary lens, rightly argues, “If 
affect is historically constructed, it can become, as Foucault suggests of sexuality under the rule of 
the repressive hypothesis, not the mechanism for liberation of the self but instead the mechanism 
for the containment and discipline of the self. … If affect can be a source of resistance, it is also … 
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Over the century, the novel followed Darwin’s principles of adaptation perhaps 

more so than any other form of writing, as it sought to alter the basis of human feeling to 

accommodate the material conditions of existence. Just as any species, man or animal, 

must physically adapt to its environment, so must its instincts, passions, and feelings 

(these terms are more or less interchangeable in Darwin’s work). By the 1870s, Darwin 

had figured out what the novel already knew, namely, that the drives enabling survival 

— namely, the rivalry that made men compete for resources with other men, and the 

(closely related) sex drive — had to be contained and redirected if human beings were to 

survive as a social organism.31 By the 1840s, however, the novel had not only begun to 

demonstrate that self-control was virtually synonymous with socio-economic survival 

but had also established that women were largely responsible for a family’s success or 

failure in this respect. Thus, the first step of the novel managing the emotions was to 

understand that the so-called passion between the sexes was more than a feeling: it was 

at the very center of whether or not the changes to England’s economic landscape due to 

industrial capitalism would succeed or fail.  

 

 

a mechanism for power. Affect operates as a form of power not on the model of punishment or 
even overt violence, but on a model of discipline” (31, 40). Foucault, of course, does explain that 
“Power comes from below” (94). The novel is an example of how its mechanisms work in this 
way.  
31 He particularly focused on this in his works The Descent of Man (1871) and The Expression of 
Emotion in Man and Animals (1872). I will elaborate on precisely how feelings worked in Darwin’s 
model of survival in my fourth chapter.  
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Each of the novels on which I focus insists, as does the sensation novel, that 

poorly conceived and managed feelings are dangerous to England’s social stability. 

Sensation novels show us the ill-effects of overrun affect, usually embodied in an 

immoral woman, let loose on a polite society that, in retrospect, is no less perverted than 

its worst offenders. While many of these novels end with those feelings being contained 

and domestic order more or less restored (Lady Audley’s Secret, The Moonstone, East 

Lynne, Armadale), the major canonical works on which I focus ask what happens if the 

feelings generated during times of upheaval could actually be productive rather than 

destructive and if so, for whom and at what cost to others. The following four chapters, 

in turn, focus on the novels of Austen (Persuasion), Brontë (Jane Eyre), Dickens (A Tale of 

Two Cities), and Hardy (Far from the Madding Crowd). As the following chapters 

demonstrate, each author requires a novel concept of emotions that update the 

household. The novels relegate some earlier concept to the past, strip it of its former 

magic, and denigrate its power as purely destructive in order to feature new emotions 

that work toward rendering a community in positive terms.  In each case, a new 

household order arises from the debris of its predecessor, taking with it the form of 

social bond that would no longer be reproduced.   
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IV. Novel Theory 

Since at least F. R. Leavis’s The Great Tradition (1948) drew a through line from 

Austen to Eliot, theorists have argued the form of the novel correlates with its so-called 

“moral interest” (124). When Leavis begins with praising Austen’s realist fiction, he does 

so because of its aesthetic attributes correlate with her ethical investments. Interested in 

maintaining a national canon in the vein of Austen, Leavis famously declared his desire 

to split Daniel Deronda (1876) into two parts, because Eliot was “swept along on a warm 

emotional flow … this is not to say that George Eliot’s intellect here prevails over the 

spontaneities, or that there isn’t a determining drive from within, a triumphant pressure 

of emotion; there is, and that is the trouble” (99). Leavis recognizes that feeling and form 

go hand-in-hand, particularly in how emotion has the potential to disrupt the stabilizing 

moral interest in which he is so invested. Rather than tracking what, precisely, that 

feeling is doing, he seeks to remove it (and, thus, the Daniel portion of the narrative) 

from the novel to maintain its/his aesthetic and social project. Leavis and those who 

build on this line of critical inquiry recognize the potential of feeling to disrupt the social 

order if it is not properly harnessed. These critics, in one way or another, replicate the 

work of the novel itself. Just as the novel socializes feelings to maintain the English 

identity, the scholarly identification of a moral turn of feeling asks us to read the novel 

in a particular way that reifies what has been established as Victorian.   
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Recent scholarship on the novel has updated old twentieth-century versions of 

formalism, while still attending to the questions raised by the work of scholars such as 

Leavis that seek to have an ethical question at their center. For instance, Caroline 

Levine’s influential monograph Forms, while far from being a direct descendant of 

Leavis’s criticism, argues scholars of form should have an ethical project in mind. 

Historical or ahistorical, Levine argues that if we include social forms in our analysis of 

pure aesthetics, formalism takes on a new life (2). Jesse Rosthenal’s Good Form has 

recently taken up Levine’s charge, while simultaneously maintaining a type of reading 

that mirrors Leavis’s desire to read authors with an ethical sense. Where Leavis 

identified unruly emotion, Rosenthal argues we read with feelings that bring a sense of 

order that the Victorian literary canon critics like Leavis created instilled in us: “the 

feeling of rightness, and the pull toward a better conclusion — are those feelings that we 

use to explain the rightness of a conclusion, or the familiarity of a text over space and 

time” (7).32 Although the ahistorical readings of Leavis and Rosthenal are very different 

from many of the major accounts that scholars of the nineteenth century have produced 

in relation to “feeling,” they all presuppose the novel form and feeling, broadly defined, 

co-shape one another. 
 

32 Like Leavis, who winnows down the canon of nineteenth-century literature to a select number 
of authors, Rosthenal declares we consider very few authors truly Victorian: “To the extent that 
nineteenth-century realism becomes a key site for formal narrative analysis, it does so because it 
fits the model of a story that makes sense, that works according to a narrative grammar that we 
understand” (193). I would remark that part of the power of the novel is helping make sense of a 
world in which may inhabit but not quite understand. 
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Scholars of Victorian form (such as Levine) and of Victorian feeling (such as 

Rachel Ablow)33 have noted that Foucault’s work on discipline shapes their conception 

of what the novel does. Foucault’s work on power, both in terms of its work on the 

individual and the population, illuminates how the novel may work its magic to 

discipline individual bodies and regulate the surplus populations that move through the 

pages of the nineteenth-century novel. When Ann Cvetkovich published Mixed Feelings 

in 1992, just before affect theory became a mainstay subfield in literary studies, 34 she 

expanded on the work of Armstrong and Miller from the 1980s. Armstrong and Miller’s 

projects were both concerned with the novel’s ability to manufacture Victorian subjects 

whose conduct aligns with the values of the novel. Part of that work, as Cvetkovich 

emphasizes, was the novel’s ability to discipline what she calls affect, a term that is 

undefined in Mixed Feelings.35 Cvetkovich’s work on the sensation novel and affect 

 

33 Rachel Ablow does this in her essay “Victorian Feeling and the Victorian Novel,” which 
analyzes a wide range of scholarly work from the 1970s onwards with the intention of 
demonstrating that studying feeling is part and parcel of how we conceive of the Victorian novel. 
34 Cvetkovich’s book was released three years before Eve Sedgwick and Adam Frank’s “Shame in 
the Cybernetic Fold” and Brian Massumi’s “The Autonomy of Affect” were published in 1995, 
popularizing affect theory. Sedgwick and Frank were interested in Silvan Tomkins’s affect theory, 
which imagined specific affects hard-wired into the body. Sedgewick and Frank actually 
criticized Cvetovich’s use of affect for its lack of specificity. Massumi was interested in a more 
nebulous form of affect that comes from Spinoza’s concept of feelings, which emphasizes “By 
emotion (affects) I understand the affectations of the body by which the body’s power of activity 
is increased or diminished, assisted or checked, together with the ideas of these affections” … 
“the mind and the body are one and the same thing” (Ethics 103, 104). For more on current trends 
in affect theory, see The Affect Theory Reader.  
35 Cvetkovich would late explain in Depression: A Public Feeling, “I tend to use affect in a generic 
sense … as a category that encompasses affect, emotion, and feeling, and that includes impulses, 
desires, and feelings that get historically constructed in a range of ways (whether as distinct 
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demonstrated that feeling was not always disruptive but could, as Hirschman suggests 

in his work on the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, be harnessed: “Rather than 

leading to social change, the expression of feeling can become an end in itself or an 

individualist solution to systemic problems” (1). The early work on Foucault’s theories 

of discipline in relation to the individual also opened up a theoretical question: by what 

means does feeling work (or not work) on a population? Although Emily Steinlight’s 

work on population and the novel does not directly focus on feeling, by virtue of her 

demonstration of how the novel acted as an apparatus of biopolitical thought, her 

intervention in Victorian novel studies reminds us that population-thinking accounts for 

those who could not be managed by discipline. Affect outside of liberal-humanist 

management, Steinlight reminds us, can act as a challenge to order (9). My project 

certainly draws on both Foucault and these Foucauldian understandings of the 

nineteenth-century novel when I ask how, precisely, affect transformed from an 

unmanageable threat to becoming the very socialized feeling that ameliorated tensions 

in the English populace.  

Science of mind approaches to the literary have elaborated on just how the novel 

is able to produce what they recognize as feelings. Lisa Zunshine “makes a case for 

 

 

specific emotions or as a generic category often contrasted with reason …. I also like to use 
feeling as a generic term that does some of the same work” (4). 
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admitting the recent findings of cognitive psychologists into literary studies by showing 

how their research into the ability to explain behavior in terms of the underlying states 

of mind” can reveal new insights into literary texts, including how “cognitive cravings 

… are satisfied —and created!— when we read fiction” (4). Kay Young, charting a 

course from Austen to Hardy, sees the nineteenth-century novel as a model of the 

integrated mind because of its “embodied and emotionally stimulating ‘mind work’” (4). 

Cognitive science allows these scholars to track both the predictability of forms we 

produce and how we read them. Nicholas Dames, in drawing upon this work, has 

shown how the nineteenth century produced theories of the science of mind that parallel 

the cognitive science of the contemporary. In doing so, Dames shows how there is a 

relationship between reading and affect that, rather than seeing the novel’s audience as 

being directed by the content they consume, creates a two way pull between the reader 

and the novel form.36  

While many literary critics of the nineteenth century differ from these purely 

cognitive models, there is a sense throughout much of the work on feeling that the novel 

itself plays a role in how we feel in the present moment. In her introduction to the 

 

36 Dames, in his discussion of Victorian novel theorists read, argues affect is “the output of the 
highly mechanical nervous system. Thus the strange interest of this field of novel theory in 
describing not unique, pleasurable, or dangerous narratives, or authorial careers, but novel-
readers, engaged in a mental act that is somewhat less than fully conscious, part of a large social 
machine of novelistic consumption” (60). Other Victorians scholars are interested in how the 
Victorian science of mind affects how we read, such as William Cohen who has also theorized 
how the novel captures embodied experience through bodily sensation.  
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collection The Feeling of Reading, Ablow argues, “reading was commonly regarded as at 

least as valuable as an affective experience as it was as a way to convey information or 

increase understanding. They underscore the intended activity of the reader and the 

extent to which she or he was expected and encourage to participate in the production of 

the text” (2). In short, there is an exchange between the reader and the novel that allows 

for not just the production of feelings but also their management.37 Like Adela Pinch, 

who examines how feelings manifested in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

Ablow comes to the conclusion that feelings are not merely owned by an individual but 

rather they connect us to others, in and outside the literary (Pinch 7). Alicia Christoff’s 

new monograph Novel Relations reads twentieth-century British psychology alongside 

Hardy and Eliot to build on these scholarly claims, arguing that reading is relational: 

“these feelings and phenomena of shared experience are reproduced at the site of 

reading — and, indeed, may have originated there” (17).  

These scholars, in drawing from philosophy, history, and science to help us 

understand literature, all propose definitions of feeling that suggest novels conceive of 

emotions based on what it is outside their form, rather than defining what feeling is 

based on its own literary language. Sianne Ngai approaches the reason why we should 
 

37 Similarly, Susan Zieger has recently built on questions of “how the earlier period established 
entwined affective, psychological, social, and cultural habits of media consumption that we still 
experience” (3). Elaine Auyoung has recently explored the question of what about the realist 
novel’s form makes “readers from the nineteenth century to the present” express the sentiment 
“that novels ‘feel real’” (14).  
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turn to the novel to understand how feeling has changed over time, as “the sociopolitical 

itself has changed in a manner that both calls forth and calls upon a new set of feelings 

— ones less powerful than the classical political passions, though perhaps more suited, 

in their ambient, Bartlebyan, but still diagnostic nature, for models of subjectivity, 

collectivity, and agency not entirely foreseen by past theorists of the commonwealth” 

(5). In using Herman Melville’s “Bartleby, the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street” (1853) to 

explain how feelings appear and are theorized, Ngai suggests that literary text itself is a 

better starting point for us to understand the emotions and why, as I explain, they had to 

be altered so radically throughout the nineteenth century. Ngai sees “the difference 

between affect and emotion … as a modal difference of intensity or degree, rather than a 

formal difference of quality or kind,” yet moves away from literature as a source of 

theorization (27). Frederic Jameson’s The Antimonies of Realism, however, picks up where 

Ngai left off to trace affect as an emerging narrative impulse that could be recognized as 

a far different feeling than the traditional system of named emotions. Jameson, far more 

than any other theorist of feeling, turns toward the novel to provide definitions of how 

to conceptualize feeling. To conclude my introduction, I turn to Jameson’s dualism for a 

theoretical underpinning to distinguish between emotion and affect in a novelistic sense. 

In doing so, I explain the link between the reconception of emotions and the dispersal of 

insurgent feeling that threatened English stability over and again throughout the 

century.  
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IV. Novel Emotions 

While in hindsight we tend to narrate England’s investments in industrial 

capitalism and empire as a steady march toward domination, the nineteenth-century 

novel tells a rather different tale.38 The core of every novel focuses on “a potential 

emergence or a potential breakdown” (Jameson 26) of England’s transition from 

agriculturalism to imperial urbanism. From this perspective, the history of the novel and 

the upheavals of everyday life that accompanied the onset of capitalism were 

synonymous. To capture the tension that organized the milieu of various moments in 

time, the novel restaged the periodic upheavals of the social world as upheavals within 

the private lives of individuals and the disposition of their emotions. The latter called, 

not for a more adequate system of social relations for individuals to occupy, but a more 

adequate way of codifying and systematizing emotion to accommodate social categories 

that grew increasingly dependent on economic distinctions, or what we now mean by 

“class.”  We might see this process beginning with the redefinition of the early modern 

passions described in Hirschman’s The Passions and the Interests. Throughout the 

nineteenth century, as I show, the novel periodically responded to a succession of such 

changes by anticipating popular resistance to altered material conditions, personalizing 

 

38 Étienne Balibar warns us, “The history of nations … is always already presented to us in the 
form of a narrative which attributes to these entities the continuity of a subject. The formation of 
the nation thus appears as the fulfillment of a ‘project’ stretching over centuries … the imaginary 
singularity of national formations is constructed daily, by moving back from the present into the 
past” (87). 
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that resistance, transforming it into sexual attraction, and holding it captive to marriage 

plots that introduced flexibility into social categories that were hardening along 

economic lines. Insofar as the novel made the management of feeling equivalent to 

managing a population, the novel could provide an expanding middle-class readership 

with the means of weathering economic disruptions — provided that readership 

accepted the argument that if the problem resided in the new economy, then the 

solution resided in heart and home.39  

Given that the nineteenth century saw regular revisions of the named emotions, 

we must assume that a countervailing force was at play. To explain what I mean by this, 

let me turn to The Antimonies of Realism, where Jameson reiterates his signature point 

that realism can never arrive at a true “synthesis” but only at “the unity of attraction and 

repulsion, the unity of struggle” (7). The nineteenth-century novel, as he explains it, 

seized upon an antinomy that pulled the narrative in two directions, toward the named 

and classified emotions, on the one hand, and toward greater intensities of embodied 

sensation (or what Jameson calls “affect”), on the other.  At those moments when the 

population threatened to become a disruptive force, which occurred with some 

regularity during the nineteenth century, the novel responds by unleashing some — 

 

39 I draw inspiration from Sara Ahmed who argues “that emotions do things, and work to align 
individuals with collectives – or bodily space with social space – through the very intensity of 
their attachments. Rather than seeing emotions as psychological dispositions, we need to 
consider how they work, in concrete and particular ways, to mediate the relationship between the 
psychic and the social, and between the individual and collective” (26-7). 
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usually monstrous — embodiment of uncoded feeling. The main “structural difference 

between emotion and affect,” Jameson explains, is that emotions are defined through 

their naming (friendship, sympathy, love, etc.) and placement with a historically specific 

system of feeling, while affect “somehow elude[s] language” (29). In the form of what he 

calls “global waves of generalized sensation,” our responses to sensory information 

cannot be pinned down into specific emotions and is free to expand and intensify. The 

question that Dickens raises in a novel like A Tale of Two Cities is how to manage an 

insurgence of such human feeling before it spreads through an economically deprived 

population and puts the entire social order up for grabs.  

While the prevailing system of named emotions objectify them as recognizable 

subjective states, those feelings that arise spontaneously and accumulate on their own 

have already bypassed the cognitive faculties of human consciousness (32). Rather than 

“representing” a particular disposition of a particular body or bodies, affect registers 

intensities, a concept that Jameson explains by way of musical analogy: “Chromaticism 

here means a waxing and waning of the scale, a slippage up and down the tones which 

dismisses all respect for their individual implications …. Affect becomes the very 

chromaticism of the body itself … such changeability endows the dimension of affect 

with a capacity for transformation” (39, 42). To understand how the body becomes 

something like a musical instrument with which affect performs, we might consider 

how it moves the revolutionary crowd in A Tale of Two Cities to launch its attack on the 
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Bastille: with “a roar that sounded as if all the breath in France had been shaped into the 

detested word, the living sea rose, wave on wave, depth on depth, and overflowed the 

city to that point” (223).  This passage offers no insight into the uproar’s cause but 

emphasizes its effect, which is to transform a rebellious population into an inhuman 

force that approaches the crescendo of some nightmarish symphony. As it imagines the 

crowd’s “slippage up and down” an affective scale, the sexually inflected climaxing and 

receding of a “living sea” corresponds to the scalar movement of Jameson’s description. 

Narration gives way to increasingly expansive description in the novel’s attempt to 

capture the intensities of the affect that have washed away every meaningful distinction 

between individuals and turned the mass into an instrument of their expression. 

Where the named emotions may be incorporated in the plot as either causes or 

effects, affect takes over the plot and makes the human actors play its tune, rather than 

the narrator’s. In order to make this point, Jameson had to update Georg Lukács’s 

“Narrate or Describe?,” which throws its weight behind narration as that instrument of 

human action (116). For Lukács, narration is the novelist’s means of establishing “the 

relationship of characters to objects and events, a dynamic interaction” (112). 

Description, by contrast, provides the setting in which this action takes place. When it 

emerges from the background and takes over the action, the human actors “become 

mere still lives” (138), and rather than participate in the historical process, Lukács 

argues, both character and reader become “merely observers” (116). If the novel alone is 
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capable of capturing “the form of life,” then, in obscuring the struggle for the means of 

production, the descriptive style would blunt the entire purpose of the novel. When he 

rethinks the descriptive tendency into the literary expression of insurgent affect, the 

argument in Antinomies of Realism challenges the priority that Lukács places on 

narration. Description provides the novelist with the literary means to express the effect 

of affect.  

I have laid out in brief Jameson’s revision of Lukács’s argument for purposes of 

showing how affect became a major player in the Victorian novel. The novel took the 

form it did during the so-called age of realism by releasing devastating forms of affect 

and then formulating ways of containing and harnessing them—or else relegating them 

to the category of delusion (Miss Havisham), psychopathology (Bertha Mason), or the 

supernatural (Heathcliff).  Corresponding to moments of political economic crisis, the 

unleashing of unknown and unstoppable affect could anticipate political upheaval and 

manage that threat in psychological terms. To do so, novels individuated the source of 

affect and relocated it from nature into urban streets and rural villages, invading the 

homes of respectable people, where it was embodied in biological deviants (Bertha 

Mason, Lydia Gwilt, Bradley Headstone) or unruly multitudes (the crowd in Barnaby 

Rudge or the mob of enraged workers in North and South).  My dissertation shows how 

the novel dealt with mostly minor and self-contained insurrections by revising affect 
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through a method of individuating, naming, and finding a way to contain and remediate 

these feelings.  

Less obvious was how the Victorian novel dealt with the scientific claim that 

certain human feelings were capable of overwhelming education, social identity, family 

roles, and the usual patterns of social behavior, once those feelings were rooted in the 

natural instincts built into each human body for purposes of species survival (e.g. the 

basic emotions paradigm). Consider the following example from Thomas Hardy’s Far 

From the Madding Crowd, a novel produced by an author well-read in the natural sciences 

and who examined human emotion from that perspective. Not by accident does his 

narration fall into description as Madding Crowd’s heroine abandons her farm, and 

therefore her obligations to business and home, upon discovering her husband’s 

preference for the recently deceased Fanny Robbin. Bathsheba finds herself transported 

into an unrecognizable world going “along the dark road neither knowing nor caring 

about the direction or issue of her flight. The first time that she had definitely noticed 

her position was when she reached a gate leading into a thicket overhung by some large 

oak and beech trees … She could think of nothing better to do with her palpitating self 

than to go in here and hide.” As Bathsheba disappears into the “thicket,” even she lacks 

all ability to discern her own cognitive state: “Whether she slept or not that night 

Bathsheba was not clearly aware” (264).  Indeed, her cognitive state is a state of 

dysfunction and absence, as she “neither” knows “nor” cares and her thoughts of what 
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to do are close to “nothing.” As a “palpitating self,” we must assume, Bathsheba’s 

responses to her environment do not pass through cognitive centers that allow her to 

identify a conscious emotional state but, instead, register directly on a body that does 

the thinking for her. This scene acts as a complete nullification of the named emotions, 

or, to put another way, the novel disabuses the reader of the idea that human feeling is 

something that can be fully known and manipulated through the traditional system. 

Once this is established, the novel can dismiss the older system of emotion and focus its 

energies into bringing affect under control. Finding techniques to socialize affect grants 

novelists the possibility of a new and more adequate way of naming the emotions and, 

thus, managing them. Only after feeling is revised can a novel such as Madding Crowd 

proceed to a relatively comedic ending. That the Victorian novel tends to have a 

“happy” ending is the logical conclusion to this formula, as such a conclusion provides a 

form of the household suited to manage feelings specific to its moment in time.  

The disruptions that accompanied global capitalism — the horizontal expansion 

of Englishness and the movement of the English population across the globe that was 

associated with trade, the shift to the grueling wage labor system, the rapid increase of 

the urban populace, the reorganization of the rural economy after the rise of 

industrialization — created the conditions for popular uprising. All of these cultural 

cataclysms were threats to the English identity: how could a national community be 

maintained across a century of continual disruption? If England is perceived as 
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remaining relatively conflict free during the nineteenth century compared to its 

continental counterparts, then some force of attraction must have held its population 

together in spite of these fractures. This force, as both the nineteenth-century novel and 

contemporaneous critical thought tells us, was the passion between the sexes. There was 

a collapse between how the national culture reproduced itself biologically and critically, 

as Immanuel Kant would indicate at the end of the eighteenth century. Sexual attraction 

had such potential to be disruptive, as writers from Darwin to Mayhew to Dickens 

would show, because it was tied to bodily sensation, or, what Jameson identifies as 

affect. The project of the novel was to socialize this affective insurgence and create a 

sequence of households that produced the illusion of English continuity from the 

beginning of the century until its end. Across four chapters, this dissertation moves 

chronologically from the time of Jane Austen to the 1870s with the purpose of showing 

just how the novel strategically replaced the old system of named emotions with 

socialized affects. By the time Darwin had recognized humans are governed by bodily 

instincts, the novel had found a way to not only normalize this theory but also ensure 

that these affects could be shaped into a moral sense that governed heart and home. 

Thus, over the arc of my argument, the novel encounters a sequence of crises in which it 

collaborates with scientific theory and biopolitical policy to formulate an updated 

popular model for managing the emotions. Over the course of the century, and through 

repeated crises, I trace a decided decline in the principle that a system of “named 
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emotions,” and thus individual cognition, can manage the emergence and contagious 

spread of uncoded human feeling. 

Because England’s population was being detached from the land to be sent 

abroad or funneled into city centers, the ancestral country house could no longer act as a 

universal symbol for a stable community. My first chapter examines Austen’s final 

completed novels to demonstrate how the concept of the country house could be 

transformed for a mobile English community and upheld through a new system of 

feeling. Reading Kant’s “Perpetual Peace” (1795) alongside Emma (1815), I establish that 

the principles that guided cosmopolitan tolerance also guided the traditional country 

house — travellers could move across the globe without abandoning the character of 

home, just as the inhabitants of the country house could encounter strangers without 

tainting their enclosed circle. The key to tolerance was its filtration system; those that 

were not part of the community could pass through strange land, but they could not 

marry and put down roots. While Emma certainly valorizes the extended household of 

the country house, Austen’s final novel Persuasion not only exposes the cracks in this 

institution’s foundation but pries them open to allow something wholly new to emerge. 

Austen chooses to begin Persuasion with a destabilized country house to make it clear to 

her readers that affect could no longer be contained through tolerance but, instead, was 

already inside the community. Tying affect to threats of errant desires, Austen separates 

the culture of the country house from its property to preserve the shared fantasy of 
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polite English life. In much the same way that Hirschman saw philosophers harness the 

passions to further capitalism, this chapter argues that Austen harnessed affect through 

socialization to provide her readers with a means to imagine a new community not 

based on traditional kinship relations. In capturing and massaging bodily affect into a 

form of disgust, Austen made taste affective. If any individual who passed the taste test 

could be admitted to a circle of like-minded friends, that circle could hold up under the 

stress of comings and goings and better defend the English way of life wherever it might 

be located. This chapter sets up a baseline on which the analysis of the rest of my 

dissertation will precede: the novel’s recognition of an insurgence of affect, its 

destruction of naturalized family relations that cannot cope with such an upheaval, its 

creation of both a new system of feelings and an institution to contain them, and the 

capacity of feelings simultaneously to challenge and accommodate economic change. 

While Austen revised the country house, she nevertheless focused on the “best 

circles” of English society. The Victorian novel, to the contrary, was interested in 

managing a far different population — one that had been barred entry to the Pump 

Room. By turning to Jane Eyre in my second chapter — a novel that quite literally razes 

the country house and its culture to the ground — I will show how the novel 

simultaneously tames affect and its passionate protagonist. Taking Darwin and Engels’s 

accounts of Tierra del Fuego and the Irish sector of industrial Manchester as examples, I 

show how the ethnographic writing of the Hungry Forties tied primitive passion to 
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cruelty and the disruption of any attempt at a civilized order. Brontë’s novel, to the 

contrary, takes issue with the juxtaposition of civilization and instinct. To do so, the 

novel runs a series of social experiments wherein Jane Eyre enters a small world — the 

Lowood school for girls or Thornfield Hall — only to disrupt its equilibrium. The 

consequence of every experiment is that the novel gains a better understanding of how 

to domesticate affect in order to redefine romantic love as a positive force. In 

repackaging affect through this bond of intimate passion, Brontë sanctifies the exclusive 

intimacy that linked the heterosexual couple to their immediate offspring as the sole 

basis for both enduring social bonds and physical survival. Romantic love, then, 

paradoxically engineered a nuclear family that could survive a time of extreme 

economic scarcity. 

Brontë may have established a household that could support the wage labor 

system, but it was authors like Charles Dickens who put that institution to the test in 

urban metropoles. As every Dickens novel shows, the cityscape was populated by the 

debris of the nuclear family rather than households sheltering their inmates from the 

heartless world. Following reformist and revolutionary writers such as Mayhew and 

Marx, Dickens traces the ruptures of the nuclear family to the passions, which he 

deemed just as heartless as the industrial economy. Even as Dickens was skeptical of 

using socialized instincts as the foundation for a caretaking institution, he signaled to his 

readers he would not return to eighteenth-century theories of sentimentality by 
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critiquing Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments. As I show in my third chapter, 

while Smith’s spectator put the moral sentiments into practice by way of making them 

exclusive to the gentleman, Dickens struck back at Smith by formulating perhaps the 

first truly popular concept of the moral sentiments. I read A Tale of Two Cities (1859) as 

the Dickens novel that stages the conflict between overrun affect and moral sentiments 

on an epic scale: the chimeric body of French revolutionaries embodies violent affect, 

threatening to swallow up his sentimental figures. Dickens reverses the logic of 

substitution carried out by the guillotine through his own violent maneuver of offering 

reformed lumpenproletariat figures as sacrificial lambs. The novel’s sleight-of-hand stages 

this move as an alternative to the violence caused by overrun affect, even as this tactic 

accomplishes what the revolutionaries desired: the destruction of an old system of 

relations. Dickens’s reformist vision leaves a chain of miniature caretaking communities 

held together by a new form of sentimentalism. The novel’s conclusion implies, then, 

that the failed revolution did not so much collapse as was moved elsewhere, beyond the 

borders of the English homeland. 

As if to take up Dickens’s concern that kindness was developed in spite of, rather 

than in tandem with, the natural instincts, Darwin’s later work argued that all feelings, 

including those that produced mutualistic social bonds, were instinctual. My final 

chapter turns to Hardy’s Far From the Madding Crowd where the novelist put Darwin’s 

world of affect to the test by admitting humans were far more often driven by instincts 
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than previously supposed. The sexual passion disturbing Wessex works in a similar 

manner to the courtships and battles of sexual selection. Hardy recognized that desire 

does not emerge based on traits that should be reproduced, as Darwin assumed, but in 

spite of them. Given the wayward desires of his populations, and the resulting inability 

to perpetuate the species, Hardy asks if incorporating moral sense into the courtship 

process could act as a corrective drive. The result of this literary experiment is a couple 

that embodies the principles of the orchid and pollinator relationship Darwin chronicled 

over the course of his career far more than any other natural relation. Consequently, 

feelings of pleasure were connected to feelings of instinctual sympathy. This new system 

of feeling and relations may hold together all the organic beings that populate the rural 

ecosystem, but rather than naturalize moral sense as the answer to wayward desire, 

Hardy demonstrates that these relations and their reproduction are tentative. While 

novels like Far From the Madding Crowd and Eliot’s Daniel Deronda (1876) play with the 

mutualistic instincts brought about by naturalized moral sense, they are the last gasp of 

a genre attempting to figure out how to follow a narrative of natural progress vis-a-vis 

Darwin in which the strongest that survive (both in the individual and population sense) 

are also the most civilized and naturally kind. The late novels of the Victorian period 

build on this the untethering of survival from sociality, suggesting that the traits needed 

to survive in the modern world may very well enforce cruelty and despicable behavior. 

As a consequence, the bonds between individuals at the end of the novel would 
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potentially lack anything to suggest they are stable, social, or reproducible, prompting 

the question of where the affective impulse would next guide the novel form. 

This work all took place under the guise of fiction that, at its core, was interested 

in preserving and valorizing domestic life. Jameson sees the nineteenth century as being 

“characterized as the era of the triumph of everyday life, and of the hegemony of its 

categories everywhere, over the rarer and more exception moments of heroic deeds and 

‘extreme situations’” (109). When we follow the narrative impulse of affect during its 

rise throughout the nineteenth century, we nevertheless come to see the everyday as a 

battleground of sorts. I titled this dissertation More Than a Feeling to emphasize how the 

novel drew an intimate connection between the emotions that governed everyday 

interactions and the socio-political milieu of its moment, imbuing feeling with great 

power. The preservation of normative daily life depended entirely on whether or not the 

novel could capture and socialize affect. Even as the insurgency that accompanied 

unfettered affect was contained and sublimated, the new system of feelings that 

emerged provoked the realist novel to evolve into an entirely different creature by the 

end of the century. The feelings recognized by the novel, then, were responsible for 

ensuring the novel remained novel, in the sense that the form could negotiate and unify 

the struggles of its times, to its continually expanding and diversifying readership
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Chapter One: Philosophy in Jane Austen’s Pump Room: How Enlightened Tolerance 
Became Disgust 

Few eighteenth-century scholars would want to put Jane Austen in the same 

conversation as Immanuel Kant.1 Both the novelist and the philosopher nevertheless felt 

obliged to adjust their way of envisioning the world to an emergent global economy that 

was disturbing traditional culture across Europe and especially in England. In an era of 

rapidly expanding international trade, a scramble for resources abroad, and the 

circulation of foreign goods throughout the European countryside, Austen and Kant 

both confronted the question of how a nation could maintain a national character rooted 

in shared culture, given the international market by which it found itself increasingly 

enriched.2 Viewing it as an organic given, they felt that the national culture had to be 

protected from adulteration. To preserve traditional culture, they not only developed a 

model of national community untethered from territory but, in doing so, also provided a 

way for that community to maintain its integrity over time and in other places. While 

Kant proposed tolerance as a means of navigating an expanding and yet bounded state, 

Austen, I will argue, developed a notion of taste capable of filtering out those who do 

not belong to the community. Against a turbulent economic landscape, her novel 

 

1 A version of this chapter originally appeared in the Winter 2020 of Eighteenth-Century Fiction. 
See “Philosophy in Austen’s Pump Room: How Enlightened Tolerance Became Disgust,” 
Eighteenth-Century Fiction, 32.2, Winter 2019-20, pp. 317-340. 
2 Immanuel Kant was not the only European philosopher to debate this point. On eighteenth-
century scepticism towards empire, see Jennifer Pitts, A Turn to Empire: The Rise of Imperial 
Liberalism in Britain and France. 
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Persuasion (1817) displaces Kantian tolerance with a concept of disgust that abjects those 

who would corrupt the social norms of respectable English people. By linking taste with 

disgust, Austen makes each individual who passes the taste test both the bearer and 

defender of the English way of life wherever it may be located geographically. 

 

I. The Problem of Universals 

In his well-known essay “To Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch” (1795), 

Kant demonstrates how a nation could permit porous borders for travel and trade while 

maintaining a coherent character:3  

A nation is not (like the ground on which it is located) a possession … It is a 
society of men whom no one other than the nation itself can command or dispose 
of. Since, like a tree, each nation has its own roots, to incorporate it into another 
nation as a graft, denies its existence as a moral person, turns it into a thing, and 
thus contradicts the concept of the original contract, without which a people … 
has no rights. (108)    
 

His comparison of the nation to “a tree” [Stamm in the original German]4 with “its own 

roots” allows Kant to move from the figure of contract, “a society of men,” to a 

 

3 Kant developed his definition of national character during the course of his career as he 
participated in an argument over what both held a national community together and limited it, if 
not blood relations. Kant’s Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764) and 
Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View (1798) examine the unique characters of specific 
peoples in the manner of David Hume’s “Of National Characters” (1748). Johann Gottfried 
Herder, a proponent of nationalism and Kant’s student, located nationhood in the culture shared 
by members of a nation. Despite his well-known differences from Kant, Herder describes the 
nation in a manner similar to Kant’s “Perpetual Peace.” As Herder puts it, “It is nature which 
educates families: the most natural state is, therefore, one nation, an extended family with one 
national character. This it retains for ages ... For a nation is as natural a plant as a family, only 
with more branches” (324).  
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metaphor that allows him to think of the nation in a different register. Stamm holds a 

double meaning: “tribe,” or a shared kinship, and “trunk,” or the stem of a tree. This 

figure simultaneously sets up and solves the problem of a territorialized nation, as Kant 

may counter the botanical notion of a tree and its roots planted in the ground with the 

notion of a genealogical tree, or kinship dispersed through people.5 As he puts it in The 

Metaphysics of Morals (1797), “As natives of a country, those who constitute a nation can 

be looked upon analogously to descendants of the same ancestors ... since they are born of 

the same mother (the republic) they constitute as it were one family” (114, emphasis 

added). Rights are only important within the scope that each citizen acknowledges every 

other to be a part of the national “family.” Natives of a country may have different 

family lines but, as Kant shows, they share a national culture (language, religion, etc.) 

that gives them a singular character (PP 125). Kant makes it clear that the everyday 

practices, which promote a sense of community, show a nation’s “members (citizens of 

 

 

4 See Zumewigen Frieden Ein Philosophischer Entwurf for the original text. In German, Kant stated, 
“Ein Staat ist nämlich nicht (wie etwa der Boden, auf dem er seinen Sitz hat) eine Habe (patrimonium). Er 
ist eine Gesellschaft von Menschen, über die niemand anders, als er selbst, zu gebieten und zu disponieren 
hat. Ihn aber, der selbst als Stamm seine eigene Wurzel hatte, als Pfropfreis einem andern Staate 
einzuverleiben, heißt seine Existenz, als einer moralischen Person, aufheben, und aus der letzteren eine 
Sache machen, und widerspricht also der Idee des ursprünglichen Vertrags, ohne die sich kein Recht über 
ein Volk denken läßt” (7). 
5 Carlo Ginzburg discusses the idea of family resemblance over and against the genealogical tree. 
Kant’s concept of Stamm implies both, allowing Kant to shift his definition of the nation from the 
latter to the former. For how blood would become an important part of logic later in the Victorian 
period, see how Kathy Psomiades, for instance, discusses the role this “status” plays in her article 
“Heterosexual Exchange and Other Victorian Fictions.”  
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the state) are of equally high birth and do not mix with those who may live near them in 

a state of nature, whom they regard as inferior” (Metaphysics of Morals 114). Members of 

a nation may imagine themselves as equal because they know the basic rituals of cultural 

respect that allows them to be a part of a national kinship system, whereas foreigners do 

not. I want to emphasize that the figure of Stamm provides the means by which Kant 

detaches national origins from a territorial homeland and replants its roots in a 

traditional culture that can be dispersed around the world, allowing him to imagine an 

individual who can travel without losing national character or cannibalizing another 

nation. 

On this basis, Kant lays out his theory of the cosmopolitan right, which is “the 

right of an alien not to be treated as an enemy upon his arrival into another’s country ... 

the right to visit, to associate, belongs to all men ... since the earth is a globe, they cannot 

scatter themselves infinitely, but must, finally tolerate living in close proximity” (PP 

118). Claiming travel as a natural right, Kant famously proposes “universal hospitality” 

to ensure tolerance for travellers. Tolerance will allow members of different nations to 

negotiate what he terms their “mutual hatred” and bear with one another so long as 

they can travel and trade “peaceably” (PP 125, 118).6 The law of hospitality guarantees 

 

6 Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse have further elaborated Kant’s specific type of 
cosmopolitanism: “Kant’s notion of hospitality addresses the problem of those who dwell within 
established national boundaries and want the freedom to cross them at will. Except for pirates 
and nomads, his world is composed of people with fixed national identities and a home to return 
to, and he can therefore assume that neither stranger nor host need be altered by their encounter” 
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that individuals who travel beyond territorial boundaries can maintain their national 

character while brokering alliances between nations.7 Yet Kant recognizes that European 

travellers can be far from peaceable. 

In what would become a characteristic liberal move, he turns to the source of that 

problem— Europe’s economic expansion, which he deems the “spirit of trade”—as the 

solution to itself. Nations, he contends, should channel their competitive energy into 

producing their own goods for trade and, by “virtue of [their] mutual interest,” come to 

see perpetual peace as the only viable climate for trade.8 Here, we see Kant positioning 

international trade against primitive accumulation (even as Marx would later remind us 

of their being part of the same system of political economy)9 because, he claims, it will 

 

 

(672). Liesbet Vanhaute is sure to note that contracts are the means by which Kant proposes to 
grant settlers’ rights: “foreign merchants ... must come to an agreement with the locals living 
around them, making a number of arrangements with them ... Contracts are a way in which 
settlers can acquire rights they did not have before” (135). As Edward Said states in Culture and 
Imperialism, “The main battle in imperialism is over land, of course; but when it came to who 
owned the land, who had the right to settle and work on it, who kept it going, who won it back, 
and who now plans its future—these issues were reflected, contested, and even for a time 
decided in narrative” (xiii). 
7 In order to place limits on the scramble among European nations to claim the resources, people, 
and territories of the rest of the world, Kant famously proposed a “league” of nations. This plan 
was as much to protect Europe from “going native” as to protect the rest of the world from 
European imperialism: “This league does not seek any power of the sort possessed by nations, 
but only the maintenance and security of each nation’s own freedom, as well as that of the other 
nations leagued with it” (PP, 117).  
8 A.O. Hirschman provides further examples such as Montesquieu who also are interested in 
using the “spirit of commerce” to solve this problem in a similar way (71).  
9 Karl Marx’s Capital: Volume One, renamed Adam Smith’s “previous accumulation” (1018). Marx 
remarks, “This primitive accumulation plays in Political Economy about the same part as original 
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“produced and secured by an equilibrium of the liveliest competing powers,” putting all 

peoples on a level playing field (PP 125). Kant’s claims, here, fall into a pattern of 

eighteenth-century thinkers that A.O. Hirschman recognized as looking for a solution to 

chaos in “the idea of harnessing the passions, instead of simply repressing them,” 

including avarice (16).10 Daniel Cottom calls attention to the irony that, by positioning 

trade against colonial violence, Kant builds his entire argument on a false opposition. In 

that cannibalism is another way of talking about the intractable difference between 

savage and civilized societies, Cottom helps us see “that far from being barbarous, 

cannibalism”—in the form of violent appropriations of the lives and labour of others— 

“was actually demanded by civilization” (150). There is less of a divide between trade 

and imperial seizure than Kant admits.  

Kant, however, regards colonization as a very different relation to other nations 

than consensual trade agreements. Indeed, he finds it “terrifying” (PP 119). For him, 

 

 

sin in theology” (1019). Noting the move from the feudal economy to the modern one, Marx 
states, “The so-called primitive accumulation, therefore, is nothing else than the historical process 
of divorcing the producer from the means of production. It appears as primitive, because it forms 
the pre-historic stage of capital and of the mode of production corresponding with it … In the 
history of primitive accumulation all revolutions are epoch-making that act as levers for the 
capital class in course of formation; but, above all, those moments when great masses of men are 
suddenly and forcibly torn from their means of subsistence, and hurled as free and ‘unattached’ 
proletarians on the labour market” (1020, 1022). 
10 Hirschman later states, looking at thinkers such as Hume, Johnson, and Montesquieu, that the 
“love of money” has characteristics “which set it apart from others” — “constancy, doggedness, 
and sameness one day to the next and from one person to the next” (54).  
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colonization accompanies and instigates the perpetual cycle of warfare he abhors.11 

Illegal takeovers constitute a violation of the social contract that bears comparison to 

cannibalism. The cannibal, in his view, personifies the ultimate violation of 

contractualism because it fails to acknowledge the right of autonomy: “The primary 

difference between European and American savages is this, that while many of the latter 

tribes have been completely eaten by their enemies, the former know how to make better 

use of those they have conquered than to consume them: they increase the number of 

their subjects and thus also the quantity of instruments they have to wage even more 

extensive wars” (PP 116).12 His metonymic link of the European colonizer with the 

American “cannibal” suggests that, in Kant’s mind, civilized warfare and plunder is no 

different from tribal warfare in its tendency to perpetuate cycles of violence and 

appropriation.13 What does this say about the English who travel abroad? 

 

11 Flikschuh and Ypi’s edited volume Kant and Colonialism explores the contradictions that 
colonialism produces in Kant’s work. Pauline Kleingeld’s contribution takes readers through 
Kant’s earlier racist and imperialist work before showing how later works like “Perpetual Peace” 
took an anti-imperialist stance. Despite this change, she contends, “Conceptually speaking, it is 
possible to imagine a defense of colonialism without racism or a defense of racism without 
colonialism. In Kant’s case, however, the two go hand in hand” (47).  
12 John Locke’s claim that “though the earth, and all inferior creatures be common to all men, yet 
every man has a property in his own person: this no body has any right to but himself” resembles 
Kant’s claim that “no one other than the nation itself can command or dispose of” the members of 
that nation (I.V.XXVII). 
13 The figure of the American “savage” was commonly used by contract theorists as a way to 
oppose civilization set up by social contract. For a detailed history, see Cătălin Avramescu, An 
Intellectual History of Cannibalism. Avramescu interprets this passage differently, focusing on the 
state as having the ultimate monopoly on violence: “In the Kantian analysis, the power of the 
modern Christian sovereign grows according to an ascendant and implacable logic, which leads 
to a devastating denouement of universal signification. This is the moment at which the cannibal 
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At the same time that Kant formulated his theory of universal hospitality, 

England was addressing similar concerns with the downside of an expanding empire.14 

As Eugenia Zuroski argues, “Before England could conceive of projecting itself into the 

world, and onto other nations, in the fashion of an empire, it had to imagine itself 

capable of taking the world into itself while remaining identifiably English” (21). 

England also had to come to terms with the cultural impact of a changing economic 

climate. As J.G.A Pocock observes, the “Financial Revolution of the middle 1690s ... saw 

the foundation of the Bank of England and the successful and lasting creation of a 

system of public credit,” which in turn gave rise to a new form of property that was not 

based in land (108). Once the most reliable indication of a person’s worth in England, 

land not only changed value with every exchange but also was subject to forfeiture for 

debt generated in an effort to maintain it.15 In addition to the wars in North America and 

France, speculation in debt exhausted the supply of gold and destabilized the 

 

 

disappears as a subject of the science of moral order, because he has been eclipsed by the State, 
the new agent of absolute cruelty” (162). On how representations of North American “Indians” 
informed British constructions of selfhood in the eighteenth century, see Robbie Richardson, The 
Savage and Modern Self: North American Indians in Eighteenth-Century British Literature and Culture. 
14 The trial of Warren Hastings is a prominent example of how England wrestled with how to 
govern outside its domestic borders. As Nicholas B. Dirks points out, “The trial of Warren 
Hastings was at one level simply the continuation of earlier parliamentary efforts to take control 
of a rogue English state, to harness imperial power—and wealth—securely to Britain” (21).  
15 As Edmund Burke warned, lands for sale carried “on a process of continual transmutation of 
paper into land, and land into paper ... The spirit of money-jobbing and speculation goes into the 
mass of land itself, and incorporates with it. By this kind of operation, that species of property 
becomes (as it were) volatilized” (192).   
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convertibility of English banknotes.16 Making it all but impossible to maintain traditional 

cultural boundaries within the nation as well as in colonized territories abroad, 

England’s increasing economic dependence on the international circulation of goods, 

people, and information only aggravated the situation.17 If the paradox that had driven 

Kant’s philosophical project of the limited but expanding nation could not be moderated 

by tolerance and could not be resolved by economic means, how could English citizens 

maintain their national character both within and outside of a nation that was revising 

its relation to the world? 

I will show how Austen took up Kant’s challenge and used the formal protocols 

of the novel to negotiate the two-way pull of national autonomy on the one hand and 

international trade on the other. Austen drew on the doubled concept of inheritance that 

Kant figured as a tree—that of a national character grounded not in territory but in 

 

16 In their introduction to The Gold Standard in Theory and History, Barry Eichengreen and Marc 
Flandreau note that Great Britain relied on a gold standard of some form from the eighteenth to 
the early nineteenth century. During the Napoleonic Wars, however, “the imperatives of war 
finance led to inflation and suspension of convertibility.” (4-5).  
17 Armstrong and Tennenhouse take issue with Benedict Anderson’s concept of the nation as an 
“imagined community” on that grounds that it assumes nations became nations in the public 
mind once a government was formed and ratified. See Anderson, Imagined Communities: 
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. Armstrong and Tennenhouse argue, to the 
contrary, that the explosion of American novels during the period 1789–1820 “had done very 
little to persuade a diverse and scattered but highly literate readership to imagine belonging to a 
limited and sovereign nation. Moreover, they had done nothing to persuade readers to affiliate 
with one another on the basis of their common relationship to the new central government. At 
the same time, these routes were cutting across state lines and overwhelming the boundaries 
established by the Northwest Ordinances with the Indian nations” (6). The tradition of the 
national novel begins with James Fenimore Cooper who, in their account, invented it virtually 
from scratch.  
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shared taste. Early in his essay on “Perpetual Peace,” Kant shifts from this figure to the 

contract that will materialize through countless economic changes and maintain national 

boundaries. Elsewhere, he imagines taste originating from within the individual and 

quickly moving outward to constitute a community. For example, “someone abandoned 

on some desolate island would not, just for himself, adorn either his hut or himself ... 

Only in society does it occur to him to be, not merely a human being, but one who is also 

refined in his own way” (Critique of Judgment 164). Without others with whom to share 

the experience, no individual could take satisfaction in a pleasing object. Again, Kant 

turns to the concept of the contract to make this point: “A concern for universal 

communication is something that everyone expects and demands from everyone else, on 

the basis, as it were, of an original contract dictated by [our] very humanity” (CJ 164). In 

contrast to the legal fiction of the social contract, this contract is the result of natural 

inclinations.18 During the turbulent period from the 1790s to the 1820s, this idea of a 

 

18 Hannah Arendt argues that “the topics of the Critique of Judgment ... all of them of eminent 
political significance—that is, important for the political—were concerns of Kant long before he 
finally ... turned to them when he was old” (14). Manu Samriti Chander also makes the case that 
Kant’s Critique of Judgment is political, connecting it to cosmopolitanism: “In the section on the 
Antinomy of Taste, Kant argues that, in matters of taste, there may be contention, but it must be 
coupled with a ‘hope of coming to terms.’ Disagreement is understood in this context as the 
potential for agreement among the community of subjects.” For Chander, this relationship 
between taste and community formation “anticipates a kind of literary cosmopolitanism” (9). 
Howard Cayhill demonstrates how Kant’s philosophy tends to view the passions, or pathologies 
of will, as being “implicated in the masochistic pathology of freely electing to be a slave” (227). 
Caygill, nevertheless, argues “the discussion of the aesthetic judgment in the first part of the third 
critique upon possibilities for a thinking the passions within and beyond critical philosophy” 
(229). 
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community with a traditional culture based on shared taste provided the means for a 

number of writers, including Kant, to imagine a nation that could maintain its relation to 

a traditional past and still participate in the new international economy.19 

Austen took this principle to heart and, as a novelist, turned taste into the basis 

for domestic alliances. Her novels open up a purely social space between an 

international economy and the personal lives of the landed gentry where those who 

made fortunes in trade could mingle with the lower gentry and enjoy a common culture. 

Austen used taste in this way to plant the “cultural roots of nationalism” (to borrow 

Benedict Anderson’s term), as Walter Scott acknowledged in his well-known review of 

Emma (Anderson 7). As Anderson notes, the local peculiarity of such common rituals as 

the family dinner table and courtship bring people together in “a hypnotic confirmation 

of the solidity of a single community” (28). Despite the two hundred years that separate 

them, Kant and Anderson both make nationalism dependent on roots, by way of 

cultural traditions that limit and reproduce the family. Carlo Ginzburg takes issue with 

the way some theorists of nationalism naturalize the boundaries of a demographic 

group. As he says of the curious Western habit of imagining kinship in the form of the 

family tree: “There is nothing natural in the use of trees to depict” descent (549). To this I 
 

19 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s reading of the Critique of Judgment shows how Kant’s text, which 
is Eurocentric and takes this for granted as the “human norm,” also needs “the native informant” 
to be “the example for the heteronomy of the determinant, to set off the autonomy of the reflexive 
judgment, which allows freedom for the rational will.” Spivak notes that Kant’s figures of “the 
New Hollander or the man from Tierra del Fuego cannot be the subject of speech or judgment in 
the world of the Critique. The subject as such in Kant is geopolitically differentiated” (6, 26–27).  
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would add, the power that the figural tree holds to make us overlook its fictional logic 

extends to the nation, as the tree allows us to imagine “cultural roots” that remain even 

when the nation is deterritorialized by investment in the colonial project that sent 

European people far afield from their respective nations.  

Austen, I will argue, exploits the symbolic power of the tree in her final major 

works. In Emma (1815), my first example, the tree of culture is deeply rooted in ancestral 

ground and opens the possibility of expanding the notion of traditional hereditary 

kinship to include some individuals of comparable taste. But having made the practices 

of the well-managed country manor house available to such people through potential 

intermarriage, she subsequently closes down those possibilities, liberalizing the country 

house community to include peripheral people only provided they abandon plans of 

marrying into that community.20 In Persuasion, by contrast, Austen changes direction to 

favour a more modern concept of the genealogical tree—Kant’s community of shared 

taste and Ginzburg’s purely metaphorical descent—as the conditions for belonging to a 

national community. 

Thinking through the semiotic tug of war between cultural nationalism and 

internationalism and how it impacted the everyday lives of polite English people, 
 

20As critics such as Nancy Armstrong have long observed, a country house is not just a country 
house. As she notes in Desire and Domestic Fiction, “the eighteenth century books for women 
nevertheless agreed that the country house should be the site of the ideal household. By this they 
meant the country house should cease to provide a model of aristocratic culture and should offer 
instead a model that would be realized in any and all respectable households” (69). 
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Austen set a national standard of taste designed to protect the community from 

interlopers. The sons and daughters of respectable people who were willing to submit to 

the protocols that pre-screened and regulated social interaction in the parlors and 

ballrooms of country houses and such gathering places for the social elite — such as the 

fabled Pump Room at Bath — could perpetuate the English way of life better than 

marriage based solely on inherited wealth. Rather than count on the perpetuation of 

country house culture by intermarrying on the basis of inheritance, in Persuasion Austen 

imagined a household capable of travelling beyond national boundaries, one that would 

expand British culture metonymically wherever English people settled. Like Austen’s 

novels that preceded it, Persuasion reduced Kant’s global polarities of savagery and 

hospitality to the scale of polite society modelled on the English country house but 

untethered from English land.  

To make this argument, I use Emma to demonstrate how Austen put flesh on 

Kant’s notion of universal taste as the principle that governs communal belonging. Her 

translation of philosophy into fiction revealed how taste could consolidate a community, 

while also exposing taste’s susceptibility to appropriation and abuse by those capable of 

manipulating the protocols of polite society for their own economic advantage. When 

taste is exploited to the detriment of the community, as it is in Emma, those who wish to 

exercise taste would have to fall back on the landowning patriarch to enforce standards. 

Emma’s notorious lapse at Box Hill exposes the resemblance between good taste and 
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Kant’s toothless tolerance. While they come between the pitiable Miss Bates and abject 

poverty, the protocols of taste also provide cover for Frank Churchill’s rakish 

machinations in violation of every social principle. Austen’s narrator is forced to step in 

and remove this disruptive element from Highbury society. 

As if to say that tolerance is insufficient to withstand the threat of strangers 

circulating through country house culture, Persuasion abandons the model of universal 

hospitality.21 Deserting her gentleman arbiter along with her ironic narrator, Austen 

advocates that nothing less than the absolute negation of tolerance will suffice to retain 

the integrity of the respectable community once maintained by family connections. By 

the end of Persuasion, Austen replaces Kantian tolerance, which negotiates difference but 

still allows communication, with a disgust that bars those who might degrade and even 

dismantle the community of taste. As Sianne Ngai explains its social implications, 

disgust “draw[s] others into its exclusion” of those “perceived as dangerous and 

contaminating and thus something to which one cannot possibly remain indifferent” 

(336). Even when tolerance has the negative affect of something like Hobbesian 

contempt, Ngai notes, the object “like that of its close relations, pity and disdain, is 

relatively harmless. Too weak or insignificant to pose any sort of danger, the object of 

contempt is perceived as inferior in a manner that allows it to be dismissed or ignored ... 

 

21 On the ways in which literature in the Romantic period understands the double-bind of 
hospitality, see Peter Melville, Romantic Hospitality and the Resistance to Accommodation. 
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Disgust is urgent and specific” (336–37).The English may, in other words, remain 

English through a deep and spontaneous revulsion towards contaminants, which works 

in tandem with the positive bonds forged by this shared negative affect. The production 

of this new shared affect, then, forges friendship amongst those feeling together.22 Thus, 

fortified by disgust, English taste will not only reproduce itself at home, Austen reasons, 

but also travel with respectable English people and allow them to put down cultural 

roots virtually anywhere.  

 

II. The State of Taste 

Austen refigured national culture as a country manor house and the nation as the 

community dependent on its bounty. To show that polite procedures could distinguish 

who belonged to that community and on what terms, she reduced the management of 

the risks of encountering strangers from the international scale to the marriage contract. 

Thus miniaturized, family ties and courting protocols might filter out individuals likely 

to introduce what Kant regarded as the “taint” capable of debasing the European 

 

22 Austen is providing us with an example of what Barbara Rosenwein calls emotional 
communities, or, “groups in which people adhere to the same norms of emotional expression and 
value — or devalue — the same or related emotions. More than one emotional community may 
exist—indeed normally does exist—contemporaneously, and these communities may change 
over time” (2). In comparing emotional communities to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, Rosenwein 
demonstrates how important shared taste plays in the formation of feeling (25).  
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national character.23 The scale of the village would, as Pierre Bourdieu claims, 

“predispose tastes to function as markers of ‘class’” (2). In an 1815 review of Emma, Scott 

both echoed Kant and anticipated Bourdieu’s claim when he declared Austen kept 

“close to common incidents, and to such characters that occupy the ordinary walks of 

life.” “Her dramatis personae,” he contends, “conduct themselves upon the motives and 

principles which the readers may recognize as ruling their own” (365). Because her 

major novels focus on the “ordinary walks of life,” Scott evidently felt the country house 

rules of Austen’s fictional community enforced principles of taste and decorum that her 

readers could imagine “as ruling their own.” In a statement that could describe the 

population of Emma’s Highbury, Bourdieu would add, “social subjects are classified by 

their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make, between the 

beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in the 

objective classifications is expressed or betrayed” (6). The irony of Scott’s use of the term 

“common” to describe the way of life Austen puts forth as exemplary is of course that 

the ritual practices of her country houses were hardly “common,” as the British 

sometimes mean it, to her readership, much less to the national population as a whole. 

The rituals that dramatized the relationship between taste and judgment as she 

 

23 Edward Said points out that Austen’s country houses were never as insular as they appeared. 
In Mansfield Park (1814), in particular, she “synchronizes domestic with international authority” 
(87). Austen staged her elaborately plotted courtships and marriages that way to ensure the 
continuity of traditional culture. 



