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ABSTRACT

My thesis explores the ways 1n which Jane Austen's
 ;Méhsfie1d Park and Fay Weldon's The Heart of the Country
L7miéﬁﬁ be seen toc subvert and disrupt the‘conventions of the

’%fégﬁéétic novel. Although Austen's novels are viewed as

 éf§%éﬁ§lifying the conventions of the genre,'while Weldon's is

“obviously anti-conventional, both these writers erect the

'5)fst£u6tures of the form in order to dismantle them from

: within. s we might expect, Austen’'s strategies of

‘diSrUption are discreet and muted in comparison to the overt

1*f{]aﬁd;flamboyant devices employed by her literary descendant.

'Héwever, the means by which each of these writers inscribes

“her resistance to convention are remarkably similar.

" -Beginning with Nancy Armstrong's assertion that

:3‘ doméStic fiction is both "agent and product of a cultural

";fC chaﬁgé‘that attached gender to certainlkinds of writing, " my

'”fthésis,argues that the primary "act" of domestic fiction is
:the inscription and prescription of gender roles--

 specifically women's roles. In disrupting the conventions

. of tre genre, these writers therefore resist the containment

'Ofkthese;preScriptions.

T chOse~tQ'write on these two novels in particular, not
only because Weldon frankly acknowledges her debt to Austen,
Shut'alSO because both texts incofporate a "theatrical®

element which functions dialogically in relation to the
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private domestic realm {(and indeed, to the koundaries of the

genre 1itself). Weldon drives a carnivalesgue parade through

The Heart of the Country, while the domestic sanctity of
  Ménsfie£d Park is threatened bv the entrance into its circle

-of "amateur theatricals." Since Weldon explicitly infuses

‘jhér text with "the ancient spirit of carnival," I consider

;Tbé'Heart of the Country in relation to Bakhtin's discussion

?ﬁ carnival in Rabelais and His World. Austen's use of the
: :théatrica1 device is less overtly carnivalesque;
ﬁff;ﬁévertheless, my thesis explores the way in which this
r;qevice allows her to challenge the authority of the dominant
f@ider, and the apparent tranquility of the text itself. The
;f?ithéatrical" element is one of many subversive diécourSes>in

“each of the novels which allow Austen and Weldon to "write

'~beyond the ending® of domestic fiction dtself.
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INTRODUCTION

In‘Fay Weldon's Letters to Alice On First Reading Jane
"7>3usten, Aunt Fay writes to her nlecerﬁl look at the small
'f'round table 1n the house at Chawton at whlch [Jane Austen]

i;wrote Emma, Mansrleld Park and Persua31on “and am told that

?f;when people came 1nto the room she covered her work and put

’l5f1t a51de ﬁl Thls lmage of Jane Au‘ten’rlscreetly penning

K her'novels 1n the common 81tt1ng room has become emblematic

ofathe 51tuatlon ‘of the woman wr;terffrwe‘return,torthls

P lmageragaln and agaln because of the peculiar. fascination it

l‘exerts upon our imagination. We:arefdrawn%to ‘it because it

”ireveals much about the status of tt ;nlneteenth—century

woman wrlter but also because 1t’evokes the dynamlcs of
'ﬂdd?contalnment and d1v151on which have hlstorlcally been so
rfn'much a part of women s experlence.w;lbldy”‘

’ Mary Wollstonecraft artlculated’her frustratlon w1th

b\flthls dynamlc 1n A Vindlcatlon of the nghts of Wbmen ;She

‘7fwrote,;_ﬁ*““'“'“

T do earnestly wish to see the dlstlnctlon of sex

hconfounded in society. . . For this distinction
| is, I am firmly persuaded, the foundation of the
”a‘weakness of character ascrlbed to women (63)

*Q_{glmost two centurles later,,women such as Weldon are Stlll
*f}trylnc to overturn thls dlstlnctwon

'to aestablllze narratlve relatlons between domlnant and
Q}subordlnate, contalner and contained,; [so as] to
‘*destab111’e@the:soc1al and,cultural relations of
;domlnance and- c nta"nment by whlch the convent1onally

rst Readlng'Jane Austen 82'; Future
ljbe,abbreV1ateo to LTA.




masculine subsumes and envelops the conventionally
~feminine. {tite 18)

'The domestic novel, which encloses within the,limits of its
'ir*;form the restricted realm of experienoe traditioﬁally
 1oe1iOtted to women, provides an ideaiVVehicie ih which to
“?gfexp70re and disrupt these dynamics of contalnﬂnenP

'f: T flrst became interested in explorlng domestlt fLCf]On

f:gwhen I began to consider the parameters ot the genle as
Ypanalogous to the walls of the home;(the&pr&vate”domeStlcf“
jsphere) If women were hlstorlcally both granted llmlted

ff{author ty within the home, vet re1egat d to the COnfln90 of

the;prlvaté sphere, did the genre of the domestlc n0vel

“fdfunctlon 51m11arly9 Was it a realm in Wthh women alned
: g

'?*'ithe freedom to wrlte for ‘the flrst tlme, one Wthh

551mulfaneously relnforced the lelSlonfoﬁ Soc1ety accordlng

(to gender Wthh relegated tnem to the home 1n the flxsr
iifplace?"
Certalnly, Nancy "rmstrong S deflnltlon of "domestlt

'?flctlon would seem,to support thls supp031t10n ‘VFor,»7f~2\7%3

“fArmstrong, domestlc fiction is’

gender 1nflected writing . . . [which] comes to us
-as women's writing. In designating certain forms
as femlnlne, it designates other wrltlﬁg as

;,mascullne; The‘enclosure that marks a' Jane Austen

- movel does not simply dlstlngulsh her “world" from

"~ that [of her male" counterparts]. The houndarlea
it - constructs . . . mark the dlfference between
the world over whlch women novelists have
‘author1ty~-tne domain of the personal--and that
which 1s ruled by men 3nd their politics {("Some
Call It FTCthn.~I 62) ‘ :

;wiArmstrong *4extended exploratlon of the domeetlc novel,,f*’
: De51re and Domestlc Fictlon, explores the revlprowal o




Armstrong is not the first critic to descrlbe Austen's
ff wrltlng'ln terms of its "enclosure. As Gllbert and Gubar
;;?hnote;ic"spatlal 1maaes of boundary and enclosure seem to

'ffprollferate whenever we flnd wrlters comlng to terms with

Certalnly 1'

Jane Austen"f(MBdwoman 109) rwas a’ Crlthal

”ommonplacerto*

ondemn her novels fo :lhelr,llmlted~scope,

h‘ 1n otherjwords, thelr fall Te

l“5of wr1t1ng,4

Zfboundarles in th

1t10nal gend

Fbut she was part kpatlng in what a 7,was the~leastf

rlued and most reviled of llterary dlscourse;—ﬁthe novelad'

'e‘atlonshlp between the developlng genre and both the
~construction of- gender roles (male and female) and the.
“emergence ot the new. mlddle class My focus dlffers from
’Armstrong s-in that my’ main - emphas1s ‘As on- the ‘Ways 1n ‘which
the genre constructs and prescrlbes models of femlnlnlty. S

53 See for example Charlotte Bronte s 1nfamous descrlptlon
o of Pride and Prejudlce in a letter to G. H. Lewes in 1848 in
" “*which she describes the text as’ ta carefully fenced highly
'“:cultlvated gardenn; .. . but no open country,,no fresh air" ;
. (Casebook 55), or Rlchard Simpson's. assertion in a review of

,_Qﬁ,1870 ‘that Austen “had no- 1nterest for the great polltlcal
"ufand soc1al pronlems“ of: ner day; and that in any case these
Droblems were above her powers“ (Casebook 68)

(”901nt whlch has been well exnlored by critics.

an reSSIOn“after her death




ARusten takes aim at her society's attitudes towards novels

~ (and novelists) in Northanger Abbey 1n a long authorial
- “insert:

-~ I will not adopt that ungenerous and‘impolitit custom

. s0 common with novel writers,eof degrading by their
wivoocommon censure the very performances; to- the number of
 ;ﬁ1'Wthh they are themselves add1ng—-301n1ng with their
“greatest enemies in bestow1ng the harshest eplthets on
f“suck ‘works and scarcely ever’ permlttlng them tc be read
by thelr own heroine, who, if she’ acc1dentally takes up
an novel, ~1s sure to turn over 1ts 1nSlp1d pages with
édlsgust. ‘Alas! if the her01ne ‘of one: novel be not:
patronized by the heroine of %nother from whom tan she
expect protectlon and regard° e c '

1”77;Perhaps i'he lowiy’status of tne novel 1n part_results trom
'hfthe~predom1nance'of women writers 1nmthe"genre~ fAusten 57”

. ertalnly seems to suggest thls when she laments7the fact ‘

"hf[that

~ the abilities of the nine- hundredth abrldger of the
“History of England, or of the man who collects and :
'~ publishes in a volume some dozen lines of Mllton, ‘Pope -
‘and ‘Prior, with a paper from- the Spectator,,and a
chapter from Sterne, are euloglzed by a’ thousand pens
[while] there seems almost a general w1sh of " derrylng
. the capacity and undervalulng the 1abour of the‘
~fd'novellst. (NA 37) :

 Aware of the censure to which women novelists were subject, =
_‘Austen's response was to set limits to her art which

‘correspond "exactly [to] the limits she perCeivedgas imposed

fﬁfon female exper1ence (bllbert & Gubar Nbrton 208) _;uhe;f;g;tf:*;

fhrefralned from 51tuat1ng her wrltlng in the publzcrmasrullne__gﬁhﬁ"k
'7realm, and restrlcfed 1t to toplcs su1table for a femaieff;c‘

"yfilndeed a ladyllke~-readershlp, “hlch;meant those subjects

L Nbrthanger Abbey 37, ‘Fﬁﬁure oitétiOﬁegtohthiejtekt‘w{llﬁf"
t,be abbreV1ated to: NA B T R PR S e e




ertaining to the private domain.® 1In doing so, she gave

:shape to'thé form of the domestic novel as we know it.

’ | Thls the51s explores the ways in whlch Jane Austen's
f;f;Mansfleld Park and Fay Weldon's In the Heart of the Country
'?gffrespond to the conventlons of domestlc flctlon I realize
'?‘frhat the palrlng of }usten and Weldon seems an unllkely——and

"jeven‘an,uncomfortable-—marrlage. Weldonl often considered a

wl

v“post_moderniéti may at first: appe_ lfstrangercandidate

‘ ffor 1nclu51on 1n the domestlc canon In defence of this

'r;,I offer Weldon s frank acknowledgement of
”‘~her*debtuto her 1;terary foremother Letters to Alice On

Flrst Read'ng Jane Austen (Wthh 1s,,as 1ts tltle suggests,

',a serles of{letters of llterary adv1ce wrltten after the

fﬁwdeldofrAusten s own letters to her nleces Anna Austen and
ﬁ‘;”Fanny Knlght) f Moreover Weldon herself 1nv1tes thlS
'Vcomparlson by 51tuat1ng her novel to‘use Bakhtln‘s terms,
'7frln dlaloglc relatlon to’"the background of normal llterary

i~languaae, the expected llterary horlzon"r( Dlscourse in the

“'7ehNove1" 314), whlch in thls case is the genre Of domeStlc

'kflCtIOH ana by exten51on “ the wrltlng of Austen herself.

e Austen s awareness of her own constralnt may be 1nrerred
_ from her infamous (and no doubt 1ron1c) description of her

S OwWn wrltlng as"the litfle bit’ (two Inches wide) of Ivory on
o which T work,w1th so fine a brush as produces little effect
- ~after much labour* (Letter to J. Edward ‘Austen, 16 Dec.
1816, letter 134 of Jane Austen's Letters to her sister
Lassandra' d others 467 -470) . Future c1tatlons to this

- -as. Letters_¢,5_3r

oll“ Hltet_nadD‘Vld,LOdge both argue for Weldon 5 status'




Furthermore, as my thesis will show, there is a marked

k,similarity in the strategies used by each of these writers

. “ to inscribe their resistance to the containment of the form.

‘tﬁfWhen I first embarked upon this prOjeCt, I naively

= 4eenViSioned that my exploration of Austen's writinq would

ﬁrprov1de me W1th a neat paradigm of the domestlc novel, and

T?that-~armed with this paradigm--I could then proceed to
higcatalogue the various ways in which Weldon subverts the
thconVentlons of the form. But desplte mywlntentlons,‘I found
hjﬁthls approach disintegrating at my flngertlps For»the
Qprocess of trying to establish the conventlons:ofhahmestiCp
fflctlon through the vehicle of Jane Austen s wrltlng la (to
5#3?~a sultably deestlc metaphor) not unllke knlttlng dxu |
,e;QQAtet as it unravels itself from the other end.h e

.~ In part, this problem is inherentrto_anYtetudy‘Df:thei

*t;,'ﬁQVél, For when we attempt to define a nbveiistic_genre by

hh;etndjiﬁg—itsvcenventions, we are soonrremindedlthat genrés
,’afendynemieftnot etatic;: As Bakhtln tells us ,1t 15 rhe
1fnature of: "the novel to criticize 1tself"”(“Ep1c dnd Nbvel“h
‘63, and indeed this ability is the deflnlng chdracterlstlr

LOfithe genre. Any study of novellstlc conventlon therefore

"alnev1tab1y unearths a correspondlng ant1 convenrlonal
-;eenuency;; As Jo sepx Boone~fo*ru in hlS OWI studj of
"domestlc f1ct1ou ( n.pa*tl llar the marrlage pLot)

- the very act of deC1pher1ng the many plots by Wthh
social 1deolog1es of love and sexuallty have given .
'yshape to a- novellstlc tradition uncovers a- ‘simultanecus
~counter-narrative: the persistent ‘undoing* of thef"f,<
';fdomlnant tradltlon by the contradlctlons concealed”,"




within the specific forms that its representations of
"life' and "love' have assumed. - (2)

Moreover; because the novel 1is dialogic by nature, 1t

'Li§;:allows writers to appropriate genres in order to engage
ithelr forms 1n dlalogue *The novellstlc discourse

i”cdomlnatlng a- glven epoch is itself turned into an object and

~;h[1tself becomes a means for refractlng new authorial

W’"?lHCEHClODS" (Bakhtln, “Dlscourse 1nfthD Novel“ 309). Jane
i Austen does thls in both Northanger Abbey and Love and
'“;Frelndshlp NOrthanger Abbey’lnverts "both the conventions

._of7the sentlmental novel and the conventlons of traditional

7”rom nce that were beglnnlng to relnvade it through the
k"contemporary cult of the Gothic" (Lodge 119) In contrast

"'he angellc plctures of perfectlon cast as protagonlsts

fbwln sentlmental novels, Catherine Morland ‘1s a naive,

";;1gnorant glrl whom'"[n]o orne who had ever seen in her

”fflnfancy, would have supposed . . . born to be a heroine" (NA

'ﬁgl3) but a her01ne she 1is, in search of a GOtth mystery.

f;The characters of Laura and Sophla 1n Love and Friendship

d,;are 51m11ar‘parodlc~1nvers;ons of-the‘sentlmental heroine.
LQAt the end of the tale, Sophia expires after swooning too
‘fhmanv tlmes upon wet grass Her last words to Laura warn her

k"Ffof the dangers of constructlng oneself accordlng ‘to literary

fcbn tron \31ncc7autendency‘to~swoon 1S‘atplea51ng trait in
~..la-se ntlm ntal: heroine)::

“beware of falntlng flts,.f- Though at the time
‘f;they “may “be refreshlng & Agreable vet believe me
R , 'll; n.the end, if too often’ repeated . . .
p? : ,,Qctlve to your Constitution. . . . A
;frenzv Ilt 1s not one quarter el pern1c1ous . e




oo

Run mad as often as you choose, but do not faint."
(Volume the Second 52)

Austen's delight in playing with the conventions of
:1fiction 1s evident in her early work, and throughout the
”}f,fbody of her writing she appropriates various literary

'genres to her own purposes. The domestic¢c novel as

‘7fexemplified by Austen is in itself an amalgamation of
; enfes. David Lodge describes the ndvel in her hands as a
'ﬁfQSien of
the sentimental novel and the comedy of manners
with an unprecedented effect of realism.
All her novels have the basic structure of the
didactic love story that derived from Richardson,
albeit with much variation, modification,
displacement and even inversion of its basic
components. (116-117) o :
“And if Austen ingests the novelistic discourses of her
" predecessors and refracts them into new forms for her own
. purposes, so too is her writing in turn appropriated.  "For
beoks continue each other, in spite of our habit of judging
them separately,‘ as Virginia Woolf reminds us (79)
: Austen s later novels are more subtle 1n their
kfhimanlpulation of convention than Nbrthanger Abbey and the
’juvenllia, but her resistance to the containment of the form
"éan still be deciphered; they simultaneocusly exemplify the
1~>éenventions and dismantle from within. = This is one of the
; reasohs why‘Fay Weldon fondly refers to Aueten as a "Secret'h
‘SubversiVe" (Introduction. to Discipline vii).
Since the Study of convention as a ‘means to define

,genre is 1nherent y problematlc (conventlon always giVlng

[“rise tofanti—conventlon)ﬁ Carolyn Miller S‘apprQaChaisr‘(




‘particularly‘useful: "a rhetorically sound definition of

' ‘genre must be centered not on the substance and form of

~discourse but on the action it is used to accomplish® (151).

':diNancy‘Armstrong defines domestic fiction as both

~»-agent and product of a cultural change that
~“rrattached gender to certain kinds of writing.

.+ Female writing--writing that was considered
fapproprlate for or could be written by women--in
“fact designated itself as feminine, which meant
]that other writing, by 1mp11catlon was understood
as male (De31re and Domestlc FlCthH 28)

‘Therefore, the prlmary tact" of domestlc flctlon appears to

'jbe the constructlon and inscription of gender SinCe

f:‘domestlc flCthH is "female wr1t1ng~—wrrt1ng written for

“women M the act of erecting many of the conVentions of the

hgenre allows Weldon (and, 1indeed, AuSten) to engage in a

53f?d1alogue w1th the assumptlons about gender 1nscr1bed

‘73there1n;‘ ‘As:Aunt Fay tells her nlece; "[t]he wrlter must

"U;wrlte out of ‘a ‘tradition--if only to break away from it

¥‘~7‘,”‘Z(LTA 31 32)

One of the most per51stent 1nscrrptrons‘of femlnlnlty
Elln our culture 15 that 1deal of Vlctorlan WOmanhood——the
VlAngel in the House. And domestlc flctlon has played a
:frarge part in thlS 1nscr1ptlon Armstrong asserts that "the
'Lﬁdomestlc novel antedated-—was 1ndeed necessarlly antecedent

‘Ttto~—the way of llfe 1t represented“ (Desrre and Domestlc

‘ EifFiCthH 9),‘and that the 1deallzed,1mage of the mlddle class

1‘*nwoma

dellneated ‘in the conduct manuals of the eighteenth

Vand‘nlneteenth centurles rewrote “the entlre surface of

social experlence“'so that soc1ety came “to mlrror those
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kihds of writing--the novel among them--which represented

f Ehe:eXisting fields of social information as contrasting

:maSCUline and feminine spheres" (Desire and Domestic Fiction
~ff?r_9}fpfShe goes on to note that

[b]ly the end of the eighteenth century, conduct books
.+ "had settled on one kind of fiction as truly safe for
- “young women to read [and, we might add, to write].
-2 .This was a non~aristocratic kind of writing that was
.~ .both polite and particularly suitable for a female
. readership. It also had the virtue of dramatizing the

~“same principles sketched out in the conduct books.

