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Abstract 

Although differences in their politics and moral 

concerns led to strikingly different emphases in their 

fiction, both Fielding and Richardson explore the 

implications for the conscientious self of a loss of 

aristocratic authority. The first two chapters of this 

thesis argue that Richardson's Pamela represents a standard 

by which one can evaluate contemporary representations of 

the conscientious self in conflict with aristocratic 

authority. The third chapter argues that Joseph Andrews 

presents a critique of aristocratic authority similar to 

Pamela's. but that the extreme self-consciousness of the 

narrator and Fielding's reliance on conventions derived from 

romance and dramatic comedy usually pre-empt close 

examination of the effects of abused aristocratic authority 

on the conscientious self. The fourth chapter argues that 

in Tom Jones Fielding presents a more sharply focused, if 

general, account of effects on conscientious women and men 

of a crisis in aristocratic authority than he does in Joseph 

Andrews. and that his relative success can be attributed 

partly to a new emphasis on the psychological 

destructiveness of social emulation and partly to the 

narrator's discussion of the difficulties of reconciling 

prudence and good nature. The last chapter examines social 

emulation in The Enquiry into the Late Increase of Robbers 

and Amelia to present the case that in Amelia Fielding 

dramatizes the effects of a loss of aristocratic authority 

on men and women who are convincingly presented as complex, 

highly individualized, and partly unknowable. 
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... O when Degree is shaked 
Which if the ladder of all high designs, 
The enterprise is sick. How could communities, 
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities, 
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores, 
The primogenity and due of birth, 
Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels, 
But by degree, stand in authentic place? 

Troilus and Cressida (I, iii, 101-108) 

[Johnson] again insisted on the duty of maintaining 
subordination of rank. 'Sir, I would no more deprive a 
nobleman of his respect than of his money. I consider 
myself as acting a part in the great system of society, and 
I do to others as I would have them do to me. I would 
behave to a nobleman as I should expect he would behave to 
me, were I a nobleman and he Sam. Johnson. Sir, there is 
one Mrs. Macaulay in this town, a great republican, one day 
when I was at her house, I put on a very grave countenance, 
and said to her, "Madam, I am now become a convert to your 
way of thinking. I am convinced that all mankind are upon 
an equal footing; and to give you an unquestionable proof, 
Madam, that I am in earnest, here is a very sensible, civil, 
well-behaved fellow-citizen, your footman; I desire that he 
may be allowed to sit down and dine with us." I thus, Sir, 
shewed her the absurdity of the levelling doctrine. She has 
never liked me since.* 

Life of Johnson, Vol. i, 447-448. 

Crises of authority are constructed around the modulations 
in recognizing freedom and slavery in oneself, recognizing 
them in other human beings, and recognizing oneself in other 
human beings. Each crisis occurs through disbelieving what 
one previously believed. But these acts of disbelieving are 
not ends. They are means to new patterns of belief. 

Richard Sennett, Authority, 129 

vii 



Introduction: Aristocratic Authority, th.j Conscientious 

Self, and Novelistic Form 

Up; and after doing a little business, down to 
Deptford with Sir W. Batten—and there left him, and I 
to Greenwich to the park, where I hear the King and 
[the] Duke [of Monmouth] are come by water this morn 
from Hampton Court. They asked me several Questions. 
The King mightily pleased with his new buildings there. 
I fallowed them to Castles ship in building and there 
met Sir W. Batten.... Great variety of talk—and was 
often led to speak to the King and Duke. By and by 
they go to dinner; and all to dinner and sat down to 
the King saving myself, which though I could not in 
modesty expect, yet God forgive my pride, I was sorry I 
was there, that Sir W. Batten should say that he could 
sit down where I could not—though he had twenty times 
more reason then I. But this was my pride and folly.... 

[Mr. Castle] and I by and by to dinner, mighty 
nobly; the King having dined, he came down, and I went 
in the barge with him, I sitting at the door—down to 
Woolwich (and there I just saw and kissed my wife, and 
saw some of her painting, which is very curious, and 
away again to the King) and back again with him in the 
barge, hearing him and the Duke talk and seeing and 
observing their manner of discourse; and God forgive 
me, though I adore them with all the duty possible, yet 
the more a man considers and observes them, the less he 
finds of difference between them and other men, though 
(blessed be God) they are both princes of great 
nobleness and spirits. 

Pepys, Diary. 26 July 1665 

[Shame] said also that religion made a man grow strange 
to _he great, because of a few vices (which he called 
by finer names) and made him own and respect the base, 
because of the same religious fraternity. And is not 
this, said he, a shame? 

Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress (1678) 

In very different ways, Pepys and Bunyan raise what later 

become important concerns of the realist tradition in the 

Samuel Pepys, The Diary of Samuel Pepys. eds. Robert 
Latham and William Mathews, 11 vols (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1972) 6: 169-170. 

2John Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress, ed. Roger 
Sharrock (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965) 108. 

I 
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early English novel. In the first part of the excerpt from 

the diary, Pepys reports exhilaration and disappointment 

after he meets id.ng Charles but is excluded from dinner; 

then in arch commentary on his exclusion he reports 

consoling himself by dining "mighty nobly" with Mr. Castle. 

Later, among the details of the day—which include plague 

statistics, business negotiations, a visit with the handsome 

Mrs. Batelier, and news of the death of a colleague—Pepys 

suddenly reveals his bewilderment that a commonplace belief 

about the innate superiority of the nobility over commoners 

does not square with his experience. The full impact on 

Pepys of what seems to modern readers a mundane observation 

registers itself in a series of stylistic tremors that run 

through the last part of the passage. Pious interjections 

and the hyperbolic and conventional "adore" betray the 

diarist's embarrassment at being unable to reconcile his 

understanding of natural order with the evidence of his 

senses. The creaky logic of claiming that King Charles and 

the Duke of Monmouth are little different from other men and 

that they exhibit "great nobleness and spirits" only 

underscores the incompatibility of belief and experience. 

And Pepys's sudden retreat into the secure impersonality of 

the third person suggests a subtle evasion of responsibility 

for the conclusions he reaches. 

That Pepys should express himself so reluctantly, even 

in the shorthand he used for his diaries, suggests how 
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seductive such commonplaces must have been to those who 

could identify themselves with the sources of political 

authority in seventeenth-century England. Pepys knows that 

his fortunes are on the rise: in the conclusion to this 

entry, he reports feeling "mighty full of the honour of this 

day" and remarks that he has just lived "four days of as 

great content and honour and pleasure to me as ever I hope 

to live or deserve or think anybody eliie can live,? (170-71) . 

He also knows that one way to consolidate his social and 

professional gains is to be allowed to dine with King 

Charles. And yet he senses that his aspirations may be a 

vanity at odds with his spiritual development, and that the 

value he places on social distinctions stems from a belief 

system that, from his suggestively liminal position on the 

barge, suddenly seems a little suspect. Up close, the king 

and duke are no better than other men, and Pepys comes 

perilously close to contending that the duke, at least, may 

be worse: "The Duke of Monmouth is the most skittish 

leaping gallant that ever I saw, alway[s] in action, 

vaulting or leaping, or clambering" (170). 

Pepys's remarks on Charles and Monmouth touch on 

concerns about aristocratic authority that are still being 

articulated by novelists writing nearly a century later. 

The entry from the diary presents the authority of the king 

and duke indirectly, in terms of prestige rooted in unspoken 

beliefs about hereditary honour, yet even Pepys's manner 
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anticipates the common novelistic tactic of evaluating 

aristocratic authority through the complex and sometimes 

contradictory responses of the men and women who are subject 

to it. For Pepys, aristocratic prestige, however strong, is 

not quite strong enough to overcome the evidence provided by 

"seeing and observing"; but "seeing and observing" do not 

entirely liberate Pepys from suspect beliefs about the moral 

qualities of nobility. The interest that the diary entry 

affords modern readers is not so much in Pepys's insights as 

in their effect on the diarist himself: his embarrassment, 

his apologetic piety, his hesitancy in accepting full 

responsibility for the conclusions he draws are all part of 

an astonishingly complex response to the ideological 

equivalent of an earthquake. 

A similar relation between the problem of aristocratic 

authority and the focus of much modern readerly interest 

prevails in some later novels belonging to what can broadly 

be identified as an English tradition of novelistic realism. 

In Fielding's Amelia, for instance, Molly Bennet and Amelia 

Booth deal with subtle discrepancies between their 

assumptions about rank and their observations of particular 

aristocrats. In their cases, as in Pepys's, the problematic 

nature of aristocratic authority is reflected in complex and 

at times contradictory subjective responses rather than in 

simple statements of ideological allegiance. Even in 

Pamela, the most provocative of early eighteenth-century 
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novelistic examinations of aristocratic authority, the 

question of a master's authority is treated largely in terms 

of its subtle effects on the conduct of servants. Pamela 

steadfastly opposes patently offensive demands presented 

under the patrician guise of an employer's and social 

superior's authority, but her most interesting responses to 

Mr. B. are her attempts at balancing the insights gained 

from experience with comforting fictions about the nature 

and validity of social distinctions. 

In the second passage quoted above, Faithful's account 

of his meeting with Shame reflects a nonconformist's 

skepticism about aristocratic authority. Bunyan does not 

share Pepys's awe of rank, and so his views on the 

aristocracy are less inherently contradictory. For Bunyan, 

as for other nonconformists, rank offers mainly destructive 

models of conduct. But if Bunyan, unlike Pepys, knows 

precisely what he thinks about the cultural phenomenon he 

describes, he feels it no less urgently. The danger that 

the prestige of rank poses to spiritual development is an 

ongoing concern in The Pilgrim's Progress: 

By-Ends. ...to tell you the truth, I am become a 
gentleman of good quality; yet my great-grandfather was 
but a waterman, looking one way and rowing another: 
and I got most of my estate by the same occupation. 

Christian. Are you a married man? 

By-Ends. Yes, and my wife is a very virtuous woman. 
She was my Lady Faining's daughter, therefore she came 
of a very honourable family, and is arrived to such a 
pitch of breeding that she knows how to carry it to 
all, even to prince and peasant. 'Tis true, we 
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somewhat differ in religion from those of the stricter 
sort, yet but in two small points: first, we never 
strive against wind and tide; secondly, we are always 
most zealous when religion goes in his silver slippers; 
we love much to walk with him in the street if the sun 
shines and the people applaud it. (146) 

Here, in By-Ends' account of his ancestry and marriage, 

Bunyan presents the irreconcilability of worldly and 

spiritual interests. By-Ends' submission to the demands of 

"looking one way and rowing another" has permitted his 

marriage into the aristocracy, but it has also required a 

slackening of his religious principles. After briefly 

joining up with Christian, By-Ends falls in with Mr. Money-

Love, Mr. Hold-the-world, and Mr. Save-all, and is way-laid 

by Demas at Lucre Hill. 

The episode anticipates not only Richardson's 

preoccupation with the conflicts between competing social 

and spiritual authorities, but also a fundamentally 

novelistic tool of inquiry, the psychologically individuated 

character. By-Ends' breeding and religious, waffling are the 

givens of the description, and they make possible his rise 

in the world. His taking up with Christian and then trading 

Christian's company for Money-love's are characteristic of 

his policy of never striving against wind and tide. His 

actions are of a piece with his stated principles, not that 

he understands the implications of his principles any more 

than a later moral opportunist, Mrs. Jewkes, understands the 

implications of hers. But despite the straightforward 

display of moral commitments, By-Ends is subtly and 
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convincingly delineated, from his embarrassment at his 

ungenteel name, to his continual recourse to waterman's 

metaphors, to the affected and gauche obeisance—the "very 

low conjee" (138)—he makes to Hold-the-world, Money-love, 

and Save-all. 

Both long passages quoted above entail a complex 

relationship between, on the one hand, a highly individuated 

self partly characterized by its attitude toward the 

authority of rank and, on the other, a set of literary 

conventions imperfectly suited to communicating this 

attitude. Pepys's commitment to recording the particulars 

of experience and the fact that the diary is a form that 

promotes concern with matters of casuistry and self-

knowledge afford him opportunities to see through common­

places about nobility. Given Pepys's genuine if 

conventional Anglicanism, his deep distrust of radical 

sects, and his successful bureaucratic career at the naval 

office, his remarks about the king and duke are surprisingly 

candid, and the form he uses might be considered liberating. 

But the diary has obvious formal limitations: the necessity 

of taking experience as it comes discourages sustained 

examination of all but the most pei.sistent existential 

concerns, and the autobiographical nature of the form nearly 

precludes examination of a problem from more than one point 

of view. Not surprisingly, Bunyan's examination of 

aristocratic authority is also conditioned by the form he 
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chooses. Although The Pilgrim's Progress, unlike Pepys's 

diary, offers several different subjective responses to 

aristocratic authority, none of Bunyan's characters attains 

Pepys's complex ambivalence. In the end, the aim of 

allegory to promote specific didactic ends limits the degree 

of psychological complexity appropriate for each character. 

His usefulness for allegory exhausted, By-Ends is consigned 

to Lucre Hill and his accommodations of rank are left 

unexplored: 

By-ends, and Silver-Demas. both agree; 
One calls, the other runs, that he may be 
A sharer in his lucre: so these two 
Take UP in this world, and no further go. (146) 

In their works, Pepys*s diary entry and Bunyan's 

treatment of By-Ends are only minor episodes, yet they 

illustrate the difficulty of making general claims about the 

ability of any literary form to deal with any given 

existential problem. This difficulty becomes particularly 

important in discussions of the eighteenth-century novel, 

for even the idea of a single, identifiable novelistic genre 

has recently come under vigorous assault on two fronts. 

Since the mid-sixties, studies of literary history have 

identified rich and varied traditions of prose fiction 

before Richardson or even Defoe, and so the once fashionable 

exercise of identifying the first English novel has largely 

been abandoned., as has the belief in absolute distinctions 

between realist novels and their non-realist antecedents and 
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contemporaries. In a parallel development, complications 

to the idea of novelistic genre have been proposed by a host 

of theorists, the most influential being Bakhtin, whose 

theory of heteroglossia posits the novel as a developing 

genre "teeming with future and former languages, with prim 

but moribund aristocrat-languages, with parvenu-languages 

and with countless pretenders to the status of language." 

Both developments present new challenges for the study of a 

canonical writer like Fielding or Richardson, for they raise 

questions about the precise nature and degree of such 

See Jack D. Durant, "Books about the Early English 
Novel: A Survey and a List," The First English Novelists: 
Essays in Understanding, ed. J. M. Armistead (Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 1985) 269-284. Durant's 
handy checklist, now a little out of date, lists ninety-one 
books on the eighteenth-century novel. 01' these, several 
are relevant to the background of the ee.rly eighteenth-
century novel, notably Robert A. Day's Told in Letters: 
Epistolary Fiction before Richardson (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1966), which identifies a tradition of 
epistolary fiction before Richardson; John J. Richetti's 
influential Popular Fiction before Richardson: Narrative 
Patterns. 1700-1739 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969); and 
Lennard Davis's Factual Fictions: The Origins of the 
English Novel (New York: Columbia UP, 1983), a discussion 
that emphasizes such non-fictional forms as newspapers and 
political pamphlets. More recent studies include Paul 
Salzman's taxonomic English Prose Fiction, 1558-1700: A 
Critical History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985) and J. 
Paul Hunter's Before Novels: The Cultural Contexts of 
Eighteenth-Centurv Fiction (New York: Norton, 1990), an 
account of popular reading before Richardson. 

4Qtd in Michael McKeon, Origins of the English Novel: 
1600-1740 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987) 14. McKeon's 
dialectical argument presents a similar challenge to 
conventional genre theory; see McKeon's response to Bakhtin 
(13-14). The Bakhtinian model of dialogical transformation 
also influences John Bender's Imagining the Penitentiary: 
Fiction and the Architecture of Mind in Eighteenth-Centurv 
England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). 
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writers' indebtedness to earlier literary forms, the 

extent to which this indebtedness advanced or impeded their 

literary project (whatever that project might be), their 

degree of innovation, and even the nature of their appeal to 

later authors. 

The past twenty years in particular have seen a 
flourishing interest in the literary antecedents of 
Richardson and Fielding. In A Natural Passion: A Study of 
the Novels of Samuel Richardson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1974) Margaret Anne Doody discusses the influence of 
pastoral comedy on Pamela (36-41); Cynthia Griffin Wolff's 
book Samuel Richardson and the Eighteenth-Centurv Puritan 
Character (Kamden, Conn.: Archon, 1972) discusses 
Richardson's indebtedness to biographies of Puritan saints 
and to the Puritan conception of the diary as a means of 
self-examination (14-57). For Richardson's use of fairy 
tale, see D. C. Muecke, "Beauty and Mr. B.," Studies in 
English Literature 7 (1967): 467-474; Barbara Belyea, 
"Romance and Richardson's Pamela." English Studies in 
Canada 10 (1984): 407-415; and Carol Houlihan Flynn, Samuel 
Richardson: A Man of Letters (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1982) 145-195. For his use of Arcadiaf see Gillian Beer, 
"Pamela: rethinking Arcadia." Samuel Richardson. 
Tercentenary Essays, eds. Margaret Anne Doody and Peter 
Sabor (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989) 23-39. 

For a general discussion of Fielding's proximity to a 
romance tradition, see Henry Knight Miller, Tom Jones and 
the Romance Tradition (Victoria: University of Victoria 
Press, 1974). Discussions of Fielding's relationship to 
specific literary antecedents include Sheridan Baker's three 
essays, "Henry Fielding's Comic Romances," Papers of the 
Michigan Academy of Science. Arts, and Letters 45 (1960): 
411-419; "Henry Fielding's Comic Epic-in-Prose Romances 
Again," Philological Quarterly 58 (1979): 63-81; and 
"Fielding's Amelia and the Materials of Romance," 
Philological Quarterly 41 (1962): 437-449. In The Art of 
Joseph Andrews (Chicago: Chicago UP) Homer Goldberg 
extensively discusses Fielding's use of Cervantes, Scarron, 
Marivaux, and Lesage. In An Exemplary History of the Novel: 
The Quixotic versus the ricarescnie (Chicago: Chicago UP, 
1981), Walter Reed shows how Fielding tries to accommodate 
the model of Don Quixote with neoclassical epic theory (117-
136). 
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The study that follows discusses the effect of literary 

form on Richardson's and Fielding's portrayal of the self in 

relation to the authority of rank. In my discussion of 

Pamela and Fielding's three novels, my usual procedure is to 

begin by presenting an account of each novel's general 

critique of aristocratic authority before turning to the 

formal features that further or impede the novelist's use of 

the self as a means of inquiry into the problem of abused 

authority. In the first chapter, I argue that in Pamela 

Richardson depicts a crisis of aristocratic authority and 

the main ethical problem that this crisis poses for 

conscientious women and men in a position of social 

inferiority: the difficulty of reconciling tie demands of 

conscience with those of one's social position. The 

sophistication of Richardson's treatment of this crisis can 

be attributed to his use of psychologically individuated 

characters, but Pamela is ultimately compromised by its 

author's reluctance to dramatize the apparently intractable 

problem of authority within marriage and by recalcitrant 

elements of literary form—specifically, the conduct book 

and the romance—that militate against the presentation of 

the complex and highly individuated self. In Chapter Two I 

argue that the relative sophistication of Pamela's treatment 

of the conscientious self becomes clear only when one 

considers the works of the Pamela vogue. Almost without 

exception these works misconstrue Richardson's claims about 



12 

the relation of the conscientious self to aristocratic 

authority, and even the works one would expect to be most 

sympathetic to a Richardsonian view of conscience employ 

conventions that preclude a subtly discriminating 

exploration of moral experience. Although Shamela is 

undoubtedly the best work of the Pamela vogue, even it fails 

to examine the conflicts between self and authority that are 

at the heart of Richardson's novel. One must, therefore, 

turn to Fielding's three novels—Joseph Andrews (1742), Tom 

Jones (1749), and Amelia (1751)—to understand Fielding's 

developing recognition not only of the problems faced by the 

conscientious self in a society regulated by a suspect 

principle of subordination, but also of the necessity of 

accommodating literary form to an examination of these 

problems. In Chapter Three I argue that Joseph Andrews 

shares with Pamela many elements of a critique of 

aristocratic authority, but that both the self-conscious 

narrator and Fielding's reliance on conventions derived from 

romance pre-empt close examination of what happens to the 

conscientious men and women who are required to ignore the 

dictates of conscience. In Chapter Four I contend that in 

Tom Jones Fielding begins to undermine the usual ideological 

implications of romance conventions and that the narrator 

begins to examine the effect on the self of a widespread 

decay of reliable cultural authorities. And finally, in 

Chapter Five I argue that Amelia marks simultaneously the 
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logical development of Fielding's interests in the problem 

of abused aristocratic authority and a turning toward the 

modern concept of the self as complex, highly individual­

ized, and partly unconscious. 

