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28 JOHNSON

dertaking, then, is a consideration of different tl"aditio‘ns, motivS:s, and
modes of valuation regarding Austen.® While I will begin by tracing the
sexual politics of Austenian valuations and how these get appropriated by
constituencies of different class and sexual positions, I will go on to un-
cover the terms on which Austen’s place in the founding of the disciplined
study of the novel was established. Although my principal aim will be
to illuminate the history of Austenian reception as it sheds light on the
institution of novel studies,” at the same time, by considerin g the phenom-
enon of “Janeiteism,” I also hope to genealogize the perceived queerness
of many of her readers, as this queerness has been played out euphemisti-
cally in (sometimes overlapping) oppositions between macho and “effemi-
nate” standards of masculinity, and between academic and belletristic
models of novel criticism.

To listen to the readers who attacked Sedgwick and Castle, we might
imagine that no one had ever doubted Austen’s normativity before. This
is so far from the case that the wonder is rather that Austen’s normality
itself now appears beyond question to so many. “Is she queer’—Is she
prudish?” (230). So asks the rakish Henry Crawford of Mansfield Park as
he wonders about Austen’s nerdiest heroine, Fanny Price. For some rea-
son, the erotic charm that makes married and unmarried women in that
novel yield to Henry’s desire fails to make a dent on this mousy, inhibited,
and intense girl. Stymied by Fanny’s resistance to his allure, Henry tries
to determine Fanny’s “character” (230). Is something wrong with her (is
she odd, out of sorts, cold, and thus peculiarly resistant to normal hetero-
sexual seduction)? Or is something “wrong” with him (do his multiple
and serial flirtations deserve the censure this unusually, but not abnor-
mally, moral young lady levels against them?)? Fanny decides in favor of
the severity of rectitude, but the novel refuses to settle between propriety
and pathology, and insists on their confusion.

Henry’s reading of Fanny as either queer or prudish describes two tradi-
tions of Austenian reception.® Ever since Archbishop Whately claimed in
1821 that Austen was “evidently a Christian writer,” many readers have
been either pleased or infuriated to find that her novels are given over to
orthodox morality, conservative politics, and strenuous propriety. This
view is hardly the handiwork of the academic right wing, much less of
heterosexist readers. Such are the asymmetries of the sex-gender system
brilliantly elucidated by Judith Butler, among others, that it is not hard
to find critics working within the camps of feminism, deconstruction, and
queer studies who view Austen as Rosenblatt and Kimball might wish.
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D. A. Miller, for example, who has done so much for the study of “gay
fabulation,” reads Austen much as Allla'n BIO(.)m does: \,vhat Bloom adml_rcs
as wholesomely instructive and disciplinary in {\usftcn s style an(.i narrau_vfc
structures, Miller can describe as violently hygienic and correctional. Dif-
ferent valuation: same Austen.!? .

Even though Kimball and Rosenblatt cast themselves as righteous ama-
teurs opposing the lunacy rampant in the ac:aldcmy, the Jane Austen pre-
vailing in the British and American academies today actual!y belongs to
this normative tradition. It is only recently, howcvc.:r, that this Austen be-
came the only widely visible one. Starting in tl_lc mld—nmct_ccnth century,
an antinormative tradition developed. Ever since Mrs. 'Oh}l)lhant praised
the “feminine cynicism” and “quiet jeering” of her fiction, anoth_er set
of readers has been either pleased or infuriated to find that Austen is not
committed to the values of her neighborhood.-or to any valuf':sl qua values
at all, that she is disengaged from dominai}t n}ora‘l and political norms,
particularly as these are underwritten by the institutions of heterosexuality
and marriage. ‘

Because Austen’s heterosexuality was not guaranteed by marriage,
doubts about her sexuality have been played out in di.ffcrcnt hlstor’ljcal
moments as asexuality, as frigidity, and as lesbianism. This “q_uccrncss, ~as
we might now term it, has been used to account forl her fiction fr?m the
get-go. Charlotte Bront€ linked the for_mal perfection of z‘}ustcn B poy
els—her attention to “the surface of the lives of genteel English people”—
to her indifference to “what throbs fast and full, though hidden, what th: _
blood rushes through.”*? Lionel Trilling attributed many rca}dcrs’ f‘f‘era[
hostility to Austen to “man’s panic fear at a ﬁctiopal world in which th-c 7
masculine principle, although represented as adn.nrable anq necessary, is
prescribed and controlled by a female mind.”"* His explanation, how"ex.rcr,
misrepresents such animosity as a conflict between the sexes, when it is a
conflict about sexuality. It is not because she is a woman that D. H. Ls.lw-
rence and Bronté deplore her, but because she is a woman whOSfc fictlo'n
does not reverence the love of virile men. Thus Lawrence decried “this
old maid” for typifying “the sharp knowing in apartness” rather thal"l the

