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Abstract 

 Samuel Richardson developed a narrative technique that recreates the epistemological 

and ontological conditions of selfhood theorized by empiricist philosophy; these conditions are 

the complex interplay between interior and exterior states that creates interiority and the 

dynamics of limited perspective. This technique I call formal irony. Locke, Hume, and Smith all 

theorize selves that exist as ontologically separate minds with epistemologically limited 

perceptions; by developing a narrative technique that recreates these conditions, Richardson 

represents characters as separated from others (what I call social irony) and separated from their 

own hearts (internal irony). Richardson considered these conditions problems, however, and each 

of his novels is an attempt to solve them, though these solutions are often made provisional by 

the very conditions they attempt to escape.  

 In chapter 1, I theorize my major terms and begin my investigation of interiority and 

perspective by examining Locke’s theory of language in An Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding. In chapter 2 I read Pamela alongside Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature and 

examine the way Richardson represents character as a function of limited perspective, the way he 

uses disclosure to solve the separations created by interiority, but also the way disclosure is a 

naïve solution, one that does not fully account for the distortions of self. In chapter 3 I read 

Clarissa and examine the way Richardson, now more aware of the complications of interiority 

and perspective, further explores separation by including multiple narrators who use competing 

hermeneutics. Richardson uses typology as a solution to these problems; his typological solution, 

however, though it appears to resolve the separation of self and heart, fails to resolve the 

separation of self and other. In chapter 4 I read Grandison alongside Smith’s A Theory of Moral 

Sentiment and examine the way Richardson uses deliberate acts of imaginative transposition to 
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transcend the limitations of self and solve the separation of self and other; this solution is only 

possible, however, because Richardson re-fashions the self to be less of an individual. 

Richardson, I argue throughout, is an innovator, someone constantly re-examining the problems 

of the self and constantly proposing new solutions. 
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A Note About The Texts 

 All citations to Pamela refer to the 2001 Oxford edition, based on Richardson’s 1740-41 

first-edition text and edited by Thomas Keymer and Alice Wakeley. All citations to Clarissa 

refer to the 1990 eight-volume AMS Press facsimile re-print of Richardson’s 1751 third edition, 

edited by Florian Stuber; citations to the 2004 Penguin edition, based on Richardson’s 1748 first-

edition text and edited by Angus Ross, are also included. Because Richardson significantly  

expanded and revised the third edition, some of the material I use here is not present in the 

Penguin edition or appears in a different form; in cases where no first-edition quotation exists, 

only the AMS citation is provided. All citations to Sir Charles Grandison refer to the 1972 three-

volume Oxford edition, based on Richardson’s 1753-54 first-edition text and edited by Jocelyn 

Harris. Citations to Richardson’s correspondence refer to John Carroll’s 1964 edition of Selected 

Letters. Citations to Clarissa and Grandison are given according to volume and page number. 

 All citations to Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding refer to the 1975 

Clarendon edition, edited by Peter H. Nidditch. All citations to Hume’s A Treatise of Human 

Nature refer to the two-volume 2007 Clarendon edition, edited by David Fate Norton and Mary 

J. Norton. All citations to Smith’s A Theory of Moral Sentiments refer to the LibertyClassics 

reprint of the 1967 Glasgow edition, edited by D.D. Raphael and A.L. MacFie. All citations to 

my philosophical primary texts are given (where applicable) according to standard book, chapter, 

section, paragraph format; page numbers are also provided.   

 

 



Krahn 1 

 

Introduction: Problems and Solutions 

 

 

 The term formal irony is my attempt to define the particular quality and effects of Samuel 

Richardson’s narrative technique. Richardson was not the first to write epistolary fiction; he was 

not the first, and was certainly not the last, to explore the possibilities inherent in the first-person 

perspective. By fully committing to writing in character, however, he put unprecedented pressure 

on the form, and delivered, over the course of his career, one of the most rigorous and sustained 

investigations of limited perspective that the Western Canon has produced. Richardson took 

seriously his characters’ “to the moment” writing situation; he did not simply use the first-person 

as a means or a manner of writing a story; the first-person perspective is the story—the problems 

and paradoxes of interiority, the limitations and distortions of perception, the collisions between 

multiple and competing first-person consciousnesses, the complications and the violence these 

collisions produce: these are the things that Richardson writes about, and these are only available 

because of his narrative technique.  

 Formal irony is built upon a set of ironic textual practices or narrative techniques that 

recreate the gaps and fissures that open up when the self is imagined or represented as unique 

and particular, as divided between an interior and exterior aspect, as limited by its own 

perceptions, and as compromised by the conscious (and just as often unconscious) distortions of 

desire and self-interest. These practices and techniques are, by themselves, not especially new; 

they are familiar to most students of literature. In common narratological terms, they are the 

first-person voice, the limited perspective, and the unreliable narrator. Though these techniques 
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are familiar enough, what Richardson does with them—the pressure he puts on them, the 

conflicts he generates with them, the textual worlds that he creates from them—is remarkable 

and was unprecedented. If limited and unreliable first-person narrators are now familiar to us, it 

is partly because Richardson demonstrates what can be done with them. 

 Richardson wrote epistolary fiction. By its very nature, the letter immediately opens up 

and suggests the technical features of formal irony. A letter is written by a first-person letter-

writer; a letter-writer, however, since she is a unique and particular individual, writes from a 

certain unique perspective, a perspective that is limited to what she knows and made unreliable 

by her conscious or unconscious desires and motives. The interior, that elusive hidden aspect of 

the letter-writer that cannot be perceived by others, is expressed in the letter, or is at least often 

purported to be expressed by it; words are the “body and dress of thought” (3.332; 543), as 

Clarissa says; the letter appears to mediate the interior and the exterior. But the interior can be 

unknown even to the letter-writer. Pamela can be in love with B and not know she is, and that 

love can creep into her writing. A letter is also written in a specific situation and at a specific 

time, and it refers to a highly specific moment; situations often change rapidly, however, and one 

moment may produce a very different letter than the next moment, and the letter-writer may 

appear to be an entirely different personality from letter to letter.  

 A letter is also written to someone, however, and a letter-writer is always involved in 

matters of self-presentation, in appearing to the recipient in a certain way, and these efforts at 

self-presentation are often most potent, and most vulnerable, when the presentation is largely 

unconscious, when the letter-writer is not aware that she is attempting to manipulate how others 

perceive her. But since a letter is written to someone who reads it, it is also always involved not 

only in the problems of writing but in also in the problems of reading, and the reader of the letter, 
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who is also a unique first-person consciousness, reads from a similar position of limitation, 

unreliability, and (un)conscious desire. The reader may detect something the letter-writer did not 

intend, or intended to hide or suppress; the reader may also read into the letter something of 

herself, finding in it something more true of herself than of the writer. In a friendly 

correspondence, like the one between Clarissa and Anna Howe, the slippage of meaning 

produced by a limited and unreliable writer and a limited and unreliable reader is largely patched 

up by shared sentiments, by each writer/reader being generous to the other reader/writer; in an 

antagonistic correspondence, however, like the one between Clarissa and the other members of 

her family, the slippage produces conflict, multiple meanings, and violent suppositions. I 

characterize all this—all these dynamics of letter-writing and reading—as ironic. Letters are text, 

and text itself is unstable. The letters generate multiple meanings, sometimes intentionally but 

often accidentally, and these meanings often spin out of control, and letter-writers scramble to set 

boundaries on the field of textual meaning.   

 There is, however, yet another layer of ironic practice. Richardson wrote novels, and 

those novels are read by real readers, readers who look at the whole, who scrutinize character, 

who are alive to multiple meanings. When Pamela writes something that is not quite true, when 

she attempts, for instance, to write around or hide her growing affection for B, readers sense this 

ambivalence and detect the gaps and fissures in her narrative. When Anna reads Clarissa’s letters 

and detects, or thinks she detects, an unconscious or suppressed love for Lovelace, readers read 

her reading Clarissa ironically, and sense that Anna may be right or she may be wrong, or right 

in the wrong way or wrong in the right way—they should detect, in other words, that the text 

itself is unstable, and this instability should inform their own reading of the novels. All this, too, 

is an ironic practice, one that reads one thing but understands another thing.  
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 Formal irony creates this unstable world because Richardson made one very important 

shift in narrative technique: he eliminated the third-person perspective; he reduced everything to 

first-person perception. This, again, in narratological terms, seems rather unextraordinary, 

especially since we now, as twenty-first-century readers, have grown accustomed to the way 

personality distorts narration. We have read James Joyce and Vladimir Nabokov; we, as savvy 

readers, know what it feels like to live in world radically compromised by personalities such as 

Leopold Bloom or Humbert Humbert. When Richardson wrote, however, the non-existence of 

such top-down third-person consciousness, and the leveling of all experience to a horizontal 

plane of individual perception, was a radical narrative innovation. This is not to say that before 

Richardson writers had never used first-person, limited, or unreliable narration; they had. The 

speaking voice in a sonnet was often compromised by desire; a character in a play often did not 

see as much as the audience. In Richardson’s fiction, however, unreliable and limited narration 

becomes total; it does not represent individual characters’ failures of understanding or moral 

action; it instead carries the burden of an entire philosophical system that insists that limitation 

and unreliability are inherent, inevitable, inescapable. A sonnet that reveals romantic folly is one 

thing; an evening’s entertainment at the theatre is another; finding nothing but limitation and 

unreliability in a two-thousand page book that claims to be more than mere entertainment—that 

claims, in fact, to provide moral instruction—is a very different thing. In Richardson’s fiction 

there is no appeal to third-person narrative authority, no god-like perspective that judges and 

arbitrates. Characters (and readers) are left to puzzle out the meaning of things for themselves; 

they are left to read and interpret and judge from their own similarly limited and unreliable 

perspectives, and left to figure out how to read and interpret and judge from such a perspective.  
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 At the base level, then, this set of ironic textual practices can be glossed in fairly simple 

seeming narratological terms: first-person, limited, unreliable. It is the interaction, however, 

between multiple limited and unreliable first-person letter-writers, the sense of a radically 

unstable textual world that these letter-writers create, and an awareness of the gaps and fissures 

created by this world, that I hope to contain and suggest in the term formal irony. 

 The sort of self described above—the sort of self separated from others by layers of 

uncontrolled irony; a self often separated from its own heart by unconscious desire—is a very 

specific self, one that only begins to appear in the early- and middle-eighteenth century. 

Richardson did not invent this self; or at least, he did not invent it alone. The sort of self that 

Richardson represents strongly resembles the sort of self theorized by many of the empiricist 

philosophies of the eighteenth century—a self limited in its perception, bounded by its own 

ideas, and incapable of accessing the interior, or essence, of another self. My reading of 

Richardson and his formal irony will be supported, then, by readings of three important 

philosophers: John Locke, David Hume, and Adam Smith. In the middle-eighteenth century’s 

Republic of Letters, books talk to each other, and books of all sorts—poetic, “novel,” 

journalistic, theological, philosophical—are discussed not just in the private study but in the 

drawing room, on the street, and in the coffee houses. Someone like Locke exerts an enormous 

influence over the eighteenth century primarily because he was read so widely—not just by other 

philosophers but by the whole literate class, who, if they did not read his books, nevertheless 

encountered his thought in pamphlets, periodicals, and newspapers. What he ponders and puzzles 

trickles down into the public, even into middle-class printers with no university training. 

Richardson was not a philosopher, not even of the armchair variety, but he, like so many, 

absorbed what was happening in philosophy. More importantly—and more surprisingly, I 
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think—Richardson arrived at many of the same conclusions about the self as the philosophers 

did, though he did so not through rigorous philosophical investigation but by total commitment 

to his own narrative technique. By fully committing to writing Pamela from Pamela’s own 

limited perspective, for instance, he creates a version of the self strikingly similar to the sort of 

self Hume imagines, one that encounters many of the same problems and limitations. How, after 

all, can Pamela know what B is thinking, or determine what his intentions are? She cannot see 

into him, like a third-person narrator can; she can only see what he appears to be. My readings of 

Locke, Hume, and Smith are not designed to be comprehensive readings of their entire systems 

of thought; nor are they offered as part of some argument of influence. Instead, I draw upon the 

philosophers to better understand and explain what Richardson is doing.  

 In chapter 1 I define my major terms, outline my theory of formal irony, and provide the 

foundation for my readings of Richardson’s novels. I begin by defining and describing 

interiority, which I characterize as an awareness of a separation between interior and exterior 

experience, an awareness that there is a gap or fissure between who a character really is and who 

she appears to be. This gap, however, as all Richardson’s major characters learn, is often 

unconscious, and characters are often not aware that they possess hidden desires and motives. I 

draw upon various histories of the novel to contextualize the sort of interiorized self that 

Richardson represents in his writing. The so-called rise of the novel is an important moment in 

the history of the self; the novel, more than any other genre or form, particularizes the self and 

reads it as unique and independent, often heroically so. The self’s particularity, however, along 

with its interiority, isolates it, and creates the conditions for Richardson’s formal irony. I 

conclude this chapter by turning to Locke and to a reading of his theory of language, in order to 

provide a philosophical foundation for what follows. Locke’s theory of language, I argue, by 
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separating word from thing, opens up an epistemological fissure that would, as the eighteenth 

century continued to explore it, continue to expand.  

 In chapter 2 I read Pamela alongside Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature. Hume’s 

skeptical philosophy emphasizes the epistemological and ontological isolation of the self—a self 

constituted by, but also limited to, its own perceptions; a self bounded by its own ideas. Pamela, 

too, is limited this way, and these limitations separate her not only from B but from her own 

heart. Richardson’s formal irony emerges as a complex play of paradoxical perspectives, 

paradoxes that begin within the text and that make their way out to the reader. According to both 

Richardson and Hume, each self is a complex of interior and exterior states; while the exterior is 

visible to others, it is often only visible, as Pamela learns, as a set of strange and incoherent 

signs. It is the inaccessible interior of another self—in philosophical terms, the essence or 

primarily qualities—that provides the interpretive key to these signs. There is another self; B is 

there, even if Pamela cannot access his interior. If Pamela only knew what was happening inside 

him she would be able to read him. This is the problem of other people. If every self is a bound 

complex of internal perceptions and ideas, then no self can properly communicate with another 

self, only with her own ideas of another self. Richardson, I argue, while representing the self as 

bound within its own ideas and unable to directly access the interior of another, also suggests 

that, under certain special conditions, the self can disclose itself, make its interior visible and 

intelligible to another, and that it can do this through writing. By reading each other’s “papers,” 

Pamela learns who B really is, and B learns who Pamela really is, and this discovery of real 

essence allows them to transcend the perspectival limitations of the self. This, however, I also 

argue, is Richardson’s naïve solution. Naïve here means a too-strong belief in the self’s ability, 

or willingness, to disclose itself, and language’s ability to facilitate that disclosure. The naïve 
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solution assumes that both language and the self can elide or cut through their own distortions 

and ironies, that the self can use language to cross the gap; it does not properly account for the 

ways the self is always involved in acts of self-presentation, always compromised by its own 

limitations, or the ways that language is always unstable. 

 In chapter 3 I read Clarissa, and I continue to read Richardson in the light of Locke and 

Hume. With Pamela, Richardson discovered a technique for representing the gaps and fissures of 

limited perspective, but naively suggested that those gaps and fissures could be closed or mended 

by special acts of disclosure; with Clarissa, he more closely investigates the epistemological and 

ontological separations between selves, and, perhaps more importantly, more closely investigates 

the way the self is compromised by its own limited perspective. Both Clarissa and Lovelace have 

what I will call a hermeneutic—that is, they both have very clear and definable ways of reading 

and interpreting the world around them. Clarissa, I argue, holds to a representational theory of 

reading/writing, a hermeneutic that assumes a stability and rationality in language and between 

word and meaning; Lovelace holds to what I will call a protean theory, a hermeneutic that 

assumes an infinite plasticity in language and that assumes that words force reality to bend to 

will and desire. Both hermeneutics, I argue, are functions of limitation, of mistaking the 

compromised and unreliable first-person perspective for a third-person narrating authority, and 

both widen the already existing separations between self and other and between self and heart. 

Clarissa, however, comes to understand this limitation and, after she is raped by Lovelace, begins 

to develop a new form of writing, one that attempts to minimize or reduce the distortions of the 

self. In Clarissa, I argue, Richardson turns to typology as a solution to the problem of limited 

perspective. Typology creates an interpretive situation in which one story is read in light of 

another; by typologically re-fashioning herself, Clarissa attempts to transcend the world of 
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limited perception and perspective. Richardson’s typological solution saves Clarissa, but it does 

so only through death; while it allows Clarissa to mend the fissures in her own heart, it does not 

cross the gap between self and other; the typological solution, then, is something of a dead-end; 

it is a solution for the self but a non-solution to the problem of other people.  

 In chapter 4 I read Grandison alongside Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments. 

Smith, like Locke and Hume, emphasizes the epistemological and ontological separation of the 

self from others; unlike Locke and Hume, however, Smith takes this separation as his starting 

point, almost as a philosophical given, and the Moral Sentiments is concerned with putting selves 

back into relationship with each other. Smith’s solution is sympathy: elaborate acts of 

imaginative transposition in which two (or more) people trade places, so to speak, and imagine 

themselves occupying the other’s perspective and “situation.” Richardson, I argue, develops a 

very similar sympathetic solution to the problem of other people, and he does so through what I 

will call the secret-sharing scene. Secret-sharing scenes recur throughout Grandison; in these 

scenes, a character is invited (and sometimes coerced) into revealing a secret. These secrets all 

involve the heart; they are secrets about feeling and sentiment, and as such are involved not only 

in what someone has done but in who they are. In each of these secret-sharing scenes, secrets of 

the heart are disclosed or drawn out; the interior is revealed, its secrets exposed to the spectating 

circle of friends and family. These disclosures are similar to Pamela’s; but the sympathetic 

action of the sentimental circle supports the secret-keeper and enables her to suppress the self’s 

natural tendency towards narrative unreliability. I argue here that Richardson re-writes the heroic 

self—the self made independent by her struggle against those who would control her; the sort of 

self represented in Clarissa—by surrounding that self with a sentimental circle that polices it, 

makes demands of it, re-shapes it into a self fitted for society. These sentimental and sympathetic 
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structures limit the proportions of the self, in other words, and allow the self to perceive its own 

limitations. Richardson, then, has circled back around to Pamela’s original solution to the 

problem of other people—disclosure—but has done so after a long investigation into the ways 

the self’s distortions can be limited or mitigated.  

 As these brief chapter summaries suggest, I read Richardson as an innovator. Not only 

did he innovate in the realm of literary invention, he constantly innovated his own technique. 

The intense soloist’s narration of personal experience encountered in Pamela explodes into the 

polyphonic cacophony and interpretive warfare found in Clarissa and settles, eventually, into the 

harmonious and steady murmur produced by Grandison; the individual self/character finds her 

voice, discovers that that voice is one of many, and learns to sing with others. The musical 

metaphor here is Smith’s, not Richardson’s; Smith discusses the “pitch,” the “harmony,” and the 

“discord” produced by individuals living in society (1.1.4.7; 22); it is an appropriate metaphor, 

then, for Richardson’s career as novelist of the self, as someone investigating what it means to be 

a human subject living among other human subjects. Examining each novel as part of a larger 

narrative allows the trajectory of Richardson’s career to become more clear.  

 One final prefatory comment: as I have already stated, my theory of formal irony 

trespasses across the textual boundary; though it remains primarily a study of narrative technique 

and method, it also, at several points, pauses to consider the effect of such techniques on the 

reader. Formal irony is a set of ironic textual practices that replicates in text the gaps and fissures 

of interiority; one of the features of such a technique is that the act of reading the text replicates a 

real world encounter with another self. The “to the moment” letters of, say, Clarissa, do not 

disclose who Clarissa really is; they instead are signs of a self, external artefacts emanating from 

a self, the “materials” of a self that readers such as Anna or Lovelace must read and interpret. 
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That there is a self behind the letter is the conceit of Richardson’s fiction. We readers of Clarissa 

approach the letters in the same way as characters inside the novel approach them, and this is, I 

think, more or less the same interpretive posture we adopt whenever we encounter another self: 

we “read,” we “interpret,” we take the signs to indicate the presence of another human 

personality whose mind we cannot directly experience. In order to anchor my discussion of 

formal irony’s extradiegetic aspect, I often draw upon Richardson’s correspondence, especially 

his correspondence with Lady Bradshaigh. Richardson was not a theorist; his own formulations 

of his technique are often unsatisfying. In his letters, however, especially those to Lady 

Bradshaigh, we find him engaged in his own acts of ad hoc literary self-criticism—and often 

because Lady Bradshaigh herself has put him on the defensive. These sorts of provisional acts of 

literary criticism contribute to my description of Richardson as innovator.  

 This study began life with the observation that Samuel Richardson, David Hume, and 

Adam Smith were all writing at roughly the same time in the middle of the eighteenth century, 

and often about roughly the same concerns. In my original formulation of it, this was to be a 

study of why, at the midway point of the eighteenth century, these questions became so 

important—and so culturally pervasive—and why everyone from eager young philosophers such 

as Hume to dedicated master tradesmen such as Richardson felt the need to provide solutions. I 

quickly set aside the historical question of why now, however, to focus more closely on the way 

Richardson, as a novelist using narrative techniques, approached the questions and problems of 

the self. Richardson was not a philosopher; he was familiar with Locke, but in much the same 

way that every literate person of the period was familiar with Locke. He could not have been 

aware of Hume before writing Pamela; Smith wrote The Theory of Moral Sentiments several 

years after Clarissa was published. And yet, somehow, Richardson was touching upon the same 



Krahn 12 

 

questions and concerns as they, but with a novelist’s sensibility—as questions that exist not on 

paper or in treatises but in the lived texture of everyday life. As I pondered the way Richardson 

accomplished this, I began to notice and isolate several related features of his fiction, features 

that controlled and guided the way his characters moved and interacted with each other. These 

features I call formal irony, a set of techniques that replicate the experience of interiority and that 

dramatize the very problems of the self that philosophers were tackling. Richardson, as 

innovating novelist, was participating in the same sort of inquiry of the self that Locke, Hume, 

and Smith were engaged in. That he does so without being a trained philosopher—or indeed 

without any classical education whatsoever—is part of what makes him so remarkable and 

fascinating a novelist. Call it the zeitgeist, the fullness of time, or what have you, Richardson was 

remarkably attuned to the concerns of his time—concerns about what a self is, how it perceives 

the external world, and how it relates to other selves.  
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Chapter 1: Interiority and Formal Irony 

 

 

1.1 Introduction 

In a postscript to her very first letter, Pamela describes how Mr. B startled her just as she 

was finishing it; frightened and embarrassed, she “went to hide the Letter in my Bosom” (12). 

Later, after her abduction, she stitches her letters into her clothes, hiding them but also clothing 

herself in a symbolic garment that is, in some sense, actually herself, her written record of 

private experience. This real-but-symbolic garment B threatens to strip off in order to see her—

to see her naked body, yes, but also to get at her letters. “I’ll see them all” (234), he growls; “I 

will see these Papers” (235). B’s initial erotic obsession with her body has given way, or been 

subsumed under, a deeper obsession with reading her letters. He has already stolen and read 

some of them; he wants all of them—complete access to her epistolary corpus. Her body, after 

all, lovely as he thinks it, is merely a body, potentially one of many available to a rake; letters, 

however, open up the individual in ways that sex, especially the sort of sex B attempts to force 

upon her, never can. Pamela knows the importance of her letters: when Mrs. Jewkes delivers to 

B a parcel of them, Pamela writes, “I know not what I shall do! For now he will see all my 

private Thoughts of him, and all my Secrets, as I may say” (226). Private thoughts and secrets, 

that which passes inside the body, can only partially, and even then only imperfectly, be read on 

that body: a blush, a hesitating stutter, the downcast eyes—these are suggestive signs but can 

only suggest so much, and can be misread. Private thoughts and secrets committed to paper, 
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however, can provide a key to those signs; they can cut through the sign entirely, and reveal what 

is happening just beneath that opaque exterior.   

Pamela’s struggle to conceal and B’s efforts to reveal dramatize a set of problems 

surrounding the self that emerge in the middle-eighteenth century’s literary productions, and that 

I will characterize as an awareness of the fissures and gaps that run along the interior-exterior 

axis. Individuals have both an outer and an inner aspect, an exterior and an interior, and these 

two aspects relate somehow, they intersect somewhere, but the relation is not always 

straightforward or obvious, the meeting point not always clear, and summarizing statements 

about this relationship tend to over-simplify, or to privilege one aspect over the other. The 

interior does not stay curled up inside but often bursts through the surface in startling and 

unexpected ways; the exterior does not perfectly conceal what it covers but neither does it 

provide a perfect palimpsest on which the interior reliably writes itself. The interior both is and is 

not visible; the exterior both is and is not opaque. There are gaps and fissures between the 

interior and the exterior but they are gaps and fissures constantly traversed in any number of 

complicated ways. When she writes them down, Pamela externalizes and makes visible those 

private thoughts and secrets; when she stitches these pages into her clothes, she again conceals 

the secrets that she has revealed. The interior becomes exterior but also becomes that which 

covers the exterior which in turn conceals the interior. Pamela’s letters travel back and forth 

along the interior-exterior axis: as mental objects they reveal her and as material objects they 

conceal her; they appear to mediate who she is and who she appears to be.  

Further complicating the fissures and gaps along this interior-exterior axis is that 

Richardsonian twist of character where characters do not fully understand themselves, or 

understand themselves only partially, even though they (the virtuous ones, at least) desperately 
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claw their way towards a desired clarity. Pamela, Clarissa, and Harriet do not, as their respective 

novels begin, know what is inside them, and the hidden interior often influences the way they act 

or what they write. That which is interior and hidden away from others is also potentially hidden 

away from the self. In some way or other—on the page, in speech, in action, in any myriad acts 

of self-examination—the interior must be brought out into the open for even the character herself 

to understand it. Those blushes, stutters, and downcast eyes, the external signs that bespeak inner 

experience, can fool even Pamela herself, and what she thought was shame, anger, or frustration 

can be, too and also, love, something she herself only realizes as she writes her experience and 

brings into the light those private thoughts and secrets that were secret even to her. 

This sketch of Pamela and her letters-as-dress illustrates, I hope, the way questions and 

problems about the way the interior and the exterior relate to or connect with each other quickly 

become complicated. The interior-exterior axis, that elusive meeting point for that which is 

within and that which is without, is difficult to define; the point itself seems to shift: is it the 

body, is it that which covers the body, is it on paper? This first chapter is about outlining and 

putting together a vocabulary for discussing these questions and problems. In section 1.2, I begin 

by setting up a definition of interiority; this definition itself is built upon moving parts, and I 

discuss several different ideas about the self and histories of the novel to set it up. In this section 

I move around quite a bit; its goal, however, is to set up both what interiority is and, in 

anticipation of what Richardson will do with it, how it is a problem. In section 1.3, I outline 

formal irony, a set of writing techniques that recreates in text the sort of epistemological and 

ontological experience that interiority creates for selves and characters. Richardson’s technique 

not only replicates but instantiates the problems and challenges of interiority. His formal irony 

creates a situation in which the reader of the novel and the characters in the novel often occupy 
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the same interpretive position. Finally, in section 1.4, in order to set up a background for 

Richardson, Hume, and Smith, I conclude by briefly discussing Locke’s theory of language and 

how he prepares the way for the sort of interiority I am concerned with here.  

 

1.2 Interiority 

The image of Pamela clothing herself in her letters illustrates what I characterize as the 

fissures and gaps that run along the interior-exterior axis; that is, the way that the interior and 

exterior collide, cohere (or fail to cohere), complicate each other—and the way characters are 

aware of, and attempt to control, these collisions, coherences, and complications. Characterizing 

these things as fissures and gaps draws attention to the way the interior and exterior are 

separated. Separations of this sort are inherent in the sort of self that I will be setting up in this 

section. Instead of constantly referring to the fissures and gaps that run along the interior-

exterior axis, however, I will abbreviate my meaning as interiority. Interiority, then, I define as 

the awareness that there are, in fact, gaps and fissures running along the interior-exterior axis, 

that there is a separation of inner and outer experiences, and that these gaps and fissures can be 

widened, narrowed, and perhaps even, for those characters willing to attempt difficult acts of 

self-awareness, mended. In other words: interiority is (1) knowing that there are inner and outer 

aspects of the self and (2) knowing that these aspects are separated. This awareness can be 

something the characters themselves know and feel; it can also be a floating awareness, so to 

speak—something the author or the reader knows and feels, even when the characters do not. 

Interiority implies a lack of correspondence, either deliberate, unconscious, or often inevitable, 

between what passes inside the character (in the heart, the mind, the soul, what have you) and 

what passes in and on the body. The significant distinction between the way I use interiority and 
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the way others have already used it is that I do not delimit the term to matters of the interior only. 

Interiority involves a complex: it is created not by the interior only but by the dynamic 

interactions between the interior and the exterior. 

Interiority is distinct from the simple “interior” or from “inwardness”—distinct, that is, 

from simply having an inner dimension (an “interior”) or from privileging or turning towards the 

interior as the true or essential component of personality (which seems to be what “inwardness” 

usually implies). People have always, as our literatures suggest, distinguished between that 

which is within and that which is without. We find such distinctions in Shakespeare, in St. 

Augustine, and in St. Paul when he notes that what he wants to do he does not do, and vice versa; 

we find it even in very rudimentary ways in Homer, when Achilles’ rage boils beneath the 

surface (a rather porous surface, to be sure, but a surface nonetheless). And, of course, we find it 

anytime we look at someone’s face and realize we don’t know what she’s thinking. 

One problem with using interiority this way is that the word already exists and it does not 

usually mean something as specific as I have in mind here; another problem is that the terms 

used are often not properly defined. Elaine McGirr, for instance, writing a chapter called 

“Interiorities” for The Cambridge History of the English Novel (and whose usage of the term I 

take as somewhat representative), does not fully define interiority but uses it to comprehend the 

things inside a character: states of mind, true motives and intentions, etc. She refers to 

“subjective interiority” (80) as that which distinguishes characters against types and identifies 

this inner dimension as one of the defining features of novels: “The novel was the perfect 

medium in which to present individuality and interiority” (81). This linkage between individual 

and interiority is more or less habitual. Charles Taylor, in defining what he calls “modern 

identity,” uses the phrase “modern inwardness” to refer to “the sense of ourselves as beings with 
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inner depths, and the connected notion that we are ‘selves’”(x). Here, inwardness is privileged, 

and “inner depths” are equated with selfhood: the self turns inward to find her true “self.” 

Taylor’s “inwardness” and McGirr’s “interiority” mean roughly the same thing. 

To better define interiority I will look briefly at the history of the novel—at what sort of 

selves1 and characters2 the novel creates, and why the novel creates them. I want to examine 

briefly three theories of the novel’s so-called rise. Since Ian Watt, histories of the novel have 

tended also to be histories of the individual, or of individualism; for my purposes, the self-side of 

this history is most relevant, though the broader literary context is, of course, also relevant here. 

After examining these histories, I move further backwards and briefly examine two theories of 

sixteenth-century selves in order to make a proper comparison and to show what makes middle-

eighteenth century interiority unique. 

Ian Watt, whose The Rise of the Novel is still foundational, argues that a concatenation of 

events and forces in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (economic expansion, the 

                                                 
1 “Self” I take to be the essential component of any person; it is that which makes one person unique and particular, 

and which separates one person from another; it is also a discursive creation, and in many ways a self is that which 

the self understands it to be (a necessary tautology). I have, thus far, mostly used the term “character,” since my 

concerns are mostly literary. Character, though, is not a term much used by eighteenth century philosophers; “self” 

(or often “personal identity”) is their preferred term (“character” means something different; see next footnote). 

Throughout this dissertation I will use “character” when referring to literature and “self” when referring to 

philosophy; “individual” or “self/character” are terms and expressions that I use to comprehend both (and as such 

may, in fact, appear more often).  
2 “Character” has two meanings. The first meaning is narratological and designates the particular acting agents in 

fiction. Pamela, Clarissa, and Harriet are characters in Richardson’s novels. Character, as narratologist Mieke Bal 

defines it, “is the effect that occurs when a figure is presented with distinctive, mostly human characteristics” (112). 

In this sense, a character is a textual effect. But these “paper people,” Bal writes, “resemble people”: “The character 

is not a human being but it resembles one. It has no real psyche, personality, ideology, or competence to act, but it 

does possess characteristics that make readers assume it does, and makes psychological and ideological descriptions 

possible” (113). This resemblance between people and “paper people” will, as I develop my theory of formal irony, 

become important. The second meaning of character refers the visible, empirical, coherent patterns of speech and 

behaviour attached to particular actors and that make up a recognizable identity and that, crucially, other characters 

(first meaning) in the narrative observe. Harriet, a “character” (first meaning) in Grandison, has a “character” 

(second meaning) in Grandison, one that other characters read and interpret as a “character.” When she says or does 

something that fits within what others have come to expect from her, she is “in character, ” as when Mr. Reeves 

says, “Well, this is in character from you, Miss Byron” (1.109). Character, as Ahnert and Manning point out, “[does] 

not exist outside society because it [is] constituted and created by the perceptions of others” (10) 
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growth of literacy and the expansion of a reading public, the emergence of the middle-class) led 

to the rise of the novel. The most important of these influencing factors for Watt’s argument is 

what he calls “philosophical realism” (13). Philosophical realism, as developed from Descartes 

to Locke, suggests that the individual can discover truth through her own senses, and that truth, 

instead of existing in abstracted ideal forms, is in fact all around us—the world is real and really 

discoverable, and it is full of particular things that appeal to the senses. It is this notion of 

particularity, Watt argues, that gradually pervades the century, and that results in a literature of 

realism, what we now call the novel.  

Prior to the novel, such particularity did not exist in literature,3 at least not in any 

sustained way; literary conventions for something like, say, tragedy, existed precisely to elide the 

particular and prioritize the universal, for it was thought that it was in the universal, and not in 

the particular, that truth was to be found. A select few characters may be especially 

particularized by something like historical precedent (a Julius Caesar, for instance), but even this 

particularity is coordinated by the controlling conventions of the form, which tend to see all 

characters as general or stock types and figures who (furthermore) exist in traditional or 

conventional plots. With the rise of philosophic realism, and the quickly following literary 

realism, characters also were particularized: no longer were they general stock types but became 

instead fully individuated personalities, more closely resembling real people than types, who 

(furthermore again) also now existed in non-traditional plots that allowed for a greater degree of 

freedom and novelty.4 Novels, according to Watt, are defined not by the stories they tell but by 

                                                 
3 Watt is aware of how sweeping this sounds, and notes that though previous literatures may have their moments of 

particularity they are not broadly characterized by such, whereas novels are.  
4 Oddly enough, this sense of freedom and novelty expressed itself in stories about the mundane or the vulgar, the 

things of everyday. Knights, dragons, and damosels are the material of romance, and were, by the middle of the 

eighteenth century apparently, a bit boring. Descriptions of gardening, the negotiations of marriage, the 

accoutrements of dress—these were what provoked great interest. 
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how they tell those stories; they are defined by their “formal realism” (32-34), a set of literary 

techniques and methods that embody the broad claims of philosophic realism. Non-traditional 

plots became common; specificity of time and place became important; character, above all else, 

became believable and authentic. The novel’s “primary criterion,” Watt argues, “was truth to 

individual experience—individual experience which is always unique and therefore new” (13). 

The realist novelist and the realist philosopher share the same goal: “the production of what 

purports to be an authentic account of the actual experiences of individuals” (27).5 

“The actual experiences of individuals” points towards the interior. By particularizing 

narrative, novels—and for Watt, especially the novels of Richardson—created characters who 

were believable and authentic, and this authenticity involves the representation of inner 

experience. Novels allow readers to “get inside” (175) the minds of characters. Characters have 

an inner and outer dimension: that which is visible and readable by others and that which is 

private and enclosed. According to Watt, this inner dimension is the core of the human 

personality; it is that which actually constitutes a person. Clarissa Harlowe, Richardson’s great 

protagonist, is the example par excellence: she is “the heroic representation of all that is free and 

positive in the new individualism” (222); she “proves that no individual and no institution can 

destroy the inner inviolability of the human personality” (225). This sort of apotheosis of the 

individual and the interior is, in a sense, the telos of the novel’s rise.  

Michael McKeon suggests that in the literatures preceding the novel there is a general 

dynamic between what he calls the “vertical” and the “horizontal” (90)—between the top-down 

                                                 
5 My use of “formal” in formal irony is, partly at least, indebted to Watt’s use of it in “formal realism.” Watt notes 

that his term formal realism is “formal, because the term realism does not here refer to any special literary doctrine 

or purpose, but only to a set of narrative procedures which are so commonly found together in the novel, and so 

rarely in other literary genres, that they may be regarded as typical of the form itself” (32). In Watt’s formulation of 

the novel, it is technique and method—“narrative procedures”—and not content, not what the novel is specifically 

saying, that is central. Something analogous to this I hope to suggest by formal irony. In my case, it is not 

specifically ironic content, but formal techniques of narrative irony, that is central. 
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imposition of overarching patterns onto the lateral movement of individual characters or persons. 

In “romance” (a term he uses broadly; its counterpart is “novelistic”), characters are fitted into 

patterns and conventions, and their lives are made meaningful in the ways they perform, and 

conform to, established narrative genres: the rise and fall of a leader, for instance, or the life and 

martyrdom of a saint.6 These patterns/genres are not merely different modes, or different ways of 

telling stories; genres, like myths, have an “explanatory function that is both epistemological and 

social” (20). A particular pattern, something like the sonnet, for instance, was not merely a 

conventionalized way of writing verse but part of a deeply important approach to the questions 

(and answers) of life—the sonnet, with its rigid and fixed structure, both expresses but contains 

erotic desire. These overarching patterns coordinate life; they provide stability. McKeon refers to 

this dynamic between vertical and horizontal as “the bifurcated narrative structure of Christian 

narrative at large” (97).7 It is not that the individual, as an individual, did not exist in this 

bifurcated narrative structure, but rather that in “romance” thinking the vertical overarching 

pattern is prioritized and is imposed in order to make individual lives intelligible, and it is in this 

sense that romance is “anti-individualistic and idealizing” (3).    

When the individual life does not follow the expectations of genre—when the horizontal 

movement of a character appears to break away from vertical authority—the individual often 

suffers, and is either punished or forced, often willingly in the end, to accept his or her place in 

the pattern. Partly this seems to be the case because the interior—how a character feels or thinks; 

what he wants and desires—is bound up in transient and immediate feelings rather than 

transcendent or eternal ones. In discussing spiritual autobiography, McKeon develops the idea of 

                                                 
6 McKeon’s argument here is an elaboration of what Watt identifies as a shift from stock character types and 

conventional narratives to particularized characters and situations. 
7 The “at large” is crucial; McKeon is referring not to “Christian narrative” but to the types of narratives that 

Christianity, as a pervasive system of thought, both created and allowed.  
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“narrative atonement” (95). In spiritual autobiography, narrative perspective is split between the 

“sinful present of the Character,” who does not see or appreciate the pattern he is living, and the 

“repentant retrospection of the Narrator” (95), who, in his god-like retrospective vantage point, 

sees his life as following a predetermined course. Narrative atonement is achieved as the two 

perspectives gradually merge together, and the horizontal is subsumed under the vertical.  

These vertical patterns begin to loosen their hold during the eighteenth century, and the 

horizontal movement of the individual is given greater priority. “Naïve empiricism,” the 

straightforward assumption that truth is discoverable and, in McKeon’s terms, transmittable 

through narrative, chipped away at the vertical edifice: it became less important that lives 

conform to patterns and more important that the details and specifics of those lives be accurate. 

Like Watt, McKeon argues that the features of naïve empiricism, which is similar but not quite 

comparable to Watt’s philosophical realism, slowly pervaded eighteenth-century life, adjusting 

expectations and requiring new literary fulfillments. But the line between naïve empiricism and 

the novel is not a straight one. The truth-claims of naïve empiricism, according to McKeon, were 

quickly met by extreme skepticism (105-117), which raised an eyebrow (and several objections) 

to the idea that truth is discoverable in a world of things, or in a particular style of writing. 

“Aesthetic truth” therefore suggested that a truth beyond the strictly factual (or empirical) is 

possible, and that in certain aesthetic criteria and values there existed something truth-like8; 

aesthetic truth, in other words, is what we now call realism. McKeon writes: “Realism gathers up 

and sophisticates the scattered threads of verisimilitude and probability that Renaissance writers 

                                                 
8 The idea that truth could be delivered through fictional narrative is, of course, a famous problem. Poets are liars, 

after all, and even someone like Locke was concerned about this. Aesthetic truth solves, or claims to solve, that 

problem. 
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had teased out of the Poetics. It validates literary creation for being not history but history-like” 

(120). The novel is that “history-like” book.9 

  The inward or interior dimension of the human is not as key to McKeon as it is to Watt. 

His chapter on Pamela, for instance, though often moving just adjacent to interior concerns, is 

more interested in charting the ways Pamela (and Pamela) participates in a dialectic between 

romance and novel, naïve empiricist claims to historicity and their countermovement in extreme 

skepticism, and the concerns of genre theory. Underpinning McKeon’s treatment of the 

individual, however, lies something similar to Watt’s treatment, an often unarticulated 

formulation of the “novelistic” self as having a vibrant interior, as being a subjective personality, 

as possessing and acting upon desires and motivations that do not lie on the surface. The 

loosening of vertical control quite naturally, apparently, produces characters with interiors. 

Unarticulated formulations of the interior are, in fact, a common problem, at least in literary 

studies (philosophical ones are often more rigorous); the interior is often treated as a given, 

especially by those who assume its importance.10  

 I have been unpacking McKeon’s ideas of the horizontal and the vertical because I will, 

in the chapters that follow, appropriate these terms as my own. I want to pause and flag them 

here, then, as important. In narratological terms, “horizontal” maps well onto “first-person,” 

“vertical” onto “third-person.” In my own use of these terms, I focus mostly on questions of 

                                                 
9 This, again, resembles, though it is not quite the same as, Watt’s theory of formal realism. McKeon is a bit more 

careful about the way he establishes his claims. He is also committed to a dialectical formulation of literary history. 

Naïve empiricism, extreme skepticism, and aesthetic truth/realism are not individually plotted points on a 

teleological roadmap (they do not “rise” and replace what existed before them). Instead, they exist in a dialectical 

relationship with each other, requiring the “old” to formulate the “new” (though even these terms obscure the way 

the relationship is ongoing).  
10 J. Paul Hunter, for instance, who for the most part follows Watt’s and McKeon’s assumptions of the novel’s 

history and pre-history, treats the interior in such a way, as something given and nearly self-evident. “Narrative and 

fiction had begun to define—had begun to be—the modes of the future,” Hunter sweepingly writes, but then 

immediately in the next sentence adds that “Interiority and scope had plainly become necessary to their 

effectiveness” (22), having never once before this defined, or even mentioned, interiority. 
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perspective—on who is seeing what, on what it is possible for him or her to see, and on what it is 

they think they see. Richardson’s epistolary fiction, though not the first epistolary works, put 

unprecedented emphasis on the horizontal first-person experience; As Richardson himself writes 

in the preface to Clarissa: “All the Letters are written while the hearts of the writers must be 

supposed to be wholly engaged in their subjects (The events at the time generally dubious): so 

that they abound not only with critical Situations, but with what may be called instantaneous 

Descriptions and Reflections” (1.viii; 35). The sort of “narrative atonement” that McKeon 

describes is impossible in this situation; there can be no slow joining together of a “past” 

consciousness (horizontal) with a “present/narrating” consciousness (vertical) since there is no 

split in consciousness or chronology—all that exists is the current moment. All that exists for the 

character, in other words, is the horizontal plane—the immediate experience of a limited 

perspective, one bound to what an individual can herself see and feel at the time of writing. This 

horizontal plane, the experience of limited perspective, resembles, I will be arguing, the sort of 

self that is theorized by Locke and Hume, a self bound by her own ideas, constituted by her 

experience, limited in her perceptions, and unable to access the primary qualities (that is, the 

interior or essence) of other things and people.  

 But while the individual letter-writer in Richardson’s fiction is bound to the horizontal 

plane and limited to her own perspective, she often assumes to herself a sort of vertical authority: 

she assumes she can go beyond her own perceptions; she assumes she can accurately “see” and 

“read” another character’s interior, or heart; she assumes, in often dangerous ways, that her 

limited first-person perspective is able to make the same sort of judgments that a third-person 

narrator can make. Clarissa, as I will demonstrate, does this all the time, often unconsciously.11 

                                                 
11 See chapter 3.3. 
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Not only do Richardson’s characters often assume this authority, they in a sense long for it—not 

just as a way to “read” or contain others but as a way to situate themselves within a larger 

context. The sort of self/character that Richardson, Locke, Hume, and Smith all theorize is a 

self/character that is removed, alienated, alone. Unable to access another’s interior, the 

self/character is left to her own ideas. Life lived along the horizontal plane is a solitary life, one 

that lacks the comforting locatedness, if I may coin a term, that vertical narratives with 

established conventions and structures provide. Finding a way back to a sense of vertical identity 

is a desire that lies implicit (and in Grandison explicit) in each of Richardson’s novels.  

 This is a brief sketch of what I mean by horizontal and vertical; as more pieces of the 

puzzle are developed, what I mean will become more clear. For now, it is sufficient to equate the 

horizontal with a limited first-person perspective, which is the only perspective available to 

selves/characters, and the vertical with an expansive third-person perspective, which is not 

possible for an individual to achieve but which is constantly felt as a possibility, or perhaps as 

the ghost of a bygone theory of the self.  

 Nancy Armstrong, also following in the footsteps of Watt, writes that “the history of the 

novel and the history of the modern subject are, quite literally, one and the same” (3).12 Watt 

paired these two histories together, so that they became inseparable; Armstrong goes one step 

further, and subordinates the history of the “modern subject” to the history of the novel. This 

modern subject  

came into being, I believe, as writers sought to formulate a kind of subject that had not 

yet existed in writing. Once formulated in fiction, however, this subject proved uniquely 

                                                 
12 Unlike Watt, who remains mostly rooted in the eighteenth-century, and unlike McKeon, who examines the pre-

history of the genres shaping that period, Armstrong’s scope is a bit broader, and she extends her argument into the 

nineteenth century. 
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capable of reproducing itself not only in authors but also in readers, in other novels, and 

across British culture in law, medicine, moral and political philosophy, biography, 

history, and other forms of writing that took the individual as their most basic unit. (3) 

For Armstrong, the individual that we now recognize as the “basic unit” of most writing was 

created in fiction first, and from there migrated out into culture; we are, in other words, the 

product of a novelistic desire to create a new sort of individual.13 The defining feature of this 

individual is, it seems, its “interiority.”14 But Armstrong’s use of this term is not always exact, or 

her meaning obvious. With the success of the novel form, “expressive individualism” (which is 

related to, but perhaps not synonymous with, interiority) became a problem, she argues, 

especially in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, where the delimited expansion of 

the individual threatens existing social structures. Waverley’s Fergus MacIvor and 

Frankenstein’s Creature (Armstrong’s examples) must be destroyed or otherwise removed from 

society since their energetic Satanic individualism exceeds what can be contained in society. But 

this “expressive individualism” is, in many ways, the product of the novel form itself—that 

which it sought to establish—and writing against it is, in some sense, an act of self-mutilation. 

Even though the expressive excess of the individual must be restricted, the sense that this 

expressive element is essential to the individual remains: “To create an individual, however, still 

requires the novel to offer an interiority in excess of the social position that individual is 

supposed to occupy” (8). Armstrong uses “interiority” almost as if it were a measurable force, 

                                                 
13 Armstrong, who does not spend much time establishing a pre-history of the novel, is perhaps not as clear as she 

should be about why this subject was created, what need it fulfilled, though she does write that “Novels… gave 

tangible form to a desire that set the body on a collision course with limits that the old society had placed on the 

individual's options for self-fulfillment, transforming the body from an indicator of rank to the container of a unique 

subjectivity” (4) and that “fiction took over where “Enlightenment philosophy left off”: “We find the eighteenth-

century novel characteristically unwilling to adjust the subject completely to the social world into which he or she 

was born” (5). Desire, especially a desire to transcend the “limits” set by “old society,” comes to stand, it seems to 

me, in place of that pre-history. 
14 Armstrong’s use of “interiority” is not the same as mine.  
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something an individual possesses; as a term, it seems to connote, or at least contain, the desire 

that dislodges the individual from her “social position.” In order to both contain but maintain this 

essential energy of the individual, the novel will “displace” it so that the individual becomes a 

“subject layered by successive displacements”: 

The subject is necessarily divided against itself, as the desire essential to that subject’s 

growth and development comes to pose a threat to its individuality. The protagonist of 

Victorian fiction does not become an individual on the basis of what and how intensely 

he or she desires; individuality depends on how he or she chooses to displace what is a 

fundamentally asocial desire onto a socially appropriate object. (8) 

“Expressive individualism,” energy, desire, or “interiority”—however it is denoted, it seems to 

reside within the individual, and it is this that gives her a true individualism; at the same time, it 

must be contained, since it can expand in asocial ways and disrupt established order.15 

This paradoxical dynamic—creating the energy/interiority necessary for the individual to 

be an individual but also limiting and patrolling the boundaries that contain that energy—is, I 

think, a Richardsonian dynamic, and the history of the individual and the novel that Armstrong 

describes can be microcosmically applied to Richardson’s fiction, in which a similar movement 

from energetic creation (Pamela) to asocial disruption (Clarissa) to careful containment 

(Grandison) can be observed.    