Fielding was a prolific writer and it would be 

impossible to give an exhaustive account of his handling of 

social subordination. Since my interest in his work lies 

less in his general views on the aristocracy than in his 

growing accommodation of novelistic form to an examination 

of the effects of abused authority on particular men and 

women, I offer no sustained discussion of Jonathan Wild 

(1743) or of Fielding's early dramatic works, although some 

of Fielding's comedies—notably, The Temple Beau (1729), The 

Modern Husband (1731), and The Intriguing Chambermaid 

(1734)—amount to forthright attacks on aristocratic sexual 

conduct. I do, however, hope to make two contributions to 

scholarship on the early novel. In the first two chapters, 

my aim is to establish Pamela as a standard by which 

contemporary representations of the conscientious self in 

conflict with aristocratic authority, including Fielding's, 

can be evaluated. In the last three chapters I hope to show 

that behind the assuredness of plot construction and tone 

that has fostered claims of the Palladian or architectonic 

solidity of Fielding's novels there lurks a surprisingly 

heuristic approach to representing the relationship between 

aristocratic authority and the conscientious self, and that 
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in the movement from Joseph Andrews to Tom Jones to Amelia. 

Fielding's habitual recourse to certain literary practices— 

in particular, his use of romance conventions and of a 

narrator who mediates between characters and readers—is 

accompanied by the adaptation of these procedures to the 

ends of exploring the self in a world where conscientious 

women and men are reluctantly abandoning their allegiance to 

the authority of rank. 

Given the canonical status of both writers—the latest 

CD Rom MLA catalogue lists 335 references for Fielding and 

304 for Richardson since 1981—and the fragmented state of 

literary studies, it is difficult to be both precise and 

succinct, and impossible to be exhaustive, about recent 

interpretations of the two authors' attitudes toward 

aristocratic authority. Michael McKeon, for instance, sees 

Pamela as a competition between ideologically progressive 

and aristocratic versions of events in which, with some 

qualifications, the progressive version wins out. Nancy 

Armstrong goes further, claiming that the novel entails a 

complete condemnation of the political system that makes the 

victimization of Pamela possible. But the more importance 

one accords to the last half of the original novel and the 

sequel—that is, the more attention one pays to Pamela's and 

*McKeon 357-381. 

7Nancy Armstrong, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A 
Political History of the Novel (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1987) 
115. 
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Mr. B.'s marriage—the less likely one is to find Richardson 

progressive. James Cruise and Christopher Flint have both 

recently argued that Pamela presents opportunistic social 

ascent followed by forgetfulness of all that has gone 

before. If this is true, then Richardson's criticism of 

aristocratic authority in the first half of Pamela may have 

been adventitious. 

In the case of Fielding, there has been more consensus. 

Fielding's prolific political writing and his conduct as Bow 

Street Magistrate offer a record of his involvement in 

contemporary political life, and Thomas Cleary has 

chronicled Fielding's support of the Broad-Bottom faction.9 

Despite the rare discordant voice heralding Tom Jones as a 

proletarian Everyman, discussion touching on the politics of 

Fielding's novels has echoed the cautions against democratic 

readings offered by Ian Watt and George Sherburn more than 

thirty years ago. Brian McCrea, for instance, maintains 

that Fielding "affirm[s] the power and virtue of England's 

James Cruise, "Pamela and the Commerce of Authority." 
Journal of English and Germanic Philology. 87 (1988): 355; 
Christopher Flint, "The Anxiety of Affluence: Family and 
Class (Dis)order in Pamela; or. Virtue Rewarded." Studies 
in English Literature 29 (1989): 506. 

9Thomas Cleary, Henrv Fielding. Political Writer 
(Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier UP, 1984) 1-11. 

10Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, 
Richardson and Fielding (1957; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1981) 307; George Sherburn, "Fielding's Social Outlook," 
1956; rpt. in Wolfgang Iser, ed., Henry Fielding Und Per 
Enolische Roman Pes 18.Jahrhunderts (Darmstadt: Wissen-
schaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1972) 119-120. 
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ruling class."11 McKeon, less categorically and more 

convincingly, argues that although Fielding recognizes the 

arbitrariness of contemporary institutions—the gentry, the 

clergy, the law, and so on—in Joseph Andrews he implicitly 

argues that they are necessary for the preservation of civil 

order.12 And Martin Battestin, while far from proposing a 

democratic reading of Fielding, sanely identifies the limits 

of Fielding's endorsement of political authority, arguing 

that the gypsy episode in Tom Jones warns against "perilous 

fascination...with the false lights of [Jacobite] 

absolutism." 

Fielding's attitudes towards political authority may 

not be controversial, but the relationship between these 

attitudes and his use of literary convention is. Ever since 

Johnson's famous comparisons of Fielding and Richardson, 

most critics have maintained that Fielding's allegiance to 

neoclassical literary methods precludes an exploratory 

approach to questions of moral experience. Rather, it is 

assumed, he is concerned with arguing a moral position that 

has been clear from the beginning. As A. D. McKillop wrote 

more than thirty years ago, "Fielding is not trying to 

Brian McCrea, "Rewriting Pamela: Social Change and 
Religious Faith in Joseph Andrews." Studies in the Novel 
(North Texas Statei 16 (1984): 145. 

12McKeon 382-409. 

Martin C. Battestin, "Tom Jones and his 'Egyptian 
Majesty,'" PJUA 82 (1967): 76. 
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present or to pluck out the heart of a mystery; he is 

continuously corroborating a position which he has made 

clear from the start."' This view has often resulted in 

the claim that Fielding's concern with subjective experience 

is slight at best. In The Great Tradition. F. R. Leavis 

claims that "Fielding's attitudes, and his concern with 

human nature are simple, and not such as to produce an 

effect of anything but monotony (on a mind, that is, 

demanding more than external action) when exhibited at the 

length of an 'epic in prose.'" And in The Rise of the 

Novel. Watt argues that Fielding "studies each character in 

light of his general knowledge of human behaviour, of 

'manners,* and anything purely individual is of no taxonomic 

value."16 

Many critics who have thought Fielding slighted by 

these valuations have argued that he simply wanted to do 

something other than explore the effects of moral experience 

on character, and that he should therefore not be judged 

according to standards of psychological realism. Their 

rebuttals have emphasized literary technique, and there has 

been much talk about the Palladian artifice of Fielding's 

HA. D. McKillop, "Some Recent Views of Tom Jones." 
college English 21 (1959) 19. 

15F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (1948; Harmonds-
worth: Penguin, 1983) 12. 

16Watt 310. 
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novels.17 Those who have felt compelled to address the 

mimetic claims that Fielding makes at the beginning of 

Joseph Andrews, for instance, have emphasized what Ian Watt 

calls Fielding's "responsible wisdom about human affairs" 

and "realism of assessment" (328). Robert Alter praises 

Fielding's "generalized moral assessment" and Battestin 

Fielding's ability to discriminate between the various 

18 

meanings and social implications of prudence. 

Of course, Fielding has not universally been seen as a 

writer in complete control of his material. Over the past 

three decades John S. Coolidge, Michael Irwin, Melvyn New, 

and C. J. Rawson have all argued that Fielding moved away 

from certain orthodoxies of neoclassical thought and 

literary practice—for instance, straightforward reliance on 

providence and comic stereotypes as means of organizing the 

literary text—toward a concept of the novel that has marked 

17The metaphor appears to have originated with Dorothy 
Van Ghent's discussion of Tom Jones in The English Novel: 
Form and Function (New York: Rinehart, 1953) 80. It has, 
however, proven remarkably attractive and seems to have 
influenced Robert Alter's conception of Joseph Andrews and 
Tom Jones as "architectonic" novels (Henry Fielding and the 
Nature of the Novel [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1966] 
99-139); F. W. Hilles's "Art and Artifice in Tom Jones" 
(Imagined Worlds, ed. Maynard Mack and Ian Gregor [London, 
Methuen, 1968] 91-110); and Martin C. Battestin's discussion 
of Tom Jones in "The Argument of Pesign," (The Providence of 
Wit? Aspects of Form in Augustan Literature and the Arts 
[Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974] 141-163). Brian McCrea 
begins his article on Pamela, and Joseph Andrews by listing 
the critics who, in one way or another, have attested to the 
"closed" nature of Fielding's novel (137). 

18Alter 69; Battestin, The Providence of Wit. 167. 
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affinities with realist fiction.19 In general, their 

discussions have centred on Amelia, but recently some 

critics—notably Michael McKeon and, just last year, Charles 
20 

A. Knight —have argued that even in Joseph Andrews 

Fielding's writing manifests different, contradictory 

strains, some of them sympathetic to realist aims, some of 

them not. 

As recent critical trends suggest, Fielding's divided 

allegiances to competing ways of understanding moral 

experience need to be examined if his novels are to be 

understood in their relation to realist prose fiction. The 

discussion that follows recognizes Richardson's crucial 

importance in redirecting the agenda of the realist novel 

and argues that Fielding's career as a novelist can be 

understood partly in terms of his efforts to come to grips 

with the effects of a crisis of aristocratic authority on 

the conscientious self. To make my argument, I have had to 

rely on some terms that have not been well defined in 

critical usage, two of the most important being the 

notoriously slippery words "romance" and "realism." 

John S. Coolidge, "Fielding and 'Conservation of 
Character,'" Modern Philology 57 (1960): 245-259; Michael 
Irwin, Henrv Fielding. The Tentative Realist (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1967); Melvyn New, "'The Grease of God': The 
Form of Eighteenth-Century Fiction," PULft 91 (1976): 235-
244; and C. J. Rawson, Henrv Fielding and the Auaustan Ideal 
Under Stress (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972) 3-98. 

20Charles A. Knight, "Joseph Andrews and the Failure of 
Authority," Eighteenth-Century Fiction 4 (1992): 109-124. 
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Although I try to define both terms through use, an 

explanatory note is in order here. 

The word "romance" has a long and complicated history 

and has never fully settled as a critical term. Seventeenth-

century prose fiction now generally categorized as romance 

often presents itself as a true representation of 

contemporary experience, but by the end of the century the 

truth claims of romance were coming under attack. In one of 

the most important seventeenth-century theoretical formula­

tions, the Preface to Incognita (1691), Congreve identifies 

romance as an aristocratic form characterized by an elevated 

style and .^plausible events: 

Romances are generally composed of the constant Loves 
and invincible Courages of Hero's, Heroins, Kings and 
Queens, Mortals of the first Rank, and so forth; where 
lofty Language, miraculous Contingencies and impossible 
Performances, elevate and surprize the Reader into a 
giddy Pelight which leaves him flat upon the Ground 
whenever he gives of[f], and vexes him to think how he 
has suffer'd himself to be pleased and transported.... 
Novels are of a more familiar Nature; Come near us, and 
represent to us Intrigues in Practice, delight us with 
Accidents and odd Events, but not such as are wholly 
unusual or unpresidented, such which not being so 
distant from our Belief bring also the Pleasure nearer 
us. 

Six decades later, Johnson, who had read and admired the 

Preface, preserves the distinction between aristocratic and 

non-aristocratic literary forms when he distinguishes 

William Congreve, Incognita; Or. Love and Puty 
Reconcil'd. ed. H. F. B. Brett-Smith (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1922) 5-6. Congreve considered his book a novel, 
and, as Brett-Smith points out, it was advertised as such in 
The London gazette (v). 
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between far-fetched "heroic romance" and the new "comedy of 

romance" which "exhibit[s] life in its true state, 

diversified only by accidents that daily happen in the 

world, and influenced by passions and qualities which are 

really to be found in conversing with mankind."22 

Pespite the apparent agreement between Johnson and 

Congreve, eighteenth-century usage is anything but 

consistent about the distinctions between the contemporary 

writing that we now tend to call novels and the prose 

fiction that preceded it (what we generally refer to as 

romances). 3 Richardson uses the words "romance" and 

"novel" as more or less interchangeable terms of 

disapprobation, and in a way nearly related to Congreve's 

"romance." Characteristic of Richardson's attitude is his 

claim in a 1740 letter to Aaron Hill that he would like to 

"turn young people into a course of reading different from 

the pomp and parade of romance-writing" and his hope that 

Pamela will provide a healthy alternative to "such Novels 

Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, no. 4, Saturday, March 
31, 1750. Rpt. The Yale Edition of the Works of Samuel 
Johnson. Vol. 3. The Rambler, eds. W. J. Bate and Albrecht 
B. Strauss (New Haven: Yale UP, 1969) 19. 

Watt 10. For the overlaps between the terms 
"history," "romance," and "novel" see McKeon 25-27. For a 
detailed account of the evolution of these terms "novel" and 
"romance," see loan Williams, Introduction, Novel and 
Romance. 1700-1800: A Pocumentary Record, ed. loan Williams 
(New York: Barnes and Noble) 1-24. 
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and Romances, as have a tendency to inflame and corrupt." 

In his fiction, too, Richardson stigmatizes romances as 

morally destructive. One of Mr. B.'s common accusations is 

that Pamela has read too many romances, and in Pamela II 

Pamela writes, 

there were very few novels and romances that my lady 
would permit me to read; and those I did, gave me no 
great pleasure; for either they dealt so much in the 
marvellous and improbable, or were so unnaturally 
inflaming to the passions, and so full of love and 
intrigue, that most of them seemed calculated to fire 
the imagination, rather than to inform the judgment. 
Titles and tournaments, breaking of spears in honour of 
a mistress, engaging with monsters, rambling in search 
of adventures, making unnatural difficulties, in order 
to show the knight-errant•s prowess in overcoming them, 
is all that is required to constitute the hero in such 
pieces.... And what is the instruction that can be 
gathered from such pieces, for the conduct of common 
life?25 

Richardson's diffidence, however, did not stop admirers and 

26 

critics alike from.applying the word 'romance' to Pamela. 

Fielding uses the word with a much greater sense of 

literary precedent than does Richardson, but Fielding too is 

generally pejorative in his references to romance. Although 

he calls Joseph Andrews a "comic Romance," and concedes in 

Samuel Richardson, Selected Letters of Samuel 
Richardson. Ed. John Carroll (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1964) 41, 
46. 

2 Samuel Richardson, Pamela. Volume 2. ed. Mark 
Kinkead-Weekes (London: Everyman, 1962) 454. 

26See Shaw's characterization of Pamela as a "moral 
Romance" (qtd. in A. P. McKillop, Samuel Richardson: 
Printer and Novelist [1936; Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1960] 101 and Charles Povey's claim 
that Pamela is a "romance" that corrupts the morals of youth 
(The Virgin in E<ten [London, i74i] 68). 
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Tom Jones that "it is the Apprehension of...Contempt, that 

hath made us so cautiously avoid the Term Romance, a Name 

with which we might otherwise have been well enough 

27 

contented," he usually applies the word disparagingly to 

a body of French works that include "Clelia. Cleopatra. 

Astrae. Cassandra. the Grand Cyrus, and innumerable others, 

which contain...very little instruction or entertainment" 

and more generally to prose fiction that violates 

Aristotelian canons of probability.28 In Jonathan Wild, 

for instance, Fielding purports to record "the truths of 

history, not the extravagances of romance."29 Like his 

contemporaries, then, Fielding attests to the contemporary 

intuition that the conventions and aristocratic subjects of 

romance are ill-suited for representing contemporary 

experience. 

Modern criticism is not invariably helpful in 

clarifying the term, partly because of confusion about 

whether romance signifies a set of literary conventions or a 

theory of mimesis. Paul Salzman identifies several modes of 

romance, including popular, chivalric, and political 

Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews, ed. Martin C. 
Battestin (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan UP) 4; Henry 
Fielding, The History of Tom Jones. A Foundling, eds. Martin 
C. Battestin and Fredson Bowers, 2 Vols (Middletown, Conn.: 
Wesleyan UP, 1975) I, 489. 

28Fielding, Joseph Andrews. 4; see also III, i. 

Henry Fielding, Jonathan Wild. ed. David Nokes 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1982) 176. 
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romance. When an archetypalist critic like Northrop Frye 

uses the term, the distinct modes of romance tend to be 

absorbed into a theory of mimesis that is relatively 

independent of literary history. In his Anatomy of 

Criticism. Frye writes, "the Romance does not attempt to 

create 'real people' so much as stylized figures which 

expand into psychological stereotypes. It is in the romance 

that we find Jung's libido, anima, and shadow reflected in 

the hero, heroine, and villain respectively."31 Gillian 

Beer recognizes the need to salvage romance as a critical 

term by limiting its range of reference, but she too settles 

for a woolly definition: 

There is no single characteristic which distinguishes 
the romance from other literary kinds nor will every 
one of the characteristics I have been describing be 
present in each work that we would want to call a 
romance. We can think rather of a cluster of 
properties: the themes of love and adventure, a 
certain withdrawal from their own societies on the part 
of both reader and romance hero, profuse sensuous 
detail, simplified characters (often with a suggestion 
of allegorical significance), a serene intermingling of 
the unexpected and the everyday, a complex and 
prolonged succession of incidents usually without a 
single climax, a happy ending, amplitude of 
proportions, a strongly enforced code of conduct to 
which all the characters roust comply. 

Paul Salzman, English Prose Fiction. 1558-1700: A 
Critical History (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1985). 

31Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays 
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1957) 304-305. 

32Gillian Beer, The Romance (London: Methuen, 1970) 
10. 



25 

Henry Knight Miller identifies the heroic romance as the 

most influential romance form for the eighteenth-century 

novel and lists two defining features—its "'epic' mode of 

narrative" and its tendency "to reflect a hierarchical, 

patriarchal and aristocratic enviroment and an 'oral' 

literary tradition of public and non-subjective 

discourse" —and several dominant conventions, including 

providentially ordered plots, characters defined primarily 

by their social roles rather than as individuals, and 

language that is consciously rhetorical. 

Clearly, if one is not careful, then romance will 

assume all the specificity and critical usefulness of "book" 

or "text." In the argument that follows, I use the word 

provisionally in two distinct but related senses, both of 

which have to do with the works Fielding identifies. I 

agree with McKeon that romances act as expressions of 

"aristocratic ideology," "the notion of honour as a unity of 

outward circumstance and inward essence [that] is the most 

fundamental justification for the hierarchical 

stratification of society by status."34 Like Henry Knight 

"iller, I also identify romance with a set of formal 

strategies—literary-social stereotypes and highly 

Henry Knight Miller, "Augustan Prose Fiction and the 
Romance Tradition," Studies in the Eighteenth Century III, 
eds. R. F. Brissenden and J. C. Eade (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1976) 248, 249. 

^McKeon 131. 
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conventionalized descriptions of aristocrats, birth-mystery 

plots, and surprising providential resolutions—designed to 

reinforce a concept of natural order reflected in hereditary 

social distinctions. 

The second key term is "realism," which entails a 

similar connection between literary convention and ideology. 

Damian Grant identifies realism with the urge to "submit 

[literature's] forms, conventions, and consecrated attitudes 

to the purifying ravishment of fact."35 In The Rise of the 

Novel. Watt identifies "formal realism" as the 

distinguishing quality of the novel: formal realism, he 

writes, is the "narrative embodiment of...the premise, or 

primary convention, that the novel is a full and authentic 

report of human experience." Watt identifies several 

aspects of formal realism—highly individualized characters, 

usually with non-allegorical names; original plots 

distinguished by principles of causality; vividly realized 

settings; and highly referential language—but is adamant 

that formal realism is "only a convention," and that "there 

is no reason why the report on human life which is 

represented by it should be in fact any truer than those 

presented through the very different conventions of other 

literary genres" (35). 