“blood connection” between the sexes; and George Sampson complam'cd,
“In her world there is neither marrying nor giving in marriage, but just
the make-believe mating of dolls. . . . Jane Austen is abnormal . . . because
[her characters] have no sex at all.”**

The history of Austen criticism has often been darkened by the scorn
Austen-haters express for novels in which men and women are more ab-
sorbed in village tittle-tattle than in each other. For this reason, male .
admirers of Austen have had much to endure at the hands of a world thfnt
frowns upon their love. H. W. Garrod’s famous “Jane Austen: A Deprecia-
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40 JOHNSON

suspected that the “Passions™ were (as Bronté put it) “entirely unknown”
to her not because Austen was such a good girl but because in some secret,
perhaps not fully definable, way, she was so bad.

Notes

This essay first appeared in boundary 2 23 (1996) and is reprinted by permission
of Duke University Press. All rights reserved.
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she cannot fail to irritate Emma. Jane’s discretion is a constant frustration
for Emma the newsgatherer and prevents even in possibility the exclusive-
ness that forms friendship out of gossip. Too, Jane Fairfax’s appearance of
“indifference whether she pleased or not” (166) must be painful for
Emma—and not only by contrast—given the slippage between Emma’s
armor-vanity and her superattentiveness (learned at a valetudinarian fa-
ther’s beck) to the signs of peevishness and displeasure, a subtlety that, if
not always accurate in its readings, is yet always on guard.

The plethora of answers to the question of why Emma so dislikes Jane
Fairfax, seemingly an endless supply of justifications for Emma’s feelings,
are recognizable as overdetermination, but—as overdetermination—these
explanations seem to collapse into the undetermined and unaccountable:
Emma’s dislike “so little just” is so excessively justified that explanations
become indistinguishable, and Austen, poet of irrational dislike, ends in
seeming most forcefully to establish that dislike (like its rival, affinity) is
finally an eruption of the arbitrary.

And yet Emma’s refusal of friendship with Jane Fairfax may be less an
intrusion of the arbitrary than the product of the contingent structure
which demands that friendship: “[I]t had been always imagined that they
were to be so intimate” (166); the Highbury community thinks that they
should be friends. The initial statement of Emma’s dislike (“to have to pay
civilities to a person she did not like through three long months!—") is
also a statement of its genesis in obligation (“to be always doing more
than she wished, and less than she ought!” [166]). Emma’s dislike and
withdrawal are her responses to the pressure of an expectation that she and
Jane will be—because they ought to be—intimates. Explaining Emma’s
dislike of Jane, Mr. Knightley reveals that he needs it explained, and, doing
s0, exerts the pressure of his expectation in particular. As a response to
Emma’s statement that Jane is reserved, Mr. Knightley’s “I always told
you she was—a little” (171) shows the cagerness and insistence of his
interest in the project of their friendship (he always told her) as much as
it concedes to Emma the existence of a barrier to that project. And his
pressure is endangering: Mr. Knightley’s account of Emma’s feelings over-
turns them and would (though it does not) teach her to mistrust herself.
If Emma dislikes Jane because she “sees in her,” as he suggests, a “really
accomplished young woman,” then Emma’s plausible dislike of Jane be-
comes implausible (“what’s not to like?”) even as it becomes, implausibly,
a covert admiration of her; Emma’s dislike would be, then, no more than
an indication of her liking.

If Emma dislikes the Jane Fairfax who is “so idolized and so cried up”
(203), it is because she recognizes, quite rightly, that the injunction to
like Jane and to be her friend is an implied correction. And, like the un-
happy and well-behaved classmate wiclded by ill-meaning parents as a
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weapon against their children, Jane Fairfax is made into an imperative
categorically rejectable. If “it is natural to suppose” that Emma and ]an:
«should be intimate” and that they “should have taken to each othcr_
(203), as Emma has learned to believe, t}'lc apparent naturalness of this
supposition rests upon an unplcasant. pru‘fmplc‘ of complcm(‘:ntarlty. If
Openness is enjoined to like Reserve, it is imagined to fmnt it, and tbc
apparent complementarity of the friendship one can see in advance of its
existence (“those two should be friends”) is rcvcalc.d to be a one-sided
supplementarity: the friend urged upon one is pcrc-cwcd as ablf: to com-
plete, to answer, to compensate. If this logic works in reverse—if R'cscrvc
lacks Openness—Openness cannot know this, and it seems impossible to
see the corrective friend’s lack as anything but the recessive form taken by
what is in fact an excess and a compensation for what one bas oneself.