..{Desire and Domestic Fiction 97) :

;fif this inscription of gender has its?genesis in the
‘iconduct manual, it comes down to Austen via'Samuel‘
lechardson, who may be considered the father of the domestic
fnevel ftor a number of reasons. In his depiction‘of Pamela,
;ajypﬁhg~woﬁah who not only retains her virtue but |
kjdéﬁesticates the baser instincts of Mr.ré.; Riehardsen'
‘{fiﬁséribes the'ideal of femininity as she is‘represented in
' 1p£BefeoﬁduCt manuals of the period. Aceordiﬁgsto_writers(
‘fQlikeeHapnah‘More,—"the well-being of [ciyilized] Co.
k;staﬁes, and the Virtue and happiness 4-;'€ perhaps the very
kaXlstence of . . . society® (I: 5) depends upon the succ
of *female 1nfiuence-" As the story of Pamela: or Virtue
' Rewarded illustrates, the proper role of women is to use
rarfhelr "female 1nfluence" as a stabilizing force’in society.8 '
;Armstron” argues that "written‘representatiohs;of the’

,self allowed the m dern individual to become an economic and

;8 Armstrong argues: that in- fact "female 1nfluenﬁe"
transforms soc1ety, : : , ~
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Vf}psychological reality; and . . . that the modern individual

. was first and foremust a woman" (Desire and Domestic Fiction

Hidlé); Novels such as Pamela (1740), Clarissa (1747-48),
 Evelina (1778), and Emma (1816), mark a shift to
ffiflylnd1v1dual Characters who change,agrow, and develop in

:pthe course of the narrative. Rather than the ‘generic

,Afcharacters:of;orlor flctlon,* the nOvel“begins with

'7'{,R1chardson to trace the life of an 'indlﬁidUal'" (Brothers

tlfiand Bowers 3) 9 And as the t1tles of these novels reveal,

'?ahthe 1nd1v1dual was most often a woman : ThlS is what prompt 3

TAuntaFay to note, in Letters to Allce; that "1t is

riifobservable 1n Jane Austen's novels that 1t 1s the women who

"i;‘havermoraljstruggles, rather than the men" (100)

,h,The‘growth and development undergone by these
513aduals 1s usually in response to the dlctates of the
:l,f:marrlage plot upon whlch the genre of domestlc fiction
‘w.rests”k Agaln, we can 1dent1fy Rlchardson as the father of
ﬁ”hfthe genre,’slnce‘lt is 1n hlS wr1t1ng that the marrlage plot

‘flrst took 1ts famlllar shape.:7"Thef happy endlng of the

'1d1dact1c love story rewards the her01ne who copes w1th
varlouS‘emotlonal ‘soc1al economlc and ethical obstacles to
_{ unlon w1th the ‘man she loves, w1thout los1ng her 1ntegr1ty"

7,ff (Lodge 117) Such 1s the story of Pamela -

,9‘ Bowers and Brothers study of “the novel of manners' 1is
qonlyifnevof many. texts: Wthh explore *"domestic fiction® but
‘:.the-genre dlfferently., (See for instance



When E. M. Forster wrote that "[nlearly all novels are
dfeeble at the end. . . . If it were not for death and
' marriage I do not know how the average novelist would
f;conc1ude" (93-94), he identified the stranglehold that the

”ffmarrlage plot has exerted upon novellstlc form. But in its

"{lcontalnment of women's roles it 1is perhaps even more
”lqsuffocatlng Rachel Blau DuPlessis makeS“thlsmp01nt when

%h*she asserts that in the traditional romance or marrlage '

ﬁ"plot f“the’rlghtful end of women was soc1alessuccessful

w;fcourtshlp,Vmarrlage——or'judgmental of her sexual and soc1al

”%fallure——death" (1). TIndeed, Carolyn Hellbrun sees the

marrlage plot as so basic to our cultural representatlons of

?ﬁgender that she has deemed the it “the heterosexual plot on

4and Brothers 15)

tfsﬁthefcourse of love [which] whether or‘not‘marrlage‘lsar

‘Qactually attained .. unlformly uphold the concept of

h;romantlc wedlock as the1r symbollc center and 1deal end

, ;For my purposes, the most 1mportant of;these‘patterns are'~”h‘

the courtship plot whose comedic ending follows
upon the systematlc removal of those obstacles

previously impeding unlon . . . A dark 1nverslonj‘ll o

 of the courtship- format; the seductlon plot
!generally transforms the would be lovers 1nto
sexual" antagonlsts and” d1v1s1on replace57 union: da
the end. p01nt toward which the metonymlc flow of
the narrative sequence is directed. The: almost
invariably tragic denouement that closes the
~ seduction tale or subplot ... ultimately works
L tor uphold social norms--in partlcular by mournlng
, the abuse of v1rtue or. oy 1nd1ct1ng those errlng

. wh1ch the class system and patrlarchy rest" (qtd In;BowerSkf

Boone 1dent1f1es three Y common trajectorles ascrlbed to
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protagonists who have betrayed the higher dictates
of morality and ideal love. (10}

e variations on the same basic theme, women's

1]

“‘ﬁithih‘the

roles ére endlessly inscribed according to those social
H‘ﬁostrines Which represent them as the rightful inhabitants

'ti:offthefprisate domestic realm. 1V

kq*Like many'women after her, Austen learned how to

"ﬁ‘inscribe‘her resistance to patriarchal constructs {such as

t_the marrlage plot) while at the same tlme living within

‘ helr constralnts Mary Jacobus argues that this is a

‘5fgcommon'exper1ence for women writers. She therefore calls

‘"ror affemlnrst approach to language thatiwould'see'

&ewpltlng,—the production of meaning . . . [as] the
‘v site both of challenge and otherness; rather than

‘i(as in more traditional approaches) 31mply o

,y1eld1ng the themes and representation of female

: foppre551on - Difference . . . becomes a traversal
Loy ‘boundaries . . . that exposes these very
;r,boundarles;For what they are--the product ‘of
p%ﬂphallocentrlc discourse and of women's relation to
, wfpatrlarchal culture. Though necessarlly worklng
- within “male' discourse, women'’s writing (in this
<. ~’scheme) would work ceaselessly to deconstruct it:

f,to wrlte what cannot be wrltten (52)

751nce the marrlage plot “derlves from the constructlons of

7gender that are present in cultural representatlons of the

'~'sexes as polar opp051tes (Boone 10), domestic fiction

*becomes one of the structures of phallocentrlc dlscourse

L which Jacobus describes.

“;1& For other useful dlSCUSSlGHS of the marrlage/courtshln

' 'plot, see Katherine Green's The Courtship Novel 1740-1820,

k;Patr1c1a Spacks' Desire and Truth, Ruth Yeazell's Fictions

krﬁof Hbdesty -and Evelyn Hingz® 'Hlerogamy versus Wedlock:

nypes of Marrlage Plots and Thelr Relatlonshlp to Genres of
Prose FlCthﬂ ‘
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Austen and Weldon employ in common a number of

~overlapping strategies with which they disrupt the authority
of patriarchal discourses--among them the genre of domestic
‘J ;fiction itself (and within the domestic fiction, the

‘,]marrlage plot). As we would expect, we need not venture far

‘ 1nto The Heart of the Country to stumble upon Weldon's

"”subver51ons. Austen's resistance 1is morefmuced, but no less

‘Qinsistent nevertheless.

I chose to write on Mansfield Park and The Heart of the
Country‘ln particular because both novels 1ncorpordte a
,ﬁheatrlcal" element which functions 1n‘d1alog;cal~relatian
flto the private domestic realm. Weldon driveS‘a
icarnlvalesque parade through The Heart of the Councrv WhllP
-«ffhé domestic sanctity of Mansfield Park is threatened by

'f}fGonfHeavens, Amateur Theatricals!" (LTA 135;. The

 f”in£roduction of these “theatricals® constitutes'an insertion
" :; ongenres which centrifugally disrupts the conv entions of
' tﬁéyd0mestic form, thereby forming a 31te of r651ocance
’ Witﬁinthe text. The genre itself is placed in dlalogue
iWith.another genre. But the theatrical element in each
| novel also serves to bring the public and private realms

;ihto‘diaIOgic alignment, thereby alloWing each writer to

,f‘)

explore questions of gender construction in relation to this
traditional dynamic of division. As we might expect, the
private realm appears to be protected in Mansfield Park when

Sir Thomas returns and remdves the disreputable. elements
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ffrom his,h0me- In The Heart of the Country, order is not so
 &§5£1§ restored.
| Weldon explicitly infuses her novel with "the ancient
fép;rlt of carnival” (187), and indeed, her invocation of
:thls Slgn system 1is the central technique she employs to
augh at the "off1c1al“ structures of the dominant order in

;€2 the noyelfr Ihe'HEart of the Country therefdre:merits
i?:fénél§$i§¥jh‘relation to Bakhtin's discussion of carnival in
  :Rébé1ai$iand‘His‘Wbrld. Mary Russo points oﬁt that

"_Bakhtln s work on carnival has some 1nterest1ng

,ramlflcatlons for feminists:

S the ‘discourse of carnival moves away from modes of
»crlthue that would begin from some Archimedean
‘point of authority without, to models of

. transformation and counterproduction situated

9?w1th1n the social system and symbolically at its

‘imarglns., (214)

fcérnlval therefore nroﬁldeq a means by which women writers
*  can‘erk‘from the inside out, rather than from a position
;1 §ﬁ$E isf§é§arate and other. It is one devicé-which enables
[ fhemvtd ;wfitefwhat cannot be written.® Austen s
" 11nv0cat10n of the theatrlcals {which Terry Castle has
 1dent1f1ed as a distant descendant of the fictional
' , ca1n1va£E is used,to far less blatant ends than is the
' iTcarn1va1esque in: Weldgn s novel, but the dlfference is one
‘farﬂﬁegreE'rather than‘lntent, For true to the carnivalesque
x: éﬁi£iti‘the theatricals in Mansfield Park prove more
J d1ff1c&1t to Contaln than we might expect from.so apparently

"fdculle a neve}.




I draw on Bakhtin's corresponding theories of dialogism
to unravel further subversive threads in these two novels,

Ttalthough my method might more correctly be termed a

mfeminist dialogics." Dale M. Bauer and Susan McKinstry

explain the relevance of this approach for feminists:

what is crucial to a feminist dialogics 1s that
resistance can begin as private when women
negotiate, manipulate, and often subvert systems
of domination they encounter. .. . For
feminists, Bakhtin‘'s theories of the social natuxe
of the utterance--of both the inner and outer
words--provide a critical language that allows us
to pinpoint and foreground the moments “when the
patriarchal work and the persuasive resistance to
it come into confllct. By hlghllghtlng these:
contradictions, a feminist dialogics produces.
occasions for the dlsruptlon and crlrqu¢ of
dominant and oppressive ideologies. The conflict
of discourses in a novel, the inevitable
polyvocality of a genre that reproduces 1anguage
as a web of communications . . . [reveal.] the
dominant discourse. (3-4) E : :

’ andialogic approach 1s particularly helpful in uncovering
“and identifying the resistances in Austen's writing because
7it acknowledges that ®"[rjesistance ié’hOt alWéysivoicéd in

*[authoritative or public ways" {Bauer and McKinstry 3) .
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‘Gilbert and Gubar describe Austen's writing as “fiction

that proclaims its docility and restraint, even as it

uncovers the delights of assertion and rebellion' (Madwoman -

16&)- It is in this "double-voiced disééuréé* {ﬁ65t7ofteﬁ;'
manifested as ironyj that Austen's subveréiveness is to’be '
foundl But it can be deciphered, too, in the dialogic

tension that reverberates,between the variocus dleOﬁI ﬁ‘bf

her text. Weldon also incorporates~a multiplicity of




courses--ranging from the language of conduct manuals and

en's m“qazines, to the jargon of real estate dealers--to
iyfdlsrupr the monologlc seamlessness of the domestic genre,

dV)and,ro hold up to the light of critibiém'those structures

“'lfand dlscourses whlch contaln and dellneate women.

'l=consrderatlon‘of‘thls

hifln

f:aperais—the waykin

'ffwhlch both‘these women: mlght be sald to~“wr1te beyond the

Mdlng" of the conventlonal marrlage plot Rachel DuP1e351s

deflneskwr”tlng beyond the endlng as

}the transgre331ve invention of narratlve
__jstrategles .. . that express crltli_l dlssent

~ from the domlnant narrative. These;tactlcs ..
“take ‘issue with the mainstays of the social. and
thdeologlcal Organlzatlons of gend “as‘they aDpear

ﬁtOEthlS plot becomes another means by Wthh each of. these
Cauthors contrlbutes hel own V01ce to the ong01ng dlelogue
,;thatals the genre of the novel 1tself 7 |

| Thls the51s orlglnated as an- exploratlon of the
*;Qﬁldomestlc;novel‘kand Austen and Weldon S part1c1patlon in the

h"7tg9nre,n As ithhas~progressed I have dlscovered that in many

;ﬂfhways 1t is only by 1dent1fy1ng the antl conventlonal

?gstrateqles emoloved bv tnese two wrlters that am able to

"her the Snape of the house of conventlon 1n‘wh1ch they

1de;ahoweyerauneaslly; ,For the house of convention is

site of resistance, as Austen and Weldon reveal.




RESISTING THE ANGEL: THEATRICAL LICENCE

AND THE HOUSE OF THE FATHER

In Northanger Abbey, Catherine Morland 1aments that

' 5“hlstory tells [hef} nothing that does not elther vex or

hffweary [heL} .. the men all so good Lor nothlng, and

!%iharqu any women" (308). And in Persuaszon Anne Elljot

 remarks to Captain Harville, "Men have had every advantage

h”ﬁ?deﬁsﬁin,telling their own story. Educatlon hab been thEer

“fffem1n1st c*1tlclsm has begun to open up a apace far a

§1n so much higher a degree; the pen has been 1n th81r hando"
—ff(234) It seems difficult to deny the awareness of women s

',‘glnallty Wthh 1nforms such statements But although

: eadlng of Jane Austen whnich focuses ‘on. the re51 tance ‘to

‘fafthe~patr1archal status quo 1nscr1bed 1n*her wrltlng; a large

‘i?contlngent of the canon of Austen crltlcs stlll 1n51 te'that%'c
7hthe yoklng of “Austen andr femlnlsm"yln the Samersentence
k lS an act of eytremlsm leav1ng the femlnlst crltlc to feel
k“that she should modify her stridency to a more hushed and

Tady 11ke tone before enterlng the common 51tt1ng room.- 1n

'””fwhlch tradltlon dlctates that Austen re51de.1f

1 The two staunchest {and most authorlfatlve) defenders ot
the c*nservat1ve wview of Austen are Alistair: Duckworfh, in
‘Tﬁe Improvement of the Estate, and Marilyn But?err 1n Jane
,mﬁusten and the &ar of Ideas.,” ' s LT
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"In his Introduction to Jane Austen in a Social Context,

'“hﬁaviﬁrﬁonaghan attempts to reconcilerfeminist and
1COnSérvati?e‘readings of Austen‘s‘writing by calling for a

"7?struCture?largeoenough'to accommodatelan*affirmative text

l7¢'w1th a subverslve subteyt“ (7}, so long as subtext remain

hhfsecondary to’“the essentlally conserv t1ve truth" (6) . But

dS femlnlst crltlcs know tho'iwspeaklng from the

fmarglns of soc1ety‘must often restrlctlthelr Ccritical

"dlscourses to the "subtext “to contaln thelr "subver51ons"

”lWluhlﬂ;an "af 1rmat1ve ‘text" wh‘ch' “palatable to those in

- éhefQOmlnantforder to insist on‘ the prlmacy of the

;afflrmatlve:text 1s to deny women authorlty over thelr own

f‘elﬁohenﬁnrlters such as Austen 1nscr1berthe1r re51stance to
éauthorlty and conventlon, often tlmes by challenglng the
‘yvf,authorlty of the afflrmatwve text 1tself

Mansfleld Park has long been Austen s "problem novel
‘”ﬂCr1t1cs are sharply d1v1ded over 1ts status 1n relatlon to
o the<rest of‘her oeuvre.g Partly, thlS results from the

leleak and,censorlous tone of the work whlch marks 1t as

”ldlfferent from the other novels-: Au'ten wrote of her fourth

°f”novel that 1t shall be a coleete change of subject-—

or ’xample ”MarV1n Mudrlck s view of - the novel as. flawed
t 1nflex_bleiand deadenlng moral dogma (180) is

, ] PO dL M Scott in "A.Flawless

, (1n Jane Austen A Lo




%:Johnson see the novel as ‘Austen's most deeply"

‘§prr1coless Her01ne of Mansfleld Park“) U

ordination,ﬁ3 and that she found Mansrieldrpark‘s
“w;predecessor, Pride and Prejudice, “rather,too‘iight and
A'hright‘and sparkling, it wants shade, it wants stxetched out
flphééé'and there with a long chapter of sense "4 Whether or

‘kxnot she achleved her aim of writing upon the toplc of -

"dordlnatlon no one could mistake Mansfleld Park for a "llght

ifand sparkllng“ novel Indeed 1ts apparent dldact1c1sm, 1tsQ>’

h;uncharltable dellneatlon of characte'f

h,and the seemlng absence of Austen s characterlstlc

°dp*fall contrlbute to the heavy "shade”‘of Nan5r1eldrPark

}Moreover, -the question of why Jaf
ito censor ‘the prlvate theatrical partles Wthh she herself
ffenjoyed w1th her family has posed a

wfthls we mlght add some of the 1ncons1stenc1es:wh;ch make

’Tfnovel promotes as its theme the educatlon of daughters yet

nsfleld Park such an tnsettllng text >Forvexamplei the~~"“hj“

“}has as 1ts her01ne a woman who experlences almost no growth ;~~

erVThe narratlve 1tself is 51m11arly unsettllng, as 1t‘

3 Letter to Cassandra Austen, 29 Jan. 1813, letterr76 of

'Hu,Lettersf,‘ZQG 99.

,ro'4thettetho Cassandra Austen 4 Feb 1813 lettérf77jofrffdt”ujffﬁ
M*ﬁfLetters;erGQ -301. - : : e D e e

‘d5thionelzTr1lllna andtmarv1n,Mudr1ck ‘are among those who o

~assert that Mansfveld Park is without 1rony.‘ In contrast,
- recent - femlnlst critics like. Margaret Klrkham.and Claud1a~
o ironic work.
. (See._in partlcular Kirkham's: essay.. “Femlnlst Irony dnd the




rebeatedly contradlcts 1tself andtdirects its readers into
,bllnd,alleys 1n»the‘process of unraveling Fanny's,story.

| N And of course it is Fanny herself who has proved the
'Emost‘perplex1ng puzzle in the novel ; When one compares her

St o her 51ster her01nes all of whom betray more ‘gumption

fthan the 1nsjp1d protagonlst of Mansfleld Park one flnds

: anny'"the‘

lrlargest lumpfln:the femlnlst throat“lm'Jane Austen Politics

-;and Sen51b111ty" 73)

7'76 A br1ef scan of the Casebook reveals Fanny s unpopularlty
>;w1th crltlcs Reglnald,Farrer thought ‘that. Henry. Crawford
“i*had  a very lucky'mlss of Fanny. - How he could ever ‘have .

4{fterr1ble incarnation ‘we have of ‘the female prlg pharlsee"
S7(211) . - Lionel Trilling believed. “nobody ‘has ever.
- found 1t p0551b1e to like the her01ne of Mansfleld Park"
©(220),. D.W. Hardlng sees her ‘as "the’ least interesting of
coralll the heroines®. (213), while Kingsley Amis would not
f;g{llghtly ask Mr. ‘and Mrs. Edmund Bertram round for the
‘ﬂu;evenlng, as both “are morally detestable"—(244)
‘*,7 Letter of 23 Mar 1817 letter 142 of Letters 486 89

'ﬂj8 1Fanny‘s weakness and frallty as well as her lack of‘“any

not entlrely “perfectr but Fanny 1s a b1t like

”argues Fanny s weakness
' ”'”xemplar of courtesy

stglklng’beaurv#'(491 may suggest to 'some readers that

21

~;wanted to marry. her';ﬂg [is]a puzzle forishe 4is the most.
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'fThe uneasiness generated by ﬁansfielijarkrseems to lie
?;kbehind Reginald Farrer's assertionfthat faionedofralifher
,;nQVels, MénSfield Park is vitiated'throughont by a radical
M‘idishonesty, that was certainly not in- 1ts author , own
1f§natnre? (Casebook 208) Farrer attrlbutes thlS "dlshonesty"

fﬁfto the 1nfluence of Austen's clerlcal”relatlons upon her

‘i?ch01ce of subject matter~—the1r 1nsrs ence hat she turn hel

,;”Man fleld Park 'Certalnly there 1

;wrltten record llstlng her famlly and frlends fgspenséé[tétﬁpf,f~

I mustupiace myself w1th those crltlcs for whoﬁ

;p‘Mansfleld Park proves unsettllng Thls chapter grew out ofﬁ}fn
'hmy efforts to appease my own uneaslness w1th thlS shlftlngrfffrrw“:

h“fand elu31ve text And so T oegan my exploratlon,‘conv1nced;f"

o 'that,I could’unravel, and thus explaln, the'varlous threads .

. j9 Q D Leav1s, on the other hand 'attrlbutes the sombre P

“tone of- Mansfield Park to. ‘events in- ‘Austen'‘s life.  In" 1813fﬂ~7
she was thirty seven, had lost her father, haa been forced:
‘to' move’ from her home, " and ‘had re51gned herself to- srlnoter L

’fhood‘and dependency after her father S death (Casebook 2°6~3'o1g

s Jane ‘,Aj;;l'fs,c‘ en: the



'ﬁ;otnresistance in the novel. For it seemed to me that
Mansfleld Park is dlscomfltlng precisely because it resists
i1,:':,«mand subverts our expectations. But I was soon reminded that
:;h?;Austen‘ls not a writer to be so ea51ly p1nned down .

“hrAlthough we can 1dent1fy and foreground several points of

dlsruptlon w1th1n the text, the novel reSISts,the

th remains an

; tcontalnment‘of”stralghtforward analy51

ThlS chapter
”fthe ten51ons and

epamblgult es’that lle at the heart of Mansfleld Park 'rMy

Tn,partlcular o'us lS an exploratlon of those seemlng

i”;nconslste‘:les wh1ch appear tor arlse from the 1ns1stence of

~ Austen® ,1nscr1ptlon of a Subver51ve subtext w1th1n an,

‘yrﬁ'orthodok afflrmatlvewtext The uneas1ness generated in
h‘ﬁreaders and cr1t1cs allke lies somewhere in thlS schlsm
‘,'fbetween the two competlng 1mpulses of the novel In no

”;other work does Austen SO elaborately construct and so

'5'met1culously ablde by novellstlc and soc1al conventlon - At'
"ldthe same’ tlme in no other novel does she SO v1gorously
ilnscrlbe her re51stance to these conventlons

: ‘In many ways,,Mansfleld Park proclalms 1tself a

77_fconventlonal domestlc novel It concerns the day to day

"fcact1v1t1eslof "3 or 4 Famllles"ll w1th1n the 1mmed1ate

“en_;ronspof‘mansf;eld Parkgrthe,seat‘of‘S;r'Thomas Bertram,

9 Sept. 1814, “letter 100 of




anaronet. It is at once more limited'and’more expansive in,
';its scope than most of Austen's otherhnovels. The focus of
'f‘theynarrative is upon the immediaterinmates:of Sir Thomas'
Pififown}domestic‘circle,“lz namely, hisrindolenthwife, Lady
'~i;fééfféam; his officious sister—in—law{yMrs Vﬁorris;‘andnhis
‘Zhh;four chlldren, Tom, Edmund, Maria and Julla The satellltey

7;;jestabllshment of Mansfield Parsonage pjov1des the remalnderV

‘7r{;of the ‘main characters--the Reverend and Mrsilgrantygandkher'

o 51b11ngs, Mary and Henry Crawford.';Theregaregfeﬁer?"h

'{:ffnelghbours in Mansfield Park than wehhave come to expect

but the

fwhen;we enter the world of an Austen. nov PV

;fnarratlve extends not only to Portsmouth but also to Slr;
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“hy;Thomas estate 1n,Ant1gua

The exemplary‘protagonlst

UifFanny_Price; ‘is brought to Mansfield Park at.