5Damian Grant, Realism (London: Methuen, 1970) 14. 
In fact, Grant is referring here only to a strain of realism 
he identifies as "conscientious realism." 

^att 35. 
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It seems to me that Watt's last claim is correct, but 

that his emphasis may inadvertently foster an unwarranted 

casualness about the suitability of particular forms for 

particular ends. Many of the most impressive true reports 

are not indebted to realism at all, but that is a matter of 

the kind of reports they are. Two works as similar in their 

cultural critiques as The Tale of a Tub and The Duneiad 

would be diminished if Swift had sacrificed the crazed 

pompous subjectivity of "A Digression of the Modern Kind," 

or if Pope had organized his poem along the associationist 

principles used by Collins or, later, by Cowper, or had 

sacrificed couplet integrity for the aggressive naturalistic 

enjambment that Browning uses in "My Last Duchess." Swift 

is by no means engaged in a project of realism, but his 

satire on sloppy habits of mind demands moments not far 

removed from the scatterbrained, self-congratulatory bloat 

of a Bentley or a Dunton; on the other hand, Pope's need in 

The Dunciad to establish a rigorous analytic intelligence 

that stands against legions of dunces precludes any 

representation of the natural, tentative way that a mind 

comes to grips with a problem. In each case the relation of 

subjectivity to the writer's cultural critique makes some 

forms more appropriate than others. By the same token, if 

one confronts the claim that the book one is about to read 

will show "The distresses that may attend the misconduct of 
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both parents and children, in relation to marriage,"37 then 

one would feel disappointed, even cheated, if the portrayal 

of misconduct and distress were subordinated to the demands 

of a shapely plot or co-opted for political allegory. 

If realism, then, is one means among many of 

representing the world, it is also a way of selecting some 

concerns as particularly significant. By now it should be 

no surprise if I include the relation of the conscientious 

self to aristocratic authority as an existential concern 

that realism is particularly good at exploring, nor if I 

claim that representing complex subjective responses to 

aristocratic authority made formidable demands on the early 

novelist. In particular, the eighteenth-century novelist 

interested in the effects of social subordination on men and 

women who, like Pepys, were reluctantly questioning the 

legitimacy of aristocratic authority faced the great formal 

challenge of discovering strategies for exploring these 

effects not on some generalized conception of the self, but 

on the particular the masters, servants, wives, husbands, 

clerics, militiamen, and merchants concerned. What follows 

is a discussion of how Fielding and Richardson—and some of 

their less distinguished, now nearly forgotten 

contemporaries—met that challenge. 

Samuel Richardson, Clarissa or. the History of a 
Young Lady, ed. Angus Ross (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985) 
33. 



Chapter 1: Pamela and the Crisis of Authority 

Temptations are sore Things; but without them, we know 
not ourselves, nor what we are able to do. 

(Pamela's father, Letter 13) 

Early in Pamela, Mrs. Jervis reports that she has 

promised her employer, Mr. B., not to repeat a conversation 

about Pamela. Pamela is disappointed, but she reflects, "to 

be sure she must oblige him, and keep all his lawful 

commands; and other, I dare say, she won't keep; she is too 

good, and loves me too well; but she must stay when I am 

gone, and so must get no Ill-will" (49). Mrs. Jervis's 

predicament is every servant's, and it becomes, in a 

particularly insidious form, Pamela's. The faithful servant 

must protect the interests of her employer; but what should 

she do when those interests violate her own sense of moral 

propriety? When is non-compliance justified, and at what 

point does it become necessary? For George Eliot's Mary 

Garth, Featherstone's inj* iction to burn one of his wills 

secretly is unacceptable; for the men who hang Billy Budd, 

Captain Vere's command is sufficient. Both the action and 

the refusal to act seem appropriate, regardless of the 

judgment that Eliot and Melville pass on their characters. 

Samuel Richardson, Pamela. eds. T. C. Duncan Eaves and 
Ben D. Kimpel (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1971) 38. Since 
part of my argument in Chapter Two deals with contemporary 
responses to Pamela. I have used Eaves' and Kimpel's 
Riverside version, which is based on the first edition, 
rather than the authoritative and well-annotated version 
based on the 1801 edition and edited by Peter Sabor 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1980). 

29 
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The artistic appropriateness of any moral choice in 

Middlemarch or Billv Budd. as in Pamela, depends upon the 

agents and immediate circumstances rather than upon what the 

reader surmises about authorial intentions. To say that the 

reader's judgments about such choices are (« : should be) 

conditioned by an understanding of character and context is 

to demand that the author's didactic intentions remain 

subordinate to the experience that is expressed. It is, in 

short, to require a kind of realism: the presentation of 

characters who are psychologically and morally individuated 

and whose actions are the result of their background, 

immediate circumstances, and free will. 

If the novelist possessed of strong didactic intentions 

risks subordinating the characters to some general point, so 

too does the critic who seeks to discern a novel's relation 

to broad historical movements. In the case of Pamela. a 

good deal of thought has been given to the role of various 

kinds of authority in regulating social relations, with the 

result that Richardson's characters are sometimes 

transformed from complex beings into simple agents of social 

or ideological change. For example, in one of the most 

influential recent rereadings of the early English novel, 

Michael McKeon claims that "Pamela's central concern is the 

dilemma of how those without power may be justified in 
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gaining it." McKeon tends to treat novels mainly as 

indicators of the ideological and epistemological 

Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English Novel. 
1600-1740 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1987) 364. The 
political and social implications of Richardson's first 
novel are a common critical concern. For one of the first 
sustained arguments on the social implications of Pamela see 
Robert A. Donovan, "The Problem of Pamela, or, Virtue 
Unrewarded," Studies in English Literature. 3 (1963): 377-
395. Donovan rejects the then-orthodox view that the 
central interest of the novel lies in the question of 
whether Pamela is sincere in her desire to preserve her 
virginity, and argues that the novel is mainly concerned 
with Pamela's strategies to establish for herself an 
unambiguous social status. Roy Roussel, in "Reflections on 
the Letter: The Reconciliation of Distance and Presence in 
Pamela." ELH. A Journal of English Literary History. 41 
(1974): 375-399, sees the novel as an attempt to reconcile 
the "forms of society [that] maintain a distance between its 
members" and the love that obliterates distance (378). 

The tendency of most recent discussion, including 
McKeon's, has been to view the novel almost exclusively in 
terms of Pamela's (and by implication the bourgeoisie's) 
partial appropriation of aristocratic power or, conversely, 
in terms of aristocratic or patriarchal resistance to her 
endeavour. In The Rape of Clarissa; Writing. Sexuality and 
Class Struggle in Samuel Richardson (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1982), Terry Eagleton argues that Richardson's 
novels are "an agent, rather than mere account, of the 
English Bourgeoisie's attempt to wrest a degree of 
ideological hegemony from the aristocracy" (4). In Desire 
and Domestic Fiction (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1987), Nancy 
Armstrong goes so far as to claim that Richardson 
"overturn[s] the basis on which political relationships were 
understood as natural and right" and "forces his reader to 
condemn the political system that authorizes the exercise of 
such power" (115). And in "Pamela and the Commerce of 
Authority," Journal of English and Germanic Philology 87 
(1988): 342-358, James Cruise claims that Pamela represents 
the rising bourgeoisie, scrupulously rejecting her own past 
and familial ties, "supplanting paternal values with the new 
and benevolent patriarchal values of the bourgeois state" 
(345). Most recently, in "The Anxiety of Affluence: 
Family and Class (Pis)order in Pajftgla: or. Virtue Rewarded." 
Studies in English Literature 29 (1989): 489-514, 
Christopher Flint argues that the novel "registers the 
exhilaration of class assent, [but] also stresses the 
anxieties accompanying radical change, seeking in the end to 
forget what it first appears to celebrate" (489). 
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revolutions he chronicles, and his reading of Pamela is 

sometimes correspondingly negligent of the status of 

Richardson's characters as complex, private beings. Other 

critics, less committed than McKeon to a panoptic account of 

the early novel, have examined the role of authority without 

ignoring the psychological complexity of Richardson's 

characters. In a sensitive study of the connections between 

Richardson's novels and Hume's Enquiry. Carol Kay argues 

that Richardson's characters, even with their "deep 

sensitivity to public opinion and...profound respect for 

social rules," find it difficult, in the absence of a 

Hobbesian arbiter of conduct, to maintain the fiction of a 

harmonious social system. Raymond Hilliard argues that 

although Richardson supports social subordination as "the 

basis of order and morality in a Providentially ordained 

social hierarchy," there are moments when Pamela and Mr. B. 

meet on an equal footing and escape "the great law of 

subordination" before lapsing into "the kinds of 'childish' 

behavior... associate[d] with both inferiors and superiors 

in any hierarchical order."4 And Margaret Anne Poody has 

argued that Richardson tends to "confuse or question set 

hierarchies" and that Pamela and Mr. B. eventually achieve a 

3Carol Kay, "Sympathy, Sex, and Authority in Richardson 
and Hume," Studies in Eighteenth-Centurv Culture 12 (1983): 
78. 

Raymond F. Hilliard, "Pamela: Autonomy, 
Subordination, and the 'State of Childhood,'" Studies in 
Philology 83 (1986): 201, 210. 
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relationship that "demands an equality and reciprocity and 

loving respect that cancel out the notions of superior/ 

5 

inferior." 

At its best, then, and as its leading critics have 

always contended, Pamela is a novel of human relations, full 

of highly individuated characters whose actions are fairly 

independent of Richardson's proclaimed moral intentions. If 

Richardson's novel is 'about' anything at all, it is about 

neither the material rewards of virtuous conduct nor the 

getting of power; rather, as one of Richardson's most 

perceptive critics argues, it is about the effects of trust 

and suspicion on individual selves. But Pamela may also 

be the first English novel to examine closely what happens 

to the beliefs and conduct of women and men who are required 

to act against the demands of conscience by some element of 

social or political authority—the quasi-legal power of an 

employer over his servants, for instance, or the prestige of 

rank, or even of customs and manners. Throughout Pamela, 

conflicts erupt between those who, like Mr. B. or Parson 

Peters, believe that social subordination is intrinsically 

and absolutely lawful and those who, like Pamela, believe 

5Margaret A. Poody, "Saying 'No,' Saying 'Yes': The 
Novels of Samuel Richardson," in The First English 
Novelists: Essays in Understanding/ ed. J. M. Armistead 
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1985) 75. See 
also Doody's introduction to the Penguin edition of Pamela 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1980) 7-20. 

*Mark Kinkead-weekes, Samuel Richardson, Pramatic 
Novelist (New York: Cornell UP, 1973) 52. 
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that the well-informed conscience is the best authority for 

moral conduct. Where Richardson's novel is most enduring— 

where it still speaks to modern readers—these conflicts not 

only propel the plot and colour the moral choices of the 

members of Mr. B.'s household, they define the self in 

important ways. In the general movement of the novel, Mr. 

B.'s dictatorial streak is slowly displaced by his growing 

recognition of Pamela's fundamental otherness and moral 

authenticity, while Pamela moves from naive, half-conscious 

admiration of her employer's rank and person through deep 

suspicion to sincere trust. Neither character can be 

reduced to a set of moral or ideological propositions, and 

their story is not so much a lesson of virtue rewarded as an 

account of two people coming to maturity through their 

discovery of their own and each other's identity. 

That is Pamela at its best. But Pamela strikes most 

modern readers as very uneven, and the interest that the 

novel still excites is closely tied to Richardson's only 

partial willingness to sacrifice didactic intentions of the 

kind expressed in the subtitle and prefatory material to the 

particulars of moral experience. Whatever the contemporary 

appeal of Pamela—as an attempt to define the relation 

between bourgeois and aristocratic cultures, as an answer to 

contemporary anxieties about marriage,7 or as a joining of 

7See Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel. 152-196. 
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reputable with glamorous but disreputable literary forms8— 

the novel appeals to most modern readers only where 

Richardson's social, moral, and literary projects dovetail 

with the immediate concerns of his highly individualized 

characters. When Richardson abandons his patient, 

discriminating dramatization of particular characters in 

particular circumstances and instead promotes a set of moral 

and political positions, as he does with increasing 

frequency in the last half of the novel and throughout its 

sequel, his examination of Pamela's and Mr. B.'s experience 

degenerates into slack sentimentality as the characters 

themselves become caricatures. 

I. Representational and Didactic Imperatives 

The events surrounding the writing and publication of 

Pamela are well known. In the autumn of 1739 Richardson 

For an account of the immediate literary antecedents 
of Pamela see Doody, A Natural Passion. 36-41; for an 
account of how Richardson combined the tale of seduction 
with the conduct book, see Armstrong 96-134. 

o 
See T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, Samuel 

Richardson: A Biography (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971) 87-91. 
Richardson's own account, upon which Eaves' and Kimpel's is 
largely based, appears in two letters, the first to Aaron 
Hill in 1741 and the second to Richardson's Dutch 
translator, Johannes Stinstra, on 21 June 1753 (Samuel 
Richardson, Selected Letters of Samuel Richardson, ed. John 
Carroll [Oxford: Oxford UP, 1964] 39-42, 228-235). For the 
thumbnail sketch of the Pamela vogue that follows, I have 
also consulted Sarah W. R. Smith, ed., Samuel Richardson. A 
Reference Guide (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1984) and William 
Merritt Sale, Jr., Samuel Rjchardsonl A Bibliographical 
Record of His Literary Career with Historical Notes (New 
Haven, Connecticut: Yale UP, 1936). 
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was at work on Familiar Letters, a letter-writing manual 

undertaken at the request of Charles Rivington and the elder 

John Osborn, two long-time friends and business associates. 

While writing the manual, Richardson remembered a tale, told 

to him in his youth, of a servant who rebuffed the advances 

of her employer and eventually married him. The story so 

appealed to Richardson that he laid aside the Familiar 

Letters and, in the course of two months, wrote a series of 

letters that he read nightly to his wife and a young woman 

named Elizabeth Midwinter. With their encouragement, he 

revised these letters and published them in November, 1740, 

as an anonymous two-volume novel. 

The book was a publishing sensation. Within a year, 

Pamela went to a fifth authorized edition and was pirated by 

two Irish booksellers. The fifteen months that followed the 

appearance of Pamela saw the publication of Richardson's 

continuation and at least seven other works of fiction 

purporting to deal with Pamela. six of which were novel-

length and three of which—Fielding's Shamela. Eliza 

Haywood's Anti-Pamela, and John Kelly's Pamela's Conduct in 

High Life—were themselves reissued. There was also one 

play by Henry Giffard and another by James Dance, alias 

James Love; poems for and against Pamela: French and Dutch 

translations; James Parry's memoirs and a fictionalized 

biography of Hannah Sturges, both of which had titles 

apparently intended to capitalize on the popularity of 



37 

Richardson's novel; and innumerable reviews, both in England 

and on the continent. There were even non-literary spin­

offs attesting to Pamela's mass appeal: wax-works, 

paintings, decorated fans, adaptations for children, and 

operas marked the transformation of Pamela from character to 

exemplar to cultural symbol. Such was the extent of the 

Pamela vogue in England that not only the original novel, 

but several of the responses—Fielding's, Giffard's, 

Parry's, and Kelly's—were themselves pirated by booksellers 

anxious to cash in on Richardson's popularity. 

A bare account of the genesis of Pamela and its 

enthusiastic reception suggests that Richardson's novel is 

an oddity in English prose fiction, a popular classic 

written by an aesthetically ingenuous moralist. This 

slightly condescending view of Richardson and his work, 

popular until quite recently,10 is only partly refuted by 

Pamela, as has often been observed, marked 
Richardson's departure from hack-work and the foundation of, 
as Richardson repeatedly described it, "a new species of 
writing" (SL. 41, 78). Anti-Pamelist criticism tended to 
perpetuate the myth of Richardson as a naive writer, 
although even so sympathetic a scholar as A. P. McKillop 
could claim that the successes of Richardson's first novel 
were "lucky hits, inadvertent stumblings into art" (Samuel 
Richardson: Printer and Novelist [1936; Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1960] 61). Writing in 
1972, Kinkead-Weekes claimed, with some justice, that when 
he began writing his book, there were only five essays that 
"encouraged one to take Richardson seriously" (v). In 
Samuel Richardson: The Triumph Of Craft (Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 1974), Elizabeth Bergen 
Brophy traces this development to an evolution in 
Richardson's technical and aesthetic concerns. In Samuel 
Richardson: A Man Of Letters (Princeton: Princeton UP, 
1982), Carol Houlihan Flynn, perhaps more persuasively, 
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Richardson's own account of his first novel. Richardson's 

immediate intentions appear in a letter he wrote to Aaron 

Hill late in 1740, after Pamela's initial success but before 

the voguists had forced him into a defensive posture: 

I thought the story, if written in an easy and natural 
manner, suitable to the simplicity of it, might 
possibly introduce a new species of writing that might 
possibly turn young people into a course of reading 
different from the pomp and parade of romance-writing, 
and dismissing the improbable and the marvellous, with 
which novels generally abound, might tend to promote 
the cause of religion and virtue. (§L. 41) 

The remark about "promot[ing] the cause of religion and 

virtue" is entirely commonplace, and it might have come from 

nearly any writer of the time. The interest of the passage 

(aside perhaps from the suspicious self-effacement of all 

those "mights" and "possiblies") lies in Richardson's 

declared intention of rejecting the "pomp and parade" of 

romance and the "improbable and marvellous" characteristics 

of novels. The distinctions between romance and the novel 

were to remain vague and fluid for some decades to come, but 

Richardson's definition of a "new species of writing" in 

opposition to these familiar terms suggests at least two 

things: the formulation of a new genre of fiction that was 

morally respectable without reflecting the aristocratic 

world of romance, and a desire to represent events solely in 

terms of their everyday causes and effects. 

argues that it entails a tentative emancipation from a 
comfortable, if false, world of moral absolutes. 
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In the Richardsonian model of mimesis, comparatively 

low subject matter and an emphasis on human rather than 

supernatural agency are combined with the specific goal of 

representing moral experience in all its particularity. In 

this, too, Richardson defines his work in opposition to 

romance. When in the Preface to Cassandre the translator 

writes of "the admirable Characters [la Calprenede] has 

given of Vertue in his sublimest notions, as also an 

unshaken Fidelity and Constancy in what is or ought to be 

term'd the Essentials of Love, attended with unblemished 

Honour," he is attesting to a conception of reality best 

expressed through general, even quasi-allegorical types, not 

to the comparatively modern belief that reality lies in the 

minutiae of daily life as experienced by ordinary 

individuals. Richardson, however, has much more in common 

with later novelists like Jane Austen or George Eliot when 

he writes in a 1741 letter to George Cheyne, "I have 

generally taken Human Nature as it is; for it is to no 

purpose to suppose it Angelic, or to endeavour to make it 

so" (£L 47). For Richardson, representing human nature 

accurately entails rejecting exemplary characters of the 

kind that populate Cassandre. As some of Pamela's remarks 

in Pamela II indicate, it also entails rejecting certain 

literary conventions designed to communicate exemplary 

states of being: "The have I been ready to quarrel with 

11Williams 30. 
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these writers [of romances] for another reason," Pamela 

tells Miss Stapylton, who has been reading too many 

romances, "and that is, the dangerous notion which they 

hardly ever fail to propagate, of first-sight love" (454). 