At one moment in the novel, Emma and Jane Fairfax seem to fulfill one
version of the collective fantasy that would impel them toward friendship.
As one another’s escorts into the dining room at Hartfield, “they followed
the other ladies out of the room, arm in arm, with an appearance of good-
will highly becoming to the beauty and grace of each” (298). Arm in
arm, Jane and Emma (a wholeness made by complementarity) are mutually
dependent bodies making an attractive picture, gratification of a desire by
now so familiar as to have become clichéd. If Hartfield—if Mr.
Knightley—would see them together, this is because their friendshi'p, de-
spite the apparent high-mindedness that urges it, would become their per-
sons as much as their world opines that it would become their characters;
the arranged friendship is a public one, on view, and is certain to gratify
only its arranger (the goodwill of Jane and Emma is suspiciously appar-
ent), unless the arranged friends, finding themselves upstairs, also find
something to laugh about there.

“Why do you like Miss Austen so very much?” Students in my Austen
seminar unite in decrying a dislike so little just as Charlotte Bronté’s of
Jane Austen. But, if it is so little justified, Bronté’s dislike is nevertheless
well amplified. Her Austen is “shrewd and observant” (by contrast with
George Sand, who is “sagacious and profound”),” unfeeling (“anything
like warmth or enthusiasm; anything energetic, poignant, heartfelt, is ut-
terly out of place in commending these works” [127]) and proud of it
(“all such demonstration the authoress would have met with a well-bred
sneer” [127-28]); for Bronté, Austen is superficial and pedestrian (“her
business” is “with the human eyes, mouth, hands and feet” [128]), “sensi-
ble” (127) (damned with faint praise), disembodied (“the Passions are
perfectly unknown to her” [128]), heartless (“what the blood rushes
through . . . this Miss Austen ignores” [128]), and dismissable (“she can-
not be great” [127]).
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responses to Austen are most din_:ctly responses to George
es, Wwritten in two rapid letters to h1m' (on 12 January and 1"8
1.848) that follow upon his recommendation of Austen to Brontg,
etters now lost,'’ and upon his extravagant praise of Austen in a Fraser’s
review. A third letter, to William Smith Williams (reader for Jane Eyre’s
publisher Smith and Elc.lc%'), COﬂtinl:ICS Bronté’s comments on Auchn,
triggered this time by Williams’s having sent her three Austen novels in a
parcel of books he had chosen for her.!! The loss of Lewes’s letters means
that their language is unavailable, which makes it possible only to speculate
that as a chiding and guiding Mr. Knightley he fantasizes for Bront#, his
contemporary, a textually articulated friendship with an earlier woman
writer, fantasizes their friendship for himself. But his writings elsewhere
indicate something about how Lewes may have seen Austen, and how he
may have introduced her to Bronté. Commenting in 1847, for example,
on what he believed to be Macaulay’s citation of Austen as a “Prose Shake-
speare,” Lewes domesticates Austen, as he fantasizes for her an embodi-
ment that is appealing and girlish: Shakespeare’s “power of dramatic cre-
ation . . . [and] of constructing and animating character . . . may truly be
said to find a younger sister in Miss Austen.”'? Not Judith, then, but Jane
Austen Shakespeare is Lewes’s elegant corrective to Charlotte Brontg, Jane
Austen Shakespeare who is the really accomplished young woman so idol-
ized by Lewes and so cried up, as accomplished as Emma-Bronté might
have wanted to be thought herself, Lewes’s recommendation, reiterated
as often as Mr. Knightley’s of Jane Fairfax (he always told her, in multiple
letters and in published reviews), introduces Austen as Bronté’s most be-
coming supplement (“One might gather from her works that she was per-
sonally attractive”)"® and thus announces Bronté’s unattractive need: Cur-
rer Bell, he writes a few years after her death, “was utterly without a sense
of humour,”*

