NANCY ARMSTRONG

The Fiction of Bourgeois Morality and the Paradox
of Individualism

Edward Waverley is a misfit. In this respect, he harks back to Robinson Cru-
soe and anticipates any number of later protagonists who cannot inhabit the
social position into which they have been born. What else allows Elizabeth
Bennet, Pip, Jane Eyre, Maggie Tulliver, Michael Henchard, Dorian Gray,
and Stephen Dedalus to represent the claims of unacknowledged individual-
ity in general, if not the fact that they are first and foremost something more
than the consequently obsolete place assigned them? Literary history has in-
deed smiled on fiction that sets a protagonist in opposition to the prevailing
field of social possibilities in a relationship that achieves synthesis when two
conditions are met: (1) the protagonist acquires a position commensurate
with his or her worth, and (2) the entire field of possible human identities
changes to provide such a place for that individual. To be a novel, the sheer
preponderance of examples suggest, a narrative must strive to produce this
outcome, no matter how difficult that may turn out to be. As a result, we
tend to recognize a narrative as a novel when it evaluates both a protagonist
and the field of possibilities in which he or she acquires a social identity on
the basis of whether they further or frustrate such a synthesis. This standard
and its disciplinary rhetoric are what we generally mean by the term bowur-
geois morality.

Contrary to prevailing critical opinion, bourgeois morality is not a value
in and of itself so much as a way of reading, assessing, and revising existing
categories of identity and whatever cultural apparatus may authorize
them—often the novel itself. From this perspective, bourgeois morality can-
not possibly draw its tremendous and enduring authority from institutional
religion, the Bible, or even Judeo-Christian ethics in the most general sense.
Bourgeois morality appears to emanate from the very core of an individual,
as that individual confronts established systems of value and finds them
lacking. Often suspicious of pleasure, unconcerned with profit, and heedless
of life’s little necessities, bourgeois morality appears to be the assertion of
pure individuality.! In fact, however, bourgeois morality adds something to

! Leonard Tennenhouse and I argue this point in “A Mind for Passion: Locke and Hutcheson
on Desire,” in Politics and the Passions, 1500-1850, ed. Daniela Coli, Victoria Kahn, and Neil
Saccamano (forthcoming, Princeton University Press). In his chapter “Of Power,” in A#n Essay
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that 'individual which entitles him or her to a social position affording grati-
fication sugerior to mere economic rank. In the process, bourgeois morality
alsc? au.thonz&s as humane and good any social order that affords individuals
their rightful places. I cannot call this supplement material in any familiar
sense of the term. But I will nevertheless insist that bourgeois morality in-
flects the material wealth of a modern nation and its ruling elite just as pow-
erfully as the elements of birth and rank inflected the early-modern nation
and an old aristocracy. We can consequently think of bourgeois morality as
our own distinctive brand of magical thinking and the novel as the most ef-
fective means of disseminating it. Let me explain why.

Wh@wer we refer to a society of individuals, we unwittingly pose a con-
tradiction in terms. As the inheritors of liberal Western culture, how else do
we define someone’s individuality if not by virtue of his or her deviation from
some social role, norm, or stereotype? How else, on the other hand, does civil
society ensure the right of any one individual to express that individuality
if not by limiting all individuals’ right to self-expression? The premise is
that one individual cannot fully realize his or her individuality except by
encroaching on another’s ability to do so. To cherish individuality is conse-
quently to agree that certain constraints be placed on it. This paradox trans-
lates rather easily into the situation confronting the protagonists of our most
enduring works of English fiction. In order to be good members of society,
r.ho‘se protagonists must fit in; they must observe the same rules observed b);
their fellow citizens. At the same time, in order to represent the claims of un-
expressed individualism, those protagonists must give expression to asocial
desires, which they can do only by bending the rules that define their given
places in society. They are clearly misfits. The novel takes it upon itself to
solve this contradiction by creating fantastic situations in which one can be-
come a good member of society precisely by risking exclusion from it.

The novel resolves the inherent conflict between individual interests and
those of the collective in one of two ways. The social order might expand
grow more flexible, and acquire heterogeneity, as it incorporates excludeci

Ct.mceming Human Understanding, Locke contends that from our sensations of pleasure and pain
arise our notions of good and evil, and reason prompts us to prefer the good. But Lockean reason
as Frances Hutcheson observed, does not explain why men subordinate their immediate desires u;
the greater good. To behave in this way, he argues, humans must have a internal moral sense. Even
before reason goes to work ordering our sensations, Hutcheson declares, our desires “are fixed for
us by the Author of our Nature, subservient to the interest of the system; so that each individual is
made, previously to his own choice, a member of a great Body, and affected with the fortunes of the
whole” (An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue [(London, 1734; reprint,
Charlottesville, Va., 19861, 65). B
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elements of the individual. Alternatively, the protagonist might grow deeper,
more complex, and internally conflicted, as he or she incorporates the
norms of the culture and subordinates his or her antisocial impulses to
them.? In the first instance, society becomes more flexible and inclusive as it
incorporates and sublates the excesses of individualism. In the second in-
stance, the novel produces an antithetical effect; we end up with a morally
constraining social order and with individuals who have sublimated, ex-
hausted, or otherwise personally come to terms with their own worst desires
in ways that make them seem mature and more interesting individuals. Such
individuals have incorporated the contradiction between a morally author-
ized individualism and a morally authorized normalcy. Many a novel demon-
strates the formal compatibility of these ideologically incompatible resolu-
tions. Jane Austen’s heroines especially do so; they not only come to regret
acts of irreverence toward the finely gradated social hierarchy in which they
live but also marry into higher positions than their money and upbringing
warrant. This essay will examine the formal strategies of British fiction that
sought to reproduce the social contract out of the most unlikely materials. I
will be especially attentive to changes in the dialectical operations of the so-
cial contract that allowed both individualism and the British fiction that re-
produced it to endure from the eighteenth century to the present day.
Franco Moretti has argued that the literary market did not distribute
novels to readerships according to nation: “between 1750 and 1850 the con-
sequence of centralization is that in most European countries the majority of
novels are, quite simply, foreign books. Hungarian, Italian, French and En-
glish novels become models to be imitated.” During the nineteenth century,

? Etjenne Balibar, Subjection and Subjectivation, in Supposing the Subject, ed. Joan Copjec
(London, 1994). Balibar offers perhaps the most concise description of the problematic in terms of
which I will be reading British fiction and abstracting the cultural logic that we call “bourgeois
morality.” This logic begins and always returns to the double meaning of subject. As subject in the
“neutral, impersonal notion of a subjectum” the term refers to “an individual substance or
substratum for properties, but we also translate as subject the personal notion of a subjectus: a po-
litical and juridical term, which refers to subjection or submission, i.e., the fact that . . . a human
person is subjected to the more or less absolute, more or less legitimate authority of a superiot
power” (8). At some point roughly coinciding with the wars of national independence, in Balibar’s
account, these two meanings came into contradiction: “the humanity of man is identified not with a
given or an essence, but with a practice and a task: the task of self-emancipation from every
domination and subjection” through some kind of collective effort or reform. This political
redefinition of the individual had an ethical corollary: “the value of human agency arises from the
fact that no one can be liberated or emancipated by others, although no one can liberate himself
without others” (12); emphasis in original.