 

 63 

construed it can be called “common” only insofar as they established a standard of taste 

that readers would recognize as both British and respectable—a standard, moreover, 

they could bring to bear on other people. 

A novel like Emma clearly did more than identify a cluster of norms that told one 

how to respond in personal terms to behaviours that violated those norms. This 

standard of taste also provided a means of evaluating family affiliations, social 

interactions, and habits of consumption. On the basis of these evaluations, one could 

both arrive at a reliable assessment of another person’s character and be judged as a 

person of taste oneself. To adopt this standard was, as Anderson claims, to participate in 

the same community—a community not only imagined but also deeply felt (28). The 

execution of social rituals in Austen’s country house “organize[d] the perception of the 

social world” through the “internalization of the division into social classes” (Bourdieu 

170). This is especially true of Emma, a novel that confines the social experience of the 

protagonist to the claustrophobic environment of a single shire in the south of England. 

In what could be considered Austen’s most conservative novel, a badly governed 

community run by a precocious woman comes under the authority of a gentleman 

arbiter of taste, so that the two could together reorganize the good people of Highbury 

from the top down.  

The novel consists of a sequence of Emma’s small violations of taste where 

courtship protocols are concerned and an account of how those violations ripple across 
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the community to disrupt the personal relationships of Highbury. Emma’s inflated sense 

of her ability to read character prevents her from knowing not only how people actually 

feel about one another, but also how she feels about them. Highbury is not short of 

eligible men, yet only one of them is qualified to be Emma’s partner in life because only 

one has the ability to judge others correctly. The vulgar Mr Elton mistakes the signs of 

wealth and position for a person’s worth. Frank Churchill, the heir-in-waiting for his 

maternal family’s fortune, has the taste to recognize that worth but lacks the judgment to 

act upon it. Only Mr Knightley, the owner and expert manager of the largest hereditary 

estate in Highbury, has both the taste and the judgment to manage Highbury. After 

dismissing Mr Elton as a potential suitor in the first volume as the personification of 

bourgeois vulgarity,24 the novel proceeds to do an extended comparison of Frank 

Churchill and Mr Knightley on the basis of how they interact with Emma, the first 

drawing out her responses to him and the second passing judgment on those responses. 

 

24 Emma, always a proponent of social rank, learns one of several lessons that cause her to rethink 
that standard when she realizes Elton professes to “love” her, rather than the affable Harriet 
whom Emma had imagined him pursuing.  It strikes her for the first time that love and rank do 
not necessarily go together in a world where money is replacing hereditary land as the coin of the 
realm:  Elton “pretended to be in love … He only wanted to aggrandize and enrich himself; and if 
Miss Woodhouse of Hartfield, the heiress of thirty thousand pounds, were not quite so easily 
obtained  … he would soon try for Miss Somebody else with twenty, or with ten” (96).  He soon 
finds this Miss Somebody else in the person of Augusta Hawkins, “a woman of 10,000l. or 
thereabouts” (126).  In teaching her heroine a lesson, however, Austen makes one of a sequence of 
adjustments in Emma’s sense of social hierarchy by redefining rank in terms of taste.  Elton is not 
unworthy of Emma because he has no property of his own of which to speak. Rather, his 
tendency to understand the value of a women in terms of the number of pounds she would bring 
to his household, demonstrates that he and Augusta Hawkins share a vulgar materialism that 
ranks them at the same level well below that of Emma and her closest friends. 
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Although he is the most appropriate suitor in terms of age, Frank’s charm is 

duplicitous and, in that respect, rakish. By contrast, Knightley reads the character 

behind the charm as purely self-interested and explains, in a voice whose irony 

resembles that of Austen’s narrator, “It is a great deal more natural than one could wish, 

that a young man, brought up by those who are proud, luxurious, and selfish, should be 

proud, luxurious, and selfish too” (103). True to this judgment, Frank resorts to charm in 

order to delay a visit to Highbury on the occasion of his father’s remarriage as well as 

the announcement of his engagement to Jane Fairfax against her conscience (103, 288). 

Adding insult to injury, he flirts with Emma both to continue the deception and to 

punish Jane for disapproving of his duplicity (274). Frank’s multiple deceptions are 

more dangerous than Mr Elton’s ingratiation precisely because they are less vulgar. Both 

plunderers—Elton, for his attraction to status and wealth, and Frank, for the feckless 

charm that links him to the libertine—these suitors make it clear there is a problem: the 

good people of Highbury confuse charm with taste and thus with kinship. While his 

plotting alone would seem to disqualify Frank as a protagonist, Wendy Xin contends, 

his plotting also makes it possible for him both to claim an inheritance and to win the 

woman he loves.25 Austen lets his elaborate stratagems succeed, in my view, so that we 

might understand that this kind of protagonist has become the exception to the rule. Left 

to his own devices, he lacks the judgment to hold the community together and, in 

 

25 See Xin, “The Importance of Being Frank.”  
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getting what he wants, risks the happiness of virtually everyone whom he considers a 

friend. He serves as an object lesson for the heroine. 

Throughout the novel, Frank operates as the figure of romance—witness the fact 

that Emma grants him a superior character before setting eyes on him. She imagines 

herself in love with him, and when that proves not to be true, she pictures him as 

Harriet’s object of affection. But it is accurate to say that he “charms” rather than 

“seduces” Emma, if by “charm” we mean Frank has an appeal as an imagined suitor. In 

combination with his actual affability, this appeal persuades everyone, save Knightley, 

to betray their better judgment. It is clear to Knightley that Emma’s judgment has been 

tainted by Frank’s irreverence towards communal obligation, when he roundly 

castigates her for humiliating the already humble Miss Bates at Box Hill: “It was badly 

done ... to have you now, in thoughtless spirits ... laugh at her, humble her ... and before 

others, many of whom (certainly some) would be guided by your treatment of her” (259). 

Knightley understands the impact of Emma’s “thoughtless spirits” on the community of 

those who “would be guided” by her. For Knightley, as for Kant, taste “must also 

involve a claim to being valid for everyone” (CJ 54). So judged as irresponsibly tasteless, 

Emma is shamed into reconsidering her behaviour guided by her vanity and personal 

whim through Knightley’s eyes: “She had been often remiss, her conscience told her so 

... But it should be so no more. In the warmth of true contrition ... it should be the 

beginning, on her side, of a regular, equal, kindly intercourse” (260). Her new 
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understanding of her position as the embodiment of good taste obliges her to tolerate 

Miss Bates, who might easily fall through the social grid without the charity of her social 

superiors. Having internalized Knightley’s judgment of her failure in this respect, Emma 

flushes with something like self-disgust and repents, on the spot, the “thoughtless 

spirits” that can have no place in the community she will administer with Mr Knightley. 

Once she accepts his perspective as her own, the narrator proclaims “her judgment ... as 

strong as her feelings” towards Knightley (297).26 By the time he proposes marriage, 

Emma has acquired the taste to school those feelings by judgment rather than consider 

them the basis for dismissing the feelings of others. Their marriage detaches love from 

romance and subordinates it to taste, on the principle that the graceful conduct of daily 

life among respectable people is the highest form of self-expression.27 When the bond 

between Emma and Knightley realigns property with taste and judgment, it equates the 

intermarriage of Highbury’s reigning families with the quality of a relationship to which 

all should aspire, whatever their social position. 

If Emma declares taste in this sense capable of doing the political work necessary 

to stabilize country house culture in uncertain economic times, then Persuasion takes up 

the question of how to detach the taste that creates the national community from 

 

26 On the cultivation of judgment in Austen, see Karen Valihora, Austen’s Oughts: Judgment after 
Locke and Shaftesbury. 
27 Entering into what Talia Schaffer calls a “familiar marriage,” or one that strengthens already 
close ties and shared history, Emma and Knightley’s relationship “panned out to show the 
panorama of the social world ... [and] promised settled, stable residence” (8). 
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property. To do so, Austen makes the marriage of a woman of rank to a naval officer 

better able to meet the national standard of taste than one to a hereditary landowner. 

Given the unprecedented effects of economic change that were being felt in the first 

decades of the nineteenth century, the relatively enclosed world of Highbury and 

property-bound alliances between the Mr Knightleys and Miss Woodhouses of England 

might not have seemed a particularly appropriate model for readers outside the 

propertied elite. Exiled from Highbury to Enscombe by Austen’s narrator, the fate of 

Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax converges with those of Maria Bertram and Lydia 

Bennet to remind us that the precarity of the country house community was not a 

problem that could be put to rest by making that model more selective. Whereas Emma 

suggests that Jane’s good conscience and sense will temper Frank’s lack of taste and 

judgment, Persuasion demonstrates that the alignment of judgement with property can 

hardly provide a stable model if the judgment is all on one side and property on the 

other. The heroine’s father, Sir Walter Elliot, relies on his wife’s judgment, as we imagine 

Frank would on Jane’s, and never bothers to cultivate his own. As a result, the stability 

of the community that depends on Kellynch Hall and its lands passes out of this world 

along with the heroine’s mother. 

On this basis alone, we can say that Persuasion objects to a kinship system based 

on hereditary wealth and land. Austen’s last completed novel reformulates the 

relationship between taste and property in terms that should remind us of Kant’s 
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difficulty imagining the nation apart from its territory.28 He devised a notion of 

hospitality that required tolerance but blocked intermarriage, as a way of allowing 

commerce while preventing acculturation of both foreign traders in Europe and 

European traders in other parts of the world.29 In Persuasion, Austen reassembles what 

remains of an earlier romantic love as a form of friendship that achieves in positive 

terms what tolerance tried to accomplish by means of sublimated contempt. 

 

 

28 Going even further than in Persuasion, Austen’s incomplete Sanditon is set in a burgeoning 
resort town. Detaching importance from ancestral land, the inhabitants of the seaside Sanditon 
depart “the house of [their] Forefathers” as the town modernizes. As Mr. Parker — who has 
invested in making Sanditon a destination seaside resort —irreverently claims, “Our Ancestors, 
you know always built in a hole (308). Mr. Parker’s new home is built on unstable ground (just as 
Sanditon is an unstable venture), demonstrating the further instability of land, especially that 
connected to the colonial venture through its geographic location of the coast.  
29 Through his invocation of the figure of a family tree, he implies that, despite international 
trade, the ideal nation is a closed, organic community. A traveler may trade in objects, but he 
does not marry into or take on aspects of another culture, corrupting the national tree through 
“grafting.” Kant’s prohibition on “grafting” rules out the earlier practice of forging connections 
by way of intermarriage within an international aristocracy. The figure of the grafted tree 
eliminates this notion of international kinship among the aristocracies of Europe. As Kant warns, 
“Everyone is aware of the danger that this purported right of acquisition by the marriage of 
nations to one another … has brought to Europe, even in the most recent times” (PP 118).  He 
looks on such practices as a threat to national sovereignty: “It is a new form of industry in which 
influence is increased without expending energy, and territorial possessions are extended merely 
by establishing family alliances” (PP 108). Rather than stress the autonomy of person and 
property, Kant’s arboreal nation ensures the continuation of cultural traditions through 
generations in a manner that analogically resembles aristocratic marriage practices, but in fact 
discourages extra-national alliance.  The point was not to maintain the integrity of blood so much 
as to maintain the continuity of culture. 
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III. Tolerance Versus Friendship 

Persuasion opens with a scene of such tolerance. For entertainment, Sir Walter 

Elliot of Kellynch Hall reads a record of baronet genealogies, through which “his 

faculties were roused into admiration and respect, by contemplating the limited remnant 

of the earliest patents; there any unwelcome sensations, changed naturally into pity and 

contempt, as he turned over the almost endless creations of the last century” (9). 

Beginning with this snap-shot of an outmoded expression of tolerance for the up-and-

comers who had inveigled their way into the book of the baronetcy, Austen shows that 

no matter how much Sir Walter admires the accoutrements of rank and property his 

forebears enjoyed, he cannot avoid the recognition that his claim to rank is of a “limited 

remnant” (9).30 Rather than signs of distinction, aristocratic titles have become 

commodities bestowed as favours, if not outright bought and sold. Strapped for liquid 

funds, Sir Walter has contributed to the decline of the very aristocracy he admires in 

admiring himself, as he rents his hereditary estate, moves his unmarried daughters to 

Bath, and gives up select luxuries to which his birth entitled him. Austen has so 

fashioned the character of her heroine’s father as to raise the question of taste’s purpose 

when it is no longer reserved for those of inherited wealth and connections. 

 

30 According to F.M.L Thompson, Sir Walter mirrors the attitude of the English nobility who were 
known for “preoccupation with rank, precedence, and dignity ... Within this circle, obsession 
with the degrees of the peerage was a new phenomenon of the age” (12).  
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The refusal of parental consent for the youthful Anne, second daughter of Sir 

Walter, to marry Frederick Wentworth, a naval officer, demonstrates the role taste 

played in restricting an earlier elite. When she decides to deny her romantic inclinations 

and rejects Wentworth, Anne acquires a form of “prudence” that grounds personal 

decisions in the good of the group as a whole (30). Anne’s break with Wentworth was 

for his good as well as hers: “The belief of being prudent, and self-denying principally 

for his advantage, was her chief consolation” (28). In return for her loss of Wentworth 

and youthful love, arguably her youth itself, she acquires social experience in the 

exercise of English taste.31 With this experience comes prudence that mitigates the risk of 

“wrong” connections; in reassessing her broken engagement, she comes to understand 

that she yielded “to persuasion exerted on the side of safety, not of risk” (197). This 

initial choice of security over romance went against her own inclinations and, in this 

respect, opens the possibility of reuniting with Wentworth on another basis than either 

family connections or romantic love. Only when Wentworth displays the same prudence 

and self-denial as Anne can the two be united. In order to equate marriage with mutual 

caretaking and a sense of community, Persuasion will not only have to reject the 

propertied elite as the arbiters of good taste but also will have to replace both Kant and 

 

31 Adela Pinch has similarly argued, “Persuasion explores what it feels like to be a reader. It does 
so by connecting this feeling to what the presence of other people feel like. It explores, that is, the 
influence reading can have on one’s mind by comparing it to the influence of one person’s mind 
over another’s” (139).  
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Austen’s earlier notion of tolerance as a means of enacting that taste with an active form 

of disgust. Disgust became the mechanism by which national culture could maintain 

itself untethered from land, locality, and bloodlines. 

Austen initially separates the couple to show that romantic love alone is 

insufficient to overcome land-bound cultural practices. As a young man, Wentworth 

was a stranger with “nothing but himself to recommend him,” making him a risky 

investment. Anne would have formed “an engagement with a young man, who had ... 

no hopes of attaining affluence, [in] a most uncertain profession, and no connexions to 

secure even his farther rise in that profession” (27). With no connections to the Elliot 

family circle or property of any material kind, Wentworth is a potential plunderer in the 

eyes of Anne’s advisor and surrogate mother, Lady Russell. The fact that Wentworth’s 

fortune rests on his success in international commerce and his rank in the Royal Navy 

would have rendered him ineligible to participate in the courtship rituals that 

perpetuate “the best circles” theorized by Leonore Davidoff. By virtue of his 

employment in the navy, particularly at the rank of captain, Wentworth could well be 

the European adventurer that so troubled Kant—a military man who violated the 

sovereignty of other countries in the name of economic gain, an agent of imperialism 

rather than peaceable commerce. Anne had to consider whether marriage to such a man 

would “sink” her character along with her fortune and thereby adulterate the English 

culture embodied in the Elliot family. Lady Russell is perfectly attuned to the thinking of 
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her class and time when she thinks of Anne’s engagement to Wentworth as her being 

not only “snatched by a stranger,” but also one of the “successive captures” by which he 

plans to ascend in British society (26, 29). This is all to say that Wentworth requires more 

than wealth—especially wealth from a suspect source—to make him a suitable match.32 

To formulate how the couple can reunite and be worthy of one another, Austen 

sets her sedentary heroine in motion to visit the seaside resorts of Lyme and Bath. Peter 

Borsay and John K. Walton make the reasoning behind this itinerary clear: “In practice, 

seaports and coastal resorts grew side by side, responding to the same sets of processes, 

of consumption as well as production, of the spread of rising living standards and 

aspirations, of the fashion cycle, of globalization and increasing mobility” (1). Tied to 

both tourism and trade, as well as to naval security, these coastal towns linked England 

to the greater world, making them ideal sites for testing the adequacy of taste as a means 

of distinguishing citizen tourists from outsiders. As tourists, Anne and her fellow 

travellers cannot rely on their local status and connections as recommendations to 

various groups that congregate there. As strangers in a place where many different 

kinds of people circulate, they rely on character references for admission to social events. 

 

32 The novel makes it clear that Wentworth’s fortune comes from the “prize-money” of his 
captures (81). As naval historian N.A.M. Rodger explains, during the Napoleonic War, “prize 
money” was a source of wealth for some men: “It was captains and admirals, however, who 
could really make their fortunes” (523).  
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This is especially true at Lyme, where Anne sojourns during the off-season, when 

no “amusement or variety” that “a public place might offer” during high season was to 

be found, with “scarcely any family but of the residents left” (80). Under just such 

circumstances, Captain Wentworth can form a party with a small circle of friends, 

mostly comprising naval officers and their families. In these same circumstances, Anne 

crosses paths with her estranged cousin William Elliot, the heir to her father’s title and 

property, and they fail to recognize each other. To read this moment of non-recognition 

between two cousins at Lyme as mere coincidence would be to ignore the point that 

traditional kinship no longer determined the people with whom one could safely 

associate. Something more like companionship and familiarity was required. To be 

linked to others by the traditional principle of kinship rather than by the familiarity that 

comes with friendship will go only so far in this novel. Beyond that point, Anne will 

have to develop another means of determining whether William’s claim to be too well-

bred to intrude on Anne’s party at Lyme—he “longed to be with them; but certainly 

without the smallest suspicion of his possessing the shadow of a right to introduce 

himself”—reveals a truth about his character or an inclination to deceive (117). Bath puts 

this judgment to the test of taste. 

The shift from Lyme to Bath is a move from the periphery to the centre of the 

novel’s imaginary geography, and strangers with aristocratic connections are especially 

welcome there. While Lyme is virtually deserted, the heroine enters Bath amid the 
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clatter and chatter of social classes that signifies “ceaseless” commercial vitality (110).33 

By virtue of its socio-economic circulation and broader international implications, Bath 

serves as Austen’s yardstick of changing social relations. Daniel Cottom points out that 

this transnational resort town “had become a new thing ... refashioned to profit from 

recent developments in social organization, transportation, tourism ... It was then 

prepared to shape and even create the tastes” of both the newly prosperous and the 

established gentry (99). Noting the changing nature of the social season among the lower 

gentry and wealthy commercial class, Leonore Davidoff adds a further layer of 

significance to Austen’s choice of Bath as the site where Anne is to develop another 

relationship with Wentworth: “Before this period, the problem of maintaining barriers 

against newcomers was never so important. The whole basis of social relations was 

family (or pseudo-family) ties between equals in the elite ... The new formalised system 

of etiquette made it possible, for the first time, to use those kin alliances that were 

profitable and quietly to drop those that were not” (27). Because of its social 

organization, as Cottom and Davidoff both suggest, Bath played an instrumental role in 

adjusting English society to the fluctuations of the new economy and the social mobility 

that accompanied it. Bath, then, underscored the danger of dislocating taste from place. 

Once detached from Kellynch, Anne finds it less apparent who is merely simulating 

 

33 Lady Russell and Anne drive into Bath “through the long course of streets ... amidst the dash of 
other carriages, the heavy rumble of carts and drays, the bawling of newsmen, muffin-men and 
milk-men, and the ceaseless clink of pattens” (110). 
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good taste. A new form of filtering malicious charmers out of polite society was 

imperative. 

Davidoff understands the rituals at Bath as the means of regulating courtship in 

a culture where the exchange of women among aristocratic families was no longer the 

means of ensuring social reproduction. Thus, as Catherine Morland of Northanger Abbey 

(published alongside Perusasion in 1817) discovers on entering the Pump Room, “How 

uncomfortable it is ... not to have a single acquaintance here!” (12). This discomfort 

accompanies the economic erosion of traditional rank that allowed a mix of people to 

circulate in the same social arena. Anne does not suffer discomfort through lack of 

acquaintances but from the demands that her family and their alliances make on her 

time and the limits they would place on her associations, limits that tend to force her 

into company she finds distasteful. As a relatively open world, Bath’s social scene looms 

as a risky venture for young women, but exactly what that risk entails is unclear. 

The figure of the Pump Room provides a social space where friends can defend 

one another from interlopers, but its protocols can also allow for the expansion of the 

community. The Elliots, for example, choose to reacquaint themselves with their 

estranged relative Lady Dalrymple in the name of “good company.” Though based on 

the most superficial snobbery (“Good company requires only birth, education, and 

manners”), the circulation of people at various social ranks allow for good company — 

defined by Anne as “clever, well-informed people” — to be found (122).  Elizabeth 
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Elliot, whose sense of privilege is rivaled only by her foolish father, comes to appreciate 

the “worth” of Wentworth.  Although she does so on the basis of judgment that Austen 

considers being no judgment at all, it is no mean accomplishment that Elizabeth, as 

eldest Elliot daughter and head of her household, is willing to include him in her social 

circle. As Davidoff notes, “In nineteenth-century England upper- and middle-class 

women were used to maintain the fabric of Society, as semi-official leaders but also as 

arbiters of social acceptance or rejection” (16). Elizabeth does her job of maintaining 

society: “The truth was, that Elizabeth had been long enough in Bath, to understand the 

importance of a man of such an air and appearance as his. The past was nothing. The 

present was that Captain Wentworth would move about well in her drawing-room” 

(182).  In other words, he now possesses so much social value that even fools 

“understand the importance of a man” such as Wentworth. Despite his lack birth and 

inheritable property, he has met the standard of being noted as someone who is not only 

allowed to circulate through the Pump Room but also proclaimed eligible to marry into 

one of the elite families. It is no coincidence that Austen has Elizabeth give Wentworth 

her card just before he proposes to Anne a second time, allowing their friendship to be 

sanctified by country house culture. Before this can occur, however, a filtering system 

must be put into place so that valuable people such as Wentworth will be recognized by 

even the most thoughtless members of society and those who threaten its stability may 

be shut out.  
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While Anne’s family welcomes her disreputable cousin William into the fold as 

the bearer of the family bloodline and inherited title, Anne’s initial engagement with 

Wentworth has taught her to look for something different: bonds of love must be formed 

through prudent partnership. Anne has every material and traditional reason to marry 

her cousin, but she recognizes that the “charm of Kellynch” is insufficient cause to marry 

its heir: “And it was not only that her feelings were still adverse to any man save one; 

her judgment ... was against” him (130). Now predicating her relationships on safety, not 

risk, Anne uses judgment as a defence against a predatory family that would sell or buy 

her to secure the distinction of a title along with frivolous luxuries. She considers only 

those people with whom she shares a notion of taste as her friends and prefers their 

company to any other. Giorgio Agamben would explain the pleasure she takes in her 

friends in these terms: “Friendship is so tightly linked to the definition of philosophy 

that it can be said that without it, philosophy would not really be possible” (25). Having 

both “an ontological and a political status,” friendship defines “the human community 

... through a living together” (34, 36).34 No longer anchored in material property but in 

the personal property each partner has in the other, the household that forms at the end 

 

34 Arguing that Kant’s later writings display ambivalence toward friendship, Peter Fenves notes, 
“Although Kant may introduce friendship under the sign of intimacy, his proposal to distinguish 
friendship from love by defining the former in terms of repulsion emphasizes the distance that 
friends must take with respect to one another” (128). The figuration of friendship that Persuasion 
provides us is quite different and ultimately incompatible with Kant’s notions of friendship and 
hospitality.  
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of Persuasion arguably fulfils Kant’s dream of a national ethnos capable of maintaining 

and reproducing itself outside of Europe. 

 

IV. At Home in the World 

Austen’s Persuasion transforms the standard of friendship into a social filtering 

system that displaces inherited wealth and rank, along with blood relations. A key move 

in this direction occurs as Anne decides to visit her friend and former schoolmate, the 

wrongfully impoverished Mrs Smith, rather than ingratiate herself, at her father’s 

request, to her distant cousin by marriage Lady Dalrymple. At this point, Austen has her 

heroine expose the conceptual discrepancy between friendship and kinship. In heeding 

the call of friendship, Anne learns that it is none other than her cousin, the man whom 

the demands of the hereditary landowning family would oblige her to marry, who has 

impoverished Mrs Smith. Mrs Smith substantiates Anne’s intuitive sense of her cousin’s 

despicable character when she describes William as “a man without heart or conscience 

... who, for his own interest or ease, would be guilty of any cruelty, or any treachery, that 

could be perpetrated without risk of his general character” (160). When shared, the 

negative feelings that each has towards Anne’s cousin compound the other’s to produce 

an intensely negative feeling that verges on disgust. Their common disgust “seeks to 

include [them in] its exclusion of” him, as Ngai explains, “enabling a strange kind of 

sociability” (336). The friendship between these two women creates the basis on which 
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the novel refigures the relationship between a man and a woman.35 In the least romantic 

but most intimate scene between them at Lyme, well before Anne’s conversation with 

Mrs Smith, Anne and Wentworth work together to care for the injured Louisa 

Musgrove, who is a foolish girl Anne believes Wentworth intends to marry.36 At perhaps 

the lowest ebb of her spirits, Anne takes his willingness to confide in her alone “as a 

proof of friendship, and of deference for her judgment, a great pleasure” (98). Before the 

pair can formalize this relationship, however, Austen puts the heroine through the 

ordeal of renouncing her obligation, as Sir Walter’s daughter, to accept a marriage and 

connections to consolidate wealth and rank, the principle that prevented her from 

initially marrying Wentworth. 

Anne, the sole Austen heroine who comes from a family of rank, learns from Mrs 

Smith what she could not from her father: that taste is only arbitrarily related to land 

and class hierarchy but directly tied to friendship. Once married to Captain Wentworth, 

Anne refashions her circle solely on that basis, which forces her to reflect on the 

imbalance between her circle of friends and his: “There she felt her own inferiority 

 

35 Sharon Marcus observes that although the definition of friendship was historically open, it was 
generally “defined by altruism, generosity, mutual indebtedness, and a perfect balance of power. 
In a capitalist society deeply ambivalent about competition, female friendship offered a vision of 
perfect reciprocity for those who could afford not to worry about daily survival” (4). Although 
the relationships with which Marcus is concerned appear in the mid- to late nineteenth century, 
her point that friendship and family life complement one another could certainly be said of 
Austen (26–32). 
36 Critics such as Schaffer have pointed out that Wentworth acts as a nurse: “Anne and 
Wentworth are fitted for each other by their exceptional capacities to care for others, and their 
social circle is formed by others with similarly empathetic responses to pain” (175).  
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keenly. The disproportion of their fortune was nothing; ... but to have no family to 

receive and estimate him properly; nothing ... to offer in return for all the worth and all 

the prompt welcome which met her in his brothers and sisters, was a source of as lively 

pain as her mind could well be sensible of ... She had but two friends in the world to add 

to his list, Lady Russell and Mrs. Smith” (202). Remarkably, this passage ignores the 

difference in rank between Anne and Wentworth, its silence signalling that the world 

has moved on from an earlier class hierarchy and its way of regulating social relations. 

The difference between her inherited status, such as it is, and his acquired wealth is 

finally “nothing.” Offering only the claim that she has “no family” whose judgment 

might prevent the marriage, Anne indicates that her father and sisters have been, as 

Davidoff would say, “quietly dropped” from the couple’s circle of friends. As she deftly 

knits together their community across an impressive span of classes, Austen produces a 

system of social relations that not only operates like the metaphorical family tree, in that 

it excludes those who cannot belong without degrading the community, but also opens 

itself to relative strangers who share the couple’s taste. As Agamben says, “Friends do 

not share something (birth, law, place, taste): they are shared by the experience of 

friendship. Friendship is the con-division that precedes every division, since what has to 

be shared is the very fact of existence, life itself. And it is this sharing without an object, 

this original con-senting, that constitutes the political” (36). Such a community could not 

endure, or be constituted, without disgust. 
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By contrast with the Kantian tolerance for cultural difference even if it inspires 

contempt, disgust “explicitly blocks the path of sympathy in Adam Smith’s theory of 

moral sentiment” (335).37 Unlike tolerance, which demands the parties bear one another 

peacefully, disgust promotes a full exclusion of those deemed unbearable. Austen’s 

community of friends abjects those who bear the taint of Kant’s plunderers to the point 

where this sense of shared self—the experience of friendship—is impossible. In a 

sequence of manoeuvres at the nearly imperceptible margins of her social scene, Austen 

displaces the savagery that Kant links to primitive extraction from the Royal Navy onto 

the two domestic plunderers, William and his co-conspirator Mrs Clay. William may be 

Anne’s cousin, but he is contaminated by colonial degeneration by way of his 

association with the obsequious Mrs Clay, who is named to designate commonness 

capable of negating the commonality of shared judgment and taste. The parasitic Mrs 

Clay sports “freckles, and a projecting tooth, and clumsy wrist” that indicate she is out 

of place among the respectable classes (33). She also uses Gowland’s potion, a well-

known “remedy for repairing marks of venereal disease on the complexion,” a detail 

that, as Jocelyn Harris aptly puts it, would make it obvious “to all but the oblivious Sir 

Walter that she will sell herself to the highest bidder” (204). Only Anne understands the 

 

37 Because “we have no immediate experience of what other men feel,” Adam Smith contends, it 
is only “by the imagination [that] we place ourselves in his situation [and] conceive ourselves 
enduring all the same.” We therefore, he continues, “enter as it were into his body, and become in 
some measure the same person with him.” Disgust, in Ngai’s view, makes this imagination of the 
feelings of the other impossible and, in fact, can dehumanize the “disgusting” subject.  
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“dangerous attractions” Mrs Clay presents for the carelessly vain Sir Walter, and only 

she realizes that, if pursued, those attractions will certainly lead to “the destruction of 

every thing like peace and comfort” in an already troubled household (33, 173). 

While William certainly displays a more “agreeable” countenance than Mrs Clay, 

Austen paints the two with the same dispositional brush as people to shun for fear of 

their skill in exploiting the rituals of respectable culture. Just as Mrs Clay lures Sir 

Walter through unvarnished flattery and accommodation that mitigate her manifest 

awfulness, William angles for a second wife solely for personal gain. Having married a 

grazier’s daughter for quick money and driven Mrs Smith and her husband into debt, he 

now plays “double a game” by simultaneously courting Anne and Mrs Clay to hedge 

his bets (13, 168). Should Anne refuse to marry him, William will protect his direct line 

to the Elliot inheritance by marrying Mrs Clay, so she cannot marry Sir Walter and 

produce a direct male heir (201). In that Mrs Clay’s nature and appearance link her to 

the colonial venture, her conspiratorial relationship with William links him to 

international plunder.  When Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak reads Kant’s work on taste, 

she notes, “The project of initiation into humanity is rather the project of culture” (30). 

To be outside the limits of European culture is to also be outside the limits of 

community. Austen’s alignment of these figures with the colonial pushes them outside 

the realm of polite English society. Alone, neither Mrs Clay with her physical features, 

nor William Elliot with his avaricious politeness are sufficient to evoke true disgust. 
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Once Anne spies them plotting together, however, she sees the parts as a single bundle 

of features that suddenly and irrevocably render them intolerable. 

With disgust now installed as a psycho-social filter, Austen can untether the 

kernel of her imagined community from land and traditional sources of wealth and 

demonstrate just how far the bonds of friendship can extend geographically without 

compromising the limits of English taste. The category of the naval officer remains an 

ambivalent foundation for such a community in that it can turn the defender of national 

character into the engine of plunder and war. As Anne Frey notes, “Part of the reason 

that Persuasion appears … to mediate on nation is that it portrays the British navy so 

admirably at a time when the navy’s victories against Napoleon were a source of 

nationalist pride” (214). Frey suggests that in Austen’s novel, “the navy’s administrative 

networks create affective ties that spill outward to encompass officers’ families and 

friends, both male and female, creating new communities tied together through a sense 

of duty and obligation” (221). Frey picks up on Austen’s reconfiguration of the figure of 

the international traveler, even one that accumulates objects and money, by putting him 

in officer’s garb. Positioning Wentworth as a member of an “administrative” community 

shows his ties are not based on a location but in relation to proximity of another kind: 

those who have relationships to the naval organization. Austen continually valorizes 

members of this community, demonstrating their good sense. In the exchange of the 

Elliots for the Crofts at Kellynch, there is both an exchange of physical place and a hint 
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that “place” in society is not the defining factor of one’s character. To convert 

Wentworth’s character fully from adventurer to guardian of the national character, she 

assigns him that task of rescuing Mrs. Smith.  Anne is all the more grateful that “instead 

of depriving her of one friend, [her marriage to Wentworth] secured her two” (202). 

Where William Elliot swindled her husband and left Mrs Smith to languish, Wentworth 

recovers her property in the West Indies “with the activity of a fearless man and a 

determined friend” (202).  It is by no means a mistake that Mrs Smith — like Anne 

herself — recovers her health once she is reintegrated into a circle of friends, literalizing 

the important connection between community and individual vitality. 

But perhaps the most important move the novel makes in order to solidify 

Wentworth’s status as a man of good character is Austen’s contrivance that amounts to a 

form of money laundering that detaches the Royal Navy from imperialism. At the 

beginning of the novel, the narrator alludes to how officers received their fortunes (in 

the form of “captures” [29] and “prize-money” [81]).  Over the course of the novel, 

however, Austen converts the notion of plunder on the high seas so that it becomes 

entirely compatible with moral judgment. Once she has agreed to marry him, 

Wentworth informs Anne, “Like other great men under reserves … I must endeavour to 

subdue my mind to my fortune” (199). In his language, Wentworth uses economic terms 

(“under reserves,” “fortune”) to convert his wealth from what he won in his escapades 

as a naval officer to the true object of value — Anne. The language of economy and the 
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language of love are both subdued to the discipline of judgment; the importance is that 

Wentworth recognizes Anne’s true value while others do not. Secondly, the narrator 

pronounces earned wealth as the great social equalizer: “Captain Wentworth, with five-

and-twenty thousand pounds, and as high in his profession as merit and activity could 

place him [… was] worthy to address the daughter of a foolish, spendthrift baron, who 

had not had principle or sense enough to maintain himself in the situation in which 

Providence had placed him” (199). Austen has not elevated Wentworth over Sir Walter 

because of his money, although he does have more of it, and like Admiral Croft may 

well be the salvation of Kellynch. What we should note is that Wentworth earned his 

wealth through “merit and activity,” while Sir Walter squandered his through lack of 

judgment — specifically, principle and sense — sufficient to maintain his position.  As 

the embodiment of judgment, then, Wentworth supplants even the more sensible 

members of the landed gentry, such as Mr Knightley, as the embodiment of English 

character.  It is an easy step from character to community for Austen.    

First, however, the novel has to do considerably more work to suggest how a 

vessel in the British Navy can replace the English country house as the model of English 

everyday life and the core of British society. The novel ends on a semi-ominous note, 

where Anne, as the narrator observes, “must pay the tax of quick alarm for belonging to 

that profession which is, if possible, more distinguished in its domestic virtues than in 

its national importance” (203). As if to say that expanding English culture across the 
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globe is at least as important as England’s imperial ambitions, however, Austen 

exchanges the military prowess of the Royal Navy for its “domestic virtues” (203). The 

good Admiral Croft is certainly no less English for having travelled and settled 

temporarily in various parts of the empire. It is he who rents Kellynch Hall to pay off the 

debts incurred by Sir Walter’s vanity. By travelling with him, Mrs Croft can personally 

attest to the durability of a household that travels in the world. “I can safely say,” Mrs 

Croft assures Anne, “that the happiest part of my life has been on board a ship. While 

we were together, there was nothing to be feared” (61). Their bond displaces the country 

house as the basis of a circle of friends who feel as comfortable crossing the Atlantic as 

Austen’s earlier heroines feel embarking on a carriage ride across the English 

countryside. Mrs Croft confidently claims, “Women may be as comfortable on board, as 

in the best house in England ... I know nothing superior to the accommodations of a man 

of war. I declare I have not a comfort or an indulgence about me, even at Kellynch-hall ... 

beyond what I always had in most of the ships I have lived in” (60). 

Ridiculous as it may seem to compare a man-of-war to the sprawl of Kellynch, 

Mrs Croft’s point is well taken—namely, that “comfort” comes from the bond of 

friendship she enjoys with fellow travellers, a tight-knit group that shields one another 

from foreign influences. The Crofts’ marriage of co-equals provides the germ of a 

reproducible culture that can move out of the Pump Room and onto a British man-of-

war that travels in foreign waters. This travelling household is all the more effective in 
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its domesticating mission for its seemingly benign appeal. Austen knows full well that 

English people do not remain unchanged by travelling, much less by temporarily 

settling outside of England. Such physical alterations as Mrs Croft’s “reddened and 

weather-beaten [but not ‘freckled’] complexion” mark the pair as travellers and potential 

strangers despite their constant bond of friendship and ability to mingle with the 

country gentry (44). The Crofts nevertheless displace Lady Russell, Anne’s surrogate 

mother, as the arbiter of good taste.38 

Before Austen can allow them to do so, she must have her heroine redefine what 

English taste means. Despite Anne’s love for the ancestral Kellynch Hall, she admits, in 

leasing the estate to the Crofts, she “could not but in conscience feel that they [Sir 

Walter, her sister Elizabeth, and Mrs Clay] were gone who deserved not to stay, and that 

Kellynch-hall had passed into better hands” (102). Even the alterations to the building 

 

38 Captain Harville, whose home is obviously influenced by his naval training, is also described in 
positive terms. Austen’s narrator approvingly says, “A mind of usefulness and ingenuity seemed 
to furnish him with constant employment ... He fashioned new netting-needles and pins with 
improvements, and if everything else was done, sat down to his large fishing-net at one corner of 
the room” (83). This is an example of how, according to Zuroski, “Austen ushered in a new set of 
novelistic conventions that made the ordinary interesting”: “In the mundane world represented 
in her novels, objects are ... re-enchanted with a new bourgeois class ethos” (210). Through the 
particular magic of the novel, Austen domesticates naval objects to correspond to ordinary life. 
Mary A. Favret argues that “Austen and her contemporaries allow us to see with specificity how 
modern war ... is the history that possesses, perhaps determines our own current thinking about 
the everyday ... Austen makes [the everyday] permeable to the suffering of war” (147). 
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and lands that the Crofts “made have been all very much for the better” (104).39 In so 

displacing the hereditary family as the social centre of country house culture, the Crofts 

and their extended circle decentre the national community. The naval sensibilities of the 

Crofts can be considered English, if for no other reason than because it is in keeping 

with English taste to do so. If her previous novels achieved this illusion of the 

uniformity of taste by reformulating the traditional culture of the English country house 

as the model of national community, then her last novel takes another, decisive step 

towards the Victorian age of empire by relocating this culture onto a British man-of-war. 

Austen proposes a form of Englishness that can be transported and cultivated anywhere. 

Or, to put it another way, her readers could begin to see how anywhere in the world 

could be considered English.

 

39 Critics have previously discussed how Austen lionizes the domestic virtues of the Royal Navy 
in Persuasion. See, for example, Anne Frey and Monica F. Cohen, “Persuading the Navy Home: 
Austen and Married Women’s Professional Property.” 
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Chapter Two: Love in the Time of Scarcity: How Charlotte Brontë Domesticated Natural 
Passion 

While Jane Austen offered friendship as the means of keeping the country house 

system afloat during a period of economic disruptions that undermined the services 

provided by the village and shire, by the 1840s, intellectuals and novelists found it 

necessary to come up with more radical measures. Human nature was well on its way to 

being declared “red in tooth and claw”1 and requiring other means than disciplinary 

methods to manage it.2 In 1845, Engels said of the state of the British society: “Hence it 

comes, too, that the social war, the war of each against all, is here openly declared … 

people regard each other only as useful objects; each exploits the other, and the end of it 

all is, that the stronger treads the weaker underfoot” (Condition 37). While he blamed the 

economic disparity between laborers and the owners of capital for this “war of each 

against all,” he nevertheless agreed with such Victorian writers as Charles Darwin and 

the Brontë sisters, as well as Thomas Malthus, that such warfare is the inevitable 

 

1 A phrase first used by Tennyson in his poem In Memoriam A.H.H. He writes “Who trusted God 
was love indeed / And love Creation’s final law — / Though Nature, red in tooth and claw / With 
ravine, shrieked against his creed” (LVI, 13-16).  
2 As Foucault notes in Security, Territory, and Population, discipline was not the only political 
technology used to manage subjects. Biopolitics accounted for the parts of the population who 
could not be controlled, as illustrated in the example of the peasants who revolted when facing a 
scarcity of grain (43-44). Disciplinary techniques and biopolitical management are both necessary 
to tell the full story of governmentality.  
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consequence of scarcity.3  No matter their specific political perspective, the majority of 

Victorian thinkers turned sharply away from a tradition of philosophy that sought to be, 

for all intents and purposes, neutral and rooted in “peace and armistices,” as Foucault 

described Kant’s reasoned argument. When they embraced a narrative of permanent 

warfare, Victorians clearly had no intention of proposing some contractual agreement as 

the means of mitigating that war.4 To the contrary, the purpose of the new discourse of 

war was, in the case of Engels, Darwin, and the novels of the 1840s, how to 

“manufacture subjects” capable of surviving internecine struggle and eventually 

overcome their adversaries (Society Must Be Defended, 53; 45).  By assuming that 

“perpetual war” was the sine qua non of human existence, I am suggesting, Victorian 

authors grappled with an entirely different problem than one of preserving the national 

culture in the face of foreign threats. Under the conditions of scarcity that characterized 

the decade, Charlotte Brontë modified the Austen heroine as one who could survive and 

even thrive on the cruelty of class exploitation.   

As the Hungry Forties became marked as a time of resource scarcity, the 

Victorians perceived their environment as following the principles of survival 

 

3 Nasser Mufti helps us see “If for Marxism war is a lens into the modern condition, then for 
Engels war and the industrial city are dialectically related” (33). 
4 Britain demographically expanded its definition of an enfranchised body politic during this 
period, but it was never enough. Throughout the nineteenth century, Parliament passed a 
succession of reform bills designed to mitigate conflict by opening up citizenship to an increased 
electorate. Even so, many British subjects within England and throughout the colonies remained 
outside the rights and protections guaranteed by English law.   
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chronicled in Darwin’s The Voyage of the Beagle: Journal of Researches into the Natural 

History and Geology of the Countries Visited During the Voyage of H.M.S Beagle Round the 

World (first published in 1839 and revised in 1845). This natural world was not unlike 

that urban jungle Engels chronicled in Condition of the Working Class in England (1845). At 

the core of both of these texts was a fear, expressed through the texts’ depiction of the 

natives of Tierra del Fuego and the Irish sector of industrial Manchester, respectively, 

that unrepressed primitive passions would disrupt the “civilized” social world. In 

giving their readers a series of encounters in which the Fuegians and Irish violate the 

norms of the household, Darwin and Engels demonstrate that, for the human species to 

survive, a caretaking family would have to emerge. These ethnographers stop short of 

explaining how such a family could come into being. Charlotte Brontë’s most famous 

novel, Jane Eyre (1847) puts its notably passionate protagonist through a series of social 

experiments in order to determine how to provide such a household. My reading of Jane 

Eyre, inspired by the small world theory first proposed by social psychologist Stanley 

Milgram in the 1960s, shows how the heroine passes through a series of worlds, each 

playing with the relationships between its inhabitants. This theoretical framework gives 

us the means to see how the novel not only links its institutions together but how it, in 

turn, modifies each through Jane’s disruptive presence. In these small worlds, Jane Eyre 

finds the means to reform, without abandoning, the passion that marks her as an 

individual capable of connecting with likeminded others. In so doing, Brontë is able to 
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dispose of the old model of marriage that governed the English country house to 

sanctify the exclusive intimacy that linked the heterosexual couple to their immediate 

offspring as the sole basis for both enduring social bonds and physical survival. In the 

hands of Charlotte, like her sister Emily, romantic love paradoxically engineered a 

nuclear family that could survive a time of extreme economic scarcity. 

The discourse that emerged to take issue with the reigning tradition of 

philosophical thought and established form of the English novel consequently diverged 

sharply from the concept of “objective truth” that prevailed in the age of Kant and 

Austen. The rational mode of decision making that relied on the centered and top-down 

logic of contractual sovereignty presupposed the individual as the basic unit of national 

identity. Assuming that a nation could prosper only so long as its culture retained its 

essential character, Kant sought to realize the “sweet dream” of peace based on the 

protection of property, both individual and national (PP 107). Because this fantasy 

depended on the logic of the Social Contract, it was doomed to crumble in the face of 

Kant’s awareness of Europe’s increasing economic dependence on international trade.  

Engineered by manipulating desire rather than philosophical reason, Austen’s novels 

included protocols that translated the perils of foreign encounters into the perils of the 

marriage plot. The elaborate and often-humiliating rituals she located in the Pump 

Room and country houses of the lower gentry transformed the household into a mobile 

yet fundamentally defensive formation.  
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By the first decade of the Victorian period, however, the protection of those who 

circulated freely through assembly rooms and country houses of Donwell Abbey and 

Kellynch Hall were not nearly so important to maintaining the English way of life as 

they were at the turn of the century. At the dawn of the Victorian period, British 

novelists responded to the same social transformation that astonished Engels: “the 

whole multitude of ‘surplus’ population” had forced itself “in terrific numbers into the 

foreground” of political concern (Condition 95). To reimagine the nation as the means of 

governing “terrific numbers” rather than discrete individuals, Victorians conceded that 

“perpetual peace” was nothing but a pipe dream and took up the task of figuring out 

how to maintain the English way of life under conditions of perpetual war.5 What 

Foucault says of the situation on the Continent during this period is certainly no less 

true of England: “Law is not pacification, for beneath the law, war continues to rage in 

all mechanisms of power … peace itself is a coded war. We are therefore at war with one 

another; a battlefront runs through the whole of society” (Society Must Be Defended 50).  

This claim implies Kant was simply asking the wrong question in turning to 

cosmopolitanism for a way of achieving “perpetual peace” (50-1).  This chapter focuses 

 

5 While Victoria’s reign is characterized as the Pax Britannica, the nation was constantly embroiled 
in foreign conflicts. As Nathan Hensley explicitly noted, “There were at least 228 separate armed 
conflicts during the period, at least one in every year of Queen Victoria’s reign; usually more. 
Eight, for example, in 1854” (2). Furthermore, the nation was haunted by internal conflicts. After 
the Reform Act of 1832, as Chris R. Vanden Bossche states, “working-class discontent continued 
to grow, and in 1838 radicals began circulating a National Petition advocating passage of the 
People’s Charter, in effect a new reform act” (1). 
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on three ways that a range of Victorian authors took issue with the tradition of 

philosophy that culminates in Kant: 1) truth telling no longer required a neutral or 

balanced position but takes up a side in the battle of modes of truth-telling, 2) in 

struggling to assert itself “from below,” a new voice of truth articulates a fundamentally 

marginalized perspective, and 3) the truth it tells is a pragmatic one and more interested 

in how the situation at hand came to be than in the end result of the conflict.6 I must first 

show how, during the 1840s, Engels and Darwin mounted much the same argument 

against classical liberal views of political society and natural history, respectively.  After 

foregrounding the problem of the household in their terms, I turn to Brontë’s revision of 

Austen’s novels of polite society to explain how the novels altered the way readers 

imagined living their lives and the kind of future they anticipated to accommodate the 

world of scarcity.  

Despite or perhaps because of his field of study,7 Darwin observed firsthand that 

unceasing warfare animated nature and therefore organized social relationships, as 

 

6 As Foucault put it in Society Must Be Defended, the truth “is a discourse that inverts the values, 
the equilibrium, and the traditional polarities of intelligibility, and which posits, demands, an 
explanation from below … Fury is being asked to explain calm and order” (54). Finally, this “is a 
discourse that develops completely within the historical dimension …it is interested in defining 
and discovering, beneath the forms of justice that have been instituted, the order that has been 
imposed, the forgotten past of real struggles, actual victories … it is interested not in referring the 
relativity of history to the absolute of the law, but in discovering, beneath the stability of law or 
truth, the indefiniteness of history” (55-56). 
7 Foucault notes that the discourse of science came to occupy this view from below. As he says in 
The History of Sexuality, Volume I, “The scientific discourse was scandalized, or in any case 
repelled, when it had to take charge of this whole discourse from below” (64). 



 

 96 

Engels also recognized, beneath the veneer of civilization. In his travel writing, Voyage of 

the Beagle, Darwin famously chronicled the five-year journey around the world, 

including to South America,8 that first acquainted him with the ruthless dynamic that he 

later described as the animating force of nature’s “web of complex relations.” This 

project generated his hypothesis that the story of each and every species, including man, 

was a “struggle for existence”9 (Origin of Species 74). Struck by the games of cruelty that 

shaped the “relations” between predator and prey, Darwin noted in Beagle the artfulness 

that allowed a predator to “play” at some length with its victims. “One day,” he 

explains, “I observed a cormorant playing with a fish which it had caught. Eight times 

successively the bird let its prey go, then dived after it … In the Zoological Gardens I 

have seen the otter treat a fish in the same manner, much as a cat does a mouse: I do not 

know of any other instance where dame Nature appears so wilfully cruel” (177). Though 

separated by biological difference and habitat, the cormorant, otter, and cat all perform 

basically the same “wilfully cruel” power play in which the predator repeatedly releases 

 

8 The Beagle began its journey on December 27, 1831 and returned on October 2, 1836 (xviii, The 
Voyage of the Beagle). While The Voyage of the Beagle was first published in 1839, I focus on the 
revised version from 1845. 
9 Darwin first began his work on natural selection in notebooks while he worked on “editing the 
zoology and writing the geology of the voyage of the Beagle” (Introduction 5). In what is known 
as the Sketch of 1842, Darwin states, “Nature lets <an> animals live, till on actual proof it is found 
less able to do the required work to serve the desired end” (7). As he went on to say in The Origin 
of Species, “Hence, as more individuals are produced than can possibly survive, there must in 
every case be a struggle for existence, either one individual with another of the same species, or 
with the individuals of distinct species, or with the physical conditions of life. It is the doctrine of 
Malthus applied with manifold force to the whole animal and vegetable kingdoms” (Origin 66). 
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and then recaptures its prey. Notably, even when removed from Nature proper, the cat 

observes the same behavior as the wild cormorant, implying that these natural instincts 

can never be fully domesticated. But even as he declares the creation of such tortured 

hope cruel, Darwin is at a loss to identify any form of interaction, whether natural or — 

to put it in his terms — “artificial” among the species that does not involve a game of 

domination and submission. He obviously felt something else was needed to account for 

the amazing variations that he had encountered on his voyage, as well as the intricate 

tactics for survival that enabled them to do so.   

In his account of this experience, Darwin’s focus on the game of cruelty and 

equally ingenious tactics that enabled some variations to negotiate those games to the 

benefit of their progeny introduces the idea that the story of each species involves some 

unpredictable and incremental disfiguration of the established type. The conviction 

grows as he encounters nature’s law in an extraordinary sequence of curious forms, and 

it dissipates abruptly once he encounters evidence that the human story observes the 

same law. Darwin is openly, if reluctantly, heretical in his rejection of creationism and 

the doctrine of the human exception. 10 In this respect, he can be said to take on the role 

 

10 As Adrian Desmond and James Moore wrote in their biography of Darwin, his work found: 
“The Creationist ‘fabric’ and all it entailed” as a “target” (243). They claim, “He peered into the 
future and saw the old miraculous edifice collapsing” (243). In May 1861 Robert Edmond Grant 
would write a letter addressed to Darwin about his work saying, “With one fell sweep of the 
wand of truth, you have now scattered to the winds the pestilential vapours accumulated by 
‘sepcies-mongers’ over every step of this ever-varying, ever-charming part of natures works; and 
your next movement will dispel the remaining clouds” (128). 
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of the Classical parrhesiast that resurfaced, in Foucault’s account, only after millennia had 

passed and certain nineteenth-century intellectuals (three of whom I consider here) took 

a mind to pit the truth of embodied life against the pieties of modern culture.11 As 

Foucault explains, “when scientific discourse is deployed as criticism of prejudices, of 

existing forms of knowledge, of dominant institutions, of current ways of doing things—

and it cannot avoid doing this, in its very development—it plays this parrhesiastic role” 

(The Courage of Truth, 30). In contrast to Kant’s voice of the philosopher, which attempts 

to see all sides,12 Darwin bonded truth with his own concrete observations and gave 

voice to “the battle cries that can be heard beneath the formulas of right, in the 

dissymmetry of forces that lies beneath the equilibrium of justice” (Society Must Be 

Defended 56). This chapter will demonstrate how the novel of the 1840s issues precisely 

such a battle cry through its social world.   

In the main, Enlightenment tradition understood man in a state of nature and, by 

extension savagery, as the primitive stage in the development of human civilization that 

 

11 Foucault writes, “parrhesia consists in telling the truth without concealment, reserve, empty 
manner of speech, or rhetorical ornament which might encode or hide it. … Not only must this 
truth be the personal opinion of the person who is speaking, but he must say it as being what he 
thinks … the subject must be taking some kind of risk” (Courage of Truth 11). 
12 The Conflict of the Faculties, Kant argued for freedom of expression, at least in a university 
setting. For in taking a side when teaching, the government, for instance “is interested primarily 
in means for securing the strongest and most lasting influence on the people, and the subjects 
which the higher faculties teach are just the means” (27). Instead, Kant argues, “It is absolutely 
essential that the learned community at the university also contain a faculty that is independent 
of the government’s command with regard to its teachings … free to evaluate everything, and 
concerns itself with the interests of the sciences, that is, with truth … For without a faculty of this 
kind, the truth would not come to light” (27, 29). 
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Hobbes described as Bellum omnium contra omnes. In 1755, by contrast, Rousseau 

imagines a savage already disposed to submit to law and, without the coercive violence 

of sovereignty, willing to enter into a contractual government with other men.13 Putting 

a new spin on both narratives, Darwin considers war, not as a fall from the natural order 

(the commons given by God), but rather the principle of nature itself, which can neither 

be transcended by human reason nor managed by liberal government; war can only be 

conducted by different means. The would-be cleric turned scientist begins to remap 

South America as a “web of complex relations” that reveals the process that brought the 

contemporary world into being.14 Even at this early stage in what would prove to be a 

century-long war against established teleology of progress, Darwin relocates man within 

this framework along with the other forms of biological life.  Rather than update the 

 

13 Further, following these thinkers, in “Perpetual Peace,” Kant is only too aware that what 
Hobbes had deemed tribal conflict was relegated to the primitive past was still active in 
international commerce, whose passionate exponents he compares to “savages” who prefer “a 
mad freedom to a rational one” (115). “Mad freedom,” which refers to conditions prior to the 
enactment of the Social Contract, is a state in which actors do not take into consideration the 
rights of others, as law has by definition not yet been established in a “savage” world. This state 
of perpetual warfare is one that embodies the struggle for life. Rational freedom, by contrast, 
requires individuals to adhere to laws that operate to protect their lives. In Metaphysics of Morals, 
Kant explains, the only innate right is freedom, or “independence from being constrained by 
another’s choice” in terms of how it can “coexist with the freedom of every other in accordance 
with a universal law” (30). Rights (freedoms) are about relationships between subjects (24). This 
state of freedom is “limited” by law, so that individuals cannot appropriate other persons or 
property in order that their own might be protected. 
14 Although Darwin was inspired by Alexander Von Humboldt’s Personal Narrative of Travels to 
the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent during the years 1799-1804, and Beagle holds similarities 
to the earlier narrative, there are key differences. As Nancy Armstrong explains, “one finds 
Darwin detaching biological life from the regional eco-systems of South America that Alexander 
von Humboldt had described and reorganizing that information as an independent system which 
contained its own principle of speciation.”  
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concept of the human exception that put human beings outside nature and above, he 

subjected human beings to the same laws as other biological beings. 

At the heart of Kant’s international project resides a fear that, by plundering 

other parts of the world, European civilization had been tainted with influences that 

caused modern men to act as if they were degenerative savages. Like Kant, Darwin saw 

indigenous peoples as a direct inverse of modern society, even if they had different 

theories of “nature.”15  The Social Contract simultaneously placed a break between the 

two states of being and presented them in continuity. Confronting conditions in the 

overcrowded manufacturing centers of England, as well as the gearing up of Empire to 

incorporate who they deemed primitive cultures, Victorian intellectuals had to 

reimagine the relation of “savagery” and “civilization” from different states of being to 

different stages on a sliding scale. The long and short of it is this: In order to establish 

themselves as scientific, the emerging sciences of man had to resituate the story of 

human development within the framework of biological evolution. As he enters the land 

 

15 We know Darwin read Kant’s work, both from letters and quoting the philosopher in his 
scientific writings. Later, in first part of The Descent of Man (1871), for instance, he credits Kant 
with a quotation of duty in “Chapter III: Comparison of the Mental Powers of Man and Lower 
Animals—continued,” then again references him in that same chapter — “I will not in my own 
person violate the dignity of humanity” — and, finally, he notes Kant believed that man should 
be classed in “four” different categories of race (70, 86, 226). This final note references Kant’s 1775 
attempt at “scientific” work “Of the Different Human Races.” As I will discuss later, Darwin 
drew a great deal of inspiration from Malthus, however, he was inspired by moral philosophy 
and literature as well as other scientific works. What we can see from Darwin’s engagement with 
Kant is his interest not only in the origins of man but also the species’ moral sense. See Piers Hale 
for a thorough account of the wide range of writers who influenced his work. 
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of the Fuegians at Cape Horn, we find Darwin abandoning the parrhesiastic mode of 

truth-telling based on direct observation of exotic species in their natural milieu, an 

account of nature that overthrew then conventional notions of progress guided by 

Providence.16  

To record his experience of the human inhabitants of the southernmost point of 

South America, Darwin adopts a familiar set of Gothic conventions that distinguish his 

account of human development from that of all other species by portraying the primitive 

forbearer in Gothic terms.  In doing so, he sets up a clear contrast between the empirical 

style of the emergent scientific discourse17 and a literary style known for projecting 

aberrant states of mind onto one’s environment so that its expresses how one feels about 

the place rather than reflecting the place itself. This allows him to use the same basic 

narrative of speciation, or the struggle for survival, to tell the story of man. Darwin 

begins this difficult conceptual task by situating primitive man within a Malthusian 

landscape of scarcity where he, like any other life form, must struggle to survive and 

 

16 As Robert Chambers wrote in 1844, “To a reasonable mind the Divine attributes must appear, 
not diminished or reduced in any way, by supposing a creation by law, but infinitely exalted. It is 
the narrowest view of all views of the Deity, and characteristic of a humble class of intellects, to 
suppose him acting constantly in particular ways for particular occasions. … Much more worthy 
of him it surely is, to suppose that all things have been commissioned by him from the first, 
though neither is he absent from a particle of the current of natural affairs in one sense, seeing 
that the whole system is continually supported by his providence” (156-157). 
17 As Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison note in Objectivity, “Scientific observation has a history. 
Objectivity has not always defined science.  … To be objective is to aspire to knowledge that 
bears no trace of the knower – knowledge unmarked by prejudice or skill, fantasy or judgment, 
wishing or striving.  … Only in the mid-nineteenth century did scientists begin to yearn for this 
blind sight, the ‘objective view’ that embraces accidents and asymmetries” (17). 
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will evolve on the basis of whether and how he does so.18 His recourse to Gothic 

convention, in this case, is arguably subject to a second principle as well insofar as it 

expresses the historical limits of his own imagination in trying to resituate human beings 

— and especially human emotion — within the scientific framework of biological 

evolution. A comparison between his description of the inhabitants of Tierra de Fuego 

and Engels’s description of the Irish quarters of Manchester reveals the historical 

dimension of these limits shared by the two quite different intellectuals. 