Watt, McKeon, and Armstrong are engaged in very similar projects, with very similar 

approaches, and, for the most part, come to very similar conclusions. The novel “rose” as the 

result of sweeping cultural changes that not only afforded the opportunity but demanded the 

creation of a new literary form that could both adapt to and contain those changes. Embedded 

                                                 
15 I will return to the individual’s relationship to others—the self in society—in chapter four when I discuss 

Grandison and Smith. 
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within these histories of the novel are several (similar) histories of the individual. In all three, the 

individual is, so to speak, liberated from forms and patterns and her own individuality and 

subjectivity are enhanced and licensed to seek truth; more importantly, for my purposes at least, 

this individual is granted an active interior dimension that exists and operates independently of 

the external forces surrounding it. All three of these critics have historicist commitments; they all 

base their analyses of the novel and the individual on the particularities of the historical moment. 

What is happening in philosophy, what is happening in journalism, what is happening in 

economics—all of this contributes to an understanding of the forces and events that lead to the 

novel. I follow their lead here, though, instead of suggesting an entire theory of the novel or 

examining as many of the forces contributing to its creation as possible, my scope is limited to 

examining Richardson’s fiction alongside philosophers John Locke, David Hume, and Adam 

Smith. It is, however, against the critical background of Watt, McKeon, and Armstrong that I 

wish to position myself.16  

                                                 
16 There are, of course, competing theories/histories of the novel, several of which significantly curtail, and in some 

cases subvert, the idea that the eighteenth century created an individual whose primary feature is inwardness. Deidre 

Lynch, Dror Wahrman, and Jonathan Kramnick, for instance, all argue against Watt’s reading of the heroic 

individual, suggesting that what appears to be interiorized individualism is, in fact, an anachronistic importing of 

nineteenth and twentieth century ideas. Kramnick, for instance, focuses on the way mental states appear to be 

causes; he investigates the way minds create change or action in the material world. “One might expect a book about 

minds to validate the long-standing sense that the eighteenth century witnesses a new language of inwardness or 

subjectivity associated with the joint rise of empirical philosophy and the novel,” Kramnick writes; “I complicate 

this thesis by pointing to the largely unacknowledged role of external factors in the period’s conception of mind” 

(2). Kramnick calls this “externalism” (6): “So where the predominant model has favored the growth of inwardness, 

sympathy, and subjectivity, I tend (again) to favor things external, like the elemental parts of matter or the chains of 

causes or the forms of contract” (11). I myself tend, in a qualified sense, to follow the tradition established by Watt, 

but I do so mostly because I think Watt’s thesis broadly fits with Richardson, not because I think he provides a 

definitive formulation of self for the period. Explanatory theories often privilege certain evidence, often elide or 

ignore other conflicting evidence; Watt, for instance, fails to engage with Grandison, and I think he does so because 

Grandison does not fit his thesis. Characters in Grandison are not heroically individuated enough; they are willing 

to sacrifice heroic subjectivity to be part of affective community. I have focused on theories/histories that emphasize 

the interior dimension of the self; I have done so, however, because I think this helps better explain Richardson’s 

fiction. One of the things I hope to suggest by focusing on Richardson as innovator is the sense that self—that 

subjectivity, character, interiority, personal identity, et cetera—is an open question in the period, and that multiple 

formulations of the self emerge in answer to a set of vexed problems. 
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But if, as Watt, McKeon, and Armstrong argue, the philosophical and literary forces that 

shaped the eighteenth century created a new self—one that is unique and particular, embedded 

within a world of particularities, and possessed of a privileged interior that marks her as an 

individual with a unique consciousness—what of the older selves? How does this particular self 

differ from what came before it?   

Hamlet very naturally talks about having “that within which passeth show.” Hamlet, and 

the sixteenth century broadly, was, of course, aware of the division between inner and outer 

experience. But Hamlet deals with explicit disguise and duplicity, with concealing “that within” 

behind elaborate performances.17 Hamlet’s division of inner and outer, while not straightforward 

(Hamlet, after all, agonizes over the relationship between soul and performance), is embedded 

within a milieu that conceives selves as stable, as having a character that, though it can disguise 

itself to deceive others, remains what it actually is, especially to itself.18 Hamlet knows what 

Hamlet is doing even if everyone else around him is confused. Furthermore, though Hamlet (and 

Hamlet) exploits the slippage between inner/true and outer/theatrical states to advance his 

revenge, before the eighteenth century this sort of division of inner and outer is nearly always 

registered negatively, either as that which allows a villain to exploit and destroy those around 

him or as that which a hero or heroine is forced to adopt as an expedient for survival (and, I 

suppose, often for comedy as well). In either case, anagnorisis is inevitable and the theatrical 

disguise will be displaced by the revelation of the individual’s true nature, which had been there 

                                                 
17 And besides, as Nancy Selleck points out, in this scene Hamlet is actually affirming that his “trappings and suits 

of woe” are authentic marks of his private experience (17), which would mean that, in this instance at least, the gap 

between inner and outer experience is quite narrow. 
18 This is part of what it means to live within those overarching vertical patterns that McKeon discusses or to be one 

of those general stock types that Watt mentions. Even Hamlet, after all—though he at times appears to have an 

almost postmodern awareness of what it means to be one—is the protagonist in a tragic revenge play. Who and what 

he is and can be is therefore limited. 
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all along.19 This is the sort of “narrative atonement” that McKeon suggests, the teleologically 

tinged orientation that sees and reads life not as a moment-to-moment experience of flux and 

change but as part of a totalized overarching pattern. Disguise is duplicitous, meretricious, 

manipulative. It creates Iagos and Richards and Edmunds—characters who thrive on concealing 

their selves behind elaborate performances. The ideal, however, in nearly every case, is, as much 

as it is possible, to bring inner and outer together, to create coherence, unity, and sincerity of 

character. Cordelia we love because she does not dissemble, even when she should; Goneril and 

Regan we despise, mostly because of how they treat their father, but partly also because their 

practiced performances allows them to conceal their true feelings, their inward dimension, at 

least until their narrative atonement catches up with them.  

My purpose in hastily discussing Shakespeare like this is to show that inwardness is not 

new and that there is a long tradition of splitting characters along their inner and outer 

dimensions. I could, in a sense, use any literary period to illustrate this point, but I use 

Shakespeare since he provides a familiar baseline. But though Hamlet has “that within,” it is that 

without, so to speak, that the sixteenth century emphasizes. To get a better sense of what 

individuals looked like prior to the eighteenth century, I turn briefly to two critics of sixteenth-

century literature, Stephen Greenblatt and Nancy Selleck.20 

Greenblatt writes: “Perhaps the simplest observation we can make is that in the sixteenth 

century there appears to be an increased self-consciousness about the fashioning of human 

identity as a manipulable, artful process” (2). This “human identity” primarily relates to what I 

                                                 
19 It is perhaps interesting to note that though anagnorisis does not disappear with the novel it does lose traction as a 

prevailing device. The revelation of true identity still figures large in something like Tom Jones, for instance, but 

even there it begins to be controlled by more “novelistic” concerns.  
20 There is, of course, a sense that any period investigation will privilege that period and see it as a time of important 

change or development. I am aware that I myself am doing this with the middle of the eighteenth century, and it is 

partly for this reason that I step outside my period here. 
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have been calling the exterior, to “character” as a visible and observable phenomenon; this 

identity is fashioned as an appearance. The “artful” fashioning of identity “occurs at the point of 

encounter between an authority and an alien, and what is produced in this encounter participates 

of both the authority and the alien that is marked for attack, and hence that any achieved identity 

always contains within itself the signs of its own subversion or loss”(9). Greenblatt is plotting 

identity within a three-point dialectical geometry that includes the self, an “authority” the self 

submits to, and an “alien” that it resists or defines itself against. There is some sense that the 

“authority” and “alien” can both be internal to the individual, but the overwhelming sense is that 

these are external—an “authority” such as a king, or a local magistrate; an “alien” such as an 

enemy during a time of war. This fashioning relates, then, to my second usage of “character”—it 

relates, that is, to the carefully crafted persona that individuals present to the world, rather than to 

the inner dimension of the human, which remains largely hidden behind performance, and also 

largely irrelevant to the ways people interact with each other.  

Greenblatt’s reading of Thomas More, for instance, emphasizes More’s theatricality and 

performance of identity (31), an identity necessarily forced to accommodate itself to the external 

forces gathering around it. More was often in the awkward position of having to conceal his true 

thoughts and feelings (about Henry VIII’s divorce, for instance), and Greenblatt argues that there 

is a “calculated distance” (68) between who More presented himself as and who he really was, 

that his was “a supremely constructed self” (57), and that this “act of self-fashioning is precisely 

an act of self-cancellation” (57). More’s Utopia, according to Greenblatt, was, at least in part, an 

exercise in self-criticism, and the vision it presents, of a communal world living in harmony 

without private property and without private space, is a vision that excludes, or rather 

deliberately restricts, a sense of “personal inwardness” (44). Even More’s polemical literature 
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and savage attacks on church reformers, which seem so out of character for him, can be 

explained, Greenblatt suggests, by recognizing that for More the church was a unified body, a 

corpus, in which individuals are incorporated, and that reformers such as Luther or Tyndale, with 

their insistence on the private experience of conviction or belief, were actively attempting to 

dismember that corpus (58-73). There is a strong sense here of the way the vertical is intruding 

and operating in the life of the individual—and of the way More welcomed, or at least actively 

accommodated, that intrusion. Whether he is accommodating himself to the those in power, 

exploring utopian notions, or defending his church against heretics, More consistently 

subordinates the individual to truth, especially religious truth, something that does not appear in 

private experience but that is recognized in consensus. 

Nancy Selleck argues that there is an “interpersonal idiom” in the sixteenth century, a 

vocabulary that constructs the self not as a subjectivity but as an “other-inflected objectified 

‘self’”(8).21 Selleck writes that “an objectified self has its origins in an external or secondary 

perspective, as the object of another’s perception, understanding, recognition. A subjective self, 

in contrast, comprises only its own experience—its activities of knowing, seeing, feeling, 

desiring, etc” (8). This goes beyond what I have called character, since character, as an external 

construction, preserves a split between inner and outer experience. Whereas modern subjectivity 

has been formulated primarily as an internal discursive object, the objectified self is constructed 

in relationship with other selves. This is similar-but-different to Greenblatt’s notion of 

“authority” and “alien.” Both the “authority” and the “alien” are formulated as Other, and so 

create a self/other dichotomy that, according to Selleck, ultimately reinforces an anachronistic 

                                                 
21 Subjectivity is not a term I use much, and use it here because Selleck does. As a term, though, subjectivity is most 

often aligned with individualist formulations of the self, where personal experience becomes the defining feature of 

the self.  
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sense of the self as private.22 The objectified interpersonal self, on the other hand, is much more 

thoroughly embedded within a self-other relationship that goes beyond submission or 

antagonism, in which the Other is no longer merely “alien” but part of the self. Selleck, in other 

words, removes the sense of antagonism from the self-other dyad. “Moving beyond a Self/Other 

dichotomy,” Selleck writes, “means conceptualizing others with the same ontological status as 

the self—others with whom the self can be interchanged, who can penetrate and alter the self, 

whose perspectives can shape and constitute the self” (3). “Renaissance usage,” she writes, 

“insisted on those social and physical dimensions of the person, pointing not to an isolated and 

interiorized individual, but to a physically and interpersonally embedded person” (3). 

These are, of course, brief summaries, but what both Greenblatt and Selleck suggest is 

that sixteenth-century selves, whether formulated as performances that restrict inwardness or as 

ontologically-equal interpersonal relationships between self and other, were not inwardly 

oriented; though they did have an inner dimension, this dimension was not prioritized as that 

which really constituted the self.  

Eighteenth-century interiority, on the other hand—and especially Richardsonian 

interiority—is inherently unstable; in fact, both that within which passeth show and the show 

itself are in a constant state of flux and agitation—the two get mixed up together, sometimes to 

the point that one becomes the other, and the show becomes everything or there is no show at all. 

In a (pithy and reductive) sense, interiority—meaning an awareness of the fissures and gaps 

running along the interior-exterior axis—is what happens when inwardness gets out of control, 

when Hamlet loses control of the mad disguise, or when the anachronistic idea of a subconscious 

                                                 
22 Both Greenblatt and Selleck are aware of, and anxious to defend against, the traditional teleology that sees the 

sixteenth century as a precursor period to later developments, at least as regards the history of the individual. 

Selleck, especially, is explicit in her awareness of this. Watt and McKeon are somewhat guilty of this sort of period 

privilege.  
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is introduced. Hamlet more or less controls his disguises; he can project an external version of 

himself precisely because he understands what is happening inside. But Pamela does not know 

what is happening inside her; neither do Clarissa or Harriet. But they all feel a great agitation, a 

need to at times reveal who they are and a need at other times to conceal absolutely who they are. 

Pamela’s dress of stitched-together letters illustrates this agitation. One thing becomes the other: 

the revealing letter conceals the body; the body itself becomes an opaque revelation, suggesting 

inner meaning but balking at the disclosure; even nudity and undress is not a final exposure but 

just another fraught set of symbols leading down a maze-like spiral that, rather than ending 

anywhere, returns to where it starts, like a moebius band. If B were really to strip Pamela naked 

he would still be no closer to her mind though he had seen “all” of her, which is exactly what 

Lovelace discovers when he rapes Clarissa. Ironically enough, Lovelace becomes Richardson’s 

strongest believer in the problems of interiority, and no other character is as aware of the 

distance between mind and body as Lovelace is after he assaults the unconscious Clarissa. 

Inwardness is that which is within; interiority is knowing that the inner and outer aspects do not 

cohere. That moral ideal of coherence, unity, and sincerity does not disappear in such a fissured 

context, however, and making inner and outer cohere, or suggesting how the gaps can be 

mended, is, I will be arguing, Richardson’s great project.  

Pamela, Clarissa, and Harriet are not alone in their struggle. As Hunter notes, “Any 

analysis of the culture itself must begin from the nearly universal perception in England by 

midcentury that a literary revolution was taking place” (10). Certainly Richardson was self-

consciously innovating. But this sense of “newness,” as the historicist arguments of Watt, 

McKeon, and Armstrong demonstrate, was not limited to the literary but felt in nearly all 

things—journalism, economics, diary writing, scientific practice, economic practice, and, most 
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relevant to my concerns, in philosophy, too23. David Hume and Adam Smith also confront these 

new questions. Hume, for instance, launched A Treatise on Human Nature with an explicit 

declaration to leave the old and explore the new: 

Here then is the only expedient, from which we can hope for success in our philosophical 

 researches, to leave the tedious lingering method, which we have hitherto followed, and 

 instead of taking now and then a castle or village on the frontier, to march up directly to 

 the capital or center of these sciences, to human nature itself; which being once masters 

 of, we may every where else hope for an easy victory. (4)  

Hume promises “a compleat system of the sciences, built on a foundation almost entirely new” 

(4), and this new foundation is “human nature.”24 Both moral philosophy and epistemology 

wrestled with new formulations of the self. Empiricism, skeptical or otherwise, located meaning, 

and meaning making, within the individual, who no longer felt herself tightly (and often safely) 

bound up within hierarchical metaphysical superstructures but instead found herself promoted, so 

to speak, as the new centre of a universe: not a cosmological universe, in the ordered or 

microcosmic sense, but rather a centre of an individual universe of perception and sensation, 

where a bewildering and chaotic array of particular things—from billiard balls to other people—

impressed themselves upon her. This new self, in other words, was a horizontal self not guided 

by or fitted into a vertical metanarrative. Historically speaking, this sort of promotion, and the 

seeming freedom it promises, is startling and, for a culture just learning to feel it, bewildering, 

since it detaches the individual from all (or nearly all) that previously held her steady—from all 

                                                 
23 By no means is this an exhaustive list. Hardly any aspect of human life and civilization, it seems, was not 

renovated or in some way altered by the pervading sense of newness, revolution, and improvement.  
24 “Human nature” should here be understood primarily as human materiality and sensory perception, though it does, 

as will be clear later below when Hume’s formulation of the self is analyzed (see chapter 2), include a sense of 

interiority, since it investigates the way knowledge traverses the interior-exterior axis. Hume’s emphasis on the 

particularity of perception and the experience of the perceiving individual involves him, broadly, in the same of 

realism as would animate the novel.  
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those comfortable vertical structures that gave her a sense of locatedness. This new world of 

“freedom” was mediated not by a priori knowledge or abstract abstruse reasoning but rather by 

the senses. Hume appealed to commonplace experience, to that which everyone could 

(supposedly) verify directly for themselves. Philosophy, Hume hoped, could turn away from 

abstraction and ground itself in the commonplace, where people actually lived, much like prose 

fiction, in its realist revolution, turned away from romance and grounded itself in ordinary life. In 

both cases, the individual rose to new prominence and questions about what a self or character 

was and how it perceived the world took on new importance.  

But philosophy, especially Hume’s philosophy, encountered an unexpected problem 

when it switched from the ideal and abstract to the mundane and the commonplace: the mundane 

disappeared. In attempting to ground an epistemology in human nature and human experience, 

Hume disrupted experience itself and discovered an apparently insuperable skeptical gap 

between the real and the perceived. If, as Hume suggested, all experience is nothing more than 

the perceptions that enter into or arise in the mind, then that mind has no direct access to the 

world outside of it. All that it has to work with, all that it has to construct a world out of, is its 

own internal materials. All the human mind knows, all that it actually is, is its own perceptions, 

which exist only in the interior, conglomerating there as a mass of ideas; and since the mind is, 

according to Hume, nothing more than its perceptions, all it has is actually itself, and the exterior 

world, though it probably exists, exists just out of reach. The interior is a self-contained mass; all 

that is exterior, though perceivable as perceptions, is ontologically separate, and the mind has no 

direct access to essences or realities outside itself.25  

                                                 
25 Hume will be more fully engaged below in chapter 2.2. 
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These separations of interiors and exteriors, both literary and philosophical, and the 

awareness of these separations, which I am calling interiority, create a very specific sort of self, 

one different from previous sorts of selves. This self’s defining attributes are its distinct 

individuality and independence, both of which are products of the fact that each self is, 

ultimately, a unique point of experience—or point of view or perspective. In philosophy, this 

point is the experiencing self; in literature, it is a character. This point, either in fiction or 

philosophy, cannot be shared, and cannot ever be occupied by more than one self. And, as in 

Richardson’s epistolary fiction, this point cannot be explained by a mediating narrator. A point 

of perception (self) or a point of view/perspective (character) can appeal to no other higher 

authority to understand itself or make itself understood. Even when specific experiences are 

shared or when two points/views perceive the same impression or idea from relatively similar 

situations, the points/views themselves are still separate. Clarissa and Lovelace, after all, are 

often in the same room together, but their experience of the same events or conversations could 

not be more different. Both of them are enclosed systems of perception, created by a life-long 

history of unique experience, and no amount of disclosure, either of body or mind, can make 

these two points one. The unique experience of perception that creates independence and 

individualism, in other words, also creates isolation and alienation. 

And this brings me to the other important feature of the image of Pamela and her 

epistolary clothes: the image suggests not only the separation of, and complex interplay between, 

the interior and the exterior, but also the separation and complex interplay between one self and 

another. B’s desire to “see” Pamela and her letters is a desire predicated on his inability to access 

Pamela’s interior, to “know” her in an authoritative and certain way. His erotic obsession is 

secondary; he himself realizes that there is a mind hidden inside her, partially revealed by her 
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letters, and it is this that he strongly desires. Interiority creates a situation in which a self is 

divided between her inner and outer aspects; it also creates a situation in which one self is 

separated from another. If, as Hume suggests, each mind consists only of its own ideas, and its 

perceptions of external things are themselves only still its own ideas, than there is no direct 

access to the exterior or exterior things. I often refer to this as the problem of other people: other 

people are a mystery; there is no way to know what, if anything, is within that passeth show.   

 But people must still relate to each other somehow. These isolated and alienated points of 

perception/points of view do not exist as separate atoms but are grouped together in circles of 

family, of friends, of acquaintances—they exist in society. If Hume found that people are locked 

within their own worlds of perception, Adam Smith tried to establish ways that those people 

could still be united together. The Theory of Moral Sentiments is, first and foremost, an 

investigation into relationship. Interiority poses a problem; to solve this problem, Smith suggests 

that through elaborate acts of sympathetic transposition people can establish a point of view 

external to themselves. Selves, Smith argues, are selfish, and often motivated primarily by self-

love; their passions can lead them astray or blind them to the truth of their situation. They can, 

however, if they try hard enough, step outside themselves and view themselves as some 

supposed impartial spectator might view them. Smith called this perspective “the man within the 

breast” (and the fact that the external position is figured with internal language is not ironic or 

accidental, but is suggestive of the ways the interior and exterior are bound together in often 

paradoxical ways). The man within the breast is, theoretically at least, an objective perspective: it 

is how the impartial spectator, who presumably is not motivated by self-love or mislead by 

passion, views another person. The self, in other words, creates an alternative self, and two 

points of view suddenly exist in the same person, creating a sort of double vision. As Smith 
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writes, “When I endeavour to examine my own conduct, when I endeavour to pass sentence upon 

it, and either to approve or condemn it, it is evident that, in all such cases, I divide myself, as it 

were, into two persons; and that I, the examiner and judge, represent a different character from 

the other I, the person whose conduct is examined into and judged of” (3.1.6; 113). It is tempting 

to align these “two persons” with the interior-exterior axis—an external spectator squinting at the 

internal subject—but this is not quite the case. The “examiner and judge,” since he is a product 

of imaginative sympathy, is still a product of the inward aspect, though it is the inward aspect 

attempting to strip itself of that which makes it unique, to remove itself from its own situation 

and coolly examine itself. The division is internal and imaginary but it allows the self to relate to 

other selves since it creates a shared perspective. The “man within the breast,” since he 

supposedly resides in all breasts, is the bridge over the gulf between selves, and is that which 

allows selves to relate to each other in society. For Smith, then, the problems of interiority are 

solved (at least partially) by further divisions of the self, by the interpolation into the self of an 

alien point of view, and by the suppression of that which makes the self unique.26   

 Having put all these pieces into play, now, in my discussion of interiority—histories of 

the novel/individual that privilege the interior, sixteenth-century points of comparison, brief 

summaries of the philosophical concerns involved—I want, before concluding this mostly 

descriptive section, to offer a brief suggestion: that the middle-eighteenth-century’s development 

of the self is not as unified as it appears; that several versions of the self emerge.  

   For Watt, the simultaneous rise of the novel and the individual, and the way these two 

ideas interact and relate, lead inevitably to the modern self—the heroic individual that we, here 

in the twenty-first century (or “they” in the twentieth one, when he wrote), recognize with the 

                                                 
26 I will return to and explore Smith’s theory of sympathy much more fully in chapter 4.2. 
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uncanny sense of looking into a mirror. He writes a teleologically-tinged autobiography of the 

individual: he reads the twentieth into the eighteenth century, and re-creates the modern (that is, 

our own) identity out of carefully curated canonical materials. In other words, he (and many 

others) treat the rise of individualism as a good thing—his history of the novel treats 

individualism itself as if it were the heroine of an eighteenth-century novel, struggling to be free, 

to emerge and define herself against her oppressors. By selecting only those materials that 

validate the heroic individual, however, Watt creates a false, or maybe only incomplete, story of 

the self, especially when it comes to Richardson, an innovator who constantly revisited the 

problems of interiority and suggested, in each of his novels, new but provisional solutions. This 

does not invalidate Watt’s theory, especially when it comes to formal realism as a set of practices 

and techniques. But the story Watt tells with these practices may have some plot holes. He 

ignores, after all, a rather large swathe of literary productions that appear to be skeptical about 

the claims of the individual or individualism, and privileges only certain confirming works, even 

within the individual canons of specific authors. Pamela and Clarissa, since they seem so clearly 

to champion the independent self, are in; Grandison, however, which seems to hang an asterisk 

on the idea of an unique independent self, is out. 

Since he published The Rise of the Novel, Watt has been followed by a number of writers 

who, even when they disagree with him on other things, take for granted and confirm his 

formulation of the self. Michael McKeon and Nancy Armstrong I have already discussed; 

William Warner, J. Paul Hunter, and Rebecca Tierney-Hynes all follow Watt, too, and though all 

approach the question of novels and individuals from different directions, all seem to agree that 

the sort of individual developed and represented in eighteenth-century literature is, whatever else 

it is—and it can apparently be many things: a political thing, an economic thing, a literary 
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thing—an inwardly-oriented individual. As several writers have pointed out,27 though, and what 

I would also like to point out, too, is that this has become an often uninterrogated assumption, 

one easily made since we, who read and write in a twenty-first century where individuality has 

become individualism, feel that this is the right self.28 What gets lost in this assumption is a 

recognition of the struggle eighteenth-century writers felt when they created, and wrestled with, 

the idea of inwardly-turned selves and characters—the uncertainties, the hesitancies, and the 

sense of feeling one’s way through the dark of perplexing ontological and metaphysical 

mysteries. As Charles Taylor points out, our own understanding of what it means to be a self is 

easily projected backwards. Modern identity29 is an “ensemble of (largely unarticulated) 

understandings of what it is to be a human agent” that includes “the senses of inwardness, 

freedom, individuality, and being embedded in nature” (ix). Senses of inwardness, freedom, and 

individuality, all seem to line up nicely with Watt’s formal realism, and there seems to be 

considerable continuity between Watt’s eighteenth-century individual and Taylor’s “modern 

identity.” But, as Taylor crucially argues, there is a history to this modern identity. It did not 

simply spring, Athena-like, from the eighteenth century’s vexed skull; its starting position should 

not be conflated with its ending. Richardson, most agree, is one of the innovators of the self who 

helped the eighteenth century think through what it meant to be a human subject. He appears, in 

most histories of the novel, as one of the fathers of what we take to be the individual. What I 

hope to show here by examining Richardson’s three major novels in sequence, is that the self 

that he represents in his fiction is highly unstable—that it changed and transformed from novel to 

novel; that it was constantly modified as new problems presented themselves; and that in his 

                                                 
27 See footnote 16. 
28 J. Paul Hunter, for instance, does not closely examine the interior (partly because it is not really his concern, to be 

fair) but simply assumes that his readers know what it means. Watt’s argument seems internalized here. 
29 Taylor’s term. It is more or less equivalent with “self.” 
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final formulation of the individual, the one found in Grandison, Richardson actually backs away 

from heroic formulations and imposes much narrower boundaries on the individual.  

What I have tried to do in this opening section is define interiority and suggest the way 

that interiority creates problems. These problems relate primarily to the way the self/character 

understands itself when it is fissured along the interior-exterior axis and the way this fissure also 

separates one self from another. These problems are therefore both internal and social. It may be 

the case that these problems are unsolvable, or, as the trajectory of Richardson’s fiction suggests, 

that they are problems that endure, and that solutions are only provisional and ever-evolving. 

Each of his novels shades into the next; one solves the problems of the other but creates new 

problems; what appears in each novel to be a self-contained system is really a field of flexible 

experimentation, where answers are proposed and tested. I read Richardson’s thought as an on-

going open investigation into what it means to live as creatures divided, an investigation never 

quite complete and always willing to adapt and adjust as the need arises. 

But though interiority seems to have been an inevitable condition of modern selfhood, 

and though the sort of self created by interiority (the heroic individual self-consciously creating 

herself against the external forces attempting to coerce or control her) seems to have achieved a 

sort of apotheosis, writers in the eighteenth century—Richardson, Hume, Smith—were, I think, 

ambivalent about individualism, concerned about what I call interiority, and anxious to impose 

limitations on selves that they worried could grow and expand in dangerous ways and upset or 

disturb whatever social harmony existed. These new selves, detached from their historical 

moorings, alienated within their own Humean mass of experience, could become solipsistic, 

violently narcissistic, and eager, in their own expansion, to organize the world according to their 

own particular vision and desires. Delimited selfhood, after all, seems more likely to create 
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Lovelaces than Clarissas. Smith’s “man within the breast” is not merely an ontological expedient 

allowing selves to relate to each other; it is also a social necessity that promotes justice and that 

keeps passionate selves from fraying the fabric of society. Interiority is a problem; the fissures 

along the interior-exterior axis produce real difficulties. This dissertation is about the way one 

author, Samuel Richardson—a man remarkably alive to these problems—confronts them in his 

fiction and the various ways he suggests solutions to them. 

 

1.3 Formal Irony 

Interiority, then, is a complicated set of problems, and it requires a complicated technique 

to represent it. Both novelists and philosophers turned to the “real,” to the particular, to the 

everyday and common, and found in those common everyday things deep mysteries. Philosophy 

discusses the problems and confronts them, as it were, from up above, from a vertical position 

that comprehends the field; novels explore the questions from on the ground, and from that 

horizontal perspective of character: that is to say, philosophy can talk about the self in explicit 

terms, and treat questions of the self as topics to be put under a figurative microscope; novels 

represent the questions, and the solutions, as part of the lived experience of particular characters. 

This sort of horizontal character-based representation of philosophical investigation is especially 

evident in Richardson and his formal irony, where no authorial or narrating voice overarches the 

narrative. Both Henry Fielding and Laurence Sterne, for instance, can interrupt their narratives to 

comment on the nature of narrative (or the nature of hobby-horses, as the case may be); they can 

pause, digress, go backwards or forwards, and expand or explode an episode into improbable 

proportions; they can wax philosophic. They can do this because they both adopt a narrative 

technique that allows for the vertical to intrude upon the horizontal: Fielding’s controlling third-
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person narration and Sterne’s highly self-conscious retrospective first-person narration both 

create separation between the vertical consciousness telling the story and the horizontal 

consciousness within the story. They can discuss philosophy, and philosophical problems, 

without disrupting the fictions they are creating, since in many ways their own vertical intrusions 

into the stories they are telling are their narratives. In Richardson’s epistolary fiction, however, 

no such vertical author/narrator intrusion is possible: everything operates on the level of 

character. Richardson’s fiction is not about interiority, in the sense that it, like philosophy, makes 

explicit statements about what it means to be a human individual; rather, his fiction recreates the 

experience of interiority at the level of text. This means that Richardson’s fiction must not only 

be aware of the gaps and fissures between the interior and the exterior, it must also find a way to 

replicate or reproduce them at the level of technique, in its very texture. And it does this through 

what I call formal irony. 

Formal irony is a set of ironic practices that, when taken together, recreate in text the 

experience of living in a world of gaps and fissures—fissures and gaps between word and 

meaning, between interior and exterior, and between self and other. These practices are the use 

of the first-person voice, the limited perspective, and the unreliable narrator, all of which are 

central features of letter-writing. Each of these practices can, and often are, separated in fiction; 

they can be deployed individually; they also, however, when all bound together in something like 

epistolary fiction, produce narrating characters who strongly resemble the sort of selves 

theorized by eighteenth-century empiricists. Because the epistolary technique that he used 

required everything in the novels to operate on the horizontal plane of character, Richardson 

could not deploy traditional vertical intrusions that would guide, control, or otherwise modify the 

text; he could not say, for instance, that though Clarissa wrote this she really meant that, and he 
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could not let us know that here Lovelace is lying but there he is telling the truth. Instead, all he 

could do is provide an enormous overflow of letters that, when examined carefully and when 

read with and against each other, slowly reveal the epistemological and ontological fissures.  

In his novels, multiple competing narratives contradict each other; within a single letter-

writer’s epistolary corpus inconsistences emerge and erupt; over time letter-writers change, 

grow, develop, and write differently later than they did earlier; letter-writers realize that 

something about themselves not altogether understood had been guiding their pens. Richardson’s 

textual field is one of constant inconsistences, breakages, slippages of meaning, but it is also one 

of multiple meanings, interpretive variations, growing self-consciousness and self-awareness; it 

is a world, in other words, of gaps and fissures that widen or narrow as the letter-writer better 

understands who she is and who others are. This is deliberate; Richardson wrote difficult fiction, 

and expected much of his readers. What a reader encounters in his novels resembles very much 

what she encounters in the so-called real world, where the experience of the individual is not 

guided by a vertical narrating voice making hermeneutical sense for her. Formal irony, then, 

though a set of literary techniques and practices, coheres as a mode of being or an approach to 

the world. I call this irony since it operates through separations of word and meaning; I qualify it 

as formal, however, since this separation of word and meaning is, instead of being intentional or 

controlled by an ironist or eiron, a formal feature, or inherent consequence, of life lived on the 

horizontal plane.   

Since I am using irony in a very specific sense, it may be appropriate to begin at the 

beginning, so to speak, in order to set up not only what I do mean but also what I do not mean by 

formal irony. Irony has always30 been about the gap or fissure between word and meaning, and 

                                                 
30 Well, usually.  
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how this gap is created—and why it is created—is at the heart of the matter. Since he first 

appeared on the Greek stage, the figure of the eiron, in most of his many forms, has been 

associated with dissembling and with the deliberate manipulation of double meanings, and the 

eiron used these double meanings to triumph over the alazon, a figure lost in self-deception and 

empty words. Both figures highlight the instability of language and its latent potential to deceive 

both others and one’s own self by playing on language’s inherent instability, the eiron through 

careful and studied deprecation and the alazon through boisterous and aggressive self-

deception.31 Irony functions by separating word from meaning; or, perhaps more accurately, it 

functions by noticing that there is already a gap between word and meaning, and that this gap can 

be flooded and filled up with multiple meanings, meanings which the cunning and knowing 

eiron recognizes but that the ignorant or foolish alazon fails to see. Northrop Frye, moving 

rapidly from eiron as figure to irony as concept, writes: “The term irony, then, indicates a 

technique of appearing to be less than one is, which in literature becomes most commonly a 

technique of saying as little and meaning as much as possible, or, in a more general way, a 

pattern of words that turns away from direct statement or its own obvious meaning” (40). What 

Frye calls a turning away from the direct or obvious meaning I call a gap.32  

This gap is always present in irony; irony is meaningless without it. But this gap can be 

exploited in various ways, and irony, especially when qualified with another adjective, takes on 

many shapes and means many things. In Socratic irony, for instance, there is a gap between who 

a speaker is and who he presents himself as: the speaker adopts a dissembling posture of 

                                                 
31 Embedded within this is a rudimentary notion of inwardness. The self-deceived alazon is incapable of self-

examination, and so provides the opportunity for the eiron to split open his words; the alazon does not realize there 

are two versions of himself. This sort of inwardness is not quite interiority, however, since it more relates to the 

alazon’s failure to create an appropriate external “character” than to inherent fissures between internal and external.  
32 For more on the eiron and the alazon, see Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism 40-49, 172-75. Frye’s criticism 

now tends to be (perhaps too) caught up in unfashionable phases and cycles and archetypalist thought, but his 

general statements still carry considerable authority. 
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ignorance in order to prompt his interlocutors to make hasty statements and provide faulty 

instruction, which the knowing Socratic eiron then reveals to be incorrect or absurd; irony is here 

deployed to set up, and then knock down, false premises, and its ultimate end is didactic and 

philosophical: it strips away what is false in order to establish what is true. In structural irony, an 

entire work is controlled by double meaning, the gap between what is said and what is meant is 

wide, and closing (or at least bridging) that gap depends on the reader’s ability to constantly 

maintain a dissonant reading practice that reads both the said and the unsaid. In dramatic irony, 

there is a extradiegetic gap in the understanding of the audience and of the agents in the drama, 

and this gap is used to heighten dramatic effect. In cosmic irony there is a gap between a 

character’s hopes and desires and the will or dictates of fate, and the individual is often deceived 

or arbitrarily abused by this hostile cosmic force, a fate that highlights the precarious plight of 

human existence.33 In each of these types of irony a gap exists, but the gap is controlled by the 

ironist, who is either a character within the text or the author producing it.34  

M.H. Abrams writes: “In most of the modern critical uses of the term ‘irony,’ there 

remains the root sense of dissembling, or of hiding what is actually the case; not, however, in 

order to deceive, but to achieve special rhetorical or artistic effects” (142).  “Dissembling” and 

“hiding,” however, though they draw attention to the double vision of said and unsaid, also imply 

intention. Irony is something used, deployed; it says something, even if that something is hidden 

within a double structure. Those “special rhetorical or artistic effects” are not neutral or 

                                                 
33 I do not intend comprehensively to list all forms of ironies here, only to enumerate several standard ones and show 

how the gaps they create are controlled and deployed. I rely mostly on M.H. Abrams’ definitions.  
34 In a sense, Richardson’s formal irony incorporates many of the features of the ironies listed here: it is Socratic in 

the sense that Richardson is using it as part of an explicitly didactic project (to teach his readers to be virtuous); it is 

structural in the sense that the whole of his fiction rests on the inherent instability of language; it is dramatic since 

his readers often see competing narratives within the text; it is cosmic in the sense that the world it creates or 

represents is often directly set against the hopes and wishes of the characters living inside it. 
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accidental, but the whole point of the irony. The gap is meaningful, especially when it is a 

difficult gap to traverse. 

 Linda Hutcheon describes what she calls irony’s “edge,” the way that irony has “targets” 

and “victims,” and how it is created and deployed in what she calls “scenes”—particular and 

unique situations that give rise to the ironic utterance.35 Irony, according to Hutcheon, is 

“transideological” (10): it is itself a neutral tool or trope, but it is used in a variety of political 

situations for a variety of political reasons, from radical subversion to conservative 

reinforcement. Irony can both undermine and support power; if this makes it neutral and 

“transideological,” it also makes it difficult to interpret, especially within contexts where speech 

is highly regulated and policed. Further destabilizing irony is the question/problem of intention. 

Traditionally (according to Hutcheon), irony is understood to be the creation of the ironist or 

eiron, the knowing and cunning speaker who means more than he/she explicitly says. A surplus 

of signification results, and the interpreter either notices and “gets” the gap between the said and 

the unsaid, or does not.36 But, as Hutcheon points out, “both intention and agency are involved in 

the activity of the interpreter as well” (12): “to attribute irony where it is intended—and where it 

is not—or to refuse to attribute irony where it might be intended, is also the act of a conscious 

agent” (12). The eiron may produce irony not with his own speech acts but by deliberately 

“ironizing” the alazon’s or by deliberately exploiting his unintentional double meaning.  

                                                 
35 Hutcheon has in mind what is normally called situational irony or verbal irony—specific speech acts that emerge 

within specific (and broadly “political”) situations, rather than more structural forms of irony or satire. In her 

treatment, irony is a tactic, rather than a way of viewing the world. 
36 Who, and who does not, “get” the intended irony is often a function of what Hutcheon calls “discursive 

communities”: “It is not so much that irony creates communities or in-groups; instead, I want to argue that irony 

happens because what could be called ‘discursive communities’ already exist and provide the context for both the 

deployment and attribution of irony” (20). Irony, in other words, requires that the ironist, rather than being detached, 

be instead deeply entrenched in a social situation. 
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Though she is examining specific ironic utterances within particular (political) scenes, 

Hutcheon could almost be describing the vexations of epistolary fiction, or of reading itself. The 

slippage of intention and meaning is familiar territory for readers of Richardson: what a writer 

(Clarissa or Harriet) intends in a letter; what a reader (Anna or Charlotte) finds in it or imposes 

upon it; the deliberate disguises, dissemblings, deceptions; the constant misunderstanding, 

misreadings, misfires; the ever-present fissure between word and idea that is sometimes 

successfully traversed, but just as often exploded; the violence that often occurs within that 

fissure—all this Richardson explored through first-person, limited, and unreliable narration, 

though this exploration is not often considered as a species of irony.  

Having said all this, then—that irony produces a gap between word and meaning and that 

this gap is intended and controlled by an ironist, whether the ironist be writer or reader—I would 

like to suggest that another sort of separation, another form of irony, operates within 

Richardson’s fiction, and that this form of irony has nothing to do with additional double or 

hidden meanings or even with intention, and I call this species formal irony. Unlike other 

species, formal irony, which is really a hybrid species of irony that incorporates many of the 

features discussed above, is neither intentional nor controlled by an ironist, though it can 

incorporate elements of intention and control; rather, it is epistemological and ontological in 

nature, and represents an attempt to render in fiction a world in which word and thing, or interior 

and exterior, have been separated. When the condition of irony prevails—when irony is not 

controlled by an eiron who either creates or attributes irony, and when irony is not a specific 

utterance made within a specific moment for a specific reason but rather an inherent feature of 

language itself—it creates a world in which understanding is constantly undermined, a world in 
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which selves/characters can never be certain of anything, and a world in which selves and others 

do not cohere. It is this sort of world that Richardson’s formal irony recreates. 

 Over the course of his career, Richardson used the first-person voice, the limited 

perspective, and the unreliable narrator to open up a space for the representation of the gap 

between internal and external. These practices, when taken together, create the total effect of 

formal irony. This total effect I would like to further break down into three separate ironies. 

These ironies can be described as a series of increasingly “interiorized” ironies: they begin 

outside the individual—indeed, outside the text—but move “inside.” As these ironies move 

further inside, they uncover fissures and gaps that alienate the individual.   

The first irony is only broadly ironic and relates specifically to Richardson himself: it is 

the gap between author and character—Richardson’s ability to write characters who think and 

believe otherwise than himself, otherwise than each other; his ability, in other words, to develop 

a space for Bakhtinian heteroglossia. In narratological terms, this irony is extradiegetic, and is 

not a feature of the text’s imaginative world, but instead relates to an approach to fiction itself 

and fiction’s ability to convey truth. It is, in other words, an irony embedded within the writing 

and reading of fiction.37 For taxonomic reasons, I will call this fictional irony. This is, of course, 

a standard ironic gap, one we now expect from a novelist with any ability whatsoever, and it will, 

for the most part, lie quietly acknowledged in this analysis, and I mention it mostly as a 

formality.38 It does, however, play an important role, especially in novels as supposedly didactic 

as Richardson’s, and where characters are offered up as exemplars. Pamela, Clarissa, and Harriet 

                                                 
37 This is related to McKeon’s definition of realism and “aesthetic truth,” a sort of writing that appeared as history 

but was not-history (120). The “not-history” of fiction is understood to be false, to be literally untrue—to be saying 

something but not saying it sincerely; saying it ironically, in other words—but, in the way that it organizes ideas of 

verisimilitude and probability, creates a sense of reality.  
38 But as anyone who has ever taught a first-year literature course knows, however “standard” this irony appears, it 

is not obvious, and teaching students to separate author from narrator/speaker/character is often difficult. 
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are all heroic standards of virtue, but this does not mean that everything they say and do, in every 

situation, is perfect, nor that Richardson means them to be without fault; their perfection does not 

lie in their inherent goodness, nor in their ability to be always right; it does not lie in their ability 

to embody Richardson’s ideal.39 Rather, it lies in their ability to change and to come to an 

understanding about themselves, especially in moments of extreme distress. Sir Charles 

Grandison is about as close as Richardson will come to creating a character who is “perfect,” and 

who bridges the ironic gap between what a character believes and what his author believes; yet 

even he is not Richardson, nor is meant to be. Fictional irony, then, feeds into an important 

novelistic value: characters are people—that is, in their particularity, their individual and unique 

perspectives and points of view, characters represent plurality, and the multiplicity of such 

distinguishable points of view locates the novel in a realist realm that values (and demands) such 

distinction as necessary for the creation of the human subject.  

The second irony is the gap between what a specific letter-writer says or writes and what 

she or he actually thinks. This is irony proper; it is diegetic; it is verbal and situational, controlled 

and intentional; it is deployed by an ironist. In my taxonomy I call this social irony since its gaps 

and fissures relate primarily to the way individuals interact with each other. Lovelace, for 

instance, thrives on such gaps. For him irony is an offensive technique and his dissembling and 

                                                 
39 Bakhtin’s “Discourse in the Novel” describes what he calls the centripetal and centrifugal forces of language, the 

forces that centralize and unify language into one system (centripetal) and the competing forces that decentralizing 

and fragment it (centrifugal). There is a push and pull in language, a social tendency towards unity and harmony and 

an individual tendency towards distinction and otherness. Novels, Bakhtin suggests, or at least “authentic” ones, are 

built on a plurality of voices and words; their only style is a the hybridization of style and their poetics, if they have 

one, is Frankensteinian, a patchwork poetics built on the loss of unifying systems. Richardson, as one of the first 

novelists to really leverage the power of polyphonic voices, would seem to be aligned with language’s centrifugal 

impulse; his didactic expressions, however, and his insistence that certain readers misread his works, or read them 

improperly, align him with language’s centripetal impulse. Richardson seems to have thought that one stable 

meaning could be extracted out of an unstable plurality of voices saying different things. The sort of polyphonic 

heteroglossia that Richardson deployed, however, he deployed into a century just beginning to understand what 

could be said and accomplished in prose fiction, and how it could be said and accomplished. Richardson’s artistic 

bent was towards polyphony; his ideological bent was towards harmony. See Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination. 
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deceptions are consciously launched to manipulate and destroy; he instinctively protects the gap 

between what he says or writes and what he feels or means since the diminishment of the gap 

would result in his total loss of power.40 Clarissa, however, will also use such techniques, though 

primarily to defend herself. When, for instance, she tricks Lovelace by telling him she is 

returning to her father’s house and hopes to see him there, she is dissembling her true meaning, 

that she will die but that she generously hopes to see him redeemed as well, behind an allegory 

she knows he will not understand. Richardson’s epistolary technique, of course, with its ability to 

open up the minds of characters and reveal the gaps between word and meaning, naturally 

produce this social irony space, and as novels continue to develop in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, this space will become mostly a default expectation. Character may lie on 

the surface as a set of observable patterns, but the inward dimension of the individual does not; 

individuals conceal, as a matter of course, their “true” or “essential” being. It may be helpful to 

note that this gap is not entirely meretricious, nor is speaking otherwise than entirely truthfully 

always a deception. There are many situations in eighteenth-century novels where speaking the 

naked truth is neither desired nor recommended. Decorum, policy, and the rules of polite 

conversation, especially those surrounding the speech of women, often place characters in the 

position of veiling their thoughts or flattering their interlocutors. Even Harriet, universally 

praised for her frankness, will veil her thoughts behind conventional speech as the situation 

requires, as for instance when she must repeatedly decline the many proposals of marriage she 

receives. Decorum codifies a sort of double-speak in polite society, and it is a mark of the 

Grandison family circle’s affection for and trust of each other that characters are so often 

                                                 
40 Readers, of course, who see not only what Lovelace says to Clarissa but also what he writes in his letters to 

Belford (and the reverse: what Clarissa says to Lovelace and what she writes to Anna Howe), see the gap, and so 

dramatic irony also operates on the level of social irony.  
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encouraged to speak their hearts without dissembling. Someone like Pamela, however, must 

often equivocate and detach speech from true feeling or risk the further wrath of her oppressors.   

Social irony, however, goes deeper than characters merely manipulating or mishandling 

the slippage of word and meaning. This sort of irony is deliberate and intentional and controlled 

by an eiron. Interiority, however, as I have already discussed, creates gaps and fissures between 

selves. Each self is, as Hume describes it and as Richardson represents it, a self-contained system 

of experience and perception, and one self cannot access the interior of another. In Richardson’s 

fiction, this sort of separation of self from other often creates situations in which communication 

is frustrated, if not impossible, and in which one character says or writes something and another 

character hears or reads something else. Social irony, then, at least in its epistemological and 

ontological aspect, is often an unintentional sort of irony, a free-form irony not controlled by 

eiron or situation or structure—an irony that occurs simply because one self is different from 

another self and because selves are inherently separated from each other.    

The third and final of these ironic textual practices is perhaps the most difficult to 

describe; it is the gap between what a letter-writer thinks she means and what she actually feels. 