3 Franco Moretti, Atlas of the European Novel, 1800-1900 (London, 1998), 187; emphasis in
original.
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Moretti observes, the English book market could be distinguished from that
of every other nation, as English publishers continued to distribute English
novels internationally, With domestic sales, however, these same English
booksellers grew increasingly Anglocentric. As a result, the English novel of-
fers a privileged field in which to observe how, over the span of three cen-
turies, individual resistance to birth and wealth regenerates the moral au-
thority of the modern middle class. T am especially interested in identifying
the formal strategies by which that class continued to authorize itself in this
manner once industrial capitalism had displaced an agrarian economy. In-
deed, by 1851 we find Queen Victoria herself not only opening the Crystal
Palace Exhibition in London to celebrate new developments in science, in-
dustry, and trade, but also publicly observing many of the same practices
that characterized households well beneath hers in station. Finally, T will ex-
plore the basis on which modernism and contemporary fiction drew author-
ity from their opposition to a morality that they accused of stifling artistic
originality and debasing alternative cultural practices.

Morality and Social Resistance

To embark on a genealogy of bourgeois morality as it informs and is pro-
duced by the novel, let me start with a well-known example of the cultural
logic T will be tracking. Perhaps no other passage from British fiction reveals
just how social resistance generates moral authority and succeeds in turning
the tables on established wealth and position better than this scene from
Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre. Here the young Jane contests the authority of
her aunt to subordinate her in the traditional family hierarchy:

“Go out of the room: return to the nursery,” was her [Aunt Reed’s] man-
date. My look or something else must have struck her as offensive, for she
spoke with extreme, though suppressed, irritation. I got up, I went to the
door; I came back again: I walked to the window, across the room, then close
up to her.

Speak I must: T had been trodden on severely and sust turn: but how?
What strength had I to dart retaliation at my antagonist? I gathered my ener-
gies and launched them in this blunt sentence: —

“I'am not deceitful: if I were, I should say I loved you; but I declare I do
not love you: I dislike you the worst of anybody in the world. . . .

- .. Shaking from head to foot, thrilled with ungovernable excitement,
I continued: —
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“I am glad you are no relation of mind: I will never call you aunt again as
long as I live. I will never come to see you when I am grown up; and if any one
asks me how I like you, and how you treated me, I will say the very thought of
you makes me sick, and that you treated me with miserable cruelty.”

“How dare you affirm that, Jane Eyre?”

“How dare I, Mrs, Reed? How dare I? Because it is the truth. .. .”

Ere I had finished this reply, my soul began to expand, to exult, with the
strangest sense of freedom, of triumph, I ever felt. It seemed as if an invisible
bond had burst, and that I had struggled out into unhoped-for liberty. Not
without cause was this sentiment: Mrs. Reed looked frightened: her work had
slipped from her knee; she was lifting up her hands, rocking herself to and
fro, and even twisting her face as if she would cry.™

Why on earth would a hapless orphan risk the relative comfort of a country
estate by this outrageous display of ingratitude toward her benefactor?
More to the point, why would a middle-class readership allow her to con-
demn that benefactor as a tyrant, given that the novel offers absolutely no
one there on the spot who can identify Jane as the voice of moral authority?
To answer these questions, we must read this episode as a model of the
dialectical redefinition of social positioning carried out by the novel as a
whole. Let us assume that a fictional individual who speaks on bchalfl of all
those who have been unfairly held back or kept down by an unjust social or-
der mobilizes a distinctively modern form of authority. Bronté mfikes §uch
authority appear to come from within her heroine alone and manifest itself
in her verbal aggression. “Speak I must” simultaneously performs a speech
act and endows such an act with a power capable of overthrowing ?e.r ad-
versary. Mrs. Reed has made a classificatory mistake so basic to ]an.c s 1de:n-
tity that Jane would cease to be herself were she not to de_fy that rr.n.sclasmf'i-
cation. Mrs. Reed has placed Jane outside the family and in opposition to it.
Jane begins to return to her place in the nursery, a gesture that would have
confirmed that she is not a full-fledged member of the household, but some-
thing prevents her from doing so. She “turns” to claim a place as a speaker
on the same level as her aunt and surrogate parent, whom she d‘eﬁ.nes as her
“antagonist.” Performing, we might say, as the figure of .anfithesrs itself, Jane
poses the question, “What strength had I to dart retahatllon at my antago-
nist?” She promptly answers thus: “I gathered my energies and launched
them in this blunt sentence” (italics mine). This answer to the question

* Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre (1847; Oxford, 1998), 37-38. Subsequent references are to this
edition and have been included in the text.
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“What strength had 12" overtly transforms the conflict between antagonists
from the dynamic interaction of hereditary owner and dependent into a war
of words. In the linguistic battle, Jane’s very position as outsider gives her
r..he daunting power of interrogation, the power, that is, to question tradi-
tional forms of domination and pass “sentence” on them.