That the tip of South America was viewed as no more exotic than the lurid 

quarters of the working classes in England’s new industrial cities is clear from the 

resemblance between the chapters that describe Darwin’s morbid fascination with the 

Fuegians and Engels’s account of his venture into the dark heart of Manchester. For all 

their political divergence, Darwin and Engels appear to have been of one mind with 

Thomas Malthus in assuming that population increased disproportionately to the 

resources necessary to sustain its members, who were thus, by definition, replaceable (as 

Piers Hale notes, Darwin read Principle of Population not long after returning from his 

 

18 Remarking on the North American native population, Malthus sees their “savage nation” 
existing as it does because of their environment. He states, “their population is thin from the 
scarcity of food, that it would immediately increase if food was in greater plenty, and that, 
putting vice out of the question among savages, misery is the check that represses the superior 
power of population and keeps its effects equal to the means of subsistence. Actual observation 
and experience tell us that this check, with a few local and temporary exceptions, is constantly 
acting now upon all savage nations, and the theory indicates, that it probably acted with nearly 
equal strength a thousand years ago, and it may not be much greater a thousand years hence” 
(27-8). 
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voyage on the Beagle in 1838 [25]).19 each distinctively Gothic account proceeds to 

transform Austen’s bountiful countryside into a condition of punishing scarcity. 

Malthus, as Engels surmises, “declares in plain English that the right to live, a right 

previously asserted in favour of every man in the world, is nonsense” (289). Free of the 

imperative to support the “right to live” presupposed by the traditional narrative of 

human progress, Darwin and Engels rewrote that narrative for a world of material 

scarcity in which living beings had to struggle with others for the resources necessary to 

life. According to their respective theories of evolution and capitalism, human survival 

depended on competition among and between human beings, which put each 

individual in a position akin to that of either predator or prey.20 As Emily Steinlight 

observes, Engels’s work held “a premise that environments shape the organism that 

inhabit them” (79). In their examinations of South America and Manchester, Darwin and 

Engels consequently saw nature and society characterized by uneven development, 

where those relatively more advanced in those terms than others were presumably the 

 

19 J.M. Coetzee notes that this similarity of rhetorical criticizing colonial subjects and the working 
classes has appeared before: “In the first hundred years or so of settlement, the idleness of the 
Hottentots is denounced in much the same spirit as the idleness of beggars and wastrels is 
denounced in Europe. One might even say that the rhetoric used to justify a class war in Europe 
is unthinkingly transferred to the colonial situation to condemn the refusal of the natives to be 
drawn into the economy as wage laborers” (126).  
20 Mirroring Darwin’s struggle for existence, Engels notes in Conditions, “Competition is the 
completest expression of the battle of all against all which rules in modern civil society. This 
battle, a battle for life, for existence, for everything, in case of need a battle of life and death, is 
fought not between the different classes of society only, but also between the individual members 
of these classes” (87). 
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better predators. To challenge what Foucault refers to as the established “knowledge 

and practice” of European civilization, the scientist and social scientist do not 

acknowledge the origins of modern in primitive man, thus the essential continuity 

between them (Archaeology of Knowledge 42).  Instead they see modern man as engaged in 

a war with those who have lagged behind him in developmental terms.21   

Novelist J.M. Coetzee explains why early “anthropological” records of the Dutch 

encounters with Hottentots in South Africa continued to repeat the same descriptive 

narratives.22  He claims these accounts: 

constitute some of the most obvious differences between the Hottentot and the 
west European, or at least the west European as he imagined himself to be. But 
while there are certainly differences, they are perceived and conceived within a 
framework of sameness, a framework that drives from the generally accepted 
thesis … although the Hottentots may seem like beasts, they are in fact men.  
 

In exactly this manner, Darwin and Engels understand the Fuegians and Irish workers 

from within a “framework of sameness” to describe “foreigners” in terms of how they 

measured up to the European who embodied civilization.23 This framework determined 

 

21 Darwin, especially after Descent of Man (1871), would also approach the idea of the savage from 
a cosmopolitan point of view, acknowledging the continuity between modern and primitive man. 
Here, however, I am referring to Darwin’s early work.   
22 It is worth noting that cultural anthropology did not emerge as a recognized field until the 
latter half of the nineteenth century. For more on the history of the field, see George Stocking’s 
Victorian Anthropology. 
23 Cannon Schmidtt argues that “Darwin’s repeated references to Fuegians attempt to place 
distance between their perceived barbarity and himself, his (sympathetic) readers, and his work 
— even as those references serve as indispensable evidence of evolution” (45) John Glendening 
similarly argues, “Their strangeness is caught up with the strangeness they cause Darwin to feel 
about his connection to them and thus about himself” (4). 
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the categories and subcategories providing a yardstick, or principles of sameness, that 

applied “across all societies … while the observations that are filled in under the various 

headings constitute the differentia of societies” (Coetzee 120). Thus, it is no wonder that 

in mounting successful challenges to the reigning traditions of political and scientific 

thought, these nineteenth-century intellectuals found it virtually impossible to describe 

alternative ways of living in positive terms. Disposed to see other peoples as remnants 

of a primitive past, Darwin and Engels described the communities they observed as 

deficient versions of western liberalism.24 Why?  

Though prepared to understand man as a species and class, respectively, Darwin 

and Engels understood human development through the ways human beings of either 

group found a place for themselves within a system of social relations. To cross over the 

caesura separating the state of nature from that of civilization, human beings did not, 

according to the new science and nascent social sciences, spontaneously enter into a 

contract with a sovereign government that transformed them from savages into modern 

citizens. As Cannon Schmidtt has argued, the “human in question” that was the subject 

of nineteenth-century study, “was decisively modern because [this being was] 

thoroughly biological and ‘natural’: an animal among animals, a product of inexorable 

 

24 Wendy Brown notes that liberalism is “one with modernity, rather than a position within it,” 
which has allowed “liberal discourse” to become “so naturalized that it no longer depends on 
“mythologies and legal fictions generated by origin stories” (138). 
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laws working themselves out over the course of profane, sublunary time no less than 

beetles or monkeys” (3). More concerned with the survival of the group over and above 

that of any particular member, a group developed kinship rules that distributed labor 

and resources according to a principle that ensured its survival. During the nineteenth 

century, individuals agreed to observe very different kinship principles to which Wendy 

Brown refers to as “family values.” Reflecting on the unevenness with which these 

values are distributed, Brown explains, 

The unchecked individualism of the state of nature doesn’t extend to all persons: 
while men are regarded as autarkic and obligated to nothing, women are 
regarded as always already attached to men and obligated to children. This 
attachment and this obligation calling forth the presence of the proto-families in 
the state of nature in turn enable the easy naturalization of family in civil society. 
(148) 
 

In a state of nature, each individual is an independent actor and extremely vulnerable as 

such. Where liberalism posits a Hobbesian savage predisposed to survive as a family, 

the Fuegians and the Irish failed to observe what Engels and Darwin regarded as the 

natural principle of kinship. Before a family headed by a male who could support 

dependents economically could form, its potential members had to belong to a social 

unit that replenished the supply of economic providers. For lack of such a proto-family, 

the Irish were no less “idle” savages25 — a term that Coetzee emphasizes which suggests 

 

25 As Patrick Brantlinger notes, “Within Britain itself, the ‘wild Irish’ had, from the 1500s on, been 
tarred with that and virtually every other stereotypic accusation about savages that their English 
adversaries could think of” (94). 
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that people who do not equate living with work are fundamentally deficient and 

doomed to obsolescence by the European narrative of progress26 —than the Fuegians, 

and as such, doomed to obsolescence.  

Darwin’s account of his stay in Tierra del Fuego amounts to a catalogue of the 

ways in which the Fuegians merit that fate — even though they persist in thriving where 

he admittedly could not. Although he can identify the categories of human culture — 

including (as Coetzee suggests) diet, labor, economic transactions, community rituals, 

and means of rearing the young — the Fuegians’ rituals not only fall short but also 

contradict the civilized standard. To be sure, he documents the scarcity the Fuegians had 

managed to endure, but in doing so, Darwin implies that these people were 

impoverished by their lack of arable land and other resources rather than ennobled by 

the fact that they adapted to a harsh environment and survived where Darwin cannot 

imagine even wanting to do so.27 As Piers Hale notes, Darwin “could not help but see 

connections between the political, natural, and moral economies,” for instance, “the 

scarce resources on Tierra del Fuego led to a condition of almost constant warfare 

 

26 Engels would later go on to write an anthropological study of the primitive family, The Origin of 
the Family, Private Property and the State (1884). 
27 While the proto-anthropologists classify the Hottentots as idle, they are not portrayed as 
having to struggle against their environment like Darwin argues the Fuegians do. In fact, Coetzee 
asks, given the conditions of the Cape, why it is not considered a “version of life before the Fall, 
in which man is not condemned to eat his bread in the sweat of his brow but instead spends his 
days dozing in the sun, or in the shade when the sun grows too hot, half-aware of the singing of 
the birds and the breeze on his skin, bestirring himself to eat when hunger overtakes him, 
enjoying a pipe of tobacco when it is available, at one with his surroundings and unreflectively 
contended” (123-4).   
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between tribes” (34, 17). Indeed, on meeting these people, Darwin finds it difficult to 

grant them full human status: “I could not have believed how wide was the difference 

between savage and civilized man: it is greater than between a wild and domesticated 

animal, inasmuch as in man there is a greater power of improvement” (183).  Similar 

expressions of disbelief that he is of the same species with the Fuegians punctuate the 

account of his stay in Tierra del Fuego.28 Comparing them to animals he has recently 

observed, he backhandedly admires the ferocity of their will to live: “Like wild beasts, 

they do not appear to compare numbers; for each individual, if attacked, instead of 

retiring, will endeavour to dash your brains out with a stone, as certainly as a tiger 

under similar circumstances would tear you” (195).  In stressing the gap between the 

European and the Fuegian, Darwin makes two moves worth noting. First, he codes them 

as sub-human either by calling them “savage” or by comparing them to animals. 

Secondly, he removes any possibility of a bond of sympathy in the Smithian sense 

between the European and the Fuegian. In his words, “We can hardly put ourselves in 

the position of these savages, and understand their actions” (195). Imaginatively, then, 

 

28 This echoes an attempt to scientifically differentiate the races of men similarly to Kant’s earlier 
categorization of races in “Of the Different Human Races” (1775) or Robert Chambers’s work in 
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844), wherein Chambers argues there is a sliding scale 
of progressivism by which to judge each race. Kant argued there were four different races of 
mankind: “I believe it necessary to assume only four races of man in order to derive from them 
all the differences which are ascertainable on first sight and which perpetuate themselves. They 
are (1) the race of Whites, (2) the Negro race, (3) the Hunnic (Mongolian or Kalmuck) race, (4) the 
Hindu or Hindustanic race” (40-1). Chambers argues, “Even, as we shall see, the varieties of his 
race are represented in the progressive development of an individual of the highest, before we 
see the adult Caucasian, the highest point yet attained in the animal scale” (199).  
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as well as geographically, the Fuegian and the European are not “inhabitants of the same 

world” (190).   

As if to demonstrate the gap — bio-historical and cultural, as well as geographic 

— between primitive and modern man, Darwin keeps a detailed record of the daily life 

of Fuegians.  This account is, like that of the eighteenth-century Dutch travelers to South 

Africa, designed to present them, not as an earlier stage in development, but as a 

negative mirror of European cultures. Lacking permanent shelter, “At night, five or six 

human beings, naked and scarcely protected from the wind and rain of this tempestuous 

climate, sleep on the wet ground coiled up like animals” (190). So huddled together, the 

Fuegians not only violate Victorian sexual mores29 but also lack individuality, so that 

one cannot be distinguished from any other.  This lack of separation — from the climate, 

from each other — is clearly what prompts Darwin to compare them to “animals.”  This 

failure to individuate and form separate households seems to express itself in the 

Fuegians’ lack of any distinctive taste — beyond a few varieties of “miserable” food — 

even at the collective level (190). Indeed, the imperative to survive overrides 

prohibitions distinguishing human culture from animal nature under conditions of 

scarcity that demand cannibalism..30 “It is certainly true,” Darwin proclaims, “that when 

 

29 Coetzee notes these types of violations to sexual mores also appeared in narratives about 
Hottentot culture (122). 
30 Darwin appears to follow Malthus’s logic of cannibalism. In Malthus’s 1826 edition of Principle 
of Population, Malthus wrote in his chapter “Of the checks to population among the American 
Indians,” he tackles reports of cannibalism in the Americas. He argues, “It seems to be a worse 
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pressed in winter by hunger, they kill and devour their old women before they kill their 

dogs: the boy being asked by Mr. Low why they did this answered, ‘Doggies catch 

otters, old women no’” (191). In choosing to disregard the most basic tenets of 

individualism (the ownership of one’s body), the Fuegians observe an economy 

designed to conserve the life of the group at the cost of non-productive individuals.  

Viewed as useless by the rest of the tribe — “Doggies catch otters, old women no” — the 

older Fuegian women are repurposed as food under what Darwin obviously regards as 

a perversion of the utilitarian model. The Fuegians consider catching and cooking old 

women as a way to conserve the vitality of the group by funneling its vital energy into 

the younger, more productive members. 31   

 

 

compliment to human nature and to the savage state, to attribute this horrid repast to malignant 
passions, without the goad of necessity, rather than to the great law of self-preservation, which 
has at times overcome every other feeling, even among the most humane and civilized people,” 
although he admits it may be possible that after the need was met, cannibalism may have 
continued for other reasons (37). 
31 E. Lucas Bridges would later go on to correct Darwin’s judgments of the natives of Tierra del 
Fuego, including refuting Darwin’s assertion that the Fuegians were cannibals. Bridges states, 
“Of the three years these young Yahgans lived amongst English people, half was spent on board 
the Beagle with Fitzroy. During this time they convinced him and others that the Fuegian Indians 
were cannibals. Even that searcher after truth, Charles Darwin, who was closely associated with 
the trio during the twelve months’ voyage of the Beagle, accepted their testimony. We who later 
passed many years of our lives in daily contact with these people can find only one explanation 
for this shocking mistake. We suppose that, when questioned, York Minster, or Jimmy Button, 
would not trouble in the least to answer truthfully, but would merely give the reply that he felt 
expected or desired” (33). 
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Their tendency to over-privilege the tribe at the expense of the individual is 

responsible for stalling the Fuegians at an earlier moment in the natural history of man.  

In Darwin’s view,  

The perfect equality among the individuals composing the Fuegian tribes must 
for a long time retard their civilization. As we see those animals, whose instinct 
compels them to live in society and obey a chief, are most capable of 
improvement, so is it with the races of mankind. Whether we look at it as a cause 
or consequence, the more civilized have the most artificial governments. (204) 
 

Darwin attributes the hierarchical relations informing his own societies to “instinct,” 

which allows those who are superior to dominate the pecking order and thereby 

determine the shape of future offspring.32 But this hierarchical instinct based on fitness 

to survive is not enough.  Men must arrive at a point, he implies (echoing Hobbes and 

Locke), where they agree that even the fittest need to submit to and be protected by 

“artificial government.”  This, the Fuegians seem congenitally unable to recognize: 

“even a piece of cloth given to one is torn into shreds and distributed; and no one 

individual becomes richer than another.” That being said, it is difficult to understand 

how a chief can acquire sovereignty over other members of the tribe “till there is 

property of some sort by which he might manifest his superiority and increase his 

 

32 Darwin’s description of the Fuegians, indeed, mirrors the earlier illustration Hobbes gives of 
“savages” to explain the primitive state before the Social Contract. Hobbes states, “For the savage 
people in many places of America, except the government of small Families, the concord whereof 
dependeth on natural lust, have no government at all; and live at this day in that brutish manner, 
as I said before” (89). This type of life comes from having no “common Power” to fear, pitting 
every man against every other because there is no formal law to negotiate relations between each 
man (90). Of course, the Fuegians does not have a government of small families, marking a 
specific difference. 
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power” (204). What we (like early nineteenth-century utopian or socialist thinkers like 

Robert Owen) might regard as an ideal social order — one where “no one individual 

becomes richer than another” — Darwin considered regressive. Without either property 

or laws to protect it, even a simple piece of cloth cannot prove useful to its owner but 

will be instead “torn into shreds and distributed,” and held in common by the group.  

While he admits that the Fuegians were eminently suited to survive in this forlorn 

corner of the world (193),33 Darwin nevertheless sees their economy as “a return to the 

[unregulated] common” that John Locke regarded as “waste” (I.V.XXXVI), the torn cloth 

providing tangible proof that the common is indeed a waste rather than a utopia. On 

this basis, he portrays Fuegian culture as being in a state of arrested development.34 

In key respects resembling Darwin’s refusal to acknowledge Fuegian culture as 

culture, Engels views the Irish workers introduced into the English labor market as the 

importation of colonial savagery. He provides the obligatory thumbnail sketch of the 

Irish in terms that echo Darwin’s Fuegians: “These people have grown up almost 

without civilization, accustomed from youth to every sort of privation, rough, 

 

33 He states, despite all of their “miserable” conditions, “There is no reason to believe that the 
Fuegians decrease in number; therefore we must suppose that they enjoy a sufficient share of 
happiness, of whatever kind it may be, to render life worth having. Nature by making habit 
omnipotent, and its effects hereditary, has fitted the Fuegian to the climate and the productions 
of his miserable country” (193). 
34 Ruth Mayer notes, “the practice of stealing in Tierra del Fuego … run[s] through virtually all 
nineteenth-century accounts on the region. In order to establish a system of property ownership, 
it seems, one needs to get a grip on the ‘primitive’ impulses of greed that rule supreme among 
the natives” (198). 
 



 

 113 

intemperate, and improvident, bring all their brutal habits with them among a class of 

the English population which has, in truth, little inducement to cultivate education and 

morality” (101). Engels’s Irish have animal traits, that is to say, “brutal habits” that not 

only invade, but also infect, England. Indeed, he depicts the “character of the Irishman” 

as “but little above the savage” (104), placing these people on the lower end of a sliding 

scale of civilization. The cruelty of nature’s distribution of those traits necessary for 

survival, then, cannot be relegated to the untamed wilds outside of Europe, as Darwin 

imagines them, if they reside in the industrial heart of England. Already coded as 

primitive, Engels uses the Irish as an example of the dangers of bad collectivism that 

helps him theorize and polemicize on behalf of good collectivisim. Engels circles inward 

into the back alleys of Manchester until he reaches the very center—the room where 

men and women are piled in the same bedding (the very inversion of legible kinship). 

Engels even suggests the breakdown of the culture/nature opposition by suggesting that 

pigs cohabit these dwellings with humans.   

 

I. Family Matters  

Darwin and Engels respectively portray the Fuegian and Irish family units as co-

mingling with each other, so that its members are indistinguishable from other families 

and themselves. The consequence of this is that the family unit breaks down, becoming 

nothing more than a means of reproduction — a means to further the life of the species 
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— rather than an institution of any true family life. Just as the Fuegians violate Victorian 

sexual mores by huddling together, the Irish pile on top of one another. Engels describes 

the typical Irish dwelling: “It often happens that a whole Irish family is crowded into 

one bed; often a heap of filthy straw or quilts of old sacking cover all in an 

indiscriminate heap, where all alike are degraded by want, stolidity, and wretchedness. 

Often the inspectors found, in a single house, two families in two rooms. … Often more 

than one family lived in a single damp cellar” (77). Described in a similar manner to the 

Fuegians, the “indiscriminate heap” of the Irish further emphasizes the lack of gender 

and generational distinctions that organize the modern nuclear family. Given that the 

Irish are portrayed as being predisposed to sharing a single abode with more than one 

“family,” they are unable to form a coherent household. This is to say, that even 

removed from the Fuegians’ wild environment, more than civilization and 

industrialization are needed for a liberal household to be possible. Grace Kehler 

identifies this reform-writing strategy as one “whereby the structures of capitalism and 

industry signal both the inhumanity that threatens emotional and biological life and a 

form of monstrous vitality, mobilizes a gothic technology in which generation and 

ruination might coincide” (445). Collectively, the Irish are tied together by the degraded 

state of “want,” forced into a state of scarcity that resembles the climate of South 

America. Engels further notes that the Irishman treats his pig as a member of the family: 

“he eats and sleeps with it, his children play with it, ride upon it, roll in the dirt with it, 
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as anyone may see a thousand times repeated in all the great towns of England. The filth 

and comfortlessness that prevail in the houses themselves it is impossible to describe” 

(103). In drawing attention to the intermingling of the Irish and pig, Engels participates 

in the dehumanization of the former. In Engels’s eyes, the Irish further bloat an already 

superabundant English labor force and drive down wages. This logic, therefore, argues 

it is the Irish who are to blame for the dehumanization of the English worker by the 

factory system.  

The daily lives of imported Irish labor help Engels describe them as stalled at a 

very early stage in the development of human culture: “The worst dwellings are good 

enough for them; their clothing causes them little trouble, so long as it holds together by 

a single thread; shoes they know not; their food consists of potatoes and potatoes 

only.”35 As for wages, Engels maintains, “whatever they earn beyond these needs they 

spend upon drink. What does such a race want with high wages?” (102). If they are, as 

he says, “often packed like cattle” forming something like a “herd” in the sheer 

proximity of bodies that obliterates discernible kinship relations, then they are lower 

than the lowest rung of English society. They have no interest in advancement — and so 

personify what Engels (and Marx) would elsewhere call lumpenproletariat.36  By 

 

35 As Kehler notes, “Attempting to distance himself from the industrial middle classes to which 
he, in fact, belongs through kinship and employment, Engels employs rhetoric that hints at a 
degree of dissociation from the laboring classes he wishes to defend” (448). 
36 Robert Bussard notes the similarities in Engels’s description of the Irish and the 
Lumpenproletariat. I will later return to this concept in chapter three. 
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describing the Irish in terms of bare life, Engels puts a decidedly negative spin on their 

herding instinct, the very form of kinship that allowed them to survive and take root 

wherever the British transported their labor.  Engels’s description of Irish labor defines 

them “in the same movement distance from the writer” as from the English worker 

(Coetzee 123).  Although Engels places the Irish within modern society, the Irish fare no 

better in Engels’s description than the Fuegians do in Darwin’s. Amy E. Martin, in fact, 

argues “in the early Victorian period, constructions of British working class identity and 

radical politics were inextricable from discourses of Irish racial difference and Irish 

immigration” (85). 

When they represented the tip of South America and the slums of Manchester in 

similarly Gothic terms, Darwin and Engels relegate the Irish and Fuegian “households” 

to the past, where they nevertheless exert a baleful influence over the present. If we 

compare Darwin and Engels’s descriptive language to that of the master of Gothic 

literature, Edgar Allan Poe, we can see striking similarities. “The Fall of the House of 

Usher” (1839) begins, 

During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day … when the clouds hung 
oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, on horseback, 
through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at length found myself, as the 
shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher. 
… the first glimpse of the building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my 
spirit. (90)  
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Similarly, Darwin describes the Beagle’s crew initial encounter with Tierra del Fuego’s 

wild nature thus, “Death, instead of Life, seemed the predominant spirit” of the 

“entangled mass” of wood where trees “were decayed to the heart” and the “gloomy 

depth of the ravine well accorded with the universal signs of violence” (187). Likewise, 

Engels writes of the “great town” of Manchester, “Along both sides of the stream, which 

is coal-black, stagnant, and foul, stretches a broad belt of factories and working-men’s 

dwellings, the latter all in the worst condition … The cottages are old, dirty … the 

atmosphere is poisoned … and laden and darkened by the smoke … the whole rookery 

furnishes such a hateful and repulsive spectacle” that cannot be equaled (72). All three 

narrators use language like “dark,” “dreary,” “decay,” “gloomy,” and “foul” to illustrate 

the House of Usher, Tierra del Fuego, and Manchester as a type of hellscape. These 

morbid environments promote feelings of repulsion and dread that further become 

emphasized for Darwin and Engels when they note the blurring of societal boundaries.37  

 

37 As Armstrong notes, “The period of Victoria’s reign saw the entrenchment of the modern 
middle class and established the way they would deal with an organizing urban proletariat. 
During this period, English people were already reconceptualizing their relationship as a race to 
the colonial populations. Historical scholarship has given us two separate narratives to account 
for these changes in the semiotic behavior of class and race respectively. One narrative describes 
the class struggle that took place within England as the nation underwent industrialization, and 
the other tells of Western Europe’s attempt to dominate the rest of the world. What falls through 
the crack between the two accounts is the process by which Great Britain was reconceptualized as 
a modern urban core with a Celtic, or ethnic, periphery. During the first half of the nineteenth 
century, a variety of authors, artists, and intellectuals collaborated with the British government to 
create a geographical difference between one kind of British subject and another” (172).  
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In Fiction in the Age of Photography, Nancy Armstrong shows how Victorian 

England reimagined the nation in terms of race, so that readers would position 

themselves at the “core” of a nation with “a Celtic periphery.” Once they could see 

themselves “at the center of a nation ringed with a brand of primitives indigenous to 

their nation, it was not that much of a stretch for readers to see themselves at the center 

of a nation ringed with the exotic peoples of Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and the South 

Pacific” (173). By defining large segments of the global population as primitive, the 

English regulated these peoples to a past: one that was either idealized through 

nostalgia or presented as disturbingly archaic. It was no coincidence that when 

portraying primitivism, these writers invariably did so through a Gothic lens. As 

Darwin and Engels “romance the shadows” of primitivism, to borrow a phrase from 

Toni Morrison, they expose the tension between Europe’s civilizing mission and cultures 

that seemed already doomed to be eliminated by modernization. In the following 

passage, Morrison’s reading of the use of Gothic as the white American writer’s way of 

managing the threat posed by an enslaved and brutalized population could just as well 

apply to Darwin and Engels. Morrison writes, 

fear of being outcast, of failing, of powerlessness; — their fear of 
boundarylessness, of Nature unbridled and crouched for attack; their fear of the 
absence of so-called civilization; their fear of loneliness, of aggression both 
external and internal. In short, the terror of human freedom—the thing they 
coveted most of all. … Romance offered writers not less but more; not a narrow 
ahistorical canvas but a wide historical one; not escape but entanglement (37).  
 



 

 119 

As they turn the Fuegians and the Irish into the “demons” (Morrison 36)38 that 

civilization must overcome in order to advance, Darwin and Engels displace the fear of 

their own demonstrable brutality onto the very people they debased. Without family 

feeling,39 people tend to prey on one another in times of scarcity, diminishing their 

chances of group survival. 

Observing few if any expressions of “domestic affection” between the members 

of Fuegian families, Darwin understands lack as the reason for what will be the tribe’s 

eventual extinction. Appalled that the Fuegians have no understanding of “domestic 

affection,” Darwin declares, “the husband is to the wife a brutal master to a laborious 

 

38 In the Beagle’s earliest face-to-face meeting with the Fuegians, Darwin describes their physical 
attributes, concluding his remarks by making a rapid shift to the Gothic: “The party altogether 
closely resembled the devils which come on the stage in plays like Der Freischutz” (183).38 In 
Darwin’s allusion to the Germanic Romantic opera, he directly enters the world of literature and 
maps figurative demons onto the natives of Tierra del Fuego. The demons of Der Freischutz, 
summoned by unnatural acts, threaten to tear the protagonist away from his community and 
betrothed. In making this comparison, Darwin sees the Fuegians as akin to creature of another 
realm. Der Freischutz was first performed in 1821 (it was later performed in London in 1824) that 
focuses on a plot driven by the casting of magic bullets (12, 18). John Glendening takes note of 
this, saying in “ Darwin’s mind the savages’ inhuman traits remain intermingled with human 
ones, their history with human history. This indecipherable mixture of attributes and conditions, 
along with the Fuegians’ non-progressiveness and the instances of their immorality that he also 
cites, allows Darwin to relate them variously to barrens, devils, and animals” (4). Engels refers to 
the Irish as a “poor devil,” which while a term associated with expressing sympathy, still 
underlines Engels’s dehumanization of these immigrants. Following calling the Irish a “poor 
devil,” he states, “Drink is the only thing which makes the Irishman’s life worth having … he 
revels in drink to the point of the most bestial drunkenness” (103), once again using negative 
stereotypes to portray the supposed savagery of the Irish.  
39 Darwin says, “in search of food they are compelled unceasingly to wander from spot to spot … 
they can only move about in their wretched canoes. They cannot know the feeling of having a 
home” (192). Engels notes the Irish must travel to deal with their “crushing poverty:” “the 
husband, after planting potatoes for the next year, goes in search of work either in Ireland or 
England, and returns at the potato harvest to his family” (277). 
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slave” (192). When Jemmy Button40 returns to Tierra del Fuego after receiving an 

education in England,41 he apparently “recognised the stentorian voice of one of his 

brothers at a prodigious distance. The meeting was less interesting [to Jemmy] than that 

between a horse, turned out into a field, when he joins an old companion. There was no 

demonstration of affection … and the mother immediately went to look after her canoe ” 

(197).42 Resorting to metaphor to describe relationships that defy his own notion of 

family, Darwin portrays the Fuegians as either disinterested in their blood relations or 

trapped in relationships of domination and submission. Indeed, forced to scavenge for 

subsistence, the family authorizes cruelty rather than protection for its members.  “Was 

a more horrid deed ever perpetrated,” he proclaims with horror and outrage, “than that 

witnessed on the west coast of Byron, who saw a wretched mother pick up her bleeding 

dying infant-boy, whom her husband had mercilessly dashed on the stones for dropping 

 

40 See Ruth Mayer for an extensive critical analysis of Button’s portrayal by Darwin and those 
who knew Button: “Jemmy Button was increasingly called up in order to represent colonialism’s 
repressed, its victims, its dark legacy. Especially in the most recent enactments of the figure, these 
aspects of resistance and denial are valued most prominently—in particular, Jemmy Button’s 
ambivalence towards or defiance of the Western culture of consumption. In these renditions, 
moreover, Jemmy Button’s life no longer serves to figure forth the possibility of universal 
sameness and conformity (Captain Fitzroy’s utopia), but points to an alternative world and an 
alternative worldview, which is characterized, however, as doomed—as bound to disappear” 
(212). 
41 Gillian Beer makes note of Button particularly in Open Fields. She states Button “had ‘gone 
native; (though whether someone not a native-born Englishman could ‘go native’ I’m not sure), 
or he had re-assimilated. Sent back as an educator, his triumph proved to be his capacity to 
merge again with his home community and shed alien habits” (40). 
42 Notably, however, York Minster does tell Darwin that Jemmy’s mother was “inconsolable” 
when Jemmy was originally lost (198).  
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a basket of sea-eggs!” (192).  That the son is sacrificed when he threatens the family’s 

food supply tells Darwin that the Fuegians are unnaturally killing off future generations 

rather than fostering them.  Although the family life of the savage is “almost impossible 

for the worker,” according to Engels, he believes they are nevertheless forced to “live in 

the family, and the consequence is a perpetual succession of family troubles, domestic 

quarrels, most demoralizing for parents and children alike” (140). In that he thinks of 

“the family” as a living arrangement that is forced upon the Irish worker and unlikely to 

generate bonds of affection, Engels joins Darwin in assuming that the opposite is true—

namely, that the Irish family is held together by bonds of cruelty, if at all.  

 But if Darwin assumes that a European household, and most importantly, the 

property tied to that household will provide stability, Engels proves this assumption to 

be false. Assessing the consequences of the worker’s domestic practices, Engels 

determines that the family faces “dissolution” by virtue of the fact that the children—

and even the mother—work for a living (154). By having the mother venture into the 

workplace and the father care for the home, the working-class flip the natural 

assignment of gender roles in direct violation of the proto-family that Wendy Brown 

describes as essential to modern liberalism. Living in such conditions “unsexes the man 

and takes from the woman all womanliness without being able to bestow upon the man 

true womanliness or the woman true manliness—this condition which degrades, in the 

most shameful way, both sexes, and through them, Humanity” (Engels 155). Gender 
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deviation becomes a deviation of the human species itself. Or, as Anne McClintock has 

put it, “Engels, in delivering his revolutionary ‘bill of indictment’ to the English, figures 

the familial crises besetting the urban poor through the iconography of race and 

degeneration” (43). Even as he does so, to Engels’s great credit, he does not locate the 

source of deviation in the worker but in the factory system.  In his words,  

we must admit that so totally a reversal of the position of the sexes can have 
come to pass only because the sexes have been placed in a false position from the 
beginning. If the reign of the wife over the husband, as inevitably brought about 
by the factory system, is inhuman, the pristine role of the husband over the wife 
must have been inhuman too. (156)  
 

The perversion of gender roles, then, exposes the liberal household’s premise of 

“naturalized lack of equality and competition,” according to Brown (150); the 

“dissolution” of the family “merely shows that, at bottom, the binding tie of this family 

was not family affection, but private interest lurking under the cloak of a pretended 

community of possessions” (Engels 156). Julia Schwarzkopf notes that because women 

could be used as cheap labor in the Industrial period, there was a “potential — and to a 

certain degree actual — substitution of women for men as the chief breadwinners, 

combined with the loss of control exercised by many working-class men over their 

dependents’ labour … undermined the material base on which male supremacy in the 

family rested” (264). She notes the Chartist movement, in fact, was predicated on and 

responded to these changes in gender norms as, “The essence of Chartism’s concern 

with women was that their defining characteristic was their devotion to home and 
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family” (265). Although Engels and Darwin backhandedly idealized affection or 

“devotion to home and family” by revealing its absence from the daily life of what they 

call savages, neither can suggest how affection emerges in households that are not so 

deficient. Although the Irish households are seen as barely functional, Engels finds that 

defining the family in terms of property (or lack thereof) is no solution, describing even 

the properly gendered and hierarchized (bourgeois) household as an “inhuman” system 

that serves as the means of accumulating wealth and maintaining its uneven distribution 

in future generations.  

From the European perspective, the habitants of the Fuegians and the Irish 

constitute zones of indistinction that are neither part of modern culture nor states of 

nature but home to “bare life.” The Fuegian and the Irishman consequently figured the 

human species in terms that Victorian readers would simultaneously have recognized 

(“that is like me”) and disavowed (“but not me”). Although he went on to challenge the 

priority that Darwin granted property over labor as the basis of human value, Engels’s 

denigration of the urban savage nevertheless gave the “family” much the same status 

that Darwin gave “property.” As Steinlight notes, Conditions “tacitly universalizes 

bourgeois norms of domesticity, privacy, temperance, and sexual propriety—all of 

which it links to the reproductive health of generations” (83). And come to think of it, 

the Fuegian’s failure to parcel out resources as if they were property was inextricable in 

Darwin’s mind from their failure to form a caretaking family. Those who did not form 
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this basic a socio-economic unit, were not simply different (ethnically) but less than fully 

human. This thinking was not exactly new to the nineteenth century, but neither were 

the limits and internal organization of “the family” nearly so prescriptive, applied so 

widely, and rigorously moralized as it was by mid-century. We might say that the 

process of social scientific articulation took the ideal family from a descriptive to a 

prescriptive, or normative, model. In the process, its internal organization, its relation to 

society as a whole, and its economy completely changed. The family that emerged in the 

novels of Charlotte Brontë had transformed the family that Austen once organized 

around the country manor house. 

During the 1840s, economic conditions were such that intellectuals so different as 

Darwin, Engels, and Brontë considered the family as essential to the passage from 

savage to civilized society as anthropologists do today. Although arguing against 

traditional hierarchies of nature and culture, respectively, neither Darwin nor Engels 

found it possible to imagine a natural or political order that integrated people in its daily 

life who lacked some durable family formation. While both men used the logic of what 

Giorgio Agamben calls the “exclusive inclusion” to challenge the Enlightenment ideal of 

human reason, neither Darwin nor Engels could take the position of the subject who had 

been classified as the abject. This piece of the puzzle was left to the Victorian novel, 

specifically to Charlotte Brontë, to provide. Brontë published Jane Eyre (1847) two years 
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after the Conditions of the Working Class in England (published in German in 1845)43 and 

the revised version of Voyage of the Beagle.  

Like Engels and Darwin, Brontë was concerned with the impact of extreme 

scarcity on the British people and drew on the trope of the “exclusive inclusion,” those 

included within society in order to be excluded from its rights and privileges, to explore 

the problem. Whereas the portrayals of Tierra del Fuego and industrialized England are 

unable to give readers a coherent vision of a social unit capable of withstanding the 

fluctuations brought about by scarcity, 44 Brontë used the novel to subject Austen’s 

country manor household to the violence of modernization. In doing so, she refashioned 

the sentimental heroine as a stranger to every household she encounters who is initially 

condemned to life at the limits of society. Brontë’s novels exploit the position of such a 

person, one who lives at the mercy of a merciless society, to propose a social unit 

capable of sustaining itself during the Hungry Forties. By decimating the metaphoric 

country house and reassembling its debris metonymically, the heroine of her best-

 

43 Condition of the Working Class in England was first published in English in New York in 1887 
(McLellan xxi). 
44 Claude Lévi-Strauss contends, “it is always a system of exchange that we find at the origin of 
rules of marriage” (478). He continues, “This is because the value of exchange is not simply that 
of the goods exchanged. Exchange — and consequently the rule of exogamy which expresses it — 
has in itself a social value. It provides the means of binding men together, and of superimposing 
upon the natural links of kinship the henceforth artificial links — artificial in the sense that they 
are removed from chance encounters or the promiscuity of family life — of alliance governed by 
rule” (480). For, “the rules of kinship and marriage are not made necessary by the social state. 
They are the social state itself, reshaping biological relationships and natural sentiments, forcing 
them into structures implying them as well as others, and compelling them to rise above their 
original characteristics” (490). 
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known novel produces a household capable, in theory, of organizing life at any 

economic level. 

 Brontë’s own correspondence indicates as much, beginning with the dismissal of 

both Pride and Prejudice and Emma, on the grounds that Austen’s portrayal of everyday 

life — the very basis on which Walter Scott rested his claim that Austen brought the 

novel from childhood to maturity — was nothing more than “a carefully-fenced, highly 

cultivated garden with neat borders and delicate flowers—but no glance of a bright 

vivid physiognomy” (Selected Letters 99). To reclassify what Scott called the “common 

incidents” (365) of British life as not common at all but a standard of behavior set by and 

for the lesser gentry, Austen had to exclude those ruled ineligible for country house life 

from her imagined community. 

For Bronte, however, the country house was no longer an adequate model of 

daily life and a metaphor for the nation.  To reconfigure the family as a social unit 

capable of sustaining itself through times of extreme economic scarcity, Brontë 

fashioned the heroine of Jane Eyre to pass through various levels of society, a journey of 

extraordinary risk for any person without money, connections, or much in the way of 

beauty or talent — especially when cursed with a bad temper. Brontë made Jane’s 

unlikely and risky journey possible by reformulating the well-appointed country house 

as a place of confinement on the order of the Gothic castles so popular in novels of the 

late eighteenth century. Rather than place the country manor household as the center of 
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social life, and therefore its inhabitants as arbiters of national taste, Brontë exposes these 

institutions as pernicious. In saying, “I should hardly like to live with [Austen’s] ladies 

and gentlemen in their elegant but confined houses” (Selected Letters 99), Brontë 

emphasizes that for all their pleasant aesthetics, the country home is no more than a 

gilded cage that confines its inmates. This truth, joined with the shift in the relationship 

between the city and the country, necessitated a new “common pathway” to explain the 

everyday life of the English laborer. 

During the period between Austen and Brontë, as Raymond Williams observes, 

“many of the landless became, often with little choice, the working class of the new 

industrial towns, thus continuing that movement of wage labourers to the towns.”  As a 

result, “the changes in agricultural production and population growth” produced a 

“crisis of poverty, which was so marked in towns and villages alike” (98). Jane Eyre 

reacts to the changes in society that made scarcity not only more apparent but put 

pressure on the household to adapt to the new circumstances of industry. As Louise A. 

Tilly and Joan W. Scott state, during industrialization, “The scale of production 

increased and the factory replaced the household as the center of productive activity … 

The family wage economy, which had characterized the family organization of 

propertyless people in the past, became an increasingly common form of family 

organization among the working classes” (63).   



 

 128 

The novels of the 1840s register these shifts by revising the way readers 

henceforth imagined themselves belonging to a larger system of social relations. In 

Austen’s world, strong social ties develop from the property and kinship ties that form 

the center of the country house. When Darwin and Engels documented the absence of 

feelings in the abject populations they observed, it was because they saw only the 

absence of the traditional form of kinship that could maintain its coherence through 

generations. Brontë, by contrast, contends that this part of the prevailing model — 

family life — has to be reconfigured to accommodate the world according to evolution 

and capitalism.  Brontë accomplished this, as I will show, by using the Victorian novel to 

adjust private life to accommodate the operations of the new economy so that human 

beings might remain human beings, as distinguished from the subhuman multitude, 

and still adjust to the turbulence of a rapidly changing environment. The survival of the 

nation as an imagined community depended, in no small degree, on the novel’s survival 

as a genre.  

During the age of Austen, the country manor house provided what Hannah 

Arendt characterizes as “a facsimile” for the nation (29). The community that her novels 

made available to the reading public consisted of a group of close-knit friends that 

shared a distinctive set of social protocols for social interaction, that bound everyone to 

everyone else, whether in marriage, blood relationship, friendship, economic 

dependency, and/or servitude.  As Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse 



 

 129 

demonstrate, “these small worlds are households in which everyone is related to 

everyone else,” and they are capable of creating new ties only through marriages 

sufficient to maintain an “otherwise shrinking community” before these “small worlds 

close back in on themselves” (125). To maintain this household, members tolerated 

strangers who observed the protocols of hierarchy and proximity and reacted with 

disgust to interlopers. As Mansfield Park (1814) acknowledges some years before 

Persuasion, the hereditary estates were not immune to the nation’s increasing 

dependency on international trade and commerce and needed to change accordingly.   

Where Austen’s solution was to revitalize the country house and keep its cultural ethnos 

intact, Brontë demolished the microeconomy based on inherited land both at home 

(Rochester’s estate) and in the colonies (his marriage to the wealthy creole Bertha 

Mason).   

To avoid the degeneration that invariably accompanied colonial intermarriage, 

Jane’s peculiar bond to Rochester effectively reconstitutes a new ruling class family at 

the periphery of the landed estate, where it no longer depends on land but on capital for 

income. Rather than remodel the extended kinship governing courtship in Austen’s 

country house, a model that conforms with remarkable accuracy to what Mark 

Buchanan calls an “aristocratic” system of social relations, Brontë uses a new variety of 

instinctual, or embodied, passion to distinguish heterosexual love from other kinship 

ties. Thus, when Brontë said that Austen “was a complete and most sensible lady, but a 



 

 130 

very incomplete, and rather insensible … woman” (Selected Letters 162), she meant that 

Austen lacked an understanding of the natural passion between the sexes. Rather than 

being the “sensible” heroine of an Austen novel in which attraction that does not submit 

to reason proves destructive, Jane finds herself attracted to Rochester beyond all reason. 

Brontë locates this attraction in nature by having Rochester ask, “’Jane suits me: do I suit 

her?’” to which Jane replies, “’To the finest fibre of my nature, sir’” (513) — in other 

words, its instinctual that the two love one another. Until they establish a household at 

Ferndean, they neither travel in the same social circles nor subscribe to the same norms 

of social behavior.  Indeed, it is key to Brontë’s point and the continuing impact of this 

novel that Jane and Rochester have nothing whatsoever in common save literacy, 

intelligence, and an intuitive understanding of the other’s unexpressed feelings.  This 

ability to read each other’s quirky, even perverse, heart — an ability each possesses only 

in relation to the other — establishes the basis of intimacy.45 To sanction this 

relationship, the novel must systematically negate the formal protocols of the 

institutional options that Jane encounters prior to the reunion with Rochester that 

legitimates this intimacy so that the modern nuclear family may emerge. The 

materialization of such a family restricted to the reproductive couple and their 
 

45 In Niklas Luhmannn’s account of the development love, he notes that intimacy in this form 
comes from industrializing cultures. Thus, “This specifically English development must also be 
seen in relation to the fact that a monetary economy was increasingly asserting itself, particularly 
with the incorporation of landed property and work into the integrative framework of the 
monetary system … it became ever more difficult to thus combine personal ties and notions of 
property in the course of the increasingly functional differentiation of both areas” (130-31).  
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immediate offspring shows that although it hinges on the specific union of two people 

who are passionately attached only to each other, this unit is capable of being 

reproduced on every level of society.   

 

II. Small World Experiments: The Politics of Disenchantment  

When she challenges the territorially grounded liberal state that both Kant and 

Austen took as a given, Brontë arguably echoes Darwin and anticipates Engels and 

Marx’s later work.  Where it had formerly been up to the parish, shire, or great 

landowners to provide for those without property — whether in land or labor — that 

social network was rapidly eroded during the age of Austen, as the nation’s sovereign 

boundaries expanded and diversified.  By the time the major works of Brontë, Engels, 

and Darwin appeared in print, the rural poor and urban homeless had become major 

features of the town and cityscape and the common right to live and die respectfully 

once guaranteed by town and parish disappeared proportionately. Indeed, even 

individual grave plots or other funeral accouterments were unaffordable for many.46 As 

 

46 Laqueur points out that as proper funerals went more out of reach for the poor, one fate the 
bodies of the impoverished faced was dissection: “The Anatomy Act of 1832 was the corporeal 
correlative of the despised 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act, like it a product of Benthamite 
radicalism, like it an insertion of the bodies of the poor into a triumphant political economy and a 
program of rational administrative reform. But more specifically, the 1832 act gave a new twist to 
old stories. But only the bodies of criminals, enemies, and those with the courage of their radical 
convictions but now also the friendless, unclaimed, unwanted, culturally worthless bodies were 
for the first time legally designated as subjects specifically destined not for burial but for cutting 
up by strangers” (360).  



 

 132 

Thomas Laqueur says, “As the living poor were segregated, so too were the dead … the 

pauper funeral [and common grave] became the final stamp of failure” (325). The 

government took to dealing with the problem of scarcity by arranging for surplus 

populations to be removed through emigration,47 stashed in inhumane workhouses,48 or 

doomed to perish for lack of food and shelter. Brontë’s most famous heroine is always in 

danger of being subjected to the all these threats — any one of which would stop the 

novel in its tracks. Offering us a Malthusian view of history through the eyes of a 

surplus member of the population, Brontë’s narrator exposes the extraordinary cruelty 

of expelling people from homes, incarcerating them in charity schools, transporting 

them to the colonies, or simply allowing them to perish for lack of a place within society.  

As a result, there is no such thing as a good institution in this novel. All are painted with 

 

47 Thomas Howells notes, “Assisted emigration was one of a number of policies adopted by 
English parishes struggling with the problem of surplus population and rising poor rates … 
Section 62 of the Poor Law Amendment Act (1834), however, allowed parishes to raise money to 
pay for the emigration of poor people to the British colonies. During the next quarter of a century 
25,015 people were assisted to emigrate by this scheme” (588). Howells, however, emphasizes 
that while this program was controversial, “Those who were assisted to emigrate chose to leave. 
Indeed, officially emigration could not be forced … The workhouse undoubtedly offered a strong 
coercive push … Indeed, emigrants themselves often initiated the process by petitioning their 
overseers for aid” (592).  
48 Anthony Brundage sums up workhouses as “a place of dread” both for material and 
psychological reasons: “The loss of personal freedom, accompanied by a sense of shame and 
failure, operated as a powerful psychological deterrent quite apart from the conditions 
encountered within. … Family members entering together were split up and assigned to the 
appropriate wards … Dormitory sleeping and repellent privies added to the pauper’s woes … the 
major activity of the day, that which gave the institution its name: work. Like the meals and 
every other aspect of workhouse life, it was designed to be as monotonous and irksome as 
possible” (80).  
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the same brush. Another social formation, not yet part of the dismal landscape of the 

1840s, had yet to be imagined. 

In featuring a protagonist who is on several counts disposable, Jane Eyre reveals 

the outrageous improbability in such a world of a surplus woman finding a place for 

herself in a household that is at once both prosperous and affectionate.  To carry off this 

feat, Jane must break up the traditional household supported by property and form one 

by and for herself. To do so, she must first determine precisely how the prevailing 

model curtailed an individual’s ability to survive in both body and spirit, especially if 

that individual happened to be a woman.  It was necessary, the novel suggests, for a 

woman to maintain the household as if her life depended on it.  Although her 

confinement to the household may seem like captivity, a woman who crossed outside its 

boundaries put her life at risk. While there is no guarantee of success in wagering a 

secure position for a better one, Jane has a story to tell only because she takes that risk.  

Her story consequently alternates between states of captivity to bad households and 

freedom from that confinement that threatens her very existence — both social and 

biological. No matter which course she decides to take, she finds herself in situations 

that expose Victorian life as a series of catch-22s. Whether as the orphaned dependent of 

a resentful relative, a student on a starvation diet at a charity school for girls, a 

governess at the mercy of her master’s whims, or the potential wife of a missionary to 

India, Jane is at risk of losing her sense of self-worth and will to live.  But once a fugitive, 
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she experiences forms of physical deprivation that compel her to seek the protection of a 

household, causing her to oscillate between psychic death within the household and 

physical death outside its walls. The problem Brontë poses is how Jane is to resolve this 

split and thus survive as a person. 

Reminiscent of one of her favorite girlhood books, Guilliver’s Travels (1726), Jane’s 

story consists of a sequence of “small worlds”49 that she enters and disrupts before 

moving on. From Gateshead to Moor House, each such world is controlled by protocols 

that in crucial ways negate the very same principles that will eventually organize the 

new nuclear family. Brontë offers so many bad households in order to show the process 

of how the formerly dominant country house and its rationality is exchanged for the 

emergence50 of the nuclear family. As the abject who is unable to fit into the dominant 

system of organization at the beginning of the novel, Jane brings the reader, as Coetzee 

would put it, “face to face (if [the reader] will only recognize it) with the limits of his 

 

49 In the 1960s, psychologist Stanley Milgram posed this question: “‘What is the probability that 
any two people, selected arbitrarily from a large population” — by definition not a small world 
—  “will know each other?’" (Travers and Milgram 425). Running experiments, Milgram found 
that the average length of separation between the two people was around five or six (436). 
Milgram’s point was to see how to make the larger world feel small through connecting social 
networks. As Milgram notes in his original article in Psychology Today, he is conducting a study 
on the world as it stands in the twentieth century (62), but the theory behind Milgram’s findings 
and his terminology are helpful in understanding how Brontë links her institutions together.  
50 I borrow the terms dominant and emergent from Raymond Williams. Williams describes the 
emergent as, “new meanings and values, new practices, new relationships and kinds of 
relationships [that] are continually being created” (123). The emergent cultural practice comes 
from a new class, Williams says, but is both hard to identify from the “merely novel” and is 
difficult for Williams to explain how it takes place (124, 123). He claims that the emergent is 
already part of the dominant order. 
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own conceptual framework” (128). In identifying the negative qualities of each 

household, the novel then turns each such negative into the very basis of a new kinship 

system as, the novel asks “whether the new materials do not require a recasting of the 

old forms, the old conceptual frameworks” (Coetzee 127). The novel must string these 

negations together in order to systematically build the final intimate private life Jane and 

Rochester share at Ferndean.  

These small worlds — tight-knit villages, isolated schools, and self-contained 

households — have their own, unique properties in much the same way that Swift’s 

Lilliput differs from Brobdingnag.  Loosely identified as a social network in which 

“individuals are linked through bonds of kinship and acquaintances” (Korte and 

Milgram 101), small worlds come in a variety of forms, but, despite their differences, the 

members of which are interlinked to form a system of “strong” social ties.  Strong ties 

bind each member of the community in question to every other, while “weak” ties act as 

a bridge between small worlds.51  Each member of a small world consequently not only 

knows every other member of their community but is also acquainted with the 

 

51 In the 1970s, Mark Granovetter, writing for the American Journal of Sociology, took up the 
question of small worlds and connections and used Milgram’s work (1368). Granovetter found 
that while small worlds may have centers that stabilize them, they are rarely if ever perfectly 
closed social networks in which everyone knows everyone else. In using Milgram’s data to 
consider how black and white communities overlapped, Granovetter found that social bridges 
between one closed system of relationships and another—or “weak ties”— inevitably opened up 
those small worlds and integrated them in a more comprehensive network in which individuals 
did not need to know everyone that other knew but simply to know someone who knew 
someone (1368). 



 

 136 

acquaintances of others. Weak ties are dangerous, for they inevitably reroute people, 

goods, and information to provide a conduit between otherwise self-enclosed worlds.  

Whenever Jane demolishes some version of the extended family, which she encounters 

in each household where she takes refuge but is ultimately held captive, Brontë is 

therefore asking us to consider exactly what is altered by this particular collision of 

strong ties with weak ties that mutually constitute the larger social milieu. The only 

connection that the small worlds constituting Jane’s narrative have to every other seems 

to be Jane.  

To become the epicenter of a new community made entirely of such households, 

Jane must pass through each such world and expose the fatal flaws in each.  In doing so, 

she demonstrates the superior power of the weak tie that allows it—at the cost of being 

peripheral in relation to each household that incorporates her—to bridge the gap 

between different socio-economic levels.  A world of strong ties such as the novel’s focal 

point Thornfield Hall, wherein everyone belonging within its walls is charged with 

protecting the status quo, is vulnerable to the disturbances caused by Jane’s appearance. 

Rochester, protecting his degenerating estate and name, charges those within the 

household to conceal from outsiders, “all knowledge of the curse of the place” (346). 

Given the limited number of pathways that the secret of Bertha Rochester may travel, 

Rochester succeeds in his aims for many years. Once Jane arrives at Thornfield, 

however, she becomes a conduit of information that poses a danger as a weak tie — by 
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sending a letter to her uncle declaring her intended marriage to Rochester, she begins a 

domino effect in which Rochester’s carefully guarded world collapses. Brontë’s use of 

Jane as the actor to bring about the reformation of Thornfield is no accident, as this 

incident demonstrates that while weak ties permanently alter the strongly linked small 

world they disrupt, weak ties also able to create alternative sources of survival, as 

without Jane’s interference, Thornfield — unable to reproduce itself by legitimate means 

— would have collapsed on itself with no rebirth. To put it another way, the family 

guided by aristocratic values must die so that the household may live. By novel’s end, as 

a result of the reformulation of worlds through weak ties, Jane’s story has reconstituted 

English society as one composed of variant small worlds connected to one another by a 

series of ties that cannot be contained by any one of these worlds, a series of actors 

potentially capable of extending themselves indefinitely even though Jane herself 

refuses to do so. The tight-knit community that allows the dispossessed or homeless 

person to belong will inevitably encounter the danger presented by kinship relations 

that extend beyond its purview. The interaction between these two types of ties forms 

the social world and its protocols in this novel.  

As Jane travels from world to world, as I will soon explain, her emotional ties to 

the members of each world differ in character, covering a range of bonds from 

antagonism to friendship. All make her feel confined, compelling her to break free at the 

cost of physical comfort, even to the point of threatening her physical life.  Only when 
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she feels the irresistible pull of romantic passion can she imagine a basis for kinship that 

can satisfy both her enormous capacity for love and her need for creature comfort. To 

overcome the opposition between money and love—economic security and an 

interpersonal attraction that could last a lifetime—this heroine has to break every 

existing mold to formulate what we now recognize as the nuclear family, a household 

that cannot be broken up. The nuclear family, held together by the strong ties of its 

immediate members, is not centered on property but forms a decentered institution that, 

through weak ties with other likeminded families, creates bridges of communication 

across lines of country, region, and means of livelihood. Just as the individual must have 

kin to survive, so each household must have connections to the larger nation. 

Jane’s initial placement at Gateshead — a country house dominated by the 

widow of her deceased maternal uncle — provides the first small world whose negative 

features must be negated in order for the novel to revise the extended household 

bequeathed to the novel by Austen.  It is important to note that Gateshead is headless in 

the traditional sense, and its matriarchal order exposes what Brontë obviously sees as a 

major flaw in what Mark Buchanan characterizes as “aristocratic small world networks,” 

a system in which goods, labor, and information circulate so unevenly as to limit access 

to only a select few (119).52  Unable to crack open the order set up by the Reed family 

 

52 Buchanan defines the types of networks based on the distribution of links within each: 
“aristocratic networks characterized by spectacular disparity […] In each of these aristocratic 
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and make room for herself, Jane is excluded from the prerogatives of a true family 

member. As the wife of the deceased landowner, Jane’s maternal uncle, Aunt Reed has 

Jane “shut up all day long” in a room by herself and, in Jane’s view, “wish[es her] dead” 

(34). As the de-facto center of Gateshead, Mrs. Reed has usurped what would have been 

her husband’s power and reserved for her own children the care due to Jane.53 The 

composition of this small world thus removes Jane, despite her mother’s parentage, 

from polite society, and she feels this removal as a decisive loss of personhood. On this 

basis, it would not be wrong to classify her as the “exclusionary inclusion,” a non-family 

member contained within the family, which demonstrates its limits.  The limits of such 

an aristocratic system stunts Jane’s growth from the beginning of her story, as “Her size 

is small” and does not look as if she is her age of ten (39). Once outside the small world, 

it is next to impossible to develop into a member within such a kinship system. 