Pthereitofbe‘ralsed with her cousins. Despluw,;er'uncle'sff,ff“f
‘_,]bﬁectiOns to the notion of "cousins in love,'&‘;ﬁh(43)jtflww

"ueFanny falls for ‘Edmund from the start

As we would expect from.a domest}clnovel Mansfleld

4if?gPark 1s structured upon the marrlage plot-—the foregrounded ,'
[7plot belng the events leadlng up to the novel s closure upon

;the~nupt1als of Fanny and’Edmund., Lnterwoven wlth the

;12 Mansfleld Park 211 Future c1tatlons to thlS text w1ll R
}be abbrev1ated to MP when necessary for clarlty : ; Ny

'fls} Klrkham.dlscusses Austen s reference to Antlgua as o
,,'7p0551ble allusion:to the slave trade. - See her - argument on N
the Mansfleld Judgement in- Jane Austen,;Femlnlsm and R

. Fiction, 116-117. Johnson also makes this point.. For a .
" reading ‘of - the,colonlal 1mp11catlons,of the’ Antigua.
..reference. see Sald S, chapt”r on Austen"nkCulture and .
mperlallsm . ; N L
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~central plot are several subplots, including the seduction
.fplot in which first Fanny and then Maria is embroiled.

:ﬁ:The theme of marriage i1s announced on the opening page in an

1ff"acoount of the marriages of the three Ward sisters:

.~ About thirty years ago, Miss Maria Ward of
~. Huntingdon, with only seven thousand pounds, had
. the good luck to captivate Sir Thomas Bertram, of
.- Mansfield Park . . . and to be thereby raised to

" the rank of a baronet's lady. . . .  All
fVHuntlngdon exclaimed on the greatness of the match
T ‘She had two sisters to be benefited by
bj;her elevatlon . . . But there.are certainly not
Yo' many men of large fortune in ‘the world, as
“there are pretty women to deserve them. Miss
%Ward at - the end of half a dozen years, found
erself obliged to be attached to‘the Rev. Mr.
Norris, a friend of her brother-in- law, with
-scarcely ‘any private fortune, -and Miss Frances
‘fared yet worse. . . . Miss Frances. married, in
‘the: common phrase, to disoblige- her family, and by
lf1x1ng on a.Lieutenant of the Marlnes, without
;.educatlon, fortune, or connections; did it very
rthoroughly .. . an absolute breach between the
sisters . . . [took] place. It was the natural
,result of the conduct of each party,‘and such as a
- very 1mprudent marriage almost always produces
"(41 -42) Lo

”Theﬁstage'seems set for an exploration of‘prudent and

*1mprudent marrlages, jUSt as we expect when we enter the

- 7realm of domestlc flCLlOH

’fh The novel alsovpurports from the outset to be about the
eednoation of . daughters Mrs. Norris introduces the subject:
‘eﬁ“[g]lve a glrl an educatlon, and 1ntroduce her properly into
V?ithe world and ten to one but she has the means of settllng
Wd?well#s(44);k‘ln taklng the educatlon of daughters as her
'~theme ‘Ansten'places her novel dlrectly in allgnment with

,:(such treaflses as Hannah More 'S Strlctures on - the Mbdern

qsyitem of Female Educatlon and Thomas Glsborne's An Enquiry



into the Duties of the Female Sex.l4 aAnd in doing so, she
VVin~turn situates Mansfield Park firmly within the tradition

of domestic fiction. For as Aunt Fay reminds us in Letters
to Alice, women novelists "were expected to take great care
f ﬁot‘to offend, to set a good moral tone, in general to
féﬁéOurage the reader towards wvirtue and good behaviour"

“  6103). In other words, they were to follow the aims and

“rexample of the conduct manuals.
f{rHIf the novel invokes as its literary horizon both the
‘conduct manual and the genre of novels which take conduct
' maﬁpals as their model, the casting of Fannylas protagonist
:ié?éntirely appropriate. Marian E. Fowler haS'Shantthe
{éx;ent to which
 Fanny embodies the i1ideals prominentyin‘cOurteSY books
throughout the eighteenth century and into the
‘nineteenth: she is modest and timid, blushes' -
; frequently, eschews wit, never flirts, and is properly
. delicate in body and mind. She is, in short, a
courtesy-book girl par excellence.ff(41);""”', ‘
‘:fBﬁt,if Fanny exemplifies the ideals inScribed in the conduct
*kmanuéls;fShe is also, as Fowler notes, one of;a long line of
- "fictional courtesy-book girls" (32y, ~indeed{'there,is,much'
to Fanny's situation that marks her as Clarissa Harlowe's

literary sister. Not only does Sir Thomas bear a marked

 resemblancejto;Mr;,Harlowe, but Henry'Crawford”istAusten‘s ;

 LoVelace, albeit suitably cleéned~up; AlthOugh Henry does

14 Of course, Austen also places her text in alignment with

Wollstonecraft's Thoughts on the Education of Daughters.
'For a discussion of Austen's relation to Wollstonecraft, see
Lloyd W. Brown, "Jane Austen and the Feminist Tradition."”
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{hnot attempt to rape Fanny, his determination toc penetrate

f;her defences, to "Imake] a small hole in [her] heart®" (239},
‘SEQmS'a violation of her emoticnal integrity akin to

f;chvelace's violationrof Clarissa. And of course, Fanny

‘“*fherself'is;as angelic (346) and heroic in response to the

‘1ﬂipressures of both the seduction plot and parental

5!?11nte ference as is Clarissa. She is "exactly such a woman

'hx‘as [Henry{sruncle} thinks does not eXIStkln'the world. She
- very impossibility that he would ‘describe” (296) .
:”V4cheseﬁways, then, Mansfield Park conforms to the

“ ‘conventions ‘of ‘domestic fiction. But one need not venture

h7faf?a.te7this"apparehtly familiar domainVDefcre discovering
"that:thls partlcular house of flctlon 1s not qulte what it
Lo Below the surface, cracks and crev1ces can be7

;: eredm and in these schlsms 11es Austen s crlthue of
:ethe’roles and spaces a551gned to women

""Mansfleld Park throbs with the notlon that what women

"fnneed 1s the moral care and protectlon of men“ (135)*'

"r rwr1tes Aunt Fay 1n Letters to Ailce.s‘But thls is what I

'1'_w0uld 1dent1fy as the afflrmatlve text whlch is the subject
chof Austen s crlthue. Jan‘Fergus polnts out that

aImprlsonment deliverance, liberty, protection:
~‘terms like these and. many others that 1mp1y the
‘gjexerc1se of power-~author1ty, consequence,“
. v government, domlnlon ‘'submission, independence--
. are. contlnual v applled 1n.Mansf7e_d Park to the

S 15 R F. Brlssenden is. one of several CrlthS to connect
M;Fa”ty and Clarissa ("Mansfield Park: freedom and the

11y ”Trllllng sees’ the, 'shade. of Pamela hover[lng}

anny's} career (Casebook 221)
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details of domestic life, particularly courtship
and marriage. (&4 Literary Life 145)

1Fefgus reads Austen’s last three novels in particular as
reonstituting her exploration of "the complex power
eg:relationships between women and a social world that reduces
ﬁaffthelr options and makes them marginal® (A‘Literaty Life
~3;27145) In Mansfield Park it is not onlylsocial structures

"afjwhlch;imprison but also the roles fOf'wOmeh,eﬁcoded within

eaithe master narratives of domestic flctlon  lAuSten
a?fxchallenge to authority is played OUt on many 1nte1connettedt
'al!?levels in this novel. Her res1stance tolthe'authorlty*of

'ipatrlarChal discourses 1is dec1pherable not only w1th1n the
,conflnes of the narrative, but also in. her hlghllghtlng of -
ithe llmltatlons of fictional conventlon

'l Her invocation of the theatrlcal escapade is theka

Jcentral device: w1th‘wh1 h Austen is able to challenge the
overlapplng dlscourses of authority w1th1n the teyt.f The- -

l&slgnlflcance of this episode in Mansfleld Park has generated

'afimmch crltlcal debate As one of the central problem areas,_ ,c”*“

l;fof the text 1t prov1des an obv1ous startlng p01nt at whlch
lf;to begln unravellng the competlng dlscourses of the novel

‘Dependlng upon their agendas, crltlcs—have varlously read'
- Austen S ch01ce of Lovers Vows as her play w1th1n the~

‘“lfuovel as s1gnalllng the pern1c1ous 1nfluence of the Jacobln

cententiens of the impropriety oF actlng “or as illtstratiVef°f7‘

4]
-

of Austen s 1aeas about proprlety and women.i6 Buf the




readings depend upon an affirmative view of Mansfield and
. ‘its inhabitants, in which "the elegance, propriety,

‘regularity, harmony--and perhaps, above all--the peace and

'ﬁftranquility of Mansfieldv {384} are accepted at face value.
~hTooread‘Mansfield Park affirmatively seems particularly
'rdifficult, given the general nastiness and incompetence of

moetnofoits inhabitants.l”? 2nd the other side of the coin

TfihofyﬁehEEield’s "“domestic tranquilityﬁ'is its stultifying

: sense of conflnement.

The central dialogic tension 1n the text 1is this

eptenslon between the constraint (1ndeed the confwnement) of

'{,Mansfleld ,and the licence and dlsruptlon of the

'}theatrlcals, whlch ruffle the apparently tranqull surface of

‘}pthe"text ina multltude of waYS-T Joseph thvak 1dent1f1es

‘;pthe theatrlcals as the source of much of the unea31ness

rfgenerated by the novel-

‘~£the theatrlcal episode dlsturbs us ‘:,. prec1sely
"_because it 1s the crux of the book——because, that

ocdisy At has. the power to become more than just a
T;Flocal structure, to spread.perplex1ngly throughout
e o he novel just as the “theater“ at Mansfleld Park

“,16 For example, Marllyn Butler 1s a proponent of the" flrst
rv1ew; Marian Fowler argues for the Glsborne/More angle.
“Almost all conservative readings of Mansfield Park make the
last point bomewhere w1th1n their discussions.

,wl?‘ Indeed, efforts to account for the negativity of the
gf{portrayal of all the inhabitants of Mansfield (with the
”5590551ble exceptlon of Edmund) within an affirmative reading

. gf Sir Thomas' estate as a model of conservative values seem
'7j_blngularly 1nadequate. For example, Tony Tanner's assertion
- .that "Austen is: conce1vab1y‘mak1ng a -elass point"* in showing
'WFanny, William and Susan as important to the continued

_ health of Mansfield seems to me a desperate effort to
"counter hls own observatlon of how "many of [Mansfield’s]

ct alrblood‘descendants go. to the bad? (Jane Austen 148).




soon extends from the billiard room, encompassing,
of all places, Sir Thomas's study. - (2)

-Indeed, in the same way that the theatricals spill ocut in an

o 'ever-widening spiral into Sir Thomas' "own domestic circle,®

*Mthis episode centrifugally disrupts thé;bOundaries‘of the
jtéxt itself.

. In his discussion of the masqueradefin‘eighteénthv

. century fiotion, Terry Castle 11nks the theatrlcdl rin‘

1Méﬁsfie£d Park--by way of the maéa :rade~*to earllex"

'ﬂmanifestatiOHS of carnival in flCthH.‘ Although the

'itumasquerade topos has largely dlsappeared from flctlon by thu

‘end of the eighteenth century, Castln p01nts out thut
 Mansf1eld Park is one of many nlneteenth century novels 1n
iwhlch

The scene of the tranaformatlon moves 1nward 1T
both a literal and a flguratlve ‘sense and th@ G
transgre351on is figured in more- psycholooqul
ways. In part this situation mirrored an aCtUdl
shift in behaviour--what Bakhtin . . . referled to
as the hlStOIlC movement of carnival. forms lnto

“private life. The multiplicity of. scenes in
nineteenth century fiction deplctlng domestlc
theatricals, private games of charades and the
like, dre a literalized manlfestatlon of thla~
change. {341)

Jane Austen was certainly familiar with,this device in

flctlon as it flgures promlnently 1n Rlchardaon 5 Sir,~

uChar;es Prandisoﬁ.la And it eems‘that’the’ hﬁarrlcala*

ABusten's admi on for

gt

18 ‘There is niegtv of evidence o mirati
Grandison in the Letters, but B. C. Southam's transcri iption
of the play, Sir Charles Grandison or the Happy Man, {which
came to light' in 1977 and which ‘is imputed to ‘be the work of
Eusten and her nieces}) reinforces the polnfv~and dlso makﬁs
an *nterestlng‘a51de. Jan Fergu essay "Sex -and Social
Life in Jane RAusten's HNovels 3130 ﬂonnects the thﬁatrlral,v

-at Manszlelﬁ with *he maaquerads in Grandlson, and focuses

1rmw



generate such uneasiness because they are infected with the

'lhost of the carnivalesque spirit (albeit somewhat muted) .
_;_igégtle}s discussion of masqueradeﬂgoes a long way

towards accountlng for much of the amblgulty in Mansfleld

YfOne mlght call the masquerade topos a master trope
“of. destablllsatvon in contemporary fiction. = Its
' frole 15 . never merely static ‘or emblematic.
It is associated’ w1th the dlsruptlon ;rather than,
f??the stablllzatlon of: meanlng BefIttlng 1ts
ifdeeper link with the forces" of transformatlon and
- mutablllty, the- masquerade typlcally has a
“7xcatalyt1c effect on plot ‘It is-often ‘connected
... with the. working out of comic or providential
”}@narratlveipatterns " Yet this pl _genderlng
‘ffunCC1on:almost invariably undermines whatever
'jemblematlc ‘meaning the episode mlght otherw1se be
. 'expected to- carry. ‘The scene prompts larger o '
~“ideological and thematlc 1ncons1stenC1es Almost
';‘,1nvar1ably,?the fictional masquerad s scapes any
S fe l”reduc1blllty (117—,18) :

’lnthlrkrthe the trlcals have proved problematlc to critics
'}fprec1sely because thev do resist moral reduc1b111ty and
ﬁ?whatever emblematlc meanlng they carry 1n the afflrmatlve
5narrat1ve f Although Slr Thomas very dec151vely rlds his
ll;ffhouse of the 1nfectlon of the theatrlcals when he returns"
:‘@sffrom Antlgua, thelr 1nfluence is 1rrepress1ble and the
‘inl*cence unleashed durlng the scheme proves 1mposs1ble to
f]contaln Slmllarly, although the narratlve seems to contaln

'f;the female llcentlousness of Marla, Julla and Marv Crawford

'"lﬂhen each of themlmeets thelr rightful “end | and the

1rtuous Fanny‘becomes the mlstress of - Mansfleld Park, this
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,‘bpens’up a dialogue with/in the affirmative narrative, which
creates a dissonance that is not dispelled by the orthodox
i;olosure—of the text, but which continues to reverbelate
- Thls dlsruptlon occurs 1n a number of 1nte1connected
‘ilfiWays-, The inclusion of the theatricals in the novel |

l;constltutes what Bakhtwn has termed an "1nserted genre"

n{“Dwscourse in the Novel" 273) which centrlfugally dlsrupts

,fthe monologlc seamlessness of the “master dlscourse" of the

fhfdomestlc novel genre. One manlfestatlon of thlS subver51on

le the way in which the theatrical genre pervades and

modlfles the formal shape of Mansfield Par, Fthe three

j;volumes correspond to the three acts of a play, and;the,ll'

flnal chapter, Wthh 1s qulte dlfferent 1n stylﬁl

;rest Uforms an. author S ep1logue" (Klrkham;dJane Austen.

‘7¥Femrnlsm‘and Fiction 3).

The theatrlcal episode also serves to drawylnto forus"‘:
!flthe boundary between the public and prlvate realms._g@;‘ ’

",j?Theatrlcals,ln themselves part of the spectacle of the

'hpubllc realm threaten the sanctlty of the prlvate domaln

19

M,because they are inherently public. They brlng w1th them

the dangers of "excessive intimacy" and exhibitiOn The
fj*care w1th wthh the language of the teyt draws attentlon ro

¢thisrdlwislon bet ecn Lhe pu 1ie anu the prlv te- sho uld

alert us to Austen's 1nte est in e xplorlng fhe bounda rlesir

19 ror a diSéussionVOfddOmeStic‘space, and 1ts functlona
Austen B wrltlng, sge’ I;‘ranc1s R. rHart "The Spacea‘ofm‘_'
,Prlvacyﬂ Jane Austen SR o « IR




~7,which circumscribe the female realm.  For instance, Edmund

"gn!talks;himself into taking the role of Anhalt
because of

i,7the mlschlef that may, of the. unpleasantness that
o must, arise from a young man's being . .
,f![domestlcated among us——authorlzed to come at all
*Qhours?~and placed suddenly on a footlng which must
do away with all restraints. To think . . . of
,,he llcence which every rehearsal ‘must tend to
;tfncreate .. . . If I can be the- means ot
(”?restralplng the publicity of the bus1ness, of
f}}llmltlng the: eXhlblthD, ofE concentratlng our
folly, . T shall be well repaid. ."u . ‘I am not
- without hopes of persuading them to- confine the
rfgrepresentatlon within a much smaller circle. .
LMy object ‘1s to confine it to Mrs Rushworth and
'7the Grants.- (175 76) U t;‘j'f

aTheirepetltlonxof words like constraint‘ confine, restraint,

w_illcencedipubllc1ty and ‘exhibiticn reveal the central

k7ff?d1alog1c ten51on 1n the text but they also draw attentlon to

ff!the!boundary'between the prlvate and the publlc realms And
Q;lf thlS boundary protecfs against folly and exhlbltlon it
L also 1mprlsons and restrlcts. The enclosure of the domestic
dl‘realm therefore cutsrtwo ways ThlS 1s one . of the central
llamblgultles at the heart of Mansfleld Park and one . that
7ﬁfAusten explores via the vehlcle of the theatrlcals
The threat offered to Mansfleld Park by the theatricals
‘,[uls ‘a. threat to patrlarchal structures as Edmund makes clear

’}twhen he states that the erectlon of the theatre at Mansfleld

o would be taklng llbertles w1th my father S house in his

T absence“ (152)- Although.the home is tradltlonally "the

'fsphere of domesjlc llfe the sphere 1n Wthh female exertion

“ octupled and female excellence 1s best

33
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fdisplayed" (Gisborne 4), it is apparent that the domestic
“realﬁ of Mansfield Park is the domain in which Sir Thomas
lexer01ses absolute authority. He 1s "Master at Mansfield
7],?1Park“ (365), and his advice is the "advice of absolute
‘:Apower" (285). The stultifying aura of—restraint that 1is the

‘fﬁoverrldlng characteristic of Mansfleld emanates partlculallv

“i}51r Thomas. Maria marries the’oaflsh”Mr Rushworth

*ffbééause l’she [is] less and less able to endure Lhe restraint

rf'fwhlch her father imposed. The llberty;thChfhls~absence had

'ftfglven was now become absolutely necessary;:fShevmust,escape

;from,hlm and Mansfield as soon as poss1ble" (216) The
,remale lawlessness exhibited by Julia and Marla durlng the

Ztheatrlcals constltutes a challenge’ to th1s authorlty that

‘has a rlpple effect throughout the text: The two 81sters
di{sgrambllng] across the fence" (128) 1ntoythe}1nfamousb_
riff;ullderness’during the trip to SothertothandfMarfa’s"

:3rutterance of her notorlous llne, "I Cannot get out as the
ﬁﬁ*lstarllng'sald“ (127) before she makes her dash for freedom
‘tﬁkemphas1ze thelr lawlessness but also the restrlctlons‘

ylmposed upon theml | |
None of the "daughters® in the text~—with the exception

"1;fof'Fanny¥—can abide by“the'reStrictionS~of theirffather*é:

Tinhouse 'and Marla in part1cular selzes the opportunlty that

"the play prov1des to flout the law of the father 20 The

20 Leroy . Smlth dlscusses Mansfleld Park s attack on the
patriarchal ‘social order in "Mansfleld Park The Revolt of
‘the Femlnlne WOman S
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'theatrlcals therefore bring patrlarchal authorlty and female

llcence (1n partlcular) into conjunctlon.' Castle argues

that,

J,]true to its traditional association with the power
-~ of: women, thermasquerade threatens patriarchal
~structures.  Normative sexual relations in the
. fictional world may be overthrown, and female
“Wcharacters accede here to new klnds of sexual,
‘moral or strateglc control over male assoc1ates

’"ﬂfThe 1nvocat on of thlS dev1ce is therefore one means by

iwrltes what cannot be wrltten . In using the

Viwthh Austen

,nitheatrlcals to present us with plctures of female

‘~fti9law1essness, she creates a kind of shadow text Wthh

”dlsrupts the

rhbfforegrounded

1arrative,~and,therdialogue3Which3reSultS»~

g fbecomes a 31te of're51stance

'rf}ItF's apparent that the "liberties taken‘with [Sir

':-Q,Thoﬁas]'house" durlngtthe theatrical escapade ‘are
'i;spec1f1cally female llbertles Marla 1s the most .at rlsk
ihdurlng the eplsode because her unoff1c1al engagementr
":d;(because not yet publlcly sanctloned by her father) makes
ﬁ~hher‘ 51tuatlon .;Q ;ra very dellcate one, cons1der1ng
'r,,euerything“ (151)." And Fanny thlnks Lovers' VOWS is

“totally 1mproper for home presentatlon [because or] the

b“tfsltuatlon of [Agatha] and the language of [Amella], [Wthh

d;farel unflt to be expressed by any woman of. modesty" (160) .