It is the irony of self-deception, of hidden feelings and motives, of desires felt but not 

acknowledged. Taxonomically: internal irony. This could be characterized as a psychological 

irony, or as a failure to recognize the distinction between interior and exterior states. Clarissa, for 

instance, very early in her novel, insists to Anna Howe that she does not love Lovelace, that there 

is no “throb, throb, throb” (1.62; 71) when she thinks of him; having written so, she believes it, 

as if the word on the page controlled the actions of her heart. Her own written word she takes for 

truth, as personal fiat. It is not till much later in the novel that she is forced to admit that love, or 

something like love, had affected her without her recognizing it, and that there was a gap 
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between what she wrote and the true state of her heart. This is the most complex of Richardson’s 

ironic practices, and the most vulnerable to misreading and misunderstanding, both internally by 

other characters and externally by readers. It is also, however, at the heart of his fiction. Samuel 

Johnson gets close to defining this gap when he famously declares of Clarissa that “there is 

always something she prefers to truth.”41 Her preference has nothing to do with deception 

(though something to do with self-deception) and everything to do with a struggle to know 

herself (and Johnson’s “always” probably requires some qualification, or else her death is among 

the most tragic in literature). All of Richardson’s main characters—Pamela, Clarissa, Harriet; B, 

Lovelace, and Grandison, too—“prefer” something to the truth, if by “truth” we mean that which 

is real or essential about themselves. Each character, at least during certain portions of their 

respective novels, deceives themselves into believing that which is false about themselves. 

Interiority opens up the individual and reveals something that lies deeper than external character; 

the fissure along the interior-exterior axis is a very deep one: it goes deep, down, underneath—

the further down, the further hidden, even from the individual. Pamela, for instance, must go 

deep into herself to discover that she loves B; she has been so wrapped up in an external 

“character” of virtuous resistance that she has neglected to examine the state of her own heart. 

Clarissa must go deep into herself to discover that she is, as her enemies have been saying, 

proud.42 But these two things, love and pride, operate on both characters long before they 

recognize that they are being operated on by anything. Internal irony separates an individual 

from herself, and it is only through long and careful introspection and meditation, in the form of 

constant self-reflective writing, that the gap is closed, or even first recognized.  

                                                 
41 Hill, George Birkbeck, Johnsonian Miscellanies, 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1897: 1.297. 
42 Harriet, who should not be neglected, nevertheless does not quite fit with Pamela and Clarissa in this regard; she 

does not quite struggle with self-deception to the same degree. Her struggles mostly relate to concealment and 

disclosure of desire. 
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Fictional, social, and internal irony, taken together, create what I am calling formal irony; 

they are built upon the narrative techniques of the first-person voice, the limited perspective, and 

the unreliable narrator; they are produced, in their many variations and permutations, because 

each horizontal character, not just the one telling the story, is also an unreliable, limited, and 

first-person consciousness, and all these first-person, limited, unreliable horizontal 

consciousnesses collide with each other in a textual world not controlled or governed by a third-

person or vertical authority. Again, taken individually, none of these ironies—fictional, social, or 

internal—are “new” to the eighteenth century: authors and poets were always separated from 

their characters or personas; double meanings, dissembling, and disguise is nothing new; self-

deception is a time-honoured tradition. Taken together, however, and when animated by the 

fissures and gaps that run along the interior-exterior axis, these ironies, which collapse ever 

inward, reproduce in text the experience of the epistemological and ontological separation that 

lies at the heart of interiority. 

It should be obvious that formal irony as I am defining it has nothing to do with satire, a 

genre that thrives by creating such separations. Richardson is perhaps the least satiric major 

novelist in a period that perfected prose satire (which is not to say he was never satiric); at the 

same time, he is perhaps the novelist most aware of ironic disconnections. The satirist 

intentionally exploits this gap for humour, instruction, or mockery, but Richardson sensed that 

this gap between word and meaning was more than just a literary trope or technique and that 

separations between word and meaning occur all the time—accidentally, deliberately; 

innocently, maliciously—when individuals are understood as unique and independent and when 

language is felt to be unstable, if not arbitrary.43 Satire deliberately creates gaps, and grins and 

                                                 
43 Language was beginning to be thought of as arbitrary, something I will address when discussing Locke in the next 

section. 
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winks as it fills the gap with its own meaning. Richardson understood that the gap is not first 

created in text but in the self and the self’s relationship to the world, and that this separation of 

word and meaning can, if not addressed, fracture and destabilize the self. 

There is not, so far as I can tell, any existing category of irony that directly equates with 

what I am calling formal irony.44 It bears some resemblance to what Wayne Booth calls 

“unstable irony,” but the idea of unstable irony does not quite fit with Richardson’s overall 

project. Booth writes:  

the fundamental distinction between stable ironies and ironies in which the truth asserted 

 or implied is that no stable reconstruction can be made out of the ruins revealed through 

 the irony. The author—insofar as we can discover him, and he is often very remote 

 indeed—refuses to declare himself, however subtly, for any stable proposition, even the 

 opposite of whatever proposition his irony vigorously denies. The only sure affirmation is 

 that negation that begins all ironic play: “this affirmation must be rejected,” leaving the 

 possibility, and in infinite ironies the clear implication, that since the universe (or at least 

 the universe of discourse) is inherently absurd, all statements are subject to ironic 

 undermining. No statement can really “mean what it says.” (240)45  

Unstable irony suggests infinite irony, which is really a negation of meaning. This, though it 

comes close to approaching the sort of epistemological and ontological uncertainty that formal 

irony suggests, is not quite the case when it comes to Richardson. Richardson’s formal irony, 

built as it is on the problems of interiority, suggests that there is always a gap between word and 

                                                 
44 Philosophical skepticism, especially as it is formulated by Locke and Hume, is perhaps the closest terminological 

analog, since both insist on the separation of idea (as it exists in the mind) and thing (as it exists in itself). Formal 

irony, however, is not philosophical skepticism per se; instead, it is a way of writing that internalizes, or at least 

strongly feels, the effects of philosophical skepticism.   
45 Stable irony, according to Booth, is a controlled, intentional sort of irony, and one that, significantly, locates a 

specific meaning in the unsaid. Stable irony, in other words, is not open or infinite in scope, but deployed to say 

something specific using the rhetorical forms of irony.  
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meaning, and between self and other; at the same time, Richardson is hopeful that these 

separations can be mended, that the condition of infinite irony is not permanent, even if it, or 

something like it, is inherent in horizontal experience. The ironic gap, formal or unstable, is 

something he writes against; he writes against it, however and paradoxically enough, from within 

it. Richardson’s formal irony has at its end point its own annihilation or undoing. It looks for 

solutions to its problems while entrenched within its own conditions. Grandison, for instance, 

takes as its starting position the fissured horizontal perspectives of several characters but looks 

for ways that those horizontal perspectives can produce, together, a vertical structure that can 

unite them—a sentimental family circle, as I argue in chapter four.   

Richardson’s formal irony also bears some resemblance to the idea of nineteenth-century 

Romantic irony. Romantic irony, as Anne Mellor describes it, is a nineteenth-century Romantic 

idea that “posits a universe founded in chaos and incomprehensibility rather than in a divinely 

ordained teleology” (vii); it is “both a philosophical conception of the universe and an artistic 

program. Ontologically, it sees the world as fundamentally chaotic... this chaos is abundantly 

fertile, always throwing up new forms, new creations. But insofar as these forms are static and 

finite, they are inevitably overwhelmed by and reabsorbed into the process of life” (4). Rather 

than seeing a stable or ordered cosmos, the sort of classical or medieval universe that still 

lingered, ghost-like, in eighteenth century thought, and rather than seeing a real and knowable 

thing, the sort of rational measurable universe that Enlightenment science would posit, Romantic 

irony sees a universe in a constant state of flux and agitation, and it is only the individual (and 

usually only the artistic individual) who creates and projects a system. Such a system, however, 

as soon as it actually becomes a “system,” and therefore “static and finite,” is overthrown again 

by the chaos of the universe, so that there is a constant interplay between creation and 
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destruction, or “de-creation,” as Mellor calls it. But this chaos is fertile, and “de-creation” is not 

truly destruction, but rather an opportunity for vital re-creation within “the process of life,” 

which is an on-going process of endless becoming. Romantic irony replaces stasis with 

dynamism, being with becoming, order with chaos. As Mellor writes: 

Romantic irony, then, is a mode of consciousness or a way of thinking about the world 

that finds a corresponding literary mode. The artist who perceives the universe as an 

infinitely abundant chaos; who sees his own consciousness as simultaneously limited and 

involved in a process of growth or becoming; who therefore enthusiastically engages in 

the difficult but exhilarating balancing between self-creation and self-destruction; and 

who then articulates this experience in a form that simultaneously creates and de-creates 

itself is producing the literary mode that Schlegel called romantic irony. (24) 

While this idea of abundant, fertile chaos appears to bear little resemblance to Richardson’s 

thought, it originates, according to Mellor, in the philosophical skepticism of the eighteenth 

century, and with thinkers such as Locke and Hume (3-4). The epistemological and ontological 

gaps identified by Locke and Hume are not themselves examples of Romantic irony; rather, by 

splitting idea and thing, and suggesting that the human mind does not directly experience the 

world but only its own ideas of the world, they create the conditions that would allow Romantic 

irony to develop later in the nineteenth century.46  

                                                 
46 Nor does it mean that Romantic irony was the only irony to feel these conditions. Ernst Behler writes:  

 Another way of describing postmodernism would be through semiotics, by saying that in our society the 

 relationship between signifier and signified is no longer intact, in that signs do not refer to something 

 signified, a pregiven entity, but always to other signs. We thus never read the true meaning of things, but 

 only other signs, interpretations of other signs, interpretations of interpretations, and we move along in an 

 endless chain of signification. (6, my emphasis)  

The separation of signifier and signified that Behler calls postmodern is exactly the sort of separation that began to 

occur in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in philosophical skepticism. Behler also suggests that the 

terms “premodern, modern, and postmodern” should not be thought of in terms of datable periods, “because their 

contents and styles overlap in terms of time” (13), which is one of the reasons, I suppose, that Tristram Shandy can 

appear so postmodern.  
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Hume separates signifier from signified; he insists, in fact, that all that we can perceive is 

signs and signifiers, and that there is an insuperable epistemological gap between what we think 

we perceive and what is actually real. This does not mean that nothing real exists, or that what is 

real is actually chaotic; it means only that all we have access to is our perceptions, which exist 

within the mind and not in the real world—the real is beyond our perception. The self, according 

to Hume, is a bundled-together collection of perceptions, a “heap” of experience, that is, in fact, 

a unique point of view or perspective, a focal point of perception, around which a swirl of 

impressions from an outside world constantly presses and impresses. At the heart of his 

philosophy of the self is a separation of internal and external experience; and yet, though they are 

separate, an interplay exists between the two—something, though it might not be an essence, 

enters the mind, or arises within it because of an external stimulation. The Humean self must 

navigate a world which it understands to be separated from itself; it must approach the world, 

that is, as if the world were ironic, its true meaning hidden behind an impenetrable veil. This self 

must constantly squint at the world, as the reader of irony must squint at the text, or as Clarissa 

must squint at Lovelace. It is the sense of living with a gap, with a fissure between word and 

meaning and between self and everything not-self, that I am attempting to define and contain 

within the term formal irony, and that I am suggesting Richardson and Hume share.     

Richardson’s formal irony and his narrative technique are, of course, directly related to 

the genre he used, the novel of letters. Many of the gaps and fissures that he confronted are 

instantiated in the letters themselves. A letter is predicated upon separation: the writer and the 

recipient are not physically in the same space; the letter is a form of communication that bridges 

this social gap. “Epistolarity,” according to Janet Altman, is “the use of the letter’s formal 

properties to create meaning” (4). Epistolarity is thus distinct from the merely epistolary, since a 
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novel of letters could, theoretically, ignore the letter’s formal properties, and treat the familiar 

letter as nothing more than a particular modification of first-person narration. Conversely, a 

novel that is not a novel of letters could possess a degree of epistolarity if it included a letter and 

employed the letter’s particular properties (like Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, for instance). 

Altman identifies six broad properties for epistolarity: (1) mediation (the letter’s ability to “go 

between” two or more people), (2) confidence/confidant (the sense of creating, or disrupting, a 

sense of trust between writers; the sense also of confession to a trusted confessor); (3) the unique 

position of the internal reader (the way the recipient of the letters influences the way the letter is 

written/read); (4) epistolary discourse (the I-You relationship of writer and reader; the importance 

of time and tense; the letter’s temporal polyvalence—when a letter is written in relation to when 

the narrated events occurred; when it was read, or reread in relation to when it was written); (5) 

what she calls the “dynamics of epistolary closure” (the closure of the narrated events; the 

closure of the narrating/writing action); and (6) the “epistolary mosaic” (the sense of (dis)unity 

and (dis)continuity created by the arrangement of letters, which by definition are themselves 

complete units). Epistolarity is created when these features are present in a text. A text like 

Frankenstein, for instance, though it is technically epistolary, has only a limited sense of 

epistolarity: it does not, for instance, take advantage of epistolary discourse; there is a strong I 

but not a responding You, and the internal act of reading the letters does not contribute to the 

text’s ongoing production of meaning. 

 Epistolary fiction was not new when Richardson wrote Pamela47, but what Richardson 

accomplished with epistolarity perhaps was.48 It is Lovelace in Clarissa (ironically enough, I 

                                                 
47 Altman notes that the form, though admittedly usually marginalized, goes back at least as far as Ovid (4), who 

experimented with its unique properties. In the eighteenth-century, however, it enjoyed a brief period of privilege.  
48 I diverge from Altman here. Altman’s own reading of Richardson suffers slightly, I think, from constant 

comparisons to the French tradition, which she seems to prefer. For instance, when writing about epistolary 
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suppose) who provides the famous phrase: “I have time for a few lines preparative to what is to 

happen in an hour or two; and I love to write to the moment” (4.362; 721). “To the moment” is 

perhaps the most quoted statement on Richardson’s technique; when unpacked and read in the 

light of Richardson’s texts, it encapsulates nearly all the salient features of his technique. But 

while Lovelace utters the famous phrase, it is Belford’s statement that Richardson prefers and 

lets stand as his own. In the preface to Clarissa, Richardson writes that “All the letters are 

written while the hearts of the writers must be supposed to be wholly engaged in their subjects 

(the events at the time generally dubious): so that they abound not only with critical situations, 

but with what may be called instantaneous descriptions and reflections” (1.viii; 36). He then 

quotes Belford: “‘Much more lively and affecting’, says one of the principal characters, ‘must be 

the style of those who write in the height of a present distress, the mind tortured by the pangs of 

uncertainty (the vents then hidden in the womb of fate), than the dry, narrative, unanimated style 

of a person relating difficulties and dangers surmounted, can be’” (1.viii).  

 Altman’s elaboration of epistolarity is, of course, much more sophisticated than 

Richardson’s; Richardson’s own statements on his technique are relatively few. There is a 

remarkable degree of affinity between the two formulations, however, especially regarding time 

and the present tense, and on the way the reader (both internal and external) is affected by the 

text and contributes to its production. “To the moment” and “the womb of fate,” taken together, 

also epitomize the sense of uncertainty—painful, tearing uncertainty—that dominates 

Richardson’s novels. But they also locate the texts in what I have been calling the horizontal 

plane, the realm of the first-person and the limited point of view, something Altman’s taxonomy 

                                                 
mediation, she writes that “the letter is a poor substitute for direct contact. By mediating reality, it screens the 

immediacy of Clarissa’s plight” (24), which is true in some sense but obscures the letter’s synecdochal quality. 

Regardless of how she reads Richardson, however, the taxonomy of epistolary features she provides is valuable.   
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is oddly silent about.49 By foregrounding the individual character’s limited perception and 

experience of the world, “to the moment” writing replicates the sort of epistemological and 

ontological position that philosophers such as Locke and Hume describe. “To the moment” and 

“the womb of fate” are not exactly synonymous with what I mean by formal irony, but they are 

certainly related. When I refer to a character’s “to the moment” writing, I almost always have her 

or his limited and horizontal perspective in mind. 

In saying that formal irony replicates or recreates in the text the real life experience of 

contact between self and other, I have conflated the experiences of both the internal (readers in 

the novel) and the external (readers of the novel) points of view; I have little interest here, 

however, in reader response theory. Richardson certainly expected his (external) readers to 

respond in certain predictable ways; he just as certainly was frustrated in those expectations. 

Readers are unruly, and it is best to let them have their say. By conflating internal and external 

readers, I am not, therefore, attempting to predict or proscribe the correct interpretive response to 

the text; rather, I am drawing attention to the way the two perspectives on the text are similar, 

and to the way the internal reader and the external reader are forced to perform the same 

interpretive action using largely the same material. External readers, it is true, enjoy an expanded 

vision of the text; Clarissa, for instance, does not see and read the entirety of the Lovelace-

Belford correspondence, whereas our reading of her letters is modulated by our reading of it. The 

external reader’s perspective therefore appears to be more vertical, but only in the sense that we 

see more, and not in the sense that this seeming-verticality provides more assurance or authority. 

While our view is enlarged and takes in more, it does not fundamentally differ from Clarissa’s or 

Anna’s vision—it just sees more. In her final letter of Clarissa, Anna refers to what she calls 

                                                 
49 Altman draws attention to the particular I and You of epistolary discourse, but she does not elaborate on the way 

that I and You have unique experiences of the world, or on the limitations of perspective they must have.  
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“material”—information about Clarissa that Belford must interpret.50 How he will interpret it is 

up to him. External readers must do the same thing, must take the material and interpret it; while 

the interpretations may differ, the interpretive act is inevitable. So, though I occasionally cross 

the line separating internal and external reading experiences, it is the text’s formal qualities, in 

both cases, that remains my focus. 

 Richardson uses formal irony to reproduce in text the conditions of interiority and 

recreate in prose the experience of the gap between inner and outer states. Novels allow readers 

to “get inside” characters, as Watt says. But however other novels construct this representation, it 

is important to note that Richardson, who wrote exclusively epistolary novels, actually patently 

denies this access (something I think Watt missed). His letter-writers write their own experience, 

and it is only their letters—physical artefacts that mediate experience—and not their hearts, that 

are available. Readers of Richardson do not slide up snugly against characters, nor do they “get 

inside” their hearts and heads and enjoy privileged access to their thoughts, even though 

sometimes we appear to do just this: we readers, like the characters in the novels, are merely 

recipients, and the gap between writer and reader is instantiated in the very reading of the novel. 

In this sense, there is yet another gap, a fourth irony: the separation of reader from textual 

character. We are not inside; we, like every reader within the novel, are also outside—reading to 

understand, but still squinting at the text as we sense that more is being meant than what is being 

said. This is part of Richardson’s formal irony: the very reading experience reproduces the 

conditions of interiority; reading the novels recreates the experience of being in the novels.51 His 

                                                 
50 See chapter 3.1. 
51 Thomas Keymer notes much the same thing. While discussing the various responses Clarissa provoked from 

contemporary readers, Keymer writes:  

 Yet to see the confusion that results from these early readers’ failure to recognize that no single viewpoint 

 provides an adequate key to Clarissa, and that all viewpoints alike are implicated in (even contaminated 

 by) its conflicts, is not necessarily to find the text in the last resort illegible. It is instead to see the extent of 

 the task with which Richardson confronts his reader; for it is on the reader's active involvement, given the 
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novels are not only about interiority and about characters struggling with the complex experience 

of selfhood; because of their formal features, his novels recreate interiority in text, and force 

readers to confront them as they would confront any other mind—with care, critical thought, and 

a healthy dose of skepticism. 

 

1.4 Locke’s Theory of Language 

Richardson, I have suggested, did not create interiority. Neither did he champion or 

celebrate the creation of the heroic independent individual who appears to lie at the heart of his 

fiction52; rather, he confronted it and attempted to close its fissures: not because he wanted to 

deny the individual her place, but because he worried this individual was fragmented and in a 

state of alienation with herself. What he did create was one of the first literary representations of 

interiority and of a self separated from itself and from other selves at the epistemological and 

ontological level. These separations began much earlier than Richardson, and their early 

symptoms can be detected in the writing of John Locke. A discussion of the interior-exterior 

complex could be extended back to Augustine, St. Paul, or the Greeks; Western thought has been 

plagued, vexed, and invigorated by questions of selfhood for most of its history. Given the way 

Locke’s thought animates much of the eighteenth century, and given also my definition of 

                                                 
 openness and incoherence of the text itself, that the onus of interpretations falls. Unguided by any objective 

 voice and assailed instead by a babble of partisan voices, the reader must judge independently of them all 

 (yet at the same time in the light of them all), and so make sense of the underlying ‘History’ on his own 

 initiative. (58) 
52 Which is one of the things Richardson is traditionally credited with. Watt, for instance, groups Richardson with 

Defoe and Fielding as one of the creators of the modern individual in prose fiction. According to Watt, the rise of 

the novel and the rise of the individual are related; in fact, not only do the two ideas rise together, the novel, rather 

than reflecting the modern self, actually created it (the novel did receive some help in this regard from other 

forces—social, philosophical, economical, etc). Whether this is true or not I have no idea, but sorting out this 

problem is not my concern here; all I am concerned with is understanding the way Richardson, along with certain 

philosophers, understood and represented the self in the middle of the eighteenth century. 
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interiority and my focus on the way language/text instantiates or recreates this separation, Locke 

seems an appropriate starting point. 

In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689), Locke develops a theory of 

language that creates a vein of epistemological and linguistic uncertainty that will run like a 

fissure through much of the eighteenth century’s thought—an uncertainty that Richardson’s 

formal irony replicates. Locke admits that, when he began to investigate the understanding, he 

“had not the least Thought, that any Consideration of Words was at all necessary to it,” but found 

that the understanding “had so near a connexion with Words” (3.9.21; 488) that a linguistic 

digression (in the form of a whole book) was necessary.  

For Locke, words and names for things are not things themselves, and have no foundation 

or archetypes in nature; words, rather, are only and always signs or marks of ideas present in the 

mind.53 To understand his philosophy of words, therefore, Locke’s philosophy of ideas must be 

understood. A mind, according to Locke, is filled with ideas, which are only acquired through 

perception, either sensory perception (the world of things striking and entering into the mind 

through the appropriate sense) or reflective perception (the mind taking notice of itself and its 

own powers and actions). These two forms of perception are the only two available to the human 

being: she does not come furnished and equipped with innate ideas, as Locke famously argues in 

the Essay’s first book; a priori knowledge does not exist. All ideas, or at least simple ideas, are 

received as perceptions. The mind, then, is first something like a sponge, soaking up perception 

and storing it as ideas, and then something like a mirror, generating ideas as it reflects upon itself 

and its sponged-up ideas. These ideas come in several varieties. A simple idea is one single 

                                                 
53 What, exactly, Locke means by “signs” has been long debated. Walter Ott argues that for Locke signs are 

“indicators or signals” (24), in the sense that the sign itself, rather than directly transmitting the idea from mind-to-

mind (as if the sign were a vehicle for content), merely indicates the presence of an idea already present in the mind. 

For other readings of signs, and for his reasons for rejecting them, see Ott 7-33. 
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perception: the whiteness of a page, for instance, or of snow; the hardness of iron. Most things 

are compound ideas made up of collections of simple ideas: gold (one of Locke’s favourite 

examples) is a complex idea that puts together the simple ideas of a yellowish colour, of a certain 

weight, hardness, fusibility, and malleableness. Unlike a simple idea, however, a complex idea 

need not come from nature or have any archetype there; it can be constructed by the mind, which 

can put together whichever simple ideas it desires and so create new ideas. A centaur does not 

exist in nature but by putting together the (already complex) ideas of “human” and “horse” the 

mind creates a new complex idea. While complex ideas can be constructed this way, simple 

ideas can only be acquired through direct perception. The simple idea of the colour yellow, for 

instance, cannot be created by the mind, nor can it be given to the mind through communication 

with another mind; without a direct sensory experience of the colour, the mind will never create 

it. According to Locke this is true of all simple ideas. The more a mind perceives, then, the 

greater its store of simple ideas.  

Gold exists in nature, and the simple ideas that create its complex idea can be perceived. 

One mind perceives gold’s colour and weight; another mind perceives its fusibility; another the 

way it reacts to other chemicals or bodies—each of these minds, though collecting different 

simple ideas into the complex one, has the complex idea of “gold,” and this idea can be 

evaluated and measured against nature and the thing itself. Another order of ideas exists, 

however, which has no archetype in nature, such as the complex ideas of justice or virtue, and 

these ideas Locke calls mixed modes—ideas created entirely in the mind and exist only there. 

Justice is not a thing to be found in nature and touched with the hands the same way a horse is. 

Gold may have properties no mind has yet discovered, and thus its complex idea may not be 

complete; justice, however, does not exist in nature, and its complex idea is thus complete when 
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the mind that creates it has annexed as many simple ideas to the verbal sound “justice” as it 

desires. Whether an idea—simple, complex, or a mixed mode—exists in nature or not, the word 

signifying it (“gold,” “justice,” et cetera) is, according to Locke, merely an arbitrary sound, a 

certain motion of the organs of the mouth, to which all these ideas can be annexed.54  

This great store of ideas exists in the mind, and all minds have their own unique 

perceptions. Words and language, Locke argues, exist to enable the communication of these 

ideas. Minds are unique and particular, and they are closed, at least in the sense that they cannot 

communicate directly with each other. “Man,” Locke writes, “though he have great variety of 

Thoughts, and such, from which others, as well as himself, might receive Profit and Delight, yet 

they are all within his own Breast, invisible, and hidden from others, nor can of themselves be 

made to appear” (3.2.1; 404-5). One mind cannot perceive the ideas collected in another mind. 

Two minds containing the idea of gold or justice, however, can communicate, provided they 

agree on the particular sound to which the complex idea is first annexed. Even when the two 

complex ideas do not match, as above when several different minds collect different simple ideas 

into the complex idea of gold, the minds can communicate so long as “gold” is the agreed upon 

sound for that one complex idea.  

Things get more complicated, however, and more confused, when the complex ideas in 

question are not found in nature. Mixed modes, which do not really exist, are constructed by the 

mind, and each mind may collect whichever simple ideas it desires into it; it may do so, and yet 

remain consistent with itself, so long as the same name/word and the same collection of ideas is 

always used. To draw on an example from Richardson: both Clarissa and Lovelace have 

different understandings of the complex mixed mode “honour” (something that is discussed at 

                                                 
54 There are other important elements of Locke’s theory of ideas, such as the process of abstraction or the difference 

between a real or a nominal essence, but these need not be summarized here for now. 
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length by characters in the novel, who are all alive to the variations of language). Both use the 

word consistently to themselves, but they do not agree on the simple ideas that go into it, 

something that causes considerable suffering for Clarissa. Since mixed modes do not exist in 

nature, however, the accuracy or legitimacy of a word’s complex collection cannot be evaluated 

externally; it can only be agreed upon by several minds together. “Honour” is a convention that 

only becomes meaningful when people agree about what, exactly, it means, and agree to share 

that meaning. If two minds are to communicate intelligibly, then, they must agree on what 

sounds/words/names contain which collection of ideas, and Locke insists that taking the time 

during any discourse, but especially philosophical discourse, to define the terms being used, is an 

important and necessary first step. In fact, this proscription for definition is absolutely crucial to 

Locke’s linguistic theory. Without consensus of definition, words—since they are only signs of 

ideas and since ideas are always private within the mind of the speaker, and are themselves only 

signs of things that (may or may not) exist in the world—become dangerously unstable and at 

risk of becoming mere meaningless sounds. 

Locke is offering his own theory of how language works but he is also dismantling older 

Aristotelian ideas, which in the late seventeenth century were already significantly eroded but 

still tenaciously clinging to life. In the Aristotelian tradition, language was part of a tri-partite 

epistemological-ontological superstructure that joined together word, idea, and thing. Words 

were signs of ideas, which were themselves reliable signs of things, and an unbroken path 

connected the mind to the world around it. Words may differ among different languages, but the 

they all participated in the same experience as it emanates from nature, and this participation 

guaranteed that truth could be discovered.55 Locke was not alone in his attempts to get out from 

                                                 
55 For a much more detailed account, see Hannah Dawson’s Locke, Language and Early-Modern Philosophy. 
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under Aristotle’s shadow, but the Essay is one of the seventeenth century’s most sustained 

assaults against Aristotelianism. In the Essay there is no easy or direct unity between words, 

ideas, and things; words are only signs of ideas in the mind and ideas are only signs of things in 

the world. To assume any sort of natural unity here, or to assume that the mind can directly 

perceive anything other than its own ideas and actions, is to create an epistemology that gives the 

appearance of certainty but which is actually inescapably entrenched in the very conditions that 

produce error, confusion, and misunderstanding. Language itself is a problem, Locke argues, and 

it is only by recognizing that problem—and realizing that it cannot be escaped, only managed—

that knowledge and understanding can be reached. Locke concludes Book III of the Essay, 

therefore, by offering several proscriptive rules for the proper use of language.56 Only by paying 

careful and diligent attention to words can confusion be avoided.  

Rebecca Tierney-Hynes argues that during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries a “shift from body to text” (10) occurred. Prior to this shift, the material body was the 

primary object of interpretation and the most reliable index of who an individual was, and it was 

the passions, which are “produced in and read on the surface of the body” (20), that gave the 

body its meaning and intelligibility. This was fundamentally material: the passions could be seen 

and read on the body.57 According to Tierney-Hynes, “processes of reading are written into 

                                                 
56 This emphasis on the proper or right use of language is a recurring feature of seventeenth century logic and 

grammar, Dawson argues. The seemingly monolithic Aristotelian theory of language, as it was passed down through 

the centuries in the Trivium, always had its tremors and anxieties; rules and principles for the “right” or “proper” use 

of language obviously imply that there is a “wrong” or “improper” use of language. The ambiguity and confusion 

that could result from improper language use, however, was more often treated as misuse, as a failure to stay on the 

road, so to speak, instead of as an inherent instability in language or, again so to speak, as any problem with the road 

itself. See Dawson 34, 38 (or chapters 1 and 2 more broadly). 
57 Tierney-Hynes is careful to limit this; overall, though, the passions—especially in drama and poetry—were visible 

effects. Reading, Tierney-Hynes argues, prior to empiricism, was considered similar to seeing, and she constructs a 

convincing argument using Dryden to show how this works. Essentially: the imagination, in medieval and 

renaissance thinking, was primarily considered a repository of images—of things seen—and the poet (or playwright) 

was someone who gathered together and deployed these images that everyone shared (the idea that the imagination 

was a fundamentally creative faculty would not take hold until the Romantic period). Reading as seeing is an 

important element of Tierney-Hynes’s “shift from body to text” argument. 
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empiricism itself” (33); as reading habits adjusted to empiricism, and adjusted to new literary 

forms such as the novel (or, for Tierney-Hynes, of romance58), a shift from body to text occurred. 

Words and language replaced the passions and the material body as that which mediates between 

self and world. This sort of textual mediation is readily apparent in Locke, where words become 

the only way of signaling and sharing ideas that lie “all within [the] Breast, invisible and 

hidden.” This puts enormous pressure on language; Locke’s proscriptive rules for the proper use 

of language are no mere exercises in style and pedantry but rather an urgent call for a necessary 

epistemological expedient.59 Words, for Locke, “interpose themselves so much between our 

Understandings, and the Truth, which it would contemplate and apprehend, that like the Medium 

through which visible Objects pass, their Obscurity and Disorder does not seldom cast a mist 

before our Eyes and impose upon our Understandings” (3.9.21; 488). The key feature of this 

interposing medium is that it is not invisible or neutral; it does not allow ideas to pass back-and-

forth easily or without contamination; rather, words “not seldom cast a mist before our Eyes.” 

Clarissa’s and Lovelace’s different understandings of “honour” is only one example of this sort 

of mist, and not even a particularly good example, since Lovelace is aware of the difference and 

uses the split definition deliberately. But, as Tierney-Hynes writes, the interposition of language 

does not just affect interpersonal relationships, but also ideas and conceptions of the self: “The 

                                                 
58 Tierney-Hynes is especially interested in the influence of romance, that ambiguously defined genre that both 

novels and philosophy were earnest to separate themselves from, and on how romance was read. Romance provided 

an “absorptive” (3-5) reading model, one that revealed text’s ability to influence the reader’s sense of self, much like 

Arabella is influenced in The Female Quixote. Absorptive reading practices—reading widely, and promiscuously; 

getting “lost” in a romance—provided individuals with “innumerable textual models of selfhood” (4), something 

contemporary conservatives (Shaftesbury, for instance, and even someone like Richardson later) worried could lead 

to “a permanently unmoored identity” (4). On a slightly tangential note, Tierney-Hynes begins with McKeon, and 

not Watt; McKeon argues for a continuing dialectical relationship between romance and novel, while Watt argues 

that novels displace romance. It is not so much the generic features of romance that Tierney-Hynes focuses on, 

however, but rather on the type of reader that romance produces. 
59 Locke’s primary focus is philosophical language, which he positions against a more common language of, say, 

commerce, which does not necessarily require as much precision. The anxieties of language, especially as Tierney-

Hynes formulates them—set against a background legitimately anxious about what language could do with texts as 

dangerous and absorptive as romances—implicitly involve more than specialized language codes.  
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self will turn out to be something we read or write, rather than something we feel or see” (51). 

The self, in other words, is a discursive entity, produced by the words and language it uses, and 

by the sorts of things it reads. Words can interpose as “mist before our Eyes,” but they can be 

even more dangerous when the individual does not perceive them as a mist—when someone 

does not suspect that words may not be what they appear to be.60 

 Locke’s influence on the eighteenth century, and on eighteenth-century novels, cannot be 

measured, but Richardson’s close attention to words, and to the way different characters use 

different words, or the same words with different meanings, testifies to that influence. But 

Locke, I would like to suggest, had a dark influence as well: he introduced (or probably more 

accurately intensified) problems that would only actually become problems as the century 

reflected on and internalized his philosophy.61 His theory of words and language detached minds 

from other minds and inserted language, with its infinite variety and unreliable subtlety, as the 

interposing medium. He introduced a linguistic fissure into the mind, and separated mind from 

thing. Words are only signs; they are not things themselves. They are, furthermore, especially if 

those normative rules are not followed, unreliable signs, changing from one mind to another, and 

though agreement can be reached, it can just as often be frustrated. In the Lockean philosophy, 

things are not themselves but are always mediated by “the intervention of Words” (3.9.21; 488).  

                                                 
60 That words and language create certain sorts of selves, or that language is an unreliable medium that is deeply 

unstable, is, of course, something of a tradition in Richardson studies. William Warner, Terry Eagleton, Terry 

Castle, and Thomas Keymer have all demonstrated the unstable ways language operates in Richardson’s fiction, and 

most especially in Clarissa, where competing writers attempt to impose their own meaning on events. I will return 

to a discussion of this, and to the critics mentioned above, in chapter 3. 
61 Locke was not the first to examine language’s inherent instability but he did become one of the eighteenth 

centuries most read philosophers and therefore played a role in “introducing” to the general reading public 

philosophical problems that had, previously, lingered only in the echo chamber of philosophical discourse. By the 

middle of the eighteenth century, however, these very same problems were walking about in public in the form of 

novels and being discussed in coffee houses, salons, and drawing rooms.  
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Locke affirms that, metaphysically speaking, a thing is itself, and is not another thing, but 

its true substantial essence, its constitution of insensible parts that human beings have no access 

to, is unknown to us, and its existence is therefore more truly linguistic than metaphysical. We 

do not know what gold really is—all we know of it is the simple ideas that we perceive.62 Thing 

becomes word, and this is one of the fissures of interiority that formal irony articulates and 

recreates. There is a gap between mind and thing, and between mind and mind, that is only 

crossed by language. Language itself is an ironic structure, a system of signs and sounds that are 

not real existing things but fictions endlessly signifying something else. “Gold” is not a thing but 

a sound that signifies something from which the mind abstracts certain simple ideas. In fact, the 

thing itself, the thing supposedly signified by the sound, does not really exist either, not in nature 

at least, because the idea is an abstraction, a mere nominal essence. Everything that exists, Locke 

acknowledges, is particular and unique, and essences, especially nominal ones, are merely 

concessions to generalization, something necessary for the mind and yet ultimately fictive. There 

is no such thing as “horse;” there are only unique and particular living creatures that, due to 

several shared abstracted features, get grouped together as “horse.” But the mind, and language, 

is unable to deal effectively with a universe filled entirely with unique and particular things—it 

would become overburdened with ideas, and moreover it would be unable to communicate with 

other minds if all things existing, each blade of grass for instance, required unique names and 

designations—and so the mind relaxes into abstraction and sets signs for things.  

                                                 
62 Locke goes so far as to say that a thing’s essence is its complex idea and its generic term. He distinguished 

between real and nominal essences. A real essence is the thing’s unknown “substance,” the “horseness” of a horse, 

of which we have no knowledge. The thing exists; that is all we know about its substantial existence. The nominal 

essence, however, is that agreed upon complex idea that we call horse: certain configurations of figure and 

extension, of strength and speed, of texture, et cetera. Having no access to the metaphysical truth of a thing, the 

linguistic truth of a thing becomes what it “really” is. 
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Locke’s theory of language is a way of looking at the world that necessarily conceives 

things as that which they are not—as ideas existing in the mind with arbitrary sounds annexed to 

them, and as things unknowable but which language alone comes closest to apprehending. It 

concedes that the essences of things cannot be reached or penetrated but argues that they can be 

signified by unstable signs in language. The epistemological and ontological situation created by 

such a theory has dramatic consequences for the self. Instead of existing within a world united by 

the material qualities of things (I can touch this horse, I can see it, and therefore I know it is a 

horse) the self now exists within a world mediated by language, and therefore in a sense 

mediated by one’s own perception (I call this thing “horse” but actually have no ideas about what 

it really is). To know is not to understand the real nature of things but to define and to create 

complex ideas and mixed modes—to sort and collect and arrange and deploy simple ideas; to 

communicate those definitions with other minds; to hope that those definitions are clear and 

distinct and intelligible. But beyond the epistemological challenges of knowing things through 

language, Locke’s theory creates a very insular mind, a mind that is locked up within itself and 

cut off from those around it.63 Each mind lives its own unique perceptual life, and this life is 

separated from the world around it; each mind is impenetrable to other minds and only known 

through the structures of formal irony—through signs and symbols and sounds understood not to 

be the mind itself but only the mind’s productions.  

                                                 
63 Paul Guyer writes that Locke’s epistemology “seems to lead to a radical skepticism”: 

 In order to know that another speaker means anything by his words, we have to know that he has ideas, 

 and in order to know what he means, we have to know which ideas he has. But another’s ideas are ‘all 

 within his own Breast, invisible, and hidden from others’ (E III.ii.I: 405)—indeed, that’s why we need 

 words in the first place—and this means that we can never really know what another means or indeed that 

 he means anything at all. (120)  

Contemporary critics of Locke argued that this sort of skepticism is a problem and leads to “implausible 

metaphysical and epistemological consequences” (120); however, as Guyer points out, this sort of instability and 

difficulty in language “is exactly the practical lesson that he [Locke] wishes us to learn from his theoretical inquiry” 

(121).  
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The problems of interiority that Richardson would find—the inability to reliably read 

external signs as marks of the interior; the lack of correspondence or coherence between internal 

states and external ones; et cetera—are not problems Locke anticipates in his philosophy, but 

which his theory of language, with its ironic structures that separate idea and word and thing, 

makes not only possible but inevitable. The crack occurs when mind can only communicate with 

another mind through language, and it is language that Locke ultimately destabilizes, or rather 

reveals to be unstable. Minds, however they may be related to their bodies, are closed and insular 

things filled with their own ideas and entirely inaccessible by other minds. And language, as the 

following century would more and more suspect, is not as reliable as it once seemed. 

 

1.5 Conclusion 

In the following chapters I will examine the ways that Richardson’s novels use formal 

irony to imagine, represent, and recreate the experience of horizontal selfhood, interiority, and 

limited perspective. Richardson’s novels can, and I think should, be read as part of an 

imaginative trajectory, as a sequence that first discovers, and then attempts to remedy or solve, 

the problems of the self. As a sequence, each novel picks up and confronts the problems the 

previous novel discovered. Pamela’s monologic narrative, for instance, with its creation of a 

unique and particular voice, becomes polylogic in Clarissa, and multiple individual internal 

perspectives are challenged by competing external ones; Clarissa’s sense of isolation and 

alienation, so important to modern conceptions of the self, is absorbed and rehabilitated by 

Grandison’s efforts to create ideal sentimental communities. Each novel discovers new and 

deepens old complexities. Richardson is not usually read this way: studies tend to focus on one 

or another of the novels (usually Pamela or Clarissa, with Grandison only mentioned). The 
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problem with this, however, is that is obscures the evolving nature of Richardson’s thought and 

imagination: a reading of Richardson that focuses only on Clarissa, with that novel’s narrowing 

(and harrowing) focus on individual suffering, and that ignores Grandison, with its focus on 

communal structures that delimit, rather than expand, the self, will produce a skewed, incomplete 

idea of Richardson’s ongoing and always-innovating investigation into what it means to be a 

human subject in relationship to other human subjects. It is my hope that, in treating the novels 

as a sequence, a more complete idea will emerge, and the sense of movement and evolution that 

animates the sequence—the sense that Richardson, instead of being set in one particular vision of 

the self, constantly grappled with how to understand it—will appear. 
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Chapter 2 : Pamela’s Papers 

 

 

2.1 Strange Perspectives 

 At the midpoint of her novel, Pamela, while on the road leaving the Lincolnshire estate 

and apparently returning to her parents, stops for the night at a small town, which gives her a 

chance to write and reflect. Her long ordeal is apparently over and she now finds herself 

unexpectedly moving between two conditions/states/situations: captivity and liberty, Mr. B and 

her parents, Pamela the girl and Pamela the woman—Pamela the writer of unconscious fictions 

and Pamela the writer of self-conscious awareness. “Well,” she writes, signaling the uncertainty 

she feels between these complex poles, “where this will end I cannot say” (243). The previous 

several days have been tumultuous. Mr. B has been angry, taunting, menacing (“a more dreadful 

Fate awaits you than you expect” (187)); proposed generous terms for keeping her as his mistress 

(which she indignantly refused); disguised himself as Nan and surprised her in bed, fondling her 

breasts and threatening to rape her (with Mrs. Jewkes gamefully goading him on); apparently 

relented in this intention, possibly because he now hopes to seduce her by being kind (as Pamela 

overhears him saying); indeed appeared to have been kind to her; forced her, nevertheless, with 

threats of stripping her naked, to deliver up her “treasonable Papers” (228); read those papers, 

despite Pamela’s agitated protests; been apparently convinced by them of her honesty, virtue, 

and integrity (“Why this, said he, my Girl, is a very moving Tale” (240)); swallowed his pride 

and proposed marriage to her; and flown into “a fearful Passion” (241) when Pamela, recalling 

the sham-marriage scheme she was warned about, requested, as she has done throughout the 
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novel, “to return to my poor Parents” (241).1 She has been rallied, teased, propositioned, courted, 

wooed, tricked, abducted, threatened, assaulted, taunted, mocked, and finally turned out of the 

house, all by the same man. Where will this end, indeed?  

 “Lack-a-day,” Pamela writes, “what strange Creatures are Men!” (245). “Strange” is 

Pamela’s word for the things she does not understand. “Is it not strange,” she writes, early in the 

novel, while still ignorant (or feigning ignorance) regarding all things erotic, “that Love borders 

so much upon Hate?” (53); “Strange things I have to tell you, that happen’d since last Night” 

(60), she writes after the Closet-scene; “Well, these are strange things to me! I cannot account for 

them, for my Share” (121), she writes when she learns the extent of B’s plots and contrivances 

against her. The strange marks the limits of Pamela’s comprehension, which if quick and subtle 

in many ways is also narrow and blind in others; within the strange is confusion and doubt.2 On 

the road things are still strange. She has been set free, but she is now more uncertain than ever 

about B and about the state of her own heart. She has been living within the strange for quite 

some time now, and nothing is as strange to her as the unknown motives and desires of another 

human being, except maybe for those that lie closer within her own breast.  

 B is strange to Pamela, but Pamela is also strange to B, and the complicated series of 

events that eventually sends Pamela on the road home—B’s rapid shifts in attitude; the dramatic 

fluctuations along that border between love and hate—demonstrate this strangeness. Pamela and 

B are separated by a gap of understanding; each assumes certain things about the other, but each 

also finds that the other does not behave according to those assumptions. B is at one moment 

                                                 
1 This sham-marriage plot is important; it becomes the single greatest source of Pamela’s doubt. Pamela receives a 

letter from woman posing as a gypsy; this letter is from “Somebody” (225) and warns her that B will propose 

marriage but that the marriage will be a sham, and the minister an imposter. Pamela later learns that B had actually 

planned such a plot but that he had abandoned it early as he fell more in love with her. 
2 Clarissa will use “strange” in much the same way. This is, of course, not an unusual way to use “strange,” but it is 

characteristic usage for Pamela and Clarissa, who often find themselves in situations where their own 

understandings fail them. 
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kind, at another wrathful; Pamela rebuffs B’s advances, but is, according to B, “always in my 

way” (40). What both Pamela and B lack is unmediated access to the interior of the other, to that 

which would explain and make coherent the otherwise strange and incoherent mess of 

contradictory external signs and signals. Interiority, as I described it in the previous chapter, is an 

awareness of the separation of interior and exterior states, and formal irony is a set of practices 

that recreates that separation at the level of text. Interiority means that the sort of access both 

Pamela and B desire is impossible: there is no direct access to another self’s mind; each will 

always be strange to the other. At the same time, however, in Richardson’s fiction there are 

opportunities and strategies for closing the gap, or at least for narrowing the breach; 

paradoxically, however, these opportunities lie in the very medium that instantiates the 

separation: in text, in epistolarity, in writing “to the moment.” Richardson’s formal irony embeds 

the gaps and fissures of interiority into the text itself; it is text, however—the texts produced by 

the characters—that ultimately reach across the gulf and convince each of them that they are, in 

fact, reading the other’s interior, or at least getting as close to that interior as any self can get.    

 This chapter is primarily dedicated to examining the way Richardson’s formal irony 

recreates interiority and the problems and paradoxes of perspective in Pamela. Pamela is 

Richardson’s first novel; in many ways, it is an experimental text, an intense exercise in limited 

perspective, one that establishes much of Richardson’s technique but that also discovers where 

that technique needs to evolve. In this first section, I theorize the play of perspective that occurs 

when a single voice, Pamela’s, attempts to apprehend and interpret reality; since Pamela is a 

first-person horizontal consciousness, this apprehension and interpretation is necessarily limited 

to what she herself can see, feel, and understand; nevertheless, limited as it is, it collides with 

other selves, and in this collision it creates several paradoxes of perspective—B is there; he is felt 
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to be there; but this felt presence makes itself known primarily as an absence, as a necessary but 

missing perspective. In the second section, I examine David Hume’s A Treatise of Human 

Nature. Richardson’s representation of limited horizontal perspective resembles the sort of self 

theorized by Hume’s epistemology, a self limited in its perceptions, circumscribed by its own 

ideas, and contained within its own narrow boundaries. The purpose of this section is not to 

suggest that Richardson is “Humean,” but to put Richardson and Hume into conversation with 

each other, so to speak, and to show how a reading of Hume can bring out or highlight elements 

of Richardson’s characterization. In the third section, I read closely an extended episode from 

Pamela, the scenes of Pamela on the road, in order to create an argument for the way Richardson 

is proposing a solution to the problem of interiority. Interiority creates two separations: it 

separates one self/character from another (what I am calling social irony) and it separates a 

self/character from her own heart (what I am calling internal irony); formal irony is Richardson’s 

way of representing these separations. But interiority and formal irony represent problems for 

Richardson—represent, I mean, things Richardson wants to solve. The solution, the one he 

proposes in Pamela at least, is that certain forms of writing—certain “papers”—when understood 

as sincere or free from the distortions of self and self-interest, create a bridge over the gap; they 

reveal, in plain and direct terms, the hidden interior and allow one self/character to read and 

interpret another self/character. Formal irony has as its goal its own annihilation; it attempts to 

transcend limitation from within the boundaries of limitation; it attempts, in other words, to write 

against the separation it instantiates. In the final section of this chapter, I locate Pamela within 

the narrative trajectory of Richardson’s evolving technique. Richardson is an innovator; each of 

his novels sets out to solve the problem of interiority, but each does so in a different way. Each is 

conscious of what came before it and takes that into account when developing the next solution. I 
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argue here that Pamela’s solution is a naïve solution, one that trusts too much in the power of 

self-disclosure. Its experiments in limited perspective, however, point the way towards 

Clarissa’s typological and Grandison’s sympathetic solutions. 