At Gateshead, Brontë tackles the problem of the radically uneven distribution of 

affection that distinguishes Jane from her Reed cousins, Mrs. Reed’s own children, and 

seriously threatens her physical well-being, which operates in uncanny correspondence 

 

 

networks there are hubs or connectors, presumably the consequence of the rich getting richer” 
(119). 
53 Mrs. Reed later goes so far as to lie to Jane’s Uncle Eyre. The intricate kinship system of the 
novel is dependent on social ties, rather than just blood. As Jane’s maternal uncle has no way of 
contacting her, he is unable to perform his duties. The power Mrs. Reed has over Jane, despite 
her lack of blood connection, shows just how important communication and intimacy is to 
establishing familial ties in the novel. 
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to her supply of love. Defining herself as an “interloper” (20), Jane feels her status as the 

superfluous member of this household in these terms: “I was a discord in Gateshead 

Hall; I was like nobody there; I had nothing in harmony with Mrs. Reed or her children 

… They were not bound to regard with affection a thing that could not sympathise with 

one amongst them; a heterogeneous thing, opposed to them in temperament, in 

capacity, in propensities” (19). Throughout the Gateshead phase of her story, Jane’s 

habit of referring to herself as a “thing” indicates that difference from the Reed children 

marks her as less than human in their eyes, thus less than a subject to whom sympathy 

can be extended. The fact that neither the Reeds nor their servants can imagine what 

they would feel like in Jane’s place means that kinship limits not only their capacity to 

feel for another but their willingness to socialize and share resources with that person as 

well. By definition, anything less than a strong tie defines one as a stranger and surplus 

member of that household. Despite her intense feeling of “discord” with the other 

inhabitants of Gateshead in temperament, appearance, potential growth, and behavior, 

Jane’s abject position allows her to understand perfectly well how they view and feel 

about her, thus providing her with an understanding of how such people think. Such 

wisdom of the oppressed eventually gives her the advantage over the Reeds—and all 

her oppressors—as the story progresses. 

Insofar as her only apparent alternative to full membership in this community 

appears to be the “humiliation of the workhouse“ (Huzel 11), it’s not difficult to see how 
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Jane’s situation at Gateshead transfers what Raymond Williams refers to as the “crisis of 

poverty” from the urban centers to the mythical abundance of polite country life. Given 

the limited nature of Jane’s options, it is no surprise the household sees her as an object 

of charity, to be tolerated with only limited access to the resources at Gateshead. Miss 

Abbot and Bessie reinforce her lower position by observing that Jane is actually “less 

than a servant, for you do nothing for your keep” (15), by which it can be inferred this 

type of household only has proper room for members of the family and those who serve 

them. Viewed as neither, Jane could be classified at the level of someone like Miss Bates 

from Emma, who relies on the charity of the community to prevent her from slipping 

through its cracks. Jane, however, rejects the idea of tolerance as the form of the 

“charity” she receives from the Reeds, and defines herself as intolerable. Describing 

herself through the eyes of the Reeds as a “thing” or a “bad animal” (11), Jane calls 

attention to the physical and mental cruelty of her cousin John’s claim that Jane “has no 

business to take out books; you are a dependent … you have no money … you ought to 

beg, and not to live here with gentlemen’s children like us” (13).  

The Reeds, in Jane’s view, treat her with something akin to what Sianne Ngai 

describes as disgust. As Ngai explains, “disgust explicitly blocks the path of sympathy 

in Adam Smith’s theory of moral sentiment” (335), and this can justify cruelty.54 For, “In 

 

54 Simon Dickie’s Cruelty and Laughter provides an account of how “Eighteenth-century Britons—
or a high proportion of them—openly delighted in the miseries of others,” no matter at what 
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fixing its object as ‘intolerable,’ disgust undeniably has been and will continue to be 

instrumentalized in oppressive and violent ways” (Ngai 340). Although disgust acted as 

a technique of exclusion in Austen’s Persuasion, those registering the cruelty of the 

disgust felt by polite society is outside the scope of that novel. Rather than maintain a 

division between civilized society and primitive kinship relations as Austen does, Brontë 

uses Jane’s time at Gateshead to collapse this binary. Her experiences as an outsider in 

terms of kinship and an interloper in the household give her a palpable sense of the 

brutality with which a community modeled on the aristocratic small world defends itself 

against society at large. To bring this into full view, Jane embodies the mode of truth 

telling that Foucault calls parrhesia, where one willfully “exposes one’s life, not through 

one’s discourse, but through one’s life itself” (Courage of Truth 234).  Importantly, Jane 

does not just speak but acts out with “frantic anguish and wild sobs” that her audience 

views as “violence” that “is almost repulsive” (22). Jane’s “violent” physical 

embodiment of the cruelty she experiences is partially what, in the words of her 

tormentors, makes her repulsive to the point that she must be expelled from Gateshead. 

 

 

level of society, as “Ridiculing and inflicting pain were everyday amusements, and powerful 
forces were defending them. Violence, intolerance, and schadenfreude were all tolerated as 
unavoidable side effects of British liberty, if not its very foundation” (1). This type of relationship 
between cruelty and amusement is particularly evident in the works of both Emily and Charlotte 
Brontë. For an exploration of the use of sympathy in Jane Eyre and its exploration of “the 
profoundly creative potential inherent in distances that cannot be bridged,” (131) see Lorri G. 
Nandrea, “Desiring Difference: Sympathy and Sensibility in Jane Eyre.”  
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Only in learning to express herself through words, rather than physicality does Jane gain 

listeners — and readers — to her story. Nevertheless, in this early moment of physical 

action, Brontë localizes need and demand to the body, following Darwin and Engels.  In 

exposing the brutality the heroine experiences, the novel raises the question of how to 

maintain the limits of the family without being cruelly antisocial to others. As Ivan 

Kreilkamp says, “the Victorian novel needs such acts of cruelty in order to condemn 

them, in order to prove its own investment in a sympathetic and humane ethics” (45). 

In the greater context of extreme precarity that was the 1840s, the novelists we 

most study today—Charlotte Brontë, Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell—wrestled with 

the problem of finding a place for peripheral subjects such as Jane without either 

compromising the autonomy household or forcing them into abject poverty. When 

asked why she suffered what amounts to a hysterical fit, Jane describes a night 

incarcerated in the very room where her uncle died as “so cruel that I think I shall never 

forget it” (28), but at the same time she understands her risk of falling through the social 

grid as the more serious threat to her well-being. Thus, when the kind apothecary Mr. 

Lloyd, asks whether she might find a more congenial home among some “poor, low 

relations called Eyre,” the narrator recalls her reasons for rejecting that possibility as a 

child: “Poverty looks grim to grown people; still more so to children: they have not 

much idea of industrious, working, respectable poverty; they think of the word only as 

connected with ragged clothes, scanty food, fireless grates, rude manners, and debasing 
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vices: poverty for me was synonymous with degradation” (29-30). While the young Jane 

understandably echoes Engels’s negative characterization of the Irish and classifies all 

the poor as lesser human beings, the adult narrator is careful to leave space for the 

“industrious” poor.  Because impoverishment entails a loss of individual identity, Jane 

concludes that having weak ties to a bad household is better than having no ties at all. 55    

Jane’s refusal to resign herself to any of the peripheral positions she necessarily 

assumes is essential to Brontë’s project. In order to transform herself from a “thing” to a 

person, Jane must acquire the two things that have been withheld from her at 

Gateshead: literacy and sociality. To make the necessary break from the oppressive 

Reeds, Jane first seeks the transformative power of education. While Jane resentfully 

submits to subjection at the hands of the Reeds for most of her childhood, she 

nevertheless hopes, as a literate person who struggles for access to books, to be sent 

away to boarding school where she might begin her story over again. As Debra 

Gettelman has observed, in the text of the novel Jane ignores the books in front of her to 

dream of her own story: “Jane’s own interest, when she does express it, frequently 

 

55 Virtues of kindness do matter to Jane, as she continually seeks to be loved, rather: “I could not 
see how poor people had the means of being kind; and then to learn to speak like them, to adopt 
their manners, to be uneducated, to grow up like one of the poor women I saw sometimes 
nursing their children or washing their clothes at the cottage doors of the village of Gateshead: 
no, I was not heroic enough to purchase liberty at the price of caste” (30). The problem Jane finds 
in pursuing her Eyre relations is not just that she will be compelled to work or beg — association 
will degrade her. While currently in a precarious position at Gateshead Hall, Jane nevertheless 
has received cultural benefits from her proximity to the Reeds. The specific aspects of the poor 
Jane mentions — speech, manners, and lack of education — all fall into the framework by which 
Coetzee claims human societies are judged.   
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grows to be independent of the source which kindles it” (566). The imagined potential of 

a blank narrative is important to Jane’s future. The turning point of Jane’s relationship to 

Mrs. Reed, then, is only after her aunt misrepresents her character (declaring Jane a liar) 

to the administrator of Lowood school, which causes Jane to “perceiv[e] that [Mrs. Reed] 

was already obliterating hope from the new phase of existence” at Lowood (42). On the 

assumption that being an outsider at school will not improve upon her current situation, 

Jane reacts to this act of slander in “a passion of resentment” (43).  Unable to hold back, 

Jane finds the potential in her own self.  As if in keeping with the Lockean idea that 

“every man has a property in his own person: this no body has any right to but himself” 

(I.V.XXVII), Jane inverts the logic of exclusion and disowns those who would not admit 

her to their community. I am glad you are no relation of mine” (44), she proclaims, 

rejecting her aunt’s offer to part friends (45), and thereby severs the last ties of 

dependency that links her to her maternal family. 

This taste of personhood proves ephemeral, however, as Jane finds herself in a 

new-double bind: she cannot be recognized as a person without a community. After this 

outburst of passion, Jane “was left there alone — winner of the field” (45). This victory, 

however, rings hollow as she finds herself truly “alone,” that is to say, without even a 

weak tie.  Rather than establishing a character that could elicit sympathy, Jane proves 

her Aunt Reed right in believing that she “no feelings, and that I can do without one bit 

of love or kindness,” even though our narrator claims, “cannot live so” (44). When 
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summoned back to Gateshead years later shortly before her Aunt’s death, Jane 

confesses, “I should have been glad to love you if you had let me” (276). By the end of 

her time at Gateshead, then, Jane has made it clear that exclusive blood ties must be 

exchanged for ties of mutual affection and understanding. Jane’s movement to Lowood, 

then, is to seek out a bond that has been absent not only from her story to this point but 

from the English novel. 

If this first small world experiment turns out to be the dysfunctional household 

par excellence, then Jane’s next institutional setting allows the heroine to experience 

both Gothic horror and rational friendship between women — the very type of 

relationship that Austen used as the precondition of enduring heterosexual love in 

Persuasion.  Jane arrives at Lowood only to discover that she has relocated herself within 

another necropolitical space.56  This time, however, the novel is far less subtle in 

suggesting that the real purpose of such institutions is to eliminate females without 

strong ties —or what might be called “loose” women — before they can produce more 

mouths to feed. Where he claims that the point is to “render them hardy, patient, and 

self-denying” (75), Mr. Brocklehurst, the school’s administrator, sees to it that the very 

food these unfortunate girls eat is “almost as bad as rotten potatoes” (55), rendering it all 

 

56 Building on Foucault and Agamben’s work on biopower, Achille Mbembe popularized the 
term necropolitical. In his words, necropolitical forces account for “new and unique forms of 
social existence in which vast populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon 
them the status of living dead” (40). 
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but inedible. This reference to the Irish potato famine again links the English 

countryside to the Irish section of Engels’s Manchester.  As if to take a page from 

Foucault on the cruelty of biopolitics when turned against surplus population, the rigors 

of the school shift the subject of administration from “a body one wishes to discipline” 

to “a population one wishes to regularize” (Society Must Be Defended 253). During routine 

inspections of the school, Brocklehurst singles out negative examples, not to correct that 

individual’s faults, but to intimidate the entire student body. 57 As he systematically 

strips particular girls of their distinctive attributes — Jane’s verbal precocity, Helen’s 

otherworldliness, Julia Severn’s naturally red curls—he standardizes the little 

population under his control. Thus, as Elaine Showalter observes, “As an institution, 

Lowood disciplines its inmates by attempting to destroy their individuality at same time 

that it punishes and starves the girls’ sexuality. Distinctions between … the pre-

adolescents and young women, are obliterated by the uniform all are forced to wear” 

(117). In eradicating its subjects’ personhood, this institution presupposes that a 

woman’s individuality derives from her station, appearance, and behavior.  As the petty 

dictator of his little world, Brocklehurst seeks to use minor forms of what Foucault calls 

 

57 Brocklehurst is adept in his choice of a means of humiliating Jane, claiming that she is “not a 
member of the true flock but evidently an interloper and alien” advising the community to “shun 
her example — in necessary, avoid her company … shut her out” (79). In this respect, he echoes 
the language Jane used to describe herself as an outsider at Gateshead. With prettier girls, he calls 
out physical features and orders Julia’s curls and other girls’ “top-knots” to be cut off and objects 
to the fact that two girls — Agnes and Catherine Johnstone received “two clean tuckers in a 
week” (76, 74). My point is that these rites of humiliation aim at standardization. 



 

 148 

“torture as public spectacle” (Discipline and Punish 7) in an attempt to control the mind 

through the body. In denying his students individual selfhood, Brocklehurst rips away 

the potential for these women, who ended up at Lowood because of their lack of blood 

ties, to build kinship through other means.  

The conditions of scarcity maintained at Lowood give rise to the very same 

“natural checks” on population that Malthus elaborated, as we learn from Jane’s 

description of the typhus outbreak: “Semi-starvation and neglected colds had 

predisposed most of the pupils to receive infection: forty-five out of the eighty girls lay 

ill at one time … Many, already smitten, went home only to die: some died at the school, 

and were buried quietly and quickly, the nature of the malady forbidding delay” (91-2).  

Only when the infection had significantly reduced the population of girls was inquiry 

“made into the origin of the scourge, and by degrees various facts came out which 

excited public indignation to a high degree. The unhealthy nature of the site; the 

quantity and quality of the children’s food; the brackish, fetid water used in its 

preparation; the pupil’s wretched clothing and accommodations” (99). The power of 

typhus to transform a charity school from a place that fosters unwanted life to a Gothic 

castle that disposes of it, demonstrates how quickly the lines of life and death may be 

blurred. Simultaneously experiencing the Gothic horrors of Lowood through the poor 

conditions and sickness with Lowood’s own enchantment (newfound literacy and 
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friendship), Jane learns that stable orders can only emerge out of the wreckage of broken 

systems.  

As Foucault observes in Discipline and Punish, epidemic conditions invariably 

imply their utopian counterpart—the well-managed city.58  So, too, Brontë uses Lowood 

to imaginatively conjure the conditions of a positive biopolitical order. Jane’s teachers 

are so preoccupied with tending to the sick and dying that girls, like Jane, with robust 

constitutions, could do “what we liked, went where we liked: we lived better too” (92).  

The relaxing of Lowood’s institutional regime of ritual humiliation and deprivation 

paradoxically allows Jane to develop a sense of selfhood and access to resources 

previously denied her under Brocklehurst. This connection between health and death, as 

Nancy Pell argues, an underlying logic for the novel’s greater project: “Jane's 

commitment to life is so strong that we are likely to forget how thoroughly this novel is 

pervaded by death … It is against the background of the very real possibility of death, 

emphasized by both the novel's plot and its imagery, that we see Jane's strategies for life 

being worked out” (404). Still more importantly, Jane forms a bond with the ailing Helen 

Burns that she describes as an “attachment, as strong, tender, and respectful as any that 

ever animated my heart” (93). Defined by Sharon Marcus as the embodiment of 

 

58 Foucault elaborates, “The plague-stricken town, traversed through-out with hierarchy, 
surveillance, observation, writing; the town immobilized by the functioning of an extensive 
power that bears in a distinct way over all individual bodies — this is the utopia of the perfectly 
governed city” (198). 
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“altruism, generosity, mutual indebtedness, and a perfect balance of power” (4), such 

female friendship provides a model that anticipates the form of kinship Jane eventually 

develops in forming her own family.  

Once a committee of benevolent citizens moves Lowood to a salutary 

environment and brings in new administrators, Jane’s spirit and behavior flourishes, 

along with the population as a whole. The change in climate and form of administration 

amounts to change in the mode of government from harsh regularization to disciplinary 

inducement. With it comes a shift in emphasis from limiting the population to 

producing self-disciplined women — a shift made possible only by thinning out 

Lowood’s population.  Key to the change in Jane’s present and potential character is her 

affectionate relationship with headmistress Miss Temple, who provides, for the first 

time, a model Jane can emulate. Miss Temple acts as a surrogate “mother, governess, 

and latterly companion” (100) — in other words, as the complete inverse of the despotic 

Mrs. Reed. By contrast to immediate blood ties that exclude Jane from the small world of 

the Reeds, the tie between student and teacher is strong but not exclusive and allows 

Jane, for the first time, to form a reciprocally positive relationship on the basis of shared 

literacy and understanding. The failures of corporeal punishment to “tame” Jane leave it 

to Miss Temple to provide a disciplinary apparatus where Jane learns to tell the truth 

without violently acting out. Jane Eyre, then, follows the pattern of the Victorian novel 

D.A. Miller noted when he said, “the story of the Novel is essentially the story of an 
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active regulation” (10). Learning to regulate her behavior is what allows Jane to form 

strong ties. While it’s true enough, as Jane says, that she “would not now have 

exchanged Lowood with all its privations for Gateshead and its daily luxuries” (89), 

school ties are temporary.   

Lowood School is not where Jane finds a secure position in the world but a 

waystation. The necessity of acquiring a new position becomes only too clear once Helen 

has died of consumption and Miss Temple married a cleric and has gone, presumably, to 

serve his parish. The absence of any strong ties at Lowood reproduces Jane’s sense of 

captivity, though one very different from the imprisonment Jane felt under at 

Gateshead.59 Although she has an economically secure place at Lowood, the workplace 

cannot provide the ties that would grant her membership in a community without 

suffocating her. By consistently negating all alternative formations, Brontë makes it clear 

that a literate woman with a boundless reservoir of feeling and hunger for a reciprocal 

relationship must be in want of a household held together by strong ties of sympathy 

and understanding.  Having exhausted the resources of Lowood, Jane must venture 

forth into regions of English society heretofore inaccessible to her and discover what 

 

59 Looking outward from the roof of the school, she explains, “there were the skirts of Lowood; 
there was the hill horizon … It was those I longed to surmount; all within their boundary of rock 
and heath seemed prison-ground, exile limits (101).  It can be no accident that Lowood only 
strikes her as a “prison-ground” once the companionship on which she thrived was gone.  Jane 
could occupy a position in relation to future students resembling that of Lucy Snowe in Brontë’s 
final masterpiece, Villette.  But in that novel as well, the role of teacher is a consolation prize for 
women who, for whatever reason, cannot form a household of her own.   
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kind of tie that cannot indeed be broken, despite adverse economic circumstances.  Her 

encounters with the small worlds of Gateshead, an aristocratic small world, and 

Lowood, a small-scale regulatory institution, have made it clear that this tie will endure 

because it expresses an immanent will to live and thrive.   

Jane’s move from Lowood to Thornfield presents a striking contrast to her 

expulsion from Gateshead only because her experience at Lowood has transformed her.  

She is a different character, whose character would bear little relation to the Jane of 

Gateshead, were it not for the fact that Jane, the mature narrator, supplies the inner 

principle of continuity that links the sections of her narrative. At Lowood, Jane acquires 

the high degree of literacy that informs the narration of Brontë’s novel, as well as the 

management skills that qualify her for employment as a governess. While at Gateshead 

where her mobility was controlled by the whims of her guardian, Jane’s acquisition of 

marketable skills empowers her to move from one place to another as she desires.  

Acknowledging that becoming a governess amounts to “a new servitude” (102), she 

understands that position as one commensurate with her acquired skills and discipline.  

According to her own calculations, these acquired attributes (103, 104) qualify her for a 

position “where the salary would be double what” (106) she received at Lowood.  
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III. Strange Relations 

Her service as governess to the ward of a powerful landowner dramatizes the 

limits and pitfalls, as well as the privileges, of her new position.  What holds true for 

urban workers apparently holds true for the servant class as well—that, as Engels 

warned, there is a “reserve army of workers” ready and willing to replace the already 

employed (96). As Mary Poovey has argued, the governess was a “prime example” of 

the “’redundant woman’” and that, as a consequence, she constituted the border 

between the normative (working) man and the normative (nonworking) woman” (14).60 

Although skilled and comparatively refined, Jane’s acquired education labor does not, in 

itself, distinguish her from all the other female educators who would gladly take her 

place were she to be dismissed. As at Lowood, so at Thornfield, Jane is expected to 

reproduce her own education in women who will eventually leave home, as she herself 

must, and form respectable households of their own. In this respect, Thornfield 

threatens to repeat her situations at Gateshead and Lowood, which were so disposed as 

to make “a thing” of her. The challenge Jane faces at Thornfield, then, is how to 

transform her service as a weak tie (even Mrs. Fairfax, the housekeeper, is related by 

 

60 Poovey notes that “private teaching was widely considered the most genteel,” of the 
employment available to respectable women, “largely because the governess’s work was so 
similar to that of the female norm, the middle-class mother. The overcrowding these conditions 
produced within the teaching profession drove salaries down and competition for places up” 
(127). 
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blood to Rochester’s family) into a bond as strong as those based on family and wealth.  

The fairy-tale language61 characterizing her first encounters with life at Thornfield 

prepares the ground for testing—and I will argue twisting—romantic love into just such 

a strong tie.   

Jane describes her relationship with Rochester thus, “Human beings never enjoy 

complete happiness in this world. I was not born for a different destiny to the rest of my 

species: to imagine such a lot befalling me is a fairy-tale — a day-dream” and one that 

Rochester claims he can make come true (298). The reference to fairy-tales sets up as 

opposition of the enchantment and disenchantment that organizes the entire Thornfield 

section of the novel, which resembles its literary source, A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

Brontë uses the Thornfield episode to collapse a fantasy on the order of a Cinderella 

story into the horror of Antigone, the fantasy of being buried alive.62 The point is to 

show that the equation of “complete happiness” in the form of exclusive emotional 

 

61As Jane encounters Rochester for the first time, she narrates, “I was young, and all sorts of 
fancies bright and dark tenanted my mind: the memories of nursery stories were there amongst 
other rubbish; and when they recurred, maturing youth added to them a vigour and vividness” 
(132). Setting the mood for their encounter as magical and romantic, Brontë knowingly uses the 
topes and signposts of fairy tales throughout the time of Thornfield. For Rochester later tells her, 
“When you came on me in Hay Lane last night, I thought unaccountably of fairy tales, and had 
half a mind to demand whether you had bewitched my horse” (143), linking Jane herself with 
enchantments. 
62 As Eve Sedgewick notes, “The psychoanalytic application of ‘live burial’ to the repression of 
the libido is inevitable in these particular tales, especially since it is sexual activity that literal live 
burial most often punishes” (5). 
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intimacy with Rochester cannot materialize on the archaic foundations of a country 

manor house. It requires different socio-economic turf. 

Providing the fulcrum of Jane’s narrative, Thornfield exposes all the mechanisms 

that render an aristocratic small world incapable of maintaining itself in a social 

environment disrupted by an industrializing economy—most prominently its lack of a 

visible source of capital, rational management, and a thriving and mutually sustaining 

community. The master of this small world maintains the apparatus of aristocratic life 

by employing enchantment and romance to conceal its degeneracy from outsiders. Jane 

finds herself in a household kept afloat by a fortune illicitly acquired through an 

arranged marriage to a plantation owner’s daughter in the colonies, a marriage that 

prevents Rochester from reproducing the way of life to which he feels his lineage entitles 

him. The aristocracy harms its own members, as Terry Eagleton has remarked: 

Rochester is “an oppressed younger son of the gentry, has suffered at the hands of social 

convention and so like Jane has a history of deprivation” (20).63 Thornfield is more a 

burden than a privilege. His marriage to Bertha Mason ensured, as he recognized almost 

immediately, that he “should never have a quiet or settled household, because … the 

 

63 Pell has made a similar observation, but notes the difference between Rochester and Jane’s 
positions: “The point is that while Rochester acknowledges that he was plotted against and 
cheated into his marriage by his ‘avaricious and grasping’ father, he refuses to acknowledge that 
he, like Jane, is a social victim. He continues to play the role of master not only with his 
household servants but toward all men and women. The contradiction between his inward 
suffering and his outward dominance makes his position essentially false” (412). 
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continued outbreaks of her violent and unreasonable temper” (353). As governess to 

Adèle — the child of one in a string of Rochester’s European mistresses, who may not be 

his child at all — Jane establishes a relationship with Rochester that is at once outside the 

protocols of aristocratic marriage (i.e., designed to maintain the closure of the small 

world while replenishing it) and of an entirely different quality. Given that blood-based 

kinship has been shown to be degenerate and institutional relations to be temporary and 

ultimately dehumanizing, Jane and Rochester’s bond must work against both. Rather, 

Jane and Rochester’s bond is predicated on the ideas she gained from female friendship, 

or, a type of mutual exchange.  

Throughout her time at Thornfield, Jane establishes a peculiar form of intimacy 

with Rochester that prompts him not only to reveal his sordid sex life but also to wonder 

why he finds it necessary to do so: “Strange that I should choose you for the confidante 

of all this, young lady; passing strange that you should listen to me quietly, as if it were 

the most usual thing in the world.”  Despite the fact that Rochester is unbothered by this 

new relationship, his wonder is not without cause. In this moment, Brontë chooses to 

introduce a heterosexual bond across the vast class difference separating them that 

provides another basis for intimacy. As Rochester says, he “know[s] what sort of mind I 

have placed in communication with my own” (168). Rochester, in short, knows and 

understands Jane just as she knows and understands him — a unique experience for 

both. Jane’s recognition of its uniqueness intimates a futurity in this strange relation 
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between two otherwise unrelated individuals.  This connection has the feel of home, as 

Jane declares to Rochester, “wherever you are is my home — my only home” (283).  The 

true wonder of it is how conscientiously Brontë defies sentimental language in 

describing this “passing strange” moment of mutual recognition. In saying that she feels 

at “home,” the always homeless Jane tells the reader this connection is nothing she could 

have felt before or will feel again, that for the first and only time she does not feel she is 

a stranger.  Rochester, to the contrary, is not reluctant to express admiration for her 

courage to tell the truth — or what he calls her “novel” character (362). As the master of 

disguise and concealment of a guilty secret, he puts Jane through a sequence of 

humiliating imitations of courting rituals — playing a stereotype of a gypsy fortune 

teller to elicit Jane’s feelings for him or dressing her up as a doll to see how far she will 

let him stage her womanhood. Although he clearly proves her only intellectual match, 

he also defines himself as incapable of caring for her as she has cared for him. As the 

specter of the incarcerated women presents an ever more obtrusive barrier to their 

achieving true reciprocity, we know Rochester’s infamous past will have to be exposed 

and somehow atoned for if their intimacy is to be complete. 

At Thornfield, Jane’s acquired skills elevate her above all other women in the 

novel—including the socially eligible Blanche Ingram — confirming what Locke would 

have considered her “property in herself” as more important than Bertha Mason’s 

inheritance to the formation of a ruling class household.  Jane is capable of managing the 
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routines and rituals of Rochester’s household, despite the chaos that cannot be 

sequestered on the third floor, and she has a preternatural ability to feel thoughts and 

think feelings equal only to his. Though ignorant of Bertha’s existence, Jane’s ability to 

read the fluctuations of his passions in his aberrant behavior thwarts Bertha’s attempt to 

burn Rochester in his sleep, without disclosing the secret of Bertha’s existence. Jane not 

only mitigates Bertha’s impact on the household but also cleans up what remains of the 

messy liaisons with other women.  Claiming that “a sound English education corrected 

in a great measure [Adele’s] French defects,” Jane was proud to find her, on the child’s 

completion of her education, “a pleasing and obliging companion — docile, good-

tempered, and well-principled” (519). This manifest ability to manage even a household 

so unruly as Thornfield, however, is insufficient to resolve the problem inherent in the 

aristocratic small world housed there. 

Critics from at least Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have rightly noted that this 

ability to manage an English manor house is not enough to overcome the obstacles Jane 

faces in carving out a position for herself there. As Gilbert and Gubar argue, 

“Rochester’s ultimate secret, the secret that is revealed together with the existence of 

Bertha, the literal impediment to his marriage with Jane is” the practice of marriage “for 

status, for sex, for money, for everything but love and equality” (356).64 Romance, this 

 

64 In contrast to Gilbert and Gubar, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak notes that “the distance between 
sexual reproduction and soul making, both actualized by the unquestioned idiom of 
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criticism concludes, simply mystifies the patriarchal relationship of man to woman 

authorized by the exchange of sex for money, so that its promise of the highest form of 

emotional connection—oneness with another—brings with it the threat of social 

disgrace.  The very threat, as Talia Schaffer argues, is one Brontë must remove from the 

novel before she can allow Jane and Rochester to live in common. To realize the 

relationship between these two passionate characters, Schaffer claims, their “romantic 

marriage … must be flattened and filed and notched until it resembles” (461) a more 

vocational form of caretaking approximating the shared judgment that fosters married 

love in Austen’s novels.  I would dispute this characterization of the bond between Jane 

and Rochester. While Brontë makes love conditional on reforming both the order of the 

aristocratic household and its master, she also identifies the bond that ensures the 

communion of equals to which Jane aspires is one that has its sources in the erotic 

Gothic and so defies, by definition, both property considerations and practiced reason. 

Drawing on the argument of Engels’s Origin of the Family, Private Property and the 

State (1884), Gayle Rubin famously describes capitalism the “heir to a long tradition in 

which women do not inherit, in which women do not lead, and in which women do not 

 

 

presuppositions evident in the last part of Jane Eyre” that features St John’s death. Spivak also 
suggests “that Bertha’s function in Jane Eyre is to render indeterminate the boundary between 
human and animal and thereby to weaken her entitlement under the spirit if not the letter of the 
Law” (249). 
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talk to god. It is this ‘historical and moral element’ which presented capitalism with a 

cultural heritage of forms of masculinity and femininity” (164). Feminists, in Rubin’s 

view, “need to pursue the project Engels abandoned when he located the subordination 

of women in a development within the mode of production” (169).  Observing this 

injunction, I see Jane Eyre as a chronicle of the move by which capital reaffirms the 

“subordination of women” through its affirmation of marriage in the final chapters. The 

trick of the novel, however, is to produce this affirmation by mounting what can only be 

read as a critique of the patriarchal household. In other words, Brontë uses the fantasy of 

a Cinderella story — a patriarchal story if there ever was one — to create a new and, if 

anything, still more limited basis for kinship relations based on what appears to be a 

radically horizontal reciprocity between the sexes. But, before this revision, why does 

Brontë have Rochester try to subject Jane to a form of marriage the novel is bent on 

rejecting, wherein money and property is at its core?  

Jane first rejects the asymmetry of their relationship once it becomes clear she 

will be exchanging sex for money — a structure that always hints at violence.65 After 

their engagement, Rochester seeks to shape Jane into a figure she calls Mrs. Rochester: 

“the more he bought me, the more my cheek burned with a sense of annoyance and 

 

65 Following critics such as Spivak, Schaffer has noted the connection between money and slavery 
that prevails through marriage plots in Jane Eyre, “Rochester’s first wife is racially marked and 
represents an entire plantation history that Britain might well want to lock up, unseen, in its 
attic” (17).  
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degradation … I never can bear being dressed like a doll by Mr. Rochester” (309). In 

describing herself as a “doll,” Jane imagines her future relationship as one where she is 

passive, a plaything for her husband and “degraded” by Rochester’s presents — the 

same word she associates with poverty and that Engels associated with a property-based 

marriage. Both poverty and becoming the figure of Mrs. Rochester seek to rob her of her 

selfhood by transforming her not only into an object, but one that can be purchased on 

the market. As the incarceration of Bertha Mason and the faux courting of Blanche 

Ingram confirm, there are a “reserve army” of women able to take on the identity of 

Mrs. Rochester.66 This surplus of women, whose property transfers to their owner- 

husband through the exchange of marriage vows effectively identifies the principle of 

marriage responsible for (re)-producing the small world at the heart of the country 

manor house estate as a gussied up bordello.67 Rochester, as the figure of the power of 

connections and wealth in their relationship, would receive all the economic benefits of 

 

66The metaphoric jewelry “chain” Rochester declared he would attach to Jane (312) becomes 
transformed into something much more sinister after it is revealed that Bertha is trapped in a 
windowless room on the third floor, tied to a chair for her outbursts (319). Married and brought 
to England for her money, Bertha becomes pushed to the margins of what should be considered 
her home. 
67 Poovey notes, “But Jane immediately sees that if she assents to Rochester’s proposal, she will 
become simply ‘the successor of these poor girls’ (p. 339). She sees, in other words, the likeness 
that Rochester denies: any woman who is not a wife is automatically like a governess in being 
dependent, like a fallen woman in being ‘kept.’ Emphasizing the likeness among women is 
subversive not merely because doing so highlights all women’s dependence — although this is, 
of course, part of the point. Beyond this, the fact that the likeness Brontë stresses is not women’s 
selflessness of self-control but some internal differences suggests that the contradiction repressed 
by the domestic ideal is precisely what makes a woman womanly” (146). 
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marriage with none of the dangers the women who entered into sexual relationships 

with him faced.  

Unwilling to enter into a marriage that involves either an exchange of love for 

money, or sexual consummation outside of marriage vows, Jane challenges the novel 

form to provide a basis for marriage that is at once more basic and more selective than 

either contractual arrangement. Having accepted Rochester’s initial proposal, she 

declares her intention to continue “to act as Adèle’s governess; by that I shall earn my 

board and lodging, and thirty pounds a year besides. I’ll furnish my own wardrobe out 

of that money, and you shall give me nothing but … regard; and if I give you mine in 

return, that debt will be quit” (311).  She seems to forget that, as her employer, Rochester 

would also be paying her to stay on as his romantic partner.  Despite the logical pitfalls 

of this plan, the reader takes away a roadmap for the strong tie Jane requires in order to 

call—as well as imagine — Rochester as her “home.” Instead of jewelry, satin, and silk 

— objects that have more to do with displaying his wealth than her inherent taste68 — 

Jane wants an affirmative tie that is at once strong, exclusive, and not based on inherited 

property. This type of bond has yet to be determined.  Once Bertha’s existence is 

 

68 This is an odd reversal of the mating rituals of birds (in which the male would use song and 
appearance to attract a female) Darwin would note years later in Descent of Man. Darwin would 
even compare human rituals to birds saying, “On the whole, birds appear to be the most aesthetic 
of all animals, excepting of course man, and they have nearly the same taste for the beautiful as 
we have. This is shown by our enjoyment of the singing of birds, and by our women, both 
civilised and savage, decking their heads with borrowed plumes, and using gems which are 
hardly more brilliantly colored than the naked skin and wattles of certain birds” (Vol. II, 39).  
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exposed, ruling out legitimate marriage, she tells Rochester, “I do love you … more than 

ever: but I must not show or indulge the feeling” (350).  Responding to the voice of her 

dead mother — “My daughter, flee temptation” (367) — Jane leaves Thornfield in the 

dead of night for fear of losing the properties in herself that provide an alternative 

definition of love and basis for kinship.  

This is a curious intervention in her story, which accomplishes several things at 

once.  Barely mentioned until this point, all we know of Jane’s mother is that she 

married a “poor clergyman … against the wishes of her friends,” out of love and against 

the mercenary inclinations of her grandfather to keep his wealth within the small 

aristocratic world he would perpetuate (21, 438); she was subsequently cut off from her 

inheritance.  It is no accident that Jane’s mother, who bequeathed her daughter nothing 

but her name, bursts into the narration and presumably Jane’s consciousness at the very 

moment that daughter is about to compound the maternal error.  If she were to live with 

Rochester under these circumstances, Jane would prostitute herself, as Rochester already 

has been prostituted by accepting dirty colonial money he acquired with his wife.  Jane’s 

choice to save her virtue at risk of life and limb is therefore less about choosing morality 

than about rejecting wealth and property as a basis for a social relationship. Where Jane 

the elder rejected wealth in order to follow her heart, Brontë has Jane the younger 

paradoxically reject both inherited wealth and socially unsanctioned love. This single act 

of rejection thus revises all previous foundations for kinship, creating a vacuum in 
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which to formulate a domestic unit that could support the wage labor system.  It’s 

perhaps only at the nexus of Marxist and feminist critique that the suddenness with 

which this household became the national norm and the human cost of it enormous 

success as an ideological apparatus has come under critical scrutiny as a social unit that, 

even in the novels that arguably first formulated it, failed far more often than it 

succeeded.  The rest of this chapter will consider why. 

To create the conditions for formulating a domestic unit that expresses the innate 

qualities of Jane Eyre, Brontë not only plucks her heroine from Rochester’s lascivious 

embrace but also thrusts her into the arms of the self-righteous and sexually repressed 

clergyman, her cousin St John Rivers.  In Persuasion, Jane Austen turned a relationship 

between once penniless romantic lovers into a relationship between friends who then 

proceeded to fall in love again on a purely rational basis (most everyone else in their 

circle being more or less a fool). Anne Elliot and Captain Wentworth have to get over 

their former feelings for each other in order to form a seaworthy relationship.  Charlotte, 

no less than her sister Emily, found Austen’s notion of love unworthy of a heroine, 

because it was unable to accommodate sexual passion within the new economy — 

indeed, it failed to acknowledge the very existence of such passion.  If Jane Eyre were in 

an Austen novel, she, like Fanny Price, would find sufficient reason enough to marry St 

John: he is her cousin, they share an inheritance and home, and he values her work ethic 

and endurance. For Brontë, however, rationality is no basis for an enduring form of love 
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that can replace the traditional protocols of kinship simply because passionate attraction 

is biologically antecedent to and thus the basis for a stable household.  

To demonstrate just how deep sexual attraction runs in the human being — 

deeper indeed than the social apparatus that parcels out humanity as individuals — the 

novel sets up a dichotomy between the consequences of going to India as St John’s 

missionary wife and the psychological deterioration she would suffer if married on the 

basis of rationality where there is no attraction. Although she maintains that 

transportation to India with St John would kill her (466, 479), it is not for that reason she 

rejects his offer of marriage. As in the case of Rochester’s bogus offer of marriage, St. 

John’s legitimate offer would reduce her to an object — although a utilitarian object 

rather that a “doll.” In her words, St John “prizes me as a solider would prize a good 

weapon” and so regards me only “as a useful tool” (467, 479). She reasons her way to a 

negative answer in terms that suggest she has internalized the lesson of Bertha Mason 

well: “Can I receive from him the bridal ring, endure all the forms of love (which I doubt 

not he would scrupulously observe) and know that the spirit was quite absent? No: such 

a martyrdom would be monstrous” (467). The “monstrous” martyrdom Jane identifies 

here is neither the biological death nor the social death to which accepting Rochester’s 

proposition would have condemned her. Marriage to St John would condemn her to 

institutionally sanctified but utterly perfunctory sex, leaving her sexual body without 

the “spirit” or passion that might tie it to one other.  She decides that to submit to such 
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sex work would do her no better than to accept Rochester’s backdoor proposition.  If 

confinement to a servile position in a small world kills the spirit, then living without ties 

of any kind during the Hungry Forties would have posed a threat to biological life.69 In 

using practical reasoning to convince Jane that a loveless marriage is better than no 

household at all, St John, for all his practical reason, is handing her a death sentence.  

Brontë has once again written Jane into an impossible binary — no matter what 

course of action she takes in her romantic life, she will die in one sense or another. The 

novelist again forces her narrative to work its kind of magic and come up with a means 

to negate the negative aspects of the small world, rehabilitating the remnants of past 

models as a new way of forming familial ties. Relocating both psychic death and 

physical death within the household that St John envisions for himself and Jane, the 

novel makes it possible to reject both at once simply by rejecting him. Why does she 

even hesitate? The only reason she considers this good but decidedly unappealing man 

at all, is because—frankly— she seems to have no alternative, and this is exactly where 

Brontë wants her heroine: in a position to run into Rochester’s arms, preferring dishonor 

over the refusal of desire for one other. What St John and Jane lack — the intimacy born 

 

69 In severing contact with Rochester, Jane finds herself truly alone, without one weak tie to 
provide a lifeline in the world of scarcity. The problem is not one of bad households, in this 
instance, but no household at all. Granovetter defines absent ties as “the lack of any relationship” 
between two individuals (1361, n4). Armstrong has covered this portion of the novel in her essay 
Gender Must Be Defended: “Positioned just outside the household, Jane inhabits an extraterritorial 
threshold that separates the human body from its normal social status and abandons it to the 
most extreme misfortune” (541-2). 
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from passion — is the answer to the question this novel powerfully addresses: how to 

create a household that not only protects its members but also allows them to extend the 

property in themselves. As Niklas Luhmann points out, love and understanding go 

hand-in-hand, so that to be loved amounts to being recognized as irreplaceable in a 

world of supernumeraries (24). Luhmann elaborates, “love as a medium is not itself a 

feeling, but rather a code of communication,” and “one can characterize intimacy by 

saying that in it the (selective) inner experience of the partner, not just his actions, 

becomes relevant for the actions of the other person … everything they experience is 

worth sharing and meets with resonance” (20, 158).   

This description of the form of intimacy that develops under the pressure of the 

new industrial economy fits Jane’s relationship with Rochester, even though Brontë cast 

them as romantic lovers rather than the man and women of the new wage-earning 

household. Jane’s willingness to listen to Rochester, even on the topic of his sexual 

liaisons and the length to which he goes to elicit information about her feelings, suggest 

as much. That Brontë chooses the moment when Jane is on the verge of accepting St 

John’s offer of marriage to interject another voice in Jane’s decision-making process (her 

mother’s warning, “Flee temptation,” being the first) has to be significant. This is the 

second time in her lifelong and often confessional narration that Jane hears an external 

voice that tells her what to do during a moment of crisis. Hearing Rochester cry out her 

name “Jane! Jane! Jane!” directly disrupts her final conversation with St John with “a 
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known, loved, well-remembered voice — that of Edward Fairfax Rochester; and it spoke 

in pain and woe” (483). As if to confirm that this is indeed telepathic, Rochester later 

attributes this outcry as one that he felt with “both with soul and flesh” (515). As Daniel 

Wright has recently reminded us this is not just “a radio-transmission scene of telepathy, 

it’s easy to forget how physical, erotic, even orgasmic this scene of communion is.” This 

scene is “about the force of desire” (50). This interjection serves two purposes necessary 

to the outcomes of the novel. First, it initiates the rehabilitation of Rochester’s degenerate 

aristocratic character, and second, it establishes that he is also inseparable from Jane — 

like her mother, a function of her consciousness and, as such, one of the authors of her 

story. That they communicate with such immediacy even when they are far apart tells 

the readers Rochester has been sufficiently punished—actually cut down to size 

required to form a partnership that is at once romantic in every sense of the term and 

grounded in the needs of the body. Above all else, their telepathic communication tells 

the reader the intimate love between these two individuals (and no one else) is all that 

stands between them and external threats to their very existence. 

When the novel has solved the problem of what principle of kinship can replace 

the strong ties that cement relationships within the aristocratic small world and between 

it and its hereditary property, it can then reformulate the country manor house as the 

pared down single-family household that quickly became the Victorian family.  To do 

so, Brontë still has to solve the lingering problem of hereditary property that haunted 
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Austen’s country house as well. The question (as raised by the story of Jane’s mother) is 

a matter of how to support a house based on love by economic means that neither 

depend on colonial exploitation, nor tilt the horizontal bond of intimacy to favor either 

member of the romantic couple. This is no simple matter. While it is important that the 

two bring equal assets to the relationship, those assets must be equal but different, 

which is to say appropriate to their respective genders. Brontë addresses this 

requirement by transforming inherited property to liquid capital, when Jane inherits 

from a paternal uncle in Madeira. On doing so she pronounces herself “independent … 

as well as rich: I am my own mistress” (501). Jane is now free to travel when and where 

she wishes. But Brontë is still not done disposing of Jane’s money. Rather than consider 

it the nest egg that secures her economically independent future, Jane divides it among 

her three underfinanced cousins, keeping only an equal portion for herself. Although the 

money comes from Madeira, Alexandra Valint argues, Jane’s resistance to seeking out 

the inheritance and keeping the money for herself “marks her non-conformity with and 

resistance to the economic practices of the British Empire” (321), although she can never 

fully break from its colonial origins.70 By giving away her money, Jane not only 

 

70 Pell argues, “Jane's legacy was built by her uncle on English trade with the West Indian 
colonies and on slavery, on the same base, in short, as Bertha Mason's attractive dowry” (415). 
Elaine Freedgood goes further, looking at not just the inheritance but the objects such as furniture 
that populate even the most utopian spaces of Jane Eyre: “When we start looking into them, the 
long violence of empire reaches home, not only to Moor House and Ferndean, but also to the 
home in which we read Jane Eyre, the novel that teaches us how to be at home in a place as 
uncanny as the world it describes” (54). 
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distinguishes herself from Bertha by eliminating a full inheritance as a possible 

attraction, she also defines herself as a woman who brings a different asset to the 

relationship than the man she marries — her boundless love. Thus, we can see in this 

gesture the beginnings of a new division of labor, between the productive (economic) 

labor of the man and the reproductive (affective) labor of the woman.71 

By insisting that mutual and irresistible attraction be the sole basis on which to 

marry, Jane sanctifies an exclusive bond of intimacy that links the heterosexual couple to 

their immediate offspring, leaving no room for other dependents. The bond between 

Jane and Rochester at Ferndean72  is so intimate that it is fair to say that in marrying they 

complete a process of becoming a single person. I don’t use this as a metaphor for their 

emotional closeness. For in compensating for Rochester’s missing eye and hand and 

 

71 Shannon O’Byrne argues that Jane Eyre bridges the gap between law and emotion: “The 
inheritance scene demonstrates that there is a valid emotional overlay even in the jurisprudential 
realm because there is a connection between a legal decision and how the decision would 
resonate with one’s feelings and larger sense of what should be done” (49). 
72 The physical location of Ferndean itself is important, as Rochester removes himself from the 
hereditary estate that fueled his need to be a part of the aristocratic network that governs 
England’s landed families.  Jane describes Rochester’s new home as, “a building of considerable 
antiquity, moderate size, and no architectural pretensions, deep buried in a wood” (496). 
Previously used as a hunting lodge, Ferndean is a minimalist household that is furnished by 
necessity, rather than opulence. Its position on the periphery — “deep buried in a wood” — 
demonstrates just how far removed from the center of old society Rochester now is. By 
evacuating this center, Rochester and Jane create an exclusive household that is quite unlike the 
extended family of the country manor house. Alexandra Valiant suggests this dislocation of 
Thornfield speaks to Jane’s complicated relationship to the empire: “Although Jane Eyre can’t 
imagine a way to exit this problematic global economy (though a thoroughly demolished 
Thornfield and retreat to humble Ferndean suggest an exit attempt), it presents self-conscious 
moderate consumption within that economy as the safest and most ethical way of existing within 
it – far from being a conservative gesture, Jane Eyre presents moderation as a deeply radical one” 
(336). 
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general lack of former masculine vigor, Jane replaces his body parts prosthetically with 

her own. She describes her marriage in these terms, “I am my husband’s life as fully as 

he is mine. No woman was ever nearer to her mate than I am: ever more absolutely 

bone, of his bone and flesh of his flesh … we are ever together” (519).  

If the reader was expecting another social bond as strong as family inheritance, 

this is definitely it—a transformation of the metaphysical tie characteristic of both 

Platonic love and chivalric romance into something like a mating instinct or desire of 

two to live as one. As Luhmann notes, “The call for an intimate personal family life, 

which first asserted itself in England, was linked to a new kind of moral sentimentalism 

… the difference that had given rise to the topic was the rejection both of a structural 

subordination of women, and the transference of a political hierarchy into the family” 

(131). It is well worth noting that unlike both its cultural forebears, this bond of love is 

not complete until Jane perfects the division of her household between the economic 

man and caretaking woman by assuming the position of mother, domestic manager, 

remedial reading instructor, rehabilitation therapist, and so on. These properties in the 

person, along with her vast reservoir of love, make Jane’s the household that can adapt 

to an England undergoing industrialization. Once the single-family household displaced 

the country manor house as a metaphor for the nation, how did readers imagine their 

national community? 
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IV. The Country and the City 

Just as the sisterhood at Lowood provided the initial bonds of friendship that 

laid the foundation for Jane’s relationship with Rochester, Jane’s friendship with her 

female cousins creates the means of bridging the gap between each single-family 

household without endangering the intimacy that holds each of those small worlds 

together. Jane’s rejection of St John leads to the breakup of Moor House — he goes to 

India, she marries Rochester, and the Rivers sisters eventually marry —but her rejection 

of their brother paradoxically produces a tie of friendship between Jane, Diana, and 

Mary that will loosely link the households each forms with an appropriate man that 

constitutes a new kind of community based on love. Thus, after Jane establishes her 

immediate family as the main source of her happiness, she makes a point of saying that 

she and Rochester are “more so, because those we most love are happy likewise. Diana 

and Mary Rivers are both married: alternately, once every year, they come to see us, and 

we go to see them” (520). The friendships that create bridges between individual single-

family households cast an inclusive cloak over a radically exclusive household, allowing 

readers to imagine themselves part of a smaller and larger community at once.  

While Jane never ventured into the industrial and commercial centers of England 

beyond short journeys, the conceptual architecture of her household certainly did. That 

same architecture provides the framework against which Engels evaluated the way 

people lived in the Irish slum of Manchester. The same domestic norm prompted his 
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optimistic prediction in 1845 that the Chartist’s approach “to Socialism cannot fail, 

especially when the next crisis directs the working men by force of sheer want to social 

instead of political remedies” (243). That Engels thinks that working men will be forced 

to survive together is no quirk of language; the Chartist movement had already adopted 

a gendered definition of their class interests, whereby men should be the wage workers 

and women and children, their dependents. “The masculine conception of class,” as Joan 

Scott explains, “affected the labor movement’s definition of workers’ problems.” Since 

the Chartists, like factory owners, did not grant a woman the natural right to labor, the 

only solution “to the competitive crisis created for … the employment of women at very 

low wages,” was the “removal of women from the workforce” (10).73 Despite his call for 

workers to revolt, Engels’s gendered conception of class, together with his contempt for 

the Irish lack of liberal family values, display a class and race bias that made that 

impossible. Nasser Mufti is correct when he observed, “early Victorian narratives of 

national rupture, which relied on the discourse of race and class struggles, were also 

inflected by the imperial milieu within which they were situated” (13). That Chartism 

fizzled out by 1848 is owing in great part to the fact that men were no longer forced to 

 

73 “Unlike Chartism’s political ideology,” Schwarzkopt notes, “the movement’s sexual beliefs 
persisted due to their adaptability to changed economic conditions. Both this quality and the 
fundamental way in which these beliefs responded to the needs of working-class men and 
women ensured the survival of this sexual ideology, independent of the movement that had 
nursed them” (283-4). It is also worth noting that the Irish/English divide Engels documented 
could not be bridged. Dorothy Thompson notes that common cause could not be established 
between Irish revolutionaries and Chartists (164). 
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compete with women and children for wages the latter only drove downward.  Owners 

agreed to banish women to unpaid labor in the home, providing a cultural resolution to 

a class conflict that could not be resolved in political terms short of violent conflict.74  

When Brontë sends Jane from Thornfield to Moor House she opens up the 

possibility of the single-family household anchored in something beyond the intimate 

couple. In a gesture that invokes nineteenth-century utopianism, she bestows a twenty-

thousand-pound inheritance on her heroine so that Jane, in turn, can live as an equal 

amongst her maternal first cousins.75 During the 1840s, by no coincidence, Robert Owen 

proposed the founding of mutualistic colonies whose members held land in common. 

This plan was founded on his claim that “Individualism, which has conducted all nations 

through the period of ignorant selfishness, must now give way to the principle of union” 

(369). When St John suggests that Jane keep the inheritance for herself, while continuing 

to enjoy the affection of her less well-off cousins, she responds in terms that, though 

hyperbolic, are not out of line with Owen’s: “Brother? Yes; at the distance of a thousand 

leagues! Sisters? Yes; slaving amongst strangers! I, wealthy-gorged with gold I never 

earned and do not merit! You, penniless! Famous equality and fraternisation! Close 

union! Intimate attachment!” (447). In giving away fifteen-thousand pounds she “never 
 

74 Karl Marx contends in the Eighteenth Brumaire (1852) that no political economic revolution can 
be considered truly revolutionary so long as certain elements of bourgeois culture remain in place 
to reproduce the relations of production. 
75 Chris R. Vanden Bossche and Gustav H. Klaus have also compared Jane’s rhetoric to that of the 
Chartist movement. Klaus notes Jane’s use of “fraternization” in the Moor House section of the 
novel betrays Brontë’s own enthusiasm for the French Revolution (2).  
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earned,” Jane both adheres to the spirit of Lockean property (that its value derives 

exclusively from labor) and rejects the inherited wealth and the hoarding of that wealth. 

The distinction between the spirit and letter of property law, in this case, also conforms 

to what Buchanan sees as a new type of small world, defined as an “egalitarian 

networks in which all the elements have roughly the same number of links” (119).  

For a time, the asexual unity of the Rivers cousins figures Moor House as a 

mutualistic space that promotes horizontal relationships. By no coincidence, then, it is St 

John’s insistence upon marriage to Jane, in which the two would take up traditional 

gender roles, that ruins this domestic utopia and thrusts Jane back into her vertically 

organized relation with Rochester. The lesson of Moor House is clear: for egalitarianism 

to be possible, the conceptual foundation of the modern family, whose organization, as 

Brown points out, rests on “the naturalized lack of equality and competition” cannot be 

reformed — it must be completely swept aside (150). The novel’s final narrative magic 

trick is to convince the reader that the new household Jane and Rochester form at 

Ferndean is not only more appealing but also as radical a departure as Moor House from 

the degenerate household at Thornfield. Predicated on the largess of Jane’s deus ex 

machina inheritance, the setup at Moor House is hardly available to the legions of 

working-class families that populate such novels of the 1840s as Benjamin Disraeli’s 

Chartist novel Sybil (1845), Elizabeth Gaskell’s family drama in Manchester, Mary Barton 

(1848), or even the house of the titular businessman in Charles Dickens’s Dombey and Son 
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(1849). As Emily Steinlight has recently noted, the narrative focus on the protagonist 

“attests that masses, crowds, and populations are never merely the opposite or the 

omnipresent outside of the individual … character proves a fragile container for the 

aesthetic and formal process of populating narrative space and multiplying political 

demands. Even Jane Eyre, for all its individualism … voices its heroine’s seemingly 

singular protest” as a figure for “counted” masses (20). As these novels of the 1840s take 

up the question of the “multiplying political demands” of England from the perspective 

of the household, how does Brontë create a model capable of meeting the needs of both 

the working-class family and the circles of polite society? The answer lies in Jane’s 

redistribution of her entire inheritance: this act allows the novel to take one small 

symbolic step toward founding a proto-nuclear family with Rochester.  

Insofar as redistributing her inheritance frees her to marry on the basis of mutual 

attraction alone, Jane tells her reader that founding the household she desires requires 

nothing but love; the amount of capital is inconsequential. Indeed, Brontë sprinkles less 

intense versions of the same enduring bond Jane and Rochester share throughout the 

novel: Bessie Lee and Robert Leaven, Miss Temple and Reverent Naysmith, Diana 

Rivers and Captain Fitzjames, Mary Rivers and Mr. Wharton. There is no question that 

these marriages—which cover a reasonably broad class spectrum — will sustain the 

family they produce because, as Jane says of the those of Diana and Mary Rivers, their 

husbands “love their wives, and are loved by them” (520). Available to couples from a 
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wide social spectrum, this household appears to usher in a democracy of sentiment, a 

bond that any one person could share with one other person. What all of these families 

have in common is their mutual rejection of the will to dominate in favor of unqualified 

reciprocity of the sort that Jane achieves with Rochester. Despite its appearance of 

universal democracy, however, marriage based on this concept of love was also 

guaranteed to reproduce the very class distinctions that perpetuated economic 

unevenness.76 Thus, although such a concept of marriage required nothing less than the 

destruction of the traditional manor house and the society it modeled, the single-family 

household proved, if anything, a far more resilient means of reproducing a social 

hierarchy based on capital accumulation.  The secret of the success of this pared down 

and more modest household against the pervasively dark landscape of the novels of the 

1840s, rested on its reciprocity, the fantasy of a little democracy nested in a ruthlessly 

competitive world of scarcity. 

 

76 Amit S. Rai argues, “the history of sympathy fuses with the history of ‘police,’ and in this way 
sympathy becomes unevenly integrated into mobile strategies of governmentality, such as 
charities, social improvement, class-based education, the cult of domesticity, national integration, 
and other utilitarian and evangelical reforms. Jane Eyre stages this uneven integration; the text 
confronts, and finally appropriates, colonial, racial, and class otherness through the narrative of a 
British woman’s assumption of class, racial, and national sovereignty, even as this power is 
thoroughly circumscribed by patriarchal domesticity” (263). 
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Chapter Three: Revolutionary Passions, Reformist Sentiments: How Charles Dickens 
Redistributed Smithian Sentimentality 

How can an insular single-family household provide the stabilizing basis for a 

social system that supports the temporal and spatial demands of wage labor? 