In Richardson's fiction, representing "Human Nature as 

it is" extends to finding an appropriate style for each 

character. In this, too, Richardson seeks to define his 

writing in opposition to romance, for in Pamela II he has 

Pamela declaim generally against the "stiff and affected 

style of romances" (443). And in a 1753 letter to Lady 

Bradshaigh, with whom he had begun to correspond during the 

publication of Clarissa. Richardson defends Pamela's low 

style: 

As to the low Style of Pamela, at the Beginning, it 
must be considered that she was very young when she 
wrote her first Letters; and that she was Twelve years 
old before her Lady took her. But little Time from 
Twelve to Sixteen (I forget how old she was at Setting-
out in the Book) to form a Style; and writing only to 
her Father and Mother, common Chit-Chat, till her 
Master's Views upon her gave her more Consequence, and 
her Subjects more Importance.... (S_L 250) 

That Pamela's "low Style" was probably part of the original 

conception of Pamela rather than a happy accident seized 

upon by hindsight appears from the speedy inclusion in the 

prefatory material to the second edition of Aaron Hill's 

similar defense of Pamela's style. What is important here 

is that Richardson's emphasis on a prose style that is a 

function of character before it is a function of subject 

matter is a great leap towards the effective expression of 
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the private, subjective self as opposed to the rehearsal of 

a priori truths about honour or the "Essentials of Love." 

The theory of mimesis glimpsed in Richardson's letters 

implies a writing that is virtually naturalistic, though it 

could now only be thought so in comparison with the high 

aristocratic forms and popular fiction of the half century 

preceding the publication of Pamela.12 But although 

Richardson embraces the aim of representing human nature as 

it is, his private correspondence also announces the 

didactic intention of "promot[ing] the cause of religion and 

virtue" (§L, 41). Were it not for the stridency of the claim 

(as a simple glance at the prefatory material or the 

•editorial' conclusion to Pamela should confirm), it might 

be tempting to dismiss Richardson's proclaimed moral 

intention as merely an instance of the half-held critical 

orthodoxies that Ian Watt identifies as persisting long 

after the literary innovations of the early eighteenth 

century. But moralizing tendencies are never far off, 

even though Richardson reports that he has had to resort to 

indirection to achieve his end. In a 1741 letter to James 

Leake, Richardson remarks that 

if it [the sequel to Pamela! be done in a Common 
Narrative Manner, without those Reflections and 
Observations, which [Pamela] intermingles in the New 

12 
For a discussion of the verisimilitude of Pamela 

compared with that of its literary antecedents, see the 
first three chapters of Poody's A Natural Passion. 

13Watt 17. 
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Manner attempted in the two first Volumes, it will be 
consider'd only as a Collection of Morals, and 
Sermonising Instruction that will be with more benefit 
to a Reader, found in other Authors. (S_L. 45) 

Here the precise relation of new manner to old is a little 

unclear. But the new manner, as Richardson implies the same 

year in a letter to George Cheyne, is to educate young women 

by incorporating moral lessor" in a work that otherwise 

operates as a conventional novel or romance—that is, by 

appealing to the reader's passions: 

I am endeavouring to write a Story, which shall catch 
young and airy Minds, and when Passions run high in 
them, to shew how they may be directed to laudable 
Meanings and Purposes, in order to decry such Novels 
and Romances, as have a Tendency to inflame and 
corrupt: And if I were to be too spiritual, I doubt I 
should catch none but Grandmothers for the 
Granddaughters would put my Girl indeed in better 
Company, such as that of the graver Writers, and there 
they would leave her; but would still pursue those 
Stories, that pleased their Imaginations without 
informing their Judgments.... There is a Time of Life, 
in which the Passions will predominate; and Ladies, any 
more than Men, will not be kept in Ignorance; and if we 
can properly mingle Instruction with Entertainment, so 
as to make the latter seemingly the View, while the 
former is really the End, I imagine it will be doing a 
great deal. (§L 46-47) 

Evidently, the depiction of "Human Nature as it is" must 

eventually yield to an account of human relations as they 

ought to be. Richardson's priorities, then, would seem to 

threaten the realistic presentation of his characters and 

their experience. In The Rape of Clarissa. Terry Eagleton 

remarks that the dilemma of realist fiction in general is 

that "such fiction [must] convince us of general truths...by 

the plausibility of its contingent details; yet the more it 
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weaves these into a rich tapestry of 'lived experience' the 

more it endangers their exemplary status." But for 

Pamela matters are worse because Richardson's own account of 

his "new species of writing" suggests a dissociation of the 

novel's portrayal of experience and what it says about 

experience. Richardson proposes an ornamental theory of 

fiction where the ornament—the presentation of quotidien 

experience—is what has since come to be seen as the central 

concern of the novelistic tradition he partly initiates. 

II. Psychological Realism and the Crisis of Authority 

Pamela's first letter, which tells of Lady B.'s death 

and the new master's kindness, raises many of the problems 

of self in society that the novel explores.15 Here is the 

first part of that letter: 

I Have great Trouble, and some Comfort, to acquaint you 
with. The Trouble is, that my good Lady died of the 
Illness I mention'd to you, and left us all much 
griev'd for her Loss; for she was a dear good Lady, and 
kind to all us her Servants. Much I fear'd, that as I 
was taken by her Goodness to wait upon her Person, I 
should be quite destitute again, and forc'd to return 
to you and my poor Mother, who have so much to do to 
maintain yourselves; and, as my Lady's Goodness had put 
me to write and cast Accompts, and made me a little 
expert at my Needle, and other Qualifications abovo my 
Pegree, it would have been no easy Matter to find a 
Place that your poor Pamela was fit for: But God, 

Eagleton 19. 

1 Ian Watt shows how the first letter, despite its 
"convincingly casual effect," raises several of the novel's 
most significant themes and foreshadows some of its crucial 
events ("Samuel Richardson," The Novelist as Innovator 
[London: BBC, 1965] 4). 
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whose Graciousness to us we have so often experienc'd 
at a Pinch, put it into my good Lady's Heart, on her 
Peath-bed, just an Hour before she expir'd, to 
recommend to my young Master all her Servants, one by 
one; and when it came to my Turn to be recommended, for 
I was sobbing and crying at her Pillow, she could only 
say, My dear Son! — and so broke off a little, and 
then recovering — Remember my poor Pamela! — And 
these were some of her last Words! 0 how my Eyes run! 
— Pon't wonder to see the Paper so blotted! 

Well, but God's Will must be done! — and so comes 
the Comfort, that I shall not be oblig'd to return back 
to be a Clog upon my dear Parents! For my Master said, 
I will take care of you all, my Lasses; and for you, 
Pamela, (and took me by the Hand; yes, he took me by 
the Hand before them all) for my dear Mother's sake, I 
will be a Friend to you, and you shall take care of my 
Linen. God bless him! and pray with me, my dear Father 
and Mother, for God to bless him.... (25) 

Although "great Trouble" ostensibly refers to Lady B.'s 

death, it immediately becomes clear that what may have 

concerned Pamela most was her uncertainty about finding 

another position. Lady B.'s attentions have left the young 

servant unsuited for virtually any position except the one 

she has occupied, and Pamela at first feared that she might 

now lose that position and have to return to her parents. 

But Pamela's fears have been allayed by Mr. B.'s apparent 

willingness to accede to his mother's dying wish that he 

look after the young servant, and Pamela now hopes to 

continue living in her accustomed manner. 

In the first letter Richardson deftly raises the 

problem of Pamela's ambiguous social status and identifies 

salient aspects of her character. The fact that the young 

servant has been socially elevated by Lady B.'s indulgence— 

treatment which has been, if not quite improper, at least 
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irregular—would immed. .tely have established Pamela as an 

object of particular interest for Richardson's middle-class, 

female readers, concerned as they were with defining their 

relationship to the traditional sources of power in English 

society. The perhaps unprecedented treatment of a servant 

girl as an object of serious consideration rather than of 

satire or comedy might have fostered the expectation that 

the novel would end in marriage, but at this point (and for 

some time to come) Pamela's social status is genuinely 

ambiguous. Pamela's letter reveals moral qualities without 

which contemporary readers would have condemned her marriage 

to Mr. B., but which are tinged with dangerous emotional and 

intellectual tendencies. If her submission to Providence 

seems sincere, it is also complacent, revealing a yet 

untested piety. If her gestures of filial duty suggest a 

healthy concern with moral responsibility, they also hint at 

a dangerous self-approving and self-dramatizing quality: 

she carefully wraps the four guineas that Mr. B. gives her 

so they "mayn't chink" and gravely warns her parents not to 

open the money in front of John Arnold, the fellow-servant 

who delivers her letters. Her vanity steals out in her 

eagerness to report flattery, especially when it comes from 

her handsome new master, whose attentions are as gratifying 

as they are confusing. And Pamela's breathless, open 

delight at having been singled out by Mr. B. for special 

recognition, and her lack of composure in his presence, 
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betray an emotional immaturity which makes her as yet unfit 

for marriage, let alone the exercise of power that marriage 

would bring. Finally, Pamela's prose style suggests the 

limits of her intellectual development under Lady B.'s 

tutelage. The colloquial use of "Clog" in the second 

paragraph, the slight syntactic intrusiveness of "and other 

Qualifications above my Degree," and the mild bathos of 

"Cod, whose graciousness to us we have often experienced at 

a Pinch" are all vulgar touches attesting to the 

incompleteness of Pamela's education and her unreadiness for 

the demands of genteel life. 

Setting aside for the time being the possibility that 

Richardson may wish to celebrate what modern readers find 

unpleasant aspects of Pamela's personality, one can see how 

the dangers facing Pamela are underscored by her parents' 

reply in the second letter. Mr. Andrews also begins his 

letter with a reference to "great Trouble and some Comfort" 

(27). But where Pamela sees only her own grief and the 

danger of unemployment, her parents, who are unsure of the 

conventions by which 'great families' live but whose 

conservative sensibilities are disturbed by Mr. B.'s 

"stoop[ing]" to notice their daughter, sense moral problems 

of which Pamela is not yet aware. Their "chief Trouble" is 

the "fear [Pamela] should be brought to do any thing 

dishonest or wicked, by being set so above" herself (27). 

They worry, specifically, that their daughter should become 
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"too grateful" for Mr. B.'s "great Favours" and "reward him 

with that Jewel, [her] Virtue" (27). Their letter is 

certainly alarmist and overprotective, but it is important 

to note that Mr. Andrews' immediate concern is the danger 

not of rape but of seduction for a young woman whose 

naivety, openness, and inexperience might leave her 

vulnerable to the allurements of social ambition. Mr. 

Andrews' recognition that the loss of stable social 

positions may bring his daughter temptations of which she is 

not aware is important because it reformulates the perils of 

an ambiguous social position from a perspective that is, for 

the time being at least, more mature than Pamela's. 

After ignoring or misconstruing Mr. B.'s advances for 

as long as a year, Pamela is horrified when her master 

corners her in the summer-house and euphemistically offers 

to "make a Gentlewoman" of her (35). Pamela's repeated 

insistence on the unlawfulness of Mr. B.'s desire and on her 

duty to resist it launches Richardson's examination of the 

nature of the self in a society where aristocratic authority 

has become problematic. In the model of society to which 

Pamela naively holds when Lady B. dies, an unbroken line of 

authority descends from God through those who command to 

those who obey, and all submit, ideally at least, to an 

authority which is both moral and social, Christian and 

secular. In such a society, where superior rank is the 
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outward sign of superior judgment in matters of conduct, 

there can be little need to question the commands of one's 

betters. If Mr. B. possesses hereditary honour, a genteel 

education, and authority as a magistrate and an employer, 

then why shouldn't he be obeyed by Pamela and the other 

servants? But once he unequivocally reveals that his 

judgment is corrupt, the political power he represents 

diverges from the moral authority that theoretically 

supports it, and Pamela becomes an independent moral agent 

who must determine her relation to competing social and 

spiritual authorities. 

The dilemma in which Pamela and her fellow servants 

find themselves is symptomatic of a breakdown of authority 

affecting their entire culture and reflecting itself in 

The idea of hereditary honour—"[t]he notion of 
honour as a unity of outward circumstance [rank] and inward 
essence [moral qualities]" is the cornerstone of what McKeon 
calls "aristocratic ideology" (131). McKeon argues that in 
the early modern period aristocratic ideology is eroding 
under the pressure of the progressive critique like the one 
that Pamela will apply, but there is historical evidence 
that in some ways the aristocracy had recently consolidated 
its power. In players' Scepters: Fictions of Authority in 
the Restoration (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1982), Susan Staves discusses the displacement of 
ecclesiastical courts by the state, arguing that by the 
beginning of the eighteenth century "the secular state has 
encroached importantly on the prerogative of the 
ecclesiastical courts...and declared itself responsible for 
the definition and enforcement of God's law and natural law" 
(292). Although the ecclesiastical courts would never have 
had any bearing on domestic disputes of the kind that occur 
in Ea'ifila, the fact at the beginning of the eighteenth 
century that so much institutional authority was vested in 
the aristocracy could hardly have failed to impress a Pamela 
or a Mrs. Jervis. 
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their language. In King Lear, which deals with a similar 

though much more profound crisis, the signification of a 

cluster of words having to do with kinship and nature is 

destabilized. In Pamela both the cultural crisis and the 

just, if fictive, order that hides in a nostalgic past are 

reflected in the characters' use of the shared vocabulary of 

social and moral order. 

The strength of the vocabulary of hierarchy attests to 

the prestige that rigid social distinctions hold for 

Richardson's characters. The relative position of the 

members of Mr. B.'s household is established by such nouns 

as "Position," "Place," "Degree," "Rank," and "Distance," 

all of which situate the characters in social spheres 

determined by birth, gender, and seniority, and denote the 

social distance which ought ideally to be maintained.1 

The force of these nouns is strengthened and refined by 

adjectives expressing the gamut of hierarchical positions: 

"greatest," "highest," "superior," "high," "equal," 

"unequal," "low," "lower," "inferior," "lowest," "base," and 

"basest" e.re all invoked, most with considerable frequency, 

to reflect the social distances and relations proper to a 

class-based society. Moral advice—Lady B.'s advice to 

17This is not to deny that this vocabulary has other 
important functions. Roy Roussel, for instance, argues that 
distance not only protects society from disorder but, for 
the individual, "define[s] the clear area which modesty or 
privacy requires" and "protect[s] the self from any outside 
intrusion" (377). 
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Pamela to "keep the Fellows at a Distance," for instance 

(29)—is often couched in terms of distance. In her 

distress, Pamela frequently invokes the normative model of 

static and hierarchical social relations, as in one of her 

poems: "Thrice happy may you ever be,/ Each one in his or 

her Degree" (89). Even the usual way of referring to social 

advancement—for instance, Pamela's parents' worry about 

Pamela's "being so set above" herself (27)—suggests an 

anxiety about social displacement, as if the self were split 

in two by social movement. 

The possibility of a loss of consensus about the 

meaning of social distinctions is first raised, innocuously 

enough, by Pamela's father. When he reports, "I have spoken 

to good old Widow Mumford...who, you know has formerly lived 

in good Families" (27), he alerts the reader to the 

possibility of being good in two distinct and independent 

senses. Dissociation of the moral and social signification 

of words like 'good' soon becomes common. A striking 

instance occurs in Pamela's commentary on Mr. B.'s first 

seduction attempt: 

0 how poor and mean must these Actions be, and how 
little must they make the best of Gentlemen look, when 
they offer such things as are unworthy of themselves, 
and put it into the Power of their Inferiors to be 
greater than they! (30) [italics added] 

Pamela's first confrontation with the ugly fact of Mr. B.'s 

intentions leaves her without the language to express 

adequately her dawning perception of the rift between rank 
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and the moral qualities that rank should signify. Here the 

word "best" uncomfortably retains its moral and social 

significations, for Pamela at first hopes that Mr. B.'s 

conduct is simply a momentary aberration. But the other 

adjectives draw attention to the fact that Mr. B. has 

violated Pamela's assumptions about class and conduct. 

Moreover, these words are used elsewhere in their 

complementary moral or social signification. Pamela 

generally describes her social position as "poor," "mean," 

"little," or "unworthy" of notice, and after his reform Mr. 

B. becomes again the "best of Gentleman" in a sense that 

attests primarily to Pamela's affection for him. 

When strict denotation cannot carry the full burden of 

her meaning, Pamela sometimes conveys an emotional response 

through connotation. After Mr. B.'s reform, Pamela uses 

language of displacement possessing positive connotations, 

notably the verbs "condescend" and "exalt." But from the 

time of Mr. B.'s first seduction attempt until his marriage 

proposal, Pamela usually refers to the crossing of social 

distance by using words which denote lowering and possess 

uniformly pejorative connotations. Among these, "demean," 

"degrade," "stoop," and "fall" are the most frequently used. 

And at the height of her persecution in Bedfordshire, 

Pamela's references to her employer assume an oxymoronic 

quality as she applies such epithets as "base Gentleman" 

(64), "rude Gentleman" (71), and "base, wicked, treacherous 
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Gentleman" (86), all of which combine adjectives suggestive 

of both immorality and low rank with a noun indicative of 

gentility. The effect is obviously to call into question 

common assumptions about the word "gentleman." Over the 

course of the novel, the list of words which refer to moral 

qualities or the government of society and are destabilized 

because they assume radically opposing significations when 

used by Pamela and Mr. B. grows to include "friend,"18 

"family," "ruin," "honour" and "honourable," "shame," 

"kind," "Sawce-box," "Bold-face," "free" and "Freedom," and 

"Gentle-woman." 

The fact that so many terms point in two directions— 

towards rank and towards moral qualities quite independent 

of rank—shows the extent to which there has been a loss of 

consensus about the fitness of the aristocracy to govern. 

This is not to say that the terms themselves pose any real 

difficulty: there is neither the richness of meaning nor 

the confusion that attaches to 'nature' or 'kind' in King 

Lear or 'honour' in Henrv IV. Part 1. For the modern 

reader, as for Richardson's contemporaries and most of his 

characters, the crisis of signification is occasionally real 

but usually only apparent. True, Mrs. Jewkes never manages 

See Margaret Doody's analysis of the three 
significations of "friend" (as benefactor, as paramour, and 
in a sense that "demands equality and reciprocity and loving 
respect that cancel out notions of superior/inferior") in 
"Saying 'No,' Saying 'Yes': The Novels of Samuel 
Richardson," 18. 
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to distinguish between the social and moral significations 

of words such as "honour," and there are times after the 

last rape attempt and before Mr. B.'s marriage proposal when 

it is difficult to tell whether Pamela's master speaks 

honourably in his usual sense of the word or in hers. 

Nevertheless, Richardson is clearly rethinking the problems 

to which Mr. B.'s conduct attests, not discovering them, for 

the adjectives I have discussed here (except for "mean," 

whose moral signification according to the OED first 

appeared in the 1660s) possessed distinct and stable moral 

and social significations by the turn of the seventeenth 

century. Unlike the world of Clarissa, where Lovelace's 

sincerity is so problematic that the language he uses is 

always suspect, here the characters are usually so sincere 

or so transparently insincere that they rarely misconstrue 

each other's real intentions. The uneasiness about the 

language of hierarchy reflects shifts in perception, 

particularly among the bourgeoisie, about the proper role of 

individual conscience in a society based on an increasingly 

suspect principle of subordination.19 

It follows, then, that the deconstructionist's claim 
that language in Pamela points in all sorts of directions 
without committing itself to any is untenable. Patricia 
McKee is fairly representative of this view when she claims 
that "it is the capacity of language to include [Pamela's 
and Mr. B.'s] different meanings that makes their union 
possible" and that "crime can be virtue and virtue can be 
crime and artful meaning is multiple meaning." Patricia 
Melee, "Corresponding Freedoms: Language and Self in 
Pamela." ELH. A Journal of English Literary History 52 
(1985): 623, 628. 
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Of course, Pamela's attempts to feel her way towards 

some workable relationship between conscience and social 

authority go far beyond merely avoiding the confusion 

implied by the shared vocabulary of social and moral order. 