 Pamela’s first-person, limited, unreliable voice is, with only a few brief exceptions, the 

only voice in the novel, and all other voices are included within or contained by her narration. 

This single-voice narration is part of its formal irony, part of the way it replicates interiority and 

the experience of living within a world of gaps and fissures. The text itself, its telling of the 

narrative, instantiates the separation of self from other (social irony), and, to the extent that 

Pamela herself is often unware of her own underlying motives and desires, the separation of self 

from self (internal irony). The thesis for this section, therefore, is that Pamela’s formal irony 

establishes a paradoxical double perspective, and that both of these perspectives reinforce the 

sense of separation and fissure that Pamela ultimately attempts to bridge.  

 Perspective, both as a literary technique and as a philosophical problem, is important 

here. As I discussed in the previous chapter, the limited and unreliable first-person perspective, 

this complex of related narratological techniques, is not merely a technical creation, but 

corresponds with the sort of self theorized by the philosophies of Locke and Hume, philosophies 

that circumscribe the self within the narrow epistemological and ontological boundaries of its 

own experience. Pamela is the century’s most intense literary investigation of this sort of limited 

self/character; it is more intense even than Clarissa or Grandison since it does not allow other 

voices to complicate or contradict what Pamela writes. Pamela, bound and limited to her own 

perspective, cannot get outside that perspective, cannot achieve a vertical view of her own 

situation. B will refer to this limitation as “the Light you put Things in” (239), the particular way 

she sees and understands the world around her. This “Light” makes things strange. At the same 
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time, however, the strange makes itself felt in unexpected ways. Though she cannot access B’s 

interior, the sense that he, too, like her, is a self-contained character, someone bound and 

circumscribed by his own limited perspective, makes itself felt as a paradoxical perspectival 

intrusion. He may be strange, but he is there—another character colliding with hers. Actually, 

there is in Pamela a series of cascading paradoxes, things that should not be together but which 

are, and these paradoxes, rather than being oversights or flaws in Richardson’s early vision (as 

they have often been read as), demonstrate Richardson’s awareness of the pressure points of 

interiority—those points most sensitive to misreading, misunderstanding, and misinterpretation.   

 The first of these paradoxes of perspective is the way B makes himself felt in Pamela’s 

writing. Pamela is Richardson’s most claustrophobic novel, not only because it (mostly) confines 

its heroine to two different houses, in both of which she experiences escalating threats to her 

sexual and moral integrity, but also because the novel is narrated almost exclusively from that 

heroine’s point of view.3 It is claustrophobic in terms of perspective. Pamela is writing her own 

story and she is, by every formal measure, an unreliable narrator.4 She is also writing “to the 

moment”—that is: she is not writing from a retrospective point of view, where the action is 

complete and the long causal chain of plotted events has been fully revealed and connected (and 

from where it is easier, one would assume, to gloss or colour the narrative, and to arrange the 

narrative material so as to either conceal or reveal5), but writing instead in the midst of present 

distress, writing as things occur, writing when passions are engaged, when uncertainty and 

                                                 
3 In a literal sense, it is probably his least claustrophobic, as Margaret Doody points out, and Pamela spends much 

more time outside than do either Clarissa or Harriet; Pamela, according to Doody, incorporates a pastoral motif that 

is absent in Richardson’s later novels. I am, however, more concerned here with voice than with landscape, and 

vocally it is very claustrophobic. For Pamela and the pastoral see Doody 35-70. 
4 Something some of Pamela’s earlier critics, such as Henry Fielding and Eliza Haywood, immediately noticed, and 

savagely satirized (mostly missing the point, it seems to me). 
5 As Daniel Defoe’s characters often do. See Elizabeth Napier xiii-xxxii. Defoe’s characters, according to Elizabeth 

Napier, use narrative to reveal and conceal themselves; they, from their retrospective position, artfully manipulate 

the telling of their stories so as to construct the version of themselves they desire others (including the reader) to see.  
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ignorance obscure understanding, and when suspense is at its maximum. She is writing, in other 

words, from the perspective of a self fully engaged in the difficult task of apprehending and 

understanding the world around her. This perspective is clouded constantly by doubt and 

skepticism. “O when will this State of Doubt and Uneasiness end!” (155), she writes during her 

imprisonment, a cry she makes repeatedly during the novel. Epistolarity shades into 

epistemology: the act of writing becomes, for Pamela (and for most of Richardson’s self-

conscious characters), not just a way of communicating with others or of documenting events 

and experiences but also a way of internalizing that experience, of attempting to make sense of 

life through narrativization. Each letter adds material to the bundle of experience that we call 

“Pamela”; each letter documents her perception. She is an active point of perception, receiving 

experience and adding it to who she is, much like the self does in Hume’s philosophy, where 

each perception adds to the bundle or “heap” of experience that is a self. Pamela’s monologic 

limitation, the fact that only one voice tells the story, and tells it without the aid of vertical 

narrating intrusions, actually contributes to its Humean sense of isolated perception. Pamela is, 

in a sense, a prototype stream-of-consciousness novel, closer in philosophical orientation to 

something like Ulysses or late Henry James than to something like Tom Jones: the sense of 

seeing through a character’s eyes, of seeing how she apprehends and interprets the world, is 

unlike anything else available at the time.6 To recall Ian Watt’s language, Richardson puts us 

“inside” Pamela, or at least seems to: we witness the movements of her mind, her attempts to 

piece together the events set in motion around her, but also the movements of her heart, as she 

comes (reluctantly, at times) to a greater understanding of who she is and of the secrets lurking in 

                                                 
6 Tristram Shandy would appear in just a few years, and there is, I think, an odd line connecting Richardson through 

Sterne with Joyce and James. Sterne, however, splits Tristram’s consciousness between past character and present 

narrator, so that Tristram can “see” himself in ways that Pamela cannot. 
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the unexplored corners of her consciousness. But these apprehensions and understandings do not 

appear objectively, neutrally, or as they “really are”; instead, they are coloured, inflected, filtered 

through the mind and the “Light” of Pamela. “Two poor Cows” become, through “double 

Witchcraft, to be sure!” (and Pamela’s fears, just as surely) two bulls—“Lucifer… got into the 

Shape of the nasty grim Bull”—that chase Pamela when she tries the garden door (152-153).7 

This is the internal perspective, the point of view from within the self/character, and is the first 

and most obvious point of view in the novel.  

 There is another perspective and voice in Pamela, however, one not present explicitly but 

felt in its conspicuous absence: Mr. B’s. Unlike Lovelace, B is silent; he does not write—or 

rather, his writing is not motivated by self-exploration/reflection/creation. He is the only one of 

Richardson’s major characters who does not write for writing’s sake. Rather than actively write 

himself, he is passively written. His words, his actions, his moods and attitudes, are almost 

always contained within and bounded by Pamela’s narrative, almost as if the physical dynamics 

of abduction and confinement had been reversed in the telling of the story. He does write a few 

times: he sends a letter to Pamela’s father, he sends Pamela his written proposals for keeping, he 

sends instructions to Mrs. Jewkes (which Pamela accidentally receives when the letter is 

misdirected to her), and he sends the letter she receives on the road. His few literary productions 

are always written to occasion, and serve some communicative purpose.8 These brief glimpses at 

B’s papers only highlight his comparative silence. B does not say what his particular 

contrivances are intended to achieve: we do not read, for instance, about what he hopes to gain 

by hiding in the closet; we do not know if he actually intended to rape Pamela when he surprises 

                                                 
7 This is only the most blatant (and comical) example of this sort of “Pamela-inflected” vision and perception. Mr. B 

is also referred to as Lucifer (56). 
8 Arabella, in Clarissa, also writes this way. Her letters, too, are intentionally communicative and guided by a 

deliberate rhetoric; she never writes “to the moment.” 
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her in bed. What this silence tends to obscure, however, is that B is as “Richardsonian” as any of 

Richardson’s other characters. He changes, he alters, he develops; he is dynamic; he, too, has an 

interior and exterior that are separated, both for himself and for Pamela. But in Pamela, his 

dynamic changing character is registered as part of Pamela’s perception of him, which makes 

“seeing” him all that much more difficult; it makes him “strange.”  

 B’s silence is normally read as a weakness or fault in the novel, something that 

Richardson would correct in the polyphonic intensity of Clarissa.9 Pamela’s single voice 

overpowers; without access to alternate or competing voices, the narrative is left to balance on a 

teenage girl’s unreliable perspective. I suggest, however, that, rather than being a fault or a flaw, 

Pamela’s monologic narrative actually reinforces the representation of a character as an isolated 

and particular self. Pamela recreates the experience of selfhood; more specifically, it recreates a 

self that resembles, to an uncanny degree, the Humean version of the self—the self as the unique 

and particular point of perception, upon which an entire world of external signs presses and 

impresses. B has a self; he is a character, as full and dynamic as any; but that self/character is 

separated from Pamela (and from readers) by the ontological gap between selves. We see B as 

Pamela sees him, without unmediated access to his interior—as only a set of external signs and 

signals that often do not cohere or open up and reveal the heart. The paradox of this double 

perspective is that it emerges from a single perspective; the single voice creates an awareness of 

competing voices; Pamela is not alone. Pamela’s formal irony creates the conditions for both 

feeling B’s implied perspective but yet not seeing it, as if B were the necessary shadow cast by 

Pamela—it must be there, but it is experienced as the absence of light.   

                                                 
9 Mark Kinkead-Weekes, for instance, who calls Pamela Richardson’s “prentice-work,” refers to “the crudity of the 

single-focus epistolary form” (24). 
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 Pamela’s formal irony creates another paradox of perspective, however—one that 

involves the reader. Pamela and the reader “see” B in the same way, as a set of incoherent 

external signs (with the added complication that we are forced to “see” B through Pamela’s eyes, 

which creates a slightly cross-eyed double vision—a blurry B). But B’s perspective, absent but 

implied, is actually also the reader’s perspective. We see B as Pamela sees him but we also see 

Pamela as B sees her. B is strange to Pamela and to readers, precisely because we do not have 

access to his mind; he is probably stranger to us than to her, since unlike her we do not have any 

access to him at all, physical or mental, and whatever access we have is filtered through her 

mind. But Pamela is strange to us as well. For all the apparent and intense interiorization of the 

epistolary format, for all the sense of being “inside” with her and seeing with her, we are never 

actually inside Pamela’s mind. According to Richardson’s metafictional epistolary conceit, the 

novel that readers read is, in fact, the novel being produced within the novel: we read what 

Pamela writes, just as B reads it, and we read also about the writing and the reading of it, and the 

effects this has on others. An object within the fictional world, Pamela’s bundle of letters, exists 

within the real world, too, as that which we hold in our hands. We patently do not receive 

unmediated access to Pamela’s heart and mind—the sort of access that a third-person narrator 

could provide, for instance. Instead, all we have access to is her letters—fragments and material 

artefacts; products of the mind rather than the mind itself. In Lockean terms, we have access only 

to secondary qualities, not primary ones. But as the first half of the novel demonstrates, this sort 

of limited access provides very little certainty, and B, who has secretly been reading Pamela’s 

letters, finds in them (or alleges to find in them10) nothing but hypocrisy, deception, self-interest, 

                                                 
10 My parenthetical qualifications may, I know, appear tentative and equivocating, a bit like Pamela refusing to 

answer B’s direct question, but they are intended to demonstrate how absolute statements rarely make sense when 

discussing Richardson’s characters, who for the most part resist absolute formulations. They are too contradictory, 

they change or grow too much, there is too much uncertainty for the absolute statement to hold. 
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and female artifice. In terms of the relationship between reader and Pamela, then, our own 

position is just as limited as B’s, and we engage in exactly the sort of activity that he does: we 

read and attempt to interpret. But (one hopes) B and the reader are also separated in very 

important ways, not the least of which is that the reader likely has no designs on Pamela (or at 

least not the same designs). B is not an ideal impartial reader, but a motivated agent part of the 

narrative; it is in his interests, as he understands them, to read her in specific ways: as sexually 

available to him, for instance, or as hypocritical in her behaviour.  

 Ever since its publication, and the sensation it caused within the expanding literary 

marketplace, Pamela has consistently provoked polarizing responses. In Richardson’s time, so-

called Pamelists and Antipamelists11—ardent supporters and vicious detractors of the novel—

argued loudly and publicly, printing panegyrics, apologies, attacks, and satiric responses12, the 

most famous of which is probably Fielding’s Shamela, a satiric frontal assault that took Pamela 

to task not only for what Fielding took to be the heroine’s hypocrisy and false virtue but also for 

its sense of epistolary immediacy.13 The debate appears to break down along lines already found 

in the novel itself: the Pamelists read Pamela/Pamela with an implicit (if perhaps naïve) trust in 

the sincerity of Pamela’s written word, while the Antipamelists squinted at it/her, reading the 

                                                 
11 The now-famous terms Pamelist and Antipamelist appear in Peter Shaw’s 1750 book The Reflector: Representing 

Human Affairs, As They Are; And May Be Improved, though they appear to have been plagiarized from the Dutch 

writer Ludvig Holberg (see Keymer and Sabor 8-9). Shaw writes: “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” 

(14). “Both these Judgments,” Shaw continues, “I think, are in the Extreme. For we cannot rely upon the Conduct of 

such a Girl; because we frequently find, that Men are imposed upon by pretended Virtue; and yet every Instance of 

Virtue must not be deemed Hypocrisy” (14-15). Shaw makes this a moral issue (and a gendered one at that): the 

Antipamelists, in other words, have a point, at least in the abstract, though their point is cynical and surely not true in 

every case.  
12 Thomas Keymer and Peter Sabor provide a helpful summary of “the Pamela controversy,” with special attention 

to its significance within early-modern print culture, in Pamela in the Marketplace: Literary Controversy and Print 

Culture in Eighteenth-Century Britain and Ireland. 
13 Fielding has Shamela write: “Odsbobs! I hear him just coming in at the Door. You see I write in the present 

Tense, as Parson Williams says. Well, he is in Bed between us, we both shamming a Sleep” (318).  
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novel/heroine from a point of view that aligns with B’s early interpretation of her—as artful, 

equivocating, hypocritical, mercenary, and above all as busily engaged in manipulating and 

controlling her own narrative appearance. Depending on how one looked at her, Pamela was 

either an angel of innocence or a cynical schemer.14 What the debate highlighted (and continues 

to highlight) is the way that perspective and point of view, especially when detached from a 

controlling vertical superstructure (such as a third-person narrator, for instance), become 

incredibly difficult to interpret, not only because a first-person narration implies/demands certain 

diegetic features such as self-interest, prejudice, bias/slant/bent, and the unconscious 

hermeneutic native to the character, but because these things are also extradiegetic and native to 

the reader. Pamela writes “to the moment” but readers also read “to the moment.”  

 Richardson’s novels are surprisingly sensitive to this “external” perspective. Pamela, for 

instance, is very aware of how Pamela appears to her diegetic readers—to B, to Lady Davers, 

even to someone like Mrs. Jewkes. Multiple readings of her exist within her own text. As 

Keymer and Sabor write,  

 Throughout the vast body of early writing about the novel, no allegation is made against 

 Pamela’s character, conduct or narrative that is not unmistakably implied, and in most 

 cases openly articulated, within the original text, in which Mr B., Lady Davers and others 

 take turns to arraign the heroine as a mercenary adventuress, a devious hypocrite, a 

 sanctimonious rhetorician, and more besides. (14)  

                                                 
14 I am, of course, eliding and reducing quite a bit here. Pamela was one of the first popular culture events, one of 

the first blockbusters, so to speak, and it attracted and provoked much commentary, discussion, and debate. I am 

focusing on questions of narrative perspective and technique, though the “Pamela controversy” fed itself on 

everything from market conspiracies (Richardson was accused to manipulating the controversy to sell more copies) 

to accusations of veiled pornography.  
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Richardson, as Keymer notes when discussing Clarissa, had the uncanny ability to anticipate 

criticisms of his novels; or rather, the major interpretive possibilities were themselves already 

present in the novels. Sarah Fielding’s comments on Clarissa are relevant here:  

She has been called perverse and obstinate by many of her Readers; James Harlowe 

called her so before them. Some say she was romantic; so said Bella; disobedient; all the 

Harlowes agree in that; a Prude; so said Sally Martin; had a Mind incapable of Love; Mr. 

Lovelace’s Accusation… I verily think I have not heard Clarissa condemned for any one 

Fault, but the Author has made some of the Harlowes, or some of Mrs. Sinclair’s Family 

accuse her of it before. (Quoted by Keymer in Richardson’s Clarissa 57) 

The Pamelist and Antipamelist readings, in their crudest formulations especially, fail to account 

properly for the question of perspective and narrative point of view; or rather, they fail to see the 

complexity, and inherent problems, that such manipulation or limitation of available perspectives 

offers and investigates.   

 This sort of interpretive dueling persists today, though the lines are not usually so starkly 

drawn, or so viciously defended. Margaret Doody, for instance, is more or less a modern 

Pamelist, and reads Pamela from its heroine’s point of view. Doody writes, “Richardson first 

developed the method of epistolary narration, making it convey the inner world of a complex 

character so completely that the reader is more aware of her total psychological state than she is 

herself” (13).15 This involves a certain amount of psychological dramatic irony; the reader is 

“more aware” of Pamela’s psychological state than she herself is. And this is true, mostly 

because the reader is not entrenched in her horizontal position but is situated above her. But 

getting “inside” Pamela is more than just a matter of awareness, of knowing what Pamela thinks 

                                                 
15 This sort of psychological dramatic irony (the reader being “more aware… than she is herself”) is part of what I 

am calling internal irony, the split between self and heart that usually indicates some failure of self-awareness. 
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and feels, or really thinks and feels. Pamela’s point of view is also, Doody argues, supposed to 

be the reader’s: “The scenes of tension are not accidental; Richardson intends to obtain total 

sympathy for Pamela; the reader should feel threatened” (35). Being inside Pamela’s “inner 

world,” the reader shares her plight, obtains (or is supposed to obtain) “total sympathy,” and 

feels alongside her. Mark Kinkead-Weekes, on the other hand, is a sort of Antipamelist and reads 

Pamela through B, calling attention to the way that Pamela, as a writer writing her own story, 

should be carefully scrutinized. While Kinkead-Weekes calls attention to Pamela’s double-

vision, he does so by downplaying the violence, and the ever-present threat of further sexual 

violence, that Pamela faces daily, and in his reading B becomes less a predatory rake and more a 

man suffering from wounded pride and unrequited love.16 Though he does not articulate it quite 

as such, Kinkead-Weekes seems to be suggesting that Pamela was not really in danger, at least 

not in danger of rape—that the bull really was just a poor cow—and that we, too, as readers, 

should be able to see this, and see also the comedy that lies in B’s “boobiness” and clumsy 

attempts at seduction, if only we were to read Pamela’s papers with skepticism.17 This is a far cry 

from Doody’s “total sympathy” and frightened readers.    

                                                 
16 For instance, he writes:  

 The more closely we listen to and watch B, indeed, the less devilish he seems. A dispassionate legal 

 observer might well conclude, not only from the ‘Lucretia’ scene, but from the whole of the evidence up to 

 Pamela's abduction, that there must be the strongest doubt that he ever attempted rape at all. Our impression 

 of his boobiness, moreover, comes from what on closer inspection looks like confusion and indecision; the 

 attempts in the summer-house and dressing-room are seen to be the effects of anger and wounded pride 

 rather than lust; and he does not fail to register Pamela’s outrage, but persists in trying desperately to 

 believe that it is really artful hypocrisy. (21) 

Abduction, of course, and threats of rape (regardless of the intention behind them) are, of themselves, outrageous 

crimes, and do not quite mesh, I think, with what Kinkead-Weekes calls B’s “boobiness.” Nevertheless, though I 

find his defusing of B’s sexual threats unfortunate, the sort of reading Kinkead-Weekes offers here is, I think, in 

terms of practice at least, the sort of reading that Pamela requires; he is attempting to get behind/beyond/underneath 

Pamela’s narrative; he is exploring the paradox I discussed—the fact that Pamela’s single voice implies multiple 

voices.  
17 A hearty dose of patrician paternalism animates Kinkead-Weekes analysis; this sort of sensibility is, I am glad to 

report, no longer quite the case when it comes to reading Pamela. To his credit, though, Kinkead-Weekes does 

validate Pamela’s experience of threat—he does not quite tell her to settle down, in other words—even while 

arguing that she was never in quite as much danger as she thought she was. 
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 Doody is not really a Pamelist and Kinkead-Weekes is not really an Antipamelist, at least 

not as these parties were formulated in Richardson’s time.18 Most of current scholarship about 

Pamela is “Antipamelistic,” if by Pamelist we mean someone who takes Pamela at her word. 

Even at the time, readers such as Sarah Fielding (who was not alone) recognized that the 

interpretive key to Pamela19 lay not in taking a side but seeing all sides/voices/points of view as 

cohering—not into any sort of harmony, out which emerges a single shining moral, but in a 

discord that approximates the experience of selfhood lived among other selves. In other words, 

the Pamelists and Antipamelists each clung to one half of a reading of the novel. What I want to 

suggest by temporarily aligning these positions—the Pamelists with those who read Pamela 

through Pamela and the Antipamelists with all those who read “against” it/her—is that the 

meaning of the novel shifts when points of view shift, which is, it seems to me, a remarkably odd 

achievement for a novel that patently offers only one point of view but which manages to 

include, or at least suggest, a variety of interpretive possibilities. Pamela records everything that 

everyone says about her—everything said by B, Mrs. Jewkes, Parson Williams, her parents, the 

surrounding gentry, Lady Davers—and the result is an ever-shifting field of perspective, around 

which the reader constantly moves, and a consciousness of being seen and read, which even if 

Pamela fails to fully understand is still recorded and preserved.  

 But the reason this sort of double perspective works, the reason multiple interpretations 

are possible and indeed present within the text is the idea of perspective itself, and what a highly 

unique and particular point of view implies. The very particularity of Pamela Andrews demands, 

as a sort of counter-movement to extreme personality, a double, a counterpart, an interpretive 

other. Pamela Andrews is Pamela Andrews, and the tautology here, instead of creating a closed 

                                                 
18 And “parties” probably gives the false impression that they were more organized and coherent than they were.  
19 Fielding was talking about Clarissa, but what she says applies to Pamela as well. 
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loop, emphasizes a Lockean particularity of all things—she is not a type or an abstraction; she is 

not a stock character. She is Pamela. But the more “Pamela” she is—the more this particular 

textual effect called “Pamela” appears to be a person—the more unstable, unreliable, and the 

more human the perspective is. And this is one of the remarkable things about the so-called 

“Pamela controversy”: readers treated her as if she were a person, as if a real psychology existed 

just underneath the text. And this person could not be given the god-like privilege of narrative 

authority; her voice requires another voice, even if that voice does not itself speak. 

 Pamela’s monologic single-voice construction recreates in text the experience of 

alienated selfhood—which is similar to the ontological status Hume’s theory of self and his 

philosophical skepticism establishes—but also creates a paradoxical double perspective. 

Pamela’s point of view is internal in the sense that it represents the experience of a self/character 

apprehending and interpreting the world according to her own understanding; B’s/the reader’s 

point of view is external in the sense that she (Pamela) becomes an object of perception, but an 

object that, like all objects, can only be interpreted according to her external signs, in this case 

her words, actions, and letters, a set of signifiers that, as the novel itself demonstrates, are all 

remarkably unstable. Though we, as readers, are provided with only one of these perspectives, 

both are essential. Not only are both points of view essential, they both are engaged constantly in 

exactly the same activity: to Pamela, B is a mystery, a subjectivity with desires and impulses she 

finds “strange” and unaccountable; to B, Pamela is likewise a mystery, someone who contradicts 

herself constantly, says one thing and seems to do another, flirts and retreats and frustrates all his 

advances. Without direct, unmediated access to the other mind, the external signs become 

strange; that which makes the whole cohere is missing. This is Richardson’s problem of other 

people; this is what I have called social irony—the ontological and epistemological gap 
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separating self from other. In terms of formal irony, this separation of mind from mind is created 

and sustained by Pamela’s single voice, a feature of the text normally considered a flaw (or as 

the first attempt of a technique he would later perfect) but which is instead, I suggest, a 

remarkably sustained experiment in narrative point of view. 

 I have, in this section, been theorizing Pamela’s formal irony as a question of 

perspective. In section 2.3, I will engage in a close reading of the way Pamela attempts to solve 

the problems of interiority. Before doing that, however, I would like to discuss Hume at some 

length. Much of what I have said about the horizontal perspective rests on a reading of the 

epistemological and ontological status of the self suggested by empiricist thought, and especially 

skeptical empiricist thought. I have already discussed Locke’s theory of language; it is now time, 

I think, to expand on this with Hume.  

 

2.2 Philosophy “To The Moment” 

 In the previous chapter, I discussed the way that Locke’s theory of language helped 

create the conditions for interiority. By separating the external world from the human mind at the 

level of language, Locke introduced an epistemological fissure that would, as the eighteenth 

century absorbed its implications, gradually widen. Pamela demonstrates that wide fissure; 

Pamela’s struggles to understand the strange world, and the strange people in it, are 

epistemological struggles, as well as moral ones. David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature 

demonstrates just how wide that epistemological fissure can grow.  

 Books I and II of the Treatise were published in January 1739; book III was later 

published in October 1740. Pamela was published in November 1740. There is little reason to 

suspect that Richardson read the Treatise, especially at the time when he was writing Pamela; he 
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does, however, in a 1756 letter to the Reverend Peter Peckard, refer to Hume and Lord 

Bolingbroke as “very mischievous writers” and says he dislikes Hume “for his attempts to sap 

the foundations of our common Christianity” (Carroll 317, footnote 53). Richardson seems to 

have absorbed the common anti-religious criticism often levelled at Hume. By aligning Pamela 

alongside the Treatise, I am not attempting to suggest influence or even cross-germination. 

Instead, I hope to suggest how the concerns of each can cast light on the other. At the very least, 

the sudden appearance in the middle of the eighteenth century of a number of texts puzzling over 

and dramatizing the same set of epistemological problems—the nature of the self, the separation 

of internal and external, the relationship of self to other self—is notable. 

 Hume was by no means the first skeptic; in fact, many of his ideas are reformulations of 

classic philosophical problems; what he did do, however, was rigorously apply a method as far 

as it would go, even to the point of exhaustion and paradox. The Treatise, as its subtitle tells us, 

is “an attempt to introduce the experimental method of reason into moral subjects.” It is an 

attempt to be as scientific and empirical about metaphysical and moral problems as possible, 

even if (or maybe especially when) the two things appear to cancel each other out. Readers, 

critics, and interpreters have long attempted to harmonize Hume’s seeming contradictions. The 

scientific (“experimental”) method is used, seemingly, to undermine the foundation of empirical 

knowledge: it obscures external existence in epistemological darkness and locates assurance, 

certainty, and belief not in measurable and observable phenomena but instead in the movements 

and habits of the mind. In other words, it both deepens and widens the fissure between internal 

and external by arguing that all we can know with any certainty is what happens in our own 

minds. Hume, of course, is not discussing external existence—even if he does believe in it, it is 

not the Treatise’s concern; rather, all Hume concerns himself with is the mind, the way the mind 
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works, and what and how we can know about it.20 But to this end, the Treatise assumes that the 

internal nature of the human mind can be rigorously examined, and that there is, so far as method 

is concerned at least, enough analogy between the internal movements of the mind and the 

external motions of matter to treat one as you would the other. In this section I will briefly 

survey several features of Hume’s thought in the Treatise in order to place them productively 

alongside Richardson’s first novel. What I want to argue here is two-fold. First, that the Treatise, 

since it so radically separates mind from bodies/objects/nature, is, like Pamela, a text about 

interiority, and I will argue this primarily with Treatise 1.3, Hume’s account of knowledge and 

certainty.21 This first argument, I admit, amounts mostly to a demonstration, and while 

interiority, as I have defined it, may not be a standard approach to Hume, I do not intend to 

deviate much from standard or traditional readings of Hume’s epistemology or skepticism. 

Second, however, and more to my point, I will argue that Hume, as the Treatise’s author and 

protagonist (which I realize is perhaps an unusual way to identify a philosopher), actually 

performs this interiority, and that built into the Treatise is a rhetoric and method that, like the 

features of formal irony, recreates the very ontological experience that he is describing. 

 At the end of Treatise 1.2, after establishing basic concepts such as impressions and 

ideas, Hume makes a radical statement about human nature.22 He writes:  

                                                 
20 Daniel Flage writes: “Hume’s concern throughout the first book was with the nature of the mind, in so far as that 

nature can be ‘known’ on the basis of the ‘experimental method’” (1-2). As Flage points out, many of the Treatise’s 

seeming contradictions can be harmonized by properly framing what Hume is doing. His most skeptical statements 

about external existence, for instance, become more intelligible when looked at not as statements about nature but 

about the mind, and what the mind knows. 
21 While a full discussion of the entire Treatise, especially books II and III, alongside Pamela would, no doubt, be 

productive, it is beyond the scope of this dissertation; since my immediate concerns relate to interiority and the 

separation of interior and exterior states, and since Hume’s epistemology most directly relates to this, I will remain 

mostly in Treatise book I.  
22 I will be supposing a certain amount of familiarity with Hume here on my reader’s part, but will use several 

footnotes to fill in possible blanks. Briefly, then: all perceptions, according to Hume, are divided into two distinct 

kinds, impressions, which are “all our sensations, passions and emotions” (1.1.1.1; 7), and ideas, which are mental 

objects or perceptions, stored in the memory and recalled in thinking; ideas are the “faint images” (1.1.1.1; 7) of the 
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Now since nothing is ever present to the mind but perceptions, and since all ideas are 

deriv’d from something antecedently present to the mind; it follows, that ’tis impossible 

for us so much as to conceive or form an idea of any thing specifically different from 

ideas and impressions. Let us fix our attention out of ourselves as much as possible: Let 

us chace our imagination to the heavens, or to the utmost limits of the universe; we never 

really advance a step beyond ourselves, nor can conceive any kind of existence, but those 

perceptions, which have appear’d in that narrow compass. This is the universe of the 

imagination, nor have we any idea but what is there produc’d. (1.2.6.8; 49)  

Treatise 1.3 is where Hume makes some of his most skeptical claims, and he prepares his readers 

for it with this radical statement on the insular nature of “the universe of the imagination.” “We 

never really advance a step beyond ourselves”; everything we know, or think we know, is 

bounded within the “narrow compass” of the self. The self is a self-contained and self-reflective 

system of perception, only truly aware of itself. According to Hume, impressions are sensory 

perceptions of external objects; they strike upon the senses and make their way into the mind, 

where they are stored in the memory, and accessible by the imagination, as ideas. But the 

impression itself is not the object, but rather a separate and distinct mental object, one that exists 

inside, and not outside, the mind.23 When the external object is no longer present as a current 

perception, the impression is lost but its idea remains, and this idea also only exists within the 

                                                 
original impressions. All ideas, according to Hume, require antecedent impressions. “The difference betwixt these 

consists in the degrees of force and liveliness, with which they strike upon the mind” (1.1.1.1; 7).  
23 Just how the senses work, and how the impression is conveyed, is not something Hume will (or can) answer; the 

material operations of the body are the realm of the anatomist, not the philosopher, or so Hume says. 
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mind in the memory.24 According to Hume, all ideas must have an antecedent impression.25 The 

implication—one Hume gilds with the impressive rhetoric of “the heavens” and “the utmost 

limits of the universe”—is that the self is alone. The only thing it can be certain of is itself.  

 Treatise 1.3 is about certainty, about what can be known and how it can be known. It is 

important to keep in mind that for Hume all ideas must have a corresponding antecedent 

impression; if they do not, then they are mental fictions, and no basis for certainty. It is also 

important to keep in mind that for Hume “All kinds of reasoning consists in nothing but a 

comparison, and discovery of those relations, either constant or inconstant, which two or more 

objects bear to each other” (1.3.2.1; 52), which means that reasoning, properly speaking, cannot 

occur without impressions or objects to compare.  

 After a brief discussion of the several philosophical relations that define knowledge 

(1.3.1), Hume begins Treatise 1.3 with causation (1.3.2-3) but notices that though cause and 

effect can be demonstrably related in terms of contiguity and succession (they are together; one 

follows the other), there appears to be no impression that necessarily connects the two. But he 

also notices that there is a “CONSTANT CONJUNCTION” of cause and effect, and that observation 

and experience tells us that one always produces the other. This constant conjunction, however, 

does not imply a necessary connection, or that the cause always will produce the effect, only that 

it has always done so in the past, which is not a question of reason but of memory and 

experience. Custom and habit, and not reason (which requires impressions to compare), create 

the sense of necessary connection. Hume then discusses several actions of the mind—memory, 

                                                 
24 The memory “preserves the original form, in which its objects were presented” (1.1.4.3; 12), while the 

imagination is free “to transpose and change its ideas” (1.1.4.4; 12). “Transpose” and “change” here simply mean 

rearranging ideas without being bound to specific preserved memories.  
25 The exception is a special class of perceptions called “impressions of reflection,” which arise as new impressions 

by the mind’s reflecting on and connecting existing ideas (1.1.3.1; 11). Passions, desires, and emotions are 

impressions of reflection; external objects are not. 
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imagination, and the association of ideas (1.3.4-6)—and the way these influence the perception 

of the constant conjunction. This leads into a discussion of belief (1.3.7-8), and what belief is. 

Belief is not certainty (otherwise it would be knowledge); instead, belief, according to Hume, is a 

feeling: it is an idea that receives additional “force and vivacity” (1.3.7.5; 67)—“An idea 

assented to feels different from a fictitious idea” (1.3.7.7; 68). He then digresses briefly to talk 

about religion and education (1.3.9), and the way these two things often create false beliefs by 

constantly repeating and reinforcing certain ideas, custom and habit eventually producing the 

belief. A discussion about the influence and effect of belief follows (1.3.10): belief raises up an 

idea to an equality with an impression; it enlivens the idea, giving it greater force and vivacity. 

But belief, which it is not certainty, is a species of probability, which he discusses at length 

(1.3.11-12). Probability itself can be divided into two types, the probability of chances and the 

probability of causes. A chance, according to Hume, is the negation of a cause; in the probability 

of chances (the throw of a die, for instance), the result is indifferent, though as Hume 

demonstrates, there are certain things that may cause the mind to assume there is a superior 

chance that a certain outcome will obtain (if four of the die’s six sides had the same symbol, for 

instance). The probability of causes, is, like causation, based on memory and habit, but 

complicated by contrary experiences (A causes B, but sometimes also causes C), in which case 

the mind again searches for reasons to assume a superior probability on one side (A causes B 

more often than it causes C). Hume then again digresses to discuss what he calls 

“unphilosophical probability” (1.3.13), the habits of mind often used to judge probability or 

create belief but which are, in fact, unreasonable (prejudice, for instance, which operates by 

custom and habit, like the false beliefs that education or religion can inculcate). All of this—the 

force of custom and habit, the nature of belief, and workings of probability—Hume characterizes 
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as “the manner, in which we reason beyond our immediate impressions” (1.3.14.1; 105). This 

sort of reasoning, though unavoidable and likely inevitable, is, strictly speaking, not the 

operation of reason; furthermore, it is entirely internal, depending in no way upon the external 

objects but entirely on the internal habits of the mind. He finally, after this long exploration 

through related ideas, returns to the idea of the necessary connection (1.3.14), which he explodes 

to include the “nearly synonimous” terms “efficacy, agency, power, force, energy, necessity, 

connexion, and productive quality” (1.3.14.4; 106). This necessary connection he now identifies 

as “a determination of the mind” (1.3.14.20; 111): observing the constant conjunction, the mind, 

through experience and custom, associates cause with effect, and believes the cause to have 

power/efficacy/et cetera to produce the effect. “Necessity, then,” as Hume writes, “is the effect 

of this observation, and is nothing but an internal impression of the mind” (1.3.14.20; 111). 

Without an impression to produce the idea of it, necessity becomes an “impression of reflection,” 

an idea that arises not from nature but from the mind’s own work. Hume concludes 1.3 by 

providing a list of “Rules by which to judge of causes and effect” (1.3.15) and by briefly 

considering the reason of animals (1.3.16), which he uses to support his system, since beasts, 

which cannot reason like people, also observe cause and effect, which Hume takes as evidence 

that he is correct.   

 When roughly diagramed, then, the conceptual roadmap of Treatise 1.3 looks something 

like this: 

  a. Knowledge/Certainty 

   b. Causation 

    c. Contiguity 

    c. Succession 
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    c. Constant Conjunction 

     d. Memory 

     d. Imagination 

     d. Association 

      e. Belief 

      e. Probability 

   b. Necessary Connection 

  a. Mind 

Each concept leads down to another set of related concepts, which eventually circle back to the 

beginning (“we must now return upon our footsteps” (1.3.14.1; 105), as Hume writes). What 

begins as an investigation into knowledge and the search for certainty concludes that certainty, or 

rather the philosophical relation most associated with certainty (causation), is located not in the 

external world but in the mind itself.  

 What is odd about this structure, however, is the inverted approach Hume takes. He poses 

the question, and then works his way backwards, revealing how each vexed concept, which 

should answer the question of certainty, depends on another equally vexed concept, which also 

needs to be investigated. Instead of beginning with first concepts—building his way up from the 

foundation, in other words—he takes established familiar concepts and defamiliarizes them, 

destabilizes them, and, each in their turn, reveals the way something as basic-seeming as cause 

and effect, the foundation of empirical certainty, is not what it seems to be: it has nothing to do 

with externals; it has everything to do with the internal habits of the mind. Hume’s approach to 

the question, his rhetoric and method of moving backwards and downwards, is not the 

rhetoric/method of a finished project—it is not, in other words, a vertical imposition of a realized 
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philosophical system, where the philosopher speaks with authority—but rather the ad hoc 

method of constant discovery, the horizontal movement of an individual mind encountering 

concept after concept and taking on each as they come and become necessary. John Passmore 

compares Hume’s method to Berkeley’s, and Hume (Passmore thinks) suffers in this 

comparison: Berkeley, he writes, “was prepared to work out a hypothesis in detail, with a real 

concern for consistency,” whereas Hume was a “a philosophical puppy-dog, picking up and 

worrying one problem after another, always leaving his teeth-marks in it, but casting it aside 

when it threatened to become wearisome” (87-88). This is harsh, but makes sense if one reads 

Hume looking for a finished system, the sort of crystalline structure a vertically minded 

philosopher is expected to deliver. Hume’s “puppy-dog” methodology makes sense, I suggest, if 

we read the Treatise not just as a system but also as a record of one man’s attempt to live in that 

system—makes sense, that is, if we read it as “to the moment.” 

 The Treatise presents itself to the reader (rhetorically, at least) as it must have presented 

itself to Hume: its organization follows a method of discovery. This is not to say that the Treatise 

actually represents and explores concepts as Hume himself discovered them, as if it were as 

much journal or diary as philosophical treatise, or as if it were a first draft; it is to say, however, 

that Hume felt it necessary—both stylistically and methodologically—to present it as such. It is, 

in other words, at the level of style and method, written “to the moment,” much as Richardson’s 

fiction is. Pamela writes “to the moment,” which means she writes as things happens, before 

events are fully understood, in a manner that preserves not a finished but an unfolding narrative. 

Something similar, though conceptual rather than (strictly speaking) narratival, occurs in Hume.    

 This rhetoric of “to the moment” philosophy is clear in the way he transitions between 

concepts. While discussing contiguity and succession, for instance, but before tackling the idea 
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of necessary connection, he writes: “Having thus discover’d or suppos’d the two relations of 

contiguity and succession to be essential to causes and effects, I find I am stopt short, and can 

proceed no further” (1.3.2.9; 54). When discussing the feeling of belief, he writes: “For my part I 

must own, that I find a considerable difficulty in the case; and that even when I think I 

understand the subject perfectly, I am at a loss for terms to express my meaning” (1.3.7.7; 68). 

At the conclusion of his long discussion of probability (which is one of the most difficult, if not 

poorly written, parts of the Treatise), he writes: “I am sensible how abstruse all this reasoning 

must appear to the generality of readers” (1.3.12.20; 95). And when finally returning to the idea 

of necessary connection, and worrying that his readers may have drifted off along such an 

arduous trail of concepts, Hume writes: “I think it proper to give warning, that I have just now 

examin’d one of the most sublime questions in philosophy” (1.3.14.2; 105). Statements like these 

(and there are many others like them) draw attention not only to what Hume is writing about 

(though they certainly do that, too); they also draw attention to how Hume is writing about them, 

to who is writing them, and to the writing process itself. So why does he do this? As a 

philosopher, surely it better serves his purposes to present himself as that stable vertical authority 

rather than as someone who, like everyone else, is making his way along the horizontal path of 

unique and particular identity. To answer this question, I want to look more closely at Hume’s 

theory of causation, at both what he is saying and how he is saying it. 

 When Hume begins to set up his discussion of causes, effects, and probable reasoning—

the foundation of his epistemology, and of what will become the skeptical separation of internal 

states of external existences—he writes:  

Let us therefore cast our eye on any two objects, which we call cause and effect, and turn 

them on all sides, in order to find that impression, which produces an idea of such 
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prodigious consequences. At first sight I perceive, that I must not search for it in any of 

the particular qualities of the objects; since, which-ever of these qualities I pitch on, I find 

some object, that is not possest of it, and yet falls under the denomination of cause or 

effect. And indeed there is nothing existent, either externally or internally, which is not to 

be consider’d either as a cause or an effect; tho’ ’tis plain there is not one quality, which 

universally belongs to all beings, and gives them a title to that denomination. (1.3.2.5; 53) 

The “idea of such prodigious consequences” is causation, one of seven philosophical relations 

that Hume identifies.26 Causation is so prodigious an idea because it is, “of those three 

relations27, which depend not upon the mere ideas, the only one, that can be trac’d beyond our 

senses, and informs us of existences and bodies, which we do not see or feel” (1.3.2.3; 53) and 

because, as he writes above, “there is nothing existent, either externally or internally, which is 

not to be consider’d either as a cause of an effect.” Quite literally everything, according to 

Hume, is implicated here and involved in this relation, but it (causation) is also the only of the 

seven philosophical relations that operates, or at least appears to operate, within the gap between 

internal and external, that goes “beyond our senses.” A few paragraphs later he writes: 

Here again I turn the object on all sides, in order to discover the nature of this necessary 

connexion, and find the impression, or impressions, from which its idea may be deriv’d. 

When I cast my eye on the known qualities of objects, I immediately discover that the 

                                                 
26 Hume divides the philosophical relations—resemblance, identity, relations of time and place, proportion in 

quantity or number, degree in any quality, contrariety, and causation—into two groups. The first group consists of 

resemblance, contrariety, degrees in quality, and proportions in quantity and number; these relations depend “solely 

upon ideas” (1.3.1.2; 50)—that is, the objects in the relation do not change when the relation is changed (gold, for 

instance: if the proportion is changed, the idea of gold is not altered). These four philosophical relations, according 

to Hume, are the foundation of science. The second group consists of identity, situations in time and place, and 

causation; of these three, only causation does not depend on the perception (of the objects themselves and/or the 

relation within which they exist), and is, therefore, the only one that truly depends on reason. All the other relations, 

including those in the first group, depend on sensation and perception, which is “a mere passive admission of the 

impressions thro’ the organs of sensation” (1.3.2.2; 52). 
27 i.e. identity, situations in time and place, and causation. 
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relation of cause and effect depends not in the least on them. When I consider their 

relations, I can find none but those of continuity and succession; which I have already 

regarded as imperfect and unsatisfactory. Shall the despair of success make me assert, 

that I am here possest of an idea, which is not preceded by any similar impression? This 

wou’d be too strong a proof of levity and inconstancy; since the contrary principle has 

been already so firmly establish’d, as to admit of no farther doubt; at least, till we have 

more fully examin’d the present difficulty. (1.3.2.12; 55) 

The “necessary connexion” is the heart of the matter. Without this connection—which seems so 

obvious and yet steadfastly resists perception—there only exists two unrelated objects, one 

called “cause” the other “effect,” and though they appear constantly related in terms of 

contiguity and succession, and though they each possess their own “known qualities” (colour, 

solidity, taste, et cetera), the “necessary connection” itself, that which makes the cause 

necessarily produce the effect, is unperceived: “Having thus discover’d or suppos’d the two 

relations of contiguity and succession to be essential to causes and effects, I find I am stopt short, 

and can proceed no farther in considering any single instance of cause and effect” (1.3.2.9; 54). 

In Hume’s terms, there is no impression of the connection that leads to the idea of it. This 

necessary connection, Hume will go on to argue, does not exist, not as an impression that can be 

perceived at least28, and cause and effect will turn out to be not an empirical phenomenon but a 

mental one, a philosophical fiction or habit of the mind. The mind, noticing a constant 

conjunction of “cause” and “effect,” will relax, associate the two things together, and, from force 

of custom, expect that the cause will continue to produce the effect in the future, even though it 

has, rationally speaking, no reason to expect such metaphysical constancy from objects.  

                                                 
28 See Treatise 1.3.3.  
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 Hume’s theory of causation has been, and continues to be, the subject of much 

philosophical debate, especially since, depending on how one reads it, Hume appears to be either 

an extreme skeptic, denying the existence of external reality, or a reluctant materialist, unable to 

deny the demands of the external.29 Like Pamela herself, who Hume appears to be and what he 

seems to argue, depends, at least to some degree, on who looks at him. What seems clear from 

the multiple approaches to Hume, however, is that there is, and always must be, a separation 

between internal and external, between the actions and operations and habits of the mind, which 

are the only things we can know with certainty, and the true or essential nature of external 

reality, of which we only have our own perceptions. But Hume’s theory of causation is not 

exactly, or at least not only, what I want to examine, here. I also want to draw attention to 

Hume’s use of pronouns, since the way he writes himself, as both author and character within the 

Treatise, demonstrates, I want to suggest, his commitment to his own philosophy.  

                                                 
29 H.H. Price, for instance, reads Hume’s skepticism, the conclusions of which appears to be “purely destructive” (so 

far as external reality and certainty are concerned) as essentially phenomenologist. Hume’s stated opinion, according 

to Price, is one of despair, of being unable to harmonize reason with nature, but Price attempts to show how Hume 

was wrong about his own theory (220-228). Barry Stroud concludes that Hume’s theory, especially as it relates to 

cause and effect, external existence, and belief and certainty, is “paradoxical” and shot through with the conflict 

between “reason” and “nature,” but that its value may lie in revealing how the philosopher never fully occupies 

either position (pure reason or pure nature) but moves to-and-fro between them (245-50). Donald Baxter reads 

Hume as a “Pyrrhonian” skeptic—a skeptic, that is, when it comes to the demands of active and rigorous reason or 

philosophical assent but one more willing to passively allow that not all things demand, at all times, such assent: 

“By following in these Pyrrhonian footsteps, Hume can both assent to the existence of the external world, and not 

assent to it, without inconsistency. He does passively acquiesce in the natural view thrust upon him by appearance, 

that there is an external world. However, he does not actively endorse as true the view that there is an external 

world” (116).  Recently, the “New Humeans” read Hume as a “skeptical realist,” and argue that he does, at least in 

some mitigated way, believe in the efficacy of cause and effect and the real existence of external objects, but in a 

way that severely limits our ability to understand them. As Kenneth Richman explains, “A sceptical realist about 

some entity is realist about the entity’s existence, but agnostic about the nature or character of that thing because it is 

epistemically inaccessible to us in some non-trivial way” (1). I mention these to demonstrate the range of 

possibilities. I am not a philosopher, and my interest in Hume does not lie in validating or refuting his content on the 

level of philosophical certainty; I am not concerned, in other words, with whether or not he was right. My interests 

lie in the way Hume’s thought, regardless of the metaphysical specifics, separates mind from nature, in the way this 

separation is represented, and in the way it can productively be aligned with other texts such as Richardson’s novels.   
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 The first published review of the Treatise30 criticized Hume for, among other things, 

what the anonymous author called his “Egotisms”: “This Work abounds throughout with 

Egotisms. The Author would scarcely use that Form of Speech more frequently, if he had written 

his own Memoirs” (6). The presence of a horizontal personality within what should be a vertical 

text is ridiculous: genres must be preserved; the sort of intrusion or display of personality 

expected in a memoirs violates the decorum of philosophy. Philosophers and students of 

philosophy tend to purge philosophy of personality, and writers about Hume often avoid the 

question of the “I,” even when that “I” insistently appears. Barry Stroud, for instance, mentions 

his indebtedness to E.C. Mossner’s biography of Hume, but writes that though the biography “is 

invaluable for the study of writings of someone whose person is so immediately present in his 

philosophical work,” he will nevertheless “make no direct reference to those agreeable human 

characteristics” (xi). I approach Hume not from a philosophical perspective but from a literary 

one, and cannot but see these “agreeable human characteristics” as anything other than vital. 