Christopher Lasch begins his account of Haven in a Heartless World (1977) by explaining 

that the family shields the modern individual from the dehumanizing effects of the new 

political economy: “As business, politics, and diplomacy grow more savage and warlike, 

men seek a haven in a private life, in personal relations, above all in the family—the last 

refuge of love and decency” (xiii). Lasch valorizes the proto-nuclear family formulated 

by novels like Jane Eyre (1847). “The bourgeois family system, then, which attained its 

full flowering in the nineteenth century and now seems to be slowly decaying,” he 

continues, “rested on what sociologists have called companionate marriage, on the 

child-centered household, on the emancipation or quasi-emancipation of women, and on 

the structural isolation of the nuclear family from the kinship system and from society in 

general.” It did so, as he explains, in order to accommodate and naturalize “the radical 

separation between work and leisure and between public life and private life” (7). The 

family that Lasch so admires provided a personal haven from what, during Brontë’s 

lifetime, came to be known as the public sphere and, in doing so, saw to it that less than 
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half of those without property would support the rest of the new working class.1 The 

rest of the unpropertied population was out in the cold.2 That is to say, the single-family 

household took on the responsibility of caring for the poor and replenishing the labor 

force. The home provided by a man’s wages and a woman’s care relieved the property 

owner and the government of the obligation to provide for those who had to work for a 

living. But even as a world divided between household and workplace came to 

dominate the way readers imagined ordinary people going about their daily lives, the 

world in which they had to do so became “increasing incapable of providing [the 

ordinary] comforts” that, according to Lasch, were supposed to be the reward for labor 

(xiii).  

As the Victorian era transitioned from the Hungry Forties and the collapse of the 

Chartist movement to the so-called Golden Years of the fifties through the 1870s, the 

prominence of industrial urban centers and their conditions challenged the “model” 

 

1 Joan Scott notes that the Chartist movement assumed “that women’s welfare was included in 
men’s, that consumer activities and childrearing were women’s primary tasks … The masculine 
construction of class thus created a (gendered) family division of labor” (11). 
2 As early as Malthus it was obvious the Poor Laws did not work: “The poor laws of England 
tend to depress the general condition of the poor in these two ways. Their first obvious tendency 
is to increase population without increasing the food for its support.  … Secondly, the quantity of 
provisions consumed in workhouses upon a part of the society, that cannot in general be 
considered as the most valuable part, diminishes the shares that would otherwise belong to more 
industrious, and more worthy members” (33). Malthus, of course, has little sympathy for the 
conditions of the poor.  Nancy Armstrong has noted the large death toll in Jane Eyre that is a 
consequence of Malthusian thinking: “Readers do not tend to notice, however, that this move 
virtually condemns to death anyone who cannot enter their charmed circle” (445). 
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domestic space.3 The industrial city, with its intricate networks and scattered 

populations, that hovers in the background of such novels as Jane Eyre became the center 

of modernization and the source of the power that transformed English life. Journalist-

social reformers such as Henry Mayhew sought to create “a cyclopædia of the industry, 

the want, and the vice of the great Metropolis,” and so make sense of the world that 

Engels and Marx found so harrowing (London Labour and London Poor, I.iii).4 These 

journalists joined city novelists like George W. M. Reynolds and Charles Dickens in 

raising the questions of what it would take to survive in the metropolis and how the 

new workplace would require novelists to alter the fully-rounded individual of Jane 

Austen and Charlotte Brontë. From his earliest novels, Dickens seems intent on showing 

just how remarkable it was that individuals formed sentimental bonds that could 

withstand Darwinian brutality. Lasch’s narrative household, for all its claims to “love 

and decency,” provided very little shelter and less care for the type of individual that 

populates the streets of Dickens’s London. Mayhew sought to make his audience feel for 

those deserving Londoners impoverished by the new economic order and emphasized 

the necessity of restricting oneself through morality, whereas Marx was more interested 

 

3 As Bernard Porter explains, “Economically no continental European country could match 
Britain at this time; politically they were all either weak, divided, unstable, tyrannized over or 
tyrannies themselves” (12). This turn to prosperity England experienced, which would last from 
the 1850s to the seventies, was marked by workers, in general, competing in and within the 
economic system, rather than seeking to overturn it (Porter 28). 
4 Nancy Armstrong’s Desire and Domestic Fiction argues Mayhew’s work “can be viewed as a 
blatant attempt by a middle-class intellectual to transform the problem of an impoverished 
working class by translating this dilemma into sexual terms” (180). 



 

 181 

in bettering the conditions of the working class through overthrowing the status quo 

that created their material conditions. Both, however, view those outside the wage labor 

system — the people Mayhew and Marx classified as “Those Who Will Not Work” and 

the lumpenproletariat, respectively — as a danger to the working class. These people 

outside the wage labor system are exactly who Dickens’s novels follow at every turn. 

This category of people was necessary, in fact, for Dicken’s project of imagining how 

sentimentalism might counter competition with a caretaking that could compensate for 

the failure of the single-family household.  

“As the world grows more menacing and insecure and the family fails to offer 

protection from external dangers,” says Lasch of the 1970s, “all forms of loyalty become 

increasingly attenuated. The work ethic, nurtured in the nuclear family, gives way to an 

ethic of survival and immediate gratification” (xviii). Whereas Lasch traces the obvious 

disintegration of the domestic ideal in the late-twentieth century back to structural 

changes that began, in his mind, during the 1870s, it was only too evident to Dickens 

some twenty years before that the preponderance of Victorian households were 

incapable of supporting themselves on male wages alone. So unpredictable were the 

effects of city life on both men and women, that parents routinely failed to support their 

dependents in economic and emotional terms, and children their parents. The household 

was not “the family.” Thus, in his well-known opening to Bleak House (1852-53), Dickens 

shows that the same sense of an imperiled microworld that inspired Lasch to imagine 
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the household as a “haven in a heartless world” emerged during the Victorian period. 

Lasch’s depiction of the conditions of life under late capitalism could just as well 

characterize life under industrial capitalism as Dickens spelled it out in the unforgettable 

opening to Bleak House: 

As much mud in the streets as if the waters had but newly retired from the face 
of the earth, and it would not be wonderful to meet a Megalosaurus, forty feet 
long or so, waddling like an elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill. … Dogs, 
undistinguishable in mire. Horses, scarcely better; splashed to their very 
blinkers. Foot passengers, jostling one another's umbrellas in a general infection 
of ill temper, and losing their foot-hold at street-corners, where tens of thousands 
of other foot passengers have been slipping and sliding since the day broke (if 
this day ever broke), adding new deposits to the crust upon crust of mud, 
sticking at those points tenaciously to the pavement, and accumulating at 
compound interest. (13) 
 

This description of the life crowding the streets of the London business district overturns 

the narrative of technological and social progress. Dickens directly links the world 

where human beings compete for money and power to the primitive struggle of now-

extinct lifeforms. The evocation of the Megalosaurus — one of the first such creatures to 

be classified as a dinosaur — implies that the primeval struggle continues under 

industrial capitalism. 5 Dickens uses the image of mud to make two decisive moves.  

 

5 Richard Owen coined the term Dinosauria to describe reptiles “creatures far surpassing in size 
the largest of existing reptiles … Of this tribe the principle and best established genera are the 
Megalosaurus, the Hylaeosaurus, and the Iguanodon; the gigantic Crocodile-lizards of dry land, the 
peculiarities of the osteological structure of which distinguish them … clearly from the modern 
terrestrial and amphibious Sauria” (103). Adelene Buckland notes that “Bleak House (1852–53) was 
written on the other side of the Great Exhibition, when the Crystal Palace prehistoric garden was 
being constructed by Dickens’s friend Richard Owen. …  The megalosaurus on Holborn-hill 
‘waddles’ out of the receding tide of the Biblical Flood (‘the waters’ that have ‘but newly retired 
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First, as I have suggested, he disputes the ideology of history as a linear march of 

progress, for rather than rise above their places in the social order, the inhabitants of 

Dickens’s city inevitably sink into mud that simply adds another layer — “crust upon 

crust,” marking the epochs of natural history. Having displaced history as a “march of 

civilization” with a narrative of continuous struggle, Dickens can then question whether 

the technological machinery of the industrial city can ever elevate the conditions of 

human existence above such primitive accumulation— in the double sense of the term. 

Karl Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852) appeared in the same year Bleak 

House began its serial run and understood the collapse of the past and present in similar 

terms. Marx establishes the framework within which he will read the events that lead to 

Napoleon III’s coup d’etat in the declaration, “Men make their own history, but they do 

not make it just as they please … [it is] given and transmitted from the past. The 

tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living” (15).  

What is Dickens’s Megalosaurus if not a hyperbolic figure of Marx’s already hyperbolic 

nightmarish weight “of all dead generations” on the present?  In both cases the 

irrepressible past crushes the present generations.  

 

 

from the earth’). … The London streets in Bleak House are in the middle of this process, 
accumulating ever-upwards: the ‘deposits’ of ‘crust upon crust of mud’ pile up like geological 
strata, offering an alternative earth history to the Biblical Flood” (686).  
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Secondly, no less a menacing presence than the circumstances of the 1970s in 

Lasch’s account, the mud of the Victorian city threatens to transform daily life into a 

primitive scramble for existence.6 Alex Woloch has presented scarcity in formal terms: 

there is simply not enough physical space or narrative attention for each individual — 

the novel’s overcrowding is a symptom of a larger problem. Woloch, however, does not 

explicitly tell us what had unleashed this scramble for survival — Dickens does give us 

insight in this particular free-for-all. While Woloch proposes the novel as a formal 

manifestation of the struggle of a subject seeking individuation against annihilation, 

Nasser Mufti shows how the socio-economic conditions of the 1850s industrial city gave 

rise to this skirmish in the first place. Mufti argues that “[b]y comparing London’s mire 

to interest-bearing capital, Dickens can indicate that mud is both the cause and effect of 

its own accumulation. … each deposit of mud, like every increment of interest, 

represents a unit of value as well as a unit of time” (70).7 Without the household to 

 

6 Hobbes’s notion of perpetual war in the state of nature is “a condition of Warre of every one 
against every one” before individual are brought to bear under the social contract and, thus, the 
law (88). Darwin’s notion of competition in his account of natural selection shows how this 
primitive struggle for recourses exists in pre-social terms. Dickens, in contrast, does not believe 
that the primitive has been left behind. Dickens demonstrates how the economy turns people into 
the things. In other words, Dickens shows how what Hobbes and Darwin deem primitive 
continues to operate in the age of law and reason.  
7 Mufti, noting the ubiquitous use of mud in both fiction and journalistic writing like Henry 
Mayhew’s London Labor and London Poor, allows us to see “Mud and nation were coextensive” 
(72). Interested in both the biological and economic implications of Dickens’s dinosaur, Ian 
Duncan has recently said of this scene, “In a parody of evolutionary history, the epoch of the 
megalosaurus yields to an indiscriminate swarm of biological populations, seething up from and 
sinking back into the mud and murk, in no less inhuman time of capital” (125-6).  
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protect capital producers and without their earned capital to support the household, 

both social and familial relation are reduced to a system of economic relations that, in 

Dickens’s view, simply continues the “survival of the fittest” in a question for 

acquisition.8 This move from the natural to the industrial world showed that primitive 

accumulation — to put it in Marx’s terms —still haunted what was deemed civilization.9 

Such an environment may seem an unpropitious one for sentimentality to thrive, but 

thrive it did and in proportion to the force that capitalism had unleashed against trust, 

fellowship, and family feeling.  

Long seen as a sentimental novelist, Dickens’s valorization of tender feelings in 

his novels allowed his readers to feel for his characters at all levels of city life.10 For the 

 

8 In On the Origin of Species, Darwin initially uses the phrasing “struggle for life.” Herbert 
Spencer, in The Principles of Biology (1864) initially introduced the phrase “survival of the fittest,” 
which Darwin later adopted. Spencer states, “This survival of the fittest, which I have here 
sought to express in mechanical terms, is that which Mr Darwin has called ‘natural selection, or 
the preservation of favoured races in the struggle for life.’ That there is going on a process of this 
kind throughout the organic world, Mr Darwin’s work on the Origin of Species has shown to the 
satisfaction of nearly all naturalists” (444-5).  
9 Karl Marx’s Capital: Volume One, renamed Adam Smith’s “previous accumulation” (1018). Marx 
remarks, “This primitive accumulation plays in Political Economy about the same part as original 
sin in theology” (1019). Noting the move from the feudal economy to the modern one, Marx 
states, “The so-called primitive accumulation, therefore, is nothing else than the historical process 
of divorcing the producer from the means of production. It appears as primitive, because it forms 
the pre-historic stage of capital and of the mode of production corresponding with it … In the 
history of primitive accumulation all revolutions are epoch-making that act as levers for the 
capital class in course of formation; but, above all, those moments when great masses of men are 
suddenly and forcibly torn from their means of subsistence, and hurled as free and ‘unattached’ 
proletarians on the labour market” (1020, 1022). Although Dickens was a reformer and Marx a 
revolutionary, both men thought in similar terms.  
10 Dickens has long been critiqued for his melodrama and sentimentality from his own time — 
such as the storied Oscar Wilde witticism that Little Nell’s death drove its audience to laughter — 
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Victorian middle classes, Fred Kaplan argues, sentimentality “defended the vision of the 

ideal against the claim that the universe and human history are governed by mechanical, 

or rational, or deterministic, or pragmatic forces” (6). Dickens, in particular, “is 

attempting purposely to arouse his readers’ moral sentiments, reminding them that the 

more emotionally sensitive they are to death the more morally attentive they will be to 

the values of life” (Kaplan 50). This is quite a long way from what eighteenth-century 

moral philosopher Adam Smith meant when he proposed his theory of sympathy 

between impartial spectators. The “values of life” Kaplan finds in Dickens belong to the 

nineteenth century. Monika Fludernik does us the service of distinguishing Dickens 

from the eighteenth-century sentimentalism of Fanny Burney, Ann Radcliffe, and even 

Austen that cling to vestiges of Smith’s model. “Dickens’s use of sentiment,” she 

contends, “emphasizes Christian virtue and active sympathy more thoroughly than is 

typical of the eighteenth-century sentimental novel” (71). Valerie Purton disputes even 

this much continuity, however, on the principle that Dickens “reinvented the eighteenth-

century sentimentalist tradition,” transforming it from a concept of emotion that could 

 

 

to the present. What I am interested in is the attribute of sentimentality that allows one to feel for 
another and, as I will show with Dickens, seek to actively care for that person. Coming from the 
American literary tradition, June Howard notes that “sentimentality is always suspect” because 
“the appearance of the term marks a site where values are contested” (69). What is so important 
about sentimentality, for Howard, that speaks to Dickens is that “sentimental works consistently 
engage us in the intricate impasses of the public and private, proclaiming their separation and at 
the same time demonstrating their inseparability” (76).  
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work hand in glove with rationality to one that opposed the instrumental reason of 

“industrialisation, science, mechanisation, in all their power.” Dickens distinguishes “his 

‘feeling’ characters,” in her view, “from those who … plot, plan, and scheme” (5). This 

shows that reason breeds distrust and hostility among human beings, which “feeling” is 

called upon to overcome. Jeremy Bentham’s “fundamental axiom” of utilitarianism, “the 

greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong,” worked, in 

John Stuart Mill’s view, as a theoretical underpinning of moral philosophers who tied 

feeling to reason (93). Along with Mill and many others, Dickens reconceptualized the 

emotions, in my own view, for the expressed purpose of countermanding instrumental 

reason.11 Incompatible with Bentham in theory, Dickens’s sentiment seeks to 

individualize and care for each of his singular creations through reciprocal relations 

based on feeling.12  

 

 

11 Mill’s critique of Bentham’s utilitarianism is that Bentham does not focus on particular types of 
pleasure: “It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds 
of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that while, in 
estimating all other things, quality is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures 
should be supposed to depend on quality alone” (16). Recognizing different types of pleasure, 
and showing that some are better than others, maintains what is human in a world where people 
are reduced to objects.  
12 Stefan de la Peña Waldschmidt has a compelling reading of how Dickens and Bentham may not 
be as incompatible as they appear in his dissertation The Complete Bentham. 
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I. Dickens’s Redistribution of Feeling  

To explain how Dickens — along with the Brontë sisters and a number of other 

Victorian novelists — revised the source and social impact of the emotions, literary 

criticism draws on and often echoes Smith, who offers what endures as the traditional 

definition of sympathy. Smith formulated a much more complex theory of “sympathy” 

than earlier Lockeans like Frances Hutcheson had.13 By contrast to spontaneous feelings 

of “pity” or “compassion,” sympathy requires an act of imagination that allows one 

individual to feel an approximation for another’s agony or joy; in choosing to feel 

sympathy for someone, the spectator acknowledges his object of study as inherently 

valuable. That means that they shared a capacity for feeling, both morally and 

aesthetically. Critics who view Dickens as a sentimentalist in the positive sense are able 

to do so because they bring a Smithian understanding to bear on our relation to 

literature. Thus, by feeling for poor little Paul Dombey, readers fancy they can, like 

Smith’s Enlightenment gentleman, feel for those from whom they are separated by time, 

place, age and so forth. Whenever we have sympathy for another, claims Smith, 

[b]y imagination we place ourselves in his situation, we conceive ourselves 
enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and become in 
some measure the same person with him, and thence form some idea of his 

 

13 Hutcheson defined sympathy thusly: “Sympathy with others is the Effect of the Constitution of 
our Nature, and not brought upon ourselves by any Choice, with view to any Selfish Advantage, 
they must own: whatever Advantage there may in Sympathy with the Fortunate, none can be 
alleged in Sympathy with the Distressed: And everyone feels that this publick Sense will not leave 
his heart” (14). Hutcheson’s sympathy is a spontaneous, naturalized impulse whereas Smith’s 
imaginative sympathy varies based on the reactions of the spectator.  
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sensations, and even feel something which, though weaker in degree, is not 
altogether unlike them. His agonies, when they are thus brought home to 
ourselves … begin at last to affect us, and we then tremble and shudder at the 
thought of what he feels. For as to be in pain or distress of any kind excites the 
most excessive sorrow, so to conceive or to imagine that we are in it, excites some 
degree of the same emotion. (12)   
 

Although “we have no immediate experience of what other men feel,” we can imagine 

how others feel and approximate those feelings to some degree (11). That act of 

imagination allows sympathy to be a plastic concept: the spectator can feel a range of 

sensations, depending on their reaction to the object of study. The sympathetic man will 

feel physical sensations at the mere thought of what another individual must be 

experiencing. It is not difficult to understand how the leap of imagination that enables 

sympathetic identification could be both a product of and motivating force for the novel. 

Audrey Jaffe contends that sympathy continues to operate in both capacities during the 

century of Darwin: “Victorian representations of sympathy are, as sympathy was for 

Smith, specular, crucially involving the way capitalist social relations transform subjects 

into spectators of and objects for one another; they are also spectacular, their 

representational dimension reinforced by the spectatorial character of Victorian culture” 

(8). The spectator and objective gaze’s transplantation into the Victorian period from the 
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eighteenth century bring the difference between Smith’s notion of sympathy and the 

novelists of the nineteenth century into sharp relief.14 

Importantly, Smith emphasizes that it is the gentleman who has the capacity for 

feeling; this masculine classification places limits upon the spectator’s ability to 

sympathize with others. Smith contrasts his spectator’s response to an impoverished 

man as opposed to a man of rank. The poor man receives no sympathy, as onlookers 

“turn away their eyes from him.” If forced to gaze upon him, “it is only to spurn so 

disagreeable an object from them.” But the opposite is true for the “man of rank and 

distinction,” who “is observed by all the world. Every body is eager to look at him, and 

to conceive, at least by sympathy, that joy and exultation” (62). Smith’s masculine 

sympathy, then, is classed so that not only is the ability to feel for others placed solely in 

the realm of the ruling classes but the license to receive sympathy is also their privilege 

alone. How far sympathy can extend to someone of a different social status, gender, 

race, ability, etc. is limited.15 If, in fact, the spectator manages to produce sympathy for 

 

14 James Chandler finds the spectator an important part of fiction’s sentimentality. While Jaffe and 
I are interested in the discontinuities between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Chandler 
draws a through line from Smith to Dickens to cinema: fiction “is, rather, a medium that is itself 
defined by a field of virtual spectators and their ‘views,’ as we say—that is, by various lines of 
sight, some of them crossing, some of them matching, some of them reciprocated, some of them 
not. The dispersed subjectivity of such a field, structured in this way, contributes an important 
element to the literary sentimentalism that is to be reanimated in the classical system of narrative 
cinema. It is, however, only a part of the sentimentalist legacy to nineteenth-century fiction and 
to twentieth-century filmmaking” (175).  
15 Manu Samriti Chander has recently shown how the Romantic legacy of sympathy helps us see 
the limits of fellow-felling using Australian writer Henry Lawson: “Both as a nationalist 
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who is considered a “poor wretch,” Smith notes, that compassion “must arise altogether 

from the consideration of what he himself would feel if he was reduced to the same 

unhappy situation” (15). Rather than truly feel for and with the sufferer, then, Smith 

proposes that the spectator feels for a hypothetical self who is reduced to those mean 

conditions. Given the limitations of what Smith proposes as sympathy, we must ask, 

how can the Victorian novel revise this to encompass its heterogenous community of 

characters and readers?  

As Dickens explains in the 1848 Preface to Dombey and Son, the novel’s capacity to 

make readers identify with the suffering of characters gives the novelist a form of power, 

which he exercises in killing off young Paul Dombey: “I have only to acknowledge the 

unbounded warmth and earnestness of [readers’] sympathy in every stage of the journey 

… If any of them have felt a sorrow in one of the principal incidents on which this fiction 

turns, I hope it may be a sorrow of that sort which endears the sharers in it, one to 

another” (4). To make his readers feel for the Dombey family as if that family were their 

own is obviously to accomplish something quite different than the production of a new 

genteel man of feelings. Dickens does not ask his readers to feel even a paler version of 

 

 

committed to solidarity between Australian subjects and as a cosmopolitan arguing for sympathy 
between white men across national boundaries, he reminds us how feeling with means always at 
the same time feeling against” (87). There is a stronger link between sympathy and disgust, in that 
both form communities while excluding those held in contempt from those spaces, than we 
might think.  
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“the same emotion” as the mourners in Dombey and Son. Much like his cast of characters 

that together makeup the different rungs of the social ladder, Dickens’s populous 

readership hardly fits the mold of the enlightened gentlemen. The death of Paul 

provides a device by which to “endear the sharers in it, one to another” — anyone who 

feels sorrow for this family’s loss may be a part of this community of feeling. To put it 

simply, novels not only connect readers to characters but also, in doing so, bring 

disparate readers together in much the same sort of imagined community of readers that 

Benedict Anderson proposes.16 This community, “regardless of the actual inequality and 

exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived of as a deep, 

horizontal comradeship” (7). Despite the fact that Dickens’s readers, like each member of 

the nation, will never meet every other member, much less know them intimately, novels 

like Dombey and Son make a community of mutual feeling between virtually anonymous 

readers possible. This intimacy can be shared not because readers imagine themselves in 

the place of Paul Dombey but because they all feel sorry for his loss — a very different 

sentiment.  

In removing the ruling class male from the privileged position of spectator in his 

fiction, Dickens revises the relationship between sympathy and economic status.17 Smith 

 

16 Anderson notes that “the novel and the newspaper” in eighteenth-century Europe were forms 
that “provided the technical means for ‘representing’ the kind of imagined community that is the 
nation” (25).  
17 I am taking inspiration from Jacques Rancière’s distribution of the perceptible/sensible. 
Rancière explains, “Political activity reconfigures the distribution of the perceptible. It introduces 
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himself noted the problem of valorizing the rich and villainizing the poor, when he 

claimed uneven distribution of feeling to be “the great and most universal cause of 

corruption of our moral sentiments,” even though he felt it was “necessary both to 

establish and to maintain the distinction of ranks and the order of society” (72). Dombey 

and Son demonstrates the problem with valuing individuals solely for their socio-

economic status. Both Dombey children are deprived of love by their avaricious father 

who sees his son as a business asset and his daughter as “a piece of base coin that 

couldn’t be invested—a bad Boy—nothing more” for “What was a girl to Dombey and 

Son!” (13). By translating young Paul and Florence’s value into economic terms — she is 

viewed as so little an economic value as not to warrant even an emotional investment — 

Dickens demonstrates exactly what Smith means by the economic “corruption of our 

moral sentiments.” The Dombey business disintegrates because its patriarch values his 

son and devalues his daughter for economic reasons rather than the natural ties of 

family. In showing this conflict, the novel pits love, which Florence Dombey tries to give 

 

 

new objects and subjects onto the common stage. It makes visible what was invisible, it makes 
audible as speaking beings those who were previously heard only as noisy animals.” This is the 
“politics of literature,” he argues, “It intervenes in the relationship between practices and forms 
of visibility and modes of saying that carves up one or more common worlds” (Politics of 
Literature 4). Importantly, in Aesthetics and Its Discontents, he also noted “Politics consists in 
reconfiguring the distribution of the sensible which defines the common of the community” (25). 
Dickens uses his novels to do just this in order to create his urban communities. For more on the 
relationship between the generation of sympathy in relation to the crises of state finance, see Rob 
Mitchell’s Sympathy and the State in the Romantic Era. 
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throughout the novel to her father, against economic-based class distinctions. Dombey’s 

economic rationale for emotional investment suggests Smith’s supposition that a 

distinction of ranks was necessary for the order of society was patently false. Given the 

divisions within the Dombey family and its business, Dickens shows that treasuring 

individuals for assumed market value is the very thing that can bring down the new 

economy. Dickens’s turn to producing sentimental literature about and for all levels of 

society suggests that he is using it to combat the very hierarchy that Smith felt obliged to 

maintain.  

John Bowen suggests why this connection between the eighteenth-century 

“literature of sentiment” and Dickens is so key to understanding Victorian 

sentimentality.  In Bowen’s words, “the ability to sympathize and suffer with others is at 

the heart of the story’s sense of … moral being, and this is explicitly linked to memory.” 

Memory is key to Victorian sentimentality, he continues, because “[i]t is through past 

suffering that one is able to feel for others.” Thus, “[w]hat we encounter in Dickens is 

not a search for private perfection on the one hand and a sense of human or social 

solidarity on the other, but a constant mutual implication of the two” (264). With this in 

mind, let me suggest how Dickens revises Smithian sympathy into sentimentality so that 

it can operate in an industrial city that requires men to compete for limited space within 

the economic order.  How can mutual affection combat “the general infection of ill 
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temper” that reduces human beings to matter from which every drop of economic value 

has been squeezed? 

If we are to consider Dickens a sentimental novelist in the traditional sense, I 

contend, we must explain how he proposes solutions at the micro or personal level that 

will eventually transform the city at the macro or social level. In this way, we would read 

A Christmas Carol (1843) as cultivating the belief that the ghosts of one’s past and future 

selves could prod the present-tense self into a state of charitable compassion. We would 

do well to heed Rae Greiner’s caution that “sympathy and emotion are not the same. 

Emotions can of course emerge from sympathy, but sympathy itself is something else, a 

form of thinking geared toward others” (1). Scrooge’s capacity to gain sympathy for one 

poor crippled child, Dickens reminds us, has the power to transform the Malthusian 

Ebenezer Scrooge into a charitable man whose compassion miraculously transforms “all 

of us”: “it was always said of [Scrooge], that he knew how to keep Christmas well, if any 

man alive possessed the knowledge. May that be truly said of us, and all of us!” (90).18 

The failure to shed tears for the innocent children that Dickens parades before his reader 

is never accompanied by the threat of mass social upheaval with which Harriett Beecher 

 

18 In her reading of the novel, Jaffe argues, “The story’s ideological project—its attempt to link 
sympathy and business by incorporating a charitable impulse into its readers’ self-conceptions—
underlies its association of charitable feeling with participation in cultural life. A narrative whose 
ostensible purpose is the production of social sympathy, ‘A Christmas Carol’ both recalls and 
revises those scenes in eighteenth-century fiction that, depicting encounters between charity 
givers and receivers, model sympathy for readers positioned as witnesses” (30). 
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Stowe, in 1852, followed up the deaths of the angelic Eva and the beloved Uncle Tom.19 If 

Stowe saw a major overhaul of the US government as the only way of warding off the 

catastrophe of Civil War, Dickens remained famously skeptical of solving problems at 

the level of state bureaucracy.  

Dickens’s novels invariably point out that whether or not we feel for the 

casualties of government, no amount of compassion will change the fate of those who 

bear the brunt of socio-economic inequities. At the end of some of his most beloved 

novels, the Chancery continues wasting time and paper, the Circumlocution Office sends 

the public in circles, and the poorhouses still grind down their inmates. Indeed, Dickens 

reminds his readership of the terrible death toll that accompanies their prosperity in 

these rather blunt terms: “Dead, men and women, born with heavenly compassion in 

your hearts. And dying thus around us every day” (Bleak House 734). In his most pointed 

critique of utilitarian reason, Hard Times (1854), Dickens makes it clear the cost-benefit 

operations of the new industrial landscape are here to stay, which means that sympathy, 

in the Smithian sense, can do little to counter, much less reverse, the Benthamite logic 

partnered with the morality of the class to which they presumably belong. Having 

 

19 In Stowe’s concluding remarks to her famous novel, she takes the convulsing bodies from her 
fiction and transforms them into America itself to show the need for change: “This is an age of 
the world when nations are trembling and convulsed. A mighty influence is abroad, surging and 
heaving the world, as with an earthquake. And is America safe? Every nation that carries in its 
bosom great and unredressed injustice has in it the elements of this last convulsion. For what is 
this mighty influence thus rousing in all nations and languages those groanings that cannot be 
uttered, for man’s freedom and equality?” (408). 
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established an environment destabilized and menaced by a fluctuating economy as the 

ground on which life in the modern city must be built, however, Dickens also refuses to 

leave his readers to its mercies. Sentimentality, in Dickens’s novels, becomes defined by 

something like James Chandler’s definition of sentiment, or what he calls “distributed 

feeling:” “It is emotion that results from social circulation, passion that has been 

mediated by a sympathetic passage through a virtual point of view” (11).20 Dickens 

opens up small spaces within the city where relationships impervious to state 

bureaucracy may form. He pits the magic of unwarranted human generosity and 

affection against the monstrous belching machine of Coketown in order to rescue only 

the possibility of a more humane future. 

To do so, however, he must first debunk the myth that passion could bring order 

to a world experiencing a major socio-economic upheaval.  At the very moment 

Charlotte and Emily Brontë were domesticating the romantic passions to form a self-

sufficient household, Dickens demonstrated that such passions were the very feelings 

that would thwart any attempt to form a haven in a heartless world. He implied, in a 

word, that the passions were heartless. While the Brontës used the formation of the 

household to destroy the manor house and tame the passions, Dickens maintained a 

pointedly urban position, from which perspective he saw it as self-defeating to 

 

20 Importantly, Chandler declares that sentiment is “precisely not a ‘vehement passion’” (12). 
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recuperate what had already proved to be dangerous feelings.21 Notoriously given to 

such feelings himself in personal life,22 Dickens excoriated romantic passion as the 

source of obsession, abuse, deception, and homicidal compulsion. More often than not, 

in his view, to be impassioned was to be controlled by a force that transformed rather 

than expressed the individual one was and hoped to be. In contemporary terms, we 

might say that he distinguishes romantic love as an affect, an alien force that controls the 

self. Anna Gibson shows how certain characters in Our Mutual Friend (1864-65) are 

subject to “involuntary attraction,” whereby “their actions follow not from their own 

intentions but from forces they locate in each other or in external stimuli” (70).23 To this 

 

21 Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, there were periodic threats of rebellion, 
such as the Captain Swing Riots. The dissatisfaction of the populace culminated in the Chartist 
movement, which alarmed a government who had to grapple with the legacy of the French 
Revolution. 
22 Dickens’s own biography shows precisely why he would recognize the problems in relying on 
or giving into passion. When his father was sent to the Marshalsea, Dickens was forced to work 
as a boot blackener instead attending school. John Forester’s biography quotes Dickens’s anger at 
the failure of his father and mother to care for him: “It is wonderful to me how I could have been 
so easily cast away at such an age. … Our friends, I take it, were tired out. No one made any sign. 
My father and mother were quite satisfied” (30, 33). Dickens would later be unable to control his 
own passions and become the very careless “passionate” man he critiqued in his novels. His 
marriage to Catherine Thomson Hogarth fell apart after about twenty years and ten children once 
he began an affair with the eighteen year old actress Ellen Ternan. Recently uncovered letters 
from Catherine’s neighbor in Camden Edward Dutton Cook to William Moy Thomas reveal 
Dickens tried to have Catherine declared insane in order to place her in an asylum. To quote 
Cook from the recent transcription by John Bowen, “he discovered at last that she had outgrown 
his liking. She had borne ten children and had lost many of her good looks, was growing old, in 
fact. He even tried to shut her up in a lunatic asylum, poor thing! But bad as the law is in regard 
to proof of insanity he could not quite wrest it to his purpose.”  
23 I agree with Gibson’s assessment of passion’s mechanizations in Dickens, however, Gibson 
only reads sentimentality in terms of older novels such as Austen or Richardson. Gibson rightly 
distinguishes Dickens’s project: “Rather than salvage latent sentimental inclinations as a cultural 
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observation I would add that the moments of involuntary movement particularly come 

from those in love, turning those who feel romantic passion into monsters. One only 

need to look at the transformation of schoolmaster Bradley Headstone. Once a man who 

appears to be “a thoroughly decent young man of six-and-twenty,” after noticing 

another man’s attention to the fair Lizzie Hexam, whom Headstone secretly admires, his 

body is taken over by “raging jealousy and fiery wrath,” that eventually transforms him 

into an “ill-tamed wild animal” bent on homicide (218, 285, 535). Following Smith, 

Dickens accepts the proposition that “the passion by which Nature unites the two sexes” 

is “the most furious of all the passions” (34). More appropriate for the sensation fiction 

of the age, characters experiencing this sexual fury are relegated to subplots that 

virtually eliminate themselves in Dickens’s novels.24  

 

 

antidote to these drives, however, this novel fashions what is often mistakenly construed as 
traditional sentimental love out of these very forces of attraction. His novels therefore find a way 
to marry sentimental love and its moral entailments with what Lewes and Charles Darwin 
considered the natural imperatives driving the networks of the physiological body and biological 
life, respectively. The result was a novel form that could accommodate interactions among 
characters who change as they adapt to one another across the novel’s expansive serial 
formation” (63). In addition to criminalizing passion, I see Dickens as transforming 
sentimentality into a new novel form that ties his world together. For more on this old version of 
the sentimental novel, see Sentiment and Sociability. 
24 As early as his second novel Oliver Twist (1837-39), the brutal murder of Nancy the prostitute 
(labelled as such in Dickens’s preface) offered dramatic proof of how easily “romantic love” could 
turn into the forms of sexual abuse that simultaneously fascinated and repelled readers of 
sensation fiction. Importantly, as Nancy’s murder demonstrates, both the object of desire becomes 
just as dehumanized as the monstrous men in Dickens’s narratives of passion. 
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As early as Dombey and Son (1846-1848), published concurrently with Jane Eyre 

(1847) and Wuthering Heights (1847), Dickens took to demonstrating that sexual passion 

makes men monstrous and women dangerous, which disqualifies both as objects of the 

reader’s sympathy. While Smith had allowed the spectator to sympathize with those 

experiencing the all-consuming pain that, in his view, often accompanies sexual 

attraction, Dickens rules out sympathy for deviants on the grounds that sexual passion 

is inherently sadistic. Like Edith Dombey, Hard Times’ Miss Sparsit, and Great 

Expectations’ Miss Havisham, spurned women inevitably wreak destruction on anything 

resembling domestic order. The “romantic” entanglement of James Carker and Edith 

Dombey — Dombey’s second wife —systematically shows why any inkling of sympathy 

that might be shared with either party to the relationship would corrupt the moral 

sentiments of his reader. That in the aftermath of this relationship no one survives intact 

— Edith’s reputation ruined, Carker killed, and Dombey’s business bankrupt — suggests 

that no one touched by sexual passion is eligible for sympathy in a Dickens novel.  

A less demonic forebearer of Bradley Headstone, Dombey’s two-faced clerk, the 

odious James Carker, outwits his rival in love and business rather than relentlessly 

stalking him.  It could indeed be argued that Carker simply seized the opportunity that 

Dombey created when he neglected his wife and trusted his clerk.25 Were this perfidious 

 

25 Throughout the novel, Dickens continually refers to Edith as having a “passionate” nature. 
Take, for example, the first time Carker comes upon Edith: “It was that of a lady, elegantly 
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love triangle the novel’s main plot, this play of passion would make Dombey and Son a 

sensation novel in the manner of Mary Elizabeth Braddon or Ellen Wood. Before 

Dombey can get his hands on the unfortunate clerk, however, Edith has all but finished 

Carker off by confessing that she has taken up with him for no other reason than to 

make her husband feel the pain of humiliation.  Stunned by this sudden twist in his own 

plot, the bewildered Carker wonders out loud what devils prompted this double 

betrayal. “Their name is Legion,” Edith responds in Biblical terms that turn the blame 

back onto mercenary men: “you and your master have raised them in a fruitful house, 

and they shall tear you both” (825).26  Crafting her as a femme fatale, Dickens endows 

Edith’s sensual beauty with the power to transform men into monsters who are more 

likely to destroyed in the effort than they are to capture and tame her. As Mary Ann 

Doane explains, the power of such a woman “is of a peculiar sort insofar as it is usually 

not subject to her conscious will.”  Her physical beauty is blamed for luring men to their 

 

 

dressed and very handsome, whose dark proud eyes were fixed upon the ground, and in whom 
some passion or struggle was raging” (417). The novel repeatedly describes her as: “strong in 
passion and pride” and having a “tempest of passion,” amongst other examples (431, 463).  
26 In the books of Mark, Matthew, and Luke, Jesus encounters two demon possessed men and 
heals them “And, behold, they cried out, saying, What have we to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son 
of God? art thou come hither to torment us before the time? And there was a good way off from 
them an herd of many swine feeding. So the devils besought him, saying, If thou cast us out, 
suffer us to go away into the herd of swine. And he said unto them, Go. And when they were 
come out, they went into the herd of swine: and, behold, the whole herd of swine ran violently 
down a steep place into the sea, and perished in the waters.” (Matthew 8:29-32). In Mark and 
Luke the demon gives its name: “My name is Legion: for we are many” (Mark: 5:9).  
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deaths, because they grant her body itself a form of “agency independently of 

consciousness.” It is as if the femme fatale has “power despite herself” (2).27  Dickens makes 

it impossible to confuse Carker’s quasi-supernatural encounter with Edith with the 

white magic of Scrooge’s equally fantastical encounter with his phantom selves —

absolutely no salvific feelings emerge from sexual encounters, only bad affects.  By 

linking such affects to supernaturalism, Dickens can include both Edith and Carker in 

the human species while excluding them from a community based on sympathetic ties. 

It is worth noting that Edith’s confrontation with Carker occurs in France, where the 

release of such passions is barely felt, if at all by, the English household Dickens strings 

together. This shift in locale anticipates Dickens’s unleashing of involuntary affect on a 

mass scale in A Tale of Two Cities (1859).  

In this later novel, he poses the question to which I now turn: If gross social 

injustice mobilizes the human passions to transform individuals into the mindless 

components of a mob, can the novelist reverse this affect? Without suggesting that 

fiction can alter the course of history, he makes a sustained attempt to persuade readers 

that it was not in the hands of government but in their power alone to curb the spread of 

bad affect with good. To this end, Dickens abandons his concept of the novel form as a 

disciplinary mechanism that ensures the individual remained the self-correcting social 

 

27 Doane notes that the femme fatale “is the figure of a certain discursive unease, a potential 
epistemological trauma. … She harbors a threat which is not entirely legible, predictable, or 
manageable. … Sexuality becomes the site of questions of what can and cannot be known” (1). 
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unit it was in Oliver Twist (1837-39) or Dombey. A Tale of Two Cities not only leaves this 

outmoded form of management behind,28 but operates on a counter-disciplinary 

perspective. As Catherine Gallagher argues, he also displays the Kafkaesque mechanism 

that emerges from the Revolution as inherently violent: “A whole population practices 

surveillance on itself, a surveillance that ultimately destroys.” First and foremost, it 

destroys the privacy of the household, as it “inspired every citizen with a need to rip 

away the house-tops, to expose the interior” (Gallagher 133-4). The narrative affords 

glimpses of unruly characters who act based on their impulses rather than adhere to 

common rules of conduct: Sydney Carton drinks to excess, Charles Darnay compulsively 

plays hero, Jerry Cruncher beats his wife, Doctor Manette retreats into the role of 

shoemaker. The “major” characters seem just as compelled to perform their repetitive 

behavioral dance as those we would term “minor,” calling critical attention to what 

Daniel Stout describes as the novel’s “indifference to individual distinction” (29).29 

 

28 D.A. Miller’s classic argument compellingly shows us how discipline operates in Dickens 
novels from Nicholas Nickleby to Bleak House. The family, Miller contends, becomes the central 
question: “Mr. Bagnet’s famous catchword formulates what is not less the objective than the 
condition of the family in Dickens’s representation of it: ‘Discipline’ — within the domestic circle 
as well as outside it — ‘must be maintained’” (105).  
29 The cases these critics make for this lack of individuality varies. Daniel Stout argues that this is 
not an “aesthetic failing” but rather the novel uses these “flat” characters to show “the signs of 
struggle to retain humane depths in a modern world bent on their discipline” (30). Jonathan 
Grossman has recently noted this trend of critique and expands on it to read the novel with the 
public transport system “that colocates and collectively organizes individuals’ various mobile 
trajectories, a system that is, like Dickens in this novel, oriented in individuals’ plottable 
movements and not especially interested in their psychological interiority or individuality” (179). 
Cates Baldridge, in one of the classic essays that seeks to find alternatives to individuality in this 
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Belonging to a household does not diminish these self-destructive impulses. The fact 

that Lucie and Darnay marry in the midst of the novel only serves to emphasize the 

inefficacy of a traditional household in curtailing the destructive passions of the 

population. In ruling out the processes of individuation and domestication in one fell 

swoop, Dickens leaves the dominant culture without a means of reproducing either the 

liberal individual or the sanctity of private property.30 The more competitive society 

becomes, the more the household wants to produce individuals who can compete. 

Members of the unit, organized by gender and generation rather than economic status, 

turn inward and compete with each other, as the predatory habits of urban life 

inevitably seep into the household. Thus, the first step toward answering the question I 

posed above is to figure out how to reverse the competitive dynamic of the household, 

when the world in which it is embedded has developed an untamable bloodlust. 

Where Smith, wary of the passions, had considered it necessary to subordinate 

the sentiments to reason, the Brontës, on the principle that the passions were inseparable 

 

 

novel, argues that the group rather than the individual should form the basic unit of society: “My 
contention is that Dickens’s deep dissatisfaction with the social relations fostered by his own 
acquisitive and aggressively individualist society leads him at times to explore with sensitively 
and even enthusiasm the liberating possibilities offered by an ideology centered elsewhere than 
upon the autonomous self” (168). 
30 Nancy Armstrong traces this invention of the household as a disciplinary apparatus back to the 
Victorian novel: “Through strategies of surveillance remarkably like those Foucault elaborates in 
Discipline and Punish, heroines took up the task of monitoring themselves for signs of incipient 
ungovernability” (530).  
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from being alive, saw reason as a strategy that delayed desire through an unsatisfactory 

sequence of substitutions. Dickens, by contrast, remodels both concepts to deal with life 

in an industrializing city. His petri dish will be a small group: the seeming hub of this 

network, Lucie Manette who Dickens sees as “the golden thread” that holds all the other 

members together — her weakened father, the bachelor-businessman Mr. Lorry, the 

rivals who reject rivalry (Carton and Darnay), the incorrigible but unselfish Miss Pross, 

and the gravedigger Cruncher.31 Importantly, this world is not a nuclear family. Holly 

Furneaux reminds us that these “alternative presentations of kinship that proliferate in 

Victorian fiction displace the biological family as a natural given and demand a further 

debunking of the fantasy that the Victorian era enshrined a narrowly conceived form of 

family” (22).32 Although it was still true, as late as 1848, that one could still count on 

discipline in a relatively isolated social space like Lowood Charity School for Girls to 

mold a self-regulating individual like Jane Eyre, those same institutional procedures 

were already cruelly ineffective when applied on an urban scale. In Dickens’s city, as in 

his life, neither household nor school could manage its human contents, which 

consequently spilled out into the streets where they accumulated at a pace and in 

 

31 Helena Michie notes the oddness of Dickens’s families in that they are not nuclear families 
bonded together by blood. Her work rightly points out there is a tension “between the 
inclusiveness of his families and their problematic relationship to sexuality, gender, and law” 
(131). 
32 As Furneaux demonstrates, Dickens’s queering of the family makes “explicit the possibility that 
elective forms of family, in which heterosexual reproduction is at most a peripheral concern and 
exemplary parenting is performed by alternative configurations … to the opposite-sex couple, 
may be preferable to biological forms of kinship” (58). 
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numbers that defied regulation. Emily Steinlight provides a clear sense of how 

“Dickens’s fiction speaks to one of the greatest perplexities of the century’s bioeconomic 

discourse of population,” which she describes as “the virtually unthinkable problem 

suggested by the term supernumeraries, or the paradox of a total in excess of the total” 

(231).33 How can any such small world as Lowood or Rose Maylie’s house in the early 

Oliver Twist possibly deal with the enormity of Paris during the Reign of Terror?  The 

fact that it obviously could not save Paris, or the Darnay-Manettes so long as they chose 

to reside there, simply suggests that Dickens had the reformation of England in mind, 

even as he took up the tale of a foreign revolution. 

Steinlight’s study of Bleak House builds on a foundation laid down by Raymond 

Williams’s The Country and the City, which identified Dickens as the inaugurator of a new 

form of novel that uniquely captured the paradox of the new industrial city: “the 

coexistence of variation and apparent randomness with what had in the end to be seen 

as a determining system: the visible individual facts but beyond them, often hidden, the 

common condition and destiny” (154). Williams claims that in “[t]he nineteenth-century 

city, in Britain and elsewhere,” industrial capitalism and the growth of cities brought 

with it “confusion and loss of identity” (146, 151). Dickens’s characters, he maintains, 

 

33 Steinlight tells us, “The mass assumes its unique status in cultural modernity as a paradoxical 
unbinding of community through its own concentration; sociality takes on a dissociative and 
implicitly agnostic character with the increased proximity of bodies in a common environment” 
(2). 
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must come to recognize their “common condition and destiny” in order to negotiate a 

socio-economic environment that, like Darwin’s nature, cared not at all about the 

survival of any particular individual. From his method of publication to the most 

intimate corner of the system of social relations it unfolded, however, one can depend on 

a Dickens novel to pay extraordinary heed to the unique qualities that distinguish not 

just the major from minor characters (Woloch) but rather each minor member of the 

population from every other. Indeed, his minor characters are often more particularized 

than their major counterparts. 

We might expect such detailed attention to the individual to mitigate the very 

sense of common cause that Dickens hoped to inspire in his readers, but he found what 

remained his signature way around the problem. By means of a technique that makes 

him the exception rather than an illustration of the rule of Woloch’s paradigm, Dickens 

uses free indirect discourse to distinguish little Jo from Bleak House from every other 

character in an overcrowded novel: “Name, Jo. Nothing else that he knows on. Don't 

know that everybody has two names. … HE can't spell it. No father, no mother, no 

friends. Never been to school. What's home?” (177). The implementation of free indirect 

discourse allows the third person narration to instantly distinguish Jo’s voice from itself 

and the multitude of other voices it juggles.34 In this respect, Jo speaks to E.M. Forster’s 

 

34 Free indirect discourse continues to be used in the contemporary novel and shows the same 
“political potentiality” as Dickens (Bewes 46). According to Tim Bewes, this potentiality “of the 
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claim that Dickens’s characters “can be summed up in a sentence, and yet there is this 

wonderful feeling of human depth. Probably the immense vitality of Dickens that causes 

his characters to vibrate a little” (109). That Jo is defined by pervasively negative 

attributes (his lack of surname, connections, education, clothes, manners, etc.) makes 

him no less memorable than one of Dickens’s respectable citizens or the targets of his 

satire. Indeed, it could be argued that this negative space is exactly what makes this 

particular crossing sweeper different both from us and from all Dickens’s characters who 

are not so completely lacking in social and personal markers. By way of his lack, Jo is the 

sentimental figure par excellence — not a figure with whom to identify (“there, but for 

the grace of God go I”) but one for whom society should provide the missing attributes 

or suffer the consequences. The immense power Jo unknowingly holds over the reader 

demonstrates that Dickens expresses arguably more ingenuity in creating peripheral 

characters rather than in the central “heroes” of the text.  Woloch’s configuration of the 

Dickensian city novel, of course, presupposes that the characters are competing in a 

zero-sum game.  That is to say, if major characters receive space, then the minor 

characters cannot.  Given the sheer number of minor characters, however, and the 

general vapidity of the major ones, this theory stops well short of accounting for the 

 

 

free indirect mode is most evident as the overcoming of a subjective anchoring, an overcoming 
that has as much relevance to critical and theoretical discourses as to “literary” ones” (46-7).  
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“vibration” that, for Forster, characterizes the affect of Dickensian prose. What do we 

make of this paradox?   

Kristen Starkowski argues, rightly in my view, that Dickens’s minor characters 

are minor, not because they have lost out in the competition for readers’ attention, but 

because they are the creators of worlds that “exist outside the main narrative.”35 These 

worlds have removed themselves from the social force field dominated by economic 

competition and the struggle of the fittest to survive. Where Dickens’s major characters 

inevitably achieve disappointing and highly compromised positions within this field, his 

minor characters are the winners of the novel. While these small worlds are, as 

Starkowski says, “underwritten” in terms of the attention they demand of readers, they 

are nevertheless the payoff for opting out of the main plot, its phantasmatic 

gratifications and real disappointments. These minor plots indicate, she argues, the very 

real benefits of turning away, or disengaging, from the world of competition and 

accumulation. Minor characters reject the premise of the zero-sum game. When 

Starkowski claims that “all minor characters are worth something, and no character is 

beneath consideration or representation,” she recognizes a kind of care outside that of 

industrial capitalism.36  

 

35 I would like to thank NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction for access to the production copy of this 
article. 
36 Talia Schaffer, in theorizing communities of caretaking, importantly emphasizes: “Crucially, 
care communities are affiliative, not biologically based, and everyone who joins the care 
community has more or less equal status” (532). She provides examples of this across a span of 
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To formulate her theory of minorness, Starkowski adapts Erving Goffman’s 

explanation of social disengagement as a form of political engagement to describe 

Dickens’s character-system. According to Goffman, modern society offers a number of 

protocols that allow “the individual [to] maintain the impression of proper involvement 

while he is actually delinquent in his situation obligations” (Goffman 41). This idea of 

turning away explains the curious habits that make Dickens’s minor characters so 

memorable as countless and ingenious ways of creating their own protocols and, indeed, 

contesting the dominant order. As demonstrated by the titular household of Dombey and 

Son, the Lockean paradigm of property as the foundation for the household fails to 

provide a haven for its inhabitants but, to the contrary, serves to reproduce and thus 

continue the heartless dynamic in which it is embedded.37 Paul Dombey’s habit of 

assessing personal relationships in terms of material value does not go unchallenged by 

the novel, as Dickens inserts the humble Toodle household as a counterpoint: a 

 

 

Victorian novels, including Dickens’s work, that support the point that Dickens’s minor 
characters are part of an egalitarian project.  
37 To return to the well-worn definition of the individual, Locke imagined the him as a property 
holding man who “has a property in his own person” (I.V.XXVII). Since Dorothy Van Ghent, 
criticism has paid attention to how objects and characters define one another — which has helped 
us see that Dickens’s economically successful characters are those that acquire objects — but has 
paid little attention to minorness. Van Ghent’s “The Dickens World: A View from Todgers’s” 
explains, “The course of things demonically possessed is to imitate the humans, while the course 
of human possession is to imitate the inhuman. This transposition of attributes, producing a 
world like that of ballet, is the principle of relationship between things and people in the novels 
of Dickens” (213). 
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household that has no property in and of itself save the affection among its members 

and the pleasure they take in coexisting. Though relatively little space is paid to the 

Toodle family, a few deft strokes of the pen is quite enough for Dickens to make his 

point. When Dombey remarks that Mr. Toodle can hardly afford to keep his pack of 

children, Toodle is quick to speak for the novelist: “I couldn’t hardly afford but one thing 

in the world less, Sir … To lose’em” (29). The Toodle children reject both “oranges and 

halfpence,” given to them in compensation for their mother’s employment as wet nurse, 

by dropping them out of a hackney-coach (33). Although the Toodle family can, to 

borrow Dombey’s refrain, “hardly afford” to lose food or the means to buy it, the 

disposal of the oranges and halfpence demonstrates these objects are not adequate 

compensation for Polly Toodle. The Toodle children reject hollow economic substitutions 

and, in doing so, “turn away” from the social world that tells them to replace affect and 

care with advantageous economic gain. The Toodle family shields itself from the 

predatory logic of capital, and, in doing so, intensifies the emotional ties that hold their 

alternative world together.  

The distinctive features that distinguish each of Dickens’s flat characters from 

every other are their carefully individuated protocols for “turning away.” This refusal to 

participate in the social order is not necessarily positive — one only need to think of 

Madame Defarge’s famous knitting needles that not only allow her to appear outside the 

action of pre-Revolution France but also later become the very instruments of national 
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destruction. To counter this overproduction of affect that grows beyond the personage of 

the vengeful Madame Defarge, the novel pits the very brash and very English Miss Pross 

against his murderess. While Madame Defarge leads a mass that turns away to the point 

of destruction, Miss Pross seeks to remove her charges from society to keep them whole. 

Miss Pross seeks protection for Lucie against the outside world, saying, “I don’t want 

dozens of people who are not at all worthy or Ladybird to come here looking after her” 

(99). Perhaps better than any other character in the novel, Miss Pross understands the 

inherent dangers of becoming part of the larger world, even at a moment when that 

larger world appears to carry no particular risk. Miss Pross understands, as Dickens 

does, that the cityscape always threatens to swallow up its inhabitants in the mud. 

Dickens, who describes Miss Pross as the embodiment of “pure love,” does not fuel the 

English model of turning away through a soft emotion (100). Instead, Dickens’s novel 

climaxes with Madame Defarge and Miss Pross struggling in a fight to the death, with 

Miss Pross winning — albeit losing her hearing in the process. Through the virtue that 

“vigorous tenacity of love, always so much stronger than hate,” Miss Pross gains the 

physical strength necessary to win her battle (382). Miss Pross acts as the caretaker of the 

novel, shielding her charge and family from the metaphorical and literal crowds that 

threaten the to sweep away and destroy those she shepherds. Through these means, it is 

Miss Pross — not the sentimental heroine Lucie — that becomes the glue that holds the 

small world surrounding the Manette family together.  
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The particularity of care that works precisely counter to competition in Dickens’s 

city resembles Foucault’s description of pastoral power, which is, as he says, “entirely 

defined by its beneficence; its only raison d’être is doing good” (Security, Territory, and 

Population 126). Embodied in the figure of the shepherd, Foucault explains, “[p]astoral 

power is a power of care. It looks after the flock, it looks after the individuals of the 

flock, it sees to it that the sheep do not suffer, it goes in search of those that have strayed 

off course, and it treats those that are injured” (127).38 The use of a rural metaphor to 

describe how one survives in Dickens’s city might strike one as an odd comparison, until 

we consider that Dickens and Foucault, though a century apart, endeavor to pit the logic 

of reciprocal care against that of substitution that characterizes modern capital. In a time 

of surplus wage labor, as Engels and Marx remind us, any worker, like any commodity, 

can do for any other. This logic ensures reproduction of the quasi-ontological division 

between owners and the people and things owned by them. Inasmuch as both the things 

and the people owned are indistinguishable from others of their kind, such a system 

offers no incentive to care for any one as if it were somehow perishable.  By contrast, 

Foucault’s shepherd sees himself as just that, a shepherd, and therefore responsible for 

keeping his flock alive and healthy, without which he is no longer who he is—a 

 

38 Foucault also notes, “The shepherd (pasteur) directs all his care towards others and never 
towards himself” (127-8). This is particularly reminiscent of Dickens’s greatest sentimental 
caretakers such as Esther Summerson or Amy Dorrit, who sacrifice everything for the well-being 
of others.  
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shepherd. To do so, he must recognize and interact with each of his flock as an 

individual: “Pastoral power is [consequently] an individualizing power” (128). Given that 

counting sheep is not only considered a soporific in English as well as French but also 

that “sheep,” like the names of other animals that come in flocks, herds, or schools, does 

not distinguish the singular from the plural of the term, in what sense is pastoral power 

an individualizing power?  

Dickens arguably does a better job of answering this question than Foucault. The 

peculiar status of his characters (as both peripheral and central, grotesque and somehow 

exemplary) contains the same paradox that Foucault unfolds in his explanation of 

pastoral power. The muddy streets of Bleak House obscure the difference between one 

Londoner and any other but somehow convey a sense of “immense vitality.” When we 

encounter any one of these characters up close, most often in the recognition of them as 

distinct singularities in an overpopulated narrative field, we see the uniqueness of that 

individual in much the same way that the shepherd recognizes each of his sheep for its 

own unique qualities in Foucault’s example. This, I argue, is the power of care.39 Thus a 

 

39 In a similar fashion, Lauren Goodlad argues that Dickens calls for “pastorship” through 
morality while casting aspersions on modern pastoral agencies: “Although novels such as Bleak 
House and Little Dorrit were potentially subversive, Dickens’s skepticism toward modern and 
institutionalized forms of power, his search for “old-fashioned” but effective social foundation, 
tended unexpectedly to favor the union of Britain's organized philanthropists” (89). To Goodlad, 
though Dickens shows the failure of both the government agencies in his later novels and also 
“testifies to the diminished power of modern individuals” and shows a “growing skepticism 
toward the myth of the self-reliant character,” his writings favor social reform through a united 
community of private individuals. Individualized care is necessary to bring out the caretaking 



 

 215 

sorely neglected Charley Neckett in Bleak House finds herself appreciated by Esther 

Summerson for her distinctive capabilities (interpersonal intelligence and self-

abnegating demeanor) and can then, in turn, care for others.  Indeed, Charley proves 

instrumental in making the resolution of the novel an uncharacteristically happy one. It 

is Charley, after all, who cares for the sentimental heroine when Esther is infected by a 

disfiguring disease. This disease transforms Esther’s “old looks,” so that her face no 

longer replicates the traditional beauty of her mother Lady Dedlock’s visage, making 

Esther one of a kind. These now distinctive facial features indeed inspire Woodcourt’s 

claim, “you know you are prettier than you ever were” (989). We cannot ignore the 

significance of the fact that Dickens begins this novel with a muddy mass and concludes 

it by celebrating singularity, as he shows how care makes all the difference. To do so he 

uses a contagious disease incubated in poverty to produce little chains of caretakers that 

counteract the impact of the new economic system.40  A Tale of Two Cities puts these 

protocols to the test in the time of popular revolution. 