Jane responds to her aunt’s traditional imperative with an explosion of

what appears to be self-expression. I stress the fact that the power of resis-
tance only “appears” to come from Jane herself, because a deus ex machina is
as much at work in this narrative as in those of premodern cultures. Modern
readers tend to forget that Jane is the putative author as well as the outspoken
protagonist of the narrative, and that she performs her act of self-assertion in
protest of her cousin’s having deprived her of the coveted book, Bewick’s His-
tory of British Birds. If the act of turning against her benefactor subtly asserts
th.e power of words over property, then the novel’s representation of that act
still more subtly asserts the power of the written word over the speech of this
rebellious girl. Conspicuously lacking in natural charms and feminine accom-
plishments though she may be, Jane is sublimely literate. It is in this capacity
alone that she can serve as the measure of measures against which the values
maintaining class position are themselves evaluated. On Jane’s ability to read
those who occupy positions above and below her for the discrepancies be-
tween their outward and social behavior and their inward and individual
qualities of mind depends her ability to occupy the social position from which
she can convincingly author her own history. At the same time, her ability to
rewrite social distinctions with a righteousness that strikes fear in the heart of
her social superior is what momentarily levels the playing field on which they
do battle, creating an opportunity for Jane to move forward historically. The
same aunt who unjustly banishes Jane to the nursery at the beginning of the
passage consequently cowers before her by the end, and Jane is packed off
to Lowood School in the aftermath of this auf hebung at the microlevel of
the narrative. Through repeated instances of this move, the novel simultane-
ously moralizes the practices of everyday life and grants material force to the
verbal outbursts that tailor those practices to the individual’s needs,

To the degree that a specific brand of literacy gives Jane the authority to
tell the story of herself as a self-generated individual, the declaration, “Speak
I must,” cannot of course be said to come from Jane herself. Indeed, the
product of this speech act is another self independent of the very institu;ions
responsible for nurturing and educating her. As Jane declares, “ere I had fin-
ished this reply, my soul began to expand, to exult, with the strangest sense of
freedom, of triumph, I ever felt” (38). In that speaking out indicates how
much there is that cannot be contained by the role Jane is supposed to play,
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the novel is, as Gayatri Spivak contends, a soul-making apparatus capable of

endowing whole categories of individuals with sensibilities that make them

into unique companions for the reader.’ Assuming that Jane Eyre’s verbal be-
havior is one and the same as that of the novel, then the novel also acquires its

moral authority as it pits the force of writing against what it considers the

more substantial and enduring authority of family and class. By 1848, the

economic and social practices of the novel’s readership had succeeded in dis-

placing those of a landed aristocracy. In view of the fact that their culture was

the dominant culture, under what conditions, one must ask, could middle-

class readers approve of Bronté’s obstreperous heroine? Bourgeois morality

had apparently become so firmly affixed to political resistance that the bond
did not come unglued even after the modern middle-class came into power.
To understand how resistance could garner moral authority and yet affirm
rather than threaten the status quo, we must understand how morality and
political resistance came to be read as interchangeable in the first place.

Contractual Morality

If Daniel Defoe can be called the first novelist and exponent of possessive in-
dividualism, it is chiefly because Robinson Crusoe inadvertently defined resis-
tance as the necessary expression of certain qualities of mind, especially the
tendency to be no less critical of oneself than of others, qualities worthy of
written expression. I will not dwell on the self-criticism Crusoe turns on him-
self when he disobeys his father, comes to doubt the traditional Christian
God, and so reasons his way into complete self-sufficiency. For purposes of
this essay, I am far more interested in a form of authority that emerges when
Crusoe discovers other men on his island. To coexist with other people, he
must hold them to the same code of conduct that he brings to bear on him-
self, one that increasingly acknowledges its philosophical debt and narrative
logic to theories of the social contract. According to John Locke’s Second
Treatise of Government, an individual does not step into his father’s position
but earns his citizenship as he comes to understand the law.® To understand

5 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Three Women's Texts and a Critique of Imperalism,” in “Race,”
Writing, and Difference, ed. Henry Louis Gates Jr. (Chicago, 1985), 262-80.

6 John Locke, Two Treatises of Govermment, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge, 1988). When the
son’s “understanding be fit to take the Government of his Will,” according to Locke, father and
son “are equally Subjects of the same Law together, without any Dominion left in the Father over
the Life, Liberty, or Estate of his Son” (2.59.26-30).
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middling ranks, he cannot feel at home in England. Such are the wages of
his success, that Crusoe ceases to be an admirably resistant hero.

Sexual Morality

In becoming a self-governing subject, Crusoe gains control over a self en-
dangered by external forces, which he conquers, along with his fear, by
means of observation, information gathering, and classification, precisely the
faculties associated with Enlightenment rationality. Moll Flanders and Rox-
ana work as industriously as Crusoe. Rather than rely on the products of la-
bor whose steady flow can be ensured by reason, Crusoe’s female counter-
parts trade in sexual labor. Yet they become who they are by a process
instructively analogous to Crusoe’s. When they gain control of their labor,
they also gain control over their sexuality and, with it, the power to trade up
to social positions of respectability. Where early-modern cultures would
have it be their fathers’, brothers’, guardians’, or owners’ prerogative to
trade them, Moll and Roxana trade themselves to men. In so doing, they not
only acquire the autonomy of a modern individual but also put a name and a
face on the irrationality that drives Crusoe to leave his father and a succes-
sion of employers. That is to say, in becoming mistress of her sexuality, the
female picaro acquires modern sexuality, which is the specific form of irra-
tionality that cannot be governed by reason. Only morality can govern sex-
ual desire and make it serve the logic of the social contract. In entering the
social contract, the individual agrees to exchange some disruptive form of
sexual desire for what might be called reproductive desire, the will to repro-
duce him- or herself as a nuclear family. In other words, the protagonist
must violate the prevailing rules of kinship that gives the father sole right to
exchange his daughter in order that the daughter might establish new rules
of kinship. According to these new rules, each and every individual finds the
only individual capable of transforming desire into bourgeois love, the one
expression of sexual desire compatible with bourgeois morality,

In this respect, Mol! Flanders and Roxana make a special contribution to
the cultural logic that I am calling bourgeois morality. Robinson Crusoe’s
story suggests that before he can constitute something approximating the
ideal society, the citizen-subject must be reconstituted from the ground up.,
He must be able to express himself through the acquisition of property, but
he must also curtail that same acquisitive impulse and share his island with
other acquisitive individuals. In assuming the position of governor, Crusoe
appears to have done exactly that. Similarly, we might say, Moll and Roxana
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assume positions within respectable society from which they survey and
evaluate their former behavior, positions therefore indicative of their capac-
ity for self-government. Judging by the critical response to these novels,
however, one has to ask if Defoe did in fact allow his female protagonists to
become full-fledged individuals whose stories consequently helped to imag-
ine a new ruling class. Too many readers conclude that, to the contrary, his
female protagonists succeed in a way that simply serves to expose the preda-
tory nature of prevailing social relations. Rather than encourage his readers
to condemn female protagonists who fornicate their way into respectable
circles, Defoe made very sure that any moral disapproval we might direct at
them would redound to the greater discredit of their social superiors.

