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Clarissa  PRIVATE 

Christopher's Hill's article:  "Clarissa Harlowe and Her Times"
—an old essay but worth knowing about.
I.
Hill reviews a well-known argument (in "Marriage Settlements in the Eighteenth Century" by H.J. Habakkuk), that marriage was increasingly subordinated to the increase of landed wealth.

Hill continues in summary: "[T]he father became in effect life tenant of the estate.  The eldest son came to occupy a unique position of authority; and the estate, the family property, acquired greater importance than the individual owner" (102-3).

"'[P]rofound changes . . .  in attitude  to the family and to land' . . .  were related to the necessity of adapting landownership to a society in which standards of expenditure were set by those whose wealth derived from sources other than land, and in which taxation fell heavily on landowners" (103).  

After the Restoration, the landed classes still had their land, but the economy was increasingly capitalistic.  Clarissa's use of the term "raising a family" refers to the ambition to accumulate estates in order to elevate the family to a new social rank.


Clarissa's grandfather's will upset James's plan for family aggrandizement.  Solmes would have solved the problem.

II. "The novel as a literary form arose with the bourgeois" (106). [This generalization is very common--in various forms.]


A short discussion of Clarissa's bourgeois attitudes and habits of industry follows.

III.
Clarissa, says Hill, "examine[s] the effect on individuals of property marriage" (107).


The novel pits against each other various moral standards. Lovelace honorably 
takes care of his tenants and would "marry off" or maintain any young woman he "ruined." 

Both Lovelace and Clarissa are "free" as the poor are not, but only apparently so. 

"Lovelace's 'freedom' was the result of his inherited wealth, of the property-marriage system: so his refusal to play the property-marriage game meant the end, so far as his family was concerned" (113).


Clarissa, by refusing to marry Solmes, separated herself from her family.  Though she won a greater freedom of moral choice by her isolation, yet . . . [she was] cut off from all possibility of living in her society.  Freedom in each case turned out to be merely ignorance of [economic] necessity.  Therefore Richardson was reduced, in defending the only conscious positive morality he depicts, to call in the next world to redress the balance of this" (113).

IV. Next follows a discussion of Clarissa's isolation and the significance of isolation in the Puritan and bourgeois tradition (e.g. Bunyan's Christian; Defoe's Robinson Crusoe):


This is a complex subject on which it is easy to over-simplify, but at least one common factor in these examples of a literary and philosophical fashion is a desire to cut the individual free from the inherited traditions, customs and laws of society, to set him alone, in a state of 'freedom.'  It is of a piece with that individualism which the new bourgeois society created, in reaction against the corporate loyalties and customs of subordination which had united feudal society" (114).

V.
"The property family confronted Clarissa in the form of parental authority, which had its economic basis in the father's ability to grant or withhold marriage portions to his daughters" (114-5).


"Clarissa represents the supreme criticism of property marriage.  But in this it is a culmination of the Puritan tradition" (115).


Aristocratic marriages had long been economic arrangements; Capitalism and Protestantism supported "a new conception of marriage, of which Milton's is the highest: a companionship based on mutual affection.  The social basis for this view of marriage was the small workshop or farm in which the wife was in fact a helpmeet to her husband" (115).


Discussion of the great importance of pre-marital chastity and fidelity (115ff):  "Insistence on absolute premarital chastity goes hand-in-hand with the bourgeois conception of absolute property, immune alike from the king's right to arbitrary taxation and the church's divine right to tithes" (116).


Richardson challenges convention and "establish[es] the principle that chastity of the mind is more important than chastity of the body" (116).


"Clarissa's standards . . . are those of the Puritan ideal, not those of conventional market morality" (116).

VI. The "fundamental flaw in Puritan morality" (117):


Spiritual equality (that means equality for women as well) 





vs 


the superiority of the elect (which might easily coincide with the minority of the propertied)


Spiritual equality in patriarchal contexts (subordination of women in Christian teaching) (subordination of women in contemporary economic reality) is spiritual equality impaired: "subordination in equality" (118-119).


"It is Richardson's greatness . . . that his respect for Clarissa's integrity led him to push the Puritan code forward to the point at which its flaw was completely revealed, at which it broke down as a standard of conduct for this world.  His conscious desire in writing the novel was to assert the bourgeois and Puritan conception of marriage against the feudal-cavalier standards of Lovelace and the Harlowe emphasis on concentration of property" (119).  But in fact he revealed the flaw in that conception.  "[T]he contradictions of subordination in equality which were inherent in the Puritan view of women were too strong for him" (119).

VII. Concluding reflections:  "Seen in this perspective, the moral issues raised by Clarissa have their place in the evolution of ideas from Luther's doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, through the Puritan conception of the infallible conscience, on to the romantic individualist revolt" (121).


-----------------------
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