 

 

capabilities unique to certain members of his generally predatory world, for it alone—versus 
money, high office, or beauty—proves able to combat the passions that can neither be 
domesticated nor contained within households. The violent passions wipe away the signs of 
individual identity, as Nancy — beaten to death for sheltering Oliver Twist — is referred to only 
as “the girl” or “a woman” who was murdered once that violence is enacted upon her (316, 321). 
40 Foucault notes, “we can say that the idea of a pastoral power is the idea of a power exercised on 
a multiplicity rather than on a territory” (129). 
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Dickens gives to minor characters alone the capacity to combine with others in 

unique caretaking units that develop relative immunity to the avarice that produces the 

fluctuation of economic value and the competitive spirit it breeds. The singular physical 

anomalies and behavioral tics of these character develop from and make them uniquely 

capable of such symbiotic combination. It is fair to say that in synchronizing the minor 

and major characters so that the minor are the more likely to survive with their 

humanity intact, Dickens accomplishes the impossible feat of reversing the logic of 

substitution organizing the city so that the city generates countless symbiotic formations 

that demonstrate, as Talia Schaffer does, that “care is an act. Care communities are not 

determined by gender, marital status, class, or relationship. They extend beyond nuclear 

families and private couples” (198, 197).41 Focusing on the co-dependence of Cuttle and 

Gills in Dombey and Son, Michael Tondre gives us the example of how “the two 

 

41 While I agree with Schaffer that active care and those communities are at the center of 
Dickens’s novelistic project, I take issue with her definition of sentimentalism. She argues, 
“Sentiment, in Dickens, is a peculiarly passive form of sympathy … we [could view] sympathy as 
the underlying feeling that might emerge in various contemporary forms of emotional 
expression. Sympathy can provoke active care, but sympathy can also spill into an inefficacious, 
self-indulgent feeling that has no effect in the world … Sentiment means despair over a decline 
with no possibility of recovery; it is emotion expended in futility” (200-1). In Schaffer’s further 
elaboration of her theory of caretaking communities, she further argues that sentiment is “he 
irritating feeling of wanting to act when one cannot—a sensation that must have been 
particularly aggravating for Victorian female readers, who were trained to practical 
philanthropy.  … sentiment— the sensation of encountering suffering we cannot alleviate. 
Sentiment, in other words, is spoiled care” (531). As I will show, Dickens reworks these terms to 
be part of the affective social glue that makes care itself possible. As Greiner has pointed out, 
sympathy does not necessarily equal an emotional response. Sentimentality is actually the fuel 
that makes caretaking a possibility in Dickens’s project.  



 

 217 

unmarried men as partners, having become ‘golden’ through their very refusals for 

personal gain,” are the very figures that transform the focus of the novel “from a 

‘gladiatorial’ tale of competition to a more encompassing ethos of organic bonds” (122, 

123).42 Such novelistic care can happen only on the periphery, as Starkowski argues, 

where it gestures to a world beyond the framework of the novel. What else can this 

produce but a community of readers held together by their shared capacity for feeling? 

 

II. You Say You Want a Revolution  

Dickens gives his most pointed definition of “Society” in Little Dorrit (1855-57) — 

the novel immediately preceding A Tale of Two Cities. To belong to and move through 

Society, each individual must follow precise protocols that determine where that 

individual fits or does not fit into the social order of the novel. The arbiter of Little 

Dorrit’s London Society, Mrs. Merdle, explains what I mean by this, when she proclaims, 

“Society suppresses us and dominates us” (201). Despite his focus on twentieth-century 

America, Goffman’s sociological theory could very well have been taken from Mrs. 

 

42 Both Tondre and Starkowski quarrel with the gladiatorial arena in which Woloch situates all 
Dickens’s characters and, in so doing, afford insight into the mechanics of social reform, but as 
Tondre reminds us, Dickens “leaves intact the conditions” that created the very problems he tries 
to solve: “the story never delivers readers to a more fundamentally transfigured world” (123). 
There can be no change so long as members of these worlds move through systems of unequal 
exchange.   
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Merdle’s musings.43 Belonging to a social order requires “fitting in,” according to 

Goffman, even to the point where the “underlying general sentiment possessed by the 

individual … may have to give way to the requirements of the situation” (12). Dickens 

clearly would second this point, as he makes even the most dedicated members of 

Society suffer, as the Merdles do — in a material and emotional sense — from meeting 

the standard to fitting in. Being a part of Society requires “involvement” from the 

individual, which Goffman claims “an individual sustains within a particular … matter 

of inward feeling” (37). The suppression and domination of Society, in both Goffman 

and Dickens’s view, can strain individuals so much that they must turn away. As we see 

throughout A Tale of Two Cities, turning away often takes the form of what Goffman calls 

“involvement shields.” That is to say, they might conceal their rejection of social 

protocols, or affect proper behavior, or remove themselves from Society entirely (38). We 

see examples of this across social and generational divides in A Tale of Two Cities, when 

Jerry Cruncher conceals the fact he is a gravedigger by trade, Carton denies his rivalry 

with Darnay for Lucie’s affection, and Lucie rejects the social advantages of a marriage 

to Stryver in order to share a household with Darnay.44 Although Goffman’s social 

 

43 Goffman defines a social order “as the consequence of any set of moral norms that regulates the 
way in which persons pursue objectives. The set of norms does not specify the objectives the 
participants are to seek, nor the pattern formed by and through the coordination or integration of 
these ends, but merely the modes of seeking them” (8).  
44 David D. Marcus notes other examples of turning away in A Tale of Two Cities: “At the end of 
the novel, Darnay and Dr Manette retreat into the tranquility of a secluded domestic circle, and 
that retreat has to be seen in the light of their failure as public men to influence the course of 
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theories provide a general sense of how individuals make a place for themselves in a 

Society that eats away at their individuality, being a sociologist, he stops well short of 

explaining what role turning away might serve under conditions of radical socio-

economic upheaval. A Tale of Two Cities tops even Dickens’s brutal account of the 

Gordon Riots in Barnaby Rudge (1840-41) in its negative depiction of turning away from 

social relations as full-blown revolution. Dickens’s revolutionary crowd possesses no 

redemptive attributes precisely because it detaches the social order from the political 

sphere.45  

As they congeal to form a mass body, the populace does not seek social reform or 

temporary refuge from social oppression; rather, they dissolve all social ties in favor of a 

purely political world.46 As a nameless revolutionary explains, “The Republic goes 

 

 

events. Thus their retreat and the quasi-religious redemption through love and self-sacrifice are 
actually strategies for coping with the impossibility of solving social problems. For Dickens, the 
family and religion … are the means of humanizing the void left in the individual life by 
mechanistic institutions” (57). 
45 John Plotz provides a history of crowds of England in the first fifty years of the nineteenth 
century. He notes, “the city’s random crowds meant that chance encounters on London streets 
produced a new sort of social life, both a pleasant and a threatening urban anonymity. Mundane 
outdoor life came to include random encounters with strangers, inexplicable aggregations, 
sudden eruptions of violence, and permanent sites for encountering others en masse” (1). Dickens 
takes up all of these issues in his novels, although the problem of the crowd is perhaps dealt with 
in its most obvious terms in A Tale of Two Cities. 
46 Although Dickens alludes to the rallying cry of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity” in his narration 
several times, tellingly, no individual revolutionary cites any interest in forming a social order 
based on these principles. The novel also emphasizes the crowd no longer appears human, as 
Lorry labels the French “devils” and the narration describes them as having been “changed into 
wild beasts” (273, 243).  
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before all” (303). The everyday is lost within tumultuous cycles of violence; even the 

ability to “[h]old [time] was lost in the raging fever of the nation, as it is in the fever of 

one patient” (283). This “raging fever of the nation” spreads among countless 

revolutionaries — it affects each individual as if they were all bundled into the same 

body. The national population becomes so much more than the sum of its individual 

parts as anger and vengeance become channeled through one mass.47 In his analysis of 

nineteenth-century mass psychology, Ernesto Laclau distinguishes “between rational 

forms of social organization and mass phenomena,” with “the dividing line” being “the 

frontier separating the normal from the pathological.” 48 The pathological, Laclau notes, 

correlates with a form of groupthink that obliterates the distinction between and among 

individuals (29). In the manner of an epidemic, this feverish body politic is by definition 

deeply antagonistic to any social bond between and among individuals, even that 

among conspirators. To show what must be done to curb the destruction of all social 

 

47 Nancy Fraser, one of Habermas’s many critics, proposes the idea of subaltern counterpublics. 
Fraser’s theorization of subaltern counterpublics imagines multiple “spaces of withdrawal and 
regroupment” that can be used “as bases and training grounds for agitational activities directed 
toward wider publics.” These counterpublics sound a lot like Goffman’s involvement shields 
placed in the political realm, as they turn away from a dominant public that is more likely to 
oppress than embrace them. Fraser’s help expand discursive space,” however, while the 
revolutionary mob in Dickens does not (124). 
48 As Ernesto Laclau points out, later nineteenth-century theorists such as Gustave Le Bon 
configured the crowd in a similar manner. In his reading of Le Bon, Laclau states, “For Le Bon, 
contagion can only be a form of pathological transmission … What, for instance, if contagion 
were not a disease but the expression of a common feature shared by a group of people, one 
which is difficult to verbalize in a direct way, and can be expressed only be some form of 
symbolic representation?” (28). In chapter three of On Populist Reason, Laclau gives an extended 
history of how early crowd theory developed. 
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ties, Dickens first dramatizes the behavior of an infected body and then counter-

engineers an antidote to this behavior by zooming in on a few select sentimental 

characters who manage to turn away from the political struggle. If the revolutionaries 

turn away from any form of social affiliation, then these sentimental characters 

disengage the revolutionary mass and so achieve a kind of social immunity. By so doing, 

they negate the contagion of class antagonism that fuels revolution. Only caring (as 

opposed to self-interested) individuals paradoxically establish social ties that cross over 

class differences — a move which ameliorates the problem precipitating revolution in 

the first place.    

In order to bring such a positive formation into being, Dickens carefully 

articulates the systematic nature of the negative relations that must be reversed, namely, 

the transformation of a “cowed” French population into the human death machine 

whose extension is the guillotine (117). While individual acts of rebellion during the 

period from 1757 to the 1780s displayed the willingness of French citizens to destroy 

themselves in the name of personal or family honor, the mass self-destruction Dickens 

associated with Revolution was an altogether different phenomenon.49 By proclaiming, 

 

49 After both the rape of the peasant woman and the death of child at the wheels of the carriage, 
Evrémonde throws coins to the family of the victims as a means of restitution. That both coins are 
immediately flung back in a fury, revising the actions of the Toodle family in Dombey and Son 
who merely “drop” their gifts, is not simply a rejection of the logic of substitution. Rather, the 
further acts of violence against Evrémonde that occur directly after this initial moment of 
rebellion (the peasant boy unsuccessfully duels Evrémonde, Gaspard murders him in his bed) 
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“Vengeance and revenge require a long time,” Madame Defarge lets it be known that a 

mass uprising requires another form of passion, one unconcerned with personal or 

family honor (185). But it is only as the Defarge wine shop becomes a hub of 

revolutionary thought that a class rebellion against aristocratic domination becomes 

imaginable. As the sense of injury and injustice increases exponentially, it reaches a 

tipping point where it spills over into action in the Storming of the Bastille: “As a 

whirlpool of boiling waters has a centre point, so, all this raging circled round Defarge’s 

wine-shop” (223). Dickens’s account of the revolution observes this centrifugal pattern, 

as the revolts spread from the city-center into the country before being sucked back into 

the dark hole of the wine shop, a pattern that is likened to the spread of an infectious 

disease. That is to say, each member of the revolutionary cadre transmits the fever 

exponentially by spreading it to several others until a unstoppable number of the 

population is infected with a single passion.50 Losing any concern for others, this 

population observes the principle of “extermination” bandied about by the 

revolutionaries as they identify enemies of the Republic. Anyone associated with the 

 

 

indicate that the people’s answer to unchecked power and wealth is to become the demonic 
vengeance the aristocracy created in its abuse. 
50 For real world examples of how diseases spread through small world populations, see Mark 
Buchanan’s Nexus. 
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aristocracy — no matter the degree of separation— is considered guilty by association 

and marked for extermination. 

That notably few major historical figures appear in Dickens’s account of the 

French Revolution is understandable, given that Dickens portrays it as an event 

instigated by and propelled from the bottom up, that is, the agrarian and urban lower 

classes. The Defarges are a former servant and daughter of a peasant who recruit the 

“wife of a starved grocer” renamed “The Vengeance;” and the fifth Jacques initially 

seduced by the trappings of monarchy but now disenchanted with its excess (231, 181). 

Along with the uncountable masses bent on destroying the symbols of class oppression, 

the assortment of revolutionaries that occupy the foreground indicate that this is a 

revolution brought about by the poor.51 Dickens has no quarrel with their hatred of the 

aristocracy, but he does disagree vehemently with their means of expressing it. Indeed, 

he clearly considers the question of social justice moot once it has been swallowed up in 

the Republic’s political death machine. 

The social character of those responsible for such violence bears comparison to 

Marx’s dismissal of the lumpenproletariat as a heap of social refuse:  

To the four million (including children, etc.) officially recognized paupers, 
vagabonds, criminals and prostitutes in France must be added five million who 

 

51 Dickens uses Charles Darnay to explain that while “One cannot help thinking, having … some 
sympathy for the miserable people” their methods of revolution needs to be incorporate 
“restraint” (245). Nicholas Rance argues, “At the beginning of the novel, Dickens sees the 
Revolution as a rebuff to middle-class ideology. His scorn for the mentality (Lorry’s) vindicating 
business …But Dickens cannot sympathise with the actual revolutionaries he portrays” (85).  
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hover on the margins of existence and either have their haunts in the countryside 
itself, or with their rags and their children, continually desert the countryside for 
the towns and the towns for the countryside. (128)52  
 

This loosely grouped human agglomerate hovers, Marx says, on “the margins of 

existence.” By contrast to the impoverished worker-proletariat, however, they do not 

participate in productive labor53 and persist (ahistorically) in parasitic relation to the 

working classes. “[I]n short,” as Marx imagines it, “the whole indefinite, disintegrated 

mass, thrown hither and thither, which the French term la bohème” and could, as such, be 

recruited by a “Bonaparte, who constitutes himself chief of the lumpenproletariat, who here 

alone rediscovers in mass form the interests which he personally pursues, who 

recognizes in this scum, offal, refuse of all classes the only class upon which he can base 

himself unconditionally” (75). Like Marx, Dickens would have us imagine this 

unclassified group of people as standing in the way of their respective positive social 
 

52 As Hal Draper notes, English editions of Marx and Engels’s work may translate 
lumpenproletariat to “the dangerous class” or “social scum” (2290). The famous passage in The 
Communist Manifesto that refers to this category states, “The ‘dangerous class,’ the social scum, 
that passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest layers of old society, may, here and there, be 
swept into the movement by a proletarian revolution; its conditions of life, however, prepare it 
far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue” (231). 
53 Multiple scholars have noted that the category of the lumpenproletariat is a mechanism for Marx 
to redeem the proletariat class from bad associations. For example, Nicholas Thoburn notes, “At a 
basic level, the lumpenproletariat is Marx’s mechanism for freeing up his concept of the 
proletariat from the bourgeois image of a seething rabble; he transfers all the old content into the 
new category of the lumpenproletariat” (439-40). Peter Stallybrass adds, “Marx and Engels, in 
their very labor to construct a new category of the proletariat, reproduced in the form of a 
residue, the lumpenproletariat, turning upon this category much of the fear and loathing, and the 
voyeuristic fascination, that the bourgeoisie had turned upon the previously less specific category 
of the proletariat. In the lumpenproletariat the spectacle of exotic heterogeneity returned with a 
vengeance” (82). Hal Draper has also given an account of the history of the relationships between 
these terms.  
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outcomes. Where for Marx this meant true revolution, Dickens imagined this raggle-

taggle crew as the necessary antagonist of liberal reform. In both instances, this 

particular affiliation forms an “appalling parasitic body, which enmeshes the body of 

French society like a net and chokes all its pores” (Eighteenth Brumaire 121).54   

To show how this parasitic body comes into being, Dickens portrays the crowd’s 

machinic communications as a negative enactment of swarm logic. According to this 

logic, individual agents “think locally and act locally, but their collective action produces 

global behavior” (Steven Johnson 74). Madame Defarge’s excitement at the capture of 

Foulon, for example, demonstrates this principle: “The people immediately behind 

Madame Defarge, explaining the cause of her satisfaction to those behind them, and 

those again explain to others, and those to others, the neighboring streets responded 

with the clapping of hands … [men who knew Madame Defarge] acted as a telegraph 

between her and the crowd outside the building” (233). The novel’s account of the 

French Revolution does not come from rational, top-down orders from a Robespierre 

 

54 Peter Hayes argues that because of this hinderance on the greater social body, Marx had to 
remove the “rabble:” “By reincorporating the lumpenproletariat into a dialectical process 
whereby communism was to be obtained through opposition, Marx had removed criminals, 
beggars and vagabonds from his utopia” (452). Peter Stallybrass has noted the similarity in the 
styles of Mayhew and Marx: “Like Marx, Henry Mayhew in his account of London Labour and the 
London Poor (1861) endlessly proliferates categories to encompass the spectacle of the metropolis” 
(72). In Marx’s later work Capital, Volume I, his language mirrors Mayhew’s classifications in a 
more specific manner: “Finally, the lowest sphere of pauperism. Apart from vagabonds, 
criminals, prostitutes, in short the actual lumpenproletariat, this social stratum consists of three 
categories. First, those able to work. … Second, orphans and pauper children. … Third, the 
demoralize, the ragged, and those unable to work” (797). 
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but, quite the contrary, from everyday citizens who are seeking to overthrow an 

oppressive governance from below. In this case, Jodi Dean would correctly describe the 

crowd’s power, as that of “individuals changed through the torsion of their aggregation, 

the force aggregation exerts back on them to do together what is impossible alone” (9).55 

What Dickens and his fellow nineteenth-century intellectuals would simply add is that 

this power comes at much too dear a price — a total loss of individuality.56 Importantly, 

Dickens’s revolutionaries are not what Lukács terms “the ‘world-historical individual’ of 

the historical novel, [who] must be a minor figure” (127). The world-historical individual 

on the order of Scott’s Waverley, Lukács insists, “not only gives us a pragmatic picture 

 

55 Dean argues that “Democratic governments justify themselves as rule by the people. When 
crowds father in opposition, they expose the limits of this justification. The will of the majority 
expressed in elections stops appearing as the will of the people … The crowd reclaims for the 
people the political field democracy would try to fragment and manage” (10-11).  
56 Dickens presupposes Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd. Early psychological studies of the crowd, 
such as Le Bon’s tended to portray the creation of a crowd in a negative light against the idea of a 
rational (male) individual. In referring to what he calls the “psychological” crowd, Le Bon states, 
“by the mere fact that he forms part of an organised crowd, a man descends several rungs in the 
ladder of civilisation … in a crowd, he is a barbarian” (32). In this theory of the crowd, a man 
loses his intellect and becomes part of a mass of instinct and external desires. What is frightening 
about this portrayal of the crowd for Le Bon is that a man is unable to act for himself and is not 
only swayed, but descends the evolutionary ladder to level with “inferior forms of evolution,” 
including “women, savages, and children” (36). From Le Bon’s description of the crowd we can 
draw two conclusions: that the crowd is a threat, most of all, to the sovereign individual and that 
once inside the crowd this individual loses what makes him an individual. Interestingly, 
however, Le Bon’s theory of the psychological crowd does not end with its threat to selfhood. The 
crowd, rather, is noted as a figure of power — one that can do more bad or good that a single 
individual. Notably, The Crowd does not just consider crowds to be chaotic, destructive masses 
but groups with creative potential. Le Bon states, “A crowd may be guilty of murder, 
incendiarism, and every kind of crime, but it is also capable of very lofty acts of devotion, 
sacrifice, and disinterestedness, of acts much loftier indeed than those of which the isolated 
individual is capable” (57). 
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of the struggle on both sides, but brings us humanly close to the important 

representatives of either side” (37). The lumpenproletariat-like revolutionaries of A Tale of 

Two Cities are, by contrast to the actors in Lukács’s scenario, divorced from the historical 

conditions of eighteenth-century France. Lacking all social ties, they shift class war (the 

“struggle on both sides”) to a struggle of individuals with the mass to remain 

individuals of any class. The novel dissolves the question of class conflict by reducing 

both the revolutionaries and the aristocracy to the level of lumpenproletariat, as both sides 

engage in the destruction of the social body of which they were once part. 

As the spread of “trodden-down sentiment and passionate revenge” occlude 

every positive social tie, they cancel out the very basis of mutual care (337). The 

revolutionaries become bound together by the means of a process that Dickens likens to 

a contagion: “Every pulse and heart in Saint Antoine was on high-fever strain and at 

high-fever heat. Every living creature there, held life as of no account, and was 

demented with a passionate readiness to sacrifice it” (223). This “high-fever” 

amalgamates individual actors into a single agent that cares only for increasing itself in 

quantity and relieves those infected of individuated thought. As a result, currents of 

“intensity” move them en mass (296). Dickens was not alone in seeing groups in terms 

of an infection that robbed the individual of free will. 57 Henry Mayhew’s final volume of 

 

57 Catherine Gallagher notes Mayhew’s discourse in London Labour and the London Poor is “typical 
of Victorian social discourse: society is still imagined as a body, but as a corporate body menaced 



 

 228 

London Labour and London Poor intended to provide a social ethnography of  “Those Who 

Will Not Work” — a conservative description of the social refuse Marx calls the 

lumpenproletariat. In Reverend William Tuckniss’s introduction to Mayhew’s volume, the 

clergyman uses the language of infection to explain this demographic type: “We have 

been dealing with effects [of society’s blighted body] rather than with first causes, and in 

our zeal to absorb, divert, or diminish the former, the latter have generally escaped 

detection.” Until the “first cause” of society’s illness is addressed, Tuckniss warns, “the 

reproductive process goes on,” birthing more unproductive and destructive members of 

society (xii). The point both Dickens and Mayhew drive home by using illness to explain 

the baleful influence of this demographic group on modern society is twofold. First, so 

long as the “first cause” of illness goes untreated, this moral infection will spread from 

person to person until society itself is infected. Secondly, and more specifically, this 

illness begins by tearing apart even the most devoted families. Destroying the family, in 

turn, undoes the only form of social bond in a heartless world that, in theory, cares for 

its members. As one revolutionary explains to Dr. Manette, “If the Republic should 

demand of you the sacrifice of your child herself, you would have no duty but to 

 

 

by those very overly physical individual bodies” that make up its “circulatory system” (91). 
Gallagher tracks a genealogy from Thomas Malthus’s turn to the body “as an absolute social 
problem” to the mid-Victorian period wherein “Society was imagined to be a chronologically, 
incurably ill organism that could only be kept alive by the constant flushing, draining, and 
excising of various deleterious elements” (86, 90). 
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sacrifice her” (329). By contrast to the care that Dickens showers on his minor characters, 

any individual is replaceable in the army of the revolutionaries.  

Given the bourgeois family acts as the moral compass and, therefore, stabilizer of 

liberal society in both Dickens and Mayhew’s view, any maternal figure that falls short 

of the mark becomes a sign of stress for both writers. What Tuckniss would term the 

“first cause” of fever in society — an excess of unrestrained passion — spreads the 

contagion of vengeance through the curious agency of Madame Defarge. As the mother 

of the revolution, Madame Defarge is a novelized counterpart of Mayhew’s prostitute 

guided by “passions” which demand that “every appetite of our animal nature [be] 

indulged in without the least restraint.” This is what leads “street folk” to criminality 

(1:43).58 The prostitute’s capacity to reproduce countless indigent future criminals so 

obsessed Mayhew that he devoted much of the fourth volume of London Labour and 

London Poor to a catalogue of prostitutes; virtually any woman who was not securely 

married or likely to be could fit under this umbrella term.59 While Madame Defarge 

 

58 We might recall that Dickens portrayed Fagin as such a malign maternal figure of the street 
urchins in Oliver Twist. The role Dickens’s antisemitic portrayal of Fagin plays in this cannot be 
ignored. For a detailed analysis of how integral antisemitism is to the novel itself, please see 
Susan Meyer, “Antisemtism and Social Critique in Dickens’s Oliver Twist.” 
59 As Regina Gagnier notes, “Mayhew would find lives and social patterns — including sexual 
habits, family, and kinship organization — at such variance with those of the respectable middle 
classes that he would resort to the analytic categories of contemporary ethnography” (69). 
Christopher Herbert similarly notes the overlap with anthropology: “In giving such heavy stress 
to the supposedly ungoverned sexual and other appetites of street folk, Mayhew picks up the 
broad trends of anthropological thinking that issued in Victorian theories of ‘primeval 
promiscuity,’ … imagined to prevail in rudimentary societies” (211). Nancy Armstrong employed 
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could not be called a prostitute, strictly speaking, Dickens was among those Victorians 

who held the bad behavior in a women responsible for degrading the moral health of 

society.60 When women ceased to reproduce domestic life,  the implication is, they 

reproduced social death and destruction, putting the nation so afflicted in an apocalyptic 

struggle for its survival as a body politic. As the embodiment of such a woman, Madame 

Defarge has “no children” (188). Her rejection of familial ties and unrestrained political 

passion, as Lisa Robson observes, remove “her from her culture and from the Revolution 

in order to render her effectively non-feminine and non-human, a mythic Fury” (215). 

These demonic qualities recall the “Legion” of demons that motivates Edith Dombey’s 

revenge, positioning the Frenchwoman within a British tradition of monstrous women 

perhaps most fully realized in Charlotte Brontë’s vampiric Bertha Mason.  
 

 

London Labour and the London Poor “to call attention to the importance of the prostitute in 
nineteenth century political thought, which uses this figure to evaluate people in terms that have 
nothing to do with their economic circumstances or political position.” Yet, as she goes on to 
explain, “sexual conduct is clearly a political language. It places both individuals and cultures on 
a moral continuum that declares any sexual behavior other than legitimate monogamy as 
perverse and criminal.” In doing so, Mayhew and his fellow writers “not only [specify] an 
elaborate system of normal desires and a standard for the conduct of private life. He also uses 
that historically specific model of sexuality as a universal and timeless one” (182). 
60 Charles Fourier’s Design for Utopia is attributed with attaching the idea of the condition of 
women in a society correlating with its level of civilization. He writes, “Social advances and changes 
of periods are brought about by virtue of the progress of women towards liberty, and the decadences of the 
social order are brought about by virtue of the decrease of liberty of women” (77). Lisa Robson reads the 
condition of women in A Tale of Two Cities in similar terms, as the novel “exposes the universality 
of female insecurity in a patriarchal culture by demonstrating that a woman’s safety and well-
being largely depend upon the personality of her husband” (209). The novel, nevertheless, 
“continues to affirm and cherish a feminine ideal according to which women continue to be 
victims” (210). 
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Madame Defarge proves to be even more dangerous than her British counterpart 

because she is not targeting objects of personal ire but the entire ruling elite of late 

eighteenth-century France. A political passion of this magnitude is far more dangerous 

than the unrestrained sexuality of the bad women that populate Dickens’s earlier fiction, 

including the French maid Hortense who murders Bleak House’s Tulkinghorn, as these 

women can never return to a place within polite society. Banishment is a punishment 

they are willing to incur. By contrast, Madame Defarge’s vengeance remakes all of 

society in her image, turning it into a parasite that eats itself. Beneath the veneer of 

domesticity provided by her knitting, this perverse magna mater provides a chain of 

stitches that amalgamate individual grievances into a passion of such magnitude that 

drives men and women to rend the social fabric in which they would like to be included. 

As her needles click out the coded lists that “denounce people whose lives the guillotine 

then surely swallowed up” (313),61 Madame Defarge’s knitting reproduces death.62 

 

61 As Defarge says, “if madame my wife undertook to keep the register in her memory alone, she 
would not lose a word of it — not a syllable of it. Knitted, in her own stitches and her own 
symbols, it will always be as plain to her as the sun” (179). 
62 Goffman’s theory of the social order argues, “Men and animals have a capacity to divide their 
attention into main and side involvements. A main involvement is one that absorbs the major part 
of an individual’s attention and interest, visibly forming the principal current determinant of his 
actions. A side involvement is an activity that an individual can carry on in an abstracted fashion 
without threatening or confusing simultaneous maintenance of a main involvement … Humming 
while working and knitting while listening are examples” (43). Madame Defarge’s knitting acts 
as if it is a side involvement — she does this in addition to attending to her other duties at the 
wine shop or in furthering on her cause, but what she knits actually is what shapes the social 
world in her own image.  
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The rabidly anti-social pattern of behavior that Madame Defarge instigates 

dooms revolutionary action from its inception.  It will never ameliorate the negative 

social relations produced under the aristocracy since it strives only to brutalize the class 

that has brutalized all those who consequently feel they have nothing to lose. As the 

surviving sister of a peasant family that the aristocratic Evrémonde destroyed, Madame 

Defarge multiplies that injury by making sure “the Evrémonde people are to be 

exterminated, and the wife and child must follow the husband and father” (373). Her 

declaration is so chilling because it emulates the same destruction practiced by her 

persecutors and their progeny. Evrémonde made the mistake of telling an irate crowd of 

impoverished Parisians, “I would ride over any of you very willingly and exterminate 

you from the earth.” Where he sees the crowd as “dogs” and “rats” that are 

indistinguishable from one another (as the narrator opines, “It was not for his dignity to 

notice” difference), Madame Defarge keeps track of each individual, as she knits them 

into her fatal scarf of “criminals” (117). She and her husband indeed profile the English 

spy Basard so carefully that their description would not be out of place in Mayhew’s 

ethnographic work (184). By being turned into stiches in Madame Defarge’s tapestry, the 

Defarges’ targets both lose their individuality, in that they are painted as all being 

traitors to the revolutionary cause, and come to see their individuation by knitting 

needle as a death sentence. As she marks with exactness who must be punished and 

stripped of all personal distinctions, her target moves from those who can be described 
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as deserving retribution to guilt by association. The fact that one person can be 

substituted at the guillotine as payment for another’s crimes renders the citizens of 

France just as disposable under the Reign of Terror as were the poor under aristocratic 

rule.63 Ernesto Laclau notes that the “levelling instinct” that accompanies such historical 

uprisings produces a movement based on “empty signifiers” (76). In the case of the 

novel, the idea of the Republic becomes just such a signifier that makes enemies of those 

who are swept away by the passion of the moment. 

Under these conditions, all who maintain social ties, even the most indirect ties 

to the aristocracy, can be considered political enemies. The decision to hold sentimental 

feeling for others places a laundry list of characters in line for the guillotine. Beginning 

with the servant Gabelle, who faces death for envisioning the Evrémonde estate as one 

that can serve the people: “The crime for which I am imprisoned … is, they tell me, 

treason against the majesty of the people, in that I have acted against them for an 

emigrant. It is in vain I represent that I have acted for them, and not against, according 

to your commands” (250).  Momentarily doomed by his loyalty to the wellborn Darnay, 

Gabelle is rescued when Darnay offers his own life in exchange for his servant’s. The 

 

63 Other critics have noted the similarities between the aristocracy and the Revolutionaries as 
well. Daniel Stout argues the Revolution is “a conflict between two versions of naturalized 
citizenship according to which identity is inherited and who you are is a matter of who you 
represent” (31). Lisa Robson shows how Dickens connects Madame Defarge specifically to the 
aristocracy through his descriptions and metaphors (214). John McWilliams argues, “Dickens 
denounces two equally dehumanizing models of political behavior, forcing his reader to yearn 
for a synthesis of aristocratic order and popular energy which shall be guided by some sense of 
political principle, individual dignity, and social justice” (20).  
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pattern of refusing to cut social ties continues to generate sacrificial substitutions: Lucie 

and Doctor Manette, a revolutionary figure hero by virtue of his time spent as a prisoner 

in the Bastille, are destined for the guillotine for refusing to renounce Darnay as 

husband and son-in-law (373). Monsieur Defarge’s sympathy for Doctor Manette, his 

former employer, puts him in the path of danger (375). In the manner of a particularly 

nasty virus, then, the negative affect generated by massification spreads throughout 

French society, replacing social bonds with political vengeance. What can be done, the 

reader wonders, to reverse the spread of violence? 

 

III. Knitting the Nation  

If the prevailing logic of the Revolution can be characterized as substitution — in 

that every individual is rendered indistinguishable from and can therefore replace every 

other — then the only countervailing force, according to this novel, is a deliberate act of 

individual sacrifice.  Such acts exploit the death machine to counter-engineer a way of 

inoculating a certain segment of the population against Revolution fever. In what is 

perhaps Dickens’s most demonstrative performance of such selflessness, Sydney Carton 

replaces Charles Darnay in line for the guillotine (in line with their logic of substitution, 

the revolutionaries cannot distinguish one from the other) and sets off a domino effect of 
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events that leads to personal and national redemption.64 This last-minute switch of one 

man for the other not only repeats but also reverses the substitutions performed 

according to the principle of guilt by association. Carton gives his life in exchange for 

that of a man whose character, despite the similarity of their physical appearance, is 

diametrically opposed to his own. By means of this sacrifice, Carton actually saves 

himself. 65 Confessing his love to Lucie just before she marries Darnay, he as much as 

admits that his “wasted” life would diminish hers while his death would enhance it: “I 

know very well that you can have no tenderness for me; I ask for none; I am even 

thankful of it” (156). Dickens may give the two men—the upstanding citizen and the 

wastrel similar physical traits — but this doubling only emphasizes the fundamental 

differences between Carton and Darnay. Neither could meaningfully slip into the life of 

the other, because one is husband material and the other is not.   

Fully aware that Darnay’s destiny is to take care of Lucie Manette and her father, 

Carton turns away from the social position and potential marriage it affords him and 

makes the ultimate human connection with an unnamed seamstress on their way to the 

 

64 Stout argues the exact opposite: Carton’s “death looks redemptive, but it is hard to see how 
substituting one person for another could wash clean a plot made bloody by treating individuals 
as exchangeable units … If his death improves anything, it is only saving one people (the Darnay 
family) of whom we are fond from destruction at the hands of another (the French Republic) that 
we have come to disparage. If Carton’s death redeems, then, it does so because, whatever we 
may think of persons, all institutions are not created equal” (50). 
65 John Kucich elaborates on this point: “Carton’s sacrifice is meant to be compelling because it is 
superior to Darnay’s, since Darnay’s death would have been involuntary, and because it seems to 
make him ‘more worthy’ of Lucie” (144). 
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guillotine. For Dickens, this pair, rather than Victor Hugo’s infamous “whore on the 

barricades” of June 1848, immortalize revolutionary action.66 This figuration gives the 

novel an ability to “incorporate and synthesize opposing forces” that fomented 

revolution (Kadish 161). Known for the majority of the novel as “The Jackal” for his 

willingness to follow Stryver, the very embodiment of self-indulgence and primitive 

accumulation, Carton’s decision to care for a poor and random stranger demonstrates 

just how far the barrister has turned away from a social order based on economic 

stratification. In the spontaneous bond he forms with the lowly seamstress, Dickens calls 

attention to the equal value of both human lives: “these two children of the Universal 

Mother, else so wide apart and differing, have come together on the dark highway, to 

repair home together and to rest in her bosom” (388). Dickens importantly highlights the 

difference between these two characters in terms of gender, age, class, and nationality. 

In bringing together two such “wide apart and differing” characters, the sentimental 

bond is not merely a spontaneous feeling but a radically democratic political action. By 

finding kinship with the seamstress, in Dickens’s view, Carton becomes a far more 

revolutionary figure than Madame Defarge, as her revolution merely repurposes a self-

consuming body politic. 

 

66 Neil Hertz analyzes political imagery of the “woman” to show how these revolutionary threats 
were categorized. Hertz claims, “At the barricades, the women's — or the revolutionaries' — lack 
of ‘property’ betokens the soldiers' — or society's —risk” (30). 
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The relationship between Carton and nameless seamstress is so dangerous 

because it symbolically redeems Marx’s lumpenproletariat and Mayhew’s category of 

“Those That Will Not Work,” as each such life endows the other with value.  Both 

Carton and the seamstress have few ties to society. Only the seamstress identifies a 

living relative, a cousin who “an orphan, like” her that lives in the country because 

poverty parted the two, and Carton only periodically visits the Manettes who are the 

closest approximation he has to a family of his own (388). These characters exist on the 

margins of society: Carton by choice and the seamstress by position. By wasting his 

training as a barrister and refusing to take a wife and make a family, Carton falls well 

short of living what Dickens would deem a productive life. The seamstress is not self-

marginalized; she hovers on the periphery where women are compelled to turn to sex 

work and cannot lay claim to citizenship.  In this respect, she can hardly play the 

sentimental heroine that Lucie Manette does in providing the anchor of a household and 

its dependents.67 The relationship between the seamstress and Carton can be understood 

 

67 The seamstress’s trade links her to potential prostitution — as London Labour and London Poor 
notes, seamstresses were among the trades of women in France who fell into prostitution “to 
obtain a livelihood” (Vol. IV, 207). As Beth Harris has stated, the traditional seamstress’s plight in 
the Victorian city involves “encounters [with] a heartless and greedy employer and [she] begins 
an irreversible decline leading to illness and death and/or prostitution” (2). Even Dickens’s most 
self-abnegating and virtuous seamstress — Amy Dorrit — finds herself in danger of being 
trafficked to protect her father’s position in the Marshalsea prison. While we do not know A 
Tale’s seamstress as intimately as Amy Dorrit, the seamstress’s poverty and lack of proper name 
show just how far she has been pushed to the margins of society. The seamstress is in a similar 
position to Nancy of Oliver Twist. Nancy is not referred to as a prostitute in Dickens’s novel but 
rather in the 1841 preface. Nancy’s position, however, is similar to the seamstress’s in that she 
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as radically democratic because, in forming their bond, both must turn away from class-

based sexual relations. Their liaison demonstrates just how fully Carton rejects the socio-

economic world, and his actions come to resemble Foucault’s pastoral principle in that 

they acknowledge the singularity of his fellow prisoner. The alternate social space 

Carton and the seamstress briefly inhabit is so short lived, because it directly challenges 

the bedrock of Dickens’s reformist project, the sentimental household. Both must perish 

in order to preserve the English way of life encapsulated in this household. Dickens uses 

the guillotine to sever this potentially disruptive relationship by beheading them. In 

eliminating the challenge they present to bourgeois norms, however, he transforms the 

sacrificial pair into a sentimental ideal and the means of repurposing vengeance to 

perform a revolution of the heart in which pastorship becomes the instrument of social 

change.  Both Carton and the seamstress willingly go to the guillotine in the hopes that 

their sacrifice will produce a better life for others.  

Critically speaking, much more has been made of Carton’s sacrifice than the 

seamstress’s similar choice, which has largely been ignored in favor of viewing her as a 

passive figure.68 This is to dismiss the fact that while Carton may possess the same face 

 

 

lives in poverty in such a way that puts her on the fringes of London life. Mayhew would 
certainly classify her as a prostitute by his volume’s categories of women. 
68 Daniel Stout argues that Carton’s sacrifice and comfort of the seamstress “a woman to whom 
he has no previous connection and in whose fate he has no personal stake” makes him the 
protagonist of the novel (30). In this reading, the seamstress is rendered a passive object of 
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as Charles Darnay, he finds his true mirror in the noble little seamstress who explains 

her motivation thus: “I am not afraid to die, Citizen Evrémonde, but I have done 

nothing. I am not unwilling to die, if the Republic, which is to do so much good to us 

poor, will profit by my death” (368).69 This inspires Carton to claim a similar purpose: 

‘Are you dying for him?’ she whispered. 
‘And his wife and child. Hush! Yes.’ 
‘O you will let me hold your brave hand, stranger?’ 
‘Hush! Yes, my poor sister; to the last.’ (369) 
 

That Carton is also giving up his life so that Darnay’s “wife and child” might live 

suggests that far from swapping his life for another’s, Carton is actually saving “the 

family.” When he acknowledges a higher form of kinship with the seamstress by 

considering her his sister, Carton eliminates the lurid possibilities that might cloud a 

liaison between a male of the professional classes and a woman who had taken up the 

 

 

sympathy. David D. Marcus similarly uses the relationship between Carton and the seamstress to 
highlight his sacrifice: “his changed state appears to the very last not only in the dramatic act of 
dying in the place of another but also in the kindness that he displays toward the seamstress who 
precedes him to the guillotine … by caring for another, he finally emerges from the self-imposed 
prison of indifference” (65). Leonard Manheim views the seamstress as a mere replacement for 
Lucie: “But Sydney is not to be left wholly without his own dream girl … the dying Carton is 
accompanied to his execution by the virgin-victim, the innocent seamstress whom he solaces and 
strengthens until the final moments of their love-death” (68). Strangely, Lisa Robson’s 
examination of women in A Tale of Two Cities ignores the seamstress altogether.  
69 Through her sacrifice, the seamstress could very well be the impoverished figure Mayhew most 
admires. He notes in the preface of his original volume of London Labour and London Poor that 
there is “frequent heroism under those sufferings, of the poor” capable of teaching the more 
fortunate. This would allow the greater population to see what could be deemed the 
lumpenproletariat or street folk in a new light (I.iv). 



 

 240 

profession of a seamstress. Because their shared self-abnegation puts them on the same 

(ideal) plane, they make each other worthy of existing in perpetuity through memory. 

Their apotheosis also implies that kinship in violation of the class system must die so the 

very family they eschew may survive and modernize.  

While this act of sacrifice may seem peripheral to the larger event of the French 

Revolution, Carton and the seamstress’s choice is precisely the key to how turning away 

reshapes the world. In this final moment at the guillotine, Dickens returns to pastoral 

care. Once Carton puts his plan to save Darnay into motion, the novel heavy-handily 

links him with Christ with the words: “I am the Resurrection and the Life” up to the 

conclusion of the novel (325, 326, 389).70 The extended comparison between Carton and 

seamstress makes her, as a minor figure, equivalent to the male lead who is “a Christ-

like figure of sacrifice” (Kadish 159). Both embody Foucault’s pastoral principle in that 

they, like “the shepherd [owe] everything to [the] flock to the extent of agreeing to 

sacrifice [themselves] for its salvation.” Foucault poses the paradox of self-sacrifice in 

terms of the shepherd’s definitional dependence on his entire flock: “since he must save 

each of the sheep, will he not find himself in a situation in which he has to neglect the 

whole of the flock in order to save a single sheep?” (128-29).  

Dickens addresses this problem by leaning into his demonstrable talent for 

creating virtual worlds that live beyond the first ending of his novels (in this case, the 

 

70 This is taken from the Book of John.  
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physical death of Carton). The second ending of the novel, delivered in a prophetic 

speech from Carton at the guillotine, imagines the future made possible by his sacrificial 

death. Importantly, Dickens here transforms Christian salvation into the secular form of 

life everlasting. By disallowing even a reformed representative of the lumpenproletariat, 

along with the reformed rake, a place in post-revolutionary social order, he replaces 

their paired figure of radical democracy with a bourgeois household capable of 

reproducing itself in successive generations. This final gesture solves the paradox of 

pastorship by “re-enchanting an allegedly disenchanted world” (Saler 6). As John 

Kucich aptly puts it, “By losing his life, Carton annihilates self-interest” (144). In the new 

world that rises out of the turmoil of the French Revolution, there emerges a community 

of caretakers organized around the Darnay-Manette pairing whose acts of caring have 

been made possible by the sacrifice of Carton and the seamstress. Their sacrifice 

becomes the means by which the pastoral family renews itself.  

A Tale of Two Cities completes its reversal of the French death machine by 

projecting a future England reformed so that social life exists apart from economic life. 

Critics such as Lawrence Frank observe that “Dickens, the subtle bourgeois novelist, 

inevitably imagines historical situations in domestic, familial, terms” (112).71 We would 

 

71 Albert Hutter similarly makes this connection: “As much as any other work of 1859, A Tale of 
Two Cities demonstrates the correlation between family and nation, and it uses the language of 
psychological conflict and psychological identification to portray social upheaval and the 
restoration of social order” (89). 
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be mistaken to read the formation of the Darnay-Manette family as tacit support for the 

institution of the nuclear family. The novel includes Doctor Manette, Miss Pross, and 

Mr. Lorry under the umbrella of the household based on the heterosexual couple and 

their children.72 Carton’s prophecy returns to the Darnay-Manettes to make several 

moves that are possible only if we imagine national history as that of the English family 

and the caretaking network it ideally provides. Carton assures us that he will ensure the 

perpetuity of the family he cares for by means of his sacrifice: “I see the lives for which I 

lay down my life, peaceful, useful, prosperous and happy, in that England which I shall 

see no more” (389).73 The epilogue promises its readers that Carton’s sacrifice has not 

been in vain but has made it possible for “the family” to be at once happy and useful — a 

commonly cited virtue that shows where Dickens both converges and departs from the 

philosophy of Jeremy Bentham that he took to task in Hard Times. As a trait carried on by 

new generations of the family, “usefulness” is both the anchor of a reformed social order 

and no longer opposed, as Bentham sometimes saw it, to happiness.  The martyred 

Carton undergoes a resurrection of sorts as he envisions “that child who lay upon 

 

72 The major nuclear family in A Tale of Two Cities — the Cruncher family — is led by an abusive 
patriarch who trains his son to follow in his footsteps. Although Cruncher claims he will reform 
after the events he witnesses in France, the novel provides no proof this is true in its epilogue of 
sorts. At best, this type of family is dependent on “good” men and women to ensure that this 
household takes care of all its members. 
73 Little Dorrit similarly ends with a heterosexual couple focused on usefulness and the same 
sacrificial symbols of Christ. Once Arthur leaves the debtor's prison with Amy at his side, “they 
were married, with the sun shining on them through the painted figure of Our Savior on the 
window. [… and] Went down into a modest life of usefulness and happiness” (688). In self-
abnegation, Arthur and Amy create a community of care that sustains their small community. 
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[Lucie’s] bosom and who bore my name, a man, winning his way up in the path of life 

which once was mine. I see him winning it so well, that my name is made illustrious 

there by the light of his” who eventually becomes “foremost of just judges and honoured 

men, bringing a boy of my name … to this place” (390). This reborn Sydney permits 

Dickens to posthumously redeem the profligate Carton’s lack of productivity. Even so, 

the accomplishments of the second Sydney Darnay are largely owing to the prosperous 

and happy social circle that could not have existed had Carton not met an untimely 

death. Sydney Carton lives on as more and more Sydney Darnays are born, reforming 

the nation through Dickensian family values. As a judge and a revered public figure, the 

second Sydney provides a blueprint of how positive social change occurs, namely, from 

caretakers who nurture reformers who will translate the mutualistic dynamics of the 

domestic world into a larger welfare state.  

While Sydney Carton finds posthumous redemption through the continuous 

reformulation and reproduction of better selves, the novel cannot grant as much for his 

companion. The tenuous promise of an eternal “better land” and a brief kiss are the only 

comforts Carton can give the seamstress before “She goes next … is gone; the knitting-

women count Twenty-Two” dead (389). By having Madame Defarge’s knitting-women 

numerically pronounce the novel’s last word on the seamstress, the novel renders her, as 

one of Steinlight’s “supernumeraries,” less distinguishable from the mass than before. 

Why may the wayward Carton receive the gift of bourgeois rebirth while the 



 

 244 

seamstress’s life everlasting is unimaginable? The French seamstress belongs to a long 

line of women in Dickens’s novels who cannot be integrated into the English household.  

They are there to stir up positive feelings in the reader on their behalf.74 This is the 

paradox of Dickens’s liberal reform: to make us feel compassion for those who have no 

place within a respectable household and to diminish their numbers by demonstrating 

that a woman cannot survive without one.75 The magic of the novel easily tempers 

Carton’s potential decency as a “man of good abilities and good emotions, incapable of 

their directed exercise” and resurrects the good man in the child that bears his name 

(95). Born outside England and its moral class, the seamstress is not entitled to a literary 

afterlife. As the figure of wanton biological and social reproduction, the self-supporting 

seamstress constituted a loose woman, endangering the project of sentimental reform.76 

If, as it appears, Dickens was intent on exposing the oxymoron contained in the term 

 

74 Among them, the list includes Oliver Twist’s Nancy, Edith Dombey, the fallen women of David 
Copperfield, Miss Havisham, and Esther Summerson’s mother, Lady Dedlock. 
75 This is perfectly in line with Dickens’s real-world reform efforts for fallen women in particular. 
In his 1847 open letter addressed to fallen women, he writes that those reformed should be 
“restored to society” but this is not English society proper. He states, “when some time shall have 
elapsed, and their conduct shall have fully proved their earnestness and reformation, to go 
abroad, where, in a distant country, they may become the faithful wives of honest men, and live 
and die in peace” (188).  
76 Priti Joshi looks at the Indian Mutiny in relation to A Tale of Two Cities. Joshi argues “the events 
of 1857 animate the novel. If we consider the response to the events of 1857 as part of a wider 
longing for nobility that ignited national self-articulation in Britain, and if we read the novel 
against this backdrop, then A Tale of Two Cities reads less as a ‘French Revolution novel’ than as 
one about the ‘Making of Britons’ … national identity is awakened via Sacrifice in a hostile, 
foreign land and through an investment in domesticity” (80, 82). 
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“liberal reform,” why did he return to the end of the previous century in order to prove 

what he had already demonstrated in no uncertain terms in a novel like Hard Times? 

To answer this question, we need return to the famous opening of the novel that 

mirrors Thomas Malthus’s summation of the century he saw ahead77 in order to stress 

the similarities between that age and his own: “we had everything before us, we had 

nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other 

way— in short, the period [of revolution] was so far like the present period, that some of 

its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the 

superlative degree of comparison only” (3). To borrow from Lukács echoing Benjamin 

Disraeli, “The division of every people into ‘two nations’ took place” by means of a class 

struggle that sets the conditions of possibility for literary realism (173).78 A Tale of Two 

Cities calls attention, of course, to the division between the extravagances of the ancien 

regime and the victimized peasantry, but the split between rich and poor organizes the 

 

77 Dickens’s return to the French Revolution is a return to political, social, and economic 
upheaval. There is no better summation of the French Revolution, than Malthus’s opening to An 
Essay on the Principle of Population (1798): “the French revolution, which, like a blazing comet, 
seems destined either to inspire with fresh life and vigour, or to scorch up and destroy the 
shrinking inhabitants of the earth, have all concurred to lead many able men into the opinion, 
that we were touching on a period big with the most important changes, changes that would in 
some measure be decisive of the future fate of mankind” (5). 
78 John Kucich has defined the Condition of England novel as a genre that “were the first group of 
literary texts calling on readers to participate at the national level in social reform … Without 
promoting a unilateral politics, Condition of England novels did share a common, historically 
conditioned desire to put narrative to work for social change” (19). Gregory Vargo has recently 
read A Tale of Two Cities alongside the events of 1848 and after, noting the problem of “two 
nations,” he argues, “Dickens’s novel calls into question both the island story and narrative of 
national progress and peaceful change it underwrote” (228). 
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social force field of every other Dickens novel. The more even distribution of wealth and 

power promised by the French Revolution had already been unmade by 1859, and 

Napoleon III would rule over France for the rest of Dickens’s lifetime. Supritha Rajan 

adopts Marx’s account of non-progressive historicity in The Eighteenth Brumaire to make 

the case: “Dickens’s novel repeatedly invokes the trope of a spectral past, lodging that 

past within a progressive narrative of modernization that obfuscates the actual plot of 

the novel, which describes France and England inhabiting contemporaneous historical 

moments” (3). In my view, Dickens is not interested in history as such, but only in the 

power that the specter of that earlier age of revolution had in shaping the century that 

followed. 

 

IV. The Ghosts of Revolutions Past  

Lukács saw Walter Scott as the historical novelist par excellence precisely for his 

ability to write “the specifically historical, that is, derivation of the individuality of 

characters from the historical peculiarity of their age” (19). Novelists lost this ability, 

Lukács argues, after the failed revolutions of 1848, as “Writers no longer have the power 

(and often not the will) to experience history as the history of the people, as a process of 

development in which the people play the chief role actively and passively, in action 

and in suffering” (206). Lukács saw fit to take issue with Dickens precisely because the 

political philosopher believed the novelist missed the mark in understanding what 
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material conditions shaped the fate of characters in A Tale of Two Cities: “The between-

the-classes position of the young Marquis Saint Evremonde—his disgust with the cruel 

methods used for maintaining feudal exploitation and his solution of this conflict by 

escape into bourgeois private life—does not receive its due weight in the composition of 

the story.” Lukács goes on to complain that, “Dickens, by giving pre-eminence to the 

purely moral aspects of causes and effects, weakens the connection between the 

problems of the characters’ lives and the events of the French Revolution. The latter 

becomes a romantic background. The turbulence of the times is used as a pretext for 

revealing human-moral qualities.” By doing so, Dickens’s novel heads straight toward 

an unsatisfactorily artificial conclusion: “neither the fate of Manette and his daughter, 

nor Darnay-Evremonde, and least of all of Sidney Carton, grows organically out of the 

age and its social events” (243). In Lukács’s view, Dickens cannot produce a historical 

novel because he sees the French Revolution, not as the engine of history, but as a 

“romantic” setting.  Lukács follows in the tradition of earlier critics who panned A Tale 

of Two Cities, who claimed, as James F. Stephen did, that “[t]he two main sources of 

[Dickens’s] popularity are his power of working upon the feelings by the coarsest 

stimulants, and his power of setting common occurrences in a grotesque and 

unexpected light” (41). Perhaps these critics of Dickens’s historical novel would remark, 

in the vein of Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire, that the French Revolution occurred twice: the 

first as tragedy, the second as novelistic farce. 
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Whatever the rationale and cause of disapproval, critical opinion tends to agree 

that Dickens’s French Revolution is not the French Revolution.79 To dismiss the novel for 

its “power of working upon the feelings” and its understanding of how to channel those 

feelings into “human-moral qualities,” however, is to ignore that the novel is powerful 

indeed. The threat that hovers over each turn of thought and social gesture does not 

come from the novel the aristocracy, the guillotine, or even the lethal mother, Madame 

Defarge. Rather, it is the predatory behavior instigated by the economy that haunts the 

novel, as encapsulated in Tellson’s Bank. What makes the economic sphere more 

dangerous than aristocratic cruelty or the revolutionary guillotine is its subtlety. 

Tellson’s operates in a sphere outside the nation and its political struggles.  

London and Paris may be connected by the mail-coach that ferries passengers to 

and fro, but Tellson’s Bank is the link that solidifies the parallels between the two cities.80 

As Tellson’s devoted manager Mr. Lorry explains, “We are quite a French house, as well 

as an English one” (21). As the threat of political instability grows in France, Lorry 

demonstrates how Tellson’s reinforces the class system that so divided the nation: “Our 

customers [in Paris] seem not to be able to confide their property to us fast enough. 

 

79 Lukács, of course is making this point, although other critics see this as a purposeful choice by 
Dickens rather than an artistic failure. Michael Goldberg ties A Tale of Two Cities to Dickens’s 
views of the Revolution of 1848. Robert Alter has made the argument that Dickens is not as 
interested in the French Revolution so much as the idea of history itself. J.M. Rignall argues that 
“Only by turning away from the course of human history can Dickens find a refuge for hope, and 
to express hope in such terms is tantamount to a confession of despair” (166).  
80 For more on how A Tale of Two Cities is a theory of networks, see Jonathan Grossman.  
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There is positively a mania among some of them for sending it to England” (221). While 

there admittedly remains the question of “what plate and jewels would tarnish … while 

the despositors rusted in prison,” Dickens makes the point here that the 

interchangeability of money, as opposed to inherited property, to move and amass 

elsewhere makes “the wealth of the nation” a more or less obsolete concept (269). By 

means of institutions such as Tellson’s, the uneven distribution of wealth survives 

national political upheavals. Dickens indeed offers a glimpse of the Revolution as 

bringing about something like an international moneyed elite to rival the old 

international aristocracy, as characters from the French bourgeoisie seem to have an easy 

time settling in England. What does the novel leave us with, after all, if not a bourgeois 

family made of different nationalities who will reproduce their class but not their 

national ethnos? Marx had a similar view of this outcome, when he declared that “the 

heroes as well as the parties and the masses of the old French Revolution, performed the 

task of their time [which was] the task of unchaining and setting up modern bourgeois 

society” (16).81 

Even as Dickens shows “the bank” providing a means of dispersing traditional 

villages, regions, and even national communities, paradoxically, he also has it refute the 

 

81 Marx further explains, “The first ones knocked the feudal base to pieces and mowed off the 
feudal heads which had grown on it. The other created inside France the conditions under which 
alone free competition could be developed, parceled landed property exploited and the 
unchained industrial productive power of the nation employed“ (16).  
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idea of progress. As he explains of the owners of Tellson’s, “Any one of these partners 

would have disinherited his son on the question of rebuilding Tellson’s. In this respect, 

the house was much on a par with the Country; which did very often disinherit its sons 

for suggesting improvements in laws and customs that had long been highly 

objectionable, but were only the more respectable” (55). In clinging to its traditional 

practices, “the bank” comes to resemble “the country,” in seeking to maintain a passing 

tradition. Although the French Revolution and its following events shook the British 

economy to its foundations forcing it to change the “laws and customs” for managing 

currency, we are not to question whether Tellson’s will survive untouched. It is telling 

that Lorry’s work at the French Tellson’s floats curiously above the political turmoil: 

“All such [political] circumstances were indifferent to him, so that he did his duty” (269). 