 Hume uses first-person pronouns, both plural and singular, with insistent regularity. The 

plural “we” grounds his philosophy, both rhetorically and conceptually, in the shared, the 

common, and the everyday. This is not the decorous “we” that (supposedly) obscures personality 

(though Hume does also use such circumlocutions31); this is, rather, an inclusive we, a true 

                                                 
30 Which appeared in The History of the Works of the Learned in 1739 (reprinted in Early Responses to Hume’s 

Metaphysical and Epistemological Writings I). An amusing piece of Humean lore: Hume was supposedly so 

incensed with the review (which, to be fair, is aggressively sarcastic and dismissive in tone) that he threatened its 

publisher, Jacob Robinson, at sword point. The legend apparently had enough traction that Hume was chided for not 

mentioning it in his own memoirs.  John Hill Burton, spoiling everyone’s fun, eventually pointed out that Hume 

immediately left for Scotland after the Treatise’s publication and was not present in London when reviews were 

being published; he did not return for several years (Fieser 3). 
31 He will use them—“we,” “our,” even occasionally “one”—but usually only when he is generalizing outward, 

which usually only occurs after the particular “I” experiment has warranted expansion. In other words, he himself is 

test-subject, and if the test produces a positive result, the application can be generalized more broadly. That said, 

though some passages seem carefully crafted for rhetorical emphasis, Hume is not always stylistically consistent, 

especially when that special emphasis is not called for, and then “I,” “we,” and “our,” can appear interchangeably.  
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plural, that groups Hume with his readers. After all, he is, as he writes in his introduction, 

attempting to establish a new “science of MAN” (4)32, one grounded on “experience and 

observation” (4), a science that anyone can, as he continually invites his readers to do, verify or 

contradict, as they will/can. This “science of MAN” is the study of human nature—not anatomy, 

biology, or what we would now call psychology; not politics, economics, or any of the activities 

that humans engage in; but the internal nature of the human, the mind, what it is and, perhaps 

more importantly, how it works. How, for instance, does the mind believe in cause and effect, 

even when such an idea is apparently contrary to reason. So far as Hume is concerned, everyone 

is (or ought to be) concerned with this science, because it is the “capital or center” (4) of all the 

other sciences, which are reduced, in Hume’s analogy, to mere castles or villages. But this 

“science of MAN” is performed within a self-reflective loop: as Hume writes, “we ourselves are 

not only the beings, that reason, but also one of the objects, concerning which we reason” (4). 

Hume takes this seriously. He himself is “one of the objects, concerning which we reason.” “At 

first sight I perceive”; “which-ever of these qualities I pitch on”; “I turn the object on all sides”; 

“I immediately discover”; “When I consider”; “I find I am stopt short.” Hume is himself both 

scientist and experiment, and he constantly refers to his own experience as a writer about, and 

investigator of, moral and metaphysical problems. Taken individually, each of these “I” 

statements could be read as nothing more than a convenient rhetoric, a way of illustrating the 

point, though Hume’s first reviewer certainly did not think this was the case; as I will show, 

neither do I, though for different reasons. 

 In Treatise 1.4, as he is discussing the problem of external existence, Hume begins a 

series of interconnected self-references that he uses to illustrate his theory but which also draw 

                                                 
32 References to the Treatise’s introduction, which is not divided by subsections, are given by page number only. 
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attention not only to his own physical/material circumstances but, again, to the writing process 

itself. In these self-references he reconstructs his chamber. This is perhaps his room in La Flèche, 

the French university town where he wrote most of the Treatise.33 His chamber is not a study or 

a library, not the sort of room a gentleman philosopher like Locke, for instance, or Shaftsbury 

was likely to write in; it is the room of a student, the earnest but modest lodging of a young man 

not yet set up in the world (he was only 23 when he began the Treatise). In this room is a bed, a 

table with his books and papers, a fireplace, a window that opens to a view, and a door. This is a 

dramatic setting and a narrative space, and while Hume does not describe it in as much detail as, 

say, someone like Dickens might describe it, it receives more or less the same level of detail that 

Richardson provides for his characters.34 He includes enough detail, it seems to me, not only to 

imagine his situation but to suspect that he wants readers to imagine it as more than a mere 

illustration. Hume uses this setting to investigate the objects that immediately surround him, and 

his sense experience of them. He writes: “The paper, on which I write at present, is beyond my 

hand. The table is beyond the paper. The walls of the chamber beyond the table. And in casting 

my eye towards the window, I perceive a great extent of fields and buildings beyond my 

chamber” (1.4.2.9; 127). The putative topic is the perception of external objects, and the reason 

that we attribute existence to objects even when our sense experience of them is interrupted. 

Why, Hume asks, do we assume that “the great extent of fields and buildings” continues to exist 

when we are not looking at it, and have no perceptions on which to found such a belief. Later, 

                                                 
33 In 1734, at the age of 23, Hume went to Paris; after a few weeks there he went to Reims, where he spent about 

eight months, then to La Flèche, where he lived for two years, writing the Treatise. La Flèche is home to the Jesuit 

College, where Descartes had also gone to school. In 1737 he arrived in London and began looking for a publisher, 

during which time he continued to edit the Treatise, until the first two books were published in January 1739.   
34 The room Pamela shares with Mrs. Jewkes, for instance, and where so many important events occur, is itself 

hardly described: we know there is a bed, a linen cabinet (in which B hides himself), a closet (in which Pamela 

writes), and a window with bars on it (through which Pamela squeezes when she attempts to escape).  
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discussing the apparent constancy of these perceptions (from which we get our notions of the 

continued and distinct existence of objects), he writes: 

These mountains, and houses, and trees, which lie at present under my eye, have always 

appear’d to me in the same order; and when I lose sight of them by shutting my eyes or 

turning my head, I soon after find them return upon me without the least alteration. My 

bed and table, my books and papers, present themselves in the same uniform manner, and 

change not upon account of any interruption in my seeing or perceiving them. (1.4.2.18; 

130) 

He soon adds, “I am here seated in my chamber with my face to the fire; and all the objects, that 

strike my senses, are contain’d in a few yards around me” (1.4.2.20; 130). When he hears “on a 

sudden a noise as of a door turning upon its hinges” and sees “a porter, who advances towards 

me” (1.4.2.20; 130), he can reconstruct what is happening because he has experience and 

memories about the objects around him, and believes them to be constant and coherent. He 

knows there is a door, that it makes a certain sound when it opens, that human bodies do not 

mount into the air so that the porter must have come up the stairs, et cetera. Hume’s 

philosophical point is that, despite the appearance of constancy and coherence, the belief in the 

continued and distinct existence of external objects is a fiction of the mind, a habit similar to 

(though not quite identical with35) the one habit and custom creates for causation. His rhetorical 

point, however, is that he himself is the object of his own experiment.36  

                                                 
35 The habit of assuming causation’s necessary connection is a function of memory, which stores each experience of 

the constant conjunction; in this case, the mind has impressions of the two objects, which it supposes to be in a 

relationship. The habit of assuming the continued and distinct existence of external objects, however, is patently not 

based on impressions but on the lack of impressions (the period of non-perception between two distinct perceptions 

of what is supposed the same object), and so the habit is a function of imagination. 
36 Santos and Sia write, “Hume nevertheless attempted to discover the self by attending to his own experiences and 

tried to catch himself having them. He of course ended up concluding that there was no such thing apart from the 

stream of experiences that the self was supposed to own. The ‘I,’ he realized, refers not to an ego that owns 

thoughts, actions, and experiences, but simply to the causally connected series of thoughts, actions, and experiences, 
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 These egotisms culminate in Treatise 1.4.7, the “Conclusion of this book,” which plays 

along the horizontal axis more than any other section of the Treatise. Previously, his horizontal 

presence had been employed in illustrating his philosophical system. Here, however, it is 

sustained. The final section of the book is almost wholly about himself. In 1.4.4, Hume provides 

the definitive statement about the epistemological implications of his system: “Thus there is a 

direct and total opposition betwixt our reason and our senses; or more properly speaking, betwixt 

those conclusions we form from cause and effect, and those that perswade us of the continu’d 

and independent existence of body” (1.4.4.15; 152). The skepticism that Hume has been 

theorizing/practicing threatens to throw all things into doubt, a position that, even for the 

philosopher, is uneasy, uncomfortable, and even unattractive. In 1.4.7, then, Hume presents 

himself in the midst of the struggle between reason and nature: 

But before I launch out into those immense depths of philosophy, which lie before me, I 

find myself inclin’d to stop a moment in my present station, and to ponder that voyage, 

which I have undertaken, and which undoubtedly requires the utmost art and industry to 

be brought to a happy conclusion. Methinks I am like a man, who have struck on many 

shoals, and having narrowly escap’d shipwreck in passing a small frith, has yet the 

temerity to put out to sea in the same leaky weather-beaten vessel, and even carries his 

ambition so far as to think of compassing the globe under these disadvantageous 

circumstances. (1.4.7.1; 171-72) 

In the next paragraph he continues: 

I am first affrighted and confounded with that forlorn solitude, in which I am plac’d in 

my philosophy, and fancy myself some strange uncouth monster, who not being able to 

                                                 
whose connections are at best problematic” (46). They are problematic primarily because the mind is itself not a 

substance, or a thing, bur rather a collection of ideas.    
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mingle and unite in society, has been expell’d all human commerce, and left utterly 

abandon’d and disconsolate. Fain wou’d I run into the crowd for shelter and warmth; but 

cannot prevail with myself to mix with such deformity. (1.4.7.2; 172) 

John Price provides a reading of Hume that helps interpret such statements as these. According 

to Price, Hume, who was born into an age of satire and grew up reading things like Gulliver’s 

Travels and Tale of a Tub, and who moreover found himself, especially with regards to religion, 

constantly on the defensive, developed his own ironic mode, one he used both to mock those he 

felt were wrong or deficient in reason but also to deflect criticism and accusation (3-35).37 

Reading these passages ironically reveals several things. Hume adopts (and adapts) classical epic 

imagery, figuring himself as an epic poet launching onto unknown waters in a “leaky weather-

beaten vessel.” But the tone here is uncertain: its very overwrought idiom blurs the line between 

epic and mock-epic (both of which Hume would have been familiar with). Hume could be 

acknowledging the heroic quality of his philosophy, the solitary skeptic dismantling received and 

ancient prejudice; he could also (which seems more likely to me, considering the rest of 1.4.7) be 

covering his own anxiety with a veneer of irony, and acknowledging that, if he is right, he has 

achieved a dubious victory. He finds himself, after all, lamenting the “forlorn solitude, in which I 

am plac’d in my philosophy.” I would cautiously note: not by my philosophy, or because of my 

philosophy, but in my philosophy. Again, lines are blurring, and it is unclear whether Hume feels 

himself an “uncouth monster” because his philosophy makes him so or because he is “expell’d 

all human commerce” by those who reject him because they reject his philosophy. This solitude 

works both ways: Hume certainly felt himself to be set apart because of his philosophy 

(accusations of atheism would dog him most of his life); but his philosophy itself, which locates 

                                                 
37 Price is not specifically referring to the Treatise, and has more in mind things like Essays, Moral and Political and 

Hume’s correspondence, where Hume’s irony is given more room to flourish.  
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all certainty (or the fictions of certainty) in the mind, and which finds no rational reason to 

believe in external existence, concludes that he is alone. David Hume is, if David Hume is right, 

the only thing David Hume can be certain of. I am not suggesting that these passages are 

straightforwardly ironic but that they are not entirely sincere. There is a subtle blending of 

modes, and even the ironies are themselves uncertain of their targets—Hume himself, his critics, 

his philosophy, or the sense of despair that philosophy can create. This is a very odd way to 

conclude the first book of a philosophical treatise meant to establish the new “science of MAN.”  

 Hume has discovered, or represents himself as discovering38, “a direct and total 

opposition betwixt our reason and our senses.” The inevitable skeptical conclusion, then, is that 

Hume cannot believe his own theory with any certainty since there is no rational basis for belief. 

As Barry Stroud writes:  

The theory is meant to apply to all human beings, and to show how and why, given their 

experiences, they will inevitably get the various fundamental ideas, beliefs and reactions 

that they do. But since the theory is to be true of all human beings, it is to be true in 

particular of David Hume, the human being who asserts it and believes it. Therefore, 

since it is essential to Humean explanations that they represent our fundamental beliefs as 

‘fictions’ or ‘illusions’, when Hume comes to think of his own theory of man, he must 

see those beliefs themselves as false, as nothing more than ‘projections’ of various mental 

happenings onto an objective world which, strictly speaking, contains nothing that makes 

them true. (247) 

                                                 
38 I have been adding such qualifications as this to draw attention not only to what Hume is saying but how he is 

saying it. He is, as I said above, both author and character, writing both vertically and horizontally, and though there 

is a blending of sincerity and irony in parts of the Treatise, especially in the “Conclusion to this book,” all these 

things contribute, I think, to the sense of the Treatise as being both discourse and performance.   
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Stroud is here concerned with explicating Hume’s skeptical statements in the “Conclusion to this 

book,” and with showing why Hume undermines his own philosophy. I would like to extend 

what he is saying, and suggest that not only here at the end but throughout the Treatise Hume has 

been performing his philosophy by placing himself at the centre of it.  

 This, though the mechanisms are slightly different, bears a strong resemblance to formal 

irony. Formal irony (by way of reminder) is a set of ironic textual practices used to represent a 

series of fissures and gaps that separate the internal from the external. Richardson, by separating 

himself from his characters and representing them as distinct people rather than mere extensions 

of himself or his own personality (fictional irony), by separating each character and ensuring that 

none have immediate access to another’s interiority (social irony), and by obscuring the secret 

desires and motives that lie hidden in the heart so that even individual characters do not fully 

understand themselves (internal irony), recreated in text an experience of selfhood that resembles 

the sort of isolation that Hume’s skeptical empiricism describes, in which all certainty in external 

events is restricted, and the world made strange. Hume, finding himself in the awkward position 

of having to write with certainty about the impossibility of certainty, chose to tackle the problem 

with a hybrid prose method that blends the vertical and the horizontal, the sincere and the ironic, 

the third-person and the first-person. But the vertical/sincere/third-person elements are, like 

causality and the belief in the continued and distinct existence of external objects, “fictions” of 

the mind—illusions, projections. His own presence in the Treatise constantly destabilizes the 

supposed certainty of the philosopher; in narrative terms, he becomes the unreliable narrator—

the unreliable philosopher. The Treatise describes the “direct and total opposition” between mind 

and nature; by writing in the first-person, by including himself so insistently through his various 

egotisms, and by using irony (traditional, not formal) in the conclusion to draw attention to the 
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anxieties, uncertainties, and contradictions of his own system, Hume recreates the very 

epistemological situation that he is describing. 

 

2.3 Pamela on the Road 

 The type of self the Treatise describes—a self consisting of, limited to, and bounded by 

its own ideas; one incapable of knowing anything about the external world with certainty—is 

remarkably similar to the sort of character represented in Pamela. Perspective is the key linkage 

between these very different texts: in both Pamela and the Treatise, the single point of 

perception of a self/character determines comprehension, interpretation, and understanding. 

Perspective is, in a sense, everything; “everything,” however, turns out to be no more than the 

self/character. While Hume discovers, and in a sense accepts, epistemological uncertainty and 

confusion as the inevitable consequence of his theory, Pamela suggests that, under the right 

conditions, a tentative or provisional degree of certainty is possible, and that the gaps and 

fissures of social and internal irony can, in fact, be closed, or closed enough to create happiness 

and union. In this third section I return to Pamela’s time on the road to develop a reading that 

demonstrates Richardson’s formal irony, draws upon the resemblance between the Treatise and 

Pamela, and confronts the problems and paradoxes of perspective. This section is almost entirely 

concerned with closely reading Richardson’s text. A reading of the whole novel is impractical; 

Richardson’s novels, however, tend to be thematically dense, and any given episode, when 

touched, often causes the entire text to vibrate in sympathy. The scenes of Pamela on the road 

vibrate with particular intensity. I flag two things that I track closely in this reading: the various 

“papers” that play crucial roles in both the plot and the development of character, and the things 

that count as “proof” of sincerity and that seem to provide grounds for certainty. 
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 I already sketched Pamela’s situation while on the road—her doubt, uncertainty; her 

sense of living in a “strange” incoherent world. The image of the road, the sense of existing in 

the liminal space between two places (the Lincolnshire estate, her parents’ home) and two states 

of being (prisoner, free woman), is, if somewhat obvious, nevertheless an appropriate external 

analog to her frame of mind during this episode: as she travels along the road, she is also 

wandering along the boundary between confusion and certainty. This sort of confusion is partly 

the product of what I have been calling social irony, the gap between self and other. B has 

strongly perplexed her, and perplexed her precisely as a sort of éclaircissement seemed to be 

emerging. But her confusion is also partly the product of what I am calling internal irony, the 

fissure that runs through the heart and that separates a self or character from knowledge of 

herself. While on the road, Pamela must confront her own unexamined feelings. If B is strange to 

her, so also is her own heart: “I am very strange still” (244), she writes while examining her 

feelings on leaving the Lincolnshire estate; she writes that she will take her “lumpish, 

contradicting, ungovernable Heart” to task for “this thy strange Impulse” (245); she must 

contemplate “this strange wayward Heart of mine” (245). Hints of her love for B have crept into 

her writing before, but she had always quickly smothered them up, and written against them. 

When she heard that B “had like to have been drown’d in crossing a Stream,” for instance, she 

wondered, “What is the Matter, with all his ill Usage of me, that I cannot hate him?” (179), but 

she did not allow herself to reflect on this; her situation, after all, was too precarious. On the 

road, though, and free, everything strange and confusing rushes in on her.  

 The frustrated éclaircissement between Pamela and B occurs in what I will call the 

garden-scene, which immediately precedes her being turned out/released/sent home.39 In this 

                                                 
39 The slashes here indicate uncertainty. Pamela herself is unsure how to read what has happened. She has been set 

free and refers to her time at the Lincolnshire estate as “heavy Bondage” (245), comparing herself to the Israelites in 
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scene B reads from her journal, what he calls her “treasonable Papers” (228), which she had 

reluctantly delivered to him after he had threatened to strip her naked to get at them. As B reads 

her journal, which contains the account of her escape attempt and her thoughts of suicide, he 

moves around and looks at the various objects and places that the account mentions. Pamela 

writes: “When he came, as I suppose, to the Place where I mention’d the Bricks falling on me, he 

got up, and walk’d to the Door, and look’d upon the broken Part of the Wall” (240). B has 

previously (and repeatedly) accused her of colouring her account, of making “herself an Angel of 

Light, and me, her kind Master and Benefactor, a Devil incarnate” (36). Pamela claims to “have 

only writ Truth” (237), but B is not much interested in truth, not as such at least, but in “the 

Light you put Things in.” This “Light” is more important to B than the events the letters relate: 

“You have more than these,” B says, referring to her papers; “Yes, Sir; but all that they contain 

you know, as well as I.—But I don’t know said he, the Light you put Thing in; and so give them 

me, if you have not a mind to be search’d” (239). There is a pun hidden here in B’s threat; it is 

precisely Pamela’s mind, which casts the “Light” she puts things in, that he intends to search.   

 Reading her papers in the garden, B is able to verify forensically the account with 

physical evidence. The “broken Part of the Wall” cannot be coloured or put in a certain “Light”; 

it is neither angel nor devil; it is real proof that her account is accurate, at least as regards 

physical events.40 B has previously believed, or claimed to believe, that Pamela was “a little 

Hypocrite” with “all the Arts of her Sex” (36).  Now, however, as he reads in the garden, he calls 

the account “a very moving Tale” (240). When he reads about her thoughts of suicide, Pamela 

writes: “He was very serious at my Reflections, on what God enabled me to escape. And when 

                                                 
Egypt, but she also refers to her leaving as being sent away “disgracefully” (251). The same sort of uncertainty 

occurs when Clarissa departs/is abducted from/flees/is tricked away from Harlowe Place.  
40 A similar survey of the evidence will occur later in the novel when Pamela’s father visits. He, too, wanders around 

the garden, comparing physical evidence to the narrative Pamela wrote (300). 
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he came to my Reasonings, about throwing myself into the Water, he said, Walk gently before 

me; and seem’d so mov’d that he turn’d away his Face from me” (240). After he finishes 

reading, “He put the Papers in his Pocket” and said, “you have touch’d me sensibly with your 

mournful Relation, and your sweet Reflections upon it” (241). He then makes his declaration: “If 

my Mind hold, and I can see those former Papers of yours, and that these in my Pocket give me 

no Cause to alter my Opinion, I will endeavour to defy the World, and the World’s Censures, and 

make my Pamela Amends” (241). So far as B is concerned, Pamela’s “papers” have entirely 

justified her and established her character; he had previously read her as hypocritical, as artful, as 

manipulating appearances to make herself an angel; but now he is so moved that he determines 

to marry her, though he still desires to see “those former Papers of yours.”  

 Her papers have allowed B access to Pamela’s interior; he has, in other words, seemingly 

crossed the social irony gap between self and other, and found that the incoherent signs of 

character that he previously read one way (artful, hypocritical) are, in fact, something else 

entirely—signs that cohere with what Pamela has claimed to be all along, innocent and virtuous. 

This, however, is only a partial and one-sided éclaircissement. B has read Pamela’s papers and 

determined that they accurately represent her mind and heart; he has got “inside” her, he thinks. 

Pamela, however, has not got inside him. He remains strange. When he proposes marriage to her, 

she requests, once again, to “return to my poor Parents” (241). This throws B into an unexpected 

“fearful Passion” (241): “And is it thus, said he, in my fond conceding Moments, that I am to be 

despis’d, and thus answer’d?—Precise, perverse, unseasonable Pamela, begone from my Sight” 

(241-42). Pamela had no way of knowing how “unseasonable” her request would be; without 

access to B’s mind, she cannot distinguish between his “fond conceding Moments” and his plots 

and stratagems. From B’s perspective, he is being condescending, tender; he is overcoming his 
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natural pride and stooping to marry a servant girl. From Pamela’s perspective, everything he says 

and does can still be read multiple ways. 

 It is odd that her papers “move” and “touch” him this way, especially given the way he 

accuses her of manipulating narrative. He is aware, as he tells her, of that “Light you put Things 

in.” Papers are not selves, but signs of the self; signs are the external emanations of a self that 

sees, reads, and understands the world in a particular way, and as such are unreliable indicators 

of truth (or essence). By signs I mean something similar to Locke’s idea of secondary qualities—

that which can be perceived of an object but which gives no true understanding of its primary 

qualities or essence. Without access to the essence, the secondary qualities, or signs, are 

incoherent, and vulnerable to misreading and misinterpretation; thus, to B, Pamela could either 

be an artful hypocrite or a virtuous innocent—the signs support either reading. Locke, of course, 

denies the possibility of essential access. Richardson is not Locke, however, and while accessing 

the essential qualities of a character is difficult it is not, in his fiction, impossible. Hume also 

distinguishes between primary and secondary qualities but adds the further complication that 

secondary qualities are themselves ideas that exist only in the mind rather than in the object 

itself. Though I am referring specifically to papers, papers are not the only signs of character; 

everything that a character does or says—anything that is external and observable—is a sign.  

 B thinks he has accessed some interior truth about Pamela. These papers are no different 

than her previous ones; they are still just papers, and still the external signs of a self. But if a 

character writes in a way that manipulates the presentation of reality to her benefit, readers also 

read this way. When B reads the bundle of papers Mrs. Jewkes seizes, for instance, he finds 

several letters that have passed between Pamela and Williams. “Here are several Love-letters” 

(230), he says. Pamela protests the interpretation: “Do you find, Sir, said I, that I encouraged his 
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Proposal” (230). “Why, said he, you discourage his Address in Appearance; but no otherwise 

than all your cunning Sex do to ours, to make us more eager in pursuing you” (230), to which 

she replies, “that is your Comment; but it does not appear so in the Text” (230). “Text” and 

“Comment” are vexed ideas, and no paper is written or read entirely neutrally; Pamela’s claim to 

have “only writ Truth,” though sincerely made, is naïve, and demonstrates her own limited 

understanding of what papers actually are, and how they work. Her “Text” is not just “Truth” but 

also “Comment”—everything she writes about B is her “Comment” on him. And yet here is one 

of the paradoxes of formal irony that I mentioned previously: the very text that replicates the 

gaps and fissures of interiority and Humean isolation is also the thing that closes the breach. Her 

papers, when read as hypocritical, increase the distance between them; when read as sincere, 

however, they bring Pamela and B closer together.   

 At this point it may help to trace the physical course of Pamela’s “treasonable Papers,” 

since they play such an important part in how this episode works. While at the Bedfordshire 

estate, Pamela regularly writes to her parents. Her first letter in the novel acquaints them with the 

death of Lady B. Mr. B, Lady B’s son, accidentally interrupts her as she was writing this letter, 

and though she attempts to “hide the Letter in my Bosom” (12), B takes it, reads it, and 

compliments her, telling her she writes “a very pretty Hand” (12). This, so far as the novel is 

concerned, is their first interaction, and the blending of sexuality (her “Bosom”) and epistolarity 

(her “pretty Hand”), as well as the strong association of clothes (covering, disguise) with letters, 

is established from the very beginning. Pamela continues to write to her parents, and her letters 

contain accounts of B’s increasingly aggressive sexual advances. After B first attempts to seduce 

her in the summer-house, Pamela writes a “very long” letter describing the scene, even though B 

had told her to “be Secret” (24), but “somebody stole my Letter” (22). B, who she suspects stole 
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it, soon accuses her of “always scribbling” (22), and later of revealing “all the Secrets of my 

Family” (72)—a serious charge against a servant. Pamela nevertheless continues to write to her 

parents, trusting that her letters are arriving safe and intact. B menacingly hints, however, that he 

has “seen more of your Letters than you imagine” (84). Pamela’s letters are delivered to her 

parents by John, B’s footman and “an Implement in his Master’s Hands” who “always gave her 

Letters first to him” (92). Her last three letters before her abduction are withheld by B. Upon 

arriving at the Lincolnshire estate, Pamela is given a form letter that she is to copy and send to 

Mrs. Jervis, assuring her that she (Pamela) is safe; Mrs. Jervis is to pass this information along to 

Pamela’s parents. Pamela is not allowed to send letters, but she continues to write “Journal-wise” 

(98); she is required to show everything she writes to Mrs. Jewkes, but she writes in secret and 

stitches her papers “in my Under-coat, next my Linen” (131). She soon begins a secret 

correspondence with Parson Williams, who she hopes will help her escape, and they contrive to 

hide letters under some mold by a “Sun-flower by the back-door of the Garden” (122). She 

continues to write her journal and carry on this “Sun-flower Correspondence” (142). B, jealously 

suspecting collusion, arranges for the parson to be robbed, but Williams “by good Chance has 

sav’d my Papers” (150), and sends them to her parents. B soon puts Williams into debtor’s 

prison. She continues to stitch her letters into her clothes. When she attempts to escape, she “hid 

my Papers under a Rose-bush” (170) rather than risk them being found if caught. The escape 

attempt fails and the letters remain buried beneath the rose-bush for some time, but she removes 

them when she saw “the Gardener begin to dig near that Spot” (223). When she examines this 

bundle “to see if it was damag’d by lying so long” (226), Mrs. Jewkes, who was spying through 

the key-hole, seizes it and delivers it to B, who has not seen anything she has written while at the 

Lincolnshire estate. Knowing that this is not all she has written, he is determined to get at the 
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rest, and this is when he threatens to strip her. She promises to deliver them if he will let her go 

up to fetch them. She makes two parcels of her letters, the one containing her escape attempt and 

thoughts of suicide, the other containing all that had happened since B arrived; she hopes the first 

“would content him” (236) and writes, “I shall have but little Heart to write, if he is to see all” 

(237). The next morning she delivers the first parcel and, when B demands it, the second parcel, 

too. It is this first parcel that B reads during the garden-scene. The second parcel he reads later, 

when Pamela is on the road.    

 Though her papers are ostensibly addressed to her parents, they are really her record of 

experience, her attempt to order her life and make its events and sentiments coherent to herself; 

their value, in other words, lies in much more than simple communication.41 Epistolarity, I wrote 

above, shades into epistemology, and there is a strong resemblance between Richardson’s 

character’s literary activity and the activity of the Humean mind. Each Richardsonian letter, like 

each Humean perception, adds to the total collection—to the bundle of letters, to the heap of 

perception—so that there is a sense that the characters themselves literally (or literarily, at least) 

exist within the collections they create. In the same way that the Humean mind never really 

advances a step beyond itself, each letter is a product of a unique perspective that also never 

really advances a step beyond itself, which is why it is so important to B that he know what 

“Light” Pamela gives her account—this “Light” is Pamela: it is her mind, her perspective, her 

way of approaching the world.  

 I am not suggesting anything so preposterous as ontological equivalence between letters 

and minds; I am suggesting, however, that Richardson’s fiction always treats letters as 

                                                 
41 Which is something Clarissa will be much more explicit about. Clarissa has a theory of writing; she is much more 

self-conscious than Pamela. Though Clarissa may be the more self-conscious about it, Pamela does much the same 

thing. 
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extensions of selves/characters. When Pamela refers to “all my private Thoughts of him, and all 

my Secrets,” she is referring to more than information or the bare telling of events but primarily 

to the way her mind is being replicated on paper, and to the way that the interior, or that which is 

secret, is the essential component of character. This idea of letters-as-minds, or at least of letters 

as extensions of selves, is embedded in the letters-as-clothes image that runs throughout the 

novel.42 She therefore protects her papers and is dismayed when they are discovered and taken 

from her. In her letters she cannot hide; in her letters she does not equivocate. She never intended 

for B to see any of them. This secrecy lends the letters an air of sincerity, or at least B believes 

so. Sincerity is not truth, however, and what Pamela writes needs not be taken as absolutely 

certain. There are many compelling reasons not to trust Pamela’s account. Pamela does cast 

things in a certain light; but this light is Pamela, and it is Pamela—not truth—that B desires. B 

has not read any of Pamela’s papers since he abducted her43; all he has read are the ones he 

previously intercepted. The new papers will confirm whether or not Pamela is a hypocrite; they 

will confirm whether or not she is in love with Williams; they will disclose what her true feelings 

for B are; they will reveal who she really is. In her papers she will stand naked in front of B; he 

threatened to strip her—in a sense, he does.  

 To her astonishment, B grants her request; Pamela is sent home. She departs the 

Lincolnshire estate on Sunday. Robin, who drove the chariot when she was abducted, and 

Colbrand, whose appearance used to terrify her, accompany her, and she still fears another plot. 

                                                 
42 Which is strengthened by the novel’s clothes-as-person image. Pamela defines herself by her clothing; throughout 

her imprisonment, she steadfastly wears her “rustic garb,” the sort of clothing she would have worn if she had 

returned to her parents and their poverty; she refuses to wear the elegant clothing she wore as Lady B’s handmaiden, 

or the fashionable clothes that B wants her to wear. Richardson was (and continues to be) criticized for what appears 

to be his obsession with appearance. As I read it, though, clothing is deeply implicated in the complexities of 

interiority and the interplay of interior and exterior.  
43 He has read her several answers to his demands, such as her reply to his letter telling her why she has been sent to 

Lincolnshire, or her reply to his proposals for keeping, but he has not read any her “journal-wise” papers. 
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Late that evening they arrive at a town and spend the night at an inn; she at this time reads a 

letter from B that he sent along with Colbrand. The next morning they arrive at another inn. Here 

Pamela suddenly decides to return; another letter has arrived from B, requesting that she come 

back. She does. They ride fast and arrive back at the Lincolnshire estate late at night. This is the 

whole of her short journey.  

 At the first stop, Pamela examines her heart, that complex organ of self that has given her 

so much trouble and which she imagines as something detached from her, something that acts 

against her will with a will of its own. Internal irony is a fissure that runs through the self, a 

separation of self/character from her own heart—a gap between what a character thinks or 

assumes or desires to be true about herself and what actually is true. This is a fissure in self-

awareness, in other words; today, we would use words such as unconscious, repressed, 

suppressed, and the like to describe it. Pamela is in love with B; his strange and incoherent 

behaviour has kept her from examining these feelings, even though we feel them lurking behind 

her words, feel that there is an excess of signification in what she writes. On the road she is free, 

and in some sense forced, to examine these feelings, though even here it takes her a while to 

work her way towards clarity. “I think I was loth to leave the House,” she writes: 

Can you believe it?—What could be the matter with me, I wonder!—I felt something so 

strange, and my Heart was so lumpish!—I wonder what ail’d me!—But this was so 

unexpected!—I believe that was all!—Yet I am very strange still. Surely, surely, I cannot 

be like the old murmuring Israelites, to long after the Onions and Garlick of Egypt, when 

they had suffer’d there such heavy Bondage?—I’ll take thee, O lumpish, contradicting, 

ungorvernable Heart, to sever task for this thy strange Impulse, when I get to my dear 
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Father’s and Mother’s; and if I find any thing in thee that should not be, depend upon it, 

thou shalt be humbled, if strict Abstinence, Prayer and Mortification will do it! (244-45) 

The gaps I continually mention are here typographically rendered as dashes. Pamela’s prose, 

normally so smooth and connected (she has “an easy and happy Manner of Narration” (300), as 

B later describes it), is broken, lurching, grasping, just as her mind is grasping to understand her 

heart, which she calls “strange” (repeated three time here).44 She attempts to tell herself that her 

heart is strange and lumpish because her departure was “so unexpected.” She reaches for a 

Biblical analogue but this does not work either. She writes that as the chariot left the estate she 

“could hardly think but I was in a Dream all the Time” (245): only “A few hours before in my 

Master’s Arms almost” and now “turn’d out of Doors” by “one rash half Word” and “all his 

Kindness changed to Hate!” (245). She attempts to turn this off as a problem with B, not her—

“Lack-a-day, what strange Creatures are Men!” (245)—and while this may be true, B’s 

incoherence does not really account for the incoherence of her own heart. 

 While at this first stop along the road, Pamela learns that Colbrand has a letter from B, 

which he is supposed to deliver to her the next day when they stop at the second inn. She 

manages to get it from him early, however. In this letter, B refers to his own “foolish Heart” and 

the fondness it had “entertain’d for you” (246); though he declares that he will “bear… no Ill-

will” (247) he tells her that he “would not that you should tarry with me an Hour more than 

needed, after the ungenerous Preference you gave against me” (247). “I was just upon resolving 

to defy all the Censures of the World, and to make you my Wife” (247), he writes. He tells her 

“that I wish you well with all my Heart” and assures her that her “Papers will be faithfully 

                                                 
44 Richardson would continue to experiment with typography as a method of rendering states of mind, especially in 

Clarissa. Clarissa’s so-called mad-papers, for instance, typographically render her sundered state of mind after 

Lovelace rapes her. 
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return’d” (247). B does not write many letters, and the few that Pamela has seen before this one 

have all related to his plots and strategies against her. Here, however, is an example of B writing 

“to the moment.” He refers to how this letter has “run into Length” when he only intended “but a 

few Lines” (247); he mentions his “scatter’d Thoughts” (247). Though this letter does not 

demonstrate much self-reflection, it does show him writing without control: instead of simply 

communicating instructions or threats, he is writing his heart. This is also one of the first 

unfiltered glimpses we as readers get of B. For most of the novel (both before and after this), B is 

mostly contained within Pamela’s narrative; we are forced to see him according to her “Light,” 

even though we suspect that this light is, in fact, colouring the narration, and that there may be 

more “Comment” than “Text” in what she writes. As I have said, it is a paradox of Richardson’s 

first-person technique that multiple perspectives are implied through a single voice. Pamela 

writes about B according to her own light but that light casts shade, and we notice the shade. B’s 

seeming incoherence is the product of this shady light—we sense that there is another B, 

different from the one Pamela writes, behind the text, and it is this B that we, along with Pamela, 

read in this first letter.  

 The effect of this letter is immediate and it forces Pamela to examine herself more closely 

then before. She writes: 

 This Letter, when I expected some new Plot, has affected me more than any thing 

of that Sort could have done. For here is plainly his great Value for me confess’d, and his 

rigorous Behaviour accounted for in such a Manner, as tortures me much. And all this 

wicked Gypsey Story is, as it seems, a Forgery upon us both, and has quite ruin’d me! 

For, Oh! my dear Parents, forgive me! but I found to my Grief before, that my Heart was 

too partial in his Favour; but now, with so much Openness, so much Affection, nay, so 
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much Honour too, (which was all I had before doubted, and kept me on the Reserve) I am 

quite overcome. This was a Happiness, however, I had no Reason to expect. But to be 

sure, I must own to you, that I shall never be able to think of any body in the World but 

him!—Presumption, you will say; and so it is: But Love is not a voluntier Thing:--Love, 

did I say!—But, come, I hope not!—At least it is not, I hope, gone so far, as to make me 

very uneasy; for I know not how it came, nor when it begun; but creep, creep it has, like a 

Thief upon me; and before I know what was the Matter, it look’d like Love. (248) 

Pamela is, perhaps, a little too quick to acquit B; open, affectionate, and honourable has not been 

his treatment of her. Just two days previous she was describing him as “cruel and barbarous.” 

Even here, on the road home, she is uncertain whether her release is sincere or part of some “new 

Plot.”  The word love appears involuntarily, and she quickly attempts to recover by appealing to 

the involuntary nature of the passions. She did not choose to love so inappropriately; love came 

creeping upon her like a thief. B’s letter forces Pamela to mind the gap in her own heart, and to 

write in such a way that reveals, both to herself and to her readers, what has, for a long time now, 

been unacknowledged and ignored.  

 One of the most telling pieces of evidence that Pamela is an unreliable narrator who does 

not entirely understand her situation, or what she thinks/feels about it, is how quickly both she 

and the novel turn—how quickly in her estimation B goes from cruel and barbarous villain to 

tender and affectionate lover (and then husband). This turn can be one of the most frustrating 

elements of the novel, especially if read from a Pamelist perspective. After all his cruelty to her, 

after attempting to seduce her, after abducting her, after threatening to rape her, B is eventually 

rewarded with her affection and her hand. B’s interior is inaccessible to Pamela; from her 

perspective, B’s essential nature lies on the far side of the gap between self and other, which is 
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why he is so strange. Social irony separates him from her. But internal irony also separates him 

from her. Her limited point of view—the filtering of reality through the “Light” of her own 

mind—prevents essential understanding of another self because it reads the other self according 

to its own limited understanding. In Humean terms, all her ideas of B are actually ideas that exist 

in her own mind; she reads him not as he is but as he appears to her.45 These separations are a 

product of Pamela only in the sense that Pamela is a human character, someone equipped only 

with a horizontal understanding of her world, not a vertical one; they are not the product of 

hypocrisy, as B and some of her critics often allege, but the products of limited first-person 

narration, or perspective. She is unreliable, in other words, because unreliability is inherent in 

horizontal human perspective. 

 Pamela concludes her first letter on the road by writing, “After all, I must either not shew 

you this my Weakness, or tear it out of my Writing.—Memorandum, to consider of this, when I 

get home” (249). This is the only time in the novel that she raises the possibility of editing or 

redacting her own papers. She has worried that they would be discovered and she has hoped to 

keep back certain pages when she is forced to hand them over, but when writing to her parents 

(which is really writing to herself) she has always been honest, or at least sincere (which is 

perhaps not the same thing). At the most pivotal moment in her narration, however—at the 

moment when everything changes for her and she crosses the internal gap in her own heart and 

writing—she worries that she has exposed herself too much and that she stands too naked before 

her readers, whoever those readers may be.   

 On Monday morning, after the restless night of self-reflection, Pamela, Robin, and 

Colbrand continue their journey, arriving at the second inn run at around eleven o’clock. While 

                                                 
45 Which I do not intend as a defense of B’s behaviour. I myself am something of a qualified Pamelist, and find this 

turn slightly jarring, and something of an affront to justice.  
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resting here, Colbrand, “in a mighty Hurry” interrupts Pamela’s writing to tell her “Here be de 

Groom from de ’Squire B. all over in a Lather, Man and Horse!” (249). “What now, thought I, is 

to come next!” (249), Pamela writes. Tom, B’s groom, has arrived carrying a letter and “another, 

inclosed, for Mr. Colbrand” (250). “This seem’d odd,” Pamela writes, “and put me all in a 

Trembling” (250). She is still suspicious; she is still uncertain; and the previous night’s 

revelations have left her vulnerable.  

 In this second letter, B tells Pamela how vain it is “to struggle against my Affection for 

you” (250). He tells her how, after she left, he ventured “to entertain myself with your Journal” 

(250). In the garden-scene he had read the first bundle of letters she handed over; now he has 

read the second. These papers contain her “generous Concern” for B when he nearly drowned, 

even though, as he admits, “my Death would have been your Freedom, and I had made it your 

Interest to wish it” (250). Reading this second bundle of letters, which B says is written “in so 

sweet, so soft, and so innocent a manner,” made him “repent my parting with you” (250). He 

then requests that she “order Robin to drive you back again to my House” (250). The enclosed 

letter to Colbrand, he tells her, as she confirms when she reads it (B has not sealed it so that she 

may read it), informs him (Colbrand) that Pamela is free to choose to return to the estate or 

continue home, but that if she does return he (Colbrand) is to continue to Pamela’s parents, 

deliver any letter she may have for them explaining the situation, and request that Pamela’s 

former papers (the one’s Williams had delivered) be returned to her, so that B can read them, too. 

This enclosed letter acts as proof and ground for certainty that Pamela is indeed free to choose; it 

also shows B’s continuing interest in her papers, and his intense need/desire to see all that she 

has written. Tom, the groom, will end up continuing the journey to Pamela’s parents, and even 

though Pamela sends a letter with him explaining her voluntary return, they do not believe it can 
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be true that she would return once free, and refuse to hand over the papers. Within this flurried 

drama of back-and-forth papers that appear to disclose the true nature of character, the fictive 

and duplicitous capacity of writing is kept in view. Pamela and B may be revealing themselves to 

each other; they may be crossing gaps; but Mr. Andrews, who lacks all context for judging 

properly (the bundle of papers he holds is only partial), sees only deception and plotting. 

 After Pamela reads this second letter from B (but before reading the enclosed one to 

Colbrand), she writes: 

O my exulting Heart! how it throbs in my Bosom, as if it would reproach me for lately 

upbraiding it for giving way to the Love of so dear a Gentleman!—But, take care thou art 

not too credulous neither, O fond Believer! Things that we wish, are apt to gain a too 

ready Credence with us. This sham marriage is not year clear’d up; Mrs. Jewkes, the vile 

Mrs. Jewkes! may yet instigate the Mind of this Master: His Pride of Heart, and Pride of 

Condition, may again take place; and a Man that could, in so little a Space, first love me, 

then hate me, then banish me his House, and send me away disgracefully; and now send 

for me again, in such affectionate Terms; may still waver, may still deceive thee. 

Therefore will I not acquit thee yet, O credulous, fluttering, throbbing Mischief! that art 

so ready to believe what thou wishest: And I charge thee to keep better Guard than thou 

hast lately done, and lead me not to follow too implicitly thy flattering and desirable 

Impulses. Thus foolishly dialogu’d I with my Heart; and yet all the time this Heart is 

Pamela. (251) 

Uppermost in Pamela’s mind (after her initial “exulting”) is the problem of certainty but both 

social irony and internal irony complicate her ability to judge. The sham-marriage plot still 

looms large for her; her being sent away and requested back—more incoherent signs—could be 
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another plot, a trick to get her to submit willingly to her own ruin. Her “exulting Heart” reveals 

to her, however, that, regardless of what these letters reveal about B, they reveal that her 

“credulous, fluttering, throbbing” heart has, despite her efforts to write against it, betrayed her. 

She fears that her heart (“O fond Believer!”) is “too credulous”; its desires, she knows, “are apt 

to gain a too ready Credence with us.”  

 This is the Richardsonian version of the Humean problem of isolated perception: things 

(people, events, actions) do not appear as they actually are; they appear as the character 

perceives them according to the “Light” of her own perspective. Pamela does not perceive B; she 

perceives a version of him that exists in her mind; as her mind changes, the perception changes. 

B seems to be closing the distance between them and opening up a way to cross the gap; his two 

letters seem to function for her as her papers did for him—giving her a glimpse at the other side 

of the socially ironic fissure. But the internally ironic gap, the split between what she here 

imagines is herself and her heart, complicates judgment, since that judgement could merely be 

the product of desire. This split between self and heart is, as Pamela concludes, a fiction: as she 

admits, “all the time this Heart is Pamela” (251).  

 The division of self and heart that I have been calling internal irony is no easy and 

straightforward division; there may be two voices, two desires—spoken and unspoken; written 

and unwritten—but they form the same person. In Richardson’s imagining of the self/character, 

this gap, when it operates unconsciously, represents a failure of self-awareness; a character’s 

own willingness to imagine herself as split, however, is a first step to uniting the whole person. 

Pamela, as I have said, spends much of the first half of the novel writing against her heart; her 

narrative style, the “Light” by which she writes, keeps her own desire hidden from her, which is 

why the turn at the mid-point appears so abrupt, so jarring. This turn is not a sudden change in 
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her feelings about B; it is a sudden recognition of the feelings that have been operating inside her 

for some time, which is not quite the same thing. Her writing has concealed this, even from 

herself. In order to confront the newly-recognized desires of “this strange wayward Heart of 

mine,” she imagines herself divided, self and heart. Both Clarissa and Harriet do this as well; like 

Pamela, they imagine themselves as divided, and this division helps them recognize and confront 

disparate elements of their own characters that they often ignore. There is a sort of path towards 

self-awareness in Richardson’s fiction, or at least a pattern, of a character naïvely assuming 

internal unity, recognizing disparity/experiencing disintegration, and then reintegrating the 

divided parts. For half her novel, Pamela writes against both B and herself; here on the road, 

however, she finally admits to herself what has been creeping into the text. When Pamela drops 

the pretense of internal dialogue (“this Heart is Pamela”), she achieves a greater understanding 

of who she is: she, not some separated heart, loves B; she is a complex of competing desires. 

Recognizing this, however, does not solve the problem of certainty, and while it may be possible 

to cross the gap between self and heart the gap between self and other remains wide.  

 The enclosed letter to Colbrand appears to shed some light on the problem of judgment 

and certainty. As she writes, “he might have sent to Colbrand, and to Robin, to carry me back” 

(252) instead of leaving her free to choose. While this enclosed letter is not quite the same as the 

bricks B checks in the garden-scene (there is no material evidence to see or touch), it does 

function as a sort of proof of B’s intentions. It is “a dear generous Manner of treating me” (252), 

Pamela writes. “And yet,” she writes, “this Gypsey Information makes me fearful” (252). She 

knows that if she does return, and if it was all a plot—or if he, as he so often has, changes his 

mind again—her ruin will be her fault: “Tho’ hard will be my Lot, to have my Credulity so justly 

blameable as it will then seem” (252). She writes, “But how could my Censurers act in my Case, 
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before the Event justifies or condemns the Action, is the Question?” (252). This is the challenge 

of writing and living horizontally and “to the moment.” She must act “before the Event”; she 

must judge without certainty.  

 Pamela does decide to return. “Well,” she writes, “I will, I think, trust in his Generosity! 