The man who coerces sexual favors from a woman without agreeing to
assume her father’s role is flying in the face of the contract between the
householder and his dependents, which had long served as a metaphor for
the ideal contractual state. In place of anything resembling a Christian soul,
Locke, for example, substituted the rational ethic of the social contract. In
partnership with his wife, each householder ideally reproduced his own un-
derstanding of and respect for the law in each of his offspring.” The individ-
ual reared in such a household would respect other households, just as they
respected each and every member of their own, because such reverence for
the autonomy of others was necessary to the preservation and prosperity of
each. To coerce sexual favors either from a commoner like Moll or from one
who has fallen in social position, as has Roxana, would be to invert this prin-
ciple. Indeed, we find the corruption of the old society increasing incremen-
tally as Defoe’s heroines ascend the ladder of power and expose those on
top who routinely corrupt those economically beneath them. But even those
who can excuse Moll and Roxana on grounds that their seducers were the
ones to overturn the social contract find it difficult to accept Moll’s lack of
remorse for inadvertently marrying her own brother and all but impossible
to forgive Roxana for conspiring to murder her daughter. That Roxana in
particular affords special access to the history of bourgeois morality is clear
from the very start.

Despite her final words of repentance, this heroine repeatedly crosses
the line distinguishing the exploited dependent from the licentious parent

7 John Locke, Second Treatise of Government. To dispute any God-given right over one’s
children, Locke contends that “the Power, then, that Parents have over their Children, arises from
that Duty which is incumbent on them, to take care of their Off-spring, during the imperfect state
of Childhood. To inform the Mind, and govern the Actions of their yet ignorant Nonage, till
Reason shall take its place” (2.58.105).
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366 Tuemes, FIGUREs

contrary, indicated an accretion to the self of individual rights. The Enlight-
enment individual was a rights-bearing subject, even if she were a woman
whose only claim to such rights rested on the largesse of the man whom she
m:arried. During the decades following the French Revolution, however, En-
glish fiction launched a critique of the very individualism that earlier ﬁétion
had brought to life and disseminated in popular narrative form. Those nov-
els for which we remember the first three decades of the nineteenth century
beg.ar.l to question what Defoe and Richardson represented as the wholly
positive exchange of aggression toward persons and property for individual
rights and the sanctity of private property. Nineteenth-century intellectuals
infused the irrational animosity of the savage with new value as they identi-
fied that animosity, on the one hand, with the tribal loyalty and honor code
of the old aristocracy and, on the other, with the aggression that Darwin
identified as the trace of our natural origin.

Victorian fiction transformed modern humankind’s lack of this savage el-
ement into a loss of the primal individuality that connected individuals both
o a heroic past and to their own competitive nature. Under these condi-
tions, to enter into the contractual relationship that gained them member-
ship in a modern social order, individuals had to renounce what was most
essential to their individuality. This is no less true of Anne Elliot’s quiet re-
fusal of Captain Wentworth in Austen’s Persuasion and Waverley’s involun-
tary renunciation of Flora Mac-Ivor in Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley, than it is
of Jane Eyre’s empassioned rejection of a bigamous marriage to Rochester.
In a.lI.three cases, moreover, the kinship rules that nineteenth-century pro-
tagonists must obey at the peril of their very existence always collides with
an alternative morality based on fidelity to one’s own desire. By no coinci-
_dence, this turn against individualism on the part of bourgeois morality dur-
ing the thirty-year period between Austen and Bronté coincides with the rise
to hegemony of the novel and of the class whose interests that genre consis-
tently served.

One can observe the unsteady shift from emergent to dominant in nov-
els that hyperbolically extend individuality in order to mark the limits past
which one cannot expand and still remain a member of the community,
Thus, for all their differences in gender, ideology, national affiliation anci
preferred fictional genre, both Walter Scott and Mary Shelley objec’tiﬁed
Enlightenment individualism in ways that simultaneously gave it heroic
form and drained away the desire with which earlier literature had infused
it. That both Scott and Shelley had a serious problem representing
individualism—its lack and its excess, respectively—stems from the fact
that the medium in which they worked had given popular form to an earlier
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belief that the nation should be the vehicle for individualism and vice versa.
The eighteenth-century novel was simply not made to reverse the cul-
turewide ideological gears that morally compelled any and all individuals to
achieve what fulfillment they could within the limits of the prevailing social
order. Such fiction can be credited for giving palpable form to vast territo-
ries within the individual that could not exist within the given social cate-
gories. By the same token, we have to blame nineteenth-century fiction for
turning those exclusions into spectacular excesses of individuality that stood
in the way of a stable and internally coherent community. In order to turn
this important literary corner, romantic-era novelists came up with protago-
nists who embrace a large-scale cultural contradiction (as demonstrated by
the English and Scottish sides of Waverley, for example, or by Franken-
stein’s attempt to be both scientist and family man). Together, authors so dif-
ferent as Scott and Shelley set a future course for British fiction that turned
the novel itself against the very expressions of individualism likely to bring
about a more inclusive social order. Both authors focused on the revolution-
ary energy that had infused morality into the community capable of opening
to include new forms of individualism. Both, however, focused on such
larger-than-life figures as Fergus and the monster with something like affec-
tion, only to denounce these figures for secking self-fulfillment at the ex-
pense of the entire community.

Scott and Shelley had very different readerships in mind when they set
their respective protagonists on the road to excess and potential exclusion.
Scott has Waverley carry his English identity into the Scottish Lowlands in
order to formulate an imaginary Britishness that could include both England
and Scotland, but Scott also lets us know that such sleight of hand can work
only if Highland culture is eliminated. Shelley, on the other hand, has her
protagonist set out to exceed the limits of the human itself, allowing the
reader to imagine a transnational republic capable of representing virtually
any individual. In the resolution to Waverley we encounter a community that
simultaneously expands to embrace modern Britishness and contracts to
exclude what were the prevailing Scottish kinship systems. In apparent con-
trast, Shelley’s novel transforms a pan-European community from an organi-
cally integrated whole to one made of many hostile parts that can be made to
cohere only by some extraordinary act of violence. Both authors initially
seem to push the individual beyond the limits of collective identity in order
to expand the social contract beyond the limits of a nation, class, or race and
include members of an outside group selected to challenge those boundaries.
Waverley and Frankenstein open the floodgates of inclusion, however, only
to establish irreducible differences between cultural material that can be
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376 Tuemes, FIGuges

and utterly socialized though he may seem within the Belgian context, ulti-
mately fulfills the same purpose as Bertha Mason. Accordingly, he dies an
equally contrived death on the voyage back from overseeing his investments
in the colonies. The novel’s ending (. . . leave sunny imaginations hope. Let
it be theirs to conceive the delight of joy born again fresh out of great terror,
the rapture of escape from peril, the wondrous reprieve from dread, the
frujtion of return. Let them picture union and a happy succeeding life.”)?!
demonstrates that M. Paul must be exorcised from the classroom before
Lucy can assume a place of authority within it.