Tellson’s stability in an ever-changing world correlates with its ability to turn all of its 

officials into a single type: “When they took a young man into Tellson’s London house, 

they hid him somewhere till he was old. They kept him in a dark place, like a cheese, 

until he had the full Tellson flavor and blue-mould upon him” (57). As the only major 

official to show his face in the novel, Lorry insists, “These are mere business relations, 

miss; there is no friendship in them, no particular interest, nothing like sentiment. I have 

passed from one to another, in the course of my business life, just as I pass from one of 

our customers one to another in the course of my business day; in short, I have no 
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feelings; I am a mere machine” (25).82 Dickens defines economic relations as the very 

negation of social feeling positive or negative. By integrating Lorry into the shrinking 

circle of the Manettes and their friends, Dickens illustrates the negation of feeling that 

only the survival of their household can counteract. At the core of Dickens’s novels is the 

power of small acts of kindness and caretaking carefully preserved in the sentimental 

household to redeem his most economically driven characters — Ebenezer Scrooge 

being perhaps the best-known case in point.83 Thus, while even his most peripheral 

characters cannot completely turn away from the operations of “the bank,” he uses them 

to de-center its influence, pushing it to the margins of the page. 

When Marx tries to think his way out of the problems in posed by Napoleon III’s 

alliance with the lumpenproletariat, he endows the agrarian family in a manner that 

grants it some measure of the redemptive power that Dickens grants his idealized urban 

household in negating a newly quantified and standardized way of living:  

Each individual family is almost self-sufficient; it itself directly produces the 
major part of its consumption and thus acquires its means of life more through 
exchange with nature than in intercourse with society. A small holding, a 
peasant and his family; alongside them another small holding, another peasant 
and another family. A few score of these make up a village, and a few score of 
villages make up a Department. In this way, the great mass of the French nation 

 

82 Cates Balridge rightly notes “The banker, like the model citizen of the Revolutionary Republic, 
defines himself first and foremost as a collectivity” (642). While Balridge ultimately reads Lorry 
and Tellson’s as benign, I would caution against reading the institution as such, especially given 
Dickens’s comparison of the bank to the landed gentry (643). 
83 Carolyn Betensky’s Feeling for the Poor argues “that nineteenth-century social-problem novels 
are largely responsible for the idea that it matters how I feel about poverty, whether or not I do 
anything more than care about it” (1).  
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is formed by simple addition of homologous magnitudes, much as potatoes in a 
sack form a sack of potatoes. (123-24) 
 

Drawing from Eighteenth Brumaire, Hardt and Negri agree that “the peasant is also a 

political figure or, rather, in many conceptions, a nonpolitical figure, disqualified from 

politics … the peasantry is fundamentals conservative, isolated, and capable only of 

reaction, not of any autonomous political action of its own,” calling attention to the 

importance of communication in building a class (122). All forms of the nineteenth-

century family call be understood as “conservative” in that the modern household, as 

we have seen, does more to reproduce class differences than to obscure them. Jane Eyre’s 

families were strong households because of their Luhmannesque ability to communicate 

with one another, but this did not translate to anyone outside the single-family unit, 

hence the easy reinforcement of the English class system. Importantly, Marx notes that 

peasants generally, despite their numbers and commonality of conditions, lack “mutual 

intercourse” between each family (123).84 Marx’s understanding of the French nation as a 

series of loosely linked homologies shows the untapped potential of a self-organized 

national society, as each family forms a unit that might link up with others. Because each 

family has only a “local interconnection” with others like it, however, “the identity of 

 

84 Marx notes, “The small-holding peasants form a vast mass, the members of which live in 
similar conditions but without entering into manifold relations with one another. Their mode of 
production isolates them from one another instead of bringing them into mutual intercourse. The 
isolation is increased by France’s bad means of communication and by the poverty of the 
peasants” (123). 
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their interests begets no community, no national bond and no political organization 

among them, they do not form a class” (124).85  

This relatively unexplored dimension of Eighteenth Brumaire creates a space for 

Dickens’s revolution of the heart and in the home to do important socio-political work. 

Marx explains that it is in “periods of revolutionary crisis [that revolutionaries] 

anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service” (15). Given that “[t]he social 

revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry from the past, but only from 

the future,” he insists, and genuine “revolution of the nineteenth century must let the 

dead bury their dead” (18). Revolutions that ignored this warning would fail, then, to 

the degree that the ghosts of the past haunt the present moment. Dickens revisits history 

in A Tale of Two Cities, to mount an argument for putting the past to rest. He is not a 

political revolutionary by any means, for he never loses his insistence on reform. This 

reform is embodied in Carton’s vision of  “a beautiful city and a brilliant people rising 

from this abyss, and, in their struggles to be truly free, in their triumphs and defeats, 

through long years to come, [he sees] the evil of this time and of the previous time of 

which this is the natural birth, gradually making expiation for itself and wearing out” 

(389). The ending of A Tale of Two Cities clarifies the difference between what I have 

described as his sentimental revolution and the overthrow of the economic class system 

 

85 Elinor Ostrom has shown that shared information is key to the production of a community: 
“The participants [who cannot self-organize] may simply have no capacity to communicate with 
one another, no way to develop trust, and no sense that they must share a common future” (21).  
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with which England was repeatedly threatened and as often managed to negotiate its 

way out of by providing economic support to families. The “long years to come” that 

Carton refers to are not only Dickens’s pronouncement on the French Revolution but 

also indicate the failures of 1848 and the continued reign of Napoleon III. The novel does 

not close down the struggle for political and economic equity but rather moves it 

elsewhere — to France and the rest of the continent, the colonies, and Darwin’s nature.  
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Chapter Four: Survival of the Most Sympathetic?: How Thomas Hardy Modified 
Darwinian Courtship 

Although Dickens formulates his miniature caretaking communities according to 

a very different narrative logic than that which Brontë unfurls to produce her isolated 

nuclear families in Jane Eyre, both novelists nevertheless respond to the problem Marx 

and Engels identified, namely, that the family is the means of hoarding wealth.1 Even as 

Brontë experimented in redistributing inherited wealth and Dickens combined minor 

characters that enabled the whole to survive in the industrial city as the parts could not, 

both could not escape imparting at least some of the exclusivity of Austen’s country 

house culture. The long history of rural England tells us that not only does this logic of 

exclusion predate the novel, but it also predates the industrial capitalism critiqued for its 

unequal distributions of wealth. The vexed question of enclosure, the restrictive 

property policy that originated in the fifteenth century and still impacted the Age of 

Victoria, is emblematic all of the inequalities that permeated the countryside. As Zach 

Fruit argues, “From the right angle, land enclosure takes on the aspect of the root of 

capitalist accumulation” (672).2   

 

1 Engels’s discussion of the English working family in Condition of the Working Class in England has 
been analyzed in detail in chapter two. Marx’s critique of the French country peasant family has 
been carefully examined at the end of chapter three. For a critique of the traditional bourgeois 
family by both writers, see The Communist Manifesto (1848).  
2 Fruit suggests that, by paying attention to the history of enclosure “as a supplement to 
descriptions of landscape in nineteenth-century literature” scholars are given “ways of 
understanding historical material that is constantly subject to the dual energies of both the 
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I begin this chapter with enclosure for two reasons: first, I want to show how the 

accumulation of rural England’s history coalesces into the agricultural situation of the 

1870s and, secondly, I want to keep the dualism of enclosure versus common in mind as 

we observe how contemporaneous science and the novel responded to questions of 

population survival. Raymond Williams sums up the slow time of the rural landscape 

when he says, “most rural landscapes [in England] are very old and often unaltered 

physical features, which sustain a quite different time-scale” (English Novelists 113).3 Yet, 

we can see from the enclosures of the eighteenth century onward how these changes, in 

E.P. Thompson’s words, “was a plain enough case for class robbery” (218), that helped 

create an increasingly altered agricultural system. These Inclosure Acts dispossessed 

swaths of the rural population from the land and sent them scurrying for work to the 

 

 

natural world and the capitalist world-system” (674). For a history of just how vexed a question 
enclosure was, see J.M. Neeson’s Commoners: Common Right, Enclosure and Social Change in 
England, 1700-1820. 
3 Raymond Williams’s Country and City provides an extensive history of how the rural English 
countryside changed as industrialism gained steam. In particular, see “The Shadowed Country” 
in The Country and the City. Richard Perren notes that in the 1870s, “The prime exemplars of high 
farming were the large landowners with sufficient amounts of capital to afford the sometimes 
lavish expenditure on their estates this type of farming required … it is unlikely that these 
investments really paid in the strict economic sense, even before 1870” (4). Genevieve 
Abravanel’s reading of the Wessex novel demonstrates how “the novel is deeply involved with 
what it tries to resist: the influence of Atlantic market pressures on daily life in Wessex” even 
before the repeal of the Corn Laws that changed the function of the countryside (103). 
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new industrial centers.4 From the eighteenth century onwards, as Williams explains, 

most of the land in England was owned by a statistically shrinking minority of families: 

“In 1873, the same kind of predominance was evident: half of the country was owned by 

some seven thousand people, in a rural population of around ten million” who retained 

considerable political clout “until the 1870s” (186). Given the uneven division of both 

land and political power, 5 farm laborers who did not enjoy secure positions were the 

first to suffer during the agricultural depression that began in the 1870s.6 Such inequality 

brought about the “Revolt of the Field” in which agricultural workers followed their 

urban counterparts and sought to organize through trade unions beginning in the 1860s 

 

4 The Enclosure Maps of England and Wales 1595-1918 provides a cartographic analysis of the effects 
of enclosure over Britain’s history. Enclosure, importantly, was not just simply the physical 
separation of land but “involved the removal of communal rights, controls or ownership over a 
piece of land and its conversion into ‘severality’, that is a state where the owner had sole control 
over its use, and of access to it” (1). Williams notes, “It is significant that the families who left the 
villages in this period were, first, the landless labourers, and, second, many of the older 
craftsman, who were being displaced by forms of industrial production.” It is not so much, 
Williams says, a full “rural deopopulation, though a few counties suffered permanent absolute 
losses,” so much that the rural population did not grow at the same rate of the city’s dramatic 
increase (188). 
5J.M. Neeson states, “From the fifteenth century to the nineteenth, evaluations of common right 
were inseparable from the larger question of enclosure and the engrossment of small farms. For 
enclosure meant the extinction of common right and the extinction of common right mean the 
decline of small farms” (15).  
6 In relation to casual and seasonal workers, Nicola Verdon states, “Many farmers did not 
fundamentally alter the focus of their production but cut corners and let standards slip in order 
to economise.” In particular, “A reduction in the employment of women by farmers in the late 
nineteenth century was noted time and again by government investigators” (110). E.P. Thompson 
cautions us against generalizing about the English agricultural worker, as wages fluctuated based 
on season and the types of workers who provided the labor necessary (215).  
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and reaching a recognized movement by 1872.7 By the mid-Victorian period, the relation 

between income, debt, and unrest made the English countryside the place for novelists 

to experiment with what a rural ecosystem could look like in world of increasing 

mobility and modernization. As the tendency to amass land and capital had already 

corrupted the Lockean ideal of the commons, eliminating its eligibility as a counter 

image to the ill-effects of an increasingly uneven resource distribution, it was up to 

literature to fashion an alternative. Was there a way for literature to negotiate between a 

natural commons and the restrictions that came from enclosure and its logic?  

To once again reimagine a way of life in such a destabilized world, the novel had 

to produce a feeling capable of reaching outside the bounds of the household proper to 

the rest of the community. In addition to contending with a changed English 

countryside, the novel also had to respond to the question of whether or not all feelings 

were instinctual. After both the rise of the sensation novel, which definitively tied 

feeling to bodily compulsion, and Charles Darwin’s development of a theory of natural 

moral sense, novels had to once again reconfigure their system of emotions. Novelists of 

the 1870s like Thomas Hardy and George Eliot connect feelings to the biological body, 

while simultaneously creating systems to manage these feelings. The realist novel of the 
 

7 See J. P. D. Dunbabin for an account of the “Revolt of the Field,” in which agricultural laborers 
in the 1870s organized into trade unions: “This represented a degree of organization that was at 
once most impressive and completely unexpected” (68). See Martin Empson for an extended 
history that includes the early trade union movement that began in the 1860s. Empson notes, 
“Early rural trade unionism was often quite different to what we expect today” and notes its ties 
to the Methodist faith (273). 
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1870s, influenced by the sensation novel, introduces readers to populations that act and 

feel differently than Austen or even Dickens’s field of characters. This difference 

prompted Gilles Deleuze to remark that Hardy’s characters, for example, “are not 

people or subjects, they are collectives of intensive sensations, each is a collection, a 

packet, a bloc of variable sensations” (39-40). By reading Hardy’s Far From the Madding 

Crowd (1874) alongside Darwin’s late work in this chapter, I will show how the novelist 

modified Darwin’s theories of sexual reproduction and natural feeling to posit 

instinctive sympathy as a way of managing antisocial instincts. This, I argue, creates a 

new system of feeling and relations that can hold together all the organic beings that 

populate the rural ecosystem through affective pleasure. To posit sympathy as a force 

capable of protecting the farming community implies that there is no need for a revolt of 

the field; the benevolent nature of the farm managers will spill out beyond the 

farmhouse to touch both workers and animals alike. Superficially, this practiced 

sympathy suggests that the community adapts to aid its members’ survival. I take my 

cues from other scholars who have read Hardy and Darwin together — such as George 

Levine, Gillian Beer, and Caroline Sumpter — by using evolutionary theory to 

demonstrate Hardy’s enchantment (to borrow Levine’s word) with life.8 That Far From 

 

8 I follow the long list of scholars who recognize the ties between Darwin and Hardy that 
includes Gillian Beer, George Levine, Caroline Sumpter, Ivan Kreilkamp, Angelique Richardson, 
and John Gelndening. Even scholars whose main focus is not on the relationship between 
Darwin’s theories and Hardy’s novels such as Pamela Gossin or Mario Ortiz-Robles are sure to 
note Darwin’s influence on the novelist’s work. Beer argues that “Hardy and Darwin concur in 
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the Madding Crowd, as I see it, has such a comparatively happy ending for a Hardy novel 

relies on this very investment, most powerfully demonstrated through Hardy’s 

theorization of sympathy. That critics of Hardy are so ambivalent about sympathy as a 

workable concept — some view it as a guiding ethical force that preserves life, while 

others demonstrate how it may be more rhetorical than applicable to the harsh 

environment of Wessex9 — speaks to the point I wish to make about sympathy. 

 

 

that chance and change are not intermitting conditions in their work … Happiness and hap form 
the two poles of [Hardy’s] work” (240). Levine argues both offer a source of enchantment 
through “their mutually loving, meticulous, and ethically intense attention to the whole range of 
nature, organic and inorganic, in their discovery of narrative latent in all things” (“Hardy and 
Darwin: An Enchanting Hardy?” 37). Christopher Huebner has also argued “The moments in 
these stories that indicate potential – which act as the continuation of Heise’s experiments in 
nature and culture – indicate that Hardy’s narrative system is not as predictive ... Hardy’s is a 
system defined, [as open and generative] … Those vectors of change – constantly active – appear 
throughout Hardy’s work and resist the interpretation of being wholly deterministic” (20). 
9 Lauren N. Hoffer, discussing employment relations in Mayor of Casterbridge, argues that “true 
sympathy cannot exist … in a world where economic concerns and power structure intrude 
everywhere, sympathy and ethical codes of reciprocity cannot thrive” (213). Elisha Cohn argues, 
“For Hardy, although sympathy across the boundary of the species becomes an ethical 
imperative as the agency associated with critique makes it possible, generating sympathy for 
animals in writing means the loss of narrative breadth” (518). Zarena Aslami, using Smith and 
Berlant to define how she is using sympathy, argues, “While The Woodlanders seems to foster 
sympathy for rural folk who get caught up and reconfigured in state fantasy, the novel ultimately 
indicts sympathy and, by extension, the emergent liberal state’s appropriation of the rhetoric of 
sympathy” (64). Valerie Wainwright likens Hardy’s sympathy to being an exclusive male trait 
(148). Caroline Sumpter notes that the most sympathetic characters in Jude perish: “Hardy’s 
achievement may be to make us feel the loss of altruists in individual terms” (676). Angelique 
Richardson uses Darwinian sympathy to show that while other writers wanted to separate 
themselves from animals, “for Hardy, to be a good human at the end of the nineteenth century 
was to be close to, and acknowledge kinship with, animals” (69). John Glendening says, “Hardy 
suggests that sympathy is a disposition that nature not only justifies but, at least in humans 
produces” (80). Importantly, Sumpter, Richardson, and Glendening are those exploring 
Darwinian sympathy and Hardy. 
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Instinctive sympathy in Madding Crowd is a very real and coevolutionary force, however, 

its implementation is meant to suture together breaks in the ecosystem from the top 

down, not to wipe out the institutional structures governing labor and start from 

scratch.  

At the same time that the novel form was performing literary experiments like 

Hardy’s, Darwin was rethinking the natural instincts that would change the way he 

understood the relationship between survival and reproduction. With the publication of 

Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871), Darwin established that two related 

drives enabled a population to reproduce: the sex drive that made males intent on 

mating and, to enable this, a competitive drive that made males rivals, as they competed 

for females and other resources. To temper the drives that would make life a state of 

warfare, Darwin argued, the species fortuitously developed a “moral sense.”10 The moral 

sense hardwires each member of the species to care about its collective survival over and 

above the outcome of individual struggles.11  With this argument, Darwin not only 

tempered the general tenor of the 1859 Origin of the Species, he also modified Malthus’s 

 

10 Michael Tondre helps us see that the question of feeling has always been a part of evolutionary 
theory: “Far from an exception to the rules of evolution, the growth of moral and social 
sentiments illustrated its mechanisms in singular form” throughout the Victorian period (96). 
11 From On the Origin of Species, Darwin made it clear that natural selection was not merely a cruel 
zero sum game. Natural selection emerges from a struggle for existence, Darwin tells us, 
although his choice in phrase is not in itself an inherently negative struggle. “I use the term 
Struggle for Existence in a large and metaphorical sense,” Darwin explains, “including 
dependence of one being on another, and including … not only the life of the individual, but 
success in leaving progeny” (65).  
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central claim that the “passion between the sexes” was the instinct that overwrote 

human reason and lead the nations inevitably down the path of overpopulation (48).12  

Kathleen Frederickson sums up the difference: “Unlike Malthusian instincts, Darwinian 

instincts are themselves optimized to the survival of the population and not the 

organism” (20). To bridge the obvious contradiction between an individuated sex drive 

and a struggle for survival that works at the level of the population — the fact that some 

individuals had to lose the opportunity to reproduce in order for the species to adapt in 

the struggle for existence — Darwin had to introduce a feeling that could temper natural 

cruelty.  

The natural world Darwin sets up in Origin, while far from the Gothic hellscapes 

he described in Beagle, nevertheless establishes why he would theorize a natural moral 

sense in his later work. While the Darwin of Origin noted symbiotic relationships or 

mutual aid between species, he did not “believe that any animal in the world performs 

an action for the exclusive good of another of distinct species” (193). At the bottom of 

 

12 Warren C. Robinson has shown the connections between the Poor Laws and emigration in the 
nineteenth century to decrease population growth. Notably, the concern of the surplus 
population was linked to the poor and working classes. Malthus, of course, was against marriage 
(and therefore reproduction) if the man could not support his family “in independence,” as “they 
are not only unjustly tempted to bring unhappiness and dependence upon themselves and 
children; but they are tempted, without knowing it, to injure all in the same class with 
themselves” (33). Mark Rothery, in fact, has examined the reasons why the landed gentry’s 
fertility rates decreased from the nineteenth to the twentieth century (families who could, in 
Malthus’s terms, afford to reproduce). As a result, Kathleen Fredrickson claims, “Malthus was 
the progenitor of the idea that an instinct to reproduce lurks at the root of the behavior of all 
organisms” (17). 
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every instinct, he argued, was the rule that guided natural selection: “multiply, vary, let 

the strongest live and the weakest die” (220). Darwin changed his opinion, or at least 

made his point with more nuance, with the publication of Descent of Man, which not 

only introduced a concept of natural moral sense but claimed sympathy had “become an 

instinct, which is especially directed towards beloved objects, in the same manner as fear 

with animals is especially directed against certain enemies. As sympathy is thus 

directed, the mutual love of the members of the same community will extend its limits” 

(I.82). Instinctive sympathy, then, is capable of closing the gap between previous 

theories of sympathy and Darwin’s earlier question of why an animal would perform 

“an action for the exclusive good of another.” Whereas Dickens’s Victorian rewrite of 

moral sentiment saw kindness and affection as working to counter what he viewed as 

cruel natural instincts, Darwin argued that instincts that overrode conscious decision 

making could be categorized as either selfish or altruistic. In feeling instinctive 

sympathy for another, Darwin shows, feeling sympathy was simultaneously altruistic 

and self-interested. To protect a beloved was to protect one’s own pleasure. 

Although Darwin chronicled cross-species mutual aid through co-adaption from 

Origin onward, a natural moral sense provided a new means to understand the 

interworkings of cross-species cooperation. Darwin’s reconception of sympathy as an 

instinctive emotion in the 1870s (largely based on his relation to his dog) parallels his 

discoveries from his career-long experiment with orchids, most fully documented in On 
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the Various Contrivances by Which British and Foreign Orchids Are Fertilised by Insects, and 

On the Good Effects of Intercrossing (originally published in 1862 and republished in 1877). 

From his work with orchids and the insects attracted to them, he derived a model of 

coevolution, whereby orchids and their insect pollinators established a means of 

cooperative survival that relied, not on beating out a rival, but on innovation and 

pleasure, to maintain their respective species. Here we have a model wherein, firstly, 

nature prefers difference rather than sameness, and, secondly, attraction to beauty is not 

the result of some game of elimination. While this model of the orchid-insect courtship 

does not reinforce competition and gender difference like sexual selection does, it 

prompts the question of whether or not the orchid-insect pairing puts the insect’s 

obligation to its species at risk, given that the wasp would rather copulate with a 

mimetic plant than a member of its own species. In expanding upon sympathy in 

Descent and The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals (1872), however, Darwin 

demonstrates how relations that focus on difference, not similarity, are what provide 

both the means of survival and pleasure found from following these instinctual 

impulses.  

The push and pull of Darwin’s discoveries gave Hardy, a novelist who much 

admired Darwin, cause to ask if these individualistic and collectivistic instincts could be 

managed by social protocols or whether the two were necessarily locked in opposition. 

Hardy’s first successful novel, Far From the Madding Crowd, can indeed be read as a 
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literary experiment that hypothesized how to deal with feelings that could not be 

socialized. An approximation of a romantic comedy, at least when compared to Hardy’s 

other works, Madding Crowd dealt with the increasingly uneven distribution of wealth 

that rippled outward from the city to the English countryside. Rather than seeking to 

upend the rural economy, Hardy’s modifications of Darwinian theory found a means for 

individuals to adapt to new ways of life that maintained relative compatibility with the 

novelist’s materialist convictions. That is, while Hardy clearly felt kinship with the 

agricultural laborer and understood how the economic shifts affected their daily lives,13 

this novel imagines just how workers and management could establish a symbiotic 

relationship—could the rural world of Wessex avoid the predation that governed 

industrial capitalism or was it already too late? Although the novel bears a formal 

resemblance to Jane Austen’s Emma, in that a headstrong woman with little interest in 

marriage must negotiate her relationship with three different men, we would do better 

to note the uncontrollable impulses Hardy’s people and animals suffer from are the 

 

13 G.W. Sherman offers us a look at Hardy’s own class position in his sympathy of rural workers. 
Sherman asks us to remember how “Hardy recognized that there were forces at work which did 
not originate with agricultural unrest, and which even collective bargaining was powerless to 
remedy or to stop” (116). Hardy’s The Dorsetshire Labourer (1883), originally published in 
Longman’s Magazine discusses the contemporary challenges facing this class of English people. 
Hardy cites Joseph Arch, a unionization leader of the 1870s, as being part of the reason for the 
changes to the laborer’s character: “Such ticklish relations are the natural result of generations of 
unfairness on one side, and on the other an increase of knowledge, which has been kindled into 
activity by the exertions of Mr. Joseph Arch” (264). Hardy notes the material gains made by the 
laborers during a depression means “the labourer must have been greatly wronged in those 
prosperous times” (265-66).  
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same as those that mark the sensation novel.14 That is, Hardy is less interested in 

teaching Bathsheba a lesson in judgment than in demonstrating what, ultimately, makes 

sexual relations in his rural world of drives workable. For the union between Bathsheba 

Everdene and Gabriel Oak to come to fruition, Hardy had to demonstrate how his 

protagonists could take on the aspects of the pollinator and orchid, rather than repeat 

older courtship models. While it may seem counterintuitive to compare two members of 

the same species to an example of mutualism famous for its biological difference, this 

comparison is meant to show what the human species can learn from embracing the 

principles that guide a mutualism that works by embracing difference and plasticity. 

This type of relationship allows for the couple to act a bit like pollinators themselves for 

other species, as they hold together an entangled agricultural community made up of 

humans, plants, and animals. To do so, Hardy must use something that resembles 

instinctive sympathy to promote the protection of the population, rather than focusing 

on merely reproducing its numbers. This gives him the means to imagine the survival of 

the rural ecosystem, despite the struggle for resources that structures the countryside. 

While the critical truism is that all of Hardy’s other major novels proved the institution 

of marriage was a disaster, and so gave readers cause to label the writer an unrepentant 

pessimist, Madding Crowd ends with the marriage plot fulfilled. Even so, Hardy does not 

 

14 For an extended study of Hardy’s use of sensationalist elements in his work, see Richard 
Nemesavari’s Thomas Hardy, Sensationalism, and the Melodramatic Mode. 
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merely create a new enclosed and reproductive household but instead uses this final 

marriage as a means of tempering the worst effects of both the impulses of the 

landowner and the sex drive. Given the overwhelming tragedy of the novels that follow 

Madding Crowd, we might ask, why is this novel Hardy’s only major comedy? I suspect it 

has to do with the fact that in novelizing, and therefore breaking apart and reassembling 

Darwin’s theories, Hardy’s experiments lead to quite a different conclusion than 

Darwin’s prediction that sympathy is equivalent to civilization. This prompts us to ask a 

daunting question: do the most sympathetic survive? 

 

I. Darwin’s Mutualistic Theory of Moral Sentiments 

Throughout Origin of Species, Darwin observes various symbiotic, but not always 

mutualistic, cross-species relationships from the slave-making ant, to those species who 

develop “co-adaptations” such as the woodpecker and mistletoe or the “humblest 

parasite” and the quadruped or bird to which it clings (199, 63).15 He also introduces 

perhaps his most famous example of mutualism, the plant and its pollinator: “I can 
 

15 While the concept of the “Struggle for Existence,” George Levine admits, “has all the earmarks 
of Darwin’s acquaintance with Malthus, and yet there are passages in it that turn the idea of 
‘struggle’ on its head and incorporate into it elements that might be called love … [a] struggle, in 
Darwin’s use of the term, incorporates a wide range of relationships, only some small portion of 
which might be said to entail violence” (Darwin Loves You 90-1). This recognition of mutual aid in 
nature by Darwin has been chronicled by multiple scholars. Helena Cronin, for example, focuses 
on the communities in Darwin that reject pure predation like the ants in The Ant and the Peacock. 
Thomas Dixon’s The Invention of Altruism notes “it was recognized by Darwin … that instincts of 
sympathy, cooperation, and love were just as much a product of nature, and in certain 
circumstances just as necessary for survival” as the more brutal instincts (3). 
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understand how a flower and a bee might slowly become, either simultaneously or one 

after the other, modified and adapted in the most perfect manner to each other, by the 

continued preservation of individuals presenting mutual and slightly favourable 

deviations of structure” (92-3). Through this naturalist narrative, Darwin developed his 

initial thoughts on what would come to be known as coevolution, a term John N. 

Thompson helpfully defines by showing how Darwin’s most famous text began a series 

of scientific inquiries into, “the ways in which species specialize in their interactions 

with one another and how these specialized relationships sometimes result in reciprocal 

evolutionary change” (vii). But even in the most positive sense of a symbiotic 

relationship, mutualism raises several questions: Are species hurting their own 

population through mutualism? What holds these mutualistic relationships together? In 

explicating Darwin’s theory of sympathy, I will show how the invention of natural moral 

sense helped explain the attraction between two different species, even if the material 

gains on each side are not superficially apparent. 

To explain how radical Darwin’s conception of sympathy was, I would like to 

briefly return to the theories of Adam Smith, whom Darwin considered to be the 

foundational theorist for understanding sympathy. Smith saw sympathy as exclusive, as 

I demonstrated in chapter three by focusing on the gentleman spectator whose 

imagination produces a sympathetic feeling in the spectator, even though the person 
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with whom he feels sympathy does not necessarily share that same feeling.16 

Throughout The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith is sure to maintain the hierarchal 

nature that allows him to focus on the Enlightened gentleman; he even provides a 

careful distinction between the human and the animal in terms of how sympathy is felt, 

not simply limiting himself to differences amongst men and women or the rich and 

poor. Smith notes that the human-animal relationship is based on a system of value: 

animals are punished and rewarded based on their usefulness, receiving some measure 

of “lively gratitude” for good service (111). Animals are only as useful as the pains and 

pleasures they give their human observers. Although animals “are not only the causes of 

pleasure and pain, but are also capable of feeling those sensations, they are still far from 

being complete and perfect objects … and those passions still feel, that there is 

something wanting to their entire gratification” (112). In short, Smith claims that 

although we may feel something for animals or they may in turn feel for us, there “is 

something wanting” that not only distinguishes them from feeling human but from 

being subjects of imaginative sympathy. Darwin admits that sympathy “may at first 

 

16 Importantly to Smith’s eighteenth-century conception of moral sentiments, a gentlemen’s 
sympathy “denote[s] our fellow-feeling with any passion whatever … Sympathy, therefore, does 
not arise so much from the view of the passion, as from the situation which excites it” as 
spectators imagine how their object of imagination should feel, rather than perceiving reality (13, 
15). 
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have originated in the manner” of Smith but had subsequently developed into an 

instinct that could be documented across the natural world (I.82).17 

While Smith’s extensive examination of sympathy could be said to focus on the 

importance of developing a moral sense at the level of the individual, Darwin shifts his 

attention to the level of the global population, both human and animal. Smithian 

imaginary sympathy, Darwin claims in The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals, 

does “not account for the intimate alliance between sympathy and affection. We 

undoubtedly sympathise far more deeply with a beloved than an indifferent person.” 

Darwin is carrying over ideas from the eighteenth century, particularly those of Edmund 

Burke.18 The emotion of sympathy is not defined by how we imagine we may feel in 

 

17 Darwin also considers his contemporary Alexander Bain’s theory of sympathy. Bain defines 
sympathy in a similar manner to Smith in his work Mental and Moral Science (1868), “The natural 
and predisposing endowments are the good retentiveness for pleasure and pain generally, 
constituting the natural gift of Prudence, and the tendency to enter into the pleasures and pains 
of others (called Sympathy)” (108). Bain was invested in the emotions as part of the mind (3 The 
Emotions and the Will). In Bain’s The Emotions and the Will (1859), he defines emotion as “all that is 
understood by feelings, states of feeling, pleasures, pains, passions, sentiments, affections. 
Consciousness, and conscious states also for the most part denote modes of emotion” (3). Like 
other theorists of emotion, including Smith, Bain argues, “conduct is ruled by our pleasures and 
pains, through the proper and legitimate operation of the Will, and by our other emotions 
through the stand they take as persisting ideas” (37). Susan Lanzoni notes, “Sympathy had had a 
prominent place in eighteenth-century theories of aesthetics, moral sentiments and taste, in the 
writings of Adam Smith and Edmund Burke. In the late Victorian period, theories of sympathy 
drew on this lineage and increasingly became tinged with evolutionary and developmental 
features” (266). Lanzoni gives a detailed account of Victorian theories of sympathy and their 
many variations, some of which differ from Darwin’s, particularly those published in Mind. 
18Adam Smith and David Hume provide similar statement’s on sympathy that make this notion 
seem commonplace.  Smith does note, “We expect less sympathy from a common acquaintance 
than from a friend: we cannot open to the former all those little circumstances which we can 
unfold to the latter … We expect still less sympathy from an assembly of strangers” (28). Hume’s 
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another’s place nor is it sharing the same feeling as our object of study. Rather, sympathy 

is a personally felt emotion that is triggered by the situation of a beloved. As Darwin 

explains, “it is not a little remarkable that sympathy with the distresses of others should 

excite tears more freely than our own distress; and this certainly is the case. Many a 

man, from whose eyes no suffering of his own could wring a tear, has shed tears at the 

sufferings of a beloved friend” (200).19 By juxtaposing the reaction of an individual’s own 

distress with that of a beloved friend, Darwin’s observations argue that rather than 

sympathy being based on the potential horrors the self will face, as Smith argues 

through the employment of imagination, it is felt so deeply because the horrors that face 

others compel us to go to their aid. Darwin had read Burke’s work on sympathy 

although he did not credit it in Descent and Expression.20 Burke was convinced “The 

 

 

Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40) makes a similar point: “’Tis remarkable, that nothing touches a 
man of humanity more than any instance of extraordinary delicacy in love and friendship, where 
a person is attentive to the smallest concerns of his friend, and is willing to sacrifice to them the 
most considerable interest of his own. … The passions are so contagious, that they pass with the 
greatest facility from one person to another, and produce correspondent movements in all human 
breasts … Such agreeable movements must give me an affection to every one that excites them. 
This is the case with every thing that is agreeable in any person. The transition from pleasure to 
love is easy: But the transition must here be still more easy; since the agreeable sentiment, which 
is excited by sympathy, is love itself” (604-5).  
19 Rob Boddice argues that “The moral universe of Adam Smith and David Hume, not to mention 
the charitable sentiments of the Lady Bountiful, were considered unfit for a world understood by 
evolutionary principles and natural law” (7). In his book The Science of Sympathy, he understands 
how Darwinian sympathy was conceived and put into practice in the nineteenth century, 
transforming the conception of how to define this unstable feeling (3).  
20 Barbara Larson has shown how Darwin read Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry Into the Sublime and 
Beautiful (1757) and took notes praising Burke’s conception of sympathy in particular during 1838 



 

 272 

delight we have in [the misfortune of others] hinders us from shunning scenes of misery; 

and the pain we feel, prompts us to relieve ourselves in relieving those who suffer; and 

all this antecedent to any reasoning, by an instinct that works us to its own purpose” 

(Enquiry 93).  Following Burke, the true horror, Darwin might say, is harm coming to the 

other person; for harm to one member of the community is a harm to all who hold that 

individual dear. Thus, the beloved-ness of the object of sympathy overrides all other 

considerations.  

Darwin established that although instinctive sympathy is used as a survival 

tactic for the collective species, it is not necessarily a guarantee the sympathetic 

individual will survive. However, he argues that, “those communities, which included 

the greatest number of sympathetic members, would flourish best and rear the greatest 

number of offspring” (I.82), as the drive to protect each other would increase the species’ 

chances in the struggle for life against threats outside its group. This does not translate 

for individuals, as they are just as likely to sacrifice themselves for the survival of the 

collective as they are to reproduce: “It is extremely doubtful whether the offspring of the 

more sympathetic and benevolent parents … would be reared in greater number than 

the children of the same tribe” (I.163). This, Darwin explains, is because those more 

 

 

(31-2). Larson argues, “Although Darwin does not mention Burke in this important section in The 
Descent on ‘moral sense,’ and ‘approbation,’ the philosopher may have helped provide the 
underlying premise to pursue sympathy from this perspective” (32).  
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sympathetic members would be more likely to sacrifice for the larger community. 

Michael Tondre puts it this way: “selfless creatures could lose in order to win. By 

abnegating a single reproductive partner, nonreproductive individuals could devote 

themselves to safeguarding the lives of close relations, thereby advancing a shared stock 

in communal settings” (96).21 Biological reproduction between all members of the species 

is not necessary for survival. Sympathy will become the order of the day because it is 

good for the general welfare. 

Darwin integrates instinctive sympathy into his progress narrative in Descent. He 

does so by establishing that being human and civilized also equates to being the most 

sympathetic and kindest. To do so, Darwin expands how sympathy is felt on a global 

scale. This move from thinking about sympathy in terms of local relationships to a large-

scale process of adaptation allows Darwin to consider the issues in the natural world 

that cosmopolitans considered in the political realm.22 “As man advances in civilisation,” 

Darwin theorizes, “and small tribes are united into larger communities, the simplest 

reason would tell each individual that he ought to extended his social instincts and 

 

21 This, as Greg Priest helps explain, is how sympathy survived as an instinct in a harsh world: 
“note too Darwin’s reinterpretation of Smith’s ideas through an evolutionary lens—for Smith, 
due to unchanging human nature, we desire to perpetuate the species. For Darwin, the social 
instincts have in the past favored the perpetuation of the species, and so have become fixed in the 
human lineage” (586). 
22 Giuseppe Mazzini, for instance, saw nations as temporary measures that would one day pass 
away as humanity became one family. We are all Cosmopolitans,” he says of his ultimate goal to 
unite humanity, “if by Cosmopolitanism we understand the love and brotherhood of all, and the 
destruction of all barriers that separate the Peoples and provide them with opposite interests” 
(58). 



 

 274 

sympathies to all the members of the same nation, though personally unknown to him. 

This point being reached, there is only an artificial barrier to prevent his sympathies 

extending to the men of all nations and races.” When Darwin talks of civilization and 

sympathy, he notably transitions from instinct to discussing reason. The more civilized a 

person is, then, the less need there is to feel affection for another before extending 

sympathy. In civilizing sympathy, Darwin takes up an imaginative element in his 

sympathy: one can imagine others to be like him, even if they are not. This is the inverse 

of Smith’s sympathy: one may imagine himself in place of another because of their 

likeness. The “artificial barrier” between “men of all nations and races” certainly speaks 

to Darwin’s commitments to monogenism, but it also emphasizes the large role Darwin 

imagines emotions playing in forming global communities. Importantly, this imagined 

future does not stop with humanity uniting — it also imagines a bond between human 

and animal: “Sympathy beyond the confines of man, that is humanity to the lower 

animals, seems to be one of the latest moral acquisitions … This virtue [of humanity], 

one of the noblest with which man is endowed, seems to arise incidentally from our 

sympathies becoming more tender and more widely diffused, until they are extended to 

all sentient beings” (I. 100-1). In other words, what makes us most human is not 

maintaining our difference, and therefore distance, from other races, nations, or even 

species, but in being able to sympathize, to feel with them.23  

 

23 As scholars such as Susan Lanzoni notes, Darwin’s theory of sympathy upholds Eurocentrism. 
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Even as civilized sympathy imagines using reason to find common ground 

amongst difference, instinctive sympathy grounds itself in being triggered by the 

preservation of pleasure. Darwin emphasizes these overtures of sympathy emerge not 

just from similarity, or an imaginative moment of recognition, but from affection. In fact, 

Descent of Man’s earliest and most vivid examples of sympathy feature a series of 

interspecies relations. Although Darwin may class sympathy for those who are different 

with civilization, he nevertheless gives his animals this ability to feel; he famously 

portrays animals as if they have a similar emotional range to their human counterparts. 

If this seems somewhat contradictory to his idea that civilized sympathy exists when 

barriers are broken between the species, it is another moment when Darwin collapses 

the human and animal. As Ivan Kreilkamp has recently observed, “Such comparisons 

[between human and animal] always raise the unsettling potential that the nonhuman 

might in face be barely distinguishable from the human” (7). The interactions between 

the different species Darwin catalogues throughout his work emphasize there are fewer 

boundaries than we might assume between each species. While sympathy serves as only 

one example of this, as we know from the numerous examples of animal/human overlap 

 

 

Darwin has many instances in his work, and Descent of Man in particular, where he touts the 
superiority of Europeans: “Although Darwin acknowledged that such dreadful sentiments were 
also present in developed societies, as the universal practice of slavery demonstrated, he thought 
that the savage races still possessed a lower standard of morality than that of the civilized 
European” (Lanzoni 285). 



 

 276 

in Expressions, it is perhaps the most evocative. Darwin’s dogs show how easily 

sympathetic feeling is exchanged by members of different species. The sympathetic 

instinct could also be called a survival instinct, for it compels one to protect a beloved. 

“It must be called sympathy,” Darwin declares, “that leads a courageous dog to fly at 

any one who strikes his master, as he certainly will” (I.77).24 The relationship between 

Darwin’s courageous dog and its master is reciprocal: the master cares for the dog and, 

in turn, the dog cares for the master. The call to sympathy to explain the dog’s protective 

instinct emphasizes that mutual aid is not a calculated decision, but an act based on 

affection. Even so, Darwin takes sympathy a step further to show that this emotion is not 

merely felt to cause the sympathizer to ensure its beloved survival. Take the friendship 

of a cat and dog Darwin witnessed: “I have myself seen a dog, who never passed a great 

friend of his, a cat which lay sick in a basket, without giving her a few licks with his 

tongue, the surest sign of kind feeling in a dog” (I.77). This dog demonstrates 

sympathetic affection for the cat without an expectation of reciprocal care, acting only 

from friendship. Sympathy, then, becomes not just an instinctual habit that helps 

creatures survive. It works to bring creatures together into continually flexible and 

changing assemblages.  

 

24 Smith himself notes, “The word sympathy, in its most proper and primitive signification, 
denotes our fellow-feeling with the sufferings, not that with the enjoyments, of others” (53).  
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Sounding rather like eighteenth-century philosophers who saw pains and 

pleasures as guiding one to act, Darwin provides an explanation of why certain species 

choose their companions and exhibit moral sentiments:  

With respect to the impulse which leads certain animals to associate together, 
and to aid each other in many ways, we may infer that in most cases they are 
impelled by the same sense of satisfaction or pleasure which they experience in 
performing other instinctive actions; or by the same sense of dissatisfaction, as in 
other cases of prevented instinctive action. (I.79)  
 

Sympathetic emotions and actions, then, come from the desire to protect those who are 

beloved, whether they are members of the same species or not. Feeling good is a benefit 

of mutual aid. This explanation sounds much like the rules of attraction Darwin 

provides in Descent and his earlier work On the Various Contrivances by Which British and 

Foreign Orchids Are Fertilised by Insects, and On the Good Effects of Intercrossing. The 

instinctive impulses Darwin describes in Descent are based on what will bring 

satisfaction or pleasure to pollinators, not necessarily what will best allow the species to 

survive. As Nancy Armstrong argues, Darwin’s examples of interspecies attraction help 

us “draw the conclusion that living things are not attracted to what they need so much 

as they need that to which they find themselves attracted” (16). Just as individual 

biological reproduction is not the end goal of sympathy, but rather the pleasure of 

protecting a beloved individual, the pollinators gain various pleasures from their 

attraction to the orchids, even if these actions do not directly perpetuate their species.  
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II. The Birds and the Bees: A Tale of Two Courtships 

In light of the fact that instinctive sympathy first appears in a tome mostly 

dedicated to the theory of sexual selection, I would like to focus on sexual selection to 

establish the link between two seemingly different instinctual processes. Given that 

Darwin is concerned with moral sense in the very same book that he presents us with 

competitive courtships and vicious rivals, we have to wonder if sympathy tempers the 

battle inherent in the sex drive at all.25 While Darwin leaves this question open for future 

thinkers to take up, he does give us a secondary courtship in his other work: the orchid 

and the pollinator (most famously, the wasp). In briefly examining and contrasting these 

two versions of courtship, I want to make two main points. Firstly, that Darwin 

recognizes instincts as feelings that are both positive and negative, but accepts there is 

no way to fully tame these drives through reason, and, secondly, that the underlying 

drive that makes individuals act is one that seeks pleasure, which is not quite the same 

as self-interest. Both sexual selection and the orchid and pollinator models have 

implications for the human realm. 

 In returning to sexual selection, Darwin sets the stage for a confrontation 

amongst the males of a species for the attention of the females, in which there are 
 

25 Adam Smith points out that sympathy may actually create rivalries. For instance, ”If our friend 
has been injured, we readily sympathize with his resentment, and grow angry with the very 
person with whom he is angry,” just as easily as “If he has received a benefit, we readily enter 
into his gratitude, and have a very high sense of the merit of his benefactor” (38). 
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winners and losers. Gillian Beer differentiates Descent from Origin by noting Darwin 

“concentrates on the powers of sexual selection” in his later work, which “brings back 

into the discussion the ideas of will and culture which are notably and deliberately 

excluded in The Origin. Women and men became his problem” (8).26 Beer’s reading of 

Descent brings the reproductive relationships between male and female members of the 

species to the foreground. The courtship rituals of a wide variety of species — including 

fish, insects, reptiles, birds, and mammals — allow Darwin to imagine the role attraction 

plays in the course of a species’ survival. What traits, both aesthetic and instinctual, will 

be passed down through biological reproduction? The concept of sexual selection 

“depends on the advantage which certain individuals have over other individuals of the 

same sex and species, in exclusive relation to reproduction” (II.256). There are two 

important components Darwin emphasizes in his explanation of mating rituals: firstly, 

in general, “The exertion of some choice on the part of the female seems almost as 

general a law as the eagerness of the male,” and, secondly, males compete against each 

other for the attention of the female (II.273). Darwin equates aggression with 

masculinity: “it is the male which, with rare exceptions, has been chiefly modified … 

 

26 Joan Roughgarden has come to the conclusion “that Darwin’s theory of sexual selection is 
false” on the basis that it focuses on the gender binary between male and female: “The picture 
conveyed by Darwin’s sexual selection theory is both inaccurate in detail and inadequate in scope 
to address real-world animal diversity,” including gender diversity (5, 6). Where Roughgarden 
and Darwin would find common ground however is that she finds “that competitive tooth-and-
claw narratives about nature have been greatly exaggerated, that all sorts of friendships occur 
among animals, many mediated by sexuality” (5).  
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The cause of this seems to lie in the males of almost all animals having stronger passions 

than the females” (II.272).  There is no room amongst male competitors to have 

sympathy for each other, as they are playing a zero-sum game. Although males are 

gifted with traits that will attract females and the “stronger passions” that fuel their 

rivalry, females make the ultimate choice in selecting a mate, “preferring not only the 

more attractive but at the same time the more vigorous and victorious males … I fully 

admit that it is an astonishing fact that the females of many birds and some mammals 

should be endowed with sufficient taste for what has apparently been effected through 

sexual selection” (II:400).27 As a rule, the most vigorous males and females would be 

attracted to one another and reproduce to pass on the more desirable traits to the 

species. 

I want to focus on Darwin’s observations of birds to illustrate Darwin’s logic of 

sexual selection. I choose to do so not only because the birds give readers a typical 

enactment of the logic of sexual selection but also because of their surprisingly human 

traits.28 Darwin is careful to tie birds to humans: “On the whole, birds appear to be the 

most aesthetic of all animals, excepting of course man, and they have nearly the same 

taste for the beautiful as we have.  This is shown … by our women, both civilised and 
 

27 Notably, Piers Hale makes the case that the traits of vigorousness in the males translates into 
the brave and sympathetic men Darwin discussed in his chapter on “Moral Sense.” Although 
these males may die, Hale reasons, their progeny will carry on their altruistic instincts (145). 
28 Although Darwin notes that some birds are polygamous, he states, “With respect to birds, 
many species, the sexes of which differ greatly from each other, are certainly monogamous” 
(II.268). 
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savage, decking their heads with borrowed plumes, and using gems which are hardly 

more brilliantly coloured than the naked skin and wattles of certain birds” (III.39). That 

the aesthetic pleasure of birds so closely resembles that of humans, particularly women, 

is perhaps what makes it so easy for readers of Darwin to see the courtship of birds as 

one whose logic closely resembles the courtship rituals found in the Victorian novel (in 

fact, women and men metaphorically become birds in relation to courtship in these 

novels, a point to which I will return in my discussion of Madding Crowd). Importantly, 

Darwin emphasizes the relationship between taste and women. Although we should not 

forget the various ways in which male rivalry is enacted in the laws of battle for females, 

it is the taste of the female that determines the reproductive future of the species. 

Common sense would tell us that “the males which were decked in the most elegant and 

novel manner would have gained an advantage, not in the ordinary struggle for life, but 

in rivalry with other males, and would consequently have left a larger number of 

offspring to inherit their newly-acquired beauty” (III.153).29 Beer notes, “Darwin 

asserted, natural processes breed always for the good of the individuals of the race 

concerned. This is a crucial distinction in the argument and again points to the 

benevolism of his view of nature, despite his full awareness of how harsh life may be to 

specific individuals” (28). That Darwin assumes that the fittest is equivalent to good — 

 

29 For an analysis of the consequences of female taste, see Wayward Reproductions. 
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physically, mentally, and morally — draws a distinction between his theorists and those 

that would follow.30 

In anthropomorphizing his creatures, Darwin not only attributes humanness to 

their behavior but also applies his own values to judge that behavior. As we saw in 

Beagle, Darwin imagined the single-family household as the measuring stick by which he 

could mark the Fuegians as lacking the traits of civilization. Although Darwin extends 

far more sympathy to his animals than to the Fuegians in Descent and his other works, 

his views of gender, courtship, and the household slip into and color what we could 

classify as objective scientific observations. If Darwin is viewing species relations 

through the lens of the household, then he cannot fully understand interspecies 

relationships. Anna Tsing has recently noted, “The boundaries of the home became the 

expected boundaries of love. With the fetishisation of the home as a space of purity and 

interdependence, extra-domestic intimacies, whether within or between species, seemed 

archaic fantasies;” even appropriate interspecies relationships such as the pet and the 

family do not “spread love; it holds it tight inside the family” (150). Is there a way for 

courtship to break from this tightly bound model of competition that is merely 

interested in heterosexual reproduction?  

 

30 For an example of a different conception of how “survival of the fittest” plays out, see T.H. 
Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics (1893). Huxley does not see “goodness” as a given trait that will 
survive.  
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While sexual selection focuses on courtship rituals amongst the sexes, some of 

which could be seen as roughly equivalent to those in the human world, the account 

Darwin gives us of the relationship between the orchid and the insect rethinks pleasure 

and attraction through difference. In this undeniable courtship, orchids produce 

adaptations that Darwin declares to be “beautiful,” and “pretty” are used to attract 

insects (9, 10). Carla Hustak and Natasha Myers have emphasized the significance of 

these adaptations: “Plants in this sense are difference generators; they constantly run 

experiments to improvise new ways to articulate themselves, to register new kinds of 

differences in the world, and to invent new ways to make a difference in the world” 

(105). The underlying principles of co-evolution suggest that while difference is the key 

to justifying the relationship, both the flower and the pollinator will adapt to become 

closer in nature to each other. The purpose of these adaptations is so that orchids, even 

those that are self-fertilizing, can ensure that insects aid them in making sure that “the 

fertilization of the flowers with pollen brought by insects from distinct plants” (1). While 

what partially makes the orchid-pollinator (especially the wasp) configuration so 

interesting to scholars who follow Deleuze and Guattari is that the orchid-wasp 

assemblage they borrow from Darwin is a model that can move outside the traditional 

family model or heterosexual reproduction,31 what I find interesting is what the orchid 

and pollinator model shares with both sexual selection and the principles of moral sense. 

 

31 For example, Hardt and Negri provide an example of how the wasp and the orchid can give us 



 

 284 

How the flower and the pollinator play with sexual selection’s established rules 

of courtship allows us to see a breakdown of the gender dynamic Darwin reinforced 

through his interest in the biological reproductive process. Female choice in sexual 

selection is predicated on taste, much in the same way the orchid is attracted to the 

flower. Just as females during the process of sexual selection are attracted to vigor and 

beauty, insects are attracted to aesthetic and sensory modifications Darwin, by his own 

admittance, finds to be wonderful. Male pollinators take on the role of the female from 

sexual selection, by choosing which flowers to visit. Even so, Contrivances overflows 

with descriptions that are best described as plant pornography that play with the 

flower’s “hermaphrodite” body (1). Insects “suck the bases of the petals swollen with 

sweet fluid,” plants exude “a little milky viscid fluid,” insects enter “the roomy and dark 

chamber” of the orchid to help fertilize it, and so on (151, 72, 96). Throughout the 

 

 

a new way of thinking about community: “Wasps and orchids do not suggest any morality tale of 
marriage and stable union, as bees and flowers do, but rather evoke scenarios of cruising and 
serial sex … they provide an antidote to the corruptions of love in the couple and the family, 
opening love up to the counter of singularities … The fable thus tells the story of wasp-orchid 
love, a love based on the encounter of alterity but also on a process of becoming different” (187). 
Lynn Voskuil argues Victorian orchid literature — including Darwin’s work — “organizes 
conceptual boundaries—between people and plants, between Britain and its colonies, between 
nature and culture—with an ideological flexibility that is unexpected and transcends its historical 
moment” (20). This is all to say that in the process of becoming, to borrow Deleuze and Guattari’s 
term, through interspecies play, the orchid and pollinator give us a model to challenge the 
conceptions of what we think of as a community or how a particular type of institution functions. 
Hustak and Myers see this example as transgressive: “Orchids, it turns out, were caught in a 
queer interspecies assemblage that disrupted normative Victorian sexualities and species 
boundaries” (82). 
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entirety of the work, Darwin continues to remind us that orchids have both male and 

female organs and some of the genuses of orchids that he studies are capable of self-

fertilization, even if they prefer to contrive otherwise. The purpose of this process is to 

“effect a union between two distinct individuals” (17).  

Variation, although valued in very different ways in both sexual selection and 

pollination, is always given preference in the Darwinian model. In his closure of 

Contrivances, Darwin reaffirms the sociality he finds inherent in the animal world. He 

draws the conclusion from the orchid-insect adaptation that, “It is hardly an 

exaggeration to say that Nature tells us, in the most emphatic manner, that she abhors 

perpetual self-fertilization” (206). Nature is interested in creating new types of 

communities, in bringing species together to maintain and replenish the entangled bank. 

Devin Griffiths, who notes the anthropomorphism of the orchid with as much care as 

other scholars note that of the dog or bird, declares, “In showing the painstaking care 

with which orchids selected, lured, and positioned their insect pollinators as draftees in 

a reproductive cycle, Darwin maps a network that flattens the distinction between plant 

and animal, between stolid and sapient life. This thesis of community is the most radical, 

if unremarked feature of the Fertilisation of Orchids” (439). Darwin goes so far in the 1862 

version of Contrivances to consider the importance of diversity in nature he argues 

against reproduction through close relations in other species: “For may we not further 

infer as probable, in accordance with the belief of the vast majority of the breeders of our 
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domestic productions, that marriage between near relations is likewise in some way 

injurious—that some unknown great good is derived from the union of individuals 

which have been kept distinct for many generations?” (360).32 The orchid’s reproductive 

methods, then, become a model to Darwin for couplings in every other species.  

 Mutualistic coevolution, then, works a lot like cross-species sympathy. The 

survival of species depends on the expansion of single-species communities into 

networks that connect Origin’s “entangled bank.” At the bottom of the pollinator model, 

is the pleasure each species receives from the exchange. While Darwin does not describe 

the interactions between the orchid and its pollinators in affective terms beyond 

descriptions of attraction, he emphasizes the continued coevolution of the flowers: “how 

wonderfully complex are perfect are the adaptations for the fertilization of these plants” 

(v). These adaptations are “perfect” because they benefit both parties. Cross-species 

mutual aid, then, like sympathy allows for continued reproduction, even if individual 

actors in the process do not have offspring. But, as Darwin reminds us in Descent, these 

communities of oddly collated creatures do not just a way of surviving the struggle for 

existence; rather, these moments bring about pleasure that make that life worth living. 

 

32 Armstrong reminds us that, “The idea that attraction does serve the reproductive imperative 
fails to account for the fact that male wasps who wasted their reproductive energy on orchids did 
not eventually lose out to competitors who could tell the difference between female wasps and 
vegetable imitations.” Pleasure in attraction, like pleasure in sympathy leads to positive results: 
“Given that not one but several species of pollinators thrive by dallying unproductively with 
orchids, it is safe to say that some wasps succeeded over their uxoriously inclined competitors in 
establishing new variations simply because they were excited by variation” (15). 
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As I turn to Hardy’s Far From the Madding Crowd, published two years after Expression, I 

want to emphasize that the novelist maintains Darwin’s interest in understanding how 

instinctive feelings work, both those that perpetuate the species and those that threaten 

individual members of a “community.” Following scholars like Caroline Sumpter, I 

want to pay careful attention to “Hardy’s engagement with debates over emotion and 

instinct in animals … for it reveals the importance of biological impulse to Hardy’s 

understanding of ethics” (666). As Hardy plays with Darwin’s theories of reproduction 

and feeling, he comes to quite a different conclusion than the naturalist’s proposal that 

survival of the fittest was equivalent to survival of the most moral and vigorous.  