These are the words of the afflrmatlve or orthodox

ut there arevmany thlngs about Lover ’ was whlch

| hls p01nt 1n FFemale Grotesques-‘
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~suggest that Mansfield Park's presentation of the
ilraffirmative text is not entirely unambiguous.: The most

sstriking thing about Austen's choice'of'this play (and
bz;something which appears curiously overlooked by critics) is

Tthe extent to which it "provides a'paradigm,for'the novel "

’ff(ﬁcwaSter Jane Austen on Love 55) and the paralle]s»w

'f71nverted or not——between the two dlscourses must 1nform our

'*fiireadlng of the novel.?2 For example 'Amella,s father,

‘nkaaron<W1ldenha1m,'appears an 1nverse'model of the character’

ef,;offsir Thomas Bertram. Her uncle'’ s response to Fanny s

'rerpsal of Henry Crawford is one of,Outraged‘authorltyf-he

rgacénsesrher of *willfulness of temper ‘self concelt and
5ffevery tendency to that 1ndependence of splrlt 5“3 Wthh in

‘”'young women 1s offen51ve and dlsgustlng beyond all common

of_fence“l (318) . The Baron, on the other hand,h“shall not
rcommand neither persuade [Amella} toln é; marr1age~—[he
“Tiknows] too well the fatal 1nfluence of parents on such a

‘fgsubject-"z3 The Baron S llberal attltude empha51zes Slr'

‘7,;Thomas 'authorltarlan stance.

©22

| Mansf1e7d Park also shares w1th Lovers VOwS'the'

',Character of the fallen woman. 1In the former, this role is

; It seems 11kely that many of Austen s contemporarleo;
”would have ‘been famlllar with the play Park Honan notes

rf“that Lover 's Vows. pralse of feeling as agalnst tradlrlon
‘aroused the Anc1—Jacob1n, but the Lady's Magazine admired.

“jthe play for heartfelt correcfness It went into twelve |
]edltlons by 1799, and had Six productlons at Bath while rhe"
,Austens 11ved there (341) ‘ S

Jf23 L‘ ers was 30-, Future c1tatlons to thlS teyt w1ll be e S
””fabbrev1ated to LV. AL = o : ; .




'played by Maria, who commits the unthinkable when she leaves
'?fdglherjmarriage to elope (unsuccessfully) with Henry Crawford.
~'In the latter, Agatha, now an old woman, has been seduced in
‘ll;fher;youth by the Baron, and is the mother of his

| 'Jffillegitimate'son, Frederick. The situation of this
‘”*wﬁicharacter in- the play creates a reverberatlon in Mansfield

At:the'endﬂof Lovers’ Vows, Agatha is: saved from her

. park..

“as,outcast when the Baron pledges to compensate for his

???fpast transgress1ons by marrying her’(LV’87) Interestlngly,

”ﬂﬁlt 1s;made clear in the text that he frlled to make her an

Hablefwoman~in the first place because of ‘parental

'*”?hono‘
filnfluence Were it not for the 1nterference of hlS famlly,
ii Agatha would not~have found herself cast 1n thlS role (LV

7In Mansfleld Park there is: no redemptlon pos51ble for

SlrkThomas

; would never have offered so great an insult to the

"Ifﬁnelghbourhood as to expect it to notice her

ervrs Maria had destroyed her own character, and he

;rgjwould not by a vain attempt to: restore ‘what could
= .never be. restored, . . . . be anyw1se accessory to

e;:vlntrodutlng such misery in another man's’ family,
ffas he had known hlmself (449 50)

4ﬁ51t seems susp1c1ous that the Jane Austen who allowed Lydla

kr,‘ to be‘accepted back into the~famlly bosom in Pride and
;;Prejudlceragrees w1th the fate she metes out to her

”7fﬂcharacter here., Indeed the 1anguage she uses in thlS

“hfpassage seems 1ntended to condemn Sir Thomas,'rather than

7jmar;a;7 Eor‘81r;Thomas ‘concern for:hls "neighbourhood" and

another. man

*Sﬁfamily,"~revealsshisrdesire to protect

37
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patriarchal structures at the expense of hlS own daughter. 24
“;DeSpite accepting his own culpability for Maria's actions,
~he insists that she "had destroyed her own‘character." The

f_}narrative of Mansfield Park similarly exonerates Henry

wg;Crawford from much of the responsibility for Maria's fallen

 character.
“'Austen's use of Lovers' Vows as the play behlnd the
fhnovel allows her to "write what cannot be wrltten T do

wﬁ;not mean to suggest here that she endorsed the polltltal

"”‘sentlments of Lovers' Vows, (the play was certalnly

Jpercelved as Jacobin in its tendenc1es by her

fCOntemporarles) nor that she abandoned~@1n Mansfleld Park

fher stance on the importance of true proprlety Rather,‘l

Qbam propos1ng that Austen's alluS1on to the play enabled her
to create a dynamlc between patrlarchal authorlty and female
3des1re and in doing so, to 1llustrate the conflnementkf:

711mposed upon women by social and llterary conventlon 25

ThlS 1s partlcularly evident 1n the parallel between
"f_pFanny and Amella. lee Fanny,r Amella recelves a proposal

'“rof marrlage from a’ man she does not love lee Fanny,

24aqsir Thomas' response to suggestions that Maria be :
"allowed back into the family echoes Mr. Collins' attitude to -
_~QLyd1a an Prlde and Prejudlce——an attltude for Wthh he lo' e
ﬁ’plllorled ' TS O SN RN ~

‘g§f25 Lovers Vows is not a very good play, and smacks-of the.
i kind of sentlmentallty and: melodrama that Austen mocks 1n '
. kEhe juvenllla “Her use’ of: this play A parthhlar As
‘ certalnly ironic. The Thesplans betray their poor taste in .
.- choosing 1t But this: does not nullify- the area of . . o
" resistance opened up- 1n the text by 1ts sympathetlc portra1t~f”
ooof female de51re.ut¢ 5 : > PRI =
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l!l?Amelia,is in love with the man who educated her, her tutor,

'f;Anhalt. The scene in Lovers' Vows to which Austen

~f};specifically refers in Mansfield Park (187) is the one in

‘ywhlch AmellaldeClares her love for Anhalt.,In her

Wfljdlntroductlonlto her adaptation of Kotzebue's play, Elizabeth

“LInchbald wrote

;iv*The,part of aAmelia has been a very_partlcular‘

< -object of my solicitude and-alteration . . . - the
~forward and unequivocal manner in wh: hfshe"

- announces her” love, in the original;, would have
“been: revoltlng to an English audience:.

'Amella s:love, by Kotzebue, 1is: 1ndellcately blunt
e 'ﬁI have endeavoured to attach the attention-
l;azd“sympathy‘of the audience by whimsical

““insi ‘ rather than coarse abruptness

et de pfte Inchbald s efforts to rendeﬁ:Amella S speech

less lndellcate, her words stlll art1Culate her deSIre

?f”outrlght when (by a c1rcu1tous route too long to tranSCflbe
ffhere) she asks Anhalt to instruct her 1n th?,SUbjeCt of

::Lflove:‘ﬁcome,¢then, teach it me as‘you,taught me geography;

\landuagfes?,‘r "a"nd d‘t‘hér‘i'mp“ortant' 'thi\ngé?" '(41) - This* is th'e

dffe‘scene whlch Edmund and Mary rehearse in the East room. = In
;'effect Fanny is forced to watch Mary Crawford,artlculater

‘%éfwhat Fanny herself feels for Edmund And thlS has important

ff;repercus51ons in the rest of the text. |

There 1s of course a- clear dlstlnctlon made between

”“ijaTy’Crawford and Fanny.k hhlle Fanny never says anything

yyfbut wnat she ought to say; Mary repeatedly artlculates what

proprlety.dlctates that she not say. Mary is obv1ously one

representatfles 1n the text of female licence. She
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. makes rude puns about "Rears and Vices" {91), and is forward
fFenough to ask during the preparatlon for ‘the play, *Who is

:'to. be Anhalt? What gentleman among YOu,am I to have the

""fypleasure of making love to?" {(167). But if Maryv's boldness

“{vjjls condemned by the affirmative narrative of the novel, the

7f’subtext suggests that Fanny needs a llttle of it her elf.

~;For 1t is clear that 1f she could,artlculate her de51re for

atf;deund she would free herself From the pressures of Slr

i'ﬂThomas authoritative endeavours to persuade her 1nto

”V:}rmarrylng Henry. There is only one reason whlch Slr Thomas

7would flnd acceptable for her refusal of such an offer He

7 requlres explanation. Young as [Fanny 1s], . .

. it ‘is hardly possible that {her] affectlons~— He .
. paused and -eyed her fixedly. -He ‘saw: ‘her: “lips oo
- formed in to a no, though the sound was L

“ynlnartlculate, but her face was llke scarlet.”'That,
“however, in so modest a girl might: be R

innocence; and chusing at least to’ appear

. -satisfied, he quickly added, "No, no, I- know thdt
”*zis guite out of the guestion.® (316 317)

‘1gilf Fanny could aver outright that her. affectlons are 1ndeed

jfé‘jengaged elsewhere, she would be released But thls

‘f‘artlculatlon 1s qulte out of the questlon for a glrl as

properly modest as Fanny.26 The conjunctlon,of Mary 's
,voicing of Amelia's speech to Anhalt, with Fanny‘s inability

" to articulate her feelings, therefore undercutskthe“

26 Even Fanny s modesty 1s counter productlve to her as
she receives Henry Crawford's attentions so "very properly™

" that no-one percelve[s] them to be unpleasant to [her. Sir
Thomas] is half 1ncllned to think that she doesn't know her

. own feellngs" (316), and therefore authorizes Henry‘"
~continued pressing of his suit. For further discussion of
ethls p01nt see Johnson 106. : ST TR
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k integrity of the affirmative text, creating a discrete grey

'h;farea‘which calls into guestion the apparently unambiguous

'hi5aistinction between modest and immodest female characters in
_the text.
Lloyd W. Brown's reading of this p01nt is illuminating.

y'qu argues that in drawing attention tokthe convention that

3iwomenéshoold not articulate their desirey‘Ansten attacks

V;Athe male s self-serving deflnltlon of sexual
3rmorallty,,espe01ally Samuel Rlchardson s notorious
;,,‘1v1ews on female" modesty According to Rlchardson,
it dis Tan heterodoxy that a woman should be in
Jove: w1th a man before he declares hlS love
(334)27

':e‘As Clarlssa s llterary sister, Fanny;mhstffollow‘the

"—dlctates'of~conventlon, and this particulartscript denies

“”Tyher the ords ‘that she appears to need.yi“'

1~tf"Thettheatrlca1s—-and the a1lu51on to the play itself--

';therefore draw,the naffirmative" text into dialogue in
'h?seyeral ways ‘ They constltute a site of res15tance at the
[heart of the novel and th1s re31stance reverberates

“'”ﬁhthrouqhout the text as a whole.

,And 1f;the‘art1culat10n of’ feméle desireris the
“dlsruptlve 1nfluence first given licence in the theatricals,
"1t throws into relief the constr1ct1ve structures which

roipatriarChal\ soc1ety erects prec1sely to contaln and

‘*T_:;control thls des1re Thls, T betleve is what Austen

‘Austen parodles this v1ew

“As Brown goes on to p01nt out

‘Morl ‘h;r‘lmproprlety’bv dreamlng of Henry Tilney
before he shouldfdream.of her (NA 30) .




~intends 1n her portrayal of Fanny. Fanny as conduct-manual-

‘t'angel—in—the—house, and courtesy-book-fictional-heroine, is

”se bowed down by the weight and restriction of convention

: that she hardly seems to exist. She is the only young woman

. “in the novel to abide by the restrictions imposed upon her.

dfjifjthe licence of Maria, Julia and Mary is condemned by the

*g;affirmative narrative of the novel, the sUbtext condemns the

'y¢restr1ctlons which render Fanny almost powerless

Much of the troping in the text functlons to hlghllght
nFanny s confinement. Indeed, the 11nes are drawn around her

"hfrom,the opening pages of the text, then Sir Thomas and Mrs.

qNorrls agree that she and her Bertram cou51ns "cannot be

Qequals. . e [We must] choose exactly the rlght llne of
fconduct“ (47, my emphasis). Moreover, 1n castlng Fanny as a
?female dependent of sorts, Austen re1nforces the marglnallty‘

40Ffwomen 1n thelr father's house. Fanny S marglnallty in

hh}athe Bertram household is flguratlvely 31gnalled by her

f-phy51ca1 p051tlon w1th1n the conflnes of Mansfleld Park

;f;She 1S relegated "to the little whlte attlc near [the

‘1governess], and,not far from the glrls and Clan by the
"honSemaids" (46) . Thus situated between the servants and
‘_ithe rest of the famlly, Fanny s attlc room dellneares her'
: erlpheral status at Mansfleld | Mary WOllstonecraft k

| descrlbed the precarlousness of fhe p051t10n of the femaleyidhbh
dependent in Thoughts on the Educatlon of Daughters.
Above the servants, yet considered by them as a

'spyg and ‘ever reminded of her 1nfer10r1ty when in
conversatlon wwth her superlors 3ol She is.




alone, shut out from eguality and confidence, and
the concealed anxiety impairs her constitution. .
. . The being dependent on the caprice of a
fellow creature, though certainly very necessary
in this state of discipline, is yet a very bitter
corrective, which we would fain shrink from. {70~
71

Fanny remains on the periphery of the house until Maria
'pf and Julia's absence in London render her "the only young

'  HwQﬁaﬁ7in the drawing room® (219), at which time her improved

{séétﬁs‘is indicated by the ball throWn for her and William
fbnyir”Thomas (281), and her uncle's authorization of a fire
”finﬁhér room (313).

?m ‘That Fanny 1s dependent on the caprice of a fellow

“which occurs on the death of Mr. Norris when she is fifteen.
 ;wifhbﬁt'any reference to Famny's own desires, Sir Thomas and

é@nyertram assume that she will move from Mansfield to

5iﬁf§}-mdrris‘ new home. As Lady Bertram states, "it can make
ri fyéfy71ittle difference to you, whether you are in one house
’k  ﬁqrftﬁe-other“’(60). Similarly, Fanny is shuffled off to
"'fﬁoftgmbuth at her uncle's whim, and finds herself helplessly
 JcOﬁfinéd;theie until it 1is “conveniént“ for him to retrieve
 he£.
- The text reiterates the confinement as well as the
‘”;3§fé¢ariousnessroffthe small social space in which Fanny as a
~’wémaé mu$é live. In the context cf the tropes of

confinement associated with Fanny, Mary Crawford's speech

28 a e : . ; SR P .

~ Austen herself experienced something of the difficulties
of this state after her father died and she was forced to
rely on the charitvy of her brothers.

43
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vhether or not Fanny is "out"
takes on a whole new rescnance. *The point is clear,®
intones Mary. "Miss Price 1is not out" {83, Austen's
emphasis}. Indeed, Fannv 1s so decidédly not out that she

éﬁ,has never been to a ball, has hardly ever been out to

“dinner, and when she wvisits Mr. Rushworth's estates at

ides had never bheen extensive, was

[

“.~Sotherton, she, *whose
' ~soon beyond her knowledge® {109).

Fanny is not only confined, she is also rendered almost

1 when her cousins burst out of the circﬁﬁscribed realm of the
'fgarden, Fanny "feel{s] all this to be wrong® (127), but she
1 15 left to her lorely vigil on the bench as much as a result
:5;¢f fatigue as of principle. Weré'itVQOﬁ fof"fatigue; “Fanny”
:;would have moved too® (124}, and accompanied Edmund and Mary
;;onrﬁheir ramble (which also leads theh int0 tﬁe wilde:ness,
:Malbeit by a vaguer, but more respectabie fouﬁé); ‘Howevet;
'“}fEdmund urged her remaining where”shé was‘wiﬁhWan‘ B
éarnéstness which she could not resistﬁ (124)5  Ih’0théf‘
‘:wads, it is not Fanny's *herocism éf"princiﬁle"'(271§'Which:i
réstrains her actions here, soc much as her physical
‘weakness, and BEdmund's exhortations. This would seem a
minor point were it not for the number of other instances in
the text in which her “"hercism of principle® is undercut.
| When Fanny 1is in the throes of her moral dilemma over

the necklace which Henry and Mary have tricked her into

accepting, she is saved by a stroke of narrative
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?ddtfinteryention: "her good fortune $éemed:complete, for upon

":dt?ial the one given her by Miss Crawford would by no means

‘"'ffigofthronghlthe cross" (276). She isathus~able to wear
k‘f'Edﬁuﬁd7$¥necklaC€kWith & clear consCiehCéa but she adorns

rfd,herseff7With the'sPcond'necklace~in;any case‘ because Edmund

’talkf her rnrc "max{lng] that sacrlflce rather than give
"paln to {Mary]“” 270) Edmund so succeeds in remlndlng

5"duty" that she abandons her own scruples But

‘we have’to questlon the source of these scruples since it is

iclear that aesthetlcs play a role h;rertoo : “[Edmund s]

chaln Wlll agree w1th William's cross beyond all comparison

fbetter thanjthe necklace (270);7 B:fundercuttlng, and

'iiginto questlon the 1ntr1cac1es of Fanny S

: ”moraiisysteif the text denies her the aathorlty of her own

s ‘c"‘:on\'fi"cﬁt‘ionsi‘ '
:e ThlS technrque is most ev1dent when desplte her
'?prrotestatlons of horror at the 1mpropr1ety of the
!h[theatrlcals ‘Fanny caves 1n to the perseverance of the"
‘ Thesplans and\Edmund S "look of fond dependence on her good
nature, and .'.'r [ylelds]" (191); She agrees to play the
o part of the Cottager s wwfe 1n Lovers VDWS-VTFanny's
'dfifrntegr1tv is saved when Slr mhomas makes hlS dramatic
Lfientrancemrlkera deu; extmachrnarand the theatrical escapade
‘5y1s btought to an abrupt end
dﬁTnese three eplsodes are 1mportant in establishing

kxprlnc1ple,‘vet 1n each case, ‘her integrity is at

| 77Ieastpsomewhat undercut by the machinations of the narrative
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itself, which allow Fanny very little authority over either
~her own actions, or indeed, her ethics.  Fanny's famous cry,

~"I .cannot act" (168} reverberates throughout the text as a

"fVWhOIe, for in almost every situation, she ‘is denied the

hf‘fpower to act under her own volition.

:It is important too, that in each of thebe 1nc1denta,

“7Fanny is swayed from her own moral p051t10n by Edmund 5

'7hffexhorfatlons It is clear that he is one manlfebtatlon of

'?Mﬁffpaternal authorlty in the text. He gu1des Fannv "w;th,thej

rfi"hkind}aUthority of a privileged guardlanﬁf(351) ;Ahd~hiéi¥

i,contradlctory and self-serving adv1ce to her undercuts the

ﬂhldea that "what women need is the moral earerand protectlona

w29

;‘OL men s

o as Clarlssa Harlowe’ s sister, as'"COnrteEYLbOdk

7_hereine,“ and as Sir Thomas' niece, Fanny has very few
fﬁﬁepbertnnities for action. Her pecullarly statlc character
“f}éérﬁés toremphasize that indeed, she:"cannot act :
herhere are only two 1nstances 1n Wthh Fanny 1s‘able tOf“
'f}enerelsereven,llmrted power: other than in her refukalﬁof 
‘1Henr§'CranOrd; ’When she is at her father'skheusefln
Pertsmouth, she alleviates domestic'tensionhby bnying her
;;yogﬁgest+siStef;Betsy'a'silver:knife; thereby establluhlng

'isusan' 1n full posse551on of her own. . . . The deed

28 Although Fanny'iS‘almosL'alwaYS portrayed as being in
the right, whlch in' itself undercuts the idea that "what
women need is the moral care- and protectlan of men, " I am
susplc1ous of the moral. structure of the text as a whole,
since 1t appears to me to ‘be akewed to fit around Fanny as.
: moral centre (whlch makes me questlon 1ts leldltj)-




h'ffltﬁéﬁéﬁghly answered; a source of domestic altercation was

rrf"ythor0ughly‘done away" (389). Shortly thereafter, Fanny
(’becomes "a subscriber f[to a lending library]¥~amazed at

'“*ﬁbelng anythlng in proprla persona, amazed atfher own doings

‘:f,ln every way,'to be a renter, a chuser: of books'" (390).
o Thls act 15 agaln undertaken towards a sultably proper end;

'ihufnamely the edlflcatlon of Susan Although 1t 1s s1gn1f1cant

'Jtnat Fanny does act out of her own volltion 'she acts just

as she ought 7sIn mov1ng to restore domestlc tranqulllty and

"“uitho educateiher s1ster, she uses her femaleylnfluence to

Inrother words, her actlo jéremaln w1th1n

’}the llmltedﬂsphere"of power accorded to women by both soc1al

<fand llterary conventlon Moreover, her actlonstaffect

°waomen,rrather than men .
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Fanny most obv1ously exerts power 1n the text when she ;

5:ma1nta1ns her rlght to choose her own - husband and denles -
"her uncle s authorlty to dlspose of her 1n marrlage sir

"Tj{Thomas reveals hls own 1nterest 1n Fanny s marrlage to Henry

'*fﬁcrawford 1n the follow1ng passage~h‘b

youfhave';~. L shewn me that you can be W1lful and
‘perverse, that you can and will decide for yourself,
“without any considerati on.-or deference for those who
have surely some right to guide you--without even
, asklng their advice. You have shewn yourself very,
. very dlfferent from any thlng that ‘I had imagined. the
-~ “advantage ‘or dlsadvantage of. your famlly—-of your '
'jfgfparents—~y0ur brothers and- 51sters——never seems to have
f-,had rmoment S ‘share in your thoughts on this occasion.
“Ha hey might be benefited, how they must rejoice in
,,A‘VCh an- establlshment for you--is nothlng to you You
“than only of yourself (318) : '




‘This is without doubt the voice of patriarchal‘authority in
ﬂfithelteXt, and it is a voice which is undercut;'fAs”if to

‘plllustrate the precariousness of the poSitionfof women

1dependent upon paternal caprice, Sir Thomas 1s made to‘,
~f}?art1culate a speech which is completely at odds w1th the

'7fbatt1tude he takes towards his niece. When,he beglns*to

I*;Tfeeligrave on Maria' S account, "

"[cto speak" serlously to her.
'fthe alllance,

fbraved and the connection entlrel”
“felt herself unhappy in the prosp
act tor her, and release her. (2l

~,Was to be 1mpo531ble to overlook (and;Fanny«

‘ubllcly“ engaged~to Henry) . Either°Auste

quhomaS‘tO'be‘a complete hypocrite,

E1llustrate the caprice to which daughtersnare subjectﬁlf’

ffthey attempt to ablde by the law of th'

father

But the law of the father lald down by Slr Thomas to
;Fanny must be read not only 1n conjunctlon w1th hlS own

l*contradlctory speech to Marla but also in relatlon to thek
30

'extratextual dlscourse of Mr— Harlowe *As Clarlssa‘S"

Tﬁgllterary 31ster,7Fanny has no optlon but the power of

yfﬁqurefusal the power to say no But llke Clarlssa, she flnds;fjf

,~30T Baron Wlldenhalm.s attltude to parental 1nfluence 1n R

. marriage should also be remembered here, as. it Serves Lo
~ contrast Sir Thomas® authorltarlanlsm (SEE»mY“dl' '
'“ffthls p01nt above,.35 36) ‘ BN R R o
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(her re51stance 1s not heeded Instead Fanny is

h pp”d off to Portsmouth by her uncle as'

: fa med1c1nal progect upon [her] understandlng, which he
”ijust consider as diseased. A residence of eight or
nine yedrs in the abode of wealth and plenty had a
“Tlittle dlsordered her powers of comparlng and judglng
~Her: Father s house would 4in all probablllty, teach her
the value of a good 1ncome “and he trusted that she
wOuld ‘be' the wiser and happler woman‘all her llfe for
he ex erlment wh1ch he"had dev1sed (363= 364)

And - even: Edm",difher alleged ally, prov1d S'n 'support

sSumes that aS'"the perfect model of a woman she wlll"~k
5subm1tfat last to Henry (and to Edmund s exhortatlons)
Once agaln, Fanny s actlons are deflned (by Edmund)

faccordlng to conventlonal expectatlons

Marlan Fowler argues that 1n requ1ng Henry Crawford‘ E

f7ffFanny acts accordlng to the advrce of the conduct manuals

7

iwh~ch*'are loud in’ refutlng the common proverb thatl‘a

:Z,Cand adv1se young

ref#rmedﬂor'otherw1se" (Fowler




,',manual in refus1ng to marry a rake, th1s actlon

rmultaneously denles her the opportunlty to exercise the

lllmlted power that the conduct manual concedes to be

’g‘,rlghtfully hers The conduct manuals return agaln and

“fffwhen they use thelr "female 1nfluence"!"