To understand what Victorian culture did to bourgeois morality, then, it
is necessary to dissociate that culture from simple-minded prudery and read
these figures symptomatically. The appearance of the outsider who must be
kept out in order for the protagonist to assume a place within the social or-
der marks a major historical shift from a culture where individual identity is
based on similarity (that is, “I am me, because I am like you in some essen-
tial way”) to one in which identity is based on difference (that is, “I am like
you to the extent that neither of us is that other thing”). This shift amounts
to a shift from positive to negative identity. Where eighteenth-century pro-
tagonists become who they truly are by virtue of their difference from some
assigned social position, not so with nineteenth-century protagonists. They
become who they are by conquering difference and filling a rather ordinary
but utterly respectable position. To do so, all those Janes and Pips must
make very sure to resist their most individual impulses and drives, which are
invariably criminal rather than progressive or regenerative. Yet individualis-
tic desire is every bit as much the central player in these high Victorian dra-
mas of contractual affiliation as it is in the work of Defoe and Richardson.
From Fagin and Bertha to Dracula and Dorian, Victorian fiction is known
for its criminals, madmen, prostitutes, profligate spenders, predacious chil-
dren, and sexual perverts—and for good reason. These figures are as central
to the later nineteenth century as Mr. Darcy was to Austen’s moment, be-
cause it is in relation to them that all other behavioral options in the novel
earn their respective degrees of moral value. Not only of similar magnitude
to Darcy but also in polar opposition to him, these figures personify what an
individual cannot become and still belong to the community of readers. On
the emergence, consolidation, and excorporation of traits composing the
negative category of being, or symptom, in Victorian fiction depends a deci-
sively negative redefinition of bourgeois morality as well.

2 Charlotte Bronté, Villette (1853; New York, 1979), 596.

arMsTRONG The Fiction of Bourgeois Morality 377

I have used Jane Eyre to demonstrate how such fiction gives its protago-
nists the critical stance of the outsider so that they might claim the moral
center by virtue of their difference from people whose nature confines them
to the periphery. But what happens to the other side of the contractual
model, or imagined community, when it incorporates individuals on the ba-
sis of their negative identity? William Booth’s In Darkest England and the
Way Out enjoins the viewer to follow sinners as they ascend from the hell of
poverty and crime through redemptive labor to a relatively blessed life as
citizens who can enjoy the fruits of their hard-won prosperity.?? What is
most significant about this modern version of medieval iconography, how-
ever, is that it does not depict the progress of a soul from one station to an-
other but a flow of population. As Booth routes it, moreover, this flow does
not in fact ascend from a lower to a more elevated moral station. He locates
the center of his chart in the center of the metropolis, where—heedless of
natural geography—there stands a stately lighthouse radiating beams of
light and surrounded by a corona of cumulus clouds representing various
institutions of social reform. Here members of the poor and criminal popu-
lation linger until they acquire the twin faculties of work and self-
government. Representing members of Booth’s Salvation Army, figures in
red coats direct the flow of indigent humanity up from the slough of deprav-
ity and out to the sea coast, where they are shipped off to the colonies.
Rather than have them scale the ladder of Christian salvation, in other
words, Booth transforms that hierarchical structure into a map that, in a
manner more like Bentham’s prison, redistributes the population of En-
gland into a normative metropolitan core and deviant colonial periphery.

In offering this map, Booth simply repeats in bold outline the fantasy of
imperial nationhood implicit in every novel, journalistic account of Great
Britain’s colonial exploits, popular photograph, and government policy pub-
lished over a period of some fifty years. This, for example, is how Jane Eyre
represents the transformation of Rochester’s estate, once a haven for the
mad, profligate, illegitimate, and racially tainted, into the moral core of a re-
generated middle-class England: “My Edward and 1, then, are happy: and
the more so, because those we love are happy likewise. Diana and Mary
Rivers are both married: alternately, once every year, they come to see us,
and we go to see them. Diana’s husband is a captain in the navy: a gallant
officer, and a good man. Mary’s is a clergyman: a college friend of her
brother’s; and, from his attainments and principles, worthy of the connex-
ion. Both Captain Fitzjames and Mr. Wharton love their wives, and are

22 William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (1890; Montclair, N.J., 1975).
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sees light on the desert’s edge which broadens and strikes the iron-black
figure . .., and with legions of men prostrate behind him he, the giant
mourner, receives for one moment on his face the whole.??

This passage produces an unbridgeable discrepancy between the individ-
ual’s true desires and fears and the socially permissible forms of self-
expression. The difference between the world that Septimus sees (his dead
comrade in arms, Evans) and the world that observes him (Woolf identifies
Peter Walsh as the man in the gray suit) is only an extreme instance, the
novel insists, of a more general discrepancy between individuals and the so-
cial positions they must occupy, whether soldier, psychiatrist, socialite, wife
daughter, or parliamentarian. ,

D. H. Lawrence identifies bourgeois morality as the force that keeps such
individuals in line. To free the reader from what he regards as a harmfully re-
pressive brand of morality, Lawrence offers sexually explicit love scenes.
This passage from Lady Chatterley’s Lover strives to undo the sexual con-
tract authorized by Jane Eyre, as Lawrence has his adulterous lovers trans-

late a potentially pornographic engagement into a sophisticated parody of
high romance:

“It suddenly came to me. You are the Knight of the Burning Pestle.”
“Ay! And you? Are you the Lady of the Red-Hot Mortar?”

“Yes!” she said. “Yes! You're Sir Pestle and I'm Lady Mortar.”

“All right, then I'm knighted. John Thomas is Sir John, to your Lady

Jane.”

“Yes! John Thomas is knighted! I'm my-lady-maidenhair, and you must
have flowers too. Yes!”

“She threaded two pink campions in the bush of red-gold hair above his
penis.

“There!” she said. “Charming! Charming! Sir John!"2

Neither pornography nor romance, this passage synthesizes the two by means
of language that simultaneously locates Victorian romance in the sexual

organs and places potentially obscene material within a category reserved
strictly for art.

. # Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway (1925; New York, 1953), 105-6. Subsequent references are to
this edition and have been included in the text.
#D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1932; New York, 1959), 172. Subsequent
references are to this edition and have been included in the text.
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In both novels, a desirous woman serves as the figure of sexuality itself
and the rallying point for the modernist recuperation of those elements of
humanity sacrificed in the effort to chain men and women to labor and
property, respectively. This figure returns in the modernist novel to exert an
uncanny power—familiar but utterly other—that harks back to Roxana’s
daughter? Indeed, the case of the daughter who would not go away, despite
every attempt to elude, cajole, bribe, threaten, and even murder her, antici-
pates the form of repression that fiction itself had to undergo in order to be-
come “the novel” and vehicle of bourgeois morality. Not since Richardson’s
Clarissa made readers prefer a woman'’s death to her sexual dishonor did the
British novel allow its illustrious string of protagonists to accept a sexual in-
vitation without suffering punishment greatly in excess to the crime. The
spectacular deaths of Clarissa, Catherine Earnshaw, Lady Dedlock, Maggie
Tulliver, Tess, and Lucy Westenra are just a few examples of the discursive
behavior that turned the desirous woman into the symptom of bourgeois
morality. By repeating this move, novelists ensured that bourgeois morality
achieved ideological coherence and continuity in relation to her. The indi-
vidual became a member of respectable society in terms of this negative
standard by harnessing her sexual desire to the single-minded purpose of re-
producing the nuclear family so that it might ensure the gendered division
of labor and social relations under capitalism. When, however, this figure
emerges in modernist fiction, she is hardly the same. This is especially true
of Mrs. Dalloway, where the fact of desire only shows itself in radically dis-
placed forms. The reanimated specters of her unfulfilled relationships with
Peter Walsh and Sally Seaton haunt Clarissa’s party and influence the dy-
namic of the evening more powerfully than the individuals themselves.

Molly Bloom and Clarissa Dalloway appear to come from different social
universes and live according to contrary moral standards, but fiction em-
powers them to reorganize modern urban life in curiously similar ways.
Each serves as the center of an interpersonal flow, where submerged cur-
rents of desire meet and discharge their energy in various forms of
intercourse—at once sexual and verbal—to revitalize a society enervated by

2 Iny The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca, N.Y., 1981), Fredric
Jameson urges criticism to abandon “a purely individual, or merely psychological, project of
salvation” so that we might “explore the multiple paths that lead to the unmasking of cultural
obijects as socially symbolic acts” (20). My borrowing of the “return of the repressed” from
Freudian vocabulary engages Jameson’s notion of the political unconscious and, specifically, the
strategies by which the novel entered into a mutually authorizing relationship with bourgeois
morality that compelled many different novelists over a considerable period of time first to degrade,
debase, and abject and then to resurrect and idealize a figure of female desire.
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mass communication. To become the repository of authentic human nature
in a world given over to the frenzied production, reproduction, and ex-
cha.nge of mere signs, the deidealized figure of female sexuality undergoes a
curious transformation, Molly Bloom, Clarissa Dalloway, Ursula Brangwen,
and many others recombine certain features of Bertha Mason, the woman
whom Charlotte Bronté reduced to a beast in Jane Eyre, with those of Helen
Burns, Bertha’s disembodied spiritual counterpart. The cultural logic com-
pelling this synthesis becomes especially apparent in Jean Rhys’s revision of
Bronté’s narrative.

In Wide Sargasso Sea, we encounter Bertha as Antoinette, the daughter of
creole plantation owners traded to Rochester in a purely economic ex-
change. By giving Antoinette the name of her mother, Bertha, Rochester
transformed her yearning for him into the debased sexuality of a racially
tainted woman. In Rhys’s account, this act of classification says more about
the Englishman than the woman whom he degraded. His gesture dramatizes
European fear of the island’s natural beauty and this creole woman’s strange
affinity with it. “I hated the sunsets of whatever colour,” he confesses, “I
hated its beauty and its magic and the secret I would never know. I hated its
indifference and the cruelty which was part of its loveliness. Above all. I
hated her. For she belonged to the magic and the loveliness.”? As she r,e-
veals what Rochester repressed in renaming his creole wife, Rhys endows
Bertha with the fullness of being that Bronté had reserved for Jane alone.
That fullness identifies the limits of Rochester’s classification system and
demonstrates the lethal consequences of subjecting sexual desire to bour-
geois morality. It is in these terms that the servant Christophine accuses
Rochester of destroying her mistress: “She is Creole girl, and she have the
sun in her. Tell the truth now. She don’t come to your house in this place En-
gland they tell me about, she don’t come to your beautiful house to beg you
to marry her. No, it’s you come all the long way to her house—it’s you beg
her to marry. And she love you and she give you all she have. Now you say
you don’t love her and your break her up. What you do with her money,
eh?” (158). ,

Bronté endeavors to show that a man like Rochester would in fact prefer
the plain but constrained English girl over far more sensual women. Rhys
demonstrates that desire for the likes of Jane served as his means of dis-
avowing a far more authentic desire for the natural beauty and unrestrained

; f"]ean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (1966; New York, 1982), 172. Subsequent references are to this
edition and have been included in the text.
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sexuality associated with the colonies: “She had left me thirsty and all my life
would be thirst and longing for what I had lost before I found it.” Terrified of
going native, Rhys’s Rochester has to debase the object of his desire: “I saw
the hate go out of her eyes. I forced it out. And with the hate her beauty. She
was only a ghost. A ghost in the grey daylight” (170). Rochester rejects Bertha
as subhuman, because he believes nothing so beautiful can be moral. Is this
act of aggression an act in defense of individualism? Modernism says no.
Modernism accedes to the Victorian opposition between aesthetics and
morality in order to come down decisively on the side of art and argue for
those elements of humanity that Victorian fiction had sacrificed on the altar
of bourgeois morality. In accepting the opposition of aesthetics and morality,
however, modernism also detaches art from politics. Let morality amass and
regulate various elements of society as it must, modernism seems to say; we
men of imagination, misfits all, will suggest alternative ways of organizing
that world and deriving pleasure from it. The desirous woman, like the mad-
man, pervert, and child, affords us the means of doing so. As a result, there
is, for modernism, no final synthesis of the kind that readers came to expect
in such novels as Jane Eyre and Middlemarch. Instead, modernist novels ac-
company every gesture toward the mutual infusion of self and society with
some discursive sign of an essential lack. The conclusion of Mrs. Dalloway
might offer the reader a sense of plentitude and wholeness achieved—
“What is it that fills me with extraordinary excitement? It is Clarissa, he
said. For there she was” (296)—had such presence not already been defined
as a lack of presence. Clarissa was never really there, as we learn early in the
novel: “She began to go slowly upstairs, with her hand on the bannisters, as
if she had left a party, where now this friend now that had flashed back her
face, her voice . . . There was an emptiness about the heart of life; an attic
room” (45). The ending of Lady Chatterley’s Lover is perhaps too heavy-
handed in making the point that social existence requires repeated acts of
self-annihilation. A continent apart, the lovers await Constance’s divorce,
and Mellors writes: “In the end he [Sir Clifford Chatterley] will want to
spew you out as the abominable thing . . . a great deal of us is together, and
we can abide by it and steer our courses to meet soon. John Thomas says
good-night to lady Jane, a little droopingly, but with a hopeful heart” (283).
For all its criticism of the shallow materialism endorsed by Victorian real-
ism, the modernist novel never opens up a category for the fully realized and
integrated individual within the existing social order.
Indeed, modernism consigns the potentially synthesizing desires of
Molly, Constance, Ursula, or Antoinette to a domain outside and apart from
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the material world. Given this remove from social history, any reimagining
of the social order can never amount to more than just that—imaginings that
would have to be received as dream, hallucination, or art. To blur the dis-
tinctions between the psychic and the real so that desire overrides the reality
principle indicates that we are under the spell of either primitive thinking or
some long-repressed, infantile wish. Fiction, according to Freud, is espe-
cially good at producing uncanny effects.”” What makes the unmistakable
difference between Victorian depictions of the so-called buried life and
modernist versions of the same phenomenon is not the fact that the re-
pressed inevitably returns so much as the form it takes when it does so. Dur-
ing the eighteenth century, the desirous woman exposed the threat of exces-
sive individualism to a nation imagined as an aggregate of self-governing
individuals; she was intrepid, witty, honest, and insincerely repentant. The
Victorians turned bourgeois morality to the task of debasing and abjecting
her; she grew inarticulate, disgusting, often mortally ill, and always repen-
tant. The examples I have offered from modernist novels tell us that the par-
adox of individualism intensified after the modern middle classes came into
power. But with the advent of modernism, lo and behold, precisely what had
been debased and cast out emerged in all innocence, exotic, fresh, archaic,
familiar, strange, and able to work her invigorating magic within a tightly
limited domain.