 

III. Wayward Desires: Hardy’s Investigation of Sexual Selection 

Before the publication of Far From the Madding Crowd, the sensation novel had 

reached its peak popularity and Darwin had laid out a system of instincts.33 What 

 

33 Darwin’s work in Expressions would later help define a branch of what we now call affect 
theory that believed these feelings were built into the body. Silvan Tomkins’s strand of affect 
theory, and those who follow him such as Paul Ekman, see feelings (sometimes called affect, 
sometimes called emotion) as those built into the biological body. When Ekman argues for the 
universality of emotional expression, he assumes a certain kind of species body: “Social 
experience influences attitudes about emotions, creates display and feeling rules, develops and 
tunes the particular occasions which will most rapidly call forth an emotion. The expression of 
our emotions, the particular configurations of muscular movements, however, appear to be fixed, 
enabling understanding across generations, across cultures, and within cultures between 
strangers as well as intimates” (387). Eve Sedgwick and Adam Frank found Tomkins’s system of 
affect so interesting because, rather than being a feeling that could not be captured by language, 
Tomkins had several affects he identified, including shame. Many of these categories are similar 
to those Darwin relates to in Expression.  
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happens to the English rural world, Hardy’s novel asks, when we take into 

consideration that instinctive impulses overtake the body more often than not? Deeply 

concerned about the consequences of sexual attraction, Hardy reenacts and modifies 

Darwin’s theories of sexual selection in Victorian England to demonstrate that both men 

and women are equally affected by the sex drive. This Wessex world is far from Jane 

Austen’s Highbury — it is a modernizing farming community that cannot give off the 

appearance of being isolated from the wider world. As Michael Squires reminds us, this 

novel is “not traditional pastoral, but a modified version of traditional pastoral” that 

adds “realism …. [and does not insist] on an ironic view of life or on a return from the 

pastoral haven to the sophisticated world” (303).34 These urban disturbances parallel the 

chaos caused by the sex drive, as this instinct does not straightforwardly match up the 

men and women who would best suit one another based on rank, property, and 

character. Whereas Emma Woodhouse comes to see Mr Knightley as attractive for his 

sound judgment, Far From the Madding Crowd puzzles over the question of what should 

be desirable in the first place and if those traits can be maintained.35 While the previous 

 

34 Squires reads the romantic entanglements of this novel through the pastoral lens: “Bathsheba, 
who provides a link between rural and urban worlds as her affection alternates between Oak and 
Boldwood on the one hand and Troy on the other” (306). 
35 Valerie Wainwright reads Emma and Far From the Madding Crowd to demonstrate how both 
Austen and Hardy handle the male authority figure. Wainwright argues, “For Hardy, in 
conditions of patriarchy a man’s sympathetic imagination will naturally be oriented toward those 
who resemble him most; the strong sense of affinities and the pull of alignments that can infiltrate 
the mind-set of even a thoughtful and love-struck man will contribute to the kind of male 
solidarity that works to subdue a lively and unconventional woman, to undermine the basis of 
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chapters have shown the institutions that arose to replace the early nineteenth-century 

desire of marrying judgment to property to protect the reign of the English country 

house after it began to fade from popular memory, this chapter shows that Hardy’s 

conclusion moves in a slightly different direction. The novel lingers on the question of 

whether or not it is even possible to imagine a coherent community through the lens of 

the household, much less one that speaks universally across the nation.  

In restaging the process of sexual selection in explicit detail, Hardy maintains 

Darwin’s declaration that while males may be more passionate, women make the 

ultimate choice. As Hardy’s narrator famously puts it, “It appears that men take wives 

because possession is not possible without marriage, and that women accept husbands 

because marriage is not possible without men” (114).36 Hardy uses the same language as 

Darwin when the scientist describes the male portion of sexual selection as “males [in 

this case birds] fighting for the possession of the female” (II.258). Just as Darwin’s male 

 

 

her self-presentation” (148). I, to the contrary, see Emma as the more conservative novel and, as I 
will lay out, see sympathy as something not limited to the patriarchal imagination. 
36 Trish Ferguson reads this passage through contemporaneous legal fictions: “In Far from the 
Madding Crowd the narrator makes an explicit statement about coverture, a legal fiction that made 
a married woman nonexistent in the eyes of the law because under the economic ‘protection’ of 
her husband … Coverture was conceived to be an exchange of economic protection for the 
exclusive possession of a woman’s body, an exchange that Bathsheba neither needs nor desires, 
and yet her marriage to Troy exposes coverture as in itself a form of marital cruelty.” Ferguson 
notes that Madding Crowd was written after the Married Women’s Property act came to pass but 
reminds us coverture remained (98). This is an example of how Hardy draws attention to the 
intertwined relationship between sex and property relations.  
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birds are fighting for the right to reproduce, at the bottom of man’s interest in marriage, 

Hardy tells us, is sex. Nevertheless, women have to “accept” husbands, just as female 

birds have to accept the men vying for their attention. Hardy goes further in mirroring 

Darwin’s courtship laws: at nearly every point when courtship is evoked in Madding 

Crowd, the women and men are likened to birds through the text’s metaphorical 

language, drawing a direct parallel between the human and animal world.37 Take Mary-

ann, Bathsheba’s charwoman’s, explanation of the problems individuals experience 

through the process of sexual selection: “But what between the poor men I won’t have, 

and the rich men who won’t have me, I stand forlorn as a pelican in the wilderness” (67). 

While it is easy to see the comedy in Mary-ann’s forlornness, the novel is already 

pointing out an issue with sexual selection: can female choice be trusted in what it is 

attracted to? This comes into play in the main narrative where Bathsheba Everdene and 

Fanny Robbin both select and pursue — even if it is more accidental than not on 

Bathsheba’s part — the men they attract. Hardy stages three courtships for Bathsheba 

that, rather than teaching her a lesson in Kantian judgment, demonstrate the effects of 

 

37 Although I will make note of select instances that are particularly relevant to my reading, I 
want to stress that the use of birds during courtship is ubiquitous. Fanny Robbin, of course, 
shares her surname with a bird. Bathsheba’s initial chase after Gabriel leads her to pant “like a 
robin” (25) and is again later on compared to that bird after she falls in love with Troy (167). 
Gabriel is “as glad as a bird to leave” (169). Toward the end of the novel Gabriel is again 
compared to a bird feathering his nest when Weatherbury’s citizens wander if he is scheming to 
marry Bathsheba (290).  
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what happens to a community when sexual impulse overrides everything else, 

including reason and moral sense. 

The novel begins with a very different version of Gabriel Oak than the one we 

end up with to demonstrate just how sexual impulse overtakes the body. Gabriel, who is 

initially leasing his own sheep farm, is described by Hardy as an average man with 

“general good character” (3). In the novel’s view, “He was at the brightest period of 

masculine life, for his intellect and emotions were clearly separate: he had passed the 

time during which the influence of youth indiscriminately mingles them in the character 

of impulse, and he had not yet arrived at the state wherein they become united again … 

by the influence of a wife and family” (4-5). In short, his reason was not clouded by 

impulse, namely, by sexual passion as it was in youth nor does he have a fixed object 

(wife) to arouse these feelings. And while Gabriel may be read as the character in the 

novel most known for his reasoned judgment, a less self-assured and less propertied Mr 

Knightley, the novel very early on reminds us he is not untouched by passion. After 

very quickly falling in love with Bathsheba, he declares, “I shall do one thing in this life 

— one thing for certain — that is, love you, and long for you, and keep wanting you till I 

die” (28). We would not be remiss to remember the feverish love that overcomes the 

men that populate Lady Audley’s Secret as they long for the titular villain, when we 

consider Gabriel’s declaration. Given that this sexual drive overruns reason (as 

Bathsheba points out, it makes very little economic sense for them to marry one 
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another), the novel will have to eventually tame Gabriel’s love into something else to 

make it viable.  

The second courtship Bathsheba experiences is that of Mr. Boldwood, which the 

novel uses for two purposes: first, it divorces property and social standing from 

stabilization and secondly, alongside Sergeant Troy, demonstrates the logical conclusion 

of male rivalry (to which I will later return). Famously, Boldwood is the one man who is 

initially not in Bathsheba’s “power to attract.” Somewhere between thirty-five and fifty, 

Boldwood is initially described as “erect in attitude, and quiet in demeanour. One 

characteristic pre-eminently marked him: dignity” (81). If one were searching for an 

Austen landowner hero in this novel, Boldwood would seem to fit the bill. After 

Bathsheba jokingly sends a valentine card to Boldwood declaring, “MARRY ME” 

(placed upon a decorative eagle’s wings when delivered), his passion is awakened. 

Seized by love for Bathsheba, his “equilibrium distributed … Boldwood was thus either 

hot or cold. If an emotion possessed him at all, it ruled him; a feeling not mastering him 

was entirely latent” (105). Bathsheba lacks an attraction to Boldwood, seeing him as “a 

bird without the feathers that make it grand” (139) and therefore must reject him as she 

did Gabriel, albeit with the addendum that Troy does make her feel something. The 

trouble with feeling this passion is that Boldwood no longer possesses any form of 

reason and grows more and more erratic after Bathsheba marries Troy: his 

“unreasoining devotion to Bathsheba could only be characterized as a fond madness” 
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(291). Hardy is clearly critiquing the ideal of the gentlemen arbiter Austen held up as 

standard in her most beloved novels, making him more like a jealous Bradley 

Headstone, in that Boldwood has almost literally been transformed into another person 

by his feelings. This is particularly evident when Boldwood neglects his farm to the 

point that “the pigs turn[ed] in disgust from the rotten ears” of wheat and barley he 

allowed the weather to ruin (290). If even the pigs find the Lower Farm to be 

uninhabitable, how do the workers fare? Hardy connects the suitability of one to be a 

manager to the suitability for marriage. Boldwood fails the test. Boldwood’s decline 

throughout the novel makes him an unsuitable choice for Bathsheba, of course, but if 

declarations of love and similarity in social status do not attract Hardy’s heroine, what 

makes a woman who does not want to marry choose to do so?  

Sergeant Troy’s courtship of Bathsheba in particular is when Darwin’s notions of 

sexual selection are tested in terms of both female choice and the idea of natural 

courtship as a zero-sum game. Hardy gives readers the information to know that, by the 

time Troy meets Bathsheba, he has already had a relationship with Fanny Robbin and, 

despite his acknowledged affection for her, is rather careless with her.38 This carelessness 

 

38 Multiple critics have noted that Hardy draws a careful distinction between Gabriel and Troy 
due to the latter’s lack of sympathy for others, particularly animals. Squires notes, “because Oak 
is ‘an intensely humane man,’ he does not kill the toad or snail [that bring him warnings of bad 
weather] or the spiders as we guess Sergeant Troy would” (314). Anna West analyzes the deleted 
chapter of Far From the Madding Crowd that focuses on sheep rot. Troy’s ill-treatment of the sheep 
and Bathsheba are collapsed in this comparison: “the extent of Hardy’s description of sheep-rot 
and the severity of the condition for the sheep … add further resonance to the swamp’s 
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foreshadows how Troy will eventually come to treat both Bathsheba and her farm. 

Despite warnings from Gabriel about Troy’s character, her own misgivings, and Troy’s 

own greater affection for Fanny, he is successful at marrying Bathsheba because of their 

mutual attraction. As Linda M. Shires points out, “Although we think of [Troy] as the 

supreme tempter with his extraordinary sword-play, he confides that he would not have 

married Bathsheba unless she were an Aphrodite who, in fact, seduced him” (167). Even 

so, the relationship between Bathsheba and Troy plays out like the rituals in which 

Darwin sees his birds taking part. While the novel has numerous instances of equating 

people to birds while they are participating in a courtship, in no other place does the 

novel show how the attractions of the male can induce the female toward accepting him 

with such detail than in the charged encounters between Troy and Bathsheba. The 

narrator explains, “And Troy’s deformities lay deep down from a woman’s vision, 

whilst his embellishments were upon the surface” (165). Boldwood later cries, “Dazzled 

by brass and scarlet — O Bathsheba — this is a woman’s folly indeed” (179). While 

Boldwood is portrayed as a bird lacking feathers, and therefore traits with which to 

attract his desired mate, Troy is given the aesthetic décor needed to gain the female’s 

attention. If Frank Churchill from Emma is a polite version of the rake who charms all he 

 

 

transcription to the scene with Bathsheba, gesturing toward moral obligation to non-human and 
human others” (389).  
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meets, then Frank Troy is the rake who demonstrates the logical conclusion of the types 

of games his literary predecessor played; Troy leaves behind a poor woman pregnant 

with his child to marry another, wealthier woman whose farm he drives toward 

destruction through mismanagement. 

 It is Troy, in fact, who surprisingly explains the problem with being attracted to 

beauty and the rules guiding sexual competition on the level of community. “[Y]ou can 

only marry one man,” he tells Bathsheba when he contemplates how many suitors she 

will have due to her beauty. Bombastically, he says, “twenty will endeavour to drown 

the bitterness of despised love … twenty more will mope away … twenty more … will 

be always draggling after you … The rest may try to get over you … But all these men 

will be saddened. And now not only those ninety-nine men but the ninety-nine women 

they might have married are saddened with them” (152). While we might initially 

dismiss this speech as flirtatious behavior, Troy is pointing out that Darwin’s model is a 

game in which far more lose than win. We see this played out in terms of the novel in 

how men and women create disruptive feelings in one another: Bathsheba marries Troy, 

so he can no longer marry Fanny (who he has a moral obligation to care for), nor can she 

marry Gabriel or Boldwood, and Boldwood cannot “get over” her and therefore will not 

marry any of the women pursuing him. The effects of the feelings attached to courtship 

spill out across the community to further destabilize it through unfulfilled desire. When 
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sexual selection is put this way, we can see that reproduction is less likely end than we 

may have originally thought. 

At this point, I would like to turn to the woman at the center of the novel in 

relation to her courtships to demonstrate how female choice leads to wayward desires. 

At the beginning of the novel, Bathsheba is both adamantly opposed to marriage: “I hate 

to be thought of men’s property in that way” and reproduction, crying “Don’t talk so!” 

when Gabriel mentions putting the births of their future children in the paper during his 

failed proposal (26, 27). From the beginning of the novel, Bathsheba collapses herself 

with property, even as the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 had created many 

reforms that would theoretically protect a woman’s control over her real and personal 

property.39 What Bathsheba is suggesting is that, despite these legal reforms, vestiges of 

a husband’s almost absolute control over his wife’s property and wife remain in fact. 

Despite this, she admits “thought possibly I shall have to be had some day” (26). By 

Darwin’s logic, as Piers Hale convincingly shows, female choice would ensure that the 

 

39 For an extended explanation of these reforms, see Mary Beth Combs “A Measure of Legal 
Independence” and “Cui Bono? The 1870 British Married Women’s Property Act, Bargaining 
Power, and the Distribution of Resources Within a Marriage.” Combs summarizes the reforms of 
the act: “The 1870 Act gave a married woman rights over most forms of personal property: her 
earnings in any trade or occupation carried on separately from her husband’s …  the right to 
control her personal property if held in savings accounts, public stock and funds, shares in joint 
stock companies, or shares in industrial, provident, or friendly societies; the right to personal 
property and sums of money under £200 left to her in wills; and the right to control the rent from 
any freehold and copyhold property left to her in wills” (CB, 54). For the text of the Act itself, 
refer to the Married Women's Property Act 1870, 33 & 34 Vic. c.93 (Eng.). That Troy has to ask 
Bathsheba for money implies to us that Madding Crowd is set after the passage of this act, even as 
he attempts to wrest her independence from her (235-6).  
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best females of the species would choose the best males for marriage and reproduction. 

In defining the “best,” Hale tells us, Darwin includes moral sense in this reproductive 

calculation (147). Hardy is less convinced of this fact, as we see that she marries the least 

worthy man. Alys Eve Weinbaum’s reading of Descent of Man may help us understand 

why. At times in Darwin’s work, Weinbaum notes, females “are not solely interested in 

adorned males of their own kind …. Her reproductive desire is decidedly wayward” 

(152).40 That Bathsheba and Fanny fall for this same man demonstrates that wayward 

desire is far more common than it is not. Even as Bathsheba knows marrying Troy is a 

bad idea, the text once again reminds us of the power of passion: “She felt powerless to 

withstand or deny [Troy] … He was altogether too much for her, and Bathsheba seemed 

as one who, facing a reviving wind, finds it to blow so strongly that it stops the breath” 

(163). So powerful is her attraction to Troy, that the novel turns to description to capture 

the affect that exceeds her own body. Men, Hardy points out, are just as dangerous in 

inspiring feelings as women. If Boldwood, on the one hand, is used to critique the old 

 

40 John Glendening makes a similar argument when examining Tess: “sexual selection, as here 
acted out by Angel and the girls, also proves problematic; selection may unite individuals who 
are ill-adapted to one another, especially since what sexually attracts often runs counter to 
physical and mental attributes conducive to living in a particular context—especially, for 
humans, in a social one with its special and complicated collection of determinants and 
requirements” (72). What I hope to illuminate more fully with my extended analysis is precisely 
how Hardy modifies Darwin’s theories to not only prove this point but think of a secondary 
alternative. Emily Steinlight has seen this type of work begin at the sensation novel that “made 
the analogy between cultural production and biological reproduction explicit. But simple analogy 
breaks down at this point … Braddon and Wood’s novels effectively implicate sexual selection in 
perpetuating socially aberrant tendencies that cause conventional marriages to fail” (159).  
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model of the gentleman arbiter of the community, then Troy, on the other, is used to 

show the downfall of both the individual and species if reproduction relies on pure 

attraction. Gabriel, of course, is ultimately successful in marrying Bathsheba (or rather, 

Bathsheba is ultimately successful in marrying Gabriel), but how does the novel 

transform both characters’ passion into a more suitable instinct? 

 

IV. The Power of Sympathy 

Just as Darwin introduced an instinctual moral sense to temper the cruelty of the 

natural world, Hardy recreates similar principles of instinctive sympathy throughout his 

rural world that will be put to the test to see if mutualism can take hold in a world of 

cruelty. Gabriel becomes the sympathetic man par excellence throughout the majority of 

the novel. Rather than becoming a rival for Bathsheba’s hand, he becomes interested in 

not just her, but the community of Weatherbury’s general welfare. Even before he is 

officially made bailiff, he watches Bathsheba’s “affairs carefully as any specially 

appointed officer of surveillance could have done; but this tender devotion was to a 

great extent unknown … and as much as was known was somewhat thanklessly 

received” (140). This care trickles down to ensure that his fellow laborers have improved 

working conditions. As Mario Ortiz-Robles rightly observes, “Oak, the shepherd, is also 

the shepherd of Wessex’s human population, to whom he extends the same sympathy 

he does to his sheep” (93). We should note, however, that Gabriel does this without 
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being recognized or thanked, prompting the question if, like a pollinator in Darwin’s 

orchid model, he is wasting his energy on something that will not reward him in the 

end. Nevertheless, this gives us an example of how one of Troy’s disappointed men 

might deal with the frustration of unfulfilled sexual desire. When Coggan realizes that 

Gabriel is upset over Bathsheba’s marriage to Troy he asks, “What difference does it 

make whose sweetheart she is, since she can’t be yours?” (197). In terms of the rules of 

sexual selection, it should not make a substantial difference to him who Bathsheba 

marries since she rejected his suit. Given that Bathsheba remains, in Darwin’s terms, a 

beloved object for Gabriel, it does very much matter who she marries, as Gabriel knows 

that between the two, there is great difference between the devoted Boldwood and the 

feckless Troy. Even so, after she marries Troy, Gabriel acts as a faithful shepherd, bailiff, 

and friend over and again. (The novel delights in reminding us that Gabriel does things 

he is not meant to do because “the corn was Bathsheba’s, so he lent a hand” [191]). This 

continues until just before the climax of the novel, wherein Gabriel takes over managing 

Boldwood’s farm in addition to Bathsheba’s, demonstrating how he has, as Ortiz-Robles 

argues, become the farmer-shepherd of the whole of the novel’s immediate population, 

from plant to animal to human. Only Gabriel is worthy of being put in a position of 

authority over the farm and capable of entering into marriage without abusing 

Bathsheba or her property.  
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After discovering the truth about Fanny and Troy, Bathsheba turns to sympathy, 

but Hardy does not simply use this as a way to temper the loss of her romance; rather, 

Bathsheba acts as a test case of how far sympathy can be carried before one truly loses. 

Hardy connects Bathsheba’s sympathetic turn to Gabriel. At Fanny’s coffin, “The vision 

of Oak kneeling down that night recurred to her, and with the imitative instinct which 

animates women she seized upon the idea, resolved to kneel and if possible, pray” (261). 

This relates to how Darwin in Expression notes how emotions are physically manifested: 

“There are other actions which are commonly performed under certain circumstances, 

independently of habit, and which seem to be due to imitation or some sort of 

sympathy” (43). Rather than hate the woman that Troy positions as her rival, Bathsheba 

continues to feel sympathy for Fanny, which spirals into other acts of care. After the 

flowers Troy plants on Fanny’s grave are disturbed by rain, with Gabriel’s aid, 

“Bathsheba collected the flowers, and began planting them with that sympathetic 

manipulation of roots and leaves … and which flowers seem to understand and thrive 

upon” (280). While much attention has been given to the sympathy between the human 

and animal within both Darwin and Hardy’s worlds, we should also recognize that the 

rural ecosystem also contains plant life that is just as important to its thriving, 

particularly as these farmers care for their crops, which both sustain life on the farm and 

are transported elsewhere. In blurring together sympathy for Fanny and sympathy for 

the flowers, Bathsheba shows how, in Donna Haraways’s words, “we are in a knot of 
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species coshaping one another in layers of reciprocating complexity all the way down” 

(42).  

Even as the novel seemingly endorses an open-ended sympathy through 

Bathsheba’s change, it returns to Boldwood’s courtship to demonstrate why a 

sympathetic creature may be imperiled in ways Darwin did not perceive. After Troy’s 

supposed death, Boldwood asks Bathsheba to promise to marry him once her husband is 

declared legally dead: “His tone was so excited that she almost feared him at this 

moment even whilst she sympathized. 41 It was a simple physical fear — the weak of the 

strong: there was no emotional aversion or inner repugnance” (309). The novel insists 

that Bathsheba feels for Boldwood, yet, a secondary instinct of fear tells us that 

sympathy may not just be questionable, in terms of individual reward, but in terms of 

individual survival. In his analysis of fear, Darwin notes, “For we have thus habitually 

prepared ourselves to discover and encounter any danger,” which manifests itself in 

physical sensations and a fight or flight response (284). The “simple physical fear” 

Bathsheba experiences is put in terms of the struggle for life — the weak of the strong — 

in which she becomes Boldwood’s prey. At this point in the exchange between 

Bathsheba and Boldwood, the novelist emphasizes that Bathsheba cannot simply flee 

 

41 Likewise, slightly earlier in the text, “The keen instincts of Bathsheba had perceived that the 
farmer’s helpless devotion to herself was still undiminished, and she sympathized deeply. The 
sight had quite depressed her this evening; had reminded her of her folly: she wished anew … 
for some means of making reparation for her fault” (307). Hardy makes it clear that he’s 
imagining feelings as directly connected to instincts.  
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from Boldwood: “she felt coerced by a force stronger than her own will not only into the 

act of promising” (310). The fact that Bathsheba is a sympathetic woman is important to 

understanding how Hardy puts Darwinian emotion to the test. Throughout Darwin’s 

account of sympathy, the examples of active moral sense we see are male, particularly in 

the human realm. This allows readers of Darwin like Hale to see how sexual selection 

still allows for moral sense to be passed down through biological birth, even if 

sympathetic men die. But happens to the sympathetic woman? If Bathsheba is “coerced 

by a force” into marrying Boldwood to protect his sanity, not only is she picking a male 

that by Darwinian logic is unsuitable, she is also placing herself in danger. As she puts it 

to Boldwood, “I want to be just to you, and to be that seems to be wronging myself” 

(328). There is a question of whether she would survive such a union or birth offspring 

at all, much less those with positive traits. In order to make the sympathetic woman 

viable, the novel has to step in and restage the battle portion of sexual selection. The 

novel makes it clear that both Troy and Boldwood are both unacceptable mates. While 

the trope of the fallen woman appears throughout Victorian writing as a figure capable 

of ruining all of society alongside her, by flipping Darwin’s script, Hardy demonstrates 

that immoral men as just as much as a threat, as they are capable killing women and, 

therefore, the means of biological and societal reproduction. Troy’s abandonment of 

Fanny establishes this rule and Boldwood’s threat to Bathsheba’s person confirms 

dangerous men to be a recurring threat. Given that female choice has already failed, 
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given that sympathy on only one side of the marriage would prove disastrous, Hardy 

recuperates rivalry to clean up the mess made by unfettered sexual passion. Although 

Bathsheba has already chosen and married Troy, Boldwood insists on returning to the 

courtship stage. Upon discovering his rival remains alive, “Boldwood’s face of gnashing 

despair had changed. The veins had swollen and a frenzied look had gleamed in his eye. 

He had turned quickly, taken one of the guns, cocked it, and at once discharged it at 

Troy” before attempting suicide and then turning himself in to be executed for his crime 

(332). While we have seen passion produces affective impulses in every member of 

Weatherbury touched by sexual desire, instead of asking managed feeling to overcome 

affect, Hardy pits affect against affect as we see from attenuating to Boldwood’s shifting 

facial expressions and the novel’s turn to description. The bad rivals remove each other 

in order to leave Gabriel as the default option for Bathsheba, giving the novel the power 

to guide female choice. 

Over the course of the novel, Hardy has shown how the principles of sexual 

selection , as they play out in the human world, are directly at odds with preserving 

moral sense; in an attempt to maintain both sexual attraction and sympathy, he 

reimagines courtship in a model that resembles that between the flower and pollinator. 

The principles that Hardy borrows from this model are an orchid-like experiment that 

leads to the preference for difference and relies on an attraction that does not end in an 

enclosed heterosexual household. Especially given the fact that Gabriel and Bathsheba 
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are of the same species, Hardy certainly bends this model, but the underlying principles 

that governed the mutualistic relationship between the orchid and the insect remain. 

While Gabriel is not precisely a one-to-one equivalent of a pollinator (in that while bees 

and wasps visit many flowers, he returns to Bathsheba again and again), he returns to 

Bathsheba because he desires to, not because he has to, particularly as he gains financial 

stability over the course of the novel. This continual back and forth between Bathsheba 

and Gabriel helps answer a question Darwin had about the actions of pollinators. 

“Insects, or at least bees, are by no means destitute of intelligence,” Darwin says in 

Contrivances, “Can it be believed that bees which / show this much intelligence, should 

preserve in visiting flower after flower … in the hope of obtaining nectar which is never 

present? This, as I have said, seems to me utterly incredible” (29). To take this problem 

to the level of the novel, why does Gabriel save Bathsheba’s sheep, why does he stay on 

with her, why does he direct her toward Boldwood and on and on ….? In Hardy’s 

words, “the love-led man” (124) derives pleasure from this because he is able to protect 

his beloved, and to a lesser extent, other individuals (both human and animal) he cares 

about. The collapse of Bathsheba and the rest of the farm in these ventures is no 

accident. Although there is no tangible reward, there is affective pleasure in the act of 

being close to and aiding the person he is most attracted.42 Gabriel himself reminds us 

 

42 Not every critic agrees with this summation of Hardy. Caroline Sumpter, who focuses of Jude in 
her exploration of Hardy and sympathy, suggests that, rather than following Darwin in 
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that natural law is not necessarily what we would assume to be logical: “It is possible 

that there was this golden legend under the utilitarian one: ‘I will help to my last breath 

the woman I have loved so dearly’” (213). Pollination, in this sense, is not part of the 

reproductive process but is rather actions that keep the farm alive. While Bathsehba is at 

the root of Gabriel’s actions, it is worth noting that his love for her furthers his cross-

species sympathies, as he takes care of the plants, animals, and humans on the farm. 

Throughout the novel, Bathsheba has adapted to imitate Gabriel, much like the flowers 

Darwin found so aesthetically appealing changed their appearances to attract insects. 

The change in his heroine’s moral sense mirrors the change in how the two sexes 

approach one another by the end of the novel. Bathsheba initially rejects Gabriel because 

of their different stations and her lack of desire for him; to restart the courtship between 

Gabriel and Bathsheba, Hardy has Bathsheba continually note her bailiff’s worth and 

find pleasure in her interactions with him and thoughts of him (240, 299, 312-3) until this 

climaxes “in an absolute hunger for pity and sympathy, and miserable in that she 

appeared to have outlived the only true friendship she had ever owned” (345). The fact 

that Bathsheba hungers for Gabriel’s sympathy and that she is distressed at the idea of 

him leaving shows that he has become beloved in her mind.   

 

 

connecting sympathy and pleasure, “Hardy seems unconvinced that pleasure is sympathy’s 
motivating force” (675). “Hardy’s achievement,” Sumpter argues, “may be to make us feel the 
loss of altruists in individual terms” (676).  
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That both Gabriel and Bathsheba are now participating in a courtship model of 

coevolution, in that they are willing to adapt to one another, brings together their 

sympathetic natures and sexual attraction. Hardy’s commentary on Bathsheba and 

Gabriel’s relationship is worth quoting at length to show how he reconfigures love 

through his new model: 

Theirs was that substantial affection which arises … when the two who are 
thrown together begin first by knowing the rougher sides of each other’s 
character, and not the best till further on, the romance growing up in the 
interstices of a mass of hard prosaic reality. This good-fellowship — camaraderie, 
usually occurring though similarity of pursuits, is unfortunately seldom super-
added to love between the sexes, because they associate not in their labours but 
in their pleasures merely. Where however happy circumstance permits its 
development the compounded feeling proves itself to be the only love which is 
strong as death. (348) 
 

The initial courtships focused on superficial attraction first, which is why Troy’s claim 

that romances “all end at marriage” (236) seems to be correct. Bathsheba and Gabriel’s 

romance, in contrast, requires time and adaptation to come to fruition. In describing 

how their affection is born, Hardy compares romance to a plant “growing up in the 

interstices of a mass of hard prosaic reality.” In other words, it is not just Bathsheba and 

Gabriel who had to grow individually, but sexual passion had shift into something that 

could viably survive the couple’s material realities. To temper passion with sympathy is 

not just to promote moral goodness but to instead transform a destructive feeling into a 

productive one. Although here Hardy blatantly states that the typical love between the 

sexes is uninterested in labor, we have already seen how Gabriel’s sympathetic turn has 
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made labor in and of itself pleasurable. Thus, when Hardy terms this love as “strong as 

death,” what he means is that rather than distracting from the care of the farm 

(Boldwood, Troy), the love between Bathsheba and Gabriel will spill outside the 

enclosure of the heterosexual couple, as they act as nurturers for those who are 

dependent on their management.43 Cross-pollination becomes a metaphorical action, as 

care from the couple is not tightly bound within the family but is spread across sheep, 

dogs, and the crops that provide their sustenance.  

 

V. Do Dogs Dream of Sympathetic Sheep?  

The idea that sympathy tempers sexual passion into a productive form is very 

neat, but Hardy does not leave his readers with such an easy solution. On the surface, 

Madding Crowd’s conclusion looks quite a bit like Emma’s solution: moral sense has been 

married to property (Gabriel has taken over Boldwood’s farm). Yet, whereas Austen’s 

novel ends with “the perfect happiness of the union” between Emma and Knightley 

(333), Joseph Poorgrass gets the last word by “quoting” scripture. He says of the couple, 

“I wish him joy o’ her; though I were once or twice upon saying to-day with holy Hosea 

in my scripture manner which is my second nature, ‘Ephraim is joined to idols: let him 

 

43 Although I am interested in sympathy as an instinctive feeling, this is similar to Rachel Ablow’s 
“marital sympathy” that she sees as both “a pleasure characteristic of the domestic sphere — aa 
reward for the man’s hard labor in the marketplace — and as what enables him to persist in 
though labors without being entirely corrupted” (4). I would add that, in Hardy’s care, this 
includes the woman as well.  



 

 308 

alone.’ But since ‘tis as ‘tis why it might have been worse, and I feel my thanks 

according” (353). The Book of Hosea equates the titular prophet’s marriage with a 

prostitute with Israel’s promiscuity to God by worshipping idols.44 Although the book 

eventually promises reconciliation between God and Israel,45 Poorgrass instead 

references the judgments of God against Israel that predicts future destruction.46 While 

such future destruction could look toward the increasing modernization of the 

agricultural community and its accompanying labor movement that would gain 

momentum into the twentieth century,47 despite stops and starts, it also suggests the 

present institution is precariously situated. The reference to a biblical book devoted to 

questions of adultery and judgment casts a shadow over a marriage Hardy originally 

deemed durable.48 While several of the farm workers suggest the couple will have a 

child, and critics like Aaron Matz read the end of a novel as closing “(in typical Victorian 

fashion) with the promise of reproduction intact: in the implied scene following the 

 

44 God first speaks to Hosea by saying: “Go, take unto thee a wife of whoredoms and children of 
whoredoms: for the land hath committed great whoredom, departing from the LORD” (Hosea 
1:2).  
45 When Israel repents, God claims: “I will heal their backsliding, I will love them freely: for mine 
anger is turned away from him” (Hosea 14:4).  
46 The verse that precedes “Ephraim is joined to idols: let him alone” compares the Israelites to 
sheep: “For Israel slideth back as a backsliding heifer: now the Lord will feed them as a lamb in a 
large place” (4:16). 
47 Reginald Groves gave an overview of unionization efforts of the rural worker in Sharpen the 
Sickle! Alan Howkins’s Poor Labouring Men: Rural Radicalism in Norfolk 1872-1923 chronicles union 
and strike actions from the initial call for unionization in 1872 into the twentieth century.  
48 To this point, Raymond Williams observes, “The marriage of Oak and Bathsheba is a case of 
eventual stability, after so much disturbance, but even that has an air of inevitable resignation 
and lateness” (115). 
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novel’s final page, Hardy will be telling the story of the birth of Bathsheba and Gabriel’s 

child,” (11) Poorgrass’s words suggest their marriage represents something far more 

complicated. There are two potential readings to Poorgrass referencing Hosea: he is 

equating Gabriel and Bathsheba’s relationship development to that of Hosea and his 

wife Gomer or he is alluding to the fact that even a seeming stable marriage is not 

enough to steady the increasingly unstable rural world. Either way, his addendum “it 

might have been worse” implies that this marriage is not the ideal by any means; it is 

simply better than what might have occurred. The novel’s final lines ask us to doubt that 

this is a model of the household that will be further reproduced (and, if we look ahead to 

future Hardy novels, we know it is not). And, given that such a shadow has been cast on 

the marriage and the fact that the novel actively ends on a pessimistic note, it is not 

necessarily a fact that the marriage will bear reproductive fruit in the biological sense.49 

 If we take the final moment’s ending as purposeful pessimism and read 

backwards throughout the novel, then we can see that Hardy casts Gabriel and 

Bathsheba’s survival as the exception, rather than the rule. While, as we have seen, some 

of the death count of Madding Crowd directly comes from overrun affect put into violent 

action, the most tragic deaths of the novel do not. I am, of course, referring to Fanny 

 

49 Aaron Matz has written about Hardy’s blatant antinatalism in the naturalist’s other novels: 
Hardy’s “Malthusian veneer is a brittle cover for a more complicated attitude toward procreation 
and its ethics. Hardy gives us the gnawing feeling that any kind of reproduction should be 
scrutinized and possibly resisted” (8).  
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Robbin and her child who die in the Casterbridge workhouse. Were Hardy to be accused 

of producing something like Dickensian sentimentality, it would be in his portrayal of a 

pregnant Fanny’s final walk in the snow until she collapses from exhaustion. Here, 

Hardy introduces a dog who offers her sympathy in the manner Darwin described his 

dog being kind to a cat: “The animal respectfully withdrew a step or two when the 

woman moved, and seeing that she did not repulse him he licked her hand.” 

Recognizing Fanny’s need for aid, the dog helps her walk to the workhouse, expressing 

“distress” when she is incapacitated (233). The sympathy of the dog is in direct contrast 

to the callousness and cruelty Fanny experiences from her own species, particularly 

Frank who claims to love her but harms her at every turn. While Gabriel is eventually 

rewarded for his sympathy, Fanny’s animal friend is decidedly not: “I stoned him away,” 

a man at the workhouse confesses (234). This acts as an ill-omen for Fanny’s treatment in 

and eventual death shortly after entering the workhouse.50 Fanny’s death leaves us with 

a puzzle: why do some sympathetic members of the community thrive and while others 

do not?   

Perhaps the most sympathetic creatures in the novel are Hardy’s sheep and dogs, 

whose instincts allow Gabriel to read the Weatherbury landscape and help establish the 

 

50 Anthony Brundage would have us take note that while what can be broadly called the English 
Poor Laws had reforms during this period, “In the countryside, the hundreds of grim 
workhouses built in the 1830s and 1840s continued to operate, many of them virtually unchanged 
since 1834” (120). 
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natural laws of the novel. The dogs and sheep very early on establish the rules of 

survival for the harsh countryside, as George the dog’s son accidentally kills two 

hundred ewes and at least two hundred unborn lambs by leading them off a cliff. As a 

consequence: “George’s son had done his work so thoroughly that he was considered too 

good a workman to live … another instance of the untoward fate which so often attends 

dogs and other philosophers who follow out a train of reasoning to its logical 

conclusion, and attempt perfectly consistent conduct in a world made up so largely of 

compromise” (34). Much has been made about this scene by recent readers of Hardy’s 

novel. Ivan Kreilkamp reads this scene as driving home the point that “the ultimately 

sacrificial, carnivorous logic of the pastoral relationship. The shepherd raises and 

tenderly cares for every animal in his flock, but this may be, in the end, all in the service 

of a tender piece of meat” (127). This is all certainly true: the rural ecosystem, like 

Darwin’s nature, requires certain individuals to be sacrificed while others survive. Mario 

Ortiz-Robles demonstrates how George’s son explores the limit of sympathy: “To decide 

whether a dog lives or dies may not constitute a biopolitical calculation in the larger 

sense of the term, but it does suggest that the ‘care of life’ includes, in its everyday 

dispensations, the arrogation of the right to kill animals. The dog’s ‘logical conclusion’ is 

all animal while Oak’s decision, the passage implies, is all too human” (91). To add to 

this point, however, I want to note it is not that Gabriel possesses a different type of 

thinking that George’s son because the dog is an animal. To the contrary, Hardy tells us 
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“dogs and other philosophers” who follow logical conclusions will falter because the world 

is about “compromise.” In Hardy’s words, George does not merely die because of 

utilitarian valuation, but because he refuses to bend. All of the humans who perish 

shared George’s logic: Fanny’s endless devotion to Troy, Troy’s rakish behavior, 

Boldwood’s refusal to give up Bathsheba. The “perfectly consistent conduct” of these 

actors, we might note, are always those that actively put the community in jeopardy. We 

can see this most clearly when Troy gets all of the farmhands drunk, putting the crops at 

risk of an approaching violent storm that, without the intervention of Gabriel and 

Bathsheba, would have plunged the farm into chaos. This is in direct contrast to Gabriel 

and Bathsheba, who adapt to their circumstances over the course of the novel. Adaption 

and stability, in Hardy’s view, are not completely at odds in Madding Crowd. To maintain 

agrarian life requires such compromise. 

Hardy insists that the creatures that made up his fictional Wessex and, in fact, 

England itself had to adapt faster than those located in nature. Throughout Madding 

Crowd there are questions of modernizing farming, but Hardy globalizes this rural 

problem: “how the face of nations alter, and what great changes we live to see 

nowadays” (96). We should keep in mind that, as the author himself noted in his 1912 

preface to Madding Crowd that Wessex living under Queen Victoria was “a modern 

Wessex of railways, the penny post, mowing and reaping machines, union workhouses, 

lucifer matches, labourers who could read and write, and National school children” 
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(392). Even as Wessex was considered “modern” at the time Hardy was writing and, as 

careful readers know, the places in fictional Wessex roughly corresponded to the real 

England, Hardy remarks almost forty years after Madding Crowd’s first printing, 

Weatherbury “would perhaps be hardly discernible by the explorer, without help, in any 

existing place nowadays” (393).51 Although Hardy in this context is clearly talking about 

the material changes that have shaped the national milieu, it crystallizes the problem the 

novel has in giving us a definitive endorsement of sympathy, or any named emotion. 

Madding Crowd certainly demonstrates the pitfalls of selfishness and shows how overrun 

affect (particularly as demonstrated by those in positions of power) threatens survival, 

but it also builds on what Darwin has already established: there will always be a 

problem with every form of mutualism. New types of relations will constantly emerge 

as aberrations with what we assumed was a set model because these are imperfect 

systems that need continual adaptation. If Hardy demonstrates anything concrete about 

sympathy it is that, while feeling “correctly” may not guarantee that one will survive or 

thrive (as Darwin hints in his original theory), the positive feelings produced by moral 

sense give one reason to live. 

 

 

51 Erag Ramizi explores how Hardy’s “peasant” helps us understand the novelist’s chronicles of 
population shifts and uneven developments through a “time-consciousness … that allows 
farmers to continue to be seen as anachronistic peasants even though they may be full-fledged, 
modern capitalist actors” (128). 
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VI. At Emotion’s End   

Far From the Madding Crowd is only one of the novels from the early 1870s that act 

as the last gasp of a genre experimenting with how to create a system of managed 

emotions that could contain the upheavals of its time. That so many critics who have 

discussed Hardy and sympathy are ambivalent about whether or not the naturalist’s 

successive novels believe this feeling is capable of creating a lasting form of mutualism 

tells us that the novel form is having a more difficult time working its magic in light of 

both the reconfiguration of instinct and continued recognition of the cruelty that 

governed labor. Pamela Gossin notes that when we read Hardy’s novels collectively, they 

tell us a story of humanity’s placed on a cosmic scaled: “All … after Gabriel and 

Bathsheba, are poised to fade into extinction. … Hardy’s modern men blunder on, 

caught between unrecoverable past and unrealizable future, torn by instinctual impulses 

and idealistic desires they inadequately understand” (231). As we saw through the 

courtships in Madding Crowd and we see in novels that follow it like George Eliot’s Daniel 

Deronda (1876), there is a gap between those who are the most sympathetic and civilized 

and those who survive. Heroines such as Bathsheba Everdene and Gwendolen Harleth 

may receive some sort of reformation at the end of the novel, but they are no longer 
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placed in stable households that will reproduce sympathy through biological 

reproduction across untold generations.52  

If we take Daniel Deronda as a further example, we can see that even the great 

Victorian realist Eliot (who was far more invested in moral seriousness than Hardy) 

could not use named emotions to bring bodily impulse under control. Like Hardy, Eliot 

recognizes that feelings are attached to the biological body, which she registers through 

collapsing feeling with physical sensation. Gwendolen instinctively reacts to courting, 

for example: “The perception that poor Rex wanted to be tender made her curl up and 

harden like a sea-anemone at the touch of a finder” (81). Eliot brings the natural world 

to bear on English society, even as she tries to once again revise a system of traditional 

emotions that was failing to properly categorize this type of instinct. Famously, the 

titular hero guides Gwendolen Harleth through a series of moral quandaries, acting as a 

spiritual guide of sorts. In these lessons, his instruction focuses on teaching Gwendolen 

to harness her feelings rather than how she acts, as male mentors such as Knightley or 

even Gabriel Oak lectured their female pupils.53 When Daniel discusses emotion, he 

 

52 Beer’s reading of Daniel Deronda is in the context of the Victorian period’s intersection of 
evolutionary and psychological theory: “it began to be asked what emotions and what reflex 
actions help the individual and race to survive” (201). Beer argues, “Gwendolen … survives her 
marriage, does not bear children to a hated husband, and so avoids becoming a part of that 
genealogical world of succession which transforms personal choice into kinship and knits the 
individual into the world of descent and transmitted values” (203). 
53 For more on this, see Patricia Menon’s Austen, Eliot, Charlotte Brontë and the Mentor-Lover. 
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treats it like an instinct, albeit one that can be controlled. Take his speech on fear to 

Gwendolen:  

Turn your fear into a safeguard. Keep your dread fixed on the idea of increasing 
that remorse which is so bitter to you. … We are not always in a state of strong 
emotion, and when we are calm we can use our memories and gradually change 
the bias of our fear, as we do our tastes. Take your fear as a safeguard. It is like 
quickness of hearing. It may make consequences passionately present to you. Try 
to take hold of your sensibility, and use it as if it were a faculty, like vision. (452) 
 

Daniel suggests that fear is possible of doing something for the moral realm that it does 

for species in the natural world. That is, in listening to fear, Gwendolen can recognize 

and flee from acting selfishly. Like Gwendolen’s negative response to Rex’s failed 

courtship, Daniel suggests that fear can be likened to the senses of “hearing” and 

“vision,” once again equating feeling with the body. How Daniel explains Gwendolen 

can modify instinct marks a departure from Darwin’s Expression. In Expression, Darwin 

argues “there exists an inherited or instinctive tendency to the performance of an action, 

or an inherited taste” (39). While Darwin may see the emotions as ingrained into the 

species, Eliot imagines that we can train ourselves “and gradually change the biases of 

our fear, as we do our tastes.” We can, to put it another way, domesticate and harness 

our feelings to make them compatible with society. As readers may recall, Daniel is 

coaching Gwendolen to use fear in context of becoming a more sympathetic subject, yet 

for all of its investment in such an education, the novel is unable to guarantee such a 

methodology works. After Daniel ends his pedantic speech, Gwendolen asks a question 

that the novel form itself has been asking across the decade: “But if feelings rose — there 
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are some feelings — hatred and anger — how can I be good when they keep rising?” 

(452-3). Notably, the novel cuts off Daniel and Gwendolen’s conversation before he can 

answer her query. The novel’s initial silence to this question, as well as the psychic 

“murder” of Grandcourt forces Daniel and the novel to reevaluate this initial desire to 

harness emotion.  

If Far From the Madding Crowd took up questions of what would hold together a 

rural countryside that could not isolate itself from not just the industrial city but the 

greater globe, then Daniel Deronda asks what it means to be part of a global community 

characterized by war, rebellion, and displacement.54 What brings both works together is 

that they do not socialize instinct as an author like Dickens sought to do but argue that 

instincts are social in and of themselves as they deal with the affects that had been 

previously pushed into the natural world, the colonies, and abroad. As a consequence, 

the novel lands upon communities that are far from the “civilized” households that the 

earlier nineteenth-century novel attempted to naturalize. Daniel Deronda, of course, ends 

not just with a heterosexual coupling that signals biological reproduction but with the 

spiritual marriage between Daniel, Moredcai, and Mirah and a similar relationship 

between Daniel and Gwendolen. As Daniel tells the heroine at their parting, “I shall be 

more with you than I used to be … Now we can perhaps never see each other again. But 

 

54 The novel first mentions the American Civil War in its ninth chapter (90). The 1865 Jamaica 
Rebellion becomes a topic of conversation at Diplow (331). The Jewish plot of the novel takes up 
the questions of migration and colonization.   
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our minds may get nearer” (805-6). Eliot’s ending gives us another configuration of how 

the orchid and pollinator model can create new relations between different peoples that 

move beyond national boundaries, especially when biological reproduction cannot be 

counted upon to ensure the production of a moral species. That Deronda ends with 

affective marriages between its characters that will last no matter how they are 

geographically and politically dispersed, means the novel sees these ethical affective 

exchanges as a way to imagine amelioration for the dissatisfaction felt throughout the 

empire. That colonial novels from the next decade such as The Story of an African Farm 

(1883) would make declarations such as “We all enter the world little plastic beings, with 

so much natural force” (154) tells us that these affective impulses were being noticed and 

manipulated by all of those lives defined by English culture. As every decade brought 

new political and affective challenges for the novel to contend with, each successive 

literary revision had to ask what the effects of this literary project were. Hardy’s later 

novels placed sympathetic but tragic figures at their centers that resembled Fanny 

Robbin more than Bathsheba Everdene, such as the titular Tess of the d'Urbervilles (1891) 

and Jude the Obscure (1895). In focusing on such figures, Hardy’s late novels showed just 

who had to be sacrificed in order for chaos to be contained, provoking a question of 

whether or not the rural system of labor was, in fact, worth maintaining. New Woman 

fiction, like Sarah Grand’s The Heavenly Twins (1893) or The Beth Book (1897) directly 

experimented with what allowed sexual passion to produce biologically viable offspring 
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in a time of errant desire. Genre fiction in the vein of H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine 

(1895) begged its readers to consider what kinds of worlds this reliance on affective 

reform reproduced. In doing so, the novel came to see feeling as more than the glue that 

held together the present but, rather as the generative force of the British empire’s future 

— for better or worse.
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Conclusion: Novel Affects 

At its core, this dissertation asserts that the novel translated political unrest into 

affect, then converted that insurgent force into a socialized feeling that could be 

managed on the level of domestic life. Political discontent — driven by imperialism, the 

move to industrialization, unstable financial systems, population growth, the call to 

expand franchise, the women question, etc. — threatened to become revolutionary over 

the course of the decade. Nasser Mufti has argued that these internal struggles, what he 

historicizes as civil wars, were what helped define the nation. Mufti’s point does not 

“refute the claim that English nationhood, with all its disciplinary mechanisms, did not 

remerge as the privileged form of affiliation and governance. Rather, [he argues] it is no 

coincidence that at the moment it became possible to speak of an English nation, it 

became conceivable and productive to speak of its fractures, divisions, and internal 

wars” (26). That the novel made it thus possible to unimagine the nation, as Mufti puts 

it, is precisely why I see the tension between named emotion and affect as integral to 

understanding the project of the nineteenth-century novel. Only in recognizing the 

fractures of its age, registering them through its text, and revising them through its 

experiments in socializing affect could the novel learn how to make a world that 

responded to these internal wars. As Jameson says,“The ideology of realism also tends 

to stage it in terms of content, and here clearly the realist mode is closely associated with 

the bourgeoise and the coming into being of bourgeois daily life: this, I would like to 
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insist, is also very much a construction, and it is a construction in which realism and 

narrative participate” (5). This construction is only produced through the unity of 

struggle embodied in the novel form. To emphasize the landscape of the epochs in 

which these novels had to perform their metamorphic feats, I will close with a brief 

sketch of the major historical conditions that defined England during the time each of 

these selected novels was being produced and distributed. This demonstrates just what 

fissures in the English identity the novel had to recognize and, simultaneously, fashion 

the social glue that could hold this imaginative small world together. This achievement, 

to put it in Jameson’s terms, “constitutes the mastering of affect by ideology, of the body 

open to sensations by the bourgeois ideology of the body and its training, manners, 

stances, and practice” (65)  

 

Persuasion (Published 1817)  

 Austen’s novel about the Royal Navy appeared just after the Napoleonic Wars 

ended, but this did not usher in an age of peace and stability. Although I briefly touched 

on the changing value of currency and land in my first chapter, I would like to elaborate 

here. Mary Poovey has explained how the Napoleonic War brought about a shortage of 

coin that carried over into the nineteenth century, as the Bank of England could no 

longer back currency with gold (8). After 1797, “This reliance on nonconvertible paper, 

along with the country’s dependence on a system of borrowing known as the National 
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Debt, further extended the network of credit and debt  … the possibility of avoiding debt 

disappeared as credit instruments became virtually the only available medium of 

exchange” (8-9). F.M.L. Thompson’s history of England’s landed estates makes it clear 

that from the end of the eighteenth century up to the start of Victoria’s reign, debt 

became part and parcel of agricultural life. In Persuasion, we see Sir Walter in debt 

(which Austen attributes to his rejection of “method, moderation, and economy” after 

the death of his wife), but we know little of the state of his farming tenants beyond the 

Mr. Shepherd’s employment as his land agent (14). The agricultural depressions of the 

time, however, more likely affected landowners than farmers, as “times were difficult for 

the smaller landowners, particularly those who had been tempted to borrow heavily 

during the war years. Their debts, incurred at a time of high prices, left a burden of fixed 

interest payments which many were unable to meet from the lower money incomes of 

the post-war years, and considerable sales followed” (Thompson 233). While my first 

chapter demonstrates just how Persuasion recreates an exclusive community in the wake 

of increased debt and lost property, we need to understand that this fictive kinship was 

not a solution to economic destabilization but, rather, a way to adjust to a new reality. 

This network of credit and debt would continue to plague the nineteenth century, 

affecting both the country and the city, as chronicled in novels by major Victorian writers 

such as Dickens (whose 1855-57 urban social novel Little Dorrit recorded the inhumane 

consequences of debt) and Anthony Trollope, most notably in The Way We Live Now 
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(1875), which considered how this financial system spreads beyond the confines of 

England.  

 

Jane Eyre (Published 1847)  

 Between Austen’s final novel and the emergence of the Brontë sisters’ published 

work toward the end of the Hungry Forties, rural laborers lost political ground after the 

English Swing rising of 1830. E.J. Hobsbawm and George Rudé’s Captain Swing traces 

this lack of further popular uprising partially to the failure of 1830 to make any impact 

in London and the New Poor Law of 1834, which “knocked the last nails into the coffin 

of their ancient belief that social inequality be combined with the recognition of human 

rights.” Laborers, Hobsbawm and Rudé claim, “knew that they had to fight alone … or 

not at all. For another twenty years or so they waged a silent, embittered, vengeful 

campaign of poaching, burning and rural terror … But these were rearguard actions of a 

minority. The majority remained inert and passive” until the 1870s (17). Although I begin 

here with the conditions of the rural landscape just before Victoria’s reign, the movement 

that most obviously characterized this time period until 1848 was the Chartist 

movement, known for its call for universal male suffrage after the Reform Act of 1832 

failed to significantly expand the franchise. Dorothy Thompson saw Chartists as those 

who “had grievances that could better be described as ‘social’ rather than ‘political’. 

They included low and declining wages; the break-up of the family caused by the 
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Factory system and the provisions of the New Poor Law; the advent of provincial police 

forces, which interfered with popular recreations and political activities.” The Chartist 

movement was not interested in revolution, unlike the national uprisings across Europe 

or Marx and Engels’s call for workers in the Communist Manifesto (1848): “But in Britain 

the road to reform was seen to lie through the enlargement of the political system to 

include the working class, not the overthrow of the system as such” (154). As I stated in 

chapter two, Jane Eyre’s engineering of the nuclear family presaged the dissolution of 

Chartism before it lost most of its ground in 1848. Such a familial unit spoke to the social 

reforms that mattered to the Chartists and defined the English household positively 

against its “foreign” (and therefore uncivilized) households. Malcolm Chase’s Chartism: 

A New History reminds us that vestiges of the movement remained until 1859, but the 

novel was once again able to foreclose questions of revolution in English daily life. 

 

A Tale of Two Cities (Published 1859) 

 Dickens’s revolutionary novel appears at a time some might deem the most 

stable time of the Victorian period: the Golden Years. The possibility of revolution 

seemed to have been closed down both at home and abroad. Bernard Porter says of the 

economy, “Britain was a phenomenal expansionary society in the mid-nineteenth 

century, as if she could not contain her energies within her own domestic bounds. Her 

trade with the world outside came to £200 millions worth in 1851 … That was far larger 
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than any other country’s foreign trade, and it was also spread much wider than theirs” 

(13-14). Porter connects the social peace with the fact that by the end of this period in the 

1870s, “most classes of people felt better off, and almost certainly were so. This is why 

these are called the golden years” (28).1 Even under this veneer of momentary economic 

stability, England continued to deal with the ghosts left behind by its turn to imperial 

urbanism. Political changes were also on the horizon, as Catherine Hall, Keith 

McClelland, and Jane Rendall chronicle in their history of the Reform Act of 1867: “In 

the new and much more urbanised social and economic climate of the 1850s and 1860s, 

the movement for a wider franchise gathered strength” (2). In their analysis of the 

history surrounding the passage of the Reform Act, Hall, McClelland, and Rendall ask 

this question “On what basis could a person enjoy rights, and, specifically, the right to 

vote?” (58). While I do not claim that Dickens was writing a direct commentary on the 

project of franchise reform, A Tale of Two Cities asks precisely this question as it looks at a 

historical struggle and brings it to bear on his own nation — one that is inherently 

divided by class. Perhaps more than any other author I have analyzed in depth in this 

project, Dickens shows how the novel was capable of turning a political revolution into a 

revolution of the heart.  

 

 

1 It is worth noting that Porter’s full argument is that the social and political states of the “Golden 
Years” are at the root of the later problems the nation would face.  
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Far From the Madding Crowd (Published 1874) 

Rather than close down the possibility of political struggle, the passage of the 

Reform Act of 1867 encouraged a push for more political and social reforms. The 

agricultural workers’ movement re-emerged in the 1860s and a key motivating factor 

was, as Martin Empson notes, the desire to extend the Reform Act to agricultural 

workers (274). The “Revolt of the Field,” as the agricultural trade union movement was 

called, involved campaigning for improvements and strikes if demands were not 

granted (275). By the time Hardy’s novel appeared in print, “the [National Agricultural 

Labourer’s Union] had grown to 1,480 branches and 86, 214 members. Together with the 

independent unions, some 150,000 farm-workers were now organized” (279). This led to 

struggles with the farmers, which along with agricultural depressions, negatively 

impacted the workers. Rural labor was becoming modernized, as we can see in Hardy’s 

Wessex, which meant that the working population had to adapt. Gabriel’s time at the 

Casterbridge hiring fair gestures toward the larger migration of workers across both 

rural and urban areas who sought work during this period of transition.2 In having 

Gabriel and Bathsheba move across urban and rural land and up and down the class 

ladder, Hardy’s novel demonstrates the realities of dominant economic mode giving way 

 

2 In Hardy’s account of the “Dorsetshire Labourer,” Hardy gives a worst-case scenario of the 
figure of the shepherd: “Here, at the corner of the street, in this aforesaid wet hiring-fair stands 
an old shepherd. He is evidently a lonely man. The battle of life has always been a sharp one for 
him … He is now so bowed by hard work and years that, approaching from behind you can 
scarcely see his head” (257-8). 
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to industrial capitalism. But even as Hardy demonstrates great affinity with the 

agricultural laborer, Madding Crowd is more invested in finding a middle ground 

between the landowner and worker, rather than overhauling rural life itself.   

 

This dissertation’s four chapters narrate how the realist novel came to rework 

insurgent affect to stabilize, if only tentatively, the English community. This continued 

integration of affect as a major narrative impulse, as Jameson suggests, mean that, “[a]t 

its outer limit, then, affect becomes the organ of perception of the world itself, the 

vehicle of my being-in-the-world” (43). The emergence of affect not only helps interpret 

an individual position in the world but also tells urges us to pay greater attention to the 

world itself. That is, what are the conditions that allow this impulse to emerge? The 

nineteenth-century novel, as I have shown it, crystallized these struggles through the 

emergence of affect and then reformed them for its own project. But while the novel 

form continued to reinvent itself from Austen to Hardy and beyond, its investment 

continued to lie in preventing upheavals, rather than embracing the revolutionary 

possibilities it, albeit briefly, posed (Moor House or a redemption of the 

lumpenproletariat, for instance). The Victorian novels we categorize as the major realist 

works today leaves us with the question what would happen if the novel were to 

embrace affect, instead of reforming it. How would following an insurgent narrative 

impulse reimagine the English novel and, through this, the nation? 
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