{'f‘ manklnd [1n Wthh] the effect

',:most 1mportant

‘ragaln to the notlon that women can legltlmately wleld powel

T‘yetter those

";;around them : Thomas - Glsborne 1dent1f1ed three partlcularq R

of extreme and never ceas1ng concern to,the welfare of S

;~charactrr L

The second of~thesefrsv11nyform1ng{and

uL1kew1se, Hannah More

aégexertlon of the1r power, to ralse ,

“f[publlc morals to awaken the drowsy sp1r1t of rellglous,
g prlnc1ple ‘and to re-animate the dormant;powers of
{actlve ple (1 4). J L i

'csThls 1s the argument that Edmund uses to conv1nce Fanny to

77marry Henry He stresses that'"[a] counteractlon, gentle

”sf;and contlnual 1s the best safeguard of [Crawford s] manners

e andjconduct“ (345), and contlnues in the same veln

-a most fortunate man [Henry] is . to attach hlmself to
such a Creature--to a woman, who firm as a rock . in her
. OWI. pr1nc1ples ‘has - a- gentleness of character so well

jd‘sadapted to recommend them ;; “He: w1ll make you
Trhappy,(Fanny but you w1ll make hlm everythlng
'7’347‘y;~~m; e o R AR ‘

L~Bnt the na a 1verdoesfﬁot*allow Iny *he power of

‘ydomestlcatlng Crawford 5 unruly 1mpulses
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‘Again, this would seem a minor point (especially if we
are suspicious of Edmund's perceptions) were it not for the

Vr‘efaot that it is the text itself which causes us to question

ahf7fFanny s failure to "improve" Henry Crawford. As readers, we
'ff}faré aware that he displays more genulne care for Fanny than
:-;any‘thararter other than Wllllam and Edmund And her
‘°r‘;refusal to recognlse this causes us- to questlon her

;7yJudgement _For examplef Henry VlSltS Fanny at Portsmouth,

Jfandy’erce1v1ng her unhapplness beg ":er to glve hlS sister

"only“the sllghtest hlnt" (402) and he w1ll come to

hPor smouth with Mary to transport‘heﬁiback to Mansfleld

dfThi’y,wymore than any of the Bertramswoffer Fanny in the

uﬂhSame' 1rcumstance as_ Edmund's letter——whlch arrives ‘almost

fﬁfﬂseven,weeks after .she 1is flrst banlshed to Portsmouth——makes

.tdFanny is not to be removed to Mansfleld untll after

f "when [her uncle] has bu51ness in town"'(413)

*a:Henry s sens1t1v1ty to Fanny s 51tuatlon at Portsmouth,
‘ ]hlsrdellcacy 1n hlS meetlngs w1th the Prlce famlly (398)
‘ifyand hls efforts to 1mprove the condltlons of the tenants on
ifhls estate (397) Vall p01nt to the "1mprovement" he has
'”r_iundergone as a result ofTFanny'skfemale‘influence But the

rmost overt support for Henry S SUlt comes from the narrator

:"ﬁfherself 1n the statement that

.Jf:rthere would have neen every probablllty of success
. ‘and felicity’ for [Henry]. 2. Would he have

: fpersevered “‘and uprlghtly, Fanny must have been

~ his reward--and a reward‘very voluntarily

“ybeStowed~—w1th1n a reasonable period from Edmund's
' a”rylng Mary f,(451) :
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‘What are we to make of this assertion? hFor;it,is certainly
L one of the "blind alleys" that we are“propelled‘along,in the
‘errocess of following Fanny's story, and arpointFWhich
yﬂenerates uneasiness in this reader at least 31 we
"Ulourselves are made to feel the germ of truth in the
ngaCCusatlon levelled at Fanny by Mary. Crawford o
; Ffswhy would she not have him? Tt 1is all”"‘;"‘
. Simple girl! --I shall never forgive her: - Had: ‘she-
~..accepted him as she ought, they. mlght now-have
~been on the point of marriage, and’ Henryrwould

~have been too happy and busy to: want'an ‘other
fgobject (442) : SR

"ychne of the effects of these authorial machlnatlons 1s‘to -

h;makeyus as readers feel that Fanny is- w1thout autonomy We”i:;tb

;Aare soraware of Austen s refusal to allowiher to dec1de to
’ijmarry Henry that Fanny seems doubly conflned not only by |
:Fthe varlous authorltatlve structures 1n the text 'but-alsoi‘”
~hy¥the machlnatlons of her author. Margaret Klrkham has -
’crisply asserted that "Fanny is not Henry Crawford*s, she 1sy;§J

'nyane Austen s"~(Jane Austen, Femlnlsm and FlCthH 105) Tofq

fithls I would add that Fanny is so much Jane Austen s
icreature that she 1s not her own. We have llttle falth in ‘v"
f her‘autonomy because we can percelve Jane Austen behlnd her
femanipulatlng the strings. And we are'remlnded agaln of the

';‘sllmltatlons 1mposed upon flctlonal her01nes

| Fanny s character is undercut 1n‘other ways too

"Although she is the moral centre of the novel thlS centre -

o 31 Cassandra Austen was among those who felt that Austen
o should,allow Fanny to marry Henry (Honan 343)
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Cannot hold. Despite the i1ll-treatment meted out to Fanny
'h”by everyone in her uncle's house, she still insists on
;,jidolizing both Mansfield and its inmates, as the following
"utransoription of her thoughts reveals:

At Mansfleld no sounds of contention, no raised voice,

was ever heard; all proceeded in a regular course
of cheerful orderliness; every body had their due

importance; every body's feelings were consulted.
(384) o

:d;;At least 1n relatlon to Fanny herself this is just patently

;ffeuntruef Much more objective is HenrY Cranord S observation

h3of Fanny s adopted home:

T know Mansfleld I know its way,WI know its faults
. towards you. I know the danger of your being so far
forgotten, as to have your comforts give way to the
1mag1nary convenience of any 31ngle being in the
(402) :

'ieoumuchrmOre'objective is‘Henry‘ehperepeotive in

hf:ﬁh;gfpartiouiarrinStanoe that FannY'e:ﬁuoh;Vaunted judgement

ff;muetkbeaQuestioned

77i7giThe dynamlc between Fanny S "51lent" propriety and

Td;Mary s "n01sy";1mpropr1ety is usually read as_Austen's
wrllluetrat;ongof the:necess1ty of truetmodesty,and proper
~oonduothinWomen.'Butfagain, thie,ieda2distinotion made by

"{tthé“affirmative or orthodox master discourse in the text,

';and again; it'is undercut by the'subversiVe subtext. Fanny

"lghmay never say anythlng but what she ought to say, but the

7];<langtage oi;convtntronioften renders her 1nart1cu1ate. This

1s,partlcularlyfapparent in several instances in which

. language is foregrounded. For example, Fanny's speech about
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the evergreen, while perfectly proper in language and

sentiment, is not only stilted, but borders on the inane:

The evergreen!--How beautiful, how welcome, how
wonderful the evergreen!--When one thinks of it, how
astonishing a variety of nature!--= . . . You will think

me rhapsodizing; but when I am sitting out of doors, I
am very apt to get into this sort ot wonderlng strain.
(223) ;

VifThe hyperbole of this speech is qlgnalled by the
tbreponderance of dashes and exclamatlon marks which impart a
:rb;eathy effusiveness to Fanny's dlscoprse::,But’thls 15j
‘!“ﬁiiariously deflated by Mary's blunt'§§§ertibn;k“Td:say'the;’
;gruth . . . I am like the famous Dogé:ér'thé courﬁrof Lewis
1?XIV; and may declare that I see no‘WOnderiin thiSFShrﬁbbery
 ¢§@31 to seeing myself in it* (223). Tt dis 1mp0551ble not
t“ngérfeél in instances like these, thatrAusten is. 1ndeed of’
:the dev1l S party 32
7 Fanny's 1nart1cu1ateness is also féregrounded when sh@
yﬁrlymust reply to Mary's letter endor51ng Henry S proposal She
r;fibecomes agltated She does not "[know] -what 'in the world to
‘“f [say'“ and scrlbbles a hasty note ianhich the=“conclusion;ié‘
k ,fscarce1y 1nte111glble, and which‘is”;éxéésSiveiy ill» |
‘Written," in *"language [that] would disgrace a child" (310).
And when she attempts to rebuff Henrvy's advancés, Fanny
:anew her own meaning, but was no judgé of her~own manner .
r{it} was incurably gentle; and she was not aware how much it

concealed the sternness of her purpose® (326). Even when

32 Th1s is Lionel Trllrlng s appropriation of Blake
(Casebook 227) ‘




55

‘dtthe moral structure of the (affirmative) text calls for

Fanny to speak, she remains mute. At one point, Henry

75confesses that he does not listen as closely as he should to

'7Vﬂ\the llturgy Thinking that Fanny has admonished him, he

”i”askS'

. [a]re you sure you did not speak°~ I saw your lips

;j:v,move I fancied you might be going to tell me I

-+ “ought to be more attentive and not allow my

: _g“thoughts to wander. Are you not going to tell me?

~UNo, indeed, you know your duty too well for me to-
'Q;~even supp051ng—- (338) S ,

"dThls 1s somewhat ironic given that the context of the
‘ﬂdlscu581on is the llturgy, and Edmund has made many speeches

“*,on the 1mportance of a clergyman's example upon his

‘7i parlshloners (w1th Wthh Fanny entlrely agrees). Yet she

threfuses_to speak for the cause of rellglon The effect of

hher's1lence is to undercut the presentatlon of Fanny as a

W%?“plcture of perfectlon,' as she begins to seem intractable

f;rather than merely modest .
Fanny may never articulate what she ought not to say,
"5ibut Austen reveals the schlsm between what she says and what

‘she thlnks through the vehlcle of free 1nd1rect discourse.

o Fanny 5 censorious tone in the following passage is such

"that lt almost approaches a sneer.,

,,,ant astonlshed her that Tom S s1sters could be satisfied
~ef;w1th remalnlng in London at such a time . . . They
‘~fm1ght return to-Mansfield when they chose; travelling
could: be no difficulty to them, and she could not
“comprehend how both could keep away. If Mrs. Rushworth
~could imagine any interfering obligations, Julia was
‘certa%nly able to qult London whenever she chose.
(422)
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J

Fanny would never venture to articulate these sentiments

outright, and a good thing too, for the tene is self-

riéhteous and even petulant. It 1is, ih any case, difficult
‘htcitake seriously her attitude towards her cousins' apparent
'giéék of proper family feeling, when we are told that she

Effherself is

‘w1thout any particular affection for her eldest cousin,
‘[although] her tenderness of heart made her feel that

g .she could not spare him, and the pullty ‘of her

- principles added yet a keener solicitude, whén she

- considered how little useful, how little self- denylng

~his life had (apparently) been. (417) o :

[Aiso):of course, since she has been desperate to'escape
;Portsmouth for some time at this point. 1n the narratlve, her,m
_judgement of her cousins, who have access- to travel denled
utc;Faﬂny, sounds suspiciously like sour.grapes Aspects of
ﬁher character like thls make Reglnald Farrer s label of

;prlg pharisee" seem all too apt. 34

7 Slnce the affirmative text of MansfleldrPark seems to
;condemn both Mary Crawford's bold speech and the
 ;¥art1culat1on of femare desire given l;cence durlngath
'ffi theatr1cal eplsode Fanny ) “silence" (or 1nart1culateneos)
1n1t1ally appears to be a quality of her properly modest
nature. But if the text condemns bold speech, it does not

uphold silence, for Fanny is confined and rendered powerless

33 Austen's letters reveal that she herself was much
preoccupied by the business of travel. Index IV of the
Letters lists half a page of references spec1f1Cally to
coaches and carriages.

34 por further discussion of speech and silence in
Mansfield Park, see Marylea Meyersohn‘” "What Fanny Knew: A&
Quiet Audltor of the Whole. e
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'by her inability to articulate. Austen thus inscribes her
resistance to the conventions which‘regulate female speech
':‘f(snch as rules of conduct and modesty).35
I turn now to the strange ambiguity that pervades the
fkffplaylng out . of the theme of female educatlon in the text, a

“iwfjtheme so rlddled w1th 1ncons1stenc1es that it too becomes a

“source of the uneas1ness generated by the novel. Marian

*ngowler—~1n an- afrlrmatlve reading of the text--has argued

Z f“Mansfleld Park represents Austen,chondemnatlon of

'ﬁthose educatlonal systems- whose. prlmary focus is to render

‘fyoung women f1t for the marriage market and which
"5ftuconcentrated on superficial accompllshments rather than on

: character development“ (41). It 1s not dlfflcult to see

‘e‘that the,characters of Maria and Julla demonstrate the

' ndetrlmental effects of thlS kind of educatlon ' As Sir

'7]Thomas reallzes ‘at the end of the text his daughters'

}'educatlon has been a complete failure:

"ﬂ}prlnc1ple act1ve'pr1nc1Dle ‘had been wanting .
v~ they had never been properly taught to govern
~otheir 1nc11natlons and tempers, by that sense of
i duty which can alone suffice. - They had been
;.'1nstructed theoretlcally in ‘their religion, but
- never required to bring it into daily practlce
-.To be distinguished for elegance and
~accomplishments-~the authorized object of their
- youth--could have had no useful influence that
~Mway, no moral effect on the mind. (448)

x‘nghe falllngs of the Bertram.51sters are squarely blamed upon

'"the excess1ve 1ndulgence and flattery of their aunt . .

'u35rgAnd.perhaps she also transcrlbes her resistance to the

orShlp she experlenced as-a woman writer.




,1continually contrasted with [their father's] . . . severity"
(447), and the fact that "[t]o the education of her
. .daughters, Lady Bertram paid not the smallest attention®
- (55).
Fanny, on the other hand,

exemplifies the gqualities [empha51zed] by .

Gisborne and . . . More . . . [namely] that the

: inculcation of sound moral prlnC1ples should be

. the primary objective in female: education and the
judgement should be developed as the instrument

:fffor achieving moral excellence." (Fowler 41)

"ﬂgTBut thls is the point at which tnlngs become susp1C1ous

; With;her education: “he recommended [her] books‘;iﬁhidhedw

,_ehoOUraged~her taste, and corrected. her judgement"‘(57

fappears to be . He often fails to 1lve up to hlS own moral
jzstandards——most noticeably when he agrees to part1c1pate 1n

:fktthe‘theatrlcals, when he falls in love'w;th‘Mary; and‘whenif

;above} he:repeatedlﬁiddvisee‘FEHnyitodactf
ffthagéinst herdoWnescrhplesf |
| deh’eny:cese, it is olear that Fénny%is“aifeédy
:‘possessed of her strong prinCiples before she even‘reacheé
“_Mansfleld Park and that Edmupd S 1nfluence unon her is.
ﬁtiffalrlyflnc1dental; At the'age of ten,‘she has
- affectiohete heart and -a strong de51re of d01ng rlght

dShe is of "an obllglng, yleldlng temper" and "a tr table

d13p051t;on“ (53—54), And these qualltles form the bael; ofﬂh

”For there is no overt source in the text for Fanny s much ]uh,t

ﬁaunted "active principle. Edmund, '1t is true 1s rredltedg,

\prut Edmund hlmself 1s scarcely the,moral paragon that he‘rmgf‘”




her character despite her inauspicious beginnings with a

—

- father "negligent of his family," who "swore and . . .

‘drank, [who] was dirty and gross" (381-82), and a mother
_ whose *daughters had never been much to her," and who is

[“narurallg easy and 1nd0Lept“ {382). Indeed, despite theilr

7;fffa111ngs as parents My. and Mrs. Drlce manage £0- raise the

'f;oterllng Fanny an william, and the- equally promising Susan.

If we:trace fhls theme to its loglcal conclu51on in the

,”: flnd——on the penultlmate page-~Slr Thomas

‘ f p6ndeﬁing,aga1n thD differences between- hlS own wretched
' f*and'thoee paragons, Wllllam;andeanny Prlce. He
‘to "acknowledge the advantages of early hardship

and the consciousness of being born to

and dlSClpllHE;
7and endure“ {(456) . And we must ask, is this really

::ﬂm&usten s messagef Does she really 1ntend to advocate the

‘beneflts of hardshlp and 111~ treatment 1n‘the development of
rlnclple“f

ThlS seemé tn be the 1mp 1cat10n when Fanny S

drcatlon at Marbrleld Park is con51dered in relatlon to
'\Lntbatwof‘her‘female cousins. Before she is even brought to
'CMV‘ field,mSir Thomas and Mrs. Norris are agreed that there
m;must befa proper
 }d1Stlﬂ thnl.f. -;made between the girls as they
L grow up. lm]hev cannot be equals. Their
rank, ‘tortune rights, kand expectations, will
always be different. It is a point of great

~‘delicacy, and {[we must endeavour] to choose
‘l_exacth‘Fhe,zight "ne of conduct. (47)

59



Mrs. Norris interprets this directive as licence to pamper
‘her dear Bertram nieces while being as nasty as possible to
"poor Fanny. However, it is not only Mrs. Norris who 1l1-
7T ﬁreats her. With the exception of Edmund, Fanny is " [klept
 f;back . . . by every body" (57), and when he leaves to attend

';tb‘his estates in Antigua, Sir Thomaé last words to his

nléce are as unnecessarily cruel as. apy dlLecLed to her by
?Mrs. Norris: he fears that William "must flnd ‘his sister at
Vyf;Sigteen in some respects too much 1ike‘his sisterfat ten"--a
iféflection which causes Fanny, tyDié&llY[itoy“(cry] bitterly

. . when her uncle had gone" (67);“ 

It seems improbable that in her pbrtralt of Fanny,
¢Au$ten meant to illustrate the beneflts of chlldhood abuse
 fupon the instillation of "active pr1n01ple,v The other
wffalternative (given the lack of any other~explanation~for

ijﬁFanny's‘sterling qualities) is thathanny;waS:born a

kfpicture of perfection." But,in ﬁeithér,caée does this
&iac¢OUnt7fOf Austen's belabouring 6f;§hé thémé in her“novél.
‘"it éeems,'to‘answer my own‘quééﬁidné; EhéE’Ausﬁéh' |
inverts the theme of the education of'daﬁghters to her own
rends~—namely to critigue male authority over women. Although

‘Méry) Maria, and Julia learn lessons about propriety, the

[ o P

- men seem to suffer the true dqutlon in the text. Edmund
realizes at the end of the novel "how {he had] been
deceived" {444} by the Crawfords. But Sir Thomas Bertram

~has the most to learn: He is left to
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Bitterly . . . deplore a deficiency which now he
could scarcely comprehend to have been possible.
“Wretchedly did he feel, that with all the cost and
care of an anxious and expensive education, he had
brought up his daughters, without their
“understanding their first duties. (448)

Wf,in"so;provingisir Thomas wrong, Austen takes aim at

“jepatrlarﬂhal authorlty over women, and undercuts the notion

thatﬁwhat women need is the moral care and protection of

Austen's attack on the authority of patriarchal
ifstrnotnres ie—more overt when she turnetto the topic of

”irmarrlage "Iﬁ~Letters to Alice, Aunt Fay writes that Jane

'rfAusten‘"belleved it was better not to marry at ‘all than to

:‘marryuw1thout love. Such notions were QUite'new at the

,ﬁim (33) 5 ThlS is, of course, FannyfétperepeCtive, and

_the[”arrat1Ve+~for once—~upholds her in this:. Her *"heroism

. of principle” is finally affirmed in the text when she holds

"’f;fau5*5§£inst all odds for Edmund. But'before;thisrhappens,

'ﬂfewe are presented w1th a varlety of competlng and

:icontradlctory dlscourses on. the subject of matrlmony, which
‘constitute Austen s attack on her soc1ety s marriage and
7 “;Courtsh;p conyentlons. In this novel, marriage 1is a
thranéaction by which menytransfer‘women to other men in

af;oraerftorbetter“theirfown‘(and their family's) prospects.