The Class That Is Not One

It is difficult to imagine a definition of the English middle class that does not
include a reference to a morality that reproduced the nuclear family and
preserved social relations under capitalism. This morality was a sexual
morality. It decreed that each and every individual was inhabited by his or
her own worst enemy in the form of desires that did not lead straight to
monogamously heterosexual love. Individualism would certainly energize
the community, provided those expressions of individualism respected the

# Sigmund Freud, “The ‘Uncanny' " (1919) in Studies in Parapsychology (New York, 1963),
19-62. A contemporary of Woolf, Lawrence, and Joyce, Freud obviously thinks of the uncanny in
terms of the modernist aesthetic: “In the main we adopt an unvarying passive attitude towards
experience and are acted upon by our physical environment. But the story-teller has a peculiarly
directive influence over us; by means of the states of mind into which he can put us and the
expectations he can rouse in us, he is able to guide the current of our emotions, dam it up in one
direction and make it flow in another” (58).
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person and property of others. But individualism would just as surely de-
stroy the community, if individual desire ran roughshod over the social con-
tract. Nothing threatened the formation of the nuclear family more than a
desirous woman, who was therefore such an act of violence waiting to hap-
pen. Always on the lookout for precisely this threat, bourgeois morality pro-
vided the means of subduing wayward desires and turning them to the ap-
propriate reproductive ends. In this respect, ironically, nothing ensures the
reproduction of the nuclear family more than a desirous woman. Mod-
ernism constituted its antagonist as a monolithic and exclusively empowered
majority—an extension of the tyrannical majority that made John Stuart Mill
flee from the public sphere of political debate into autobiographical writing
and poetry. To do so, novelists imagined society from the viewpoint of those
excluded from the moral core—women, children, homosexuals, the Irish, or
working-class people. In order to write art-quality novels, these novelists not
only introduced libidinal disruptions often verging on pornography into the
linear narrative of Victorian fiction but also lived bohemian lives that broke
the most important rules of heterosexual monogamy. By fashioning lives in
opposition to bourgeois morality, however, those intellectuals and artists
who took their example from the early-twentieth-century avant-garde did
not challenge the norms of Victorian fiction so much as give those norms a
social tangibility that they may otherwise have lacked for twentieth-century
readers.

I have allowed the term bourgeois to wind through this essay with very lit-
tle interrogation. For this very reason, I want to conclude by asking if there
ever were in fact a class of people with an ethos so unified, so focused on
controlling female sexuality, as three centuries of British fiction has made
the modern middle class out to be. The novels I have discussed indeed in-
dicate that by virtue of its negative definition, bourgeois morality achieved
durability over the span of time and despite changing national cultures.
That is to say, these novels proliferated examples of what the Lawrentian
protagonist Mellors called “the abominable thing,” a woman inhabited by
masculine desire. The prevalence of such a negative definition should be an
indication, I would propose, that we are not being offered the kind of self-
definition that comes from within the group in question and circulates
among its members. If canonical fiction did in fact represent middle-class
life, practices, values, limitations, desires, and hopes for the future from
within and for that group, then that fiction would, I believe, be far less con-
cerned with relaxing the boundaries around that group and making its inter-
nal categories seem capable of accommodating diverse individuals. As I have
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already suggested at several points in this essay, the modernist critique of
bourgeois morality does not so much overthrow as perpetuate the cultural
logic played out in the fiction of Defoe. To authorize themselves as novelists
and spokespeople for heretofore excluded aspects of the individual, these
novelists set themselves outside and at odds with a ruling class at once lax
and rigid and ever in need of supplementation from those just below or pe-
ripheral to that class in social position. From this perspective, modernist au-
thenticity, originality, and redemptive desire can be regarded as appropria-
tions of the function of bourgeois morality itself.