Yet is it not too great a Trust?—especially considering how I have been used!” (252). There are 

signs of generosity; there are seeming proofs of sincerity; there is no certainty, however, no way 

of knowing what is actually occurring inside B. All she can do is act according to how things 

appear to her and judge according to her own “Light” and limited perspective. Her doubts are not 

groundless. The “Gypsey Information” about a sham-marriage plot turns out to have been real, 

though abandoned long before she was on the road. Up until they are actually married, doubt and 

uncertainty will continue to unsettle her; in fact, there is an intensification of doubt as the 

wedding approaches, though much of this can probably be read as sexual anxiety.46 A complete 

union of minds and hearts is never quite achieved, even after they are married—there is 

happiness and fulfilment, but the gap between self and other is never entirely crossed. B, for 

instance, becomes unaccountably irritated when Pamela does not arrive at Lady Darnford’s at the 

exact time he specified (she was detained by Lady Davers); he becomes furious when Pamela 

does not show a high enough regard for his anger (she intercedes on Lady Davers’ behalf); 

Pamela extracts lessons from, but provides satiric commentary for, B’s long list of “sweet 

Injunctions”—his commands for how she is to act as his wife. These separations, though 

admittedly minor in comparison to those of the novel’s first half, provide a sort of anti-romantic 

epilogue to the novel. This is a recurring pattern in Richardson’s fiction: his novels do not end 

where they should end if complete romantic union of hearts and minds was available, or 

                                                 
46 Which is another thing Pamela writes against. There may be a degree of evasion here, another internal split in 

other words, though the evasion is likely more decorous than psychic. 
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something Richardson intended to suggest. His version of happily ever after is always qualified 

by his formal irony. Pamela includes these minor separations, as well as the account of Sally 

Godfrey; Clarissa keeps going long after Clarissa has died, and documents the dissolution of 

Lovelace and the disintegration of the Harlowe family; even Grandison undercuts the seemingly 

perfect social utopia it establishes by keeping in the foreground narratives that do not end 

altogether happily, or ideally, such as Clementina’s. The separations of self and other and of self 

and heart are things Richardson attempts to overcome, fissures he wants to mend, but he, like 

Hume, does not quite believe that total integration is possible. The problems and paradoxes of 

perspective prevents such unity. The gap can be narrowed but never quite mended.  

 In Pamela, this narrowing of the gap is achieved through papers and proofs and through 

confronting the problems and paradoxes of perspective. The exchange of papers in the garden-

scene and on the road achieves a certain measure of certainty since they appear to disclose the 

internal self. These letters are written “to the moment.” Pamela’s papers were never intended for 

B; she goes to great lengths to keep them from him, precisely because they are unguarded in 

nature and expose all her thoughts and secrets. B’s two letters to Pamela are not written this way; 

he intends for her to read them, and so concerns about self-presentation, of duplicity or 

hypocrisy, are necessarily pertinent; at the same time, however, these letters are written by him 

and read by her at precisely the moment when B’s power over her is no longer operative. Pamela 

is free; while she worries that plots may still be afoot, she is no longer a prisoner and B can no 

longer directly threaten her. In the Humean sense of things, of course, this shift in power 

dynamics does not actually solve anything. The gaps remain; they do not go away simply 

because someone is travelling along a road. According to the logic of Richardson’s fiction, 
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however, this shift in power changes everything: it puts Pamela and B on a level plane where 

they are finally capable of communicating with each other and with themselves.  

  

2.4 Richardson as Innovator (I): The Naïve Solution 

 Richardson was a self-conscious innovator. In an often-quoted letter to Aaron Hill, where 

he recounts the origins and composition of Pamela, he writes: 

 Little did I think, at first, of making one, much less two volumes of it. But, when I began 

 to recollect what had, so many years before, been told me by my friend, I thought the 

 story, if written in an easy and natural manner, suitably [sic] 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 marvellous, with which novels generally abound, might tend to 

 promote the cause of religion and virtue. I therefore gave way to enlargement: and so 

 Pamela became as you see her. (Carroll 41) 

The phrase “new species of writing,” though clearly linked here to Richardson’s sense of moral 

writing, is also suggestive of what we now call realism—the emphasis on the probable instead of 

the “improbable,” the mundane instead of the “marvelous.”  The phrase “new species of writing” 

has often been appropriated by Richardson’s readers to describe his larger contributions to 

narrative technique. Richardson’s statement to Hill is slightly deceptive, however, since 

regardless of how “easy and natural” the manner of writing appears, it is anything but simple: if 

anything, the “simplicity” of the narrative (a servant girl sexually threatened and imprisoned by a 

predatory master who is saved and preserved by her exemplary virtue) is at odds with the 

complexity of its telling (which cannot be helpfully glossed in an parenthetical note). However 
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naïve or deceptive his statement might appear, Richardson clearly understood that he was doing 

something new, something daring with the novel of letters.  

 In chapter 1, I briefly discussed the idea of “naïve empiricism.”47 Michael McKeon refers 

to the example of the Royal Society (100-105). The Society established a set of rules and 

conventions they expected travelers, and especially seamen and merchants, to follow when 

writing travel narratives; travel narratives, after all, were often notoriously exaggerated affairs, 

and fantastical descriptions of monsters, while they may sell pamphlets, do little to improve 

natural knowledge. The rules they established covered things from what to write about to how to 

write about them. They suggested, for instance, that writing occur at two stages, first at the 

journal level of recording immediate experience and then later at the narrative level where the 

experiences could be fitted into a proper context. The idea was that proper style and method 

guarantees accuracy: if those writing travel narratives were guided by the proper stylistic 

prescriptions, the narratives they produce would be more trustworthy. As McKeon writes: 

 This division of the compositional process into two stages, those of journal and narrative, 

 may seem to recall the autobiographical separation and interplay between ongoing action 

 and retrospective narration, materialistic Character and spiritualizing Narrator. What is 

 significant here, however, is that both levels of narrative consciousness are concerned 

 only to enhance the documentary historicity of the account, and the author is explicitly 

 enjoined to forgo the moral judgments of an overarching narrative voice. Precisely 

 because it is firsthand and immediate, the truth of the Character may be taken as 

 authentic. (103)  

                                                 
47 See chapter 1.1. 
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What makes this naïve, however, is the idea that this stylistic program elides the distortions of 

individual perception, as if truth were guaranteed by sounding truthful. Neutrality and scientific 

objectivity are not necessarily the problem; the rhetoric of empiricism is.  

 Something that resembles this naïve trust in style happens in Pamela. Richardson 

confronted the problems of interiority—the problem of other people. He represents his characters 

as fundamentally separated from each other at the epistemological and ontological level, much 

like Locke and Hume do, but he also looks for solutions—practical, working solutions—for 

ways to mend the fissure and put people back together. Pamela was his first attempt at a 

solution. His solution here is that very special acts of disclosure, which occur here at the textual 

level through letters, can reveal the interior. There is a proper style for disclosure, a way of 

writing the self that is authentic and sincere. Pamela’s papers convince B precisely because they 

were not intended for him, because they appear not to have been written for particular rhetorical 

purposes, because they are “to the moment”—written with “simplicity” and in so “easy and 

natural manner” that they reveal her “Light.” B’s papers, which are rhetorical and written to 

purpose, nevertheless convince Pamela precisely because of the situation in which she reads 

them—she is no longer in his power; she is free to choose. She herself understands that there is 

considerable risk in trusting him, but she hazards that risk because she believes the way he has 

written to her while she is on the road is a guarantee of his sincerity. In both cases, there is a 

style of authenticity, a style that guarantees sincerity.  

 In this sense Pamela is a naïve novel, one only partially aware of the distortions of self 

and self-interest. When Fielding and Haywood, among others, attacked Pamela for its 

presentation of virtue, it was not virtue itself, but the compromised nature of self-presentation, 

that they attacked. The charge of hypocrisy is the obvious charge to make against someone who 
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fails to see the difference and who assumes claims to virtue amount to virtue. The very title page 

of Shamela preoccupies itself with questions of hypocrisy and authenticity: Shamela will expose 

Pamela’s “many notorious FALSHOODS and MISREPRESENTATIONS” and expose the “matchless 

ARTS of that young Politician” (307). In one of the satiric commendatory letters Fielding 

included at the beginning of Shamela (parodies of the sorts of letters that appear commending 

Pamela, of which Aaron Hill wrote one48), “John Puff” writes,  

 I have read your Shamela through and through, and a most inimitable Performance it is. 

 Who is he, what is he that could write so excellent a Book? he must be doubtless most 

 agreeable to an Age, and to his Honour himself; for he is able to draw every thing to 

 Perfection but Virtue. Whoever the Author be, he hath one of the worst and most 

 fashionable Hearts in the World, and I would recommend to him, in his next 

 Performance, to undertake the Life of his Honour. For he who drew the Character of 

 Parson Williams, is equal to the Task; nay he seems to have little more to do than to pull 

 off the Parson’s Gown, and that which makes him so agreeable to Shamela, and the Cap 

 will fit. (309) 

Fielding here constructs character as a problem of clothing, a problem of surfaces, a 

straightforward problem of the exterior concealing the interior. Pull off the “Parson’s Gown” and 

the true figure will appear.49 Fielding is treating the self/character as if it still belonged to a 

bygone era, to a time when disguise and performance were less complicated by the problems of 

interiority, a time when the interior and the exterior were more straightforwardly related to each 

other. He is treating Pamela, in other words, only on the level of social irony, and without 

attending to its internal irony. Richardson, too, examines the interior-exterior axis as a matter of 

                                                 
48 This letter appears in the second edition of Pamela.  
49 “His Honour” here is Sir Robert Walpole, and Fielding is blending political and literary satire.  
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clothing, but as the example of Pamela’s letters-as-clothing demonstrates, the relationship 

between the two is anything but straightforward.  

 Richardson, as much as he resented it, took the attack to heart, and incorporated its 

lessons into Clarissa. Fielding’s attack reveals the instability of the external sign; ironically (or 

perhaps, again, paradoxically) enough, it does this by insisting on the stable meaning and 

intrinsic readability of the sign. Fielding insists that Pamela is a hypocrite, a “young Politician,” 

and that her hypocrisy is obvious; he insists that the signs mean one thing. Richardson, however, 

insists that external signs—the things people say, do, write; the readable surfaces of the external 

aspect—are open, that they can be read multiple ways; Pamela can be read many ways—she is 

read many ways in her own novel. Richardson did not retreat; he did not, in his next novel, re-

stabilize the sign in order to make characters mean only one thing. Instead, as my next chapter 

will argue, he made misreading a central feature of his formal irony.50   

 Fielding’s satiric attack reveals something else, however, something I think Richardson 

already knew or suspected: self-presentation is always compromised by the self; there is no 

neutral disclosure; every act of disclosure is an act of conscious or, what is perhaps even more 

problematic, unconscious art. The relationship between self and other (social irony) is always 

complicated by the relationship between self and heart (internal irony). Pamela’s solution to the 

problem of other people naively assumes disclosure is possible. Fielding, when he squints at 

Pamela, is right, but right for the wrong reasons: he is right because he rightly feels it is wrong to 

                                                 
50 In Masquerade and Civilization, Terry Castle discusses the way Fielding opposed Pamela as more than just a 

demonstration of hypocrisy. Fielding, Castle suggests, felt in Pamela a revolution of the individual, a social 

revolution that was antihierarchical and that could threaten traditional social establishments. My focus has been less 

political, more philosophical; these philosophical revolutions led to political ones, however, so the point is worth 

noting. The irony here, I suppose, is that Fielding, the playful satirist, turns out to be a member of the conservative 

old guard, while Richardson, the stodgy moralist, turns out to be the revolutionary agent provocateur. See Castle 

135-36.  
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naively trust Pamela and take her at her word; he is wrong, however, because he assumes this is a 

matter of hypocrisy rather than of selfhood itself.    

 Pamela is Richardson’s first novel and, when compared to Clarissa or Grandison, 

appears as something of a precursor, a novel that demonstrates an emerging genius rather than an 

established one. It is a sophisticated work in terms of technique, however. Richardson’s 

examination of limited perspective is unparalleled in eighteenth-century fiction; that a middle-

class tradesman with no classical education could produce a work of fiction that not only 

replicates philosophical problems but suggests solutions to them remains one of the literature’s 

great oddities. This replication and resolution occurs at the level of character and perspective; 

Richardson does not, like Hume, sit in a room and try to understand reality; instead, he creates 

characters, and finds those problems and solutions by writing from within their narrow horizontal 

perspectives. The solutions are themselves limited and often provisional; the problems of 

interiority are not entirely resolved, and separations remain. Richardson’s first attempt to cross 

these gaps also betrays, I think, a naïve belief in the ability of papers and texts to reveal the 

interior; Pamela’s own doubts, however, should suggest that even this naïve belief is not total but 

tentative. Richardson innovates, and each of his novels suggests new solutions to the same set of 

problems. If Pamela is naïve in its belief that “papers” disclose the self with sincerity and 

authenticity—and therefore naïve in its belief that the gap and fissures between selves/characters 

can be crossed or mended—Clarissa is not. Richardson learned from Pamela, learned from its 

writing and from its reception; he took what he learned and innovated, and the result is Clarissa, 

a novel that intensifies to the point of tragedy all the problems of interiority. 
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Chapter 3: Clarissa’s Materials 

 

 

3.1 “The Whole of Your Story” 

 In her first letter to Clarissa, Anna Howe, Clarissa’s friend and primary correspondent, 

having heard of “the disturbances that have happened in your Family” (1.1; 39), requests that 

Clarissa “Write to me… the whole of your Story” (1.3; 40). Everyone, it seems, is talking about 

Clarissa and her family. What Anna is hearing, however, is unreliable: mere gossip, second-hand 

reports, fragments of narrative. Anna confesses that even without knowing the whole story “My 

Mother, and all of us, like the rest of the world, talk of nobody but you on this occasion” (1.3; 

40). But there are “different reports” (1.3; 40) about what has occurred at Harlowe Place. 

“Every-body pities you” (1.2; 39), Anna writes, but also admits that some people “insinuate that 

the younger Sister has stolen a Lover from the elder” (1.3; 40). This potent but muddy 

combination—energetic public gossip; different and conflicting reports—requires explication. “I 

long to have the particulars from yourself” (1.1; 39), Anna writes. Clarissa agrees and tells Anna 

that she will “be as particular as you desire in the little history you demand of me” (1.4; 41). 

Anna is primarily interested in the duel Clarissa’s brother James fought with Robert Lovelace; to 

tell the “whole of her story,” however, Clarissa feels she must expand the narrative and provide 

what she considers necessary background material, such as how her grandfather, when he died, 

bequeathed much more to her than was expected; how several suitors had been proposed to her 

and how she rejected them; how Lovelace, who James has resented since their school days 

together, was first proposed as a suitor for Arabella, Clarissa’s sister; how Lovelace was 
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mistaken in which sister was being proposed; how Clarissa herself was encouraged by her family 

to engage in a correspondence with Lovelace in order to draw him into the family; how James, 

who was in Scotland when Lovelace was initially encouraged, wrote to the family warning them 

of Lovelace’s faulty morals; and how everyone now blames her for the “disturbances” and 

accuses her of secretly loving and encouraging Lovelace. To explain the duel and its 

consequences, the entire narrative, as much as she knows of it, at least—and she assumes she 

knows most of it—must be included in the story.  

After Clarissa is raped by Lovelace, Anna again requests she write her story; “I long for 

the full particulars of your Story” (6.185; 1017), Anna writes, even though Clarissa has already 

written a partial account of the rape. But the “full particulars” of the story are beyond Clarissa 

this time: not only was she drugged and unconscious, but many of the machinations Lovelace set 

in motion are unknown to her, and she knows they are unknown. She cannot write the full 

particulars because she only partially knows her own story. Though she writes “to the moment” 

and in the first-person, she is not the narrator of her story; or rather, she does not occupy the 

point of view of a third-person narrator, with all the facts, causes, and connections in front of her. 

She is a character in her own story, and limited to a character’s horizontal point of view.1 As she 

is slowly dying, as her faculties are slowly falling away from her, and using her own coffin as 

                                                 
1 Though I have already been using the terms horizontal and vertical to describe the dynamics of perspective, it may 

be helpful to summarize them again here, since I will use them frequently throughout this chapter. I have 

adopted/adapted these terms from Michael McKeon’s usage of them (see chapter 1.1). The horizontal point of view 

or perspective is the point of view of a single character or self, the sort of character or self controlled by 

epistemological limitation and uncertainty—the kind of self, in other words, that Locke and Hume (see chapters 1.4 

and 2.2) describe. In familiar technical terms, the horizontal perspective is a first-person perspective. The vertical 

point of view or perspective, on the other hand, is an expanded point of view, an omniscient one, a top-down point 

of view that sees all the connections, sees the way various characters interconnect and relate; it is, to be familiar 

again, a third-person point of view. This vertical point of view, for both Richardson who writes “to the moment” and 

for Locke and Hume who limit the perceptions of selves, is, quite literally, an impossible point of view for any one 

character to possess. As I will argue in this chapter, however, much of the tension, conflict, and violence of Clarissa 

arises from confusing the horizontal and the vertical, and from characters incorrectly assuming a sort of third-person 

knowledge of others. 
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her desk, Clarissa continues to write, but she does not write narrative; she does not write the “full 

particulars” Anna longs for. Instead, she writes her will; a series of letters that will be delivered 

posthumously; a book of meditations; and letters of religious complaint, terror, lament, and hope 

to Mrs. Norton. Though Clarissa had promised Anna an “ample account” (6.187; 1018), she 

eventually concludes that the “full particulars” cannot be written. Instead, the letters themselves, 

both hers and Lovelace’s—the raw materials of narrative but not the narrative itself—will be 

compiled by Belford, her executor and the “protector of my memory” (7.70; 1176). This is 

fundamentally a different literary artifact from the one Anna requested. What Anna wants is the 

“whole story,” the sort of story that can only be told from a vertical point of view—from the 

god-like top-down third-person point of view, the sort of explanatory narrative Clarissa wrote 

when she explained the “disturbances” in her family. Anna wants, in other words, a traditional 

Aristotelian plot, a unified and coherent series of connected events in which all the details are 

accounted for and made intelligible by their relation to the story. Instead of an Aristotelian plot, 

however, the “story” of Clarissa, after Belford puts the whole thing together, is a Bakhtinian 

cacophony that resists coherence, subverts unity, and that with every letter instantiates the 

impossibility of assuming vertical authority.2 Instead of a “whole story” there are many stories; 

there are “different reports,” just as there were at the beginning of the novel, and no single voice 

appears that can make them all speak together. 

In their final epistolary exchange, Belford asks Anna “to give the Character of the Friend 

she so dearly loved” (8.195; 1465). Anna says she is “incapable of doing justice to the character 

of my beloved Friend” (8.196; 1465). “And yet,” she writes, “I so well approve of your motion, 

that I will throw into your hands a few materials, that may serve by way of supplement, as I may 

                                                 
2 There is in Richardson’s fiction, I think, a strong tension between Aristotelian plot and Bakhtinian polyphony, and 

this tension is primarily the result of Richardson’s narrative technique. See chapter 1, footnote 39.  
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say, to those you will be able to collect from the papers themselves” (8.196; 1465). Anna 

proceeds to give a “character” of Clarissa, but the “materials” she uses are all external things—

they are things Clarissa did or said: her charitable work amongst the poor, for instance, or her 

reading habits. “Materials,” as this chapter’s title indicates, is a key term here. Material, in the 

sense that I will be using it (which seems slightly different from the sense Anna uses it), is signs, 

evidence, perceptions; it is that which can be seen and known about other people; in Locke’s 

epistemological terms, it is the secondary qualities of things. Material is interpreted; like a letter, 

it requires a reader to make sense of it. At the end of the novel, Anna still seems to think that the 

right “materials” create a self-evident and truthful interpretation. But even Anna will force an 

interpretation on Clarissa. The “character” she gives, after all, is unabashedly hagiographic. But 

though Anna gives Belford a “character,” she tells him that he can use this material to 

“supplement” the material he will gather from the Clarissa’s papers. “Papers” in Pamela disclose 

truth: when B reads Pamela’s papers, they reveal to him the truth of her character. In Clarissa, 

“papers” are “materials”; they do not disclose truth but instead require interpretation. Anna gives 

Belford her reading; he must construct his own character of Clarissa Harlowe. In this final 

exchange between Anna and Belford, the emphasis shifts away from the “whole story”—away 

from the idea of totalizing narrative that explains from above—and towards “character”—

towards an attempt or desire to know who someone “really” is, towards a closure of the social 

irony gap. This, in a sense, is the direction of Richardson’s fiction. But though narrative becomes 

character, the same problems of limited perspective remain, and “character,” too, is constructed 

through interpretation and controlled by the gap. At the conclusion of one of the longest novels 

in the English language, narrative cohesion is still subverted; the third-person vertical 

omniscience that can explain who Clarissa really was is still silent. Anna has “materials”; 
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Belford could arrange these materials for himself. He does not. As the one in possession of all 

the letters, Belford could write the “full particulars” and make Clarissa the coherent Aristotelian 

novel Anna wants it to be. Instead, Belford takes all the materials, every letter relating to 

Clarissa’s history, and preserves them as materials.  

Clarissa is Richardson’s masterpiece. But it is a tragic masterpiece. It seems simple 

enough: a young woman, oppressed by her family, is tricked away by a rake who, after many 

deceptions and false promises, drugs and rapes her; the young woman escapes, but falls ill and 

eventually dies. But while the novel deals with things that seem to demand clear moral vision 

and response—rape, death—it subsumes those things under the demanding philosophical 

questions of how characters read, write about, and interpret these things. In common 

narratological terms, the novel presents a simple plot and fabula but emphasizes the way readers 

endlessly interpret that plot. In the hermeneutic quagmire of interiority, where selves/characters 

collide and urgently attempt to figure out and control what others are thinking under their opaque 

surfaces, moral/ethical/religious certainty appears to slip into the muck, and things like rape and 

death become difficult to understand. Terry Castle writes, “What Clarissa reveals, however, is 

that this great project shared by each fictional correspondent—the inscription of subjective 

experience—is a shockingly compromised (and compromising) activity” (20). But this 

compromise might be the point: as Castle writes,  

hermeneutic ambiguity, the interruption, rather than the fulfillment of meaning and form, 

may in fact be what the fiction is all about. Indeed, the very multiplicity (and 

irreconcilability) of interpretation surrounding the text reaffirms the suspicion: Clarissa 

offers no ‘Story’ in any conventional sense, but is concerned, on some level, with a 

problematization of the very notion of ‘Story’ itself. (40) 
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What Castle describes is similar, I think, to what I have been describing as a tension between 

vertical and horizontal perspectives. From along the horizontal plane, the plane of “subjective 

experience,” the “story” is limited, narrow, confined to the particular and unique ways 

individuals experience and perceive the world. Without a god-like vertical point of view, each 

horizontal perspective is “compromised” by self, and these perspectives clash and conflict. But 

while Castle says that “hermeneutic ambiguity… may be what the fiction is all about,” I will 

argue that this sort of ambiguity is the problem that Richardson’s fiction is attempting to solve.3 

In this chapter I develop a typological reading of Clarissa. Typology is an interpretive 

practice of reading one story (or event/person) as a type or figure of another; it is, in its primary 

usage, a method of Biblical exegesis. In an expanded sense, however, typology allows a self to 

fashion or pattern itself on exemplary models. I argue that typology, by creating a figural 

connection with pre-existing Biblical stories about suffering, allows Clarissa to transcend the 

limitations of her own compromised horizontal perspective and achieve a measure of vertical 

understanding and that this allows her to escape from the world of interpretive violence. 

Richardson’s formal irony, however, does not allow vertical structures to appear as such in the 

text. Clarissa’s typological experience, which largely goes unrepresented, or represented through 

the second-hand reports of witnesses like Belford, is internal and private to her, and the writing 

that she provides as the novel closes (her meditations, for instance, or her non-narrative letters) 

still appears as “materials,” as yet another sort of literary artifact that readers must confront and 

interpret. There is another paradox here: Richardson is attempting to write a novel about the way 

                                                 
3 Castle represents an important vein of Clarissa criticism. Castle (1982), William Warner (1979), Terry Eagleton 

(1982), and Thomas Keymer (1992) all confront Clarissa through a lens of reading/writing; they examine the text as 

the product of competing voices vying for interpretive supremacy. Older readings of Clarissa, such as Mark 

Kinkead-Weekes’s or Margaret Doody’s, tend to elide, or only occasionally address, epistolarity (in Janet Altman’s 

sense); they tend to read it, in other words, as a traditional narrative, one not complicated or compromised by its 

form and by the presence of a multiple writing/reading personae. But, as Castle points out, reading/writing is a 

compromised and compromising activity. My theory of formal irony is indebted to this vein. 
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the limited individual perspective can be transcended; he must write that novel, however, from 

within those very limitations. The typological reading appears only at the end of a very long 

novel, however, and it is important to show both how and why it appears. Clarissa and Lovelace 

represent two very different ways of reading and interpreting the world, but their two 

perspectives are both grounded in the horizontal plane. First, then, in 3.3 I examine what I call 

Clarissa’s representational hermeneutic, her belief that the world and other people can be 

accurately and neutrally interpreted and contained within the story she writes, and the way this 

hermeneutic makes her vulnerable to the misreadings of others. Second, in 3.4 I examine what I 

call Lovelace’s plastic or protean hermeneutic, his belief that the world and its meanings, rather 

than being stable or self-evident, can be manipulated by will, desire, and authorial power. Both 

hermeneutics confuse the horizontal with the vertical. Finally, in 3.5 I present the typological 

reading and show how it allows Clarissa—but not Clarissa’s readers—to transcend the 

limitations of horizontal experience. Before launching into my argument, however, I would like 

to offer a quick case study of another sort of reader, a real reader of Richardson, Lady Dorothy 

Bradshaigh, one of Richardson’s most engaging correspondents. 

 

3.2 Lady Bradshaigh as Reader 

Lady Bradshaigh was, and in many respects still is, one of Richardson’s best readers, and 

her annotated copy of Clarissa—gifted to her by Richardson himself—is a fascinating glimpse 

into her particular experience of reading. Not only did she annotate freely, she at some point (at 

Richardson’s request) lent him her copy, to which he added his own responding comments, to 

which she again responded.4 The text of the novel itself becomes a palimpsest for competing 

                                                 
4 The actual timeline of these annotations (when they were made, when Richardson saw them) is uncertain. There is 

evidence, however, that Richardson saw the annotated copy before the publication of the third edition, since many of 
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hermeneutics, with both author and reader engaged in a friendly tug-of-war for meaning as they 

debate the finer points of narrative, character, language, and manners. In her annotations we find 

her engaged in exactly the sort of activity as engages the internal readers in the novel; she, like 

an Anna or a Belford, is gathering material and making constructions. I call her his “best reader,” 

however, not because she read Richardson “correctly” but because she seems to embody the 

paradoxes that make up the sort of reader Richardson himself apparently hoped to find, and that 

made up Richardson himself. Richardson is something of a contradiction: his novels, Clarissa 

especially, radically foreground individual experience without any external authority shoring it 

up; his fictions destabilize the grounds for certainty. He himself, however, often insisted, and 

often tersely and with impatience, that there was a correct way to read Clarissa, and that out of 

the hermeneutic quagmire clarity would emerge. He was dismayed when readers took advantage 

of the license he seemed to give them, such as when they confessed to a too sympathetic reading 

of Lovelace. Lady Bradshaigh, like Richardson, is a curious combination of firm and ductile. At 

times she offers strong criticisms about the plausibility of something said or done, such as when 

she finds it absurd that Mrs. Howe would not agree to shelter Clarissa; at other times, and almost 

with a teacher’s pedantry, she corrects Richardson’s use of style and language, especially that of 

the upper classes (something Richardson, a middle-class printer, had little experience with, and 

was sensitive about5). In other words, she squinted as she read, and was not shy about telling 

Richardson when she thought he was wrong. This alone does not make her Richardson’s ideal 

reader; anyone can nitpick. At the same time, however, she was remarkably vulnerable to the 

text, and apparently suffered an acute sympathetic reaction to it. When she reads Lovelace’s 

                                                 
Bradshaigh’s comments, especially those correcting style and language, appear to have influenced Richardson’s 

revisions. See Barchas, The Annotations in Lady Bradshaigh’s Copy of Clarissa 9-34.  
5 Many of her corrections of style make their way into later editions. See Barchas 24-28 
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description of his own love for trickery, for instance, she writes, “I wish I cou’d help laughing at 

him. I often check myself as if he cou’d see me” (66); she another time describes Lovelace’s 

“comical wickedness” (66); more often, though, she seems to see him as Richardson wants her to 

see him, such as when she writes that “every good thing he says, raises my indignation against 

him, a deceitful, practiced villain,” to which Richardson, annotating her annotation, adds, “Now, 

Madam, at last you see him!” (64). “Sometimes he appears good natured,” she writes, “at other 

Infernaly the contrary” (65).6 Clarissa is written “to the moment,” and Lady Bradshaigh seems to 

read it to the moment as well, following the text’s curves and turns with emotional sympathy, her 

sympathetic reaction shifting and modulating with each new piece of added material.  

But Lady Bradshaigh’s reading reveals another feature of Richardson’s texts, one that ties 

in more closely with formal irony. This vulnerability to the text’s moment-to-moment action is 

prompted, partly, by a sort of self-aware ontological confusion, a suspension of disbelief and a 

readiness to read its characters not merely as fictions but as fictions that closely resemble real 

people. She, knowing full well she is doing so, often blurs the lines between fact and fiction, and 

treats the characters as if they truly existed, as when she looks over her shoulder to make sure 

Lovelace does not see her laughing. As Clarissa is slowly dying, Bradshaigh writes, “I feel at this 

moment, as if I was just going to write privatly to enforce the necessity of Mrs Nortons 

attendance” (123). Lady Bradshaigh imagines here a direct intervention, as if she herself could 

participate in the novel’s epistolary action. She, of course, is not a naïve reader, and what I call 

an ontological confusion has nothing to do with being tricked by the text into thinking it is 

anything other than a novel; she is responding, however, and letting herself respond, in exactly 

                                                 
6 Lady Bradshaigh had, when Richardson gifted her a full edition, apparently already read the first four volumes 

(Richardson had let her read them before publication), which means her remarks here are those prompted by re-

reading. See Barchas 9-34. 
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the way Richardson hopes his readers will respond. In both real life and in Richardson’s fiction, 

it is “materials,” externals such as words and actions, that provide the suggestive evidence of 

another subjectivity, one unique and particular but hidden within a mesh of signs that obscures 

the interior. Epistolary fiction, though it has often been read as putting readers “inside” 

characters by giving them unfettered access to the interior, actually puts readers in the position of 

the recipient, not the writer, and this is a fundamentally different interpretive position. 

Richardson’s formal irony replicates the experience of contact with real people. While most of 

her annotations do not blur the line between fact and fiction so clearly, the emotional intensity of 

many of them suggests the deep ways she not only read but felt the text. This combination of 

critical detachment and sympathetic engagement is, it seems to me, exactly what Richardson was 

hoping for. She alarmed him at times with what he thought were misreadings but she actively 

participated in the sort of interpretive interplay he invited.  

 I offer this brief case study of Lady Bradshaigh as reader because it demonstrates the 

particular effect of Richardson’s formal irony. Richardson had successfully replicated the 

experience of contact with another person. Lady Bradshaigh is, of course, not the first or only 

reader to get caught up, or “lost,” in a text; absorption like this was, after all, one of the things 

eighteenth-century critics of the novel worried about at length. When she tells Richardson that 

something Clarissa says or does is out of character, she suggests that there is a character to be 

detected and read, that she has an idea of the character that exists outside the text, and which the 

text itself can contradict.7 Further enriching this contact with fictional character is Lady 

                                                 
7 This sort of contradiction can imply a technical failure on Richardson’s part (something he missed, something he 

had not fully considered such as the style Bradshaigh so rigorously critiqued), or it can imply that Lady Bradshaigh, 

a unique and particular reader reading through her own experience) misread. Barchas points out, for instance, that 

Lady Bradshaigh herself was childless, and that her relationship to her own mother was complicated (28-34); one of 

the consistent themes of Bradshaigh’s annotations, however, is maternity; clearly she was reading according to her 

own experience, or, as Clarissa might say, judging other’s hearts by her own. When he thinks she is misreading his 

text, Richardson often points back to particular details of it and tells her to read more carefully (one of his strategies 



Krahn 149 

 

 

Bradshaigh’s shifting experience of those characters. She, like the novel’s internal readers, is 

building, or attempting to build, a coherent reading of those characters from the “materials” that 

the letters provide. With no vertical narrator controlling things, readers, both internal and 

external, are forced to cobble together readings that are always provisional.  

 

3.3 Representation and “Supposal”: Clarissa’s Hermeneutic 

When Clarissa begins, Clarissa holds to what I characterize as a representational theory 

of writing, a theory that suggests not only a literary methodology but an interpretive approach to 

the world itself, a way of being; this hermeneutic will eventually be revealed as faulty, 

vulnerable, and limited by the very horizontal restrictions that it attempts to efface. In this 

section I use an early episode in the novel, Clarissa’s “sad conflict” with her mother, to examine 

this approach. I use the “sad conflict” because, like many episodes in Clarissa, it is an 

intersection for many of the novel’s concerns, and because it illustrates not only the way this 

representational approach operates but also the way it can be used against her. My method here 

will be to examine things from “inside” Clarissa’s perspective, not because I think Clarissa’s is 

the correct or authoritative point of view but because reading from the inside allows for the full 

range of effects of Richardson’s formal irony to operate.  

After the “disturbances” that have upset Harlowe Place, Clarissa spends several weeks 

with Anna Howe. These will be her last happy moments; for the rest of her life, she will be under 

constant emotional and physical siege. Called home suddenly by her family, Clarissa learns that 

a marriage has been arranged for her with Mr. Roger Solmes, a rich but repulsive man. To 

                                                 
in the footnotes he added to Clarissa). In either case, however—contradictions created by author or by reader—the 

idea that the character exists independently of the text remains central, and one of the foundational features of 

formal irony. 
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protect her from Lovelace, but also to consolidate enough wealth for “raising a family, as it is 

called” (1.72; 77), the Harlowes demand that Clarissa obey, and obey cheerfully. Clarissa is 

horrified, not only at the match they have found for her but also at the compulsive treatment she 

receives. She refuses the match and declares that she is not in love with Lovelace; she assumes 

that her family will relent when they see how averse she is to the match and that they will believe 

her when she says she is not in love. But they do not relent and they do not believe. Led by 

James and Arabella, the Harlowes begin a protracted campaign of psychological warfare against 

her. It is early in this campaign that Clarissa and Mrs. Harlowe have their “sad conflict,” a 

conflict that characterizes the weaponized nature of Clarissa’s social irony.  

“O my dear friend,” Clarissa writes to Anna, “I have had a sad conflict! Trial upon trial; 

conference upon conference! —But what Law, what Ceremony, can give a man a right to a heart 

which abhors him more than it does any living creature?” (1.92; 87). This conflict is a series of 

eight visits/conversations Clarissa has with her mother that turn on a series of deliberate 

misrepresentations and misreadings of what Clarissa says, what she writes, and who she is or 

should be—it turns, that is, on the different ideas of what words are and how they should/can be 

used. Social irony is a separation of self from other and this separation is predicated upon the 

epistemological and ontological conditions of interiority and the on impossibility of accessing 

the interior of another self/character. The “sad conflict” leverages these conditions—these gaps 

and fissures—and weaponizes them, using them as a means of “constructing” and “supposing” a 

version of Clarissa detached from her interior reality. As I discussed in chapter 2, Humean 

epistemology confronts the impossibility of accessing the interior; every “real” thing, other 

people/characters included, is perceived merely as a set of ideas, ideas which exist in the 

perceiving mind and not the other thing/person itself. Richardson dramatized this sort of 
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epistemology in Pamela, but also hopefully/naively suggested that “papers”—written words—

could be the unfiltered expression of the interior self, and could allow others to access the 

interior, especially if the reader of those “papers” read them with enough sympathy to recognize 

another unique perspective. In Clarissa, many of the internal readers do not have this 

sympathetic reaction: unlike B, they will not relent or be converted when confronted with 

evidence of another person’s sense of self. The “sad conflict” is what happens when that 

epistemological gap is approached without sympathy; it is what happens when words become 

detached from things. 

Because Clarissa holds a representational theory of language, she is not prepared to find a 

gap between word and meaning. She assumes that there is a one-to-one correspondence between 

what is said and what is meant. This makes her vulnerable to those who exploit the gap. She 

often confuses a certain truthful-seeming style of writing for truth itself. When writing to Anna 

about Lovelace, for instance, she says that “The ardour with which he vows and promises, I think 

the heart only can dictate: how else can one guess at a man’s heart?” (2.163; 289); when she 

describes the collation at Mrs. Sinclair’s she again naively writes, “For what are words, but the 

body and dress of thought? And is not the mind strongly indicated by its outward dress?” (3.332; 

543). Clarissa is aware of the social irony gap; she does not assume that other minds are open to 

her; she does assume, however, that the mind can be exposed by the things it says, that words, 

spoken or written, can cross this gap. The “sad conflict,” however, reveals to Clarissa not only 

that this sort of one-to-one relationship between word and meaning is, at best, provisional, but 

also that the splitting apart of word and meaning can be weaponized. Clarissa assumes that 

language is stable, that its meaning is self-evident; the Harlowes, however, assume that words 

can signify many things, and that they have the right to impose a correct interpretation on those 
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words. The Harlowes assume, in other words—and assume correctly enough, but also viciously 

and maliciously—that language, especially narrative language and the language of self-interest 

or self-representation, is also bound up in rhetoric, and that no act of language is simple or 

neutral but always designed to “move” the listener/reader. 

After a miserable breakfast in which Clarissa insults Solmes and incurs her father’s 

wrath, Clarissa is summoned to her mother. Mrs. Harlowe appears to welcome her tenderly—

“Come kiss me, my dear, said she, with a smile like a sun-beam breaking through the cloud” 

(1.95; 88)—but when Clarissa begins to weep she exclaims, “My child! my child! restrain, said 

she, your powers of moving!” (1.95; 88). Clarissa’s capacity to “move” others is a repeated 

charge against her: Arabella, for instance, will accuse of Clarissa of having artfully moved and 

bewitched their grandfather in her own favour; her Uncle Harlowe will later admit that they all 

feared to be in her presence, since they could not trust themselves to stand against her and what 

James characterizes as her “whining vocatives” (2.27; 218). Words and language, either spoken 

or written, are Clarissa’s acknowledged talent, and it is these things that the Harlowes attempt to 

deny to her. In Richardson’s fiction (and in epistolary fiction broadly), self and character is 

largely constituted in language; words, especially written words, are the primary material of the 

self. To have no voice in epistolary fiction, or to have a voice that is silenced or shouted down, is 

to be denied existence and agency. Underneath the surface-level conflict of paternal authority 

and filial obedience, the “sad conflict” is really a contest to control meaning and interpretation.8 

                                                 
8 Terry Castle argues that in Clarissa rhetorical power is impotent unless joined to political power (24). Clarissa, as 

a woman and daughter, possesses great rhetorical power but little political power; she does not have the authority to 

make her words heard or efficacious. I am less interested in the obvious gender dynamics at play in Clarissa’s 

conflict, however (about which much has already been written), and more interested in the epistemological and 

ontological conflicts that I see underpinning the gender problems. Richardson gendered the conflict, but he did so, it 

seems to me, in such a way that does not make the conflict exclusively about gender. Put another way, Richardson’s 

uses the gender conflicts to dramatize the philosophical problems that affect all human subjects. Richardson, as an 

eighteenth-century male, and a successful one too, of course held his own prejudices when it came to women, 

prejudices that appear more readily in his own letters than perhaps in his fiction, but that is another topic. 
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But the verbal-linguistic dimension of the conflict, though it is everywhere present (“Will you 

not, can you not, speak as I would have you speak? (1.130; 107), her mother asks), is rigged 

against her. Clarissa will be denied the ability to speak; or rather, she will be denied any 

authority or power in her speech; she will find that her words are being cracked open, that alien 

meanings are being forced into the fissures. Her mother tells Clarissa that she is “come resolved 

to hear all you have to say” (1.101; 92) but “with this intimation, that say what you will, it will 

be of no avail elsewhere” (1.101; 92). The Harlowes attempt to transform Clarissa’s words into 

noise, and in so doing attempt to reduce their daughter to nothing—a non-person, a being 

without power, a cypher. The Harlowes fear Clarissa’s capacity to “move” through language and 

so language is taken away from her and made meaningless.9 

 The Harlowes rig the linguistic game and attempt to neutralize or subvert Clarissa’s 

words and her representational theory of language through what I, following Clarissa herself, 

will call the “supposal.” Instead of being moved by her daughter’s pleas, Mrs. Harlowe delivers 

what Clarissa calls the “dagger to my heart”: that she “think of being Mrs. Solmes” (1.97; 89). 

Upon hearing this Clarissa faints, and when she awakes, she returns to her own apartment, where 

her mother again visits her. Her mother begins to speak to her “in a strain as if she had supposed 

                                                 
9 For the sake of convenience, I have been referring to “the Harlowes” almost as if they were a single character, the 

unified “embattled phalanx” (1.210; 150) that her Uncle Harlowe mentions. This is not quite the case. James and 

Arabella, her siblings, represent her primary antagonists; Mrs. Harlowe and her Aunt Hervey represent passive 

though unwilling (but still submissive) participants; her father and uncles, though they bluster loudly, are essentially 

dupes, guided and goaded by James. Rita Goldberg writes that James has managed the situation so that it appears to 

Clarissa’s father and uncles as if the struggle with their daughter/niece is a generational struggle. She writes:  

The senior Harlowes are characterized not so much by conscious hypocrisy, or even by greed, though both 

of those sins are certainly evident, as by blindness (in the case of her father and uncles) and passivity (a 

quality in Mrs Harlowe and Clarissa’s Aunt Hervey which is often remarked upon, and often lamented, by 

Clarissa and Anna). It is the language which has tricked them, and because it is being consciously 

manipulated by the younger Harlowes, the falsity of the values behind it has been revealed for the first time 

(71). 

The “language” that Goldberg mentions is the language of Puritan conduct books. By casting Clarissa as a rebel to 

paternal authority, James is able to activate a code that his seniors implicitly understand. He is, in other words, 

though he hardly ever appears as such (Lovelace especially likes to downplay his intelligence), a very clever and 

manipulative rhetorician, one who uses language in much the same way that he accuses Clarissa of using it. 
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I had made use of the intervening space to overcome all my objections” (1.98; 90). “She was 

pleased to tell me that my father and she, in order to spare my natural modesty, had taken the 

whole affair upon themselves—” (1.98; 90). “Suppose” is a key term. Clarissa uses it early when 

she tells Anna that her “father and mother industriously avoid giving me opportunity of speaking 

to them alone. They ask not for my approbation, intending as it should seem to suppose me into 

their will” (1.44; 61). When her father interrupts their conversation during the “sad conflict” he 

wonders angrily why the debate can be lasting so long but says, “perhaps you may be talking of 

the preparations” (1.103; 93), and curtly adds, “Let us have you soon down—your Daughter in 

your hand, if worthy of the name” (1.103; 93). Her mother tells her that he had “furnished us 

with an excuse” (1.103; 93), and begins to lead Clarissa down, but Clarissa starts and exclaims, 

“go down to let it be supposed we were talking of preparations!” (1.103; 93). At another 

moment Clarissa says that “If I did not speak with earnestness upon it, I should be supposed to 

have only maidenly objections against a man I never can endure” (1.107-8; 95); “PERSON in a 

man is nothing, because I am supposed to be prudent” (1.108; 95), she later complains. After the 

“sad conflict,” Clarissa describes how Lovelace had offered her his protection: “I suppose,” she 

writes (perhaps conscious of using the words herself, but perhaps not), “it is the way of this Sex 

to endeavour to entangle the thoughtless of ours by bold supposals and offers, in hope that we 

shall be too complaisant or bashful to quarrel with them; and, if not checked, to reckon upon our 

silence, as assents voluntarily given or concessions make in their favour” (1.149; 117). The 

“supposal” is a sort of interpretive act, a reading of “materials.”  

In the Humean world of epistemological uncertainty, an interpretive leap is often 

necessary; but the “supposal” differs from “reading” in this important way: it leaps to what it 

wants; it is a weaponized interpretation, one disconnected from the obvious or the real—that is, 
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disconnected from what is actually said or written. The Harlowes themselves are very much 

aware of the problems of interiority; they understand that there is a difference between what is 

said and what is felt or believed. They make much of this gap. But if they are good literary critics 

in their awareness of hidden or unspoken meaning, they are also bad critics in their willful 

refusal to investigate causes and principles. Having discovered that language can be separated by 

meaning, they insist on the right to supply that meaning according to their desires. The “natural 

modesty” Mrs. Harlowe claims to spare for her, for instance, is the gloss the Harlowes are 

prepared to put upon Clarissa’s behaviour to Solmes, the “supposal” they will make of the 

“materials” of her utterances and actions, even if those utterances declare the contrary: she is not 

rejecting and insulting Solmes; she is “naturally modest,” an innocent maiden protective of her 

virginity who therefore affects aversion (a gloss Solmes, another marvellously bad reader, is 

prepared to accept). The Harlowes are constructing a version of Clarissa that suits their ends; her 

objections are overwritten; her personality itself is being re-written.  

This sort of hermeneutic violence leads to contradiction and absurdity. Clarissa attempts 

to speak in her own defence but her mother prevents her with a speech that lays a trap:  

I shall have done presently—A young creature of your virtuous and pious turn, she was 

pleased to say, cannot surely love a profligate: You love your Brother too well to wish to 

marry one who had like to have killed him, and who threatened your Uncles and defies us 

all. You have had your own way Six or Seven times: We want to secure you against a 

man so vile. Tell me (I have a right to know) whether you prefer this man to all others? 

—Yet God forbid that I should know you do! for such a declaration would make us all 

miserable. Yet tell me, are your affections engaged to this man? (1.98; 90)   
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The question is a trap, and Clarissa recognizes it as such: “I knew what the inference would be if 

I had said they were not” (1.98; 90). When she hesitates to answer, Mrs. Harlowe affects to leave 

angrily, and Clarissa cries out: 

O Madam, Madam! Kill me not with your displeasure—I would not, I need not, hesitate 

one moment did I not dread the inference, if I answer you as you wish.—Yet be that 

inference what it will, your threatened displeasure will make me speak. And I declare to 

you that I know not my own heart, if it be not absolutely free. And pray let me ask my 

dearest Mamma, in what has my conduct been faulty, that, like a giddy creature, I must 

be forced to marry to save me from—From what? Let me beseech you, Madam, to be the 

guardian of my reputation—Let not your Clarissa be precipitated into a State she wishes 

not to enter with any man! And this upon a supposition that otherwise she will marry 

herself, and disgrace her whole family. (1.99; 90-91) 

The trap works like this: if she admits that her affections are “engaged to this man”—a 

“profligate” who “had like to have killed” her brother10—the Harlowes will think themselves 

justified in forcing her, a “giddy creature,” to marry Solmes to “save” her; if her affections are 

not engaged, however, if her heart is “absolutely free” as she declares it is, then nothing prevents 

her from acting prudently, obediently, and as her family wishes her to act (to speak as her mother 

would have her speak). She is either “giddy” or prudent: she is either someone incapable of 

controlling her own sexual impulses or someone so devoid of them that she should not care who 

she marries. Though the two are incompatible, both are required for the trap to work. A sort of 

cognitive dissonance—Harlovean dissonance, if you will—follows, and both readings, these two 

Clarrisas, violently impinge on the real Clarissa, the one who attempts to speak against this 

                                                 
10 Another abuse of language: James was the aggressor, and Lovelace, though he wounded James, did so in a way 

that ended the fight without loss of life.  
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violence.11 As Clarissa immediately understands, there is no way out of the trap once it is set. 

Anything she says against Solmes (or against her brother and sister, who drive the project) is 

immediately interpreted as “prepossession” to Lovelace: “Now, Clary,” do I see whose person 

you have in your eye!” (1.100; 91), as her mother says.  

 Readings of Charlotte Harlowe often draw attention to the way she abdicates power but 

also to the way she is powerless to do anything. This is not so much a contradiction as it is a 

condition of eighteenth-century gender politics. Toni Bowers, for instance, reads her as a unique 

combination of guilt and powerlessness. Mrs. Harlowe, according to Bowers, embodies the 

ideals of eighteenth-century maternal conduct literature; she is a “model middle-class mother” 

(196). Her failures, and the role she plays in Clarissa’s suffering, demonstrate the limitations of 

that particular model of maternity. Bowers writes: 

 More than anything—more than cultivating justice or maintaining integrity or even, at the 

 end, saving her daughter’s life—Mrs. Harlowe wants to avoid unpleasantness, especially 

 for herself. To the last, she cherishes the fiction that she can preserve an increasingly 

 compromised domestic “peace” by remaining passive in the midst of the storm and by 

 refusing to exert herself on Clarissa’s behalf… At once subject and object of a domestic 

 tyranny that she perpetuates by her passivity and silence, Mrs. Harlow demonstrates 

 the impotence of affective sensibility divorced from practical action and the fictitious 

 status of her apolitical maternal self-definition. (198-199)   

                                                 
11 This Harlovean dissonance strongly resembles Lovelace’s own dissonant readings of Clarissa. The “test” or “trial” 

of her virtue that he devises seeks to establish one of two readings of her: if she fails the test and he seduces her, she 

is a “woman,” and subject to all the misogynistic meanings that construction affords him; if she passes, however, she 

is an “angel.” In either case, Lovelace expects to enjoy her sexually, either as mistress of wife. Like the Harlowes, 

Lovelace cares little about who Clarissa “really” is; he is only interested in how he can read her, and in how he can 

force that reading upon her.  
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Margaret Doody more or less agrees with this: “She is the picture of a virtuous woman, the 

obedient wife, according to the same code as that which advised a woman in Pamela’s marital 

situation to be blind to her husband’s infidelity, and in his portrait of her Richardson illustrates 

the defectiveness of the code of female docility” (103). Mrs. Harlowe is what Clarissa is 

supposed to become, what the Harlowes assume she will be—broken, will-less, obedient; 

possessing her own intellect and sentiments but subordinating them to others’ desires. 