“w . :‘

~.This 1is made clear when SlL‘TuOﬂ packs Fanny off to bed on

=

‘7 ’thelnightroffthefball}'“Inithus sending her away, [he] might

not~be’thinking'merely of?her health. . . . he might mean to

‘f?'leaommeﬁd her [to Henry Crawford] as-a wife by shewing her

‘7f<pelsuadableness“ (280); Sir Thomas deslres that Fanny marry



iﬁenry Crawford because he thinks he:is "a young man of
'sense, of character, of temper, of manners, and of fortune*
(319) --this last being the most important quality.

According to Sir Thomas' value system, it is a good
nffdaughter s duty to accept such an ellglble offer. I let Sir
‘hﬁiThomas speak for himself: |

let me tell you, Fanny, that vou may live eighteen
~years longer in the world, without being addressed

- by a man of half Mr. Crawford's estate.

i Gladly would I have bestowed either of my
daughters on him. . . . And I should have been
very much surprised had either of [them] "
receiving a proposal of marriage: at any tlme
which might carry with it only half the

'ellglblllty of this, 1mmed1ately and. peremptorlly,
and without paying my opinion oOr my regard the
compliment of any consolation, put a decided

‘negative on it. . . . I should have thought it a
- gross violation of duty and respect.. You . “do.
~not owe me the duty of a child. But Fanny, 1f '
~your heart can acquit you of- 1ngrat1tude-~i' (3i9)

aff?This—sentlment is echoed in *the only,rule of conduct the

;jonly piece of advice which Fanny recelved in the ‘course of

:°[fae1ght years and a half" from Lady Bertram,—when‘she'tells

gther‘that 1t 1s every young woman's: duty to accept such a
f['very unexceptlonal offer" (331) as: Henry's.,rButrthernoveiriggzt
i’shows that submission to Sir Thomas' marrlage‘ethic is no
guarantee that a successful union will result. Austen
‘1llustrates this by the 1ntroductlon of a seemlngly
“1n51gn1f1cant subplot whlch is related to Fanny by Maryr‘
Crawford, -~ She says of her frlends the Frasers:

I look uponr[them] to be about as unhappy as most

other married people.  And yet it was a most

desirable matcn for Janet at the time. We were all

‘delighted. = She could not do otherwise than accept
him, for he was rich, and sherhadfnothing; but he




turns out ill-tempered. . . . Poor Janet has been
sadly taken in; and yet there was nothing improper
7. 'on her side; she did not run into the match

inconsiderately, there was no want of foresight.

She took three days tc consider of his proposals;

and during those three days asked the advice of
.+ every body connected with her, whose opinion was
o worth hav1ng (356-7) : :

d7i3Janet Fraser, in other words, follows‘the advice directed at

’m‘Fanny when she refuses Henry Crawford : As Mary says,

'5ff“[t]hls seems as’ 1f nothlng were & securlty for matrimonial
”dﬁcomfort“‘(357)

‘And 1ndeed nothlng is, save_forlfanny's principle that

arry-w1thout affectlon” is "wretChed and

. hOpeless, and 5Hgtf'w1cked" (323)--a

“"prlnc1ple that 1s given credence in the text by the example

'W?Q~of: h”?dlsastrous effects of Maria' s marrlage undertaken

rut affectlon Fanny'ls allowed flnally; to assert

k”)ﬁherself when she gives voice to "the fullest and most
79fforthr1ght defence of the 1ndependence and power of woman's
ﬂi};feellng and of woman ' s rlght to choose for herself and the

. most dlrect attack on sex- role stereotyplng to he found in

'5,Jane Austen s novels"7(Lerov Smlth 154)

v*lﬁ‘She tells Edmund

1 should have thought . . . that every woman must
have felt the possibility of a man's not being
“Hfapproved “not being loved by some one of her sex

ey let’ him be ever so generally'agreeable Let

{}hlm have all the perfections in the world, I think
R ot ought not to be set. down as certain, that a man
,,f*must be. acceptable to every ‘woman he may happen to
like himself "And, and--we think very

: dlfferently of the nature of women if [Crawford's
- sisters] can imagine a woman SO very soon capable
‘Y“of returnlng an affectlon as this seems to imply.
(349)

63



64

"Eahny seems more like an Austen herocoine when she makes this
asserticn than at any other point in the novel. And one of
;1theyreasons she seems so i1s that an interesting inversion of
'ffﬁ;the,moral system of the *affirmative" text occurs here.
;h7iFahny not only breaks out of her pattern of behaviour in
'iff;fmaxlng a very strong articulation of her feellngs, but also

‘fffby transgress1ng the values held by the authorltv figures

g}1n1the book. In contrast, Mary's speeches on marriage. echo

Mééifh?homas‘ own very practical view! She sees marriage as
‘E{ﬁaneuvering business" (79), she belleves “a large 1ncome
:the best recipe for happiness" (226) and that “It‘is
everybody s duty to do as well for themselves as they Can"
(223), " These attitudes are made to s1gnal Mary s lack of
;p%inciple and proper delicacy even:thopghgtheyhare‘the,Same
'yalﬁes'as those held by Sir Thomas himself.BGZ -
| fThere‘are no "positive® represehtatiohs'of matrimony‘in'
’ﬁi;the:text until Fanny and Edmund wed.“Eveh’the ﬁarriages of
',dfthe'Bertramsand the Norrises (apparehtiy'heidiﬁp in the’
‘f*opehlhg‘pages as examples of "prudent" unlonC) attack.
tmarr;age as a patrlarchal 1nst1tutlon.h “Lady Bertram iz an
extreme example of the reduction of the female to virtual
non%being,bypthe patriarchal system.. Having achieved a

- fortunate marriage, she has no further sense of purpose in

'hef‘lifeﬂr(Smith 145); And if Lady Bertram has no sense of

,36 The connection between Mary and Sir Thomas is reinforced
when she makes the very curious assertion that Sir Thomas is
~her example;of the ideal husband (348}




purpose, Mrs. Norris has too much. Indeed, we might

consider the two sisters as twe extremes of the roles for

U

women inscribed in the master discourses of the marriage

d:plot and the conduct manual. Since the marriage plot

. 'prescribes matrimony as women's goal, it is easy to see that

ffghaving reached this end, Lady Bertram has no other narrative
‘ ﬂby which to live. Mrs. Norris, on the other hand, becomes
afanorher type of patriarchal woman. She is the managerial

;khousekeeper who ‘finds the whole reason for her existence in

"?frldlculous attention to domestic dutieés--to the extent that

Lshe~seems almost to welcome her husband's death, as it means
that she "shall not be ashamed to practice economy now"

64);‘and Mrs. Norris gains her greatest pleasure from

"Lisav1ng a ard or two of baize here and s unglng" a cream
o Y p

i};jcheese there Indeed most--1f not all-—of the details of

:h%jdomestlc reallsm,are 1ntroduced 1nto the text via Mrs.

'V}Norrls. She and her sister exempllfy the limited roles

uf7structu1es

g

;‘avallable for women within the conflnes of patriarchal
| 37 '

The flnal chapter of the novel affirms Fanny's heroism
—of pr1nc1ple when she is finally married to Edmund. But

there are Several things about this apparently conventional

Several CrlthS have commented on the implications of

"‘the older generation of women characters to the

rvepzesentatlon of the marriage plot in this novel. Susan
‘Morgan, for example, argues that Lady Bertram and Mrs. Price
*have become lazy and giddy mothers because they . . . were
raised as foolish heroines, valuing the equally false tales
of romantic love or luxury . . which require finding the
fappropllate hezo, more than . . . ways . . . to live

rk productlve llves {46) .
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ending which merit exploration. The first line, "let other
'Vpens dwell on guilt and misery, I quit such odious subjects*
(446), ushers in a chapter markedly different in tone from
the rest of the novel. It is as 1f Austen remembered that
she was writing a comedy, and wrapped up her plot forthwith.
}'The speed with which she metes out to all her characters
Efitheir "rightful ends” again seems to undercut the
ﬁ¥ iéffirmative text of the novel. Sir Thémas learns his
 :£?;1¢sson, Henry Crawford is left to repent the loss of Fanny,
 *er. Rushworth gets a divorce, Mary has to live quietly with
J( m5fhér sister without finding a husband, Julia‘'s marriage to
'*;ﬁr. Yates turns out better than expected, Tom is made a new
 éﬁd‘steadier man by his illness, and of course Maria "is
E ibbliged to go and live with the awful Mrs. Norfié.r And
71  f$erve both right* (Weldon, LTA 136).

But most importantly, *{Elxactly at the time when it

:  Was quite natural that it should be so . . . Edmund did

‘ L¢ease,to care about Miss Crawford, and,became as anxious to

”  $arry Fanny, as Fanny heréelf could desire" (454). &nd is
ythis the end of the story? Is the,rébellious impulse of
female licence as completely contained as this ending
proclaims? It seems not. For despite the relenting of tone

- in this chapter, Austen continues to inscribe her resistance

H
M

to the authority of convention and closure.
The final chapter i1s a typical Austen ending in its
deflation of the scene towards which the whole narrative has

been driving. 2And despite its affirmation of Fanny's




principles, 1t is an unsatisfying ending. William H. Magee
nas argued that the novel's closure makes us uneasy

precisely because Austen
modified the [marriage] convention by introducing
some real sense of choice for both Fanny and
Edmund. . . . As a result of this flexibility,
the conventional conclusion is disappolnting in
Mansfield Park. In marrying each other, Edmund
and Fanny seem to be taking the easy way out of
their difficulties and so they look unhercic. But
“such a response is at variance with the
convention. By 1ts principles there is no chance
that Edmund or Fanny would marry anyone but each
.~ other. If readers feel otherwise, Jane Austen has
% raised their doubts. It 1is she who declares the
. alternate possibilities to be probable, and she
" likely does so because the rigidity of the
convention has been irking her. (202)

The marriage of Edmund and Fanny also makes us uneasy

,f‘écause they are too akin to each other. Claudia Johnson

~““‘argues that their "marriage . . . savors of incest" (116),

‘"f[kapd’therévis much in the text to back up this reading.

" Before Fanny is even brought to Mansfield, Mrs. Norris

’<,3511ays Sir Thomas' worries on this very point by i1nsisting

:iﬂthat f[i]t is morally impossible® for cousins "always

;'*ftﬁgéther like brother and sister® to fall in love. Even if

;sﬁe,3h0uld”have'“the beauty of an angel . . . she will never
| bé more to either than a sister* (44). And in the state of
' rangst generated by the revelation of Mary's true character,
j:Edmund presses Fanny "to his heart with only these words
‘if‘.‘; My Fanny--my only sister--my only comfort now" (432).
Fanny and Edmund are also a disturbing couple because
rin thém’we have no sense of a fresh start or renewal.

Tannér‘srreading'of the Portsmouth branch of the family's




entrance into Mansfield as representing fresh potential is
difficult to credit. Fanny is hardly a new inmate of the
establishment, even though she now enters it with authority.
- Moreover, William, Susan and Fanny are all first cousins of

the Bertrams. Fanny's status as Edmund's "only sister®

. merely serves to reinforce this consanguinity.

Throughout the text, Mansfield Park 1s a structure

” fwhich confines and restricts its female inhabitants. The

2. mnovel as a whole presents a more restricted community of

.characters than Austen's other novels; And where the

fy_ closure of the marriage plot in other novels usually

sinvolves the expansion of the family circle as a new son or

7”g déughter—in—law and his or her family is embraced, in

" Mansfield Park, the novel's closurekfesultsrin an even
... greater restriction of the community, when the Crawfordg,
©Mr. Rushworth, Maria and Mrs. Norris are exiled from the
text.

And what of Maria‘s ending? This too generates
'diScomfort. We are used to Austen forgiving her characters
as the curtain comes down in the final act. But there is no
forgiveness here, for either Maria or Mrs. Norris. She 1s
banished "for ever" (450) because her advocacy for Maria's
re-establishment with her family illustrates once and for
all to Sir Thomas that her presence is "an hourly evil®
(450) . Considering his own culpability in the development
of Maria's bad character, this seems a harsh and

authoritarian response.
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All this contributes to our sense that Mansfield is a
place of confinement, rather than tranquility. And no matter

*f7§hbw decisively Rusten slams her novel shut, we are left at

'ffﬁhé:end with the same uneasiness that has disturbed us all
' éi¢ng. We carry away from this text our awareness of Fanny
"_dgfa woman trapped within the confines of both patriarchal
T',¢iéééiégy and the master discourse that is the genre of
 :déﬁé$tic fiction itself. Although she has asserted her
'_hiﬁdépéndence, "[slhe is indeed the daﬁghter [Sir Thomas]

”{Qéngéd“ (456). and we know, because Austen tells us, that

;Ehé;law of the father is a difficult one to live by. Austen

,U1m§y reign in the house of domestic fiction, but her

ffhailengé to the inhibitions imposed on female experience

‘;Jthéfein is insistently inscribed upon its walls.



CHAPTER IT
ANGEL INTC ARSONIST: CARNIVALESQUE INVERSION

AND THE HOUSE TURNED INSIDE OUT.

If Jane Austen's house of fiction 1s somewhat

Tdeisarrayed, Fay Weldon's is a house turned inside cut. For

" “where Austen is a "secret subversive," Weldon is a "didactic

”‘_; déConstructor" (Sage 159). Her texts "announce thelr own
' ‘”ﬂflamboyant and ramshackle fictionality' . . . that is, [they]
. demolish while they build" (Sage 158). Although Weldon's

 i 1”parodic texts invert and demolish the conventions they

’}iérect, Patricia Stubbs asserts that her writing

' ’demoristrates that “there has been no real break with

;ffictional convention. The private world has been

. sexualized, but the assumption that inner experiences are
‘che most significant part of a woman's life remains intact"
~‘(233~34). Weldon's novels are indeed situated on this axis,
 iﬁ'di£ect——if distant--alignment with the writing of her
 li£erary foremother, Jane Austen. But like Austen, Weldon
positions her novels according to the prescriptions of
convention in order to *[manipulate] the dominant cultural
myths which produce and maintain [the power] relations®
between the sexes (Waugh 192). And this in turn allows her
to challenge "culturally constructed oppositions, among them

the oppositions that constitute the powerful codes of

gender® (Hite 16}.



In a passage from Letters to Alice, Aunt Fay

articulates what is surely Weldon's own literary agenda:1

a writer

writes out of a society: links the past of that
society with its future; he or she can demonstrate
" to the reader the limitations of convention, as
Jane Austen did in Northanger Abbey . . . The
reader may well have mistaken the fictional
convention for life itself, so severe 1is the
so¢ial indectrination to which we are all
- subjected, whenever and wherever we live, and
- needs to be reminded from time to time that novels
~rare illusion, not reality. (32)-

"ﬁfrAsViftto,emphasize her interest in exploring the same

'L“terrltory as- her predecessor, Weldon experiments with the

7iconventlons of Gothic fiction in several of her novels,

“V@;thereby follow1ng Austen's lead in Nbrthanger Abbey

%L?Although both Lorna Sage and Patr1c1a Waugh have dlscussed

"ﬁWeldon s approprlatlon of the structures 6f Gothic fiction

"*“fln such novels as The Lives and Loves of a She-Devil as "a

Nt”u/ﬂrefleX1ve COmment on the novel form" (Sage 158), her similar

faaﬁoropriation‘of the conventions of domestic fiction has
;thussfar beeu o;\ferlOOked.2 |

=  iéuie§ery‘leVel, The Heart of’the Country attacks the
efictional convention of the domestic novel and the social

1ndoctr1natlon which it both encodes and mirrors. As Aunt

'p:fFay tells us, "flCtLOH . . . 1f it i1s any good, tends to be

a subver31ve eiement 1n society" (LTA 81). In the same way

t‘l As Alan Wllﬁe suggests, *“There seems to be no reason
to distinguish between the attltudes and opinions of "Aunt
Fav“‘and those of her creator. (408 n.10).

x
1“' For Waugh's discussion of Weldon as "contemporary
Iemlnlbt Gothic" see Feminine Fictions 189-196.
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that Austen's use of the theatrical escapade creates a
-complex site of resistance in Mansfield Park, Weldon's
ihvocation of carnival--and its related discourses--in The
Heart of the Country, gives her access to a variety of
' narrative strategies which allow her to create a text that
 : fié subversive in several ways. Since "carnival refuses to
  :§§rrender the critical and cultural tools of the dominant

" class" (Russo 218), Weldon's use of carnival allows her to

‘?éﬁﬁropriate these tools to her own eﬁdé, ’She is able to
VfﬁVle the structures of the dominant'élasé, While
' 51multane§usly demolishing them,from,wiﬁhin.~

. These structures take on a varlety of shapes in Th@
;Heart of the Country. The novel destablllzes and subverts
7?ngpwpnly those social structures which delinéateyWomeniand
 gﬁQﬁén‘s rdles, but also the literéry fofmsyby Whiéh women
f haVé delineated themselves. Indeed, in:relation‘to the

”gdomgstic novel to which she is responding, Weldon's

~J
b3

- innovative narrative technique constitutes a "writing beyond

f! the éndingP“of the genre itself.

From the opening'pages, The Heart of the Country points

to the domestic genre as its “"cultural context." Like Jane
’Austenybefore her, Weldon takes "3 or 4 Families in a
Country Villagé ... {as} the very thing to work on, "~
albeit three or foﬁr families in less than ideal domestic

circumstances. The novel is set in the heart of the

3 Letter to Anna Austen, 9 Sept. 1814, letter 100 of
Letters. 400-03.



~country, in and arcund the village of Eddon Gurney, and

“concerns the daily lives and interactions of its
: ] %

“-inhabitants. In all these details, the novel bows to the
. ronventions of domestic realism.

5jgstensibly *Natalie's story,"4-the text opens in "the

D

 fHafﬁis‘ nice new bungalow, complete with dream kitchen,
‘' picture windows and parquet floors® (1-2). Since domestic
«fiction is “"female writing--writing written for women," the

.. novel overtly evokes its female audience. When the narrator

ifaderSSES the reader on the opening page, *You know what

 f§tﬁ§$e mornings are? . . . [when] there's just the bus to
’ fi&$ﬁeﬁ, bf the Qasﬁing up to get on with® (1), the reference
«fj£a §5ﬁeStié chores marks the intended addressee as female.
;In?this nbvel, at least, it 1is usually women who take buses

- and wash dishes. Men drive expensive cars, and leave the

“house each morning for work.

... .Like Austen before her, Weldon draws attention to the
¢ boundary between masculine and feminine spheres in order to
- expose the limitations imposed on women's experience. And

this demarcation runs through The Heart of the Country from

- its opening pages. The "particular domestic tableau" (3) of

the Harris' home *{lies] in the shadow of the Mendip Mast,
that vital guivery, silver wand . . . erected by man . . .
as near as can be to the ethereal god of telecommunications"

{2}. But true to the carnivalesque spirit of this

1 Heart of the Country 17. When necessary for clarity,
future citations to the text will be abbreviated to Heart.
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irreverent text, this neat distinction 1s quickly subverted,

for the Harris home alsc lies in the shadow of "Glastonbury

~Tor . . . the solid, ancient hummocky hill which . .
looks like a lady's breast . . . [and which] transmits as
well" (3). Our expectations are quickly undercut, for if

the vision of the Harris home seems a familiar {(if parodic)
 5oﬁestic structure, the evocation of the decidedly
5ﬁndomesticated realm of the pagan Tor challenges the
kﬁﬁsﬁthity of this vision. The female realm in this novel may
7bé‘the dream kitchen, but the "ancilent spirit of carnival"
 ?fié§) lurks within it as latent female power. The two
”7bélief systems which are to collide 1in the carnivalesque
véonflagration are thus established. Just as the Harris home
1tis sitﬁated between the two poles of modern (male) science,
kandfancient (female) paganism, the novel is structured
around the duality of *official®” versus “carnivalesqﬁe"
ideology.
The functicon of carnival in Weldon's text is
strikingly similar to the role performed by the theatricals
in Austen's novel. The theatricals destabilize the apparent
tranguility of Mansfield Park, while carnival subvertz the
domestic novel in The Heart of the Country, through i1ts very

presence in a realm to which its entire structure is

4

antithetical.

The carnival belongs to the borderline between art and
life . . . it 1is not a spectacle seen by the people;
they live in it, and everyone participates because its




very 1idea embracgs all the people. (Bakhtin, Rabelais
and his World 7}~

- Just as the publicity and exhibition inherent to the

theatricals resist the containment of the private domestic

‘ ’7i réalm, the nature of carnival is such that it does not
ﬂ“"ffaékﬁowledge the boundaries which delineate this realm. It
'm’f d6éS,DOC abide by the distinctions between public and

an}privdte by which the domestic "hearth" is bound because it

‘”fémbféCQS all of the people. To drive a parade through the
xihééfﬁ‘of the country is therefore to conflate the public and

‘iff&hégprivate in a way that necessarily .explodes the domain of

" the ‘domestic novel, which is turned inside out by its

- inability to contain the carnivalesqgue universe.