Bronté accepts Lewes’s guidance, reading Austen for the first time at
his suggestion, though she rejects his chiding (his defense of Austen, she
writes him, has been “a strange lecture” [127]) by rejecting Austen. But
Bronté’s dislike of the admirable Austen, with its evident disruption of
her complacency, is a dislike Austen herself would recognize. Bronté is
petulant in her questioning (like Austen, yes, but why “so very much?”
[126]), pointed and sarcastic (“have I not questioned the perfection of
your darling?” [127]), and so unguardedly disturbed by the recommend-
er’s suggestion that her disagreement and distress arise, unbidden and
irresistible, to overwhelm even correspondence not addressed to him. Of
the “heresy” of her expressed dislike of Austen, Bronté writes to Williams
but implicitly engages with Lewes: “If I said it to some people (Lewes for
instance) they would directly accuse me of advocating exaggerated hero-
ics, but I am not afraid of your falling into any such vulgar error” (128).
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Flattering Williams, Bronté asks hirp to choose sides l?ut, unable t(‘)‘ con-
tain herself, does so most unflatteringly; recommending Austen, “some
people” will always be ch'vcs. e brict

Like an Emma made mistrustful of her own perceptions—made riefly
to imagine her dislike as liking—B.ronti.é pohccly contcmp.latcs con(;;sf:?frlf
when she writes to Lewes, and feigns interest in rchrmmg herself: :
ever do write another book, I think I will have nothing of what you ca
‘melodrama’; I think so but I am not sure; I think toc‘) I_wﬂl cnfic‘avour. to
follow the counsel which shines out of Miss Austen’s ‘mild cy;::’sls; to ﬁn}s.h
more, and be more subdued’; but neither am I sure of that. .BFontc is
unable to sustain her repudiation of the cxpan.swelvy melodramatic in favor
of a bounded realism, but her emphatic thinking signs her refusal to com-
mit to the concessionary gesture. Bronté’s account of Austen hgs been
most notable for its portrayal of an Austen who has cho.scn containment
in a well-regulated domesticity, and the strength of her rejection of Auste.n
is its dismissal of Bronté’s own small step toward all that wou!d contain
and subdue, all that would make mild. Austcn’s_ world, Austen’s novel, is
«a carefully fenced, highly-cultivated garden, Wth neat bord_crs and deli-
cate flowers,” with “no open country, no fresh air, no b.luc hill, no bonny
beck” (126). In contrasting Austen’s c.onﬁncmc.nt with her own Opin
spaces—with the open country, fresh air, blue hlll-,. and pqnny beck she
would want to claim for her own writing—Bronté spatializes openness
and reserve, and Austen becomes a Jane Fairfax, if Bronté herself is not
quite an Emma. . o .

Bronté’s dislike so little just works itself out vis-a-vis Austen in the way
that some dislikes (but perhaps some likings, too) have a ten'dcncy to do—
through the oppositional casting that \.vill a.lwa..ys dctcr‘mme 'that I am
openness and she reserve.!® This oppositlonal{ty is a way in which ]l?»yro?tc
establishes, accepts, and perpetuates a relation to ]ant.: .Austcn. ?h.c
friendship that is a rivalry is woven of contrasts and conditionals, and it is
always represented as a proposition: if she is this, then I am that.

However obvious it has seemed to readers of Pride and Prejudice that
Charlotte Lucas and Elizabeth Bennet are this and that, the novel makes
clear that it is less obvious to themselves. Charlotte imagines, for cxa.mplc,:,
that—despite Elizabeth’s avowed dislike of Mr. Darcy—<“all her friend’s
dislike would vanish, if she could suppose him to be in her power” (181).
Doing so, Charlotte thinks that, at her core, Elizabeth acts f'rorr.l Char-
lotte’s own prudential account of marriage, in whic}.l a husband is man-
aged (sent gardening, kept out of a parlor) by a wife’s power. For her
part, Elizabeth imagines that—despite Charlotte’s own words—Charlotte
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mitted (made) by Austen to disrupt the governing narrative in refusing—
for herself and for the friendship—to know that the story is not hers.

Readers of Jane Austen have often felt disappointed by her, whether

because of her marital endings or because of her reticences about them,
because she supports a regime of manners and participates in the policing
of bodies, because she seems to like or not to like children, because she is
acerbic in her letters, or because she shocks one “unawares” with levity.
This expressed disappointment is also readable sometimes as a kind of
embarrassment that would deny and disavow her and itself; some sense of
that embarrassed disappointment inheres as well in the strained readings
by which, all Elizabeths here, some of us have tried to repudiate the ways
in which our Austen is not sound by insisting on their impossibility.
Thomas R. Edwards articulates these desires and disappointments as part
of considering “the borderline of life and art,” working with them in a
way that grants friendship’s charming power to Austen while reserving
the power of separation to himself. Acknowledging the powerful fantasy
of blendship, Edwards rejects its bland denegation (its not seeing) of Aus-
ten’s particularity and of the sometimes cutting niceness of her percep-
tions in favor of the relief and recentering wrought by his friendly self-
assertions.