 Though I have primarily framed the “sad conflict” as an interpretive contest, a battle to 

control the “reading” of Clarissa, the stakes are much higher than mere hermeneutics (whatever 

“mere hermeneutics” might mean in an epistolary context). It is really ontology that is at stake, 

and Clarissa’s status not merely as daughter, sister, or wife but her status as a thinking, feeling, 

rational person.12 That her antagonist is her mother, a woman who has herself lost this battle and 

lost a sense of self, only casts the stakes in sharper relief. Clarissa herself understands that the 

contest is about who she is and will be. In her anguish she cries out to her mother, “let me know 

what I am to be!” (1.122; 103). Immediately at stake is her status within the family circle and the 

so-called marriage market. But the question, framed as one of “being,” and of “what” rather than 

                                                 
12 Bonnie Latimer writes extensively about the way that Richardson constructs rational female characters, characters 

who upset other models of femininity that dominate in the early eighteenth century. Pamela, Clarissa, and Harriet 

are all deeply rational characters, capable of fine thinking and of attending to the minute details and nuance of social 

interaction. It is common enough in criticism to refer to Clarissa’s naivete, especially when it comes to questions of 

sexuality (mainly her own), but this is not the sort of naivety born of irrationality but of an as-of-yet incomplete 

survey of the self. If Clarissa does not know herself in the early parts of the novel it is not because she lacks the 

mental capacity to do so but simply because she has not yet been forced to do so. Clarissa may trick herself about 

certain things, but she is never off-guard; though she may harbour a secret “throb, throb, throb” for Lovelace (a 

point too often overemphasized), the case for her being in love is overstated, especially since she always squints at 

him, never trusts him, never commits herself to him as Lovelace hopes she will. In fact, as Latimer points out, 

Clarissa herself offers to engage her brother in a debate, fully confident that she can, if the debate be neutrally 

moderated and judged, argue convincingly (and without “moving” emotional appeals); the Harlowes consistently 

frustrate rational discourse, however. I mention this point of Clarissa’s rationality, and Latimer’s treatment of it, 

mostly to signal its presence as a debateable question, especially within the period (Lovelace himself wonders if 

women have souls); I treat Clarissa as obviously rational—and Richardson as obviously treating women as such—

though I also place that rationality on the horizontal plane (which is where, of course, it operates for everyone), 

where rationality is always tethered to questions of perspective.  
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“who,” draws in the larger questions of character and selfhood. The Harlowes have been 

attempting to strip away from her everything that defines her, both as person and woman, and 

they do so in the hopes of rendering her undefined and therefore redefinable.13 In order to make 

her “be” the Clarissa they want her to be they must first efface the Clarissa she actually is. The 

Harlowe scheme requires Clarissa’s annihilation. When her mother asks if she will “speak as I 

would have you speak?” she is really asking Clarissa to sacrifice every conception of self her 

daughter possesses or has built up for herself: “The heart, Clary, is what I want” (1.121; 103), 

she declares, apparently unconscious of the pun on “want.” Clarissa must stop being Clarissa; 

she must be what the Harlowes want her to be. James says as much. Clarissa overhears him and 

Arabella discussing the way their plan works “charmingly”: “Now must she be what we would 

have her be” (2.260; 340), she hears him say. At stake is Clarissa’s life. 

 In chapter 1, I discussed Locke’s theory of language, and the way words “interpose 

themselves so much between our Understandings and the Truth which it would contemplate and 

apprehend that, like the Medium through which visible Objects pass, their Obscurity and 

Disorder does not seldom cast a mist before our Eyes and impose upon our Understandings” 

(3.9.21; 488).14 By separating word from thing (or rather, by recognizing that these things are 

already separated), Locke introduced an epistemological-ontological gap that runs like a fissure 

between mind and reality, a fissure language attempts to fill. But this sort of linguistic bridging 

only works if everyone using words agrees on their meaning; without agreement, these words, 

which are only arbitrary sounds, are meaningless and create only confusion. One of the things 

Clarissa constantly faces in the “sad conflict” (and throughout all her trials) is an alien language, 

                                                 
13 The parallel between the Harlowes and Lovelace is obvious enough; in Lovelace’s case, he literally takes away 

her voice when he drugs her. 
14 See chapter 1.3. 
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words she recognizes but that are used in foreign and alarming ways. She is “giddy” in one 

moment, “prudent” in another. The clearest formulation of this in Clarissa is offered by Belford, 

who reminds Lovelace that “our honour, and honour in the general acceptation of the word, are 

two things” (3.242; 500). Clarissa, after she is raped, tells Lovelace, “long have my ears been 

accustomed to such inversions of words” (6.65; 951). Locke worried about what happens when 

words lose their shared meanings, when their definitions are arbitrarily supplied by individuals, 

and it is this sort of instability of language that is at play in much of Clarissa’s suffering. 

I have more or less been taking Clarissa’s side in my reading of the “sad conflict,” partly 

because I find myself overwhelmingly drawn to her, in terms of sympathy, but mostly because 

her point of view is one of the only ones fully available, at least at this point in the novel.15 It is 

methodologically useful to ground an analysis of perspective on a perspective, even when the 

conclusion of that analysis is that no one perspective is complete or authoritative. As I said 

above, however, we must read as Lady Bradshaigh reads—both with and against. Clarissa’s 

representational theory of language leaves her vulnerable, but it also leads her into error; from 

her own limited horizontal perspective she assumes a perspective of vertical authority, as if she 

can “read” her family more accurately than they can read her. But this sort of vertical perspective 

is itself an assumption—a “supposal.” 

Above, in 3.1, I discussed the way Clarissa responded to Anna’s request for the “whole of 

your story” by writing an Aristotelian narrative of the family “disturbances”—of writing the “full 

particulars” as a coherent and connected plot. This is one form of representational “supposal”; 

she assumes that a single narrator can be enough “above” the story to see its coherence. Clarissa 

makes another “supposal,” however, one that very much resembles the sort she herself suffers 

                                                 
15 Lovelace will, in the novel’s middle parts, wrest narrative control from Clarissa; Belford will be the primary 

narrator in the final parts. These shifts are important; I will return to this idea in 3.4 and 3.5. 
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from: she supposes that she can read other people. She assumes, for instance, that her brother is 

motivated by greed and ambition; she assumes her sister is motivated by spite and envy. Because 

these judgments against her family appear in her telling of the story, and because the members of 

her family rarely write for themselves and are therefore bounded or contained within Clarissa’s 

narration, these supposing judgments appear to be correct, but they are really a function of her 

limited point of view. This point of view is often disrupted, even within her own writing, and 

other alternate perspectives make themselves felt. Clarissa’s mother, for instance, is a unique 

study in perspective: she clearly has her own feelings about how the family is treating Clarissa, 

and she would, if left to judge for herself, accept Clarissa’s offer to live single; she, however, has 

been forced to empty herself of self, to take on alien perspectives and readings of her daughter—

she has, in a sense, been annihilated, much like Clarissa is to be annihilated. So far as Clarissa is 

concerned, however, the fact that the Harlowe argument has been “obtruded” (1.99) onto her 

mother does little but provoke pity (and sometimes a veiled contempt). But while she makes 

supposing judgments about the people around her, those characters often slip through her 

representational narrative weave and make themselves felt as alien perspectives that Clarissa 

never quite contains. 

In one of the more remarkable passages in the novel, Clarissa and Arabella have what 

Clarissa calls “An angry dialogue, a scolding-bout” (1.288; 192). Arabella refers to Clarissa’s 

“whining tricks” (1.292; 194), calls her a “Specious little witch!” (1.294; 195) and a “two-faced 

girl!” (1.294; 195). “You are indeed a very artful one,” Arabella says, “one of the artfullest I ever 

knew!” (1.292; 194); Clarissa tells Anna how Arabella accused her of “half-bewitching people 

by my insinuating address: that nobody could be valued or respected, but must stand like cyphers 

wherever I came” (1.292; 194); Arabella asks, “Did you not bewitch my Grandfather? Could 
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any-thing be pleasing to him, that you did not say or do? How did he use to hang, till he 

slabbered again, poor doting old man! on your silver tongue” (1.293; 194). Clarissa is shocked 

by all this; “my mind is above Art, from the dirty motive you mention” (1.293; 194). Arabella is 

accusing Clarissa of leveraging the gap between word and reality and using “art” and an 

“insinuating address” to establish significance and authority over those around her. This baffles 

Clarissa. Clarissa is, in many ways, and at least this early in the novel, a naïve philosopher. She 

assumes a one-to-one relationship between words; before her conflict with her family, she had 

never, like Locke, worried that words could be uncoupled from their apparently “natural” 

meanings. The “sad conflict,” however, reveals alternate meanings, alternate interpretations, 

alternate arrangement of the “materials.” It reveals the wide gap between word and reality. 

Clarissa can be read as “prepossessed” or as “bewitching,” something she had never considered 

before, self-assured as she was in her own seemingly self-evident construction. But what is 

remarkable about this passage is not just the “inversions of words” but the fact that the passage is 

included at all—that Richardson would register multiple perspectives, and that he would risk an 

alternate reading of Clarissa. This alternate reading comes from within the text; Clarissa is 

declaring that there are multiple ways to read Clarissa. Much like the way B’s character is 

registered in Pamela as a paradox that makes itself felt in Pamela’s own writing, Arabella’s 

perspective emerges as a disruptive force within Clarissa’s own “story.” Arabella is almost 

entirely contained in Clarissa’s own letters; she herself does write, but her letters are nearly 

always intended for a recipient, usually Clarissa herself—they are written, in other words, to 

purpose (often that purpose is to humiliate), on specific occasions, and to communicate specific 

information. She does not write “to the moment,” and we are never “inside” her like we are 

“inside” other writers; we do not see her “papers.” But Arabella’s perspective, whether just or 
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not (and there are many reasons to read them as not16) is immediately intelligible—not to 

Clarissa but to us as Clarissa’s readers. Being eclipsed by the glare of a favourite child is not 

hard to understand. It seems likely that Richardson intended his readers to read Arabella as 

narrow and jealous, her justifications for attacking her sister as selfish and unconvincing. 

Arabella, like so many of Clarissa’s internal readers, cannot “read” above herself; she cannot but 

judge of others by what she knows about herself.17 The very presence of multiple perspectives, 

however, is a complicating feature, one that requires attention, since these perspectives draw 

attention to the way Clarissa’s perspective is itself limited and horizontal. 

William Warner writes about the way these voices escape or slip through Clarissa’s 

narrative containment, and about what this slippage means. Clarissa uses what Warner calls the 

“weave of narrative” (5) to wage interpretive war. What I have been calling Clarissa’s 

representational theory of writing is actually, according to Warner, a highly artificial strategy 

that uses claims to truth and neutrality to establish her own self-presentation. “The peculiar 

power of Clarissa’s art,” Warner writes, “comes from the way her quick fingers silently weave 

together three disparate threads of narrative: an apparently neutral act of presentation, a critical 

interpretation and analysis of what is presented, and a judgment or evaluation that brings to bear 

a rigorous paradigm of value” (12). The very act of writing a narrative is a compromising act, 

one that involves Clarissa in much more than “facts only.” Warner writes: 

                                                 
16 Arabella, for instance, when she accuses Clarissa of bewitching their grandfather, she adds, “Yet what did you 

say, that we could not have said? What did you do, that we did not endeavour to do?” (1.293; 194). Arabella accuses 

herself here, and hints at her own limitations. Whatever it was that Clarissa did say to her grandfather, Arabella did 

not say it; whatever Clarissa did, Arabella only endeavoured to do. 
17 Goldberg, analyzing the conflict between Clarissa and Arabella, writes:  

 Arabella links the question of Clarissa’s estate to her disobedience: it is a brilliant piece of strategy, 

 because the same motives that govern the rest of the Harlowes are attributed to Clarissa. Thus she can be 

 accused of a double hypocrisy: she can pretend to condemn her family for practices in which she herself 

 engages, and she can delude the world into thinking her a paragon. Yet, like Bella’s first attack, this one is 

 pure fantasy. It depends on a series of assumption which, like Lovelace’s later, serve only to deepen the 

 gulf between attacked and attacked. (73) 
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For though Clarissa dresses herself as innocent, we have seen how her behaviour is 

everywhere linked to the struggle she wages with her adversaries. And this makes us ask: 

has she remained uncompromised by these struggles? Or, is she hiding something 

unsavoury beneath her garments? […] The mimetic program she devises for her narrative 

is an attempt to hide her weaving fingers. The construction of a self is carried on so as to 

conceal the fact of construction… (26) 

Warner is arguing much the same thing I am arguing: though he casts Clarissa as experienced 

artist instead of naïve philosopher, he draws attention to the limitations of perspective, and to the 

idea that Clarissa is engaged in a philosophically faulty or naïve program of mimetic 

representation. Clarissa’s “Story” is compromised, I would say, but compromised by the 

limitations of horizontal perspective; she cannot narrate herself or anyone else from the vertical 

third-person. Though Warner’s question (“is she hiding something unsavory beneath her 

garments”) smacks too much, I think, of Lovelace’s own breezy misogyny, it calls attention to 

the way that Clarissa is “composing” and “assembling” an exterior self detached from, or at least 

different from, her interior one. The odd thing is that Warner seems to hold this composition 

against her, as if any act of self-presentation or self-creation is intrinsically dirty. It is unclear in 

Warner’s analysis what sort of self, if any, exists without “weaving.”18 

Formal irony recreates for readers the experience of encountering other people; both the 

internal and the external readers engage in the same activity: they interpret “materials,” and they 

                                                 
18 Glaringly absent from Warner’s analysis, however, is the idea of self-defence, a recognition that everything 

Clarissa says or does is said or done in defense of her own integrity. For instance, he deconstructs Clarissa’s 

treatment of her brother without reference to her brother’s cruelty to her. No matter how Clarissa constructs herself, 

this dimension of self-defence is essential, which is why I began by first considering the way Clarissa’s 

representational technique makes her vulnerable rather than in the way it constructs other people. In Warner’s 

reading, everyone is on an equal footing, and everything—even things like rape and death—are tainted by struggle 

and become strategic and rhetorical plays. But as Clarissa repeatedly reminds us during the “sad conflict,” she 

herself—her body, her “virtue,” her very sense of self—is the prize in this struggle. 
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do so without the certainty afforded by a narrating authority. Before concluding this section, 

therefore, I want briefly to cross the textual boundary and consider the way Clarissa’s 

representational writing—and specifically its failure to create a stable or reliable perspective—

affects the external reader.  

Lady Bradshaigh had a strong reaction to Mrs. Harlowe. “She might be a born Harlowe a 

Tyranicl Harlowe” (47), she writes; “How coud a woman of Mrs Harlowe Character be so unjust. 

so meanly complying” (48), she wonders; “I think Mrs Harlowe the worst person in the family. 

the rest all act up to their characters, & their favourite motives. But she, against the dictates of 

her heart, out of cowardice, and with great cruelty to her child” (48), she severely writes. But 

even Lady Bradshaigh, with her avenging sense of outraged maternity, softens, and at the end of 

the novel, when Morden describes the Harlowes’ grief, she writes: “Not one can I pity but the 

mother, Unnatural. Yahoos” (132). Lady Bradshaigh clearly takes Clarissa’s side in the “sad 

conflict.” She does not, however, fall into the narrative trap Warner thinks Clarissa sets for 

readers; she is not the victim of Clarissa’s “weaving” fingers. Unlike the Harlowes or Lovelace, 

Lady Bradshaigh does not cling to her own favourite reading of a character but responds to the 

shifts and disruptions in perspective.19 The pity she experiences for Mrs. Harlowe at the end can 

come only from recognizing and feeling that a perspective other than Clarissa’s exists.  

However, though her outrage softens to pity, Lady Bradshaigh’s initial sense of outrage is 

important: for all its disruptions of perspective, all its competing narratives, all its spiraling down 

into interpretive confusion, Clarissa is a novel about rape and death. Thomas Keymer writes: “it 

is never an option simply to sit back and admire the text’s ethical indeterminacy. Clarissa 

                                                 
19 She will respond to Grandison’s Clementina in much the same way. She initially reads her as Harriet’s rival and 

calls her a “witch” (Carroll 248); her reading of her softens, however, and she grows to admire her (though 

admittedly this admiration emerges after she is no longer poses a threat to Harriet’s happiness). I will return to Lady 

Bradshaigh’s reading of Clementina in chapter 4.5. 
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heightens the need to pass judgment… so that the reader must himself participate in Clarissa’s 

case and move from efforts at sympathy and efforts at understanding to a perpetual effort at 

resolution” (140). What Keymer calls “ethical indeterminacy” I would call a feature of formal 

irony, and call reading both with and against the text. Like myself, Keymer crosses the boundary 

between internal and external reading, assigning a significance to the way the text itself 

replicates a “real world” experience. Richardson instructs his readers, but instructs them in a way 

that challenges them—not simply to accept moral lessons but to reason and feel the “materials” 

of those lessons for themselves. Out of the interpretive quagmire some sense of certainty, moral 

if not epistemological, must appear. Formal irony assumes a sort of critical distance between the 

written object and the reading subject20: the reader, either internal or external, is removed enough 

from the writing object to “see” and “read” her while squinting. But this sort of distance is not 

detachment; it is not the sort of distance that widens the epistemological-ontological gap. As the 

example of Lady Bradshaigh demonstrates, it is possible to love Clarissa, to want to defend her 

against her antagonists, while still being a careful reader. Without this sympathetic reaction, 

Clarissa itself becomes unintelligible: it simply becomes a story in which a young woman 

suffers and dies. There is, then, yet another paradox: Richardson’s formal irony, while it creates 

distance between reading subject and writing object, allows that distance to be crossed; it 

requires that distance to be crossed. It is entirely possible, Richardson insists, to recognize and 

feel the injustice of what the Harlowes attempt to do to Clarissa and to squint or read skeptically 

the narrative Clarissa herself writes. It requires this because Clarissa is an epistemological 

tragedy; its concerns are universal. If there are “disturbances” at Harlowe Place it is because 

                                                 
20 The letter-writer, Clarissa for instance, becomes an “object” in the philosophical sense, as something perceived 

and experienced by the reading subject. As I have said above, formal irony reverses the traditional commonplace 

that “to the moment” writing puts us “inside” the writer. 
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there are “disturbances” in the world. There is something wrong, Richardson is saying, with the 

way people relate to each other. We misread and suppose where we should read more carefully. 

The epistemological-ontological gap that separates a self from another self is a problem. But we 

must be “inside” Clarissa, or at least sufficiently sympathetic to her to be affected by her pain, to 

feel the problem of social irony as a problem, and as something more than mere hermeneutics. 

Clarissa’s representational technique, her assumption that words can be accurate and 

neutral and therefore cross the gap between self and other, makes her vulnerable to the inferences 

and “supposals” of others; it also, however, since representation involves the assumption of a 

vertical position, involves her in her own “supposals” and interpretations of those around her. 

Her representational hermeneutic, in other words, involves her in the problems of social and 

internal irony. This hermeneutic leads her into, but does not prepare her to win, an interpretive 

conflict in which she herself is the prize. Her technique is faulty, and it is faulty precisely 

because of her own limitations as a horizontal subject. The problem is a problem of perspective; 

it is a problem of limitations. To escape from the conflict requires a way to escape from the very 

conditions of horizontal selfhood. Her early commitment to a representational theory of writing 

is a dead-end; though it appears to be grounded in objective or neutral reporting, it is really a 

function of the self. In order to survive, in order to escape, Clarissa will have develop another, 

different sort of writing, one that does not position the limited horizontal self as the centre of 

epistemological certainty. This different sort of writing, I want to suggest—the solution that both 

Clarissa and Richardson discover to the problems of limited horizontal selfhood—is typology, a 

way of re-reading the self as a participant within an expanded vertical structure.  

Before considering typology, however, I must in a sense back up to consider a parallel 

perspective. Clarissa’s representation hermeneutic is not the only hermeneutical dead-end in 



Krahn 168 

 

 

Clarissa. Lovelace has his own approach to the world, one that dominates the middle parts of 

Clarissa, and this hermeneutic, though radically different from Clarissa’s, is also mired in the 

conditions of limited horizontal existence  

  

3.4 “Said is done”: Lovelace’s Hermeneutic 

In the previous section I used the “sad conflict” to examine Clarissa’s representational 

hermeneutic, but I also used it to examine interpretive conflict. The local conflict with her family 

reveals the larger and more universal instabilities both of language and perspective—the 

Lockean gap between word and thing and the Humean gap between perceiver and perceived—

and the ways that these two fissures, when taken together, produce uncertainty, inferences, and 

“supposals.” These gaps themselves are not weapons but the conditions of selfhood; they can be 

weaponized, however. It is against this world of weaponized uncertainty, the world of 

misrepresentation and bad reading, that Clarissa contends. These bad readings of who Clarissa is, 

however, are mostly contained within and delimited by Clarissa’s own account and her own 

perspective. Like B in Pamela’s writing, the Harlowes make their presence felt as paradoxical 

intrusions and disruptions, as competing perspectives nevertheless mediated through a single 

point of view.21 Lovelace, however, writes for himself, and for Belford, his primary 

correspondent. Clarissa never sees his letters.22 His letters represent an entirely different 

                                                 
21 The paradox here is not that Clarissa is capable of representing her family (which is straightforward enough). It is 

related, somewhat, to Warner’s contention that no act of representation can possibly be neutral, that every act of 

representation Clarissa performs is really a representation of her self—but with this special qualification: that 

readers nevertheless detect a presence behind the representation. No matter what Clarissa says about her sister or her 

mother, readers can detect the presence of a character that somehow slips through Clarissa’s representational weave. 

We recognize, in other words, that Clarissa is interpreting, and that her interpretation may not be perfect. See 

chapter 2.1 for how this works in Pamela. 
22 Except, of course, those he writes to her, like those of the prohibited correspondence that starts the whole 

Harlowe-Lovelace feud. Most of these letters do not appear in Clarissa; the few that do appear not as discreet letters 

but as abstracted summaries. These letters, I think we can safely assume however, are not written “to the moment”: 

they are intended for Clarissa, and intended to manipulate her into thinking of him in certain ways. The other 
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apprehension and interpretation of reality, a parallel horizontal plane running alongside her own. 

He is free, therefore, in both the narrative and libertine sense, to do what he wants to do, write 

what he wants to write, read as he wants to read. This freedom does not, I think, fundamentally 

change the dynamics of reading and interpretation; Lovelace does not change the primary 

epistemological-ontological conflict. He does deepen and extend the attending problems, 

however, and he does complicate Richardson’s formal irony since he requires readers to balance, 

and to judge between, two separate minds that rarely (if ever) meet.  

It is not my intention in this section to provide an exhaustive reading of Lovelace (which 

would indeed be exhausting); since I read his conflict with Clarissa as an extension of the 

epistemological-ontological conflict, such a reading would be somewhat redundant. Instead, I 

want to examine the way what I will call his protean hermeneutic allows him (or appears to 

allow him) to bend reality to his own will and desire. Unlike Clarissa, whose representational 

hermeneutic assumes that there is a stable meaning to words and things—that the world is, in 

other words, a real thing, to which all selves must in some measure submit—Lovelace assumes 

that the world, and especially the social world where selves collide with and confront other 

selves, is infinitely plastic and takes its meaning from a will with power enough to enforce its 

interpretation. Lovelace is, then, at least in a qualified sense, Clarissa’s interpretive opposite. I 

hesitate to construct them as a binary or as polar opposites, however, since both the protean and 

the representational hermeneutic shares the same perspectival flaw: they are both horizontal but 

assume or suppose a vertical authority. To examine Lovelace’s protean hermeneutic I will again 

focus on social and internal irony, on the ways Lovelace writes about others and the way he 

writes about himself, and examine the way both are functions of his own horizontal limitations.  

                                                 
exception is the excerpts from Lovelace’s letters that Belford shows to Clarissa late in the novel—late enough that 

they do not quite matter for what I am considering here. 
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Who is Lovelace? Viewed from the outside, he appears to escape definition. “I am 

strangely at a loss what to think of this man,” Clarissa writes to Anna, “He is a perfect Proteus. I 

can but write according to the shape he assumes at the time” (3.141); he is a “perfect chameleon” 

(3.142). Clarissa’s naïve representational mode of writing is baffled by him. The Harlowes have 

motives that, once discovered, account for their fissured language; Lovelace, however, resists 

simple explication. His motives are opaque, at least to Clarissa. He is a perfect Proteus, or at 

least a nearly perfect one (he is never able, after all, fully to deceive Clarissa). Viewed from the 

inside, however, and from the way he writes about himself in his own letters, he is, to parody St. 

Paul, all things to all men—or at least all things to himself. He is a natural philosopher of the 

human heart; a Hobbist at war against all, and especially against all women; an Ovidian poet, 

lover, deceiver, capable also of Ovidian metamorphosis; a critic and enthusiast of the Restoration 

stage; both writer and director in his own great comedy; “name-father” (4.43; 569) and 

“goddess-maker” (1.198; 143).23 In his own imagination he is Robert the Great, a Grand Signor, 

Attila, Caesar, Jupiter, Apollo; he is a spider with a fly caught in its web, a strutting rooster, a 

lion, a tiger, a hungry hound panting after a delicious morsel; and, in rare moments, he is 

Milton’s Satan (5.83; 772) and Tarquin who stands guilty of Lucretia’s rape (7.15; 1148). He is a 

rake. And it is under the title of rake that Richardson gathers these shifting elements; and it is 

against Clarissa’s steadiness, her fixity, and her desperate attempt to maintain a strict unity of 

self that he deploys this shapeless antagonist. 

Lovelace has been read in many different ways by many different readers. Warner reads 

him as the subversive rebel against Clarissa’s self-evident authority, a rebel whose sense of 

protean artifice and invention plunges the lofty world of staid moral clarity into the murk of 

                                                 
23 For Lovelace and Hobbes see Doody 123-125 and Harris 93-95; for Lovelace and Ovid see Erickson 116-121; for 

Lovelace and Restoration drama see Doody 99-127. 
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competing narratives; Castle reads him as aggressive exegete who treats Clarissa, and Clarissa’s 

body, as the ultimate text, a cypher to be coded and recoded as he desires; Eagleton reads him as 

a violent and neurotic sadist endlessly spinning self-defeating plots against women in an attempt 

to master his own masculine insecurities; Keymer reads him as a representation of society’s 

antagonist, a figure constructed on society’s fears and anxieties about what could topple it.24 

Most modern readings of him focus on his use (or abuse) of language, and on the way the 

artist/libertine/rebel figure, by using language in very specific ways (most of which usually 

involve further separations or manipulations of that Lockean gap between word and thing), 

creates or attempts to create a world entirely governed by his own will and desire. Though I 

incorporate elements of Warner, Castle, and Eagleton in my theory of formal irony, when viewed 

in the light of epistemological (un)certainty, I am inclined to read Lovelace as Keymer does: as 

the perilous other, as the subversive element eroding the foundations of society. The 

epistemological and ontological uncertainty that he and his hermeneutic creates threatens not just 

Clarissa but the idea of a Clarissa and the society that could produce one. 

The uncertainty that he creates is immediately felt as soon as Lovelace begins to act since 

many of his actions involve deliberate misrepresentations of who people are.25 When they arrive 

at Mrs. Sorlings’s house in St. Albans, a crowd of people, with “jaw-fallen faces and goggling 

eyes,” behold Clarissa “so composedly dressed, yet with features so discomposed” (3.50; 411). 

Lovelace springs into action: “Ovid was not a greater master of metamorphoses than thy friend. 

To the mistress of the house I instantly changed her into a sister, brought off by surprise from a 

near relation’s (where she had wintered) to prevent her marrying a confounded rake [I love 

                                                 
24 See Warner 28-55, Castle 81-107, Eagleton 40-63, and Keymer 158-176. 
25 Lovelace has been acting during the first part of the novel, but mostly behind the scenes; he only emerges as a 

visible agent, and more importantly as a narrator, after Clarissa is tricked away from Harlowe Place. 
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always to go as near the truth as I can]” (3.50; 412). When they arrive at Mrs. Sinclair’s house in 

London, Lovelace changes Clarissa from “sister” to “wife”: “Know then,” he writes to Belford,  

that said, is done with me, when I have a mind to have it so; and that we are actually man 

and wife: Only that Consummation has not passed—Bound down to the contrary of that, 

by a solemn vow, till a Reconciliation with her family take place. The women here are 

told so. They know it, before my Beloved knows it; and that, thou wilt say, is odd. 

(3.286; 523) 

Clarissa, of course, resents the lies, but the untruthfulness of these “metamorphoses” is only 

partly her concern: “I said, that I was not by any means satisfied with the tale he had told,” she 

writes to Anna, “nor with the necessity he wanted to lay me under, of appearing what I was not” 

(3.293; 527). As when she asks her mother to “let me know what I am to be,” when Clarissa 

complains of “appearing what I was not,” it is the ontological disruption, the fissure between 

what has been said of her and what she really is, that Clarissa feels and resents. Clarissa is not 

the only person Lovelace metamorphosizes and misrepresents. Mrs. Sinclair, Captain Tomlinson, 

and the pretended aunt and cousin who trick Clarissa back to London are all “instantly changed” 

by Lovelace from what they were (or actually are) to what he wants them to be in the moment. 

Lovelace’s boast “that said, is done with me” reverses Clarissa’s naïve epistemological 

assumption that a word derives its meaning from the thing itself. In a sense, Lovelace is a much 

more accomplished Lockean than Clarissa but in the special sense that he is an anti-Lockean, 

gleefully metamorphosizing himself and others and trampling on language itself, disrupting the 

possibility of an intelligible union of ideas.  

What makes Lovelace so dangerous to Clarissa, so antithetical to her worldview and 

understanding, is his capacity to detach himself and others from any sort of sure footing, to kick 
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at the already limited sense of certainty that exists, to treat the world like a stage, people like 

actors, himself like a director. He attempts to adopt a god-like vertical perspective, from which 

point he can observe the whole stage and manipulate and control the actors, making them do and 

be what he pleases. But it is a fraudulent verticality: he has no omniscience, no access to the 

interior, only an over-indulged sense of his own invention. The Harlowes “supposed” a character 

for Clarissa; Lovelace supposes one for himself and for everyone else. Unlike nearly everyone 

else around her, however, who either are in on the lie (like the women at Sinclair’s) or who are 

willing to accept Lovelace’s unbounded words as reality (like the women at Hampstead), 

Clarissa is never seduced by his protean playmaking.26 She resists his plastic reality and insists 

that words signify more than mere desire. And this puts her outside Lovelace’s particular power, 

even as she remains physically within his control. “What can be done with a woman who is 

above flattery, and despises all praise but that which flows from the approbation of her own 

heart?” (3.73; 423), Lovelace complains to Belford. According to Lovelace, “flattery” and 

“praise,” particular manipulations of language—and manipulations coded into the very language 

of “love” that society has accepted—“do” things. They manipulate and affect a person; they do 

not merely suppose but impose. But they only do this to those who are unconscious or uncaring 

of any instability in language.  

 The Harlovean “supposal,” as violent as that imposition is, is still at some level a reading. 

Though it fills the gap between word and thing with malicious content, it still requires words and 

things that Clarissa herself has said and done with which to work; it needs “materials.” The trap 

                                                 
26 One of the most unsettling examples of Lovelace’s playmaking (or at least, one of the examples of it that has 

always unsettled me) is the ease with which he manipulates the women at Hampstead, where Clarissa flees after her 

first escape. Lovelace, through sheer force of will, and through representing the “materials” of the situation in such a 

way that everything Clarissa says or does seems to confirm his “story,” is able either to recruit the women to his 

cause or at least to keep them off balance enough that they do not hinder him. He is so confident in his ability to 

misrepresent appearances that he considers raping Clarissa at Hampstead, and with the unsuspecting assistance of 

the duped women there. 
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that Mrs. Harlowe sets for her requires that Clarissa first respond so that her words can be used 

against her. The Lovelacean “supposal” requires no such “materials”; it functions independently 

of the object; in fact, it does not require Clarissa at all, since Lovelace’s assumptions about her 

have nothing to do with her as an individual. Lovelace, who boasts that he knows the sex so 

well, has developed what he calls the “Rake’s Creed,” a set of misogynistic assumptions about 

who, and what, women are.27 With this creed he thinks he can “read” Clarissa based on how “the 

sex” has behaved in the past. This creed, when set against a philosophical light, fails on at least 

two points.28 Sliding into abstraction, he assumes an identicalness among women: all women act 

the same way and all women can therefore be manipulated in the same way. The creed makes no 

allowances for difference, for unique and particular qualities; if such qualities exist, they exist as 

accidents, as merely the products of, say, education; in their hearts, all women remain the same.29 

As Locke maintained, however, everything that exists is unique, and the generalized abstraction, 

the category or taxonomic label we put on things (or people), is itself the fiction, the thing that 

does not really exist.30 Abstraction is not the Rake’s Creed’s only failing, however. The creed 

also depends on a faulty sense of causality based on what Hume called custom and habit, the 

irrational assumption that the past predicts the future. At best, Lovelace’s creed tells him what 

women have done in the past not what they will do in the future; though the creed appears to be 

                                                 
27 This creed includes such articles as “That every woman is a Rake in her heart” (3.106; 441), “Importunity and 

opportunity no woman is proof against” (3.80; 426), and “once subdued... always subdued” (3.87; 430).  
28 Besides the obvious moral failings, I mean.  
29 All women are the same not only in their hearts, it seems. Lovelace writes to Belford that Anna “has a high 

opinion of her sex, to think they can charm so long a man so well acquainted with their identicalness” (2.370; 638). 

There is gross sexual innuendo here, a degrading reduction of woman to genitalia. Immediately after the rape, and 

after receiving Belford’s excoriating reply, Lovelace writes:  

 Well, after all, I must own that there is something very singular in this Lady’s case: and, at times, I 

 cannot help regretting, that I ever attempted her; since not one power either of Body or Soul could be 

 moved in my favour; and since, to use the expression of the philosopher, on a much graver occasion, There 

 is no difference to be found between the skull of king Philip, and that of another man. (5.295; 885)  

No matter what accidents of character education or habit may have fixed upon them, Lovelace thinks, all women are 

ultimately reducible to the identicalness of their bodies.  
30 See chapter 1.3. 
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authoritative, it fails to create Hume’s “necessary connection.”31 The Rake’s Creed, then, 

represents a rejection of reality, a sort of anti-perception—a philosophical refusal to approach 

experience and the world of external objects as unique and particular.32  

This rejection of reality appears, insistently and obnoxiously, in what I can only describe 

as Lovelace’s pornographic fantasies about Clarissa. As he and Clarissa are preparing to depart 

Mrs. Sorlings’s house for Mrs. Sinclair’s brothel, and as Clarissa herself is suffering in her health 

after learning about her father’s curse on her, he imagines two possible scenarios: in the first, he 

marries Clarissa; in the second, he lives the “life of honour” with her. He writes: 

But after all, so low, so dejected continues she to be, that I am terribly afraid I shall have 

a vapourish wife, if I do marry. I should then be doubly undone. Not that I shall be much 

at home with her, perhaps, after the first fortnight, or so. But when a man has been 

ranging, like the painful bee, from flower to flower, perhaps for a month together, and the 

thoughts of Home and a Wife begin to have their charms with him, to be received by a 

Niobe, who, like a wounded vine, weeps her vitals away, while she but involuntarily curls 

about him; how shall I be able to bear That? (3.281; 520-21) 

In this first scenario, the one he dislikes, Lovelace’s imagination makes several transitions, but 

his fantasy about married life is interrupted by the “real” Clarissa. He imagines that he will, in 

fact, marry her, but does so in a way that excludes or ignores her own feelings; he next imagines, 

anticipating a waning sexual attraction to her, that he will remain free to rove “from flower to 

flower”; he imagines, finally, that his return to his dutifully waiting wife, which should be joyous 

(he apparently cannot imagine how infidelity would devastate Clarissa), would be upset by the 

                                                 
31 See chapter 2.2. 
32 I am not trying to make any metaphysical pronouncements. “Reality,” for my purposes here, simply means an 

acknowledgement of the unique and particular external signs and qualities that present themselves to perception. In 

this case, “reality” can be everything from what Clarissa says to how she appears.  



Krahn 176 

 

 

way she “involuntarily curls about him,” a reaction that has more to do with her own wounded 

“vapourish” nature than any sexual desire for him—and this spoils his fantasy. The “real” 

Clarissa, the one currently suffering under the blow of her father’s curse, the one he can see “so 

low, so dejected,” infects and interrupts the fantasy; he in fact uses the “real” her as evidence for 

not marrying her but for keeping her as a mistress in the “life of honour” instead. In the second 

scenario, however, he writes: 

It is infinitely better for her and for me, that we should not marry. What a delightful 

manner of life [O that I could persuade her to it!] would the life of Honour be with such a 

woman! The fears, the inquietudes, the uneasy days, the restless nights; all arising from 

doubts of having disobliged me! Every absence dreaded to be an absence for ever! And 

then, how amply rewarded, and rewarding, by the rapture-causing return! Such a passion 

as this keeps Love in a continual fervour; makes it all alive. The happy pair, instead of 

sitting dozing and nodding at each other in opposite chimney-corners, in a winter 

evening, and over a wintry Love, always new to each other, and having always something 

to say. (3.281; 521)      

This second fantasy, with its “happy pair” living in a parodic paradise, his pornotopia, entirely 

purges “Clarissa” of what makes her Clarissa. It is impossible, given what we already know of 

Clarissa, and more importantly what Lovelace himself knows about her, to imagine Clarissa 

behaving this way. So entirely does this fantasy purge her of her character that in his imagination 

she becomes a will-less, self-less extension of his own prolific sexual identity, the fantasy of a 

woman who, like the wounded vine of the first scenario, responds to him with vegetable 

predictability, but responds no longer out of her own nature but out of his. The only emotional 

reaction the fantasy allows her, besides the fear she would experience, is a slavish devotion to the 
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roving painful bee; his very infidelity would be a sexual stimulant for her; her love for him 

would be expressed in a hollowing out of the self. What is important here is the way the “real” 

Clarissa interrupts the fantasy.33 Having located the real Clarissa in the scenario he dislikes, he 

supposes a version of her that pleases him in the scenario he prefers; the real Clarissa is defective 

and does not please; the false Clarissa is installed as his sexual ideal. It is not difficult to see why 

Eagleton would characterize Lovelace as having a “crippling incapacity for adult sexual 

relationship” (63).34   

 Lovelace’s protean approach to the world, then, is radically detached from reality, and 

from the philosophical conditions that allow one self to communicate with another; his limited 

horizontal perspective not only supposes but imposes a vertical-seeming authority upon those 

around him, reading them either as all the same or as all plastic enough to receive his imprint. 

But while Lovelace’s protean hermeneutic inflicts considerable violence on others, women 

especially and Clarissa more specifically, it also violates the self. By endlessly misrepresenting 

or metamorphosizing himself, Lovelace risks annihilating himself.  

                                                 
33 Which in this case is not even very real at all. Lovelace worries that her dejection might indicate an unattractive 

vapourishness; he is entirely insensitive to the way she is suffering from her father’s curse.  
34 When Eagleton says this, he is attempting to deflate Lovelace and is writing against those who, like Warner, look 

to find a proto-romantic pseudo-post-structuralist in him. “Thoroughly narcissistic and regressive,” Eagleton writes, 

 Lovelace’s ‘rakishness,’ for all its virile panache, is nothing less than a crippling incapacity for adult sexual 

 relationship. His misogyny and infantile sadism achieve their appropriate expression in the virulently anti-

 sexual act of rape. It is this pathetic character who has been celebrated by the critics as Byronic hero, 

 Satanic vitalist or post-modern artist. (63)  

Eagleton, though part of the critical vein of Clarissa studies that focuses on discourse/reading/writing, never loses 

sight of the fact that at the heart of Clarissa is rape, something that cannot be reduced down to discourse or 

rhetorical manipulation. Eagleton describes Warner’s study as “a fashionably deconstructionist piece out to vilify 

Clarissa and sing the virtues of her rapist… It seems logical, then, that a contemporary deconstructionist should find 

Lovelace the hero and Clarissa the villain, without allowing a little matter like rape to modify his judgement” (65-

66). Eagleton characterizes readings such as this (the “cavaliers, deconstructionists and debunking liberals”) as an 

“avenging male iconoclasm” (71), a specifically gendered assault on the idea of goodness itself. While I do enjoy 

Eagleton’s bitter sarcasm, I primarily note this instance of critical partisanship in order to signal the way that even 

within (or perhaps especially within) a critical discourse that specifically addresses the problematic nature of reading 

and writing, a discursive vein within which I am positioning myself, wildly divergent readings emerge. 
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While at Hampstead, and while plotting to get Clarissa back to Sinclair’s (a plot 

dependent on several “metamorphosized” characters—himself dressed as an old man, 

Tomlinson, the pretended aunt and cousin, even one of the women of Hampstead posing as 

Clarissa), Lovelace writes a remarkable letter to Belford. As with the pornographic fantasy that 

fissures into two separate scenarios, in this letter Lovelace again navigates his own interior, and 

the contradicting elements found within it, by creating strong divisions, by separating out rather 

than making cohere the discordant parts of himself. He writes an allegory about himself, about 

the way his conscience is troubling him. “Lord, Jack, what shall I do now!” he writes: 

How one evil brings on another!—Dreadful news to tell thee!—While I was meditating a 

simple robbery, here have I (in my own defence indeed) been guilty of murder! A bloody 

murder!—So I believe it will prove.—At her last gasp!—Poor impertinent opposer! 

Eternally resisting!—Eternally contradicting! There she lies, weltering in her blood! Her 

death’s wound have I given her!—But she was a thief, an imposter, as well as a 

tormentor. She had stolen my pen.—While I was sullenly meditating, doubting, as to my 

future measures, she stole it; and thus she wrote with it, in a hand exactly like my own; 

and would have faced me down that it was really my own hand-writing. (5.222-23; 847-

48) 

This passage has been “Wafered on, as an after-written introduction to the paragraphs which 

follow” (5.222; 847). The “paragraphs which follow” contain one of Lovelace’s moments of 

internal confusion. His frantic plotting to get Clarissa back to Sinclair’s so that he may rape her, 

is interrupted by a late-night meditative strain in which he briefly attends to the stirrings of 

conscience. “But let me reflect, before it is too late,” he writes; “The blow is not struck” (5.223; 

848). “I am afraid of the gang of my cursed contrivances” (5.223: 848), he admits: “So now, 
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Belford, as thou hast said, I am a machine at last, and no free agent” (5.223; 848). “What a happy 

man, in this particular case, had I been, had it been given me to be only what I wished to appear 

to be!” (5.224; 848). Lovelace, like Clarissa, sounds the ontological note and makes this a 

question not of doing but of being. Unlike as in Clarissa’s case, however, the ontological 

violence is felt as an internal struggle, as coming from a gap or fissure within his own being, 

rather than as a misreading imposed upon him from an external antagonist. His ontological 

confusion comes from internal irony rather than social irony. He has tried to appear to Clarissa 

as a reforming man but this was always one of his metamorphosized disguises; now his gang of 

cursed contrivances has made reformation an ontological impossibility; he cannot be good.  

This moment of reflection, however, is bounded by his own sense of violated selfhood. 

The “wafered on” paper attempts to retrospectively metamorphosize his own conscience into an 

external and alien presence, one he must battle and murder. He writes an allegory about himself, 

but it is an allegory that attempts to evade an element of his own personality: it is not he who 

wrote this letter, but her. At the conclusion of this letter he writes, 

Thus far had Conscience written with my pen; and see what a recreant she had made 

me!—I seized her by the throat—There!—There, said I, though vile impertinent!—Take 

that, and that!—How often have I given thee warning!—And now, I hope, thou intruding 

varletess, have I done thy business. 

Puling, and low-voiced, rearing up they detested head, in vain implores thou my 

mercy, who, in thy day, hast showed me so little!—Take that, for a rising blow!—And 

now will thy pain, and my pain from thee, soon be over!—Lie there!—Welter on!—Had I 

not given three thy death’s wound, thou wouldst have robbed me of all my joys. Thou 

couldst not have mended me, ’tis plain. Thou couldst only have thrown me into despair. 
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Didst thou not see that I had gone too far to recede?—Welter on, once more I bid thee!—

Gasp on!—That thy last gasp, surely!—How hard diest thou!— (5.224; 848) 

Lovelace attempts to make his own internal impulse, his surviving sense of conscience, appear as 

an alien and external force, one that strongly resembles Clarissa herself. The convolutions of 

perspective, and the relationship between self and other contained in those convolutions, again 

produces a paradox: conscience, an internal element of the self, one capable of sympathetically35 

considering the other and the other’s perspective, is violently ripped from the self and associated 

with the other; self becomes other. Having separated his conscience from himself, and having 

associated that conscience with Clarissa, and having allegorically killed it/her, Lovelace is free 

(or “free” like a “machine”) to proceed against her.  In the previous chapter, I discussed the way 

that Pamela, while on the road, imagined her heart as detachable or separate from herself, as 

something with different motives and desires from her “self,” but also the way that this 

separation concludes with her writing,  “and yet all the time this Heart is Pamela” (251). This 

separation of self from heart is internal irony; recognizing that the separation is false, that the 

two sets of competing desires are actually disparate elements of the same personality, is, in 

Richardson’s fiction, an important moment of self-awareness, and a necessary step in a 

character’s growth. It is the reintegration of contradictory desires that Lovelace attempts to avoid 

here. His writing, like Pamela’s when she considers her “strange” heart, is aggressively 

punctuated by dashes—typographical marks of separation. Lovelace is allegorizing his conflict 

with his conscience, and the dashes contribute to a kinetic, muscular conceit, a sense of frenetic 

                                                 
35 I have, thus far, avoided an explicit discussion of sympathy, partly because in Clarissa sympathy (outside of 

examples such as Anna Howe) is mostly avoided; sympathy is significant in its absence. In Sir Charles Grandison, 

however, and in Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments, sympathy takes on a much more significant, and 

positive role, and I will discuss it fully in chapter 4. 
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battle, but they also appear exactly at the moment when he himself is most divided. He is 

widening the fissure that runs through his heart.  

 “But whither roves my pen?” Clarissa wonders when she is surprised by what she has 

written, as if the pen itself were capable of revealing hidden truths. But she also immediately 

adds, “How dare a perverse girl take these liberties with Relations so very respectable and whom 

she highly respects?” (1.83; 82). Clarissa never separates herself from her own writing; what she 

writes may surprise her, but she never thinks/pretends it was written by “a thief, an imposter.” 

Her writing is always her own; what it reveals is who she is and what she has to reckon with. 

Lovelace, in what amounts to epistolary self-mutilation, attempts to distance himself from his 

own pen.36 It is not he, but “a thief, an imposter, as well as a tormentor” who has “stolen my 

pen.” In between the wafered-on papers, when he is truly writing “to the moment,” he recognizes 

his own internal struggle, feels it as part of himself; with those papers, however, he puts a frame 

around this struggle; the unbounded Lovelace in a sense binds himself; the protean Lovelace who 

takes all shapes and forms reduces himself to a single possibility. In his pornographic fantasy, he 

was still able to imagine possibilities, to envision multiple outcomes, however fraudulent those 

possibilities might be; here, the field of ontological possibility has narrowed to a single option. 

The closer he comes to rape, an act he thinks/hopes (desperately at this point) will finally make 

Clarissa be what he wants her to be (once subdued always subdued, after all), the more his own 

sense of self is restricted to and fixed as a single ontological possibility. This is not writing “to 

the moment”; this is writing after the moment—writing against the moment. 