.The conventional enclosure of the realm of domestic

_fiction is not the only structure whose authority is
féhéilenged in both these novels. The Heart of the Country,
leiké”Mbnsfield Park before it, subjects many of the
ifdisCourses of patriarchal society to the destabilizing and
’ ﬁdisrﬁptive forces of the theatrical/carnivalesque spirit.
ﬂ,fgur parratormexplicitly defines society as a patriarchal
" construct when she tells us:
by “society" I mean men, for who else forms and
regulates the world we live in? Who else but men would
5dress their wives and mistresses, those they torment,
abuse, and exploit, 1in the clothes of the fifties, hand

them.feather dusters, oblige them to smile, and parade
them through the streets . . . ? (53)

3 A}l future citations of this text will be abbreviated to
R&‘H;‘f!- ’
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Similarly, she takes aim at organized religion, specifically
Christianity, which in The Heart of the Country

© 15 a man's religion: there's not much in it for
U .women except docility, obedience, who-sweeps-a-
. room-as-for-thy-cause, downcast eyes and death in
- childbirth. For the men it's better: all power
-, and money and fine robes, the burning of heretics
. wto=~fun, fun, fun!--and the Inquisition. - (78)

f_Andfthé,State too becomes another manifestation of

5j"&moﬁol§gic, authoritative discourse in the text. = When

~"Tf N§télie approaches her local Welfare officer, she is quizzed

on her past sexual history. She is asked about her

"association" with Angus, and tartly reminded that *"You

:-fgcaﬁ't mess up your life wilfully and then expect the State

} §d‘step in and pick up the pieces!" (113). All‘of these
‘étructures (and the genre of domestic fiction) comerunder
‘attack in the novel because they prescriberand gphold fthe
CénSOling myth of the loving female in the dream house"

" (Heart 53), to which men, in this novel at least, still
éling.

| Published in 1984, The Heart of the Country also

specifically targets the "official" ideology of the

Thatcherite Government. "[Tlhe heart of the country's
rotten. . . . If the rulers put profit . . . first, how can

the people be expected to do any better?® (10). 2nd
"racism's rampant. In this respect the heart of the country
is mean, and spiteful, and frightened" (37). One of
Weldon's agendas in this novel, as the title suggests, 1s to

explode the myth of the heart of the country as Edenic.
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pThis‘myth, and the Conservative (Thatcherite) ideology

‘Tfiﬁterwoven with it, form a master discourse which props up

"“fmaﬁyVof”the other structures under attaCk,in the text.

Just as the theatricals in Mansfleld Park release

: “hfemale 11Cence against the law of the father, carnival in

5o;fThe Hearc of the Country lets loose female subversion to

"rchai;enge the "off1c1al" ideology of the master discourses

hfof the patrlarch] This i1s nowhere more apparent than in

B hrhwomen s appropriation of the West Avon Estate Agents and

kaealers,Assooratlon s float. An 1mportant point 1in
jf_a‘an'EAklrit“:'i“:ri"s theory is his distinction between the "official"
*‘feasts and the carn1Vals of the marketplace

5The OfflClal feasts . . . whether ecclesiastical,

“feudal, or sponsored by the state, "did not lead

jthe people out of the existing world order, and

created no second life. On the contrary, they

~‘gsanctloned ‘the existing pattern of things and

- reinforced it. . . . As opposed to the official

.~ feast, one might say that carnival celebrated

~. . temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and
”fJFrom the establlshed order. (R&HW’Q—lO)

"fThe float as: 1t 1s 1n1t1allv comm1ss1oned by Arthur and
Angus represents the *official" vision of the "established

- .order."” Arthur and Angus are "[r]obber barons ... buying

';V?and selllng property and land, jobs for the boys on the town

'hcounc1l S . —~noth1ng went on [they] didn't know about,
'nothlng happeped they dldn t want to see happen® (33). The
"official® theme of the float as Arthur and Angus envision
it is “to'present'WEAEDA‘as an altruistic body whose oniy
eoﬁcern Was~good housekeeping and happy marriages untroubled

bv serious debt™ (18). This blissful domestic picture



~sanctions and reinforces the vision of the existing order.
It‘is a vision which is central to the genre of the domestic
~novel. The "official" nature of the parade is reinforced in
wVfthe manner in which the people receive 1it:
~There are no cheers from the crowd as it passes,
.~ 'dancing or singing, or other demonstrations of
- good cheer: this is not a participation show. No,

it is & religious ceremony: applause when it comes
is scattered and reverential (85).

~;“Téfis not until the women subvert the float to their own

‘7 g7eﬂd$‘that the parade enters the realm of the carnivalesque.

«. 0f their own accord, out of their own oppression,
. they were back in the ancient spirit of carnival,
~when the images of the hated were paraded through -the
streets, and hung from gibbets, or rolled down hills
in burning tar barrels (187).

fﬁbtivated by this spirit, the women turn thé'ViSioh of

‘“~15Afthur and Angus inside out. “Little boxes, on the

‘thllside/little boxes made of ticky tacky" becomes the theme

- “'song of the float, in contrast to the message emblazoned

 ,a1Qng7its side: "WAEADA, the housewife's friend." In keeping
'ufﬁith Bakhtin's statement that in carnival) "all that was
"tefrifying becomes grotesque® (R&HW 91),rthe portraits of
Arthur and 2Angus at either end of the float become
"effigies."” Finally, the float, consisting of "the frontage

of ideal homes . . . [complete] with . . . lace curtains and

[
Vel

55)

th
I

pot plants . . . an ideal housewife {(circa 1lly

-

n

apron waving a feather duster . . . with a happy smile’

(171) 1s destroyved by fire. It becomes "one of the

indispensable accessories of the carnival . . . --the set



lcélled “"hell' [which]l . . . was solemnly burned at the peak
 of the festivities* (Bakhtin, R&HW 91).
| The conflagration of this hellish vision of domesticity
liaﬁ the heart of the novel is the point at which the dialogic
f fé2es of the text intersect. The conjunction of the

* *#official" vision of Arthur and Angus with i1ts carnivalesque

’ﬂésuﬁversion at the hands of the women is the central dialogic
tiiiéiétionship around which the novel is structured. But the
fgﬁ;ﬁing of the "idyllic® domestic tableaﬁ also constitutes
 §% inversion of the central myth of the domestic genre.
C f Having cheerfully disposed of this central myth, Weldon
VCQntinues to subvert the expectations she engenders in her
fééders by situating her novel within the realm of domestic
;ficﬁion. And just as the theatricéls serve to call into
?épéstion'the apparently distinct delineation of the female
f’fchéfacters in Mansfield Park, the carnivalesque spirit
ffiﬁéetts and explodes female roles in The Heart of the
xéCUnéiy. The most irreverent of these subversions is the
'”n;murdér‘Of Flora at the hands of our narrator, Sonia. For
1f, as Aunt Fay tells us, “the Angel of the House stood at
, Jéne Austen's elbow . . . and she never quite learned how to
ignore her" (29), Weldon herself has no such qualms. No
woman in The Heart of the Country is sexually modest enough
to qualify as an angel in the text of the order of Fanny
Price, but Natalie's housekeeper, Flora, is the "angel
ascending® (9) of the novel put to flames by Sonia at the

climax of the carnival. Flora, who seemed "the Virgin and
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the Madonna mixed in one" (81) is a symbol of Woman as she
is 1nscribed according to Christian doctrine, and as this
symbol 1s sacrificed to "the ancient spirit of carnival®
(187) .

But Flora is also (in a deft conflation of imagery)
"the new Madonna, pop star" (53). She embodies the
virgin/whore dichotomy of Christian ideology, but she is
also an image of a more secular ideology. She is "Mrs.
‘Housewife Princess" (181); she is " the prettiest and
~youngest of [the women]. . . . Both the mother who loves
her child, and the child who loocks forward to love" (88).
Flora symbolizes all that the dominant order has ascribed to
women. As representative of "all of [the women}, what
[they] once were® (194), Flora is that part of themselves
which the women must excise. She is the cancer of which the
carnivalesque body politic must rid itself. She becomes
the sacrificial wvictim, destroyed in the conflagration “=o
the world can cure itself of evil and renew itself" (Heart
194) .6

There are several other carnivalesgue elements
associated with Flora's death-by-fire. At the moment of
conflagration, Flora is "mesmerized by her good fortune®
{(193), as Arthur hands her a cheque for two thousand pounds,

"He'd done what he said he would. He had achieved a moral

® Weldon is obviously drawing here on the idea that the
frequent goal of ritualized violence "is that of ridding the
community of dreaded poliution” (Davis, 157}.
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act, finally. It killed Flora®" (193). Just as in carnival,
the fool becomes king for the day, so the "robber baron®
attains morality. In his abrupt moral turn around, Arthur
succumbs to the spirit of “the true feast of time, the feast
‘fof becoming, change and renewal" (Bakhtin, R&HW 10) that is
" carnival.

Her brisk disposal of Flora illustrates Weldon's

¥ impatience with the roles accorded to women by social and

~fictional convention. Her tactics are obviously much more

.+ overt than those of her predecessor, but her interest in

‘”Vexploding the confining roles by which women are inscribed

‘ ;_parallels Austen's reslistance to the limitations imposed on

'ii,fémale experience. All the women characters in The Heart of

-~ the Country embody some element--inverted or otherwise--of

‘the domestic and soclal roles prescribed for women within

- domestic fiction. Natalie and Sonia initially appear to be

‘paired as heroine and anti-heroine, in much the same way as
are Fanny and Mary Crawford. Natalie seems a conventional
jdomestic heroine, while Sonia is her inverse, the fallen or
Lmarginalized woman. As the novel opens, Natalie 1is
presented to us as the embodiment of "the consoling myth of
the loving female in the dream home."’ We are invited to

construct her for ocurselves:

-
' Of course, this image unravels almost faster than it is
knitted up in the text, since the second line informs us
that "Natalie Harris sinned* (1), thereby causing us to
guestion her status as a *"hercine” immediately.



Picture Natalie. Round face, blonde-haired,
pretty as a girl in an early Charlie Chaplin
movie, with that same blank look of sexy idiocy on
her face. It was as if she was born to go round
with subtitles: Help me, save me, poor littlo me.
It was how she had been brought up to lock: not
her fault. (4)

She is like a Victorian doll, "all wide eyes, smooth cold
skin and silent blinking" (34); she 1s "a good wife and
mother" (11); and to complete her status as a parodic

heroine, she is like Fanny in being "very much alone in the
world" (20). Indeed, is as much as she 1s a construct of
all that the dominant order ascribes to women, Natalie is a
sort of updated model of Fanny Price.

Sonia, on the other hand, has lost her status as good
wife and mother, and been reduced to "unpaid child minder
for the state" (133). But siuce Sonia-as-Narrator is
writing from the perspective of the future, we also know her
from the beginning of the text in her incarnation as mad
"convicted arsonist® (25). When Natalie's story opens,
Sonia is paying her dues for

[fallingl in love with Alec the solicitor. . . .

[Her husband] left her when he discovered her in

flagrante delicto and never forgave her . . .

which i1s how Sonia happened to be living off the

State's munificence, with three small children.

What else was she to do? “I'm not golng Lo

subsidize a whore!*' said Stephen, when the

guestion of maintenance arose. (31)

Both Natalie and Sonia are delineated according to the
conventicons which define women according to their submission
to sexual and social norms. But the distinction between
"good® heroine and "immoral® anti-heroine is guickly

dissolved. For as the novel opens, Natazlie is about to
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"fleave] the wives and [join] the women®" (51). "Natalie
Harris sinned, and her husband Harry left for work one fine
morning and didn't come back® (1j. She is about to
1experience life as a marginalized woman, and as she will
k:;find, this is a very different experience from the "dream

~~house" existence that she has been living.

Natalie as heroine is also undercut by Sonia's
ﬁ&thtinued thrusting of herself into the centre of the text.
ni;iﬁ}this she seems to carry through on the threat offered to
‘* fFanny by Mary Crawford, as many readers have found Mary a
'7 ?ﬁQre'compelling and attractive character than the priggish
STFéhny, and suspected her of being the real Austen heroine in
‘the novel. Although The Heart of the Country purports to be
» ﬁ§talie's story, she remains a sort of cardboard cut-out
'f5hérOine. We have very little sense of her as a character
,:;;begause we have little access to her thoughts. Instead, it
’isgSonia‘s world we enter when we enter the realm of the
- novel--a world in which the border between madness and
L‘Sénity‘is a shifting and insubstantial one, and in which the

‘pfocess of following Natalie's story becomes a journey
through Sonia‘'s subjective landscape.

Sonia is both orchestrator of the novel and malevolent
spiritv of carnival.

Sonia,wanted justice. Sonia wanted to get to the root

of things. Sonia bore a grudge. Sonia knew the

history of the carnival. . . . Sonia wanted her past to

catch up with her present. Sonia hated men . . . the

same way as Angus and Arthur, Harry, Stephen and 2alec,
to name but a few, hated women. {185)



Sonia's status as "omniscient narrator" not only reinforces
her role as a figure of carnival, it also reminds us that to
enter the novel is to enter her internal world. She has the
capacity to report on events at which she could not possibly
be present, either as "Sonia," or as "I." She asks, "You
.wonder how I know all this? What goes on in one woman's
“head goes pretty much on 1n another's . . . We are all of us
'part of one bleeding body, if you ask me" (24). In so
~saying, Sonia makes herself part of the body politic that is
carnival, in which there are no individuals, and in which
 $11 people are organically linked in one unified body. But
she also reminds us that the narration is presented to us
through the filter of her own subjectivity. This becomes
janother means by which Weldon proclaims the "ramshackle
fictionality" of the text, and constitutes another challenge
to the authority of the genre of domestic fiction itself.
Sonia similarly demonstrates her subjectivity in her
inability to "see [herself] as others see [her]--that is to
say in the third person--when and as [she enters] into
Natalie's story®" (17). She frequently asserts "I'll try and
keep out of 1t, I promise you, except in the third person”

{25, my emphasis}, only to reappear a few lines later as

"me” (26). Sonia's ostensible aim in attempting to kill
herself off as "I* is her "quest for sanity and self-
improvement . . . as instructed by [her malel psychiatrist
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[he] likes [her] to do, may well reduce the ego, but it
doesn't half fracture one's sense of continuing
identity, already seriously threatened. (29)
Sonia as a fluctuating subject/object of her own narrative
becomes a parodic representative of the feminist attempt to
use writing to reinscribe the self. She is consistently
- unable to represent herself as object as her psychiatrist

kf[requestg——her subjectivity keeps intruding. She is thus a

““familiar figure in Weldon's writing, in which woman

 ::haracters trequently "seek to construct a subjectivity
7   l£hrough [such] marginal representations . . . as witches,
'iherbalists, monsters and she-devils, to subvert the moral
tébmplacencies of liberal-humanist and patriarchal society”
: '_(Waugh 193) .

e As a "fat, garrulous, semi-mad succubus" (169), Sonia

..'seems as far removed from Fanny Price as any character in

- fiction. Fanny is *silent," Sonia, "garrulous." Fanny has
"some touches of the angel® (MP 340) about her, Sonia is an
~arsonist and murderer. However, there are some interesting

’pérallels~—inverted and otherwise--between the two. Both
i: afe marginalized characters. Fanny remains on the periphery

of the activities and community of Mansfield Park, while

~ Sonia is obviously a woman on the fringe of society. Both
serve as focalizers in their respective novels, and both are
in turn the moral lenses in their respective texts--Fanny is
the moral centre of Mansfield Park, while Sonia is "Tt]lryving
to establish a moral framework for our existence, to decide

~exactly who to blame for what, and why®" (Heart 25).
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In their incarnations as "moral centres® of the texts
they inhabit, both these characters are unreliable.
Obviocusly, the difference in degree is substantial. Sonia's
claim that her "search for truth is enough to drive a sane
woman mad, and a mad one even madder" (25) immediately warns
us that she 1s not to be trusted. Fanny's capacity for
moral judgement is opened to question, rather than denied
outright. They are both particularly questionable when they
pass judgement on women who do not measure up to their own
standards of womanhood. Fanny's condemnation of her cousins
and Mary Crawford is much like Sonia's condemnation of women
who fail to live up to her standards of sisterly solidarity.
‘The ambivalence of this element of their characters is
revealed in both texts through the vehicle of double voiced
discourse. In Austen's text, this takes the form of free
indirect discourse.® But the *"ambivalence® inherent in
~Sonia's narration is revealed in a strikingly similar
manner. For instance, she tells us

I don't want to be unfair to Mary Alice. All women are

our sisters. She 1s underpaid and overworked like

anyone else and 1s a virgin at forty-three. Some women
are (a few} and there's nothing wrong with that in
itself. Tt's just that Mary Alice does seem to feel
it's a woman‘s fagult if she finds herself in the kind
of emotional and/or practical quandaries which afflict
women who insist on consorting with men. . . . If only
they'd keep their bodies to themselves, Mary Zlice

thinks. . . . Mary Alice's hair is very coarse,
straight, and thick. (69}

b
T
ooy
[
0!
(e
(]
|..I
o}
it
Q
o
Q
oA
~
m
n
un
]
L
foxY

8 see my discussion ¢



The "double-voicedness" of this passage in *ts shift from
don't want to be unfair to Mary Alice. All women are our
sisters” to "Mary Alice's hair is very coarse, straight and
thick" is typical of Scnia's ambivalence. She 1s repeatedly
torn between her desire for "sisterly solidarity"” and her

- impulse to condemn women who do not measure up to her
standards of sisterhood.

But although she is ostensibly dedicated to the "great
universal sisterhood" (97), that part of herself "given over
to jealousy and envy is nct sorxry but glad, that all things
flesh are mortal, especially the flesh of the prettier
members® (97) of that sisterhood, and she suffers little
“compunction at the sacrifice of Flora. This ambiguity
pervades Sonia's narrative, and in particular, her portrait
of Natalie. 1In the same way that we are made to see Mary
according to Fanny's priggish abhorrence of her lack of
"modest loathings® (MP 441), Sonia judges Natalie on the
basis of her adherence to the "great universal sisterhood.”

For example, Sonia says of Natalie, "if a man turned up, any

obligation to a female friend fell by the way. It was

o

(

inexcusable" (165). And according to our narratoxr, "by th
end of the story . . . Natalie was looking less like a
heroine and more like a call girl" (4), and this is a
judgement Sonia passes despite the fact that "[iln Natalie's
situation . . . [Sonia would] have been in bed with 2ngus

like a shot" (109). There is an element of jealousy which

colours these portraits. Fanny, possessed of her passion
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or Edmund, is particularly harsh in her judgement of Mary
because she feels her te be unworthv of him. Sonia, on the

amboyant inversion of convention),

P—l

other hand (in ancther £

Cis possessed of a desire for Natalie herself. She "could

‘quite see herself in the same bed with Natalie, clasped,
 ;§1§sping and intertwined, giving and receiving all kinds of

féleasure, in imitation of the act {(as she remembered it)
x jwith men® (127).

5 As the orchestrator of the novel and as the malevolent

“sﬁirit of carnival, Sonia takes a certain satisfaction in
ﬂ;ﬁofiraying Nataliejs cycle of degradation. The spirit of

rcarnival infusing the entire text ensnares Natalie, whose

Jsﬁétus as "heroine® is inverted when she is very explicitly
delineated in carnivalesque terms. She represents what Mary
RuSso calls a "female grotesque.® Russo polnts out that

the central category under which Bakhtin organizes his
reading of Rabelais as a carnivalesgque text is
*grotesque realism," with particular emphasis on the
grotesque body. The grotesque body is the open,
protruding, extended, secreting body, the body of
becoming, process and change. . . . The grotesque body
is associated with the rest of the world (Russo 218).

An 1mportant element of grotesque realism is degradation,

which
here means coming down to earth, the contact with earth
as an element that swallows up and gives birth at the
same time. To degrade 1is to bury, to sow and to kill
simultaneously, in order to bring forward something
more and better (Bakhtin, R&HW 21).

From the 1nitial pages of the novel, Natalie is signalled as

a "female grotesque® through her repeated association with

excremental images. She is left “well and truly in the shit,




1f you'll excuse me . . . floundering in the excreta (if the
word seems less offensivel)" (1)}, when Harrv leaves her, and
Sonia makes the {dubious! assertion that she "would no more
have touched Natalie than picked up a dog's turd" (127).
Corresponding to this figurative association of Natalie with
excrement is the "literal" process of degradation which she
undergoes as the novel progresses. Natalie is abandoned by
Harry, loses the children to him, and is reduced to working
as a "quarry drudge®" {(172)--a position which inveclves her
repeated submersion in the "thick gluey paste* {151) of the
quarry mud, which in the grotesgue world symbolizes the
excrement of the lower bodily stratum. Natalie eating
*ravenously" and drinking "heartily" (167) on her date with
Angus, previous to the sealing of "their bargain--that is,
her body for his flat--up on the tussocky yrass at the foot
of the Mendip Mast" (169}, is a body "open to the world," a
female grotesqgue.

As Sonia says, "that was her point, wasn't it? She
wanted to be really worthless, really degraded, really at he
bottom of the pile, our proud Natalie* (123). &nd Natalie's
degradation has its desired effect. Death in carnival "is
always related to rebirth; the grave is related to the
earth's life giving womb" {Bakhtin, R&HW 50). Natalie's
ritual degradation results in her symbolic rebirth. She
*looked . . . her role changed oconce again, no longer a

deceitful wife but taken a step or so back into little-girl

39
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she seemed altogether new and fresh®
i} . The cycle of degradation 1s completed.

But Natalie's cycle of degradation alsco illustrates the
tenacious hold that master discourses exert upon women, for
H'it is also the cycle of her exploration of the possibility
that "there might be life beyond marriage® (48). Although

it presents some conventional marriages,9 The Heart of the

i Country presents no conventional courtship plots; indeed,

' Sonia and Natalie's stories are direct inversions of this

traditional plot, since both of them, as "adulteresses," are

“ejected from their marriages as the novel begins.