Her defense of the moral necessity of resisting Mr. B. takes 

the form of two related arguments. At first she contends 

that the social order, whose moral justification she still 

assumes, must be preserved (35, 44). According to this 

argument, it is a violation of good order for an employer to 

make addresses to his servant, or for the servant to receive 

them. Mr. B., having "forgotten" his duty as a master, has 

forced Pamela to forget hers as a servant. The remedy, 

Pamela thinks, is fairly simple. Once Mr. B. "remembers" 

his place, she will remember hers and domestic harmony will 

be restored (40). But when Mr. B. exploits the orthodoxy of 

what McKeon calls aristocratic ideology—that high rank is 

the unquestionable embodiment of moral authority—and argues 

that Pamela's responsibility is to submit to his will while 

he wrestles with the particulars of moral choice (42), 

Pamela finds she must rethink her relationship to the 

authority he represents. Thus her second, more fundamental, 

argument articulates the radically egalitarian Christian 

belief that her soul possesses "Equal Importance with the 

Soul of a Princess, though [her] Quality is inferior to that 

of the meanest Slave" (141). Unfortunately, the second 

argument fails as spectacularly as the first: Mr. B. 
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remains unwilling and Mrs. Jewkes unable to attend to 

Pamela's logic. When Pamela recognizes the futility of 

trying to reestablish the harmony between moral and social 

orders, she finds she must risk further disobedience of Mr. 

B.'s authority as an employer by seeking escape from a 

society whose illness she can neither ignore nor endure. 

Once Pamela begins to act on her realization that Mr. 

B. is without moral authority, new problems arise, making it 

increasingly difficult for her to conduct herself according 

to the standards she believes in. Pamela's first letters 

suggest that, under the tutelage of Lady B., she has 

acquired the --> opriety of Richardson's ideal servant in The 

Apprentice's ie Mecum. But under Mr. B.'s constant 

In The Apprentice's Vade Mecum: or. Young Man's 
Pocket-Companion (1734), Richardson's intentions are crudely 
didactic, and although he just barely concedes that 
employers themselves might partly be to blame for the poor 
relations with their apprentices (v), the thrust of his 
argument is that moral responsibility rests with the 
apprentices. What is perhaps most interesting in connection 
with Pamela is that most of the accusations Mr. B. levels 
against Pamela (and some of the accusations she levels 
against herself) appear here where they are described in 
remarkably similar terms. The Young Man's Pocket Companion 
includes particular warnings against "Pride and Affectation 
in Dress" (33), "Pertness" (29), and betraying the master's 
secrets: 

There cannot be a more infamous Breach of the Rules of 
sound Morality, than for a Person to betray his 
Master's Secrets; which, but for the Confidence placed 
in his Integrity, and the just Expectations his Master 
had of his Fidelity and bounden Duty, had never come to 
his Knowledge; and which therefore is so vile a Breach 
of Trust, so high a Degree of Treachery, that it ought 
to make him odious to all Men. (3) 
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badgering, Pamela finds it difficult to uphold conduct-book 

standards. Torn between allegiance to her position as an 

essentially submissive servant and the desire for self-

assertion in defiance of Mr. B.'s demands for her complete 

self-effacement, Pamela lamely seeks to justify her accounts 

of her employer's conduct and her sharp tongue. Although 

she suspects that she is wrong to do so, she succumbs to the 

temptation to reveal to Mrs. Jervis "every Bit and Crumb" of 

Mr. B.'s first seduction attempt (37). And in reporting the 

incident to her mother, she asks whether she was right to 

justify the action as an extraordinary case. In fact, 

extraordinary cases seem to abound, for Pamela appears to 

withhold nothing, or nearly nothing, from her letters and 

journal.21 

Richardson's clear endorsement of the conventional code 
governing master-servant relations suggests that Fielding 
may well have misread Pamela when he has Parson Oliver 
complain that in Richardson's novel "chambermaids...are 
countenanced in impertinence to their superiors, and in 
betraying the secrets of families" (Henry Fielding, Joseph 
Andrews and Shamela. Martin C. Battestin, ed. [Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1961] 338). 

21I am of course assuming that Pamela's reports are for 
the most part reliable, although the contruction she puts on 
them may not be. There are traditions of Pamela criticism, 
for the most part motivated by anti-Pamelist tendencies or 
psychoanalytic considerations, that Pamela suppresses the 
details of her own conduct or represses details about Mr. 
B.'s. Two cases are Joseph Wood Krutch's Pamela-as-
hypocrite argument in Five Masters (New York: J. Cape and 
H. Smith, 1930) and Terry Castle's claim in "P/B: Pamela as 
Sexual Fiction" Studies in English Literature 22 (1982) that 
during the final rape attempt Mr. B. exposes himself to 
Pamela (484). The evidence for both arguments seems rather 
tenuous and conjectural to me, relying as it does more on 
the critics' sensibilities than on distortions of style 
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Still more telling are Pamela's often unsuccessful 

attempts at quelling her rebelliousness when she is 

interrogated by her employer. Although according to her 

strict conscience it is right to disobey Mr. B. only when 

her "first Duty" to God requires it (41), Pamela fails to 

distinguish between her duties to God and her duties to Mr. 

B. as often as she succeeds. A striking instance occurs in 

Letter 24, in which she refers to her master's first two 

attacks: "I said something mutteringly, and he vow'd he 

would hear it.... Why then, said I, if your Honour must 

know, I said, That my good Lady did not desire your Care to 

extend to the Summer-house and her Dressing-room" (63). 

Pamela's quick-witted if unproductive rebelliousness is a 

good instance of Richardson's ability to locate the problems 

of moral choice within highly individuated characters. The 

episode serves no overtly didactic purpose, but it does 

present an understandable response to domestic tyranny, 

especially in a young woman endowed with some intelligence, 

some vanity, and considerable Puritan moral sensibilities. 

Under the temptation to retaliate against perceived 

injustice, submission to consistent standards of conduct 

tends to erode even in the high-minded Pamela, and Mr. B. is 

soon justified in his two-fold accusation that Pamela's 

"Freedom of Speech" (74) or "pert saucy Answers" (75) and 

within the text that might provide at least indirect 
ev j.dence. 
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her "Letter-writing of all the Secrets of [his] Family" (74) 

violate the code of conduct that binds servants to masters. 

As preserving her moral free agency becomes more 

important than adhering to conduct-book morality, Pamela 

develops a self-protective and potentially isolating 

resourcefulness. Pamela's first letters reveal a naive 

open-hearteaness, but she develops the habit of dissembling 

long before she leaves Bedfordshire. When Mr. B. proposes 

to marry her to Williams, perhaps more as a means of gaining 

time than anything else, Pamela reports, "now I begun to see 

him in all his black Colours!—But being in his Power so, I 

thought I would a little dissemble," and so pretends, 

"still... dissembl[ing]," to consider the offer (85). 

Later, her imprisonment in Lincolnshire forces her into a 

series of stratagems—the word is Pamela's—to husband her 

paper and pens, conceal her journal, ingratiate herself as 

far as possible with the servants, correspond secretly with 

Williams, and eventually attempt an escape. However, the 

considerable success of Jewkes and Mr. B. in anticipating 

her actions forces her into an ever more insulated reserve. 

By the time Mrs. Jewkes dupes her into surrendering her 

money, Pamela has grown to consider most actions purely in 

terms of prudence; she feels "foolishly outwitted" and in a 

fit of self-accusation exclaims, "Was ever such a Fool as I! 

I must be priding myself in my contrivances indeed!" (121) 

When Mr. B. again proposes a marriage between Pamela and 
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Williams, it is the once open-hearted Pamela, not the 

curate, whose suspicions supply the prudence necessary to 

make the self invulnerable to Mr. B.'s accusations. 

Pamela's moral self-reliance is never more than 

partial, and her vestigial allegiance to aristocratic 

authority clashes with her spiritual egalitarianism. As her 

heavy reliance on the language of hierarchy and distance 

suggests, the prestige of hierarchical social relations, 

though declining, remains strong enough that she can neither 

quite reject nor entirely submit to old ways of organizing 

moral experience. Pamela's initial blindness to Mr. B.'s 

motives and her naive willingness, before her abduction, to 

accept his word each time he promises to send her home 

reflect not only her latent affection for her employer, but 

her susceptibility to a complex of traditional beliefs about 

rank and subordination which continue to organize her 

experience even after their inadequacy becomes apparent. In 

this she is rather like Pepys in his observations on King 

Charles and the Duke of Monmouth. But if Pamela's 

attraction to Mr. B. is partly attributable to his personal 

qualities, it is also, as the Anti-pamelists maintained, 

partly attributable to the glamour of his social status. It 

is not surprising, then, that although Pamela understands 

the necessity of resistance, she does not always believe 

that she can resist. Despite her evident horror of Mr. B.'s 

intentions, she refers to his advances as "temptations" more 
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than a dozen times before her spectacular recital of part of 

the Lord's Prayer as a defense against his flattering 

insinuation, in Letter 30, that he might marry her. 

Whatever her immediate temptations, in the end it would be 

hard for even the most naively sympathetic reader to believe 

that her considerable capacity to forgive Mr. B. has nothing 

to do with his position. Pamela thus becomes the locus— 

highly individuated and in some respects idiosyncratic, 

belonging to her society but universal enough to appeal to 

later readers—for the cultural conflicts that permeate the 

novel. Vanity, genuine affection, and awe of rank contend 

with Puritan sensibilities and adolescent squeamishness 

about sex to exacerbate her ambivalence about the man who 

appears alternately as her suitor and her persecutor. 

As immediate interests and spiritual duties diverge, 

making contending and even irreconcilable claims on the 

individual, the choices men and women make define the self 

in increasingly important ways. For those who are less 

concerned than Pamela with the state of their soul, 

submission to aristocratic prerogatives entails the 

inability or unwillingness to treat the victims of genteel 

whim as independent moral agents. Sir Simon Darnford states 

the aristocratic view with characteristic brutality: "what 

is all this...but that the 'Squire our Neighbour has a mind 

to his Mother's Waiting-maid? And if he takes care she 

wants for nothing, I don't see any great Injury will bo done 
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her. He hurts no Family by this" (122) For Mrs. Jewkes, 

the prestige of rank is so strong that there is virtually no 

question of conscientious disobedience of Mr. B., at least 

not as long as her immediate interests aren't threatened. 

Her allegiance to aristocratic authority results in a 

curious inattention to anything beyond her immediate 

interests and appetites, and a corresponding inability to 

understand Pamela's point of view. Here is her response to 

Pamela's claim that "to rob a Person of her Virtue, is worse 

than cutting her throat": 

Why now, says she, how strangely you talk! Are not the 
two Sexes made for one another? And is it not natural 
for a Gentleman to love a pretty Woman? And suppose he 
can obtain his Desires, is that so bad as cutting her 
Throat? And then the Wretch fell a laughing, and 
talk'd most impertinently, and shew'd me, that I had 
nothing to expect from her Virtue or Conscience. (104) 

Mrs. Jewkes isn't always as bad as Pamela portrays her, and 

there are even signs that she can be quite amiable, but her 

allegiance to her social superiors results in a self-

centredly practical outlook whereby she becomes an 

instrument of Mr. B.'s will and Pamela becomes mere 

ambulatory chattel. 

Mrs. Jewkes is distinguished by the wilful blindness of 

her adherence to what McKeon calls aristocratic ideology, 

not by her pattern of moral response. Another moral 

opportunist, Parson Peters, is intellectually more 

sophisticated and morally more perceptive than the 

housekeeper, and so must resort to a tortured accommodation 
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of his calling to the prerogatives of rank. When Williams 

seeks his help, Peters begins by accusing the curate of 

"selfish Views" and ends by "utter[ing] some Reflections 

upon the Conduct of the Fathers of the Church, in regard to 

the first Personages of the Realm, as a Justification of 

[his] Coldness" to Williams' plan to liberate Pamela (123). 

But there is an even more sinister pattern of moral conduct 

than Peters's and Jewkes's, though it is scarcely more than 

hinted at in Pamela. Before her abduction, Pamela complains 

of the tendency of servants to imitate their masters, and of 

neighbouring gentlemen to imitate each other, in matters of 

sexual morality: 

Here's Shamelessness for you!—Sure the World must be 
near an End! for all the Gentlemen about are as bad as 
he [Mr. B.] almost, as far as I can hear!—And see the 
Fruits of such bad Examples: There is 'Squire Martin 
in the Grove, has had three Lyings-in, it seems, in his 
House, in three Months past, one by himself: and one 
by his Coachman; and one by his Woodman; and yet he has 
turn'd none of them away. Indeed, how can he, when 
they but follow his own vile Example. There is he, and 
two or three more such as he,, within ten Miles of us; 
who keep Company and hunt with our fine Master, truly; 
and I suppose he's never the better for their Examples. 
(72-73) 

Imitation of one's social superiors poses few problems in a 

community governed by rigorous social distinctions and 

common standards of conduct. But here imitation of 

aristocratic vices means a proliferation of domestic 

tyrannies of the kind that affects Pamela. 

Between the extremes of moral self-reliance and 

complete submission to aristocratic whim most of the other 
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servants live their lives, timidly or covertly opposing 

their employer, helping Pamela when they can, and hoping not 

to get caught. Those who too openly oppose Mr. B. find 

themselves vulnerable to the accusations that are directed 

against Pamela—insubordination and betraying the secrets of 

"families"—and run the risk of losing their livelihood and 

being denied a character. Mrs. Jervis usually quails when 

she is confronted by her employer's unjust demands, but she 

has great faith in his essential good nature and ability to 

reform, and up until Pamela's abduction frequently risks her 

position by attempting to reconcile servant and master. But 

Mrs. Jervis is hobbled by her inability to see beyond 

appearances, and her naivety costf her her position, albeit 

only temporarily. Similarly, Mr. Williams lacks Pamela's 

self-protective prudence, so he is easily lured into his 

disastrous admission of his affections for Pamela. None of 

the conscientious servants is given the opportunity to 

develop as much as Pamela, but there is some indication in 

Williams's reserve after his imprisonment that he has 

belatedly developed a little of the necessary prudence. 

The loss of the consensus about aristocratic honour 

that guaranteed the prerogatives of rank throws Mr. B.'s 

household into what might best be described as a crisis of 

authority. Pamela wants to act according to common, 

extrinsic standards of conduct, just as Mr. B. wishes to 

have his actions legitimized by his rank. But they can 
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arrive at no agreement about what constitutes authority, for 

there is no clear link between the social order and the 

divine. Mr. B. retains all the outward indicators of 

authority, but as the offended author of Critical Remarks on 

Sir Charles Grandison. Clarissa, and Pamela noted, Pamela's 

chastity is essentially aristocratic,22 and her stalwart 

resistance against Mr. B.'s coercion suggests the kind of 

independent moral judgment which would traditionally have 

been more appropriate to her master's rank than to her own. 

Conversely, Mr. B.'s marked need to justify himself to his 

servants implies an almost constitutional unfitness for the 

23 

traditional duties of his position. As a result of this 

A Lover of Virtue, Critical Remarks on Sir Charles 
Grandison. Clarissa, and Pamela (London, 1754) 34. 

23 

Mr. B.'s curiously democratic behaviour seems both 
the logical outcome of the social dynamic which orders the 
novel at this point and, as some of the anti-Pamelists 
claimed, an indicator of Richardson's lack of familiarity 
with aristocratic manners. As a result, Mr. B.'s dependence 
on the opinions of social inferiors seems believable at 
times and curiously clumsy and shameless at other times. In 
any case, Mr. B.'s growing suspicion that Pamela is in some 
ways the real aristocrat, and that he must either defeat or 
accept her, initiates a kind of plot in which the action 
lies in the competition between members of different social 
classes (usually a decadent one and an ascendant one) to 
gain recognition. Later examples include Clarissaf in the 
destructive rivalry between Lovelace and the Harlowes; 
William Godwin's Caleb Williams, in the rivalries between 
Falkland and Tyrell and later Caleb and Falkland; and George 
Eliot's Felix Holt, in the tragic rivalry between Harold 
Transome and his father, the lawyer Jermyn. To my mind, the 
great study of the connections between destructive rivalries 
and democratic social structures in the continental novel is 
Rene Girard's Deceit. Desire, and the Novel. Trans. Yvonne 
Frecerro (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1965). James H. 
Maddox has applied Girard's model of desire fruitfully in 
"Lovelace and the World of Ressentiment in Clarissaf" Texas 
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confusion, Richardson's novelistic universe is ordered not 

by recognized authority derived ultimately from God but by 

shifting, subjective valuations that are as much matters of 

affect as of a coherent ideological system—in short, by an 

elusive glamour that is vestigial among the gentry and only 

embryonic among the rising bourgeoisie, and (in matters of 

love, at lea t) by the sexual attractiveness fostered at 

least partly by that glamour. Where reputation is sustained 

not by some extrinsic if arbitrary standard, but by the 

capricious opinions of others, an essentially democratic 

social dynamic is unleashed and individuals struggle to 

acquire the recognition of those they admire. One may try 

to mask the subjective nature of this recognition, as Mr. B. 

does by his recourse to such venerable words as "honour" and 

"reputation," both of which relate to social as well as 

individual moral qualities, but in the world of Pamela 

individuals come to resemble stocks whose value rises and 

falls by the opinions of others. 

Ill Pamela's Redemption of Authority 

Cordelia redeems nature in King Lear; in a less 

spectacular way, Pamela redeems social subordination in 

Richardson's novel. Redemption is necessary, for by the 

Studies in Literature and Language 13 (1983): 131-140. And 
Carol Kay's admirable essay, "Sympathy, Sex, and Authority 
in Richardson and Hume," posits a system of competition and 
envy remarkably like Girard's, but derived from Hume's 
Enouirv. 
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middle of the first volume Richardson has hit an impasse. 

Once conscience and social authority have been pitted 

against each other, there can be no expression of 

conscience, no ethical position taken that is not at once an 

effect and a contributing cause, however small, of the 

destruction of the self or the social order. Pamela's 

insistence on the primacy of conscience is profoundly 

destructive of subordination, while Mr. B.'s corresponding 

insistence on the absolute value of subordination would 

obliterate moral choice except among social equals. In the 

end, the novel rejects the latter position while mistrusting 

certain implications of the former. The unjust demands of 

social superiors may, Richardson believes, legitimately be 

resisted on the grounds that the responsibility for 

salvation rests with the individual. But the democratic 

social dynamic that is unleashed when each individual acts 

as an autonomous moral agent results in a destructive vying 

for recognition that can push even the most scrupulous 

moralist into untenable moral positions. For Richardson, 

the only practical way of avoiding the democratic disorder 

latent in the primacy of the individual conscience is to 

preserve the hierarchies that order English society. 

Subordination, where subordination is subject to God's law, 

allows those with power to rule justly and keeps the Parson 

Peterses of the world, who are hypocritically self-seeking, 

the Mrs. Jewkeses, who are morally debilitated, and the John 
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Arnolds, who are simply weak-willed, from doing any real 

harm. But the only way left to Richardson of protecting the 

self in its relations with the larger community is, through 

the marriage of Pamela and Mr. B., to realign the alienated 

social and religious orders of authority. 

Reestablishing the link between the social and the 

divine begins with Pamela's victory over dangerous 

tendencies in her own character. The nature of her struggle 

in Lincolnshire is essentially religious, but it has 

important social ramifications. In Bedfordshire Pamela 

confronts the formidable task of maintaining a servant's 

deference without encouraging Mr. B.'s advances; in 

Lincolnshire she faces the more serious challenge of 

cultivating a self-protecting resourcefulness without 

falling prey to the sin of sufficiency or presumption and 

without isolating herself permanently from the larger 

community. As her captivity drags on, Pamela devises new 

stratagems for protecting herself while watching her 

opportunities for escape dwindle away through her own 

imprudence and the imprudence of others. When in a last-

ditch attempt at escape she falls and injures herself, her 

resourcefulness fails and she momentarily indulges in an 

adolescent fantasy of killing herself: 

See Kinkead-Weekes, who describes 
"Pamela's...struggle to retain faith and trust, not only in 
God but also in Man" as "the major theme at the centre of 
the novel" (36). 
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And then thought I, (and Oh!, that Thought was surely 
of the Devil's Instigation; for it was very soothing 
and powerful with me) these wicked Wretches, who now 
have no Remorse, no Pity on me, will then be mov'd to 
lament their Misdoings; and when they see the dead 
Corpse of the unhappy Pamela dragged out to these slopy 
Banks, and lying breathless at their Feet, they will 
find that Remorse to wring their obdurate Hearts, which 
has no Place there!—And my Master, my Angry Master, 
will then forget his Resentments, and say, 0 this the 
unhappy Pamela!.... (152) 

Here there is a familiar strain of self-dramatization that 

includes a good deal of self-address and, in the references 

to her "dead Corpse...lying breathless" and the "slopy 

Banks," some overblown and romantic diction. Just before 

the internal censor intervenes, Pamela even imagines herself 

vindicated by popular "Ballads and Elegies" (152). 

The temptation to commit suicide in decisive 

retaliation against Mr. B., Colman, and Mrs. Jewkes shows 

Pamela's need to have her moral position recognized by her 

persecutors, but the experience also identifies the 

spiritual consequences of the crisis of authority on 

Pamela's psychic make-up. Where the individual bears a 

great burden of responsibility, the temptation of 

sufficiency or presumption is peculiarly strong, and the 

recognition of human insufficiency may give rise to despair. 

Pamela has often prayed for humility and the strength to 

For a dedicatedly ironic reading of this passage (or 
at least of its equivalent in the 1801 edition) see Hilliard 
206-208. My own reading differs from Hilliard's in numerous 
ways, perhaps the most important of which is that I take 
Pamela's recognition that she is "indulgent" to "this sad 
way of thinking" (152) to be a genuine discovery. 
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submit herself to God's will, but she has always held 

Providence in reserve while taking pride in her own 

resourcefulness. Now, however, Pamela's exhausted 

submission to God's will marks her successful rejection of 

self-sufficiency: "And how do I know," she wonders, "but 

that God...may not have permitted these Sufferings on that 

very Score, to make me rely solely on his Grace and 

assistance, who perhaps have too much prided myself in a 

vain Dependence on my own foolish Contrivances?" (153) Her 

remarks, unlike previous pleas for Providential 

intervention, suggest genuine recognition of the need for 

humility because, for the first time, she recognizes both 

her own insufficiency and the full extent of her 

susceptibility to the sin of presumption. And in fact, a 

week later, Pamela finds herself sitting idly outside the 

gates of Mr. B.'s Lincolnshire estate and wondering why all 

26 

the domestics are running in a panic towards her. 

Pamela's despair is compounded by factors that do not 
arise directly from the cultural crisis which concerns me 
here. Most notable among these is the meanness of Pamela's 
sexual morality, a meanness that is usually linked to 
Richardson's own beliefs about chastity. Pamela's rather 
clinical understanding of chastity is reflected in the 
equation of such words as innocence, honesty, and virtue 
with an intact hymen. Typical of this morality are her 
remark, "[M]ay I never survive one Moment, that fatal one in 
which I shall forfeit my Innocence" and her father's 
command, "resolve to lose your Life sooner than your Virtue" 
(32). As these passages suggest, Pamela has uncritically 
appropriated her father's opinions. Sadly, it is not until 
Clarissa that Richardson explores the implications of trying 
to reconcile a purely technical conception of chastity and 
the idea of the conscientious self. This moral meanness is 
a serious flaw in the novel, but I agree with Kinkead-
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Pamela's submission to God's will must mean one of two 

things. Either Richardson is indulging in irony at her 

expense, or Providence is to be taken seriously as an 

ordering force in the novel and, by extension, in the world 

beyond the novel. According not only to Pamela's usual 

interpretation,27 but to the nominal editor's, Providence 

does order events. In the editorial postscript, for 

instance, the reader is reminded that through Providence God 

rewards the deserving and, more importantly, confers 

specific social responsibilities upon them: 

let the Rich, and those who are exalted. from a low to 
a high Estate, learn... that they are not promoted only 
for a single Good; but that Providence has raised them, 
that they should dispense to all within their Reach, 
the Blessings it has heaped upon them; and that the 
greater the Power is to which GOD has raised them, the 
greater is the Good that will be expected from them. 
(411). 

This optimistic and essentially unproblematic concept of 

Providence as the means of promoting the social good does 

much to account for the intention behind the novel's much-

maligned sub-title. In Pamela. Providence acts as a tonic 

for the ills of society, but only if there are individuals 

such as Pamela to submit to God's direction: if the 

Weekes when he argues that, if one is attentive, one can 
find instances of Richardson's tentative emergence from this 
blinkered moral perspective (111). 

It should be noted that Pamela's interpretation is a 
kind of 'official' interpretation which Pamela tends to 
abandon when events seem random or arbitrary. For instance, 
when she is abruptly sent away from Mr. B., she sees herself 
as a "pure Sporting-piece for the Great! a mere Tennis-ball 
of Fortune" (212). 



71 

hereditary rich are no longer willing to accept the 

responsibilities of stewardship, then just Christians like 

Pamela can become instruments of God. 

By renouncing pride, Pamela submits to God's will and, 

in the process, comes to know herself better, although she 

does not fully recognize her affection for Mr. B. until he 

sends her back to her parents. By reading her letters and 

journal, Mr. B. too comes to know Pamela and, paradoxically, 

himself. In a moment that is less a struggle over who has 

the right to interpret events than an opportunity for Mr. B. 

to discover Pamela's otherness, Mr. B. learns of Pamela's 

suffering and her essential sincerity. Through a 

renunciation of pride which is fundamentally personal but 

has social ramifications, Mr. B. overcomes the inadequacies 

of his own upbringing, rejects the arbitrary use of his 

political authority, submits himself to the moral law that 

Pamela represents, and defies the expectations of his family 

and class by marrying beneath himself. Marriage becomes 

possible only because Mr. B. recognizes Pamela's free 

agency, her integrity as a separate being. As he says after 

he reads her journal, "I'll allow you to be a little witty 

upon me; because it is in you, and you cannot help it" 

(201). Despite Mr. B.'s gesture to his own authority, the 

passage is perhaps the earliest evidence that Mr. B. 

recognizes Pamela's fundamental otherness, albeit 

imperfectly. This recognition leads first to Mr. B.'s 
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painful decision to allow Pamela to leave and directly 

contributes to Pamela's most significant act of free agency 

and (given the gypsy's letter warning her of a sham 

marriage) imprudence, her decision to return. 

Until this point, Mr. B. has stigmatized Pamela with 

the language of criminality, language suggesting that his 

servant acts beyond moral law and that if she cannot be 

controlled by the community she must be expelled from it. 

When Pamela returns, however, it is not as a criminal, but 

as health-giving redemptress. Pamela's new status, which is 

established by the resolution of her hitherto ambiguous 

social status, is first presented symbolically. When Pamela 

arrives in Lincolnshire she finds an ailing Mr. B., who 

remarks, "You need not, Mrs. Jewkes. send for the Doctor 

from Stamford, as we talked Yesterday; for this lovely 

Creature is my Doctor, as her Absence was my Disease" (220). 

The language of health is extended when Pamela asks that, 

after marriage, she be allowed to visit the "sick Poor in 

the Neighbourhood around...and administer to their Wants and 

Necessities, in such small Matters, as may not be hurtful to 

your Estate, but comfortable to them; and entail upon you 

their Blessings, and their Prayers for your dear Health and 

Welfare" (226). The health-giving nature of the marriage 

between Mr. B. and his "Doctor" later appears in 

contradistinction to the marriages of rank (those between 
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Lord and Lady Davers or the Darnfords) in which as Mr. B. at 

one point remarks, the spouses "plague" each other (366). 

The specific change that Pamela's marriage to Mr. B. 

allows is the establishment of a new model for imitation, a 

positive alternative to the libertine neighbourhood squires 

who, like Squire Martin, encourage sexual misconduct in 

their households. Mr. B. often—in fact, almost 

obsessively—refers to Pamela's moral superiority and his 

own growth under her tutelage, while Lady Darnford calls her 

"the sweet Exemplar of all my Sex" (339). In the second 

volume and the sequel, Pamela's status as an exemplar is 

progressively exaggerated until Polly Darnford can write 

this: 

We are delighted with the account of your family 
management, and your Sunday's service. What an 
excellent lady you are! And how happy and good you make 
all who know you, as seen by the ladies joining in your 
evening service, as well as their domestics. 

One by one, corrupt, arrogant, and even morally healthy men 

and women of rank—the Darnford sisters, Lady Davers, 

Jackey, the unnamed countess, and Sir Jacob Swynford, to 

name only a few—recognize Pamela's superior moral status 

and her right to her rank. Mutual imitation among country 

gentlemen in matters of sexual license and destructive vying 

for recognition give way to health-giving imitation of 

Pamela and voluntary recognition among people whose souls, 

Samuel Richardson, Pamela II. ed. Mark Kinkead-Weikes 
(London: Everyman, 1969) 174. 
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if not ranks, are equal. Under Pamela's influence, Lady 

Davers rediscovers the joys of letter-writing, Sir Jacob 

Swynford recognizes and repudiates his own arrogance, and 

the countess is struck by the impropriety of her conduct 

with Mr. B. Among the lower ranks Pamela's influence is 

equally strong. After nearly giving in to Jackey's 

advances, Polly Barlow is shamed into prudence, and 

eventually marries a clergyman. Vim. Jewkes, before she 

dies, reforms sr«d exhibits a piety bordering on sanctimony. 

IV Sentimentality and the Evasions of Authority 

The limitations of Pamela include the single narrative 

perspective, the clumsy and sometimes embarrassing attempts 

at dramatizing variations in affect from moment to moment, 

and the narrowness of Richardson's sexual morality. 

However, to a modern sensibility some of the novel's most 

serious failings occur where Richardson's didactic impulses 

clash with his representati-.i of certain existential 

problems, particularly marital discord and familial 

tensions. At these moments, Richardson's apparent anxiety 

t- affirm some kind of authority leads him to use literary 

conventions that serve purposes quite other than those of 

communicating complex subjectivity. 

This is not to say that Pamela simply falls apart after 

the wedding. Despite Richardson's tendency to pass over the 

possibility of serious conflicts between Pamela and her 
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husband, there are rare oases—notably Pamela's jealousy of 

Sally Godfrey and Lady Davers' visit in the original 

29 

novel, and the masquerade in the sequel—where Pamela 

rediscovers her robust self. And one of the rare moments of 

intentional humour in the first novel—Pamela's sometimes 

wry commentary on her husband's forty-eight "kind Rules and 

generous Assurances" for a happy marriage (369)—constitutes 

a subtle and convincing exposition of the problem for a 

woman of conscience within marriage, a problem that 

Richardson later explores more fully through Mrs. Harlowe. 

Here are Mr. B.'s rules pertaining to marital disagreements, 

and Pamela's commentary: 
26. That the Words COMMAND and OBEY shall be blotted 
out of his Vocabulary. Very Good! 
27. That a Man should desire nothing of his Wife but 
what is significant, reasonable, just. To be sure that 
is right. 
28. But then, that she must not shew Reluctance, 
Uneasiness, or Doubt, to oblige him; and that too at 
half a Word; and -nust not be bid twice to do one 
thing.—But may not there be some Occasions, where this 
may be a little dispens'd with? But he says 
afterwards, indeed. 
29. That this must be only while he took care to make 
her Compliance reasonable, and consistent with her free 
Agency, in Points that ought to be allow'd her.—Come, 
this is pretty well, considering. 
30. That if the Husband must be set upon a wrong 
Thing, she must not dispute with him, but do it, and 
expostulate afterwards.—Good-sirs! I don't know what 
to say to this!—It looks a little hard, methinks!— 
This would bear a smart Debatef I fansy. in a 
Parliament of Women.—But then he says. 

^For an interesting account of the organic relation of 
these two episodes to the first half of the novel, see Owen 
Jenkins, "Richardson's Pamela and Fielding's 'Vile 
Forgeries,'" Philological Quarterly 44 (1965): 200-210. 
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31. Supposing they are only small Points that are in 
Dispute.—Well, this mends it a little. For spall 

Points. I think, should not be stood upon. (371) 

There is something peculiarly enjoyable here, as Pamela 

emerges from the mire of gratitude and her quick 

intelligence lays bare the problems of categorical 

injunctions and explodes the authority of Mr. B.'s articles. 

Unfortunately, the young Pamela reappears all too 

rarely, and Pamela's psychological flattening to a conduct-

book exemplar who serves only to illustrate specific points 

about household management, wifely obedience, or the rearing 

of children has evinced disgust from numerous readers. 

Although I think that Terry Eagleton overstates his case 

when he claims that Pamela amounts to "a cynical 

displacement of women's sufferings into consolatory myth, a 

false, insulting 'resolution' of sexual combat which merely 

consolidates patriarchal power," it is true that after 

marriage a redeemed Mr. B. is reestablished as a clear 

authority to which Pamela accommodates herself to an 

See, for instance, Armstrong 125, Hilliard 210. 

Eagleton 37. See also Armstrong, 130-31. Some 
variation of this conclusion, stated more or less 
emphatically with more or less twentieth-century indignation 
or embarrassment, now seems inevitable. McKeon, the coolest 
of modern critics, writes that after marriage, Pamela's 
status as a woman becomes the central problem of her 
relation to authority and that, for the Richardson who wrote 
Pamela "gender-based categories are prior even to status-
based categories" (379). Raymond Hilliard sees Pamela's 
submission to Mr. B. as evidence of role-playing in a 
patriarchal society (214), but he does not discuss the 
strains in her conscientious self that ought to result from 
this role-playing. 
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improbable degree. Pamela continues to refer to him as 

master, and even says, with cloying gratitude, "He shall 

always be my Master; and I shall think myself more and more 

his Servant" (257). In what is for modern readers perhaps 

the most notorious indication of Richardson's views on 

authority within marriage, Mr. B. defends a man's right to 

marry his social inferior on the grounds that there is, for 

a man, no contradiction between his paternalistic and his 

political authority. A woman, on the contrary, may not 

marry beneath herself because it would be scandalous for her 

to accept the authority of a social inferior (329). 

Although in Pamela II Mr. B.'s dalliance with the unnamed 

countess momentarily suggests that Richardson has 

reconsidered the ease of his rake's reform, Richardson 

usually manages matters so that Pamela need not confront 

demands that would endanger her moral integrity. Except for 

the episodes dealing with the countess, the most notable 

marital conflict is over whether Mr. B. will allow Pamela to 

breastfeed her child. 

In the places where Pamela and Mr. B. become models of 

familial harmony, they tend to flatten to a psychological 

generality that is familiar from romance. Aside from his 

dalliance with the countess* in Pamela II and an occasional 

temper tantrum, Mr. B. usually plays the part of a reformed 

rake and (by eighteenth-century standard..) an almost ideal 

husband. Moreover, his reformation seems peculiarly 
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unconvincing. Kinkead-Weekes has identified some problems 

of literary form that may account tor readers' skepticism 

about Mr. B.'s sudden recognition of Pamela's authenticity: 

although Mr. B. has read Pamela's letters and has himself 

testified to their effect, the reader doesn't have 

sufficient access to Mr. B.'s mind to find his change of 

heart wholly believable.32 But as Flynn astutely notes, 

Mr. B.'s lightning-quick conversion, which is portended by 

Pamela's pond-side reflection that "God can touch his Heart 

in an Instant" (152), is distinctly reminiscent of a fairy­

tale or romance conversion.33 Whatever Richardson's 

literary antecendents, Mr. B.'s reform remains unsatisfying 

largely because Richardson's commitment to showing Pamela's 

potential to redeem the gentry means that he must sacrifice 

the natural agency that has operated up until this point. 

Unwilling to allow Pamela's influence to be only partial, 

Richardson resorts to a simplificat'on of Mr. B.'s character 

by which the rake exchanges a character that is complex, if 

a little shadowy, for a new character as a much simpler, 

nearly perfect husband. 

The surrender to romance generalization that militates 

against Richardson's project of presenting what he calls 

"human nature as it is" (SL 47) affects other aspects of 

Pamela as well. Pamela's critique of aristocratic authority 

32Kinkead-Weekes 105. 

33Flynn 163. 
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usually seems decisive, but there are moments, both before 

and after Pamela's wedding, when the novel appears to 

endorse the kind of innate class qualities which are 

familiar from romance and, as we shall see, persist in a 

stronger form in Fielding's novels. In general, the more 

highly developed the moral sense of the characters, the more 

likely they are to be high-born. Mrs. Jervis, we learn, is 

a "Gentlewoman born, though she has had Misfortunes" (30)— 

specifically, the debts of relations. A similar story 

pertains to Pamela's father, who has also fallen upon hard 

times through the over-exercise of the aristocratic virtue 

of generosity (though in other respects he functions as a 

stereotype of a country buffoon). The literacy not only of 

Pamela's father but of her mother suggests a perhaps 

unconscious anxiety on Richardson's part to gentrify his 

heroine. Significantly, none of the othex servants is as 

high-born as Mrs. Jervis or the Andrews family, and none has 

such strongly developed moral sensibilities. And at one 

point, in apparent empirical affirmation of the physiognomy 

of class, Pamela identifies Miss Goodwin, Mr. B.'s 

illegitimate daughter, as the "genteelest-shap'd" of four 

children she meets (392), even though she does not yet know 

that any of them are high-born. 

At times the presentation of Pamela herself also seems 

to reinforce elements of what McKeon calls aristocratic 

ideology. Although Pamela clearly represents bourgeois 
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values of industry and frugality, she is also 

characterized partly in terms of the honour that the local 

gentry has lost. Richardson alerts his reader to Pamela's 

special status partly through naming. One tends to forget 

that the original Pamela is a princess in Sidney's Arcadia, 

and that her rather exotic name was naturalized in English 

after (and probably only because of) Richardson's novel. 

Because of the strangeness of Pamela's name and the nobility 

of her single literary namesake, many of Richardson's first 

readers may well have had high expectations about Pamela's 

character and lineage, and these expectations are fulfilled 

at a figurative level. At the very least, the aristocratic 

suggestiveness of Pamela's name, qualified of course by the 

ordinary surname Andrews, would have made her marriage to 

Mr. B. more plausible. It may also have permitted an 

aristocratic interpretation of the novel that some of the 

Pamelists later exploit to discover Pamela's hidden genteel 

heritage. 

From early in the novel, Pamela's natural gentility is 

hinted at by Mr. B., his servants, and the visitors to his 

estate. Lady Brooks invokes the romance convention of 

disguise and possible hidden birth when she is struck by 

For an account of domestic virtues among the rising 
middle class, see Armstrong, 59-95. 

Eaves and Kimpel 116-117; Gillian Beer, "Pamela: 
Rethinking Arcadia/' Samuel Richardson: Tercentenary 
Essays, eds. Margaret Anne Doody and Peter Sabor 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989) 29. 
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Pamela's beauty. "I never saw such a Face and Shape in my 

Life," she exclaims, "why she must be better descended than 

you have told me!" (59) The terms in which Pamela's 

character is described also suggest that she is somehow 

socially misplaced. Mrs. Jervis, referring to Pamela's 

moral qualities, reports that the other servants "shew her 

as great Respect as if she was a Gentlewoman born" (329). 

Though Pamela is usually quick to attribute her good 

qualities to the influence of her parents and the late Lady 

Booby, she contributes to her own aura of aristocratic 

prestige when she refers to her untainted lineage and 

compares herself to women of rank and even royalty. At one 

point she exclaims, "Yet if I was the Lady of Birth...I 

don't know whether I would have [Mr. B.]" (54); and at 

another, "I am as happy as a Princess" (81). There are 

times, then, when Pamela begins to emerge as a sport of 

nature and a sport of class, the base-born lady; and her 

status is reinforced by the frequent insistence, especially 

in the continuation, on Pamela's uniqueness and the 

unlikelihood that other Pamelas will be found. 

Given both the value Richardson places on the educated 

conscience and the novel's overwhelming critique of 

hereditary honour, it seems likely that Richardson's 

intention here is not to endorse the idea of innate class 

characteristics but to exploit certain well-established 

literary conventions—specifically, romance naming and the 
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physiognomic stereotypes of class—in order to establish 

Pamela's true gentility. That the use of romance 

conventions makes an aristocratic reading plausible is 

ultimately less important than the implications of resorting 

to conventions whose strength is classification rather than 

individuation. Where Richardson uses classificatory modes 

of represention, Pamela, like her romance predecessors, 

becomes ineluctably more general, more suitable to 

communicating abstract principles—conscience, honour or 

honesty, and chastity—than to showing what happens when 

these principles are imperfectly appropriated by imperfect 

individuals who are the product of past events and present 

desires. 

This generalizing approach to character goes hand-in-

hand with certain excesses of tone. In the first of 

Pamela's letters, for instance, there is a note of immature 

self-dramatization that is troubling because it seems to be 

as much a part of Richardson's literary project as of 

Pamela's character: 

God, whose Graciousness to us we have so often 
experienc'd at a Pinch, put it into my good Lady's 
Heart, on her Deathbed, just an Hour before she 
expir'd, to recommend to my young Master all her 
Servants, one by one: and when it came to my Turn to 
be recommended, for I was sobbing and crying at her 
Pillow, she could only say, My dear Son!—and so broke 
off a little, and then recovering—Remember my poor 
Pamela—And these were some of her last Words! 0 how 
my Eyes run!—Don't wonder to see the Paper so blotted! 
(25) 
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It would be possible to excuse this passage as simply 

Richardson's clumsy attempt at creating a sense of immediacy 

or as an aspect of Pamela's immaturity which Richardson 

fully understood, were it not for the rapid intensification 

of such emotional responses in Pamela and all around her 

immediately after her reconciliation with Mr. B. Of course 

Pamela would be moved to tears at the death of her employer, 

and even at the recollection of the event. But the last 

sentence, with its unwarranted description of the effect of 

her tears on the paper suggests self-dramatization (Has she 

lost her handkerchief? Do her parents really need an 

explanation for the smudged ink?), and the passage as a 

whole amounts to an invitation to indulge in a sentimental 

attachment to a deceased character who cannot be, for the 

reader, a felt presence. What is significant here is that 

there is nothing of dramatic interest—no conflict, no 

irony, no misunderstanding at all—only Pamela's willingness 

to surrender to sentiment and her transformation into the 

embodiment of the dutiful servant mourning. 

The problem of sentimentality seems to be uniquely 

Richardson's, for the generalizing tendencies of romance do 

not in themselves result in sentimental tones. Moreover, 

authorial identification with sentimental heroes is not the 

unavoidable pitfall of sentimentalism. The best sentimental 

fiction, far from wallowing in sentiment, exploits these 

tensions, often for comic effect. Harley, of The Man of 
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Feeling, is patently ridiculous in his dealings with others, 

and Mackenzie knows it; the Yorick of A Sentimental Journey 

is self-interested and vain, as Sterne takes pains to show. 

In both cases the pleasure of reading is largely derived 

from the reader's sense of incongruity between what the 

character feels and what social circumstances demand. But 

in the passage from Pamela, the young servant's emotions 

seem designed to present an exemplary state of mind. 

In a discussion of Tom Jones Ian Watt argues that 

complexity of characters is inversely proportional to the 

demands of plot. A more general formulation of Watt's 

claim may be that the stronger a writer's commitment to any 

principle of order, the less individualized and complex the 

characters subject to that order will be. Richardson has 

such a high investment in promoting marital and familial 

harmony that passages like the following dominate the last 

half of Pamela and much of the sequel. Here Pamela is 

reunited with her father: 

[M]y dear Father, not able to contain himself, nor yet 
to stir from the Place gush'd out into a Flood of 
Tears, which he, good Soul! had been struggling with, 
it seems; and cry'd out, 0 my dear Child! 

I knew the Voice, and lifting up my Eyes, and 
seeing my Father, gave a Spring, overturn'd the Table, 
without regard to the Company, and threw myself at his 
Feet, 0 my Father! my Father! said I, can it be! Is it 
you? Yes, it is! it is! 0 bless your happy—Daughter! 
I would have said, and down I sunk.... 

....1 went, by my Master's Command, and sat...in 
the happiest Place I ever was blest with, between two 
of the dearest Men in the World to me, and each holding 

^att 317. 
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one of my Hands;—my Father, every now-and-then, with 
Tears in his Eyes, blessing God, and saying, Could I 
ever have hoped this! (250-51) 

l.iere is something deeply embarrassing here, like reading 

one's first love letters. Vices of sentimentality abound. 

There are stylistic excesses (Andrews' emotion "gush[ing] 

out into a Flood of Tears"), self-dramatization (Pamela's 

pretence of not believing at first that the man before her 

is her father, and her prostrating herself before him, and 

then managing to sink lower), and unintentional humour (the 

double hand-holding and Andrews' repetitious and tiresome 

thanksgiving while Mr. B.'s visitors bravely continue with 

their card game). Richardson's stake in reconciliation—his 

need to show reconciliation in its pure form, rather than as 

the incomplete and imperfect thing it usually is—is so 

great that he doesn't seem to recognize the comedy of the 

scene, and so fails to distance himself and his reader from 

the ridiculous goings-on. 

The parts of Pamela that can still be read with great 

pleasure are about how Pamela and Mr. B. escape their self-

centredness to discover their selves, and the implications 

of their discovery. They act freely, but their strange 

courtship is conducted in the parlours of necessity, partly 

determined by cultural forces of which they are only half 

aware, some of which are vestigial, some of which are still 

ill-defined because they are so new. But as important as 
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these forces are in directing the course Pamela's and Mr. 

B.'s actions, they do not, I think, account for the 

continued popularity of Pamela. Richardson's portrayal of 

Mr. B.'<3 unorthodox, fascinating, offensive courtship of 

Pamela continues to appeal to readers because Pamela and Mr. 

B., in their complexity, seem curiously contemporary with 

modern readers, and because the problems they face—problems 

of self-definition, of relating the self to community 

standards and to other selves—still matter. Unfortunately, 

the marriage between Pamela and Mr. B. raises new problems, 

both for the lovers and for Richardson. Richardson needs to 

justify this marriage to the conservative elements of his 

readership and perhaps to conservative elements in himself, 

and in doing so succumbs to the temptation for pat answers 

to complex problems of experience. But he can take an 

unequivocal moral stand only through sentimental reductions 

which betray experience and the complexity of his 

characters. The Pamela of the first volume does not quite 

disappear, but the few moments when she does escape from the 

twin models of conduct book and romance heroine, and 

reasserts her psychological complexity, are moments that 

unsettle Richardson's didactic agenda. 

For all the daring of the first volume, resolution is 

perhaps too easily effected in the second, and it is not 

until Clarissa that Richardson tests fully the primacy of 

conscience. Pamela is almost always certain, until she is 
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sent to her parents, that Mr. B. represents temptation; 

Clarissa, on the contrary, must interpret her way through a 

morass of contradictory data, often distrusting her ability 

to interpret even the evidence of her senses. Her decision 

to leave with Lovelace, for instance, is astonishingly 

complex, compounded and confused by haIf-acknowledged desire 

for her tormentor, aversion to a forced marriage with 

Solmes, fear for her family's safety and about her brother 

James's likely retaliation. The first-time reader of 

Clarissa, who is privy to much more information than 

Clarissa herself, would be hard put to say, at this point, 

whether Clarissa makes a mistake in leaving with Lovelace. 

Pamela, on the contrary, never faces an ethical dilemma of 

such complexity, not even when she must decide whether to 

return to Mr. B. More importantly, it is not until Clarissa 

that Richardson seriously raises the possibility of a 

breakdown of paternal authority. Pamela may outgrow the 

narrow, prudential morality of her parents, but she never 

has to contend with an unjust demand from her father. And 

since Pamela never feels abandoned by her family, she can 

never feel completely deserted by society. When she 

contemplates suic?de she imagines her vindication in elegies 

and ballads, something Clarissa cannot imagine during her 

moment of deepest despair, when she believes that even Anna 

Howe has betrayed her. In Pamela. the prospect of not 

resolving the relation between the conscientious self ~nd 
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terrifying that Richardson, 

his gaze. 
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that make demands upon it is so 

for the time being, withdraws 



Chapter 2: Pamela II. Shamela. and the Politics of the 

Pamela Vogue 

There are Swarms of Moral Romances. One, of late Date, 
divided the World into such opposite Judgments, that 
some extolled it to the stars, whilst others treated it 
with Contempt. Whence arose, particularly among the 
Ladies, two different Parties, Pamelists and 
Antipamelists.... Some look upon this young Virgin as 
an Example for Ladies to follow; nay, there have been 
those, who did not scruple to commend this Romance from 
the Pulpit. Others, on the contrary, discover in it, 
the Behaviour of an hypocritical, crafty Girl, in her 
Courtship; who understands the art of bringing a Man to 
her Lure.... 

(Dr. Peter Shaw, 1750) 

Ever since Shaw's claim in The Reflector that Pamela 

had created two factions called Pamelists and anti-

Pamelists, the critical orthodoxy about the Pamela vogue has 

been that it centred on Pamela's chastity and entailed a 

strict division between admirers and critics of Richardson's 

heroine. At first, Shaw's remarks certainly look like a 

fair account of the contemporary responses to Pamela. 

Almost every book, pamphlet, and poem of the Pamela vogue 

discusses sexual morality and presents itself as an attack 

on Pamela or as a more authentic account of her life than 

Richardson's. Even the titles of these works support Shaw's 

A version of this chapter was presented as a paper in 
October, 1989, at the annual conference of the Canadian 
Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies. 

2Dr. Peter Shaw, The Reflector, qtd. in A. D. McKillop, 
Samuel Richardson: Printer and Novelist (1936; Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, i960) 101-102. McKillop 
identifies Shaw's remarks as an unacknowledged translation 
of a passage from the Danish dramatist Ludvig Holberg's 
Moral Thoughts (1744). 

89 
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claim of a deep and simple division between opposing 

factions: Fielding's Shamela. Haywood's Anti-Pamela. 

Parry's The True Anti-Pamela, and the anonymous Pamela 

Censured constituting one side, and Kelly's Pamela's Conduct 

in High Life. Giffard's Pamela, a Comedy, and three 

anonymous works—The Life of Pamela, Pamela in High Life: 

Or, Virtue Rewarded, and Memoirs of the Life of Ladv 

Hfesilrige]. the Celebrated Pamela—constituting the 

other. 

But if the commonplace is true that Pamela represents a 

defining moment in the history of the English novel, then 

one would expect these works to delimit what might be called 

3 
These, along with an anonymous play consisting largely 

of dialogue lifted from Pamela and Charles Povey's 
Bunyanesque The Virgin in Eden, are the lengthiest 
productions of the Pamela vogue; all were published between 
April and December 1741, the height of the Pamela vogue in 
England. But despite their titles, some are not direct 
responses to Richardson's novel. Parry's memoirs possess a 
blatantly opportunistic title (internal evidence suggests 
that The True Anti-Pamela was written before the publication 
of Pamela). The anonymous biography of Lady Hesilrige 
presents a story roughly analogous to Richardson's, but its 
title too seems opportunistic. Haywood's Anti-Pamela bears 
only a tenuous connection to Richardson's novel, since it 
presents a character who is simply unlike Richardson's. 
Haywood's book does, however, treat questions of sexual 
hypocrisy and the problem of being educated above one's 
degree. For extensive bibliographic accounts of the Pamela 
vogue, see Richard Gordon Hannaford, Samuel Richardson: An 
Annotated Bibliography of Critical Studies (New York: 
Garland, 1980) and Sarah Smith, ed. Samuel Richardson, a 
Reference Guide (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1984). The best 
available reconstruction of the precise publication sequence 
of the major works of the Pamela vogue is Eaves' and 
Kimpel's handy "Chronological Table of Pamela and the Pamela 
Vogue in England" in their Riverside edition of Richardson's 
novel (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971) xvii-xviii. 
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the "horizon of expectations"4 in 1741—that is, the set of 

conventional moral and aesthetic standards that resisted the 

moral insights and technical innovations distinguishing 

Pamela from earlier fiction. It is surprising, then, that 

even the btst accounts of the Pamela vogue ignore the 

possibility that Richardson's novel, by virtue of its 

audacious attempt at recording the minutiae of moral 

experience, met with resistance and incomprehension that 

cannot be explained away by reference to obvious ambiguities 

in Pamela's conduct. In their biographies of Richardson, A. 

D. McKillop and, more recently, Eaves and Kimpel tend to 

support both Shaw's (or, if one prefers, HolL>rg's) claim 

that the Pamela vogue is mainly about the moral authenticity 

of Pamela and the corollary that the Pamelists understood 

and agreed with Richardson's portrayal of Pamela. But by 

emphasizing the debate over Pamela's sincerity, Richardson's 

4For this term see Hans Robert Jauss, "Literary History 
as a Challenge to Literary Theory," Toward an Aesthetic of 
Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1982) 3-43. 

McKillop 42-106; T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, 
Samuel Richardson: A Biography (London: Oxford UP, 1971) 
129-142. Both imply that Pamelist literature were 
opportunistic imitation and that when Pamelists attacked 
Richardson they were marketing their own wares rather than 
expressing reservations about the implications of 
Richardson's novel. A similar view emerges in Bernard 
Kreissman's peculiarly unsympathetic, ant.i-pamelist Pamela-
Shamela. A study of the criticisms, burlesques, parodies. 
and adaptations of Richardson's "Pamela" (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1960), which betrays a curious 
animus towards Richardson, whose great strength, Kreissman 
suggests, lies in not being quite as bad as his imitators 
(55, 68). 
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biographers disregard what contemporary readers perceived as 

the political implications of Pamela and what their 

understanding of these implications did to their opinion of 

Richardson's heroine. 

I. Pamela II and the Question of Innate Gentility 

Shaw's preoccupation with Pamela's chastity permits him 

to gloss over another of Richardson's concerns. After 

making an apparently incidental reference to the "Inequality 

of rPamela's and Mr, B.'s] Conditions," Shaw offers 

judgment on the novel's outcome: "Her History, indeed, 

would have been more exemplary, and her Conduct less 

exceptionable, if this Heroine, after suffering so many 

Persecutions, had continued in her low Condition; for, thus 

she would have avoided the Censure now pass'd on her." 

Shaw's remarks are ambiguous (his objection could be to 

Pamela's imprudence in marrying her persecutor), but they 

immediately suggest a longing to read Pamela through the 

correcting spectacles of social conservatism. Shaw's 

valuation also reveals a curious obtuseness, reminiscent of 

Richardson at his moralizing worst, about the potential of 

the new genre to explore the effects of moral choice on 

individual experience, for Shaw reads Pamela as a simple 

moral tract in which Richardson has failed in a duty to 

bring Pamela's conduct into line with certain moral 

6McKillop 101, 102. 
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imperatives, even at the expense of having her act out of 

character. 

Shaw is wrong, of course. The failings of Pamela are 

no more a matter of exceptionable conduct than its value is 

a function of Richardson's definition of chastity. And 

Richardson's best critics—among them, Margaret Anne Doody 

and Mark Kinkead-Weekes7—show that Pamela endures because 

of its account of how Pamela and Mr. B. mature out of their 

respective egoisms and give themselves freely in marriage. 

Throughout at least the first half of the novel, 

Richardson's characters are highly enough individuated—that 

is, independent enough of literary-social stereotypes and 

Richardson's narrow moral declarations—to allow a serious 

account of the possible confrontations between the 

conscientious self and the authority that Mr. B. represents, 

an authority that is not a matter of simple political or 

legal power, but of the intangible customary relations 

between masters and servants, elders and juniors, rich and 

poor, men and women. And, as I argued in Chapter l, an 

understanding of character and context is fundamental. 

Pamela's lingering at Mr. B.'s Bedfordshire estate means 

little to readers who don't take into account her youthful 

7See Margaret Anne Doody, A Natural Passion. A Study 
Of the Novels of Samuel Richardson (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1974) and "Saying 'No,' Saying 'Yes': The Novels of Samuel 
Richardson, The First English Novelists; Essays in 
Understanding. Ed. J. M. Armistead (Knoxville: University 
of Tennessee Press, 1975) 67-108; Kinkead-Weekes, Samuel 
Richardson. Dramatic Novelist (New York: Cornell UP, 1973). 
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insecurity, her fear of legal prosecution, her anxiety to 

preserve the esteem of her fellow servants, and her 

affection (tinged, it is clear, by her assumptions about 

class) for Mr. B. 

I suggested in the first chapter that Richardson's 

ability to create psychologically individuated characters 

imposes important qualifications on any discussion of the 

politics of Pamela. As Carol Kay has recently argued, 

Richardson's Humean interest in the power of opinion and 

unspoken rules (as opposed to political and legal sanctions) 

to regulate moral conduct precluded a specifically 

political, let alone revolutionary, agenda. And yet, in 

its emphasis on spiritual egalitarianism and the primacy of 

conscience, the first half of the original novel has widely 
o. 

been seen as politically progressive. The novel's 

Carol Kay, Political Constructions. Defoe, 
Richardson, and Sterne in Relation to Hobbes. Hume, and 
Burke (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1988) 139. 

9In Origins of the English Novel. 1600-1740 (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins UP, 1987) 357-381, Michael Mckeon argues that 
Pamela presents a conflict between progressive and 
aristocratic versions of events in which, with some 
qualifications, Pamela's progressive version triumphs. For 
another progressive reading, see Nancy Armstrong, Desire and 
Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press) 96-134. With the exception of 
Armstrong, critics interested in the sexual politics of the 
novel, especially as reflected in Pamela's effusive 
gratitude towards her husband, emphasize the novel's 
conservative, even reactionary, emphasis on the husband's 
authority within marriage. See, for instance, Kristina 
Straub, "Reconstructing the Gaze: Voyeurism in Richardson's 
Pamela." studies in Eighteenth-Centurv Culture. Vol. 18. 
Eds. John W. Yolton and Leslie Ellen Brown (East Lansing, 
Mich.: Colleagues, 1988) 419-431. 
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progressive tendencies appear most strikingly where 

characters attest to the inadequacy of their assumptions 

about aristocratic honour to make sense of the particulars 

of social experience, as in Mr. B.'s growing recognition of 

Pamela's fundamental dignity: 

I am awaken'd to see more Worthiness in you [says Mr. 
B.] than I ever saw in any Lady in the World. All the 
servants, from the highest to the lowest, doat on you, 
instead of envying you; and look upon you in so 
superior a Light, as speaks what you ought to be. (83) 

And, conversely, in Pamela's rueful observation about the 

bad influences on her employer: 

Sure the World must be near an End! for all the 
Gentlemen about are as bad as he almost, as far as I 
can hear!—And see the Fruits of such bad Examples: 
There is 'Squire Martin in the grove, has had three 
Lyings-in, it seems, in his House, in three Months 
past, one by himself; and one by his Coachman; and one 
by his Woodman; and yet he has turn'd none of them 
away. Indeed, how can he, when they but follow his own 
vile Example. There is he, and two or three more such 
as he, within ten miles of us; who keep Company and 
hunt with our fine Master, truly; and I suppose he's 
never the better for their Examples. (72-73) 

If such utterances seem strident, in their defining contexts 

they are usually convincing because they attest to the 

pressures of the moment. When he is angry, Mr. B. speaks of 

Pamela much less delicately; when Pamela is not immediately 

threatened, she can admire Mr. B.'s qualities as a landlord 

and an employer. Nevertheless, it is passages like these, 

arising from the immediate pressures of the plot, that give 

Pamela its revolutionary flavour, and one might forgive 

Richardson's original readers who assumed that the novel was 

a leveller's treatise. 
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The strident egalitarian pleas are all but absent from 

Pamela II. largely because there are so few incidents that 

demand of the conscientious self the extreme self-reliance 

that Pamela displays in the original novel. As a result, 

Richardson's continuation often displays a conservative 

torpor. Eaves and Kimpel observe that Pamela II "is open to 

no attacks on the ground of social radicalism," and Terry 

Castle argues that Richardson's "covert ideological project" 

in the sequel is to "refute once and for all complaints 

against his fiction's revolutionary message." And in a 

recent article, Betty Schellenberg contends that 

Richardson's sequel "expressly formalizes an exemplary model 

of social authority as an alternative to the fictional 

structure patterned upon opposition between the individual 

and the group." To be sure, everywhere in the sequel 

there are signs that Richardson fears having established a 

new model for the socially ambitious. In reply to sir Jacob 

Swynford's question, "what will become of degree or 

distinction, if this practice of gentlemen marrying their 

mothers' waiting-maids...should come into vogue?" (169), Mr. 

Eaves and Kimpel 152. Terry Castle, Masquerade and 
Civilization: The Carnivalesgue in Eighteenth-Centurv 
English Culture and Fiction (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1986) 
137. For the argument that Pamela II is a response to 
Shamela in particular, see Owen Jenkins, "Richardson's 
Pamela and Fielding's 'Vile Forgeries,'" Philological 
Quarterly 44 (1965): 200-210. 

11 Betty A. Schellenberg, "Enclosing the Immovable: 
Structuring Social Authority in Pamela." Eighteenth-Century 
fiction 4 (1991) 28. 



97 

B., apparently speaking for Richardson, recites a 

bewildering list of qualifications for a second Pamela. 

Pamela herself frets about the social presumption of Polly 

Barlow and the scandal that would ensue should Polly either 

marry Jackey or be seduced by him. Pamela's last word on 

the subject of hypergamy is especially telling: "I don't 

mean that [gentlemen] should take raw, uncouth, unbred, 

lowly girls, as I was, from the cottage, and, destroying all 

distinction, make such their wives" (414). Although 

throughout the sequel Pamela remains a model of virtue, and 

as such has a redemptive function among the gentry who have 

fallen short of the demands of their rank, clearly no one, 

least of all Pamela herself, wishes a proliferation of 

master-servant marriages. 

But even if Richardson defends the original novel 

against charges of political subversion, it does not follow 

that he simply revokes his claims about the implications of 

social subordination. For one thing, Pamela II does not 

amount to the exercise in forgetfulness about Pamela's 

origins that is sometimes claimed.1 Amidst all the dreary 

See, in particular, Castle, 139-144. Castle argues 
that, by having everybody appear to forget Pamela's 
background and by having Lady Davers self-consciously refer 
to Pamela as sister, Richardson undertakes a project of 
disguising Pamela's past. Both Christopher Flint, "The 
Anxiety of Affluence: Family and Class (Dis)order in 
Pamela: or, Virtue Rewarded," Studies in English Literature 
29 (1989) 489-514 and James Cruise, "Pamela and the Commerce 
of Authority," Journal of English and Germanic Philology 87 
(1988) 342-358 extend the project of forgetfulness back to 
the moment of Pamela's marriage. All three arguments ignore 
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compliments and coy self-effacement by which Mr. B.'s circle 

preserves social harmony, there is, I think, a sustained 

effort on Richardson's part to reiterate the original 

novel's critique of hereditary honour. This effort takes 

form in a series of episodes in which Richardson subverts 

conventional social distinctions in ways that ought to have 

been clear to moderately perceptive contemporary readers. 

One such episode—Mr. B.'s dalliance with the unnamed 

Countess Dowager—has been explored in its carnivalesque 

richness by Terry Castle; another—Sir Jacob Swynford's 

visit, which Castle dismisses as an "ideological slip"— 

pointedly reaffirms Richardson's original political critique.13 

Pamela's references to her past and her parents' 
indebtedness to Mr. B. as well as her continued 
correspondence with her parents (whom Richardson might, had 
he wished, have killed off well before the conclusion of 
Pamela II). Moreover, I don't think that Castle 
sufficiently considers either the extent to which good 
manners would require Lady Davers to acknowledge Pamela as a 
sister and preclude polite company from repeatedly drawing 
attention to Pamela's origins. My point is that details 
which are usually marshalled to show that Pamela acts as a 
social upstart who seeks to escape from her past have more 
to do with superficial social codes than with Richardson's 
deep ideological anxieties. 

Castle 144. Here in particular I diverge from 
Castle's argument that Richardson clumsily abandons Pamela's 
past. After quoting the Countess of C.'s remark that Pamela 
possesses "born dignity—born discretion—Education cannot 
give it" (136), Castle contends, "A primitive hermeneutics 
operates: since Pamela displays certain conventional tokens 
of high birth, the relatives exclaim that she must be 
highborn. By some fluke of Providence, we are invited to 
believe, her gentility has simply been hidden, and now it 
translucently reveals itself" (142, italics added). The 
countess certainly propagates a "primitive hermeneutics," 
but the novel doesn't: Castle's suggestion that Richardson 
buys into the belief in innate class characteristics ignores 

i 
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In a letter to Polly Darnford, Pamela reports that 

while she has been out visiting "four poor sick families" 

(156), Mr. iJ.'s uncle, Sir Jacob Swynford, arrives to 

protest her marriage. From the moment of his arrival, Sir 

Jacob comports himself rudely, snubbing Lady Davers and 

prompting her to remark, with an hauteur familiar from the 

first novel, "A surly brute he always was! My. uncle! He's 

more of an ostler than a gentleman" (156). Then, in a 

refreshing moment of pique, Pamela offers the following 

description of her relation: 

He is about sixty-five years of age, a coarse, strong, 
big-boned man, with large irregular features; he has a 
haughty supercilious look, a swaggering gait, and a 
person not at all bespeaking one's favour of in behalf 
of his mind; and his mind, as you shall hear by and 
bye, not clearing up those prepossessions in his 
disfavour, with which his person and features at first 
strike one. His voice is big and surly; his eyes 
little and fiery; his mouth large, with yellow and 
blackish teeth, what are left of them being broken off 
to a tolerable regular height, looked as if they were 
ground down to his gums, by constant use. But with all 
these imperfections, he has an air that sets him 
somewhat above the mere vulgar, and makes one think 
half of his disadvantages rather owing to his own 
haughty humour, than to nature; for he seems to be a 
perfect tyrant at first sight, a man used to prescribe, 
and not to be prescribed to; and has the advantage of a 
shrewd penetrating look, but which seems rather 
acquired than natural. (157) 

The sketch is reminiscent of Pamela's descriptions of Jewkes 

and Colbrand. The style is a little more elevated than in 

the inadequacy of the countess's formulation to make sense 
of the essential vulgarity of Sir Jacob, Jackey, Mr. B.'s 
sporting companions, and Sir Simon Darnford. It also fails, 
I think, to take into account the sequel's emphasis on the 
efficacy of education (in particular, in Pamela's 
disquisition on Locke) and example in reforming manners. 
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the earlier descriptions: "prepossessions" and 

"supercilious" seem new to Pamela, as does the attempt to 

balance unflattering detail with euphemistic generalization. 

But it retains the vigor of the early sketches, and there is 

a familiar tendency to caricature in Pamela's description of 

Sir Jacob's simultaneous resemblance to a bear and a boar. 

The description, in short, doas seem distinctly Pamela's, 

but it comes from a Pamela who is? decidedly aiore self-

assured (and admittedly less interesting) than the unmarried 

Pamela of Part I. 

Despite the disclaimer that half Sir Jacob's 

objectionable qualities are acquired rather than innate, 

Pamela's description of the baronet attacks a stereotype of 

genteel birth. Conventional descriptions of the well-born, 

like those of Tom Jones and Joseph Andrews, emphasize 

harmony of proportion combined with distinguishing moral or 

temperamental qualities. But Pamela's sketch describes a 

decidedly ungainly man—he is "coarse, strong, big-boned" 

and, as Lady Davers suggests, best suited for labour—whose 

main temperamental trait is the unsavory imperiousness that 

distinguishes so many other members of the B. family 

(including, as Pamela later hints, Sally Goodwin and little 

Billy). The baronet's vulgarity is equally reflected in his 

voyeuristic delight in "surveying" Pamela "from head to 

foot" (161) and in his robust and sometimes colourful 

speech. Sir Jacob may well pride himself on "a family 
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ancienter than the Conquest" (158), but his conduct supports 

Lady Davers's claim that he has "nothing else to boast of" 

(147). 

In the episodes that follow, Pamela and her friends try 

to teach Sir Jacob a lesson about the nature of social 

distinctions. Mr. B. presents Pamela to the baronet as Lady 

Jenny, the Countess of C.'s daughter. Sir Jacob is 

predictably impressed by Lady Jenny, who, he believes, 

"carrie[s] tokens of her high birth in her face, and whose 

very feature and look show...her to be nobly descended" 

(164). When he is not praising Lady Jenny, he speaks the 

language of Mr. B. from the original novel, peremptorily 

asserting his absolute authority over his servants, and 

accusing Pamela's defenders of "talk[ing] in the language of 

romance" and living in an "enchanted castle" under the 

influence of a "grand enchantress" (160). When he is 

finally disabused, he spends an embarrassed moment or two 

nursing his wounded pride before beginning the obligatory 

encomiums on Pamela. Sir Jacob's conversion is annoyingly 

swift and it is clearly intended to attest to Pamela's 

redemptive power over the gentry, but the episode also 

pointedly reveals the poverty of sir Jacob's assumptions 

about genteel birth. The odd reversal, by whicn the high­

born Sir Jacob's vulgarity is played off against the base-

born Pamela's acquired gentility, economically subverts the 

notion of innate class characteristics and keeps the novel's 
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focus on moral qualities independent of class. Sir Jacob 

seizes the first opportunity to identify Pamela's gentility 

as innate, remarking, "you seem...born to these things" 

(167), but his beliefs are ironically subverted by his own 

bear-like lack of gentility. 

Shortly after he arrives, Sir Jacob mocks Pamela's name 

in a way that unwittingly emphasizes the point about innate 

class characteristics: "A queer sort of name!" he exclaims. 

"I have heard of it somewhere!—Is it a Christian or a Pagan 

name?—Linsey-woolsey—half one, half t'other—like thy 

girl—Ha, ha, ha" (163). (To which, Mr. H., unwittingly 

cumplicitous in Richardson's project, replies, "Let me be 

hang'd if Sir Jacob has not a power of wit.") The 

"somewhere," of course, is Sir Phillip Sidney's Arcadia, a 

book in which the readers (if not always the characters) can 

tell by appearance and speech patterns the difference 

between the genteel and the base born, and where Pamela is 

the name of ?. princess. The invocation of Pamela's literary 

predecessor, especially by a baronet named Swynford who 

thinks he is infatuated with an aristocrat named Jenny and 

whose only admirer is the formidable Jackey H., emphasizes 

the distance between the world of romance, where Sir Jacob's 

assumptions about social distinctions obtain, and the 

mundane world of high life, where genteel birth is no 

guarantee of moral, physical, or temperamental distinction. 
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The treatment of Sir Jacob is only the most spectacular 

of several assaults on the ideology of innate class 

characteristics. At first, "Lord" Jackey's designs on Polly 

Barlow promise an ironic variation on Pamela's story 

designed to underscore the importance of preserving social 

distinctions. (The territory has already been prepared by 

Mr. B.'s disquisition on the qualities necessary for a 

second Pamela.) But when Jackey speaks and writes for 

himself, the affair gains a new dimension, reminding the 

reader that the distinctions separating Jackey from Pamela's 

maid are arbitrary. After Jackey leaves, the reader 

intermittently hears new reports of his imbecility, 

including his vulnerability to every religious charlatan he 

meets on the continent. Toward the end of the novel, the 

simple-minded Jackey, now Lord H., marries imprudently 

(arguably, he does much worse than marry Polly) and 

defiantly writes to his uncle: 

My Lord Davers, 
For iff you will now call me neffew, I have no 

reason to call you unkell; surely you forgett who it 
was you held up your kane to: I have as little reason 
to valew your displeassure, as you have me: for I am, 
God be thanked, a lord and a pere of the realme, as 
well as you; and as to youre nott owneing me, nor your 
brother B. not looking upon me, I care not a farding: 
and, bad as you think I have done, I have marry'd a 
woman of family. Take thatt among you! (433) 

Having suffered the depredations of his wife and her 

friends, Lord H. eventually resorts to having his affairs 

managed by Mr. B. who "saved him from utter ruin, punished 
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his wife's accomplices, and obliged her to accept a separate 

maintenance" (473). 

The cumulative effect of these episodes (and one might 

include with them the treatment of Sir Simon Darnford early 

in the sequel) is to reinforce an important premise of the 

original Pamela. the essential arbitrariness of social 

distinctions. Pamela II certainly does not welcome the loss 

of social categories, but neither does it resort to the 

simple identification of honour and hereditary rank that is 

voiced by Mr. B. in the original novel and Sir Jacob in the 

sequel. Pamela II reiterates the original novel's rejection 

of what McKeon calls "aristocratic ideology" and tentatively 

affirms something like McKeon's "conservative ideology" 

(although even this affirmation tends to make way for the 

progressivism of the original novel the moment Pamela is 

faced with an important moral question, as when she 

considers the prospect of giving up her son in the event of 

a divorce from Mr. B.). These ideological distinctions 

are important, for the absence of an unproblematic social 

authority guaranteed by the innate gentility of the well­

born means that the conditions of the original Pamela are 

always there to be repeated. Even if nothing much happens 

in Pamela II (with the crucial exception of Mr. B.'s 

dalliance with the Countess Dowager), the largely unrealized 

14For aristocratic ideology see McKeon 131-133; for 
connections between aristocratic, progressive and 
conservative ideologies see 154-158 and 205-211. 
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moral centre of Richardson's continuation remains the 

conscientious individual, whose capacity for self-

determination is always potentially at odds with the demands 

of the representatives of social authority. 

II. The Bourgeois Romancing of John Kelly and the Pamelists 

John Kelly's two-volume novel Pamela's Conduct in High 

Life is usually singled out as the best of the Pamelist 

imitations. Nevertheless, when Eaves and Kimpel report that 

Richardson attacked Kelly for Pamela's excessive familiarity 

with Mrs. Jervis and the other servants, they imply that 

Pamela's Conduct in High Life extends the democratic 

tendencies of Pamela further than Richardson liked.15 On 

the surface, their analysis (and, apparently, Richardson's) 

seems just. Kelly's novel attacks the aristocracy in 

conventional ways (the court is full of intrigue; 

aristocratic men, if they can get away with it, will be 

libertines), and Pamela does betray an unusual desire to 

ingratiate herself with her servants. But Kelly's novel 

never really gets a chance to test or even illustrate the 

spiritual egalitarianism of the original Pamela. Not only 

does it depict a household in which no servant fears an 

unjust or even inconvenient command, there are no Polly 

Barlows or Jacob Swynfords to disrupt social harmony, and 

Jackey H. makes only a brief appearance, during which he is 

Eaves and Kimpel 137. 



106 

humbled once and for all. Given the absence of even the 

most trifling opportunities for testing the limits of the 

individual's moral free agency, it may be best to treat the 

novel's egalitarian veneer with a little skepticism. 

Pamela's Conduct in High Life has scarcely begun when 

Kelly reveals a secret that revises the ideology of Pamela's 

story. During a dinner at Sir Simon Andrews' estate, 

Pamela's father unexpectedly reports that he is a descendant 

of his host's great-grandfather, and that Mrs. Andrews has 

descended from the respected Jinks family.16 Both 

families, it seems, can be traced back to the Norman 

Conquest. Many years before, through a series of honorable 

but imprudent business dealings, Mr. Andrews was turned from 

a respectable tradesman into a tenant farmer and, 

eventually, a day-labourer. Andrews didn't tell his 

daughter of her genteel ancestry, for he "fear'd the 

Knowledge of being deriv'd from two such ancient and 

unblemish'd Families as that of Andrews. and that of Jinks, 

might make her vain, and nothing is more contemptible than a 

proud Beggar" (I, 121). From the moment of Mr. Andrews' 

disclosure, Pamela's gentility redefines the moral universe 

of the Pamela story. By raising Pamela's birth and thereby 

shifting the center of value from the virtuous base-born to 

16Pamela's Conduct in High Life. 2 vols (London, 1741), I, 
36. For all the major works of the Pamela vogue, except 
Shamela. I have consulted the facsimile series 
Richardsoniana (New York: Garland, 1974-75). 
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the genteel, Kelly rejects Richardson's critique of 

hereditary honour and begins the process of reaffirming the 

aristocratic beliefs that the original Pamela attacks. 

By raising Pamela's prose style Kelly further distances 

his novel from Richardson's original. Kelly, it seems, was 

not alone in wanting Pamela to write in a more elevated 

manner. According to Eaves and Kimpel, some of Richardson's 

correspondents complained that her style was too low and 

urged him to invest it with more dignity. The complaint 

and Richardson's tendency to revise Pamela's styl2 slightly 

upward18 suggest a widespread cultural pressure to redraft 

Pamela in the heightened style common in conventional 

depictions of high life. That Kelly undertakes this 

elevation of style so wholeheartedly is further evidence of 

his resistance to Richardson's critique of the genteel. 

Kelly's Pamela has a few moments of homely or idiomatic 

prose, but she is far more likely to sound like this: 

The Diversions of [Bath] I may rather call 
Distractions, as they rob me of several Hours which I 
could spend more to my Advantage and Inclination among 
Bocks. I am unpolite enough to prefer the old Sages of 
Antiquity, in their Calves-skin Jackets, to all the 
gay, stuttering, dancing, thoughtless Tribe of 
Pleasure-Hunters. who crowd this Place.... What 
Satisfaction can a continual Hurry, Ceremony, Dress, 
Visits, and Play, afford! Methinks this constant Round 
of Pleasure, as 'tis term'd, should grow insipid if not 

Eaves and Kimpel 122. 

18See T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, "Richardson's 
Revisions of Pamela." Studies in Bibliography 20 (1967) 61-
88. 
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nauseous by Repetition. Indeed I am heartily tired of 
it. (II, 182) 

No wonder the author of The Life of Pamela (1741) reported 

that it was a common observation that Richardson's original 

letters "seem to have been wrote by a Girl," whereas Kelly's 

continuation reads like the production of a "Man of Sense 

and Learning." The heightening of the stylistic register 

(and it extends to Mr. and Mrs. Andrews' speech and letters) 

is, of course, necessary to make the Andrews family 

unambiguously genteel. But Kelly's approach to style has 

regrettable consequences for the inner life of his 

characters, because their high-life banter presents itself 

in a bland stylistic homogeneity that robs them of their 

distinctness. What is lost is Richardson's particularizing 

realism and all that it suggests about the importance of the 

individual's response to experience; what is gained is of 

more dubious value, a model of stylistic decorum based 

almost wholly on the rank of the speaker. 

The moral order implied by Pamela's new-found gentility 

is confirmed by interpolated tales featuring such staples of 

romance as hidden births and dramatic revelations of 

gentility. In one such story, Susan Darnford writes of 

seeing a footman who possessed "one of the genteelest 

Figures we had seen" (II, 141). The high birth that the 

footman's appearance suggests is immediately confirmed by 

Pamela in High Life; or. Virtue Rewarded (London, 1741) 416. 
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his manner, and Sir Simon Darnford predictably remarks, "the 

Man was certainly some Nobleman's Bastard, his Behaviour and 

Mien spoke good Blood in him" (II, 141). His polished 

conversation, proficiency in music, and fluency in the 

continental languages could only be the effects of a genteel 

education, but it is his appearance—his "fine Face and 

Shape" (II, 141)—that alerts the reader to his hidden rank. 

Days later the footman marries his employer, who is 

suggestively named Miss Dives, and appears in his true 

person as Mr. Stanmore of Horsegate Meadow, a man of fortune 

and family. Susan Darnford's tale, in which the first 

evidence of a man's high birth is his appearance, reaffirms 

Kelly's premise that beauty and virtue are inextricably 

linked with genteel ancestry. The echoes of a belief in 

hereditary honour that are almost drowned out by the 

strident egalitarian pleas of the original Pamela—that 

Pamela appears "better descended" than the other servants 

and that Miss Godwin is the "genteelest shaped" of the 

little girls —and are carefully muted in Pamela II 

resonate in ways that attest to Kelly's assumptions about 

natural hierarchy and innate class characteristics. 

Pamela's Conduct in High Life extends the association 

of hereditary rank with innate physical, temperamental, and 

moral traits to servants who pose a threat to the blood-

integrity of the gentry. When a sketch of Mr. Barnwell 

20Pamela 59, 372. 