In an essay that appeared in Raritan, Edwards establishes himself asa
reader who is “[e]mbarrassed by Jane Austen,”"” which is to say he under-
stands himself (by his notion of embarrassment) as overtaken or over-
whelmed by her. Edwards’s concept of embarrassment, derived from “a
Low Latin word that simply means ‘a bar’ » (62), is an obstruction or
obstacle, a surrender to something outside the self. Though Edwards’s
embarrassment is not an explicitly somatized notion, embarrassment’s
bodily cognate—blushing—empiricizes the experience he describes of
being in some sense faken in embarrassment, taken with that which em-
barrasses. That is, for Edwards embarrassment by Jane Austen is finally a
kind of charm that oversakes (“the book is not onr book, while reading it
we submit to another mind, whose interests and purposes are not identical
to ours” [79]); embarrassment by Jane Austen is a charm that—as fic-
tion—misleads (“[w]e are asked in some way to credit and care about
untruth, to trust an illusion we have good reason not to trust” [79]) and
that endangers (“[s]uch fiction improves on life as we know it, and the
danger is that it will improve life out of all recognition” [79]), but that—
as the act of charming—is decply relational in nature. The Austen who
embarrasses (and whom one can imagine being embarrassed &y) is impli-
cated in the play of difference and indifference—of possession and separa-
tion—that is friendship, as she is implicated in the traumas and delights
of reading imagined as a blending and an overtaking.
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Much of Edwards’s essay focuses on embarrassment iz Jane Austen,
put, though somewhat dismissive of them ‘(‘momcnts wl1;:r1“riad;4rs] a?ld
characters share embarrassment are handled “more successfully” [ } ); he
is most interesting on those moments whcx} the rcac:lcr -alonc (when 1c
himself) is embarrassed. One such instance is Austen’s disparagement 'u}
Persuasion of Mrs. Musgrove’s grief for her dead sc:‘n; for Aust‘en, thc.gnc
is manifest in “large fat sighings” produced by the unbcc.or_mng conjunc-
tions” of “personal size and mental sorrow” (68). _Ncgogatmg t‘l}-c unset-
tling embarrassments of his response, Edwards flirts with the 11mposm}—1
ble!” that terrorizes Charlottf: (“Perh:aps she means ogly that suc
conjunctions are unbecoming in bf)oks’ [74])', b1.1t this ﬂ1rtat10c?l.slz:cllps
an excuse that lets him flirt more as if he means it w1t!1 another and li clier
reading: “If, however, she thinks that such conjunctions are unbcc?@}gg
anywhere,” he writes, “in life or art, as _hcr sometimes quite heartless ri i-
cule of real people in her letters might suggest, then my (:mb-arrassrm:n‘:t1 is
complete, my freedom as a reader has llnccn mtolera,.bly _abffxdgcd, an hI
don’t know what to say except that I wish she hac%n t said it, or ti}at she
had lived to revise the passage as she reportedly intended to do (7.4).
Edwards’s strong response depends upon a more worl::aday und.crstandl.ng
of embarrassment than he elsewhere articulates. If t.hlS sounds indeed l}kc
reading as an intolerable abridgment of _frccdorfl, it does not sound like
the voluntary surrender that makes reading fiction, as he has suggf:sted,
“structurally an embarrassment” (79). Here, Austen’s effects pcrs?‘nlfy fc:r
Edwards an Austen with whom one might splutter and quarrcl.( I df)n t
know what to say,” I wish you hadn’t said it), the cmbarrass.mg frlfmd
whose behavior induces the briefest fantasy of hcr.d.cath (even if by wish-
ing she had lived) and the contrary-to-fact rewriting of the world that
would most literally rewrite the offense.

If Edwards ends by rejecting both his proffered accounts of cm.bar-
rassment (the moments of embarrassment by Jane Auchn are those times
when “we most fully appreciate that a successful experience of any f%ctlon
is neither a docile submission to its illusion-making powers nor a Iltcra!~
minded rejection of them” [79]), and if he rejects them in favor of alstabl-
lized and balanced account of instability (embarrassed reading experiences
instead are “a difficult and unstable negotiation with thqsc powers, in
which no final resolution of forces can occur” [79-80]), this balancing is
at some cost. Achieving balance, Edwards loses some of the force of his
socialization of reader relations with Jane Austen and some of the power
he has forged in his relation to an embarrassing Jane Austen. If lcmbar—
tassment itself, chez Edwards, means blendship and surrender, mz,kag em-
barrassment into a story makes it mean something else. Edwards’s concep-
tion of Austen as sometimes an embarrassment undcrstand's the story as
his (recenters the narrative on himself), effecting a separation even as it
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