Clarissa Annotated Bibliography
Carnell, Rachel K.  “Clarissa’s Treasonable Correspondence: Gender, Epistolary Politics, 
and the Public Sphere.”  Eighteenth-Century Fiction.  10.3 (1998): 269-286.
Rachel Carnell performs a Habermasian critique of the novel, asserting that Richardson points to the need for a literary public sphere that would include rational female voices.  Carnell argues that not enough critical attention has been paid to political analysis of Clarissa.  She situates her argument within the Filmer/Locke debate of the late 17th century, which she claims was still relevant and part of the popular political imagination in the 1840’s.  She asserts that Clarissa and Anna Howe’s correspondence creates a rational debate within the novel between patriarchal (Clarissa’s argument) and contractarian (Anna Howe’s argument) models of government.  Furthermore, Richardson revises this debate by reasserting the importance of family metaphors of governance.  By doing so, he critiques the idea that the private or domestic sphere is any less political than the public sphere.  Carnell argues convincingly that the point of the debate between patriarchy and contract in the novel is not to resolve the binary, but to show the problems inherent within institutions that suppress or omit rational feminine voices within the literary public sphere.  

Eagleton, Terry.  The Rape of Clarissa: Writing, Sexuality and Class Struggle in Samuel 
Richardson.  Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1982.
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Beth Swan draws parallels between the trial of Haagen Swendsen, a man accused of abducting and raping an aristocratic woman, and the events of Clarissa.  She explains both how the cases are circumstantially similar and how various scenes in Clarissa, such as Lovelace’s testimony before the “jury” of women at Hampstead, would have reminded readers of the spectacle of public courtrooms.  Noting that in the eighteenth century a man accused of rape would have had to defend himself in court, Swan focuses on places in the novel in which Lovelace appears to be gathering evidence and witnesses in case he is prosecuted.  She argues that eighteenth-century trials were biased in favor of skilled rhetoricians (i.e., those who could present and shape evidence into a narrative) and of men and women of higher rank, and speculates that while Swendsen was convicted, Lovelace would not have been in a similar trial.  Clarissa’s letters, she claims, could be used against her to establish consent in her first elopement with Lovelace.  Her argument that Lovelace is constantly preparing himself to go to court is intriguing, but might have been more compelling if she had not dismissed Clarissa’s own rhetorical skills, or the way in which her letters serve as character witnesses as well as indictments of her actions.  
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William Warner discusses what he sees as the fraught history of readers’ interpretation of Clarissa from the 18th to the 20th centuries and relates this history to struggles within the novel itself.  He first describes the struggle between Clarissa and Lovelace as a debate over what constitutes a character or a plot.  Clarissa, he argues, invents a “self” by gaining interpretive control over her past and present and then labeling her narrative as neutral or objective.  In contrast, Lovelace empties his self in order to deconstruct Clarissa’s self-invention, undoing her rhetoric with his own rhetorical gamesmanship and jesting.  The binary Warner establishes between Clarissa’s building of herself and Lovelace’s playful undoing of it shows a seam, however, in his discussion of the rape of Clarissa.  There, Lovelace’s actions no longer seem playful but are rather acts of mastery, or attempts to “fix” a meaning for Clarissa, and Warner does not fully account for this change.  The strength of Warner’s argument comes from his compelling account of how Clarissa “builds” a book for herself after the rape, using her rhetorical skills to write herself an idealized ending consistent with what she imagines was her idealized past.  Warner concludes his book by arguing that Richardson himself acted both like Clarissa and Lovelace, sometimes asserting fixed meanings and other times allowing his text to be playful or contradictory.  He focuses especially on Richardson’s revisions and attempts to control Clarissa, and the way in which critics he labels as “humanist” have tried to recuperate Richardson’s controlled interpretation by suppressing Clarissa’s political rhetoric and focusing instead on the way in which she “humanizes” the reader through her complex subjectivity.  
PAGE  
2