                                                 
36 Terry Eagleton, who provides a Freud-inf(l)ected psychoanalysis of Lovelace, makes much of the pen/penis 

equivalence. Lovelace’s style of writing, which revels in mutability and transformation, is actually a feminine style 

of writing, Eagleton argues, while Clarissa’s, which works towards fixity and stability, is masculine. Clarissa, as a 

masculine ontological presence, threatens Lovelace’s sense of self, especially his sense of self as a man; she 

represents for him, in other words, his own phallus, something he needs to control and master. The pen/penis 

equivalence works, I think, so long as the equivalence is read as exclusively Lovelace’s, and not Clarissa’s as well—

that is, as a feature of Lovelace’s personality and not as a controlling image for the entire novel.    
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 Lovelace’s protean hermeneutic, then, and the way he writes about others and about 

himself, widens the gaps and fissures of both social and internal irony. Unlike Clarissa, however, 

Lovelace consciously widens the gaps. Clarissa naively assumed that her representational 

approach to narrative could bridge the gap and disclose truth and sincerity. Lovelace assumed 

that by treating everyone, himself included, as infinitely plastic and malleable, he could control 

who, and what, they are. In both hermeneutics, the problem is the assumption of vertical 

authority. Embedded and enmeshed within the horizontal plane, neither Clarissa nor Lovelace 

can achieve the sort of narrative authority they desire. 

 As in the previous section, I would like to conclude this section by again briefly crossing 

the textual boundary to consider how Richardson’s formal irony replicates for the reader the 

experience of contact with another person. When it comes to interpretation, the internal reader 

and the external reader occupy much the same position: we both work with “materials.” Though 

I have been arguing that this actually creates distance between the reader and the writer—that we 

as readers are “outside” rather than “inside” characters—this distance is largely theoretical or 

critical in nature: that we should be outside the characters does not mean that we are outside 

them. We often, especially if our own sympathies or desires are activated by a particular 

character, read more with than against.    

 Above I suggested that a sense of judgment should arise from out of the hermeneutic 

quagmire Clarissa faces, that readers should feel that there is something wrong—that Clarissa is 

being treated unjustly; that the world is somehow broken—and that this desire for certainty is 

based on a complex play of perspective, the reader’s sympathetic-but-critical attachment to 

Clarissa herself. The same sort of paradoxical-seeming hermeneutical dynamic—with and 

against—also applies to Lovelace, but the critical poles, the postures of reading, so to speak, 
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have been reversed: we read against, but also with Lovelace. The against seems obvious enough; 

the with is what unsettles.37 But this is, it seems to me, one of the great ethical demands of 

Clarissa—Lovelace is never not a human person, and we as readers are never allowed to read 

him as mere villain, as the bogeyman hiding in Pamela’s closet. When they discover that Clarissa 

has named Belford as her executor, the Harlowes object because he is Lovelace’s friend. Belford 

never stops being Lovelace’s friend, even as he becomes the protector of Clarissa’s memory. But 

Belford’s friendship with Lovelace never lessens or mitigates the horror he feels when he learns 

about the rape. He is able to maintain an attachment to him even as he condemns him: to see him 

as a tragic figure, as someone undone by his own invention, as someone who could have been 

great. Richardson does not, I think, ask his readers to be Lovelace’s friend (even though some of 

them have been remarkably friendly to him); his formal irony, however, recreates something of 

Belford’s contradictory play of sympathy and judgment. To read Lovelace as mere villain, to 

read him as mere rapist, and not as someone tragically bounded by a false sense of self, is to read 

him as the Harlowes do, is to read as bad readers and from within the very hermeneutical conflict 

that Clarissa attempts to transcend.38 Even Clarissa, at the end, is able to forgive Lovelace and to 

say that she could have loved him.  

By putting us as readers “inside” him—by forcing us to read through him, or at the very 

least to see how he sees the world; just being near him, in other words, and hearing his voice—

                                                 
37 As the history of Clarissa interpretation demonstrates, there is no consensus on how to read Lovelace. It is the 

play of perspective, however, and the way Richardson’s formal irony demands both sympathy and critical 

detachment, that I am attempting to define. I myself, as I think should be obvious, read mostly against Lovelace, 

mostly with Clarissa; Clarissa insists, however, that these postures be complimented by their other, and that any 

exclusive privileging of one over the other produces distortions. 
38 Richardson himself was alarmed by the way some of his readers read Lovelace too sympathetically. It may be 

worth noting that when Richardson revised Clarissa and attempted to control and direct this sympathetic reaction, he 

did not take anything away from his representation of Lovelace but added more to it; he did not remove any of the 

humanizing elements that make him attractive but added more “blackening” material to him. In other words, he did 

not remove any of the material that allows readers to read with Lovelace. Richardson preserved the against but with 

dynamic, but with the hopes that the against would preponderate.   
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Richardson confronts us, I think, with evil, but a very human evil, one much nearer to home than 

some of us are perhaps comfortable admitting. His error, the substitution of will and desire for 

reality, is a common enough error; it is, in a sense, Clarissa’s error, too, since she desires and 

attempts to create/narrate a stable world of meaning on her own. The origin of their two errors, 

their two faulty hermeneutics, lies in a confusion of perspective, a mistaking of the limitations of 

the horizontal plane for the authority of the vertical axis. The origin lies, in other words, in the 

conditions of selfhood, in an individualism that ascribes too much meaning to itself.  

Lovelace’s hermeneutic, like Clarissa’s, is a dead-end, and does not solve the problem of 

social or internal irony. To solve this problem, to correct the way both Clarissa and Lovelace 

read and write the world, to resolve the conflicts of competing hermeneutics, Richardson turns to 

typology. Both Clarissa and Lovelace are storytellers: Clarissa’s stories are, she thinks, grounded 

in objective neutrality, but their very assemblage, and the position she takes as Narrator of them, 

reveals her limitations; Lovelace’s stories are protean emanations of his own unbounded desire, a 

substitution of desire for reality that again reveals his own limitations and ultimately his inability 

to narrate others or even himself. Clarissa, in other words, writes history; Lovelace writes fiction; 

both narrate to control. To solve the problems of limited horizontal perspective and the faulty 

hermeneutics it creates, Richardson turns to typology, a sort of non-narrative writing—or rather, 

a sort of greatly expanded narrative writing—that displaces or re-locates the meaning of the 

individual.  

 

3.5 Typology and Formal Irony 

In a letter responding to her complaints that Clarissa dies in the end, Richardson writes to 

Lady Bradshaigh: 
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A Writer who follows Nature and pretends to keep the Christian System in his Eye, 

cannot make a Heaven in this World for his Favourites; or represent this Life as 

otherwise than as a State of Probation. Clarissa I once more aver could not have been 

rewarded in this World. To have given her her Reward here, as in a happy Marriage, 

would have been as if a Poet had placed his Catastrophe in the Third Act of his Play, 

when the Audience were obliged to expect two more. (Carroll 108) 

I am not concerned here with Richardson’s religion or with Clarissa’s status as a religious 

novel.39 What I find most compelling, instead, is Richardson’s simple division between 

following “Nature” and keeping the “Christian system.” For Richardson, following Nature is 

mostly a matter of technique, and involves the presentation of character from within that 

character; it involves writing “to the moment.”40 It is Nature that limits perspective; it is the 

experience of Nature that his formal irony attempts to replicate. The “Christian System,” on the 

other hand, is a way of looking at and understanding the world that explodes the limitations of 

individual perspective. In terms of perspective, a system operates in the third person. This is 

indeed the value and power of all “Systems”: they make the world intelligible; they place and 

locate the individual within a larger meta-narrative of meaning. The Christian System, in other 

words, is a vertical structure, one that absorbs the individual and expands her limited horizontal 

                                                 
39 A topic that has already been much discussed. See, for instance, Margaret Doody (A Natural Passion), John A. 

Dussinger (“Conscience and the Pattern of Christian Perfection in Clarissa.”), Florian Stuber (“Clarissa: A 

Religious Novel?”), Cynthia Wolff (Samuel Richardson and the Eighteenth-Century Puritan Character), and Jacob 

Sider Jost (Prose Immortality, 1711-1819). E. Derek Taylor has recently written about Richardson and religion:  

 Were I forced to hazard a guess, I might suggest that Richardson, like many of his contemporaries and like 

 many of us today, vacillated between a number of theological camps, depending on the issue. Instead of 

 asking the question, ‘to what theological system did Richardson subscribe,’ then, we might more profitably 

 ask, ‘to what theological system did Richardson turn as he contemplated and wrote his religious novel?’ In 

 other words, it matters less what Richardson believed than on what system of belief he relied in shaping his 

 fictional world. It is a distinction between rhetoric and biography, albeit not a firm one, and not one where 

 biography may be altogether forgotten. (12) 
40 I do not mean this to contradict what I have already said about formal irony keeping us, as readers, outside the 

character; I mean, rather, that our experience of reading the different characters is/should always be informed by our 

awareness of their perspectival limitations.  
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perspective. Richardson suggests to Lady Bradshaigh that her desire for a happy ending is really 

a function of her own limited perspective. She has failed to read properly; things seen from the 

horizontal plane read differently when interpreted along the vertical axis. His dramatic analogy 

casts this seeming perspectival contradiction between Nature and System as a question of 

narrative structure and technique: even if Clarissa had married and been happy, it would be “as if 

a Poet had placed his Catastrophe in the Third Act of his Play.” The Christian System, in 

Richardson’s formulation, is really a story, a vertical story larger than the individual horizontal 

ones contained within it. These first three acts are not, nor can the “Writer who follows Nature” 

make them be, a “Heaven”; they are “a State of Probation.” In familiar religious terms, this 

means that the world is a fallen world, a corrupted and sinful world; in the philosophical terms I 

have been using, it is a world of epistemological and ontological uncertainty, a world that leads 

to misreading, “supposals,” and hermeneutical violence.  

 In Clarissa the limitations of horizontal perspective emerge as two competing, and 

equally inadequate, approaches to the world: Clarissa’s naïve representational belief that self-

interested readers can agree on the meaning of things and Lovelace’s protean belief in an 

infinitely plastic reality that bends to will and desire. Both of these beliefs privilege private 

experience; both assume, in different ways, that an individual can exert or exploit the necessary 

vertical control over the people around them to make those people be who they want them to be; 

both, in other words, possess desires that exceed their limited horizontal perspectives. The 

problem, however—the problem facing Clarissa, Lady Bradshaigh, and all of us as Richardson’s 

readers—and the problem that Richardson’s response does not quite solve, is that his own 

commitment to following Nature and writing “to the moment” denies access to the certainty 

implied in the vertical System. Embodied within the limitations of a fallen and epistemologically 
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uncertain world, the horizontal perspective does not obtain the vertical point of view necessary to 

make life meaningful; there is no third-person narrator in Clarissa, only an editor arranging 

“materials.” So how does someone get out of this world? If each individual three-act life is really 

part of a larger five-act story, how does someone transcend the limitations of perspective and 

begin to see the world vertically? Richardson’s solution to this problem, I want to suggest, lies in 

typology. In this section I will develop what I will call the typological reading, and show how 

this reading allows Clarissa to transcend the universal conflict that results from the conditions of 

horizontal selfhood; at the same time, I will show how this reading, because it implies an 

absorption into vertical structures, is impossible to represent from the “inside,” and that the 

features of formal irony actually prevent Richardson from representing the sort of five-act 

fulfillment of the Christian System that he suggests to Lady Bradshaigh. 

 Typology, in the sense that I am using it41, is primarily a theological term42, an exegetical 

practice of reading one earlier story/event/person in history in the light of another later 

story/event/person. In typological reading, the stories and images of the Old Testament are read 

as “types” (or shadows/umbra) that prefigure the fulfilling “antitypes” of the New Testament. As 

Erich Auerbach writes, “Figural interpretation establishes a connection between two events or 

persons, the first of which signifies not only itself but also the second, while the second 

encompasses or fulfills the first” (53). So: Adam and Moses and Joshua prefigure Christ; 

Rachel’s lament for her children prefigures the Massacre of the Innocents; law prefigures grace; 

et cetera. Sometimes the Biblical text makes the connection explicit, such as when St. Paul 

                                                 
41 I rely primarily on Erich Auerbach’s discussion of typology and figural interpretation in “Figura” from Scenes 

from the Drama of European Literature. 
42 Auerbach begins his discussion by tracing the term “figura” to its earliest roots in Roman rhetoric, poetry, and 

philosophy; the discussion is fascinating, though primarily offered as a preface to his discussion of Biblical 

typology. 
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connects Adam to Christ; other times, the text is silent. It is important to note, however, as 

Auerbach insists, that typology preserves history; it does not reduce the shadow or umbra to 

poetic or allegorical device; the figure remains itself a literal event, one rooted in a particular 

moment in time: “figural interpretation is ‘allegorical’ in the widest sense,” Auerbach writes, 

“But it differs from most of the allegorical forms known to us by the historicity both of the sign 

and what it signifies” (54).43 Typology differs from the strictly prophetic, too, since typology 

does not require a specific prophetic utterance to establish a future expectation; rather, it sees 

stories as fundamentally related and all people and events as intrinsically connected in a mesh of 

divine historical cohesion.44 Systematic typological readings of the Bible are as old as Tertullian 

and St. Augustine.45 The appeal is obvious: at their most robust, typological readings create an 

intricate web, a kind of crystalline prophetic superstructure that sees the world itself as 

embedded within a single narrative woven by an omniscient Author.  

This sort of prophetic or figural superstructure, however, does not remove interpretive 

agency from the individual; it does not, in other words, provide a comfortable position of vertical 

authority (it does not, in still other words, create the certainty Clarissa desires or the freedom 

Lovelace craves). Rather, it re-grounds and re-focuses the interpretive imperative as endlessly 

necessary. Auerbach is worth quoting at length: 

                                                 
43 Metaphorical, allegorical, and “spiritualist” uses of typology do exist; St. Augustine, for instance, though he did 

not ignore history, or deny the historical fact of Biblical events, did read a spiritual meaning in the stories that was 

detached from history. Tertullian, on the other hand, dogmatically insisted on typology’s historicist elements. See 

Auerbach.  
44 In a sense, then, typology is internalized prophecy (internalized to the reader, I mean), or prophecy expanded to 

broad hermeneutic practice and reflex. The typological reader does not need to be told there is a prophecy; she 

instinctively approaches the text with a prophetic expectation. 
45 The Biblical text itself encourages such typological reading, and on some basic level typology has always been 

normative for Biblical exegetes. During the eighteenth century, however, typology, especially the sort of typologies 

that allegorized or “spiritualized” the figural “shadows,” lost ground and credibility as historicist and empirical 

readings of the Bible began to take hold.  
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Figural prophecy implies the interpretation of one worldly event through another; the first 

signifies the second, the second fulfills the first. Both remain historical events; yet both, 

looked at in this way, have something provisional and incomplete about them; they point 

to one another and both point to something in the future, something still to come, which 

will be the actual, real, and definitive event. This is true not only of Old Testament 

prefiguration, which points forward to the incarnation and the proclamation of the gospel, 

but also of these latter events, for they too are not the ultimate fulfillment, but themselves 

a promise of the end of time and the true kingdom of God. Thus history, with all its 

concrete force, remains forever a figure, cloaked and needful of interpretation. In this 

light the history of no epoch ever has the practical self-sufficiency which, from the 

standpoint both of primitive man and of modern science, resides in the accomplished fact; 

all history, rather, remains open and questionable, points to something still concealed, 

and the tentativeness of events in the figural interpretation is fundamentally different 

from the tentativeness of events in the modern view of historical development. In the 

modern view, the provisional event is treated as a step in an unbroken horizontal process; 

in the figural system the interpretation is always sought from above; events are 

considered not in their unbroken relation to one another, but torn apart, individually, each 

in relation to something other that is promised and not yet present. (58-59) 

Auerbach’s use of “horizontal” is a happy coincidence, and it again instantiates the problems of 

perspective: the typological or “figural” reading is a top-down reading, a reading “from 

above”—a vertical reading. But rather than provide certainty or comfortable authority, what 

Auerbach calls “practical self-sufficiency,” the kind of self-sufficiency a Clarissa or a Lovelace 

could use to effect their wills over others, figural reading demands constant interpretive action 
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since “history… remains forever a figure, cloaked and needful of interpretation.” The vertical is 

approached through the tentative action of the horizontal; everything “remains open and 

questionable.” The individual typological reader assumes a vertical structure she does not quite 

apprehend, assumes the interrelatedness and interconnectivity of events and persons46; but the 

crystalline superstructure itself is not self-evident.47 History is incomplete, and exists within a 

tentative interpretive matrix—a “womb of Fate” (7.73; 1178), to quote Belford. In Richardson’s 

terms to Lady Bradshaigh, history is three acts of a five-act play.48 

 I am not as interested in theological matters, however, as I am in the way typology and 

typological reading can create or fashion selves/characters. In the systematic theological sense, 

typology works in one direction: the prefiguring “type” is fulfilled in the “antitype”; the past 

(Old Testament) is made intelligible by the present (New Testament); there is a telos, a story 

being told in history itself that gradually unfolds but that makes itself clear and total only in the 

                                                 
46 This sort of assumption is not the same thing as the Harlovean or Lovelacean supposal; both of those operate as if 

the assumption were certain and authoritative, as if the reading were final; the sort of typological assumption I am 

considering here is always tentative, and comes from a place of uncertainty and expectation. This sort of 

interpretation, in other words, is open and provisional, rather than closed and fixed. 
47 Which in practice, of course, was not always the case; the superstructure could often be appropriated for all sorts 

of ends. Steven Zwicker examines the way typology was used “From Marvel to Pope” as a way of interpreting 

history, especially English history. The king (and sometimes Cromwell) was typus Christi, England itself a 

fulfillment of God’s covenantal people, its wars and trials a part of God’s salvific and sacred history. This sort of 

typological reading clearly lends itself to political abuse; it leverages sacred history as license and authority. The 

complex history of England in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (the period Zwicker is examining), and 

the “arbitrary and unscrupulously partisan appropriations of typological and prophetic history” (129), worked, 

Zwicker argues, against typology’s credibility as interpretive model, at least on the national and political level. 

Typology does not disappear, however; instead; it shifts focus from the public and political to the private and 

individual. “What animates the figural system of Eleonora,” Zwicker writes, discussing Dryden’s late poem, “is the 

idea that the individual life participates in the typological paradigm, takes shape and meaning from Old Testament 

prophetic types and from their anti-typical completion in Christ” (136). By the middle of the eighteenth century, 

then, typology had lost considerable weight as political discourse but gained traction as a way of understanding the 

personal and private life, a shift that opens the way for Richardson’s typology in Clarissa. See Zwicker’s “Politics 

and Panegyric: The Figural Mode from Marvel to Pope” in Literary Uses of Typology.   
48 Richardson’s “to the moment” writing plays well with this sort of provisional interpretive activity. Even if he had 

written in a more traditional narrative style, however—a third-person technique, for instance, or even a first-person 

retrospective one—the tentative typological reading could still obtain, since the events of history, that chain of 

connected causes and effects, as Auerback writes, “are considered not in their unbroken relation to one another, but 

torn apart, individually, each in relation to something other that is promised and not yet present.” 
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eschatological fulfillment of eternity. However, typology also works in the other temporal 

direction, and the individual believer sees or “reads” herself as participating in—as being “types” 

of—past events or figures. In this sense, typology functions as a summa, a spiritus mundi, a sort 

of universal and exhaustive dramatis personae, and the events and occasions of an individual life 

can be read in the light of this crystalline structure. Typology can help create or “fashion” a self 

by connecting it to another previous one. The poets Donne, Herbert, and Milton, for instance, 

according to Rueben Sánchez, all read themselves as being “types” of the prophet Jeremiah. 

“Through his use of Jeremiah and Lamentations,” Sánchez writes,  

Donne learns about the art of preaching and about the art of convertere, or the turn 

toward God. Donne learns the philosophy and methodology of preaching, an educational 

process manifested in his poetry and prose. Like Herbert and Milton, Donne finds an 

exemplary model in Jeremiah, whom he emulates first by means of paraphrasing the 

prophet’s work, then by more complicated means. (17) 

Significant here is the idea of the “exemplary model”: the typological connection does not 

necessarily inhere intrinsically; it can be created, cultivated, “fashioned.”49 The typological 

connection with a Biblical figure is not necessarily imposed or supposed upon an individual by 

an authority; the individual can become the type, can create an identity for herself: 

For Webber, the presentation of the self in seventeenth-century literature relies upon self-

consciousness, upon the self as the center of one’s own work. But it is also a self-

presentation based on how one wishes to be perceived by the reader. Therefore, I would 

add to Webber’s paradigm the significance of mimesis as regards the emergence of the 

                                                 
49 “Fashioned” is Sánchez’s word; he is responding to, and locating his work beside, such critics of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries as Stephen Greenblatt and Joan Webber.  
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self in the early modern period. For while the self does become the subject, one often 

fashions the self after an ideal. (21)  

Typology not only provides an explanatory narrative that makes the world coherent but also an 

exemplary one, a collection of models and characters and “types” upon which to consciously 

create a self.  

 Typology, then, is an interpretive approach to the world that allows a limited horizontal 

perspective to see and “read” vertically, to locate her experience within a larger meta-narrative of 

meaning, and to “fashion” a character based on pre-existing exemplary models. With this 

definition of typology in place, I return to Clarissa.50  

 Clarissa’s writing after the rape is fragmentary, chaotic, and marked with the scars of the 

physical and psychological violence she has suffered. The epistemological and ontological 

conflict that I have been describing has, in Lovelace’s rape of her, reached its ultimate 

expression, and what began as the Harlowes’ attempt to force her to be what they wanted her to 

be has been revealed for what it is: a continuous attempt to annihilate a self through 

hermeneutical imposition and “supposal.” The infamous formulation of this—rape as rhetorical 

or hermeneutical maneuver—is found in Warner:   

 But the rape is more than the logical next step in the conflict between Clarissa and 

 Lovelace. Lovelace calculates that it will initiate a new phase in their history. All through 

 the novel, Clarissa’s chief projection  of herself, and Lovelace’s displacements of her, 

 have been representations and counter-representations—attempts by each to win a 

                                                 
50 I realize that this may appear to be something of a crash-course on typology, and that more could/should be said 

about it. Typology, for instance, is particularly vulnerable to abuse or misuse: once accepted as a valid 

hermeneutical approach, it sets a very low bar for interpretive accuracy, and it is very easy to say “this-is-that” in a 

“spiritualized” or allegorical approach (to Scripture, history, or national politics). It is the relationship of smaller 

stories to larger stories, however, and the idea that typology allows for specific fashionings or re-fashionings of the 

self, upon which I wish to draw.  
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 decisive battle in a way of meaning. By raping Clarissa, Lovelace expects to end her 

 counterthrusts by fixing her meaning. She will simply be a ‘fallen’ woman, his woman, 

 and significantly, silent—one who will ‘tell no tales’ (III, 190). All of this depends on 

 what the rape is supposed to be: the moment when Clarissa will be decisively marked, 

 and the moment when Lovelace will ‘know’  her. (49-50) 51 

I, too, read the rape as a rhetorical/interpretive maneuver; however, I see this maneuver as more 

than “displacement” or “counter-representation,” as if Lovelace were a subversive artist 

energetically assaulting established pieties, but as an actual attempt to annihilate Clarissa’s sense 

of self—as a sort of metaphysical murder. In Clarissa, hermeneutics always involve ontology, 

and how characters interpret or construct other characters always involves what they think other 

people are—and what they can do to/with them. Lovelace’s protean hermeneutic assumes a 

plasticity in others, and insists on its own right to shape that plastic into whatever shape he 

desires. He is attempting to shape the real Clarissa into his pornographic fantasy Clarissa.  

 This assault on Clarissa’s sense of self at first appears to have been successful, though not 

in the way Lovelace anticipated. His Rake’s Creed assumed that Clarissa, once subdued, would 

always be subdued, and that her “true” heart—which is a rake’s heart, since all women are rakes 

at heart—would emerge; she would be his fantasy Clarissa. But instead of revealing the 

supposed true self, the rape instead appears to destroy the existing one, without replacing it with 

                                                 
51 Margaret Doody provides a less incendiary formulation than Warner:  

 The rape has a symbolic significance to himself; sexual penetration of an unconscious woman gives him 

 little if any erotic pleasure (his simple lust is not as perverse as his personality) but he thinks that the act of 

 possession, an act of sexual insult, revenge, and triumph, will give him perfect mastery and secure 

 possession. (103-4)  

Setting rhetoric and interpretation aside for a moment, it should probably be remembered that few options remained 

available to the “fallen” woman of the eighteenth century, especially if her family would not take her; in a viciously 

pragmatic sense, Lovelace assumes that Clarissa, (whether seduced or raped) will realize she has no other option 

than to accept him (either as husband or keeper). Lovelace is shocked when Clarissa does not become what he wants 

her to be partly because he knows no other cultural option is available to her. 
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anything new or revealing anything already existing beneath it. This annihilation of the self is 

immediately apparent in her writing. Her so-called “mad papers,” the fragmentary letters she 

writes in the rape’s immediate aftermath, suggest the way her sense of self has been ripped apart. 

These letters, or attempts at letters, are written but not sent, written but torn up. In these scraps 

and fragments Clarissa reaches for, but does not find, an explanation for what has happened to 

her, and she searches for a narrative form that will contain her pain. She writes an allegory, for 

instance, about “A Lady” who “took a great fancy to a young Lion, or a Bear” that “tore her to 

pieces” (5.304; 891); she quotes Hamlet; she attempts to write to Anna, to her father, and to her 

sister but the attempts are abortive. The location of self/character in these fragments, and the 

perspective implied by them, shifts and blurs: she writes in the third person and in the first 

person; her tone and style, usually so consistent, oscillate between desperate pleading—“And can 

you, my dear honoured Papa, resolve for ever to reprobate your poor child?” (5.304; 890)—to 

prophetic self-condemnation—“How art thou now humbled in the dust, thou proud Clarissa 

Harlowe! (5.305; 891)—which is also her father’s tone, the tone of cursing. Lovelace, when he 

reads these fragments, writes that “there are method and good sense in some of them, wild as 

others of them are” (5.308-9; 894).52  

After she escapes from Sinclair’s, Clarissa engages in a rapid, and somewhat frantic, 

attempt to gather the “full particulars”—she writes to Anna, to Lovelace’s aunt and cousins, to 

anyone who can provide her details and proofs of Lovelace’s strategies and deceptions. She 

                                                 
52 Jonathan Lamb offers an interesting reading of Clarissa’s “mad papers.” Lamb approaches Clarissa through the 

idea of the “original”—“being like yourself or of being like the thing itself” (443). To make her be this sublime 

tautological original, Lamb argues, Richardson has to separate Clarissa’s soul from her body and spiritualize her. 

Her “mad papers,” those fragments of herself, literalize this separation: the body is torn and discarded; the soul 

survives (Lamb compares this to Lovelace’s macabre desire to embalm Clarissa and preserve her heart in a jar; 

Lovelace’s obsession involves a physical tautology—Clarissa is Clarissa’s body). Richardson, Lamb thinks, failed in 

his effort to make Clarissa an original; or rather, his desire to make her an original lead him into error, into treating 

Clarissa, his own literary creation, as Lovelace does—as something upon which meaning can be projected. 
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attempts, in other words, to go back to the way of writing that sustained her before the rape: 

gathering details, uniting causes and effects, connecting everything into a coherent narrative 

chain. But the rape has ruptured her sense of narrative cohesion; there are things she simply does 

not understand, and this goes beyond the mere facts of Lovelace’s plotting. Simply learning all 

the details and the “full particulars” of what has happened is no longer enough; narrative 

cohesion and representational technique no longer sustain a sense of self, and her arrest under 

false pretenses, which shortly follows her escape, throws this failure into even more terrible 

relief. In her post-rape writing, then—especially in the period between the rape itself and her 

arrest—we see Clarissa desperately attempting to recoup a sense of narrative self, to re-stitch 

together the tattered fragments not only of a narrative technique that is failing her but also of the 

sort of self that this representational technique has created. After the failures of the post-rape 

fragments, and after the failure to recoup a sense of cohesive selfhood through representational 

writing, Clarissa must develop a new sort of writing. This new sort of writing I will call her non-

narrative writing; this non-narrative writing includes such things as her meditations, her will, and 

her posthumous letters. It is her meditations, however, that I will particularly examine, for it is in 

them that her typological reading of herself most clearly emerges. 

 While she is under arrest, Clarissa writes the first of five meditations that will be included 

in the novel.53 Each of these meditations make its way into the text in unusual ways; Clarissa 

herself does not include them; though they appear roughly in chronological order, they often 

appear well after the fact, as if they existed outside the novel’s “to the moment” organization. 

The first meditation, for instance, which Clarissa writes while in the garret, Mrs. Lovick reads to 

                                                 
53 Richardson/Clarissa wrote thirty-six meditations; five were included in the novel. The thirty-six meditations were 

collected as Meditations Collected from the Sacred Books, a book Richardson printed and privately circulated 

among friends; he never published it. This collection is the same one that exists within the fiction and that Clarissa 

wills to Mrs. Norton. 
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Belford after he has released her; Belford makes a copy of it but adds that “The Lady is not to 

know that I have taken a Copy” (6.391; 1124). The third meditation is discovered by Belford 

“stitched to the bottom of this Letter, with black silk” (7.100; 1192), “this letter” being one from 

her Uncle Harlowe, in which he demands to know if she is pregnant. This third meditation in 

particular is not part of the regular correspondence; Belford discovers it, presumably when he, as 

the protector of Clarissa’s memory, began collecting and organizing all the letters after Clarissa’s 

death; it exists, then, outside the epistolary flow, neither sent nor received. The way these 

meditations work their way into the text is suggestive of Clarissa’s non-narrative writing. None 

of them appear in her own narration: the first four are included in Belford’s; the fifth is included 

in Lovelace’s, who takes a copy of it when he invades the Smiths’ house. Similar to the way that 

Pamela contained B, Clarissa is now contained by the writing of others. In a novel so thoroughly 

animated by questions of narrative control, such containment—such a sense of being bounded 

within another’s narrative—seems like a sort of death. This, indeed, is how Terry Castle reads 

the novel. In her ceding of narrative control, Castle reads a turn to silence and death; Clarissa has 

lost the interpretive battle.54 However, I think there is another way of looking at this turn to non-

narrative writing.  

A short digression about Clarissa’s structure is, I think, necessary. Though there are 

many correspondents in the novel, there are really only three narrators: Clarissa, Lovelace, and 

                                                 
54 Castle writes: “Her long and weirdly complicated dying may be thought of as a curving moment, a swerve, out of 

the realm of human interpretation into silence. Clarissa forgoes discourse—and by extension leaves behind the 

world of reading” (26). This is very similar to what I am arguing, but with the important difference that Castle does 

not include a typological—or indeed any sort of redemptive or meliorating—dynamic. Writing about the conflict of 

“constructions” between Clarissa and Lovelace, Castle writes, “And as I try to show here in some detail, it is a 

conflict in which Clarissa, the child-woman, is inevitably the loser. She is ‘broken’ by it… Across the text, hers is 

that voice which repeatedly fails to make itself heard” (22). Castle seems to take into account only Clarissa’s 

narrative or discursive writing, however—writing her “story” or writing to someone else. She does not account for 

what I am calling Clarissa’s non-narrative writing, the sort of writing her meditations, her will, or her posthumous 

letters represent.   
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Belford. There are, of course, no true narrators in Clarissa, not in the vertical sense at least, but I 

use the term here to designate the correspondent primarily responsible for relating events and 

representing actions. In simple terms, the “narrator” is the character who writes the most—the 

consciousness that, at any given point in the novel, preponderates. Thus: in the final movement 

of the novel, Belford, since he is the one representing action and moving the plot forward, is the 

narrator; Clarissa and Lovelace, though they continue to write, do not write narrative.55 The 

primacy of three narrators corresponds to the three structural movements of the novel. In the first 

movement, which occurs primarily at Harlowe Place, Clarissa narrates; in the second, which 

occurs mostly at Sinclair’s, Clarissa and Lovelace initially wrestle for narrative control by 

writing parallel narratives, but Lovelace’s narrative slowly becomes primary and exclusive; in 

the third, which occurs mostly at the Smiths’ house, Belford narrates.56 Though they 

preponderate in their movements, these narrators rarely go unchallenged, and none of them is 

allowed complete narrative control. Letters from others always interrupt or undermine the sense 

of narrative control. Anna reads between Clarissa’s lines; Belford constantly challenges 

Lovelace’s logic. The one exception to this rule of interruption is Lovelace’s narrative control 

leading up to the rape—a stifling, claustrophobic account that admits no challenging voices and 

concludes in a literal narcotic silencing of Clarissa.  

I digress into narrative structure like this not just to show the way Clarissa is eventually 

contained in the narratives of others but also to draw attention to the way she cedes narrative 

control. There is an initial spasm of narrative writing after her escape from Sinclair’s; after the 

                                                 
55 Lovelace, for instance, writes narrative when he relates the events at M Hall, but he no longer represents events as 

they relate to Clarissa. He is now “outside” the story, so to speak, and he reads, rather than writes, about what is 

happening to Clarissa.  
56 These divisions also roughly correspond with Richardson’s initial publication of the novel’s first edition by 

instalment.  
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arrest, however, she only occasionally writes narrative. She had promised Anna to write an 

authoritative account, but she fears she will never finish it: “For I begin to fear (so many things 

more necessary to be thought of, than either this man, or my own vindication, have I to do) that I 

shall not have time to compass what I have intended, and, in a manner, promised you” (6.374; 

1115). It is not so much that Clarissa loses narrative control, as she does when she is drugged, 

but that she gives it up and subordinates it under more pressing matters; there are things “more 

necessary to be thought of.” I am now—after considering typology, the way the rape disrupts or 

tears apart Clarissa’s representational technique, and her need for a new literary form—ready to 

discuss Clarissa’s meditations. 

 The first meditation, which Belford dates to Clarissa’s arrest and imprisonment, is an 

adaptation, essentially a stitched-together transcription, of several passages extracted from the 

Book of Job. Though they are cumbersome and intrusive, I have included in square brackets the 

Biblical citation to each line of extracted Scripture. Clarissa writes: 

O that my grief were thoroughly weighed, and my calamity laid in the balance 

together! 

For now it would be heavier than the sand of the sea: therefore my words are 

swallowed up. 

For the arrows of the Almighty are within me; the poison whereof drinketh up my 

spirit. The terrors of God do set themselves in array against me. [Job 6:2-4] 

When I lie down, I say, When shall I arise? When will the night be gone? And I 

am full of tossings to and fro, unto the dawning of the day. [Job 7:4] 

My days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle, and are spent without hope—mine 

eye shall no more see good. [Job 7:6] 
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  Wherefore is light given to her that is in misery: and life unto the bitter in soul? 

 Who longeth for death; but it cometh not; and diggeth for it more than for hid 

treasures? [Job 3:20-21] 

Why is light given to one whose way is hid; and whom God hath hedged in? [Job 

3:23] 

  For the thing which I greatly feared is come upon me! 

 I was not in safety; neither had I rest; neither was I quiet; yet trouble came. [Job 

3:25-26] 

  But behold God is mighty, and despisith not any. [Job 36:5] 

 He giveth right to the poor [Job 36:6]—and if they be bound in fetters, and holden 

in cords of affliction, them He showeth them their work and their transgressions. [Job 

36:8-9] (6.392; 1125)57 

In her meditation, Clarissa creates a typological reading that unites her with Job. In his suffering 

she finds an analog and in his response a pattern to follow. This sort of reading requires not only 

her recognition but her active participation, and this participation is primarily hermeneutic in 

nature. As my obtruded Biblical citations demonstrate, Clarissa moves around within the Book 

of Job, extracting passages she feels apply to herself and her situation: the repeated motif of 

                                                 
57 For comparative purposes, here are several of the passages Clarissa extracts as they appear in the King James 

Bible: “Oh that my grief were throughly weighed, and my calamity laid in the balances together!” (Job 6:2), “Why is 

light given to a man whose way is hid, and whom God hath hedged in?”(Job 3:23), and “And if they be bound in 

fetters, and be holden in cords of affliction; Then he sheweth them their work, and their transgressions that they have 

exceeded” (Job 36:8-9). Clarissa will occasionally leave out certain phrases or clauses, such as when she leaves out 

“he is mighty in strength and wisdom. He preserveth not the life of the wicked,” which appears between 36:5 and 

36:6. She also regularly shifts pronouns, such as when she transcribes “Why is light given to a man” as “Wherefore 

is light given to her.” In the preface to Meditations Collected from the Sacred Books, which actually includes a 

preface written by Clarissa herself (the book of meditations exists within the fiction; Clarissa wills it to Mrs. 

Norton), she worries about this shift in pronouns: “In some places,” she writes, “I have taken the liberty of 

substituting the word her for him, and to make other such-like little changes of words. A liberty that I hope will be 

thought pardonable, as the Collection was made for my own particular use” (Meditations viii). 
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light/dark and day/night (Clarissa’s name means bright, clear, or famous; full of light58); her 

desire for death, a note sounded surprisingly early in the novel (during the Harlowe persecution); 

the failure of language (“my words are swallowed up”). The Book of Job becomes for her an 

interpretive field or matrix, within which she roams, searching for and picking up passages that 

bring comfort, understanding, or clarity, or that articulate the pain she is feeling.  

Unlike her narrative writing, however, this meditative and typological writing does not 

cohere in a representational or mimetic way; it does not look for the “full particulars” or attempt 

to stitch together a narrative that resembles “real” life. Typological writing treats “materials” 

differently than narrative writing. Recall Clarissa’s answer to Anna’s initial summons: she 

explains the “disturbances” at Harlowe Place by placing each piece of narrative material in a 

carefully crafted chain; to give Anna the whole of her story, Clarissa must make that story a 

straight line, slot everything she knows (or thinks she knows) into a temporal scheme, cause 

leading to effect, until the full story is comprehensible. In her meditation, however, she pulls 

material from another story—Job’s—and arranges it without regard for any causal or temporal 

chain internal to Job’s narrative: she moves forwards and backwards from chapter to chapter, 

extracting passages as they apply or appeal. Job’s story is complete: it no longer presents itself as 

a single line but rather as a field, an entire structure that exists in some way without line. This is 

not to say that the Book of Job does not have a narrative line, or plot; it does. As a Biblical book, 

however—a book read not just once but over and over again, with care and attention—it is 

always read in the light of itself, its beginning contained in its ending, its ending a part of its 

                                                 
58 Aside: Richardson, though he gave his characters realistic names, nevertheless coded certain meanings into those 

names: Clarissa is full of light; Lovelace is loveless, Sinclair is the dark or false light. Sinclair’s name, in fact, which 

Lovelace gives to her, could be read as a function of his own imagination, as if he himself recognized that she is 

Clarissa’s inversion. 
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beginning. This is the sort of “narrative atonement” that McKeon describes.59 Someone like 

Clarissa, for instance, would have read it many times, would know how it ends even as she reads 

the beginning. “To the moment” writing emphasizes the open, ongoing nature of experience; a 

completed book—any book, sacred or not—emphasis completion.  

The passages she extracts come mostly from the first several chapters, where Job gives 

vent to his bitterest complaints; the final lines of the meditation, however, are drawn from late in 

the Book of Job, and are in fact Elihu’s words, not Job’s. By extracting both early and late 

passages, and by conflating Job’s perspective with Elihu’s and then adopting that synthetic 

perspective as her own, Clarissa constructs a meditation that hopes to escape from or transcend 

time and linearity. The Book of Job itself plays on the tensions between the horizontal and the 

vertical: Job, from his limited horizontal perspective, suffers bitter calamities that he does not 

understand; like Clarissa, he and his friends, including Elihu, speak “to the moment”; God, when 

He speaks at the end, explodes Job’s limitations and introduces the transcendent vertical 

perspective which absorbs and annihilates Job’s. Clarissa is still writing “to the moment,” in the 

sense that she is writing as someone embedded within the horizontal plane of limited 

perspective, but she is writing towards a different sort of moment, one in which all action is 

completed, where beginning and end coexist as part of a completed narrative; in other words, she 

is writing towards the vertical. Her meditation, which treats the Book of Job as a completed 

typological event, is an attempt to read her own life in relation to such a completed vertical 

narrative. It is therefore significant that her meditation avoids drawing from God’s words. She 

herself is still caught within the horizontal mesh; she is attempting to gain a vertical foothold, 

and so draws from Job and Elihu but avoids the transcendent perspective, which is not hers.   

                                                 
59 See chapter 1.1. 
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Clarissa’s fourth meditation again appears in Belford’s narrative, and within a letter 

largely devoted to the writing of stories. In this letter, written to engage Lovelace’s own 

penitence, Belford engages in his own acts of literary criticism. Nicholas Rowe’s The Fair 

Penitent, he argues, does not portray true penitence, but is “a pack of damned stuff” (7.123; 

1205) since Calista’s “character is made up of deceit and disguise” (7.124; 1205) and since “Her 

penitence, when begun, she justly styles The phrensy of her soul” (7.124; 1206), a frenzy that 

ends in suicide. “And can this be an act of penitence?” (7.124; 1206), he rhetorically asks. 

Clarissa’s penitence, however, is true penitence. Unlike Calista, who is “all storm and tumult” 

(7.123; 1205), Clarissa “nobly, not frantically, resents” (7.125; 1206). To draw the comparison 

and to show how she is superior to Calista, Belford re-tells Clarissa’s story—the way she was 

“ill-used by her friends” and “ensnared by a vile libertine”; the way that libertine used “the vilest 

of arts… to rob her of her honour”; how she “escapes from the vile hands”; and how she now, 

“longing for death,” nevertheless “abhors the impious thought of shortening her allotted period” 

and “is able to forgive the author of her ruin” (7.125; 1206). “This is penitence!” he writes; “This 

is piety!” (7.126; 1206). Absent from Belford’s re-telling of Clarissa’s story, however, is the 

internal perspective. Belford does not write in the inferring, supposing way of the Harlowes and 

Lovelace; he does not assume special knowledge of what Clarissa is feeling or experiencing; 

instead, like Anna when she provides the “materials” for a “character,” he presents externals, that 

which he can see. When he says that she “nobly, not frantically, resents,” he is primarily 

referring to the way she appears, to her calm outer aspect, and not to the state of her mind. He 

arranges these external materials to tell a hagiographic narrative, but he does not trespass over 

the bounds separating self from self.  
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This external re-telling of Clarissa’s story is punctured by Clarissa’s own meditation, 

which paradoxically both confirms what Belford writes but also draws attention to the limitations 

of his perspective. The occasion for the meditation, so far as Belford can tell, is “some new 

instance of implacableness from her friends” (7.126; 1207). I again include the Biblical citations:  

How long will ye vex my soul, and break me in pieces with words! [Job 19:2] 

  Be it indeed that I have erred, mine error remaineth with myself. [Job 19:4] 

  To her that is afflicted, pity should be shown from her friend. [Job 6:14] 

 But she that is ready to slip with her feet, is as a lamp despised in the thought of 

them that are at ease. [Job 12:5] 

There is a shame which bringeth sin, and there is a shame which bringeth glory 

and grace. [Ecclesiasticus 4:21] 

Have pity upon me, have pity upon me, O ye, my friends! for the hand of God 

hath touched me. [Job 19:21] 

If your soul were in my soul’s stead, I also could speak as ye do: I could heap up 

words against you—  

But I would strengthen you with my mouth, and the moving of my lips should 

assuage your grief. [Job 16:4-5] 

Why will ye break a leaf driven to and fro? Why will ye pursue the dry stubble? 

Why will ye write bitter words against me, and make me possess the iniquities of my 

youth? [Job 13:25-26] 

Mercy is seasonable in the time of affliction, as clouds of rain in the time of 

drought. [Ecclesiasticus 35:20] 
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Are not my days few? Cease then, and let me alone, that I may take comfort a 

little—before I go whence I shall not return; even to the land of darkness, and shadow of 

death. [Job 10:20-21] (7.126-27; 1207) 

Clarissa’s extracted passages again come largely from Job, and she again moves back and forth 

throughout the book. A more explicit note of complaint sounds when she claims to possess a 

greater degree of pity than those who persecute her (“I could heap up words against you—But I 

would strengthen you with my mouth”), and she seems to be positioning herself as exemplary 

victim. Notably different, however, is the way she includes two passages from Ecclesiasticus.60 

This in itself is perhaps not notable; if the Book of Job can be a field through which to roam, the 

Bible as a whole can be as well. Typology, at least the sort of personal typology Clarissa is 

practicing, is less concerned with establishing one-to-one prophetic parallels (this foreshadows 

that) and more concerned with finding and creating exemplary patterns. What makes the two 

passages from Ecclesiasticus notable, however, is the way they upset, or at least qualify, her 

typological reading of Job, a qualification that may not be immediately obvious because of the 

seamless way Clarissa weaves them into the Job material. The typological reading of herself as 

Job, though based on shared suffering, and on the dynamic between Job’s horizontal perspective 

and God’s vertical one, is a hopeful reading; Job, after all, is rewarded for his righteousness. The 

Ecclesiasticus passages, however, suspend the sense of inevitable reward-after-suffering by 

drawing attention to the way that reward is predicated upon a proper approach to God.  

                                                 
60 Ecclesiasticus, also known as Sirach, The Wisdom of Sirach, and Jesus the Son of Sirach, is an apocryphal book; 

though not considered canonical in the Protestant tradition, the apocrypha is often read alongside canonical 

Scripture. Article VI of the Church of England’s Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion (in The Book of Common Prayer) 

lists Ecclesiasticus as one of “the other Books (as Hierome saith) the Church doth read for example of life and 

instruction of manners; but yet doth it not apply them to establish any doctrine.” It is not surprising, then, that 

Clarissa would be familiar with it and extract wisdom from it. 
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After extracting four different passages of complaint from Job, Clarissa extracts a 

passage from Ecclesiasticus that appears to mitigate her fault: there are two types of shame, one 

that brings “sin” and another that brings “glory and grace.” The rhetoric of complaint seems to 

suggest that Clarissa’s “shame” will bring “glory and grace,” while the “shame” of those who 

persecute her will bring them “sin.” Ecclesiasticus 6:21, however, appears at the end of an 

apostrophe to Wisdom; those that seek Wisdom will be rewarded and guided by her—“For at the 

first she will walk with him by crooked ways” (Ecclesiasticus 6:17)—whereas those who do not 

will be punished, or left to wander those paths alone—“she will forsake him, and give him over 

to his own ruin” (Ecclesiasticus 6:19). “Observe the opportunity, and beware of evil; and be not 

ashamed when it concerneth your soul,” the passage concludes; “For there is a shame that 

bringeth sin; and there is a shame which is glory and grace” (Ecclesiasticus 6:20-21).  The 

second passage extracted from Ecclesiasticus (“Mercy is seasonable in the time of affliction”) 

appears, at first, to be a plea for mercy from her family; Ecclesiasticus 35, however, is about the 

proper way to approach God61, and about how God in return approaches the penitent.62 There is a 

lawful and an unlawful way to approach the altar of God; there is a lawful and an unlawful 

penitence. The two verses immediately prior to the extracted 35:20 read:  

For the Lord will not be slack, neither will the Mighty be patient toward them, till he 

have smitten in sunder the loins of the unmerciful, and repayed vengeance to the heathen; 

till he have taken away the multitude of the proud, and broken the sceptre of the 

unrighteous; Till he have rendered to every man according to his deeds, and to the works 

                                                 
61 “He that keepeth the law bringeth offerings enough: he that taketh heed to the commandment offereth a peace 

offering” (Ecclesiasticus 35:1). 
62 “He will not despise the supplication of the fatherless; nor the widow, when she poureth out her complaint. 

Do not the tears run down the widow's cheeks? and is not her cry against him that causeth them to fall?” 

(Ecclesiasticus 35:14-15). 
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of men according to their devices; till he have judged the cause of his people, and made 

them to rejoice in his mercy. (Ecclesiasticus 35.18-19) 

Clarissa does not extract the full passages for either reference; instead, she extracts the capping 

verse, so to speak—the verse that sums up, but also contains, the implications of the whole 

passage. In both cases, though they appear in her synthetic meditation as evidence for why others 

should show mercy to her, in their original context within wisdom literature they are actually 

about how the self must position herself before God. I would suggest that Clarissa is modifying 

or qualifying her own typological connection to Job, and articulating the deep struggle she is 

having with her own despair and resentment. Belford, in his containing letter, critically pauses 

over two types of penitence—Calista’s and Clarissa’s. Clarissa, it seems to me, is doing much 

the same thing, though on a typological plane hardly perceptible to Belford. Clarissa’