Rita Felski helps this argument by debunking the literary historical ten-
dency to conceptualize modern social history as an opposition between, on
one hand, a Bakhtinian working class that was ribald, licentious, given over
to the body, and extremely irreverent of boundaries, and on the other, a rul-
ing class that was contrastingly puritanical, industrious, and frugal.® The
modern middle class indeed included and still includes more than one class
position, all of which are extremely fluid and lack sharp cultural definition.
According to this way of thinking, someone in Samuel Richardson’s position
would have to be particularly concerned with respectability precisely be-
cause his toehold on that virtue was not particularly secure. As a member of
the petit bourgeoisie, he probably saw the attribution of compulsive moral-
ity to his social superiors as a way of denying his inferior rank. Such overly
vigorous moralizing was an expression of shame specific to a class unique
for lacking a positive self-definition. If authors and readers not quite so
solidly in the middle class were responsible for attributing bourgeois moral-
ity to those just above them, then those novelists who turned against bour-
geois morality during the nineteenth and twentieth century were probably
more middle class than they would have us believe. In keeping with the tra-
dition inaugurated by the very group it denigrated, modernist fiction repre-
sented bourgeois morality from a peripheral position in relation to those
who exemplified that class ethos. Modernism, according to Pierre Bourdieu,

# Rita Felski, “Nothing to Declare: Identity, Shame, and the Lower Middle Class,” PMLA
115.1 (2000): 33—45. British fiction in turn supports Felski's claim that “opposing a repressed and
repressive bourgeoisie to an unruly, pleasure-driven working class leaves little room for exploring
the various class fractions that fall outside this opposition. The lower middle class is one such
amalgam of symbolic practices, structures of feeling, and forms of life.” She characterizes this class
as feeling “itself to be culturally superior to the working class . . ., while lacking the cultural capital
and the earning power of the professional-managerial class” (35). Felski suggests, in other words,
that the peculiar status of the petit bourgeoisie prompted them to constitute the middle class in
terms with which they could, as marginal members, identify themselves.

ARMSTRONG The Fiction of Boutgeois Morality 387

characteristically seized, not on the upper middle class, but on the petit
bourgeoisie as the object of its critique.?®

The point in thus stressing the negative definition of the modern middle
class is twofold. First, to put it simply, the neither-nor character of the
novel’s definition of the class whose interests it serves strongly suggests that
that class is largely held together by fiction and s, in all probability, largely a
fiction itself, in much the same way that so-called normal individuals are.
Anyone who must insist on his or her normalcy probably is not normal, I
would contend, while those of us who would never claim to be so probably
are. Second, in rethinking the British novel as a delivery system for bour-
geois morality, one cannot help but notice how faithful British fiction re-
mains to the cultural logic that first brought this kind of narrative into being
and proclaimed it “the novel.” So long as it thinks of whom it represents in
relation to bourgeois morality, the novel remains true to its original mission,
which was to open a space within the field of social positions for previously
unacknowledged forms of individualism. This principle holds true from
Defoe to Bronté, from Dickens to Woolf, and from James Joyce to Angela
Carter and Salman Rushdie. Furthermore, the rhetoric of progressive inclu-
sion proves a miraculously effective strategy for ensuring that things remain
exactly the same. Indeed, the novel invariably marks the contours of any
new social classification system as science fiction or gothic romance and usu-
ally a nightmare at that. As successive waves of immigration entered Great
Britain and tried to fit in, the novel acknowledged the presence of various
subcultures as a subterranean flow of ethnic practices that appealed to the
reader’s well-honed touristic sensibility. Indeed, one could easily rewrite the
novel’s relationship to bourgeois morality as the history of the “impurities”
that fiction either assimilated to bourgeois morality or else cast out of its
imagined community.

It would appear that those on the periphery of the class they themselves
defined as united around an obsession with the sexual purity of its women
have paid consistent lip service to bourgeois morality. But those in a periph-
eral relationship to the imaginary middle class were hardly a stable group in
themselves. This group is perhaps more fluid than any other. While the

# In “Nothing to Declare,” Felski draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of “distinction”
(Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, 1984), 327) to contend that
the “division between the lower middle classes and the intelligensia arises from a difference of
styles rather than of objects of consumption. . . . But the fundamental distinctions between these
class groupings,” she continues, “irony versus earnestness, cultural knowledge versus cultural
ignorance—remain constant” (41).
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novel envisioned no thoroughgoing structural transformation once the
middle-class hegemony was in place, a combination of ethnic infusions into
the petit bourgeoisie, on the one hand, and into the intellectual avant-garde
on the other, radically transformed the demographic content of both. As
that content changed, so too changed the ways in which those who occupied
those social categories could express individualities that eluded the gate-
keeper of bourgeois morality. Although the British novel remained ever true
to the cultural logic that brought it into being, we are left with the fact that
it, perhaps more than any other genre, remains ever responsive to historical
change.

A.S. BYATT

The Death of Lucien de Rubempré

“One of the greatest tragedies of my life,” wrote Oscar Wilde, “is the death
of Lucien de Rubempré. It is a grief from which I have never been able com-
pletely to rid myself. It haunts me in my moments of pleasure. I remember it
when I laugh.”! The last phrase might suggest ambivalence. Proust in Contre
Sainte-Beuve is interested in the way Wilde’s “attendrissement” in the days
of his brilliance prefigured his own imprisonment and fall. Proust assumed
that “he felt moved by Lucien’s death, like all readers, by seeing it from
Vautrin’s point of view, which is Balzac’s own.”?

I was surprised when I first read the scene to find tears rising in my eyes,
partly at least because until that moment I had intensely disliked Lucien, in
a way I dislike few fictional characters. Indeed, as Lucien writes his self-
satisfied farewell messages, he remains small-minded, self-regarding, and
distasteful. What is moving is the one moment of selflessness he experiences
as he prepares to hang himself and sees from his window the unexpected
revelation of the “primitive beauty” of the medieval architecture of the
Palais de Justice. “Making his preparations for death, he asked himself how
this marvel could exist, unknown, in Paris.” He sees the colonnade, “slen-
der, young, fresh.” They are unexpected adjectives for architecture, adjec-
tives that would serve just as well to describe a beautiful woman. Seeing the
“demeure de St. Louis” with its Babylonian proportions and its oriental fan-
tasies, Lucien becomes two Luciens—“one Lucien, a poet walking about
under the arches and the turrets of St. Louis, and one Lucien preparing his
suicide.” He moves into the eternal present of art and history; this is the last
we see of him or his consciousness.

! Oscar Wilde, “Intentions,” in The Artist as Critic, ed. Richard Ellmann (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1982), 299, N.B. Wilde used this sentence in several contexts. I have cited the
one I had at hand.

2 4] s'attendrissait sur elle [la mort de Lucien] comme tous les lecteurs, en se plagant au point
de vue de Vautrin, qui est le point de vue de Balzac. . . .” Marcel Proust, “Sainte-Beuve et Balzac,”
in Contre Sainte-Beuve (Paris; Pléiade, 1971), 273n. Throughout, all translations of French
quotations are my own. '

3 “En prenant ses mesures pour mourir, il se demandait comment cette merveille existait
inconnue dans Paris.” “svelte, jeune, fraiche.” “un Lucien poéte en promenade dans le Moyen Age,
sous les arcades et les tourelles de St Louis, et un Lucien apprétant son suicide.” Splendenrs et
miséres des courtisanes (Paris; Bibliothéque de la Pléiade, 1977), 794. All subsequent references to
this text are from this edition.