Ejected from her role as loving wife in the dream
“kitchen, Natalie finds herself ill-equipped for an
alternative plot. When Harry runs off with his secretary,
he leaves her "with no job, unqualified and untrained, and
with no experience other than as a businessman's wife and
~mother of two extremely self-centered children" (7). She
has no money and "Harry doesn't believe in credit cards--not
for [Natalie], anyhow--though he's got a gold American
Express" (12). The house is in her husband's name (106),
and Natalie 1s left destitute. Lacking the knowledge or the
skills to negotiate “"the fearful nexus of chaos" (Heart 36)
that 1s the real world, Natalie finds herself obliged to

throw herself onto the charity of the state. But here she

g .
© For example, the marriages of Arthur and Jane, Angus and
Jean. These marriages are not conventional according to the
"myth" of domestic fiction, but they are conventional in

being typical examples of contemporary matrimony.



finds that without her protective identity as Harry Harri

7

wife, both her abilities as a mother and her sexual mores
are open to guestion. As she 1s told at the DHSS, in "a
world in which vou are asking for public funds . . . vour

character and behaviour when in receipt of them must be

el

taken into account" {113-114). Natalie finds herself, like
Sonia, marginalized as one of "the abandoned mothers, the
sloppy and bad* {1i55).

Forced to rely on the help of such upstanding members
of the patriarchy as Arthur and Angus, her bank manager and
her solicitor, Natalie is repeatedly provided with false or
partial advice as all of them protect their interests over
her own. "But there you are. Women who live by the good
will of men have no control over their lives, and that's the
truth of it" (7), as Sonia rather smugly proclaims. And
Natalie cannot construct another identity for herself.

Her job as quarry drudge is the last straw. She gives
up her efforts to survive by herself and enters into the
bargain with Angus, "that is, her body for his flat® (L169).
The “new and fresh" Natalie, reverted into “little girl
dependency" is ready to re-play her domestic role as a woman
living by the protection of men. It is not until the spirit
of carnival is unleashed in the text that she is able to
free herself from the confines of this vicious cycle.

The carnivalesqgue inversion of many of the female roles
in the novel is one of the central strategies employed by

Weldon to resist the containment of the prescriptions of the
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wster discourses. But she also resists these discourses--

3
Y]

Rusten does in Mansfield Park before her--by evoking a

N

W
0

variety of speech types as a narrative strategy with which
-to undercut and subvert the authority of the dominant order

One of the most interesting examples of this
technique occurs in her appropriation of the discourse of
domesticity itself. In the manner of women's magazines and
housekeeping guides, The Heart of the Country dispenses
domestic advice. Weldon uses this technique repeatedly
throughout the body of her writing. For example, The Rules
of Life is liberally scattered with extensive laundry
instructions such as the following:

To remove fruitspots, first cold-socap the article,

then touch the spot with a paintbrush dipped in

chlorite of soda, and dip instantly into cold

water, to prevent injury to the fabric. (36)

Sonia 1s similarly instructional in The Heart of the
Country:

about layering. Hedges ought to be layered in

the winter, not just have their tops sheared by

that machinery which i1s so dangerous to passing

traffic. Branches must be bent, part-severed,

and intertwined in all but horizontal position,

so a calculated and stock proof tangle of foliage

is achieved. (55-56)

Sonia does not restrict herself to gardening tips
alone. She also dispenses culinary advice: "[pl]otatoes and
kale can be quite delicious, the secret is to pressure cook
the kale, which reduces its obstinate toughness to quite

acceptable stringiness" (31), and advises that "cats should

be kept 1in at night, it is brutal to do otherwise" (2).
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These instructional digressions centrifugally disrupt the

narrative in which thev are contained. They situate the
novel firmly in the realm of the domestic genre, (as do Mrs.
Norris' domestic digressions 1n Mansfield Park); at the same

time, the conventions of domestic realism are violated by
the interruption of the narrative with the seemingly random
insertion of deomestic advice. We are constantly forced out
of the narrative intco the "real world" of these
instructional digressions. This not only emphasizes the
fictionality of the text, it also reminds us that domestic
detail 1s an inescapable part of the real world.

The instructional tone of these digressions echoes the
conduct manuals 1n which the domestic novel has its genesls.
One of Weldon's most interesting narrative strategilies is her
situation of her text in relation to those novels which
follow the educational aims of the conduct manuals.
Natalie's story 1is essentially the "History of a Young
Lady's Entrance into the World, " but it is a very different
educational experience to the ones undergone by conventional
heroines. After Harry runs off with "Miss Eddon Gurney
1978" (4), Natalie must begin her new existence as one of
"the abandoned mothers of Britain" (133). Completely
innocent as to the convolutions of the DHSS, she is forced
to rely on the more experienced Sonia, who "[gives] her
tutorials on the Welfare State" (132). For example, Natalie
"should have gone to the Welfare in the first place--they'd

have presented her case to the DHSS and the Housing



Department themselves and then both would have coughed up*
(133). In statements such as these, Weldon effectively
dispenses advice for a@ll women in Natalie's position. The
novel on one level becomes a conduct manual itself: a "How
To" book on living on Social Security.

A typically carnivalesgue inversion occurs here, for
while conduct manuals and didactic novels aimed to
"perpetuate “the principles and conduct prevalent among women
bf rank and fortune®" (More, title page), The Heart of the
Country offers a variety of means by which those on the
’;margins of society can seek to beat the system, or at least
- ensure that they receive the maximum benefit to which they
~are entitled. In its evocation of this kind of didactic
~fiction, the text simultaneously subverts the genre and the
Vvalues encoded therein. The middle class woman to whom the
conduct manual was addressed 1s implicitly placed in
conjunction with the "unpaid child minder for the State"

(133) to whom the "tutorials on the Welfare State" are
directed. The resulting dialogic tension reduces the value
system encoded within the conduct manual (and also, indeed,
within the dominant ideology) to the "grotesgue."

Weldon situates her novel in a similar relation to the
domestic realm by appropriating the discourse of women's
magazines. For example, at one point, Sonia asks
facetiously of Arthur and Jane's relationship, "Can this
marriage be saved?" (142). She also refers to Natalie's

"dream kitchen" (1), and in a particularly striking
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appropriation of the format of women's magazines, describes
Natalie's clothes:

She came out . . . 1n a tight black skirt thers, from

the Harrix days) and a frilly white blouse {(mine,

Oxfam, one pound eighty), and make-up (Marks & Spencer,

bought at the school fair for four pence--the bhlue

eyeshadow all gone, but evervthing else okay). {leh)
The dialogic tension 1n this passage results from the
expectation generated by the cultural context of the women's
magazine format, and its subsequent undercutting in the
content. Instead of the listing of boutiques and brand
names we expect to find in the parentheses, we find out that
Natalie purchases her clothes and accessories at Oxfam and
the school fair. Weldon therefore undercuts the authority
of these particularly "feminine" discourses and, 1in doing
so, she undercuts the authority of domestic fiction itself,
as these "feminized” genres all contribute to the fantasy of
the loving woman in the dream house.

However, her appropriation of speech types also allows
Weldon to expose the hypocrisy of "patriarchal®" discourses.
The "official® ideology in the text 1s most often
represented in the speech of *patriarchal® men {although
there are good many women working for the State who rival
the men in their authoritarian approach to their troubled
sisters). There is no doubt that this discourse is often
used to parodic purposes in the novel, and becomes a kind of
“double-voiced discourse" similar to that in many of Sonia's
speeches on women. This 1s apparent in the foliowing

passage, 1in which the use of free indirect discourse reveals
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the attitude of a particular group of men "in their own
words. "
Avon Farmers--a nebulous grouping of farmers, farm
suppliers and business men--were to sell cheap
imported agricultural chemicals and fcodstuffs. By
the time the Ministry inspectors got tc hear of the
existence of the warehouse, it would have evapoirated
such subterfuge would not have been necessary had
unreasonakble EEC regulations not prevented the sale of
certain fertilizers, growth promoters, hormones,
insecticides and fungicides--used to advantage and
without harming a soul in various parts of the world--
to the detriment of British farmers. {93-94)
In this passage the speaker's intention (the justification
of the actions of Avon Farmers) and that of the narrator are
obviously opposed. Phrases such as "unreasonable EEC
regulations," ‘“"without harming a soul," and "to the
detriment of British farmers,® expose the hypocrisy of these
"apparently upstanding pillars of the community, willing to
subject others to possible harm in their efforts to line
their own pockets. However, this passage is also undercut by
its relation to other relativizing discourses in the text,
among them the "statistic®" that "one child in thirty these
days 1s born physically handicapped” (150-151). This
relationship is reinforced later in the text when we are
told that "something had got into the soil" of the Garden
Centre established by Arthur on the site previously occupied
by Avon Farmers, and *one of his assistants had a baby born
with a croocked leg but that could happen to anyone: there's
an epidemic, remember, of handicapped babies® (197).

"Statistical* digressions of this sort function in the

novel in much the same manner as do the instructional
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digressions considered previously, in that they 1

»-4

1terrupt
the narrative into whi_h thev are inserted. More
importantly, however, the "statistics" (which mav or may not
be factual) serve to undercut the authority of other
discourses in the text, including those which are
conventionally considered tc be "feminine." For instance,

notions of "dream kitchens® and "Housewife Princesses

ux

become grotesque in the context of the following statement
of *"fact":

You know how many marriages end in divorce? One in

three. 2aAnd a recent survey shows that a woman's

standard of liwving falls on average by 42 per cent

after divorce, and a man's actually rises. (11)

These factual episodes serve as grounding points in the
novel, and undercut the various monologic discourses of the
dominant ideology.

These discourses number too many in the novel to be

- " = -~ 1 -
exhaustively discussed here,*o but the following
particularly interesting instance of dialogic tension merits
consideration. In this excerpt, a woman's internalization
of her husband's perception of her is revealed:

Val was right. [Sally] knew well enough that coffee

never tastes its best after being in a thermos an hour

or so; she should have remembered that, instead of how
the thermos would let him sleep on, escape from the
pain in his back, and still have something hot and

reviving to drink when he woke up. She'd got it wrong
as usual. (62}

Other forms of discourse in the novel include the
"jargon®" of Sonia's psychiatrist, and the professional
"slang" specific tc real estate agents and antique dealer:

16
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parallels the inscription of women according to the dominant

— 1

; . . " ]
order that the doumestic novel encodes.l* But all of the

their

Hh

women in the text, at least in the opening stages o
stories, suffer from this internalization. Both Sonia and
Natalie immediately assume that the misfortune they suffer
when thelr husbands abandon them is their own fault.

When [el]vervthing's wrong and miserable and awful,
. . whose fault can it be but the wife's? Since
wives tend to take their husband's view of them,
they get confused and wretched themselves, not to
mention hit, and feel it's their fault their
husband's job/back/talent/life has failed, because
he keeps saying it is . . . . I suppose it must Dbe
darling, 1f you say so. How I wish I were nearer
what you want, that my breasts were bigger
(smaller), that my brain was better (worse), that

I wasn't so argumentative (acquiescent), then this
would never have happened. {61)
This is one of Weldon's main thrusts. She may attack

patriarchal structures, but women are complicitous in their
own fates, since "while women adapt, and adapt and adapt,
men will continue to get away with everything® (186). Women
condemn themselves in their willingness to
take the moral blame. . . . Ever heard a man say it
was my fault the marriage broke up'? No. Those are
women's lines. They'll stare at you with black eyes
and broken noses and say, My fault! I provoked him."
(76-77)
It is only when Sonia persuades the women to "stop

colluding” (186) with agents of the patriarchy like Angus

and Arthur that they are able to break out of the confines

: H - . - 1 .
11 1n this she 1s much like Fanny Price who has certainly
internalized the patriarchy's prescristions for womanhood.

Ne)



of conventional definitions, and write bevond the ending of

contain them. And they do so by means of the carnival.

The novel's carnivalesque overthrow of the romance plot
is made particularly apparent in the "ending® of each
woman's story. According to the dictates of the traditional
marriage or romance plot, the reward for the woman who
successiully conformed to socliety's conventions was her
entrance into her own domestic realm, complete with "dream
kitchen, " in which she took up her rightful role as wife,
mother, and "angel of the house." However, The Heart of the
Country, 1s Sonia's novel, and Flora, who attains the
status of "Mrs. Housewife Princess," goes up in "a
triumphant puff of smoke" (199}, while Natalie, "who turned
out to be nothing much better than a whore, deserved nothing
and got everything® (164). Her pragmatic acceptance of rhe
necessity of the bargain she makes with Angus--her body for
his flat--is not unlike Mary Crawford's view of marriage,
and as we know, Mary is condemned for this view according to
the moral system of Mansfield Park. But Natalie, whose
"immorality" merits "death" according to the traditicnal
romance plot, 1is rewarded with a "happy ending."” HNatalie,
who says " I prefer the company of men' once too often®
(56}, and who "has no social conscience at all® (155}, is
rewarded for her non-conformity when she steps "into Flora's

shoes, with Bernard in the caravan® {197). &nd in doing so,
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_which she has been trapped. During the height of the
Carnival, she realizes that aAngus "only wanted [her] because

'jhrthur wanted [her]," and "brushe{s] him out of her life®
(191j. wWith Bernard, she 1s "happler than she had ever been

;iﬁfher 1ife" {198), but 1in case we imagine that Natalie's

‘ &: h5PPY ending merely entraps her once more within the closure

FEQf £ﬁe "marriage" plot, we are tcld that this blissful
fdémeétic tableau is achieved on "the edge of the council
f!fruﬁgish tip" (102). She may arrive at a "happy ending" but

' it ‘is one which inverts the traditions.

: " Sonia's "end" also constitutes a carnivalesque
~.inversion of the romance plot. Despite her failure to

ﬂgf?réW$ite,herself according to the dictates of her

 “ ﬁSy¢hiatrist, he proposes to her anyway. "She can't accept,
 6€ course. Happy endings are not so easy" (199). To the
vglaéﬁ, Sonia refuses to inscribe herself and her story

fﬁfdcébrding to the "established truth" of the dominant

’ “iid¢§io§y,,and the conventions of the romance plot central to
 ;§hé:aémesﬁiC novel .

“rff Mansfield Park's closure leaves us uncomfortably
aware that the claustrophobic sense of restriction pervading
-the text continues to exert its suffocating hold on Fanny,
imbrisoning her ever more tightly within the confines of
both the marriage plot and patriarchal structures, Weldon's
novel fesists containment to the end. Sonia, at least, has
no intention of allowing her story to conclude. She eschews

her “happy ending" in favour of continuing her struggle.
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“*She must get on with changing the world, rescuing the

s J .
country. There 15 no t

vvvvvvv ime left for frivolity" (199).
Weldon's appropriation of the sign system of carnival
provides her with a mode of critigue which is particularly
suited tc the feminist attempt to overturn and "write
beyond" the conventions of the deminant structures. Because
the

carnivalesque body pclitic . . . [ingests] the

entire corpus of high culture and, in its bloated and

irrepressible state, [releases] it in fits and starts
in all manner of recombination, inversion, mockery and

degradation . . . carnival . . . can be seen above all
as a site of insurgency, and not merely withdrawal.
{Russo 218)

In Weldon's novel, the insurgency is far reaching. The
novel appropriates not only the‘discourse of the patriarchy,
bﬁt also the genre of the domestic novel, both of which’ar&
subsequently refracted in inverted and subverted forms. And
if the theatricals in Mansfield Park are less extreme in
their subversion of convention and dominant ideology, the
difference remains one of degree rather than intent. In
both novels, the evocation of carnival/theatricals creates a

site of resistance within the house of domestic fiction.

¥

And in both novels this site of resistance provides a plac

0

in which those on the margins of society are freed from the
prohibitions of the dominant ideolcgy. Those "maenads,
harridans, hags, [and] witches" (Heart 185), traditiocnally
denied voice, can enter into the dominant discourse and

begin to subvert it from the inside ocut.
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Since Letters t¢ Alice has been my main means of
bridging the apparent (or perhaps superficial) difference
between Mansfield Park and The Heart of the Country, I
should perhaps conclude by musing on its place in the scheme
"VOE things. Weldon'‘s BBC adaptation of Pride and Prejudice,

as well as Letters to Alice, demonstrate her on-going

'"7 ehgagement with the writing of her literary foremother. But

in some ways this engagement seems a little curious.
"Writing in the guise of Aunt Fay, Weldon tells us,

The Angel of the House stood at Jane Austen's

elbow, that is my guess, and she never quite

learned how to ignore her--except perhaps in the

early Lady Susan, for the writing of which, T

imagine, she was gently chided by her family, and

drew back quickly as at the touch of a cold, cold

hand and never tried that again. But she learned

how to get round the Angel, how to soothe her into

slumber, and write while she slept. (29-30)
The Heart of the Country demonstrates that Weldon herself
nas no difficulty in dispensing summarily with angels, when
~ Flora goes up in a puff of smoke. And if Austen had to
' ‘“[pay] lip service to propriety . . . at a time when the
reading of a novel, let alone the writing of one was seen as
frivolous at best and immoral at worst" (Weldon,
introduction to Discipline viii), Weldon obviously has no
such need. Indeed, she is no stranger to controversy,
having on one occasion gone so far as to "[alienate] a group

of impassioned feminists by declaring that if they had been

born male, she thought that some of them would be rapists®
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(Interview in Vogue 184). And speaking through Aunt Fay,
Weldon reports the anger generated by her portraval of men
in her fiction. “How, audiences say to me, can you he
married and have sons and still be so horrible about men?*
(119}.1 Weldon is perfectly capable of offending both men
and women with aplomb, and has no need of the subterfuge to
which Austen had to resort in her writing. Yet she insists,
by means of Letters to Alice, that we consider her writing
in relation to that of her predecessor.

Weldon makes us aware that she perceives herself
as sharing some of the same agendas as Austen. For if
Austen "chides women for their raging vanity, their
infinite capacity for self-deception, their idleness,
their rapaciousness and folly" (LTA 26), Weldon's
writing is hardly very different. In fact, she
reserves some of her severest censure for women. In an
interview with Craig Brown, Weldon expressed her
frustration at women's collusion with men's treatment
of them.

What women want most of all is permission to

suffer. They think they have to stand in the

center [sicl of some family unit and sop up all

the terrible feelings around them and feel nothing

themselves. I tell them that's wrong. {Vogue
184)

1 aunt Fay is obviously at least partially an
autobiographical figure. A great many of the details of her
"life" correspond to Weldon's own (this reference to sons
being one of them).




On the topic of men, Aunt Fay says of Austen, "she does
not condemn” them, she merely "observes® (26). And of
~rherself, she writes, "I am not horrible to and about
men, I merely report them as I see them. I neither

. condone nor reproach” (119). Although I disagree with
~f»boﬁh these statements, they reveal the extent to which
 Weldon situates her own writing with Austen's.

Moreover, Weldon links herself to Austen through the

‘14prharacter of Aunt Fay. Aunt Fay is not only an overtly

" autobiographical representation, she is also constructed

 ?;;?5f£er—the model of Austen herself. Above and beyond the

ifbbvious parallel between Aunt Fay's letters of literary
Ffadvice to her niece and Austen's own letters to Anna Austen,

- Aunt Fay appears a close relation to the "Aunt Jane" who now

- .and then appears in Austen's letters, (despite Cassandra

"VAusten's meddling scissors), if not in Austen-Leigh's

k~Méinr. There is the same tartness and wit to both
'mcharacters.

:The effect of this conflation is to illuminate both
’WéldOn and Austen as writers. Weldon seems to resurrect the
ghost of her predecessor in an effort to place her before us
in a new light, to give us her own view of Austen. She
‘Jmakes us see iIn Austen's writing "[s]omething truly

1 frightening rumbling there beneath the bubbling mirth:
something capable of taking the world by the heels and
shéking it" (119). And by engaging in a dialogue with her

literary foremother in both Letters to Alice and The Heart
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of the Country, she reminds us that Austen is not so distant
from us after all.
There can be no closure to speculations on how Weldon

2 But Letters to

Vperceives herself in relation to Austen.
Alice, if nothing else, demonstrates that Weldon
acknowledges her debt as a woman writer to her literary
foremother. Weldon knows that

words . . . go back and back into a written

history. Words are not simple things: they take

unto themselves, as they have through time, power

and meaning: they did so then, they do so now.

(15)
At times, she appears to mine Austen's texts for material
for her own fiction. In Letters to Alice, Aunt Fay objects
to the ending of Mansfield Park, to the notion that the
"unspeakably good" (LTA 134) Fanny should triumph over the
attractive Mary Crawford. "Oh, Miss Austen, what wishful
thinking do we have here! It has come to my notice
that in the real world, the worse women behave, the better
they get on' (135). The Heart of the Country demonstrates
this principle when "whorish" Natalie receives her happy
ending, while "angelic" Flora goes up in flames. In this

way Weldon's writing responds to and engages in a dialogue

with that of Austen.

2 a point which would no doubt gratify Weldon highly, as
she expresses her disdain for the inquiries she receives
from "women doing theses on some aspect of literature and/or
feminism today [who] seem to believe that, if only they
understood the writer, they would then understand the hook.
Recognizing that there is something inexplicable about the
work, their ambition is instantly to nail it, and then
explain it" (LTA 80). I stand condemned.



There is no way of knowing--short of asking--1f

cof the carnival in The Heart of the Country was

]

Weldon's us
generated by her reading of Mansfield Park. But my own
reading of Weldon's text made me see Mansfield Park in a
different way. And perhaps this is all that any writer can

~ask, that the act of "writing out of a tradition, if only to

-~ break away from it," illuminates not only the contemporary

‘ work, but also the tradition itself.

Weldon explores domestic fiction, and Austen's writing,
because she 1is able--within the confines of the genre--to
manipulate the dominant myths which underpin the
constructions of gender by which we still for the most part
 ;live. Austen's insistent inscription of her awareness of

 the limitations imposed on women by these dominant myths
helped to form the shape of the domestic novel, even as she
‘inscribed her resistance to these limitations. Weldon takes
"up the domestic novel and continues the process which Austen
’began.

The flamboyancy of Weldon's tactics turns her novel
into a pyrotechnic spectacle. She erects conventions only
to instantly explode and invert them. And yet, despite its
audacity, The Heart of the Country reaches back over one
hundred and seventy years to engage in a dialogue with the
quiet disruptions of Mansfield Park. And this is possible
because many of the structures challenged by Austen are

still in place to be detonated by Weldon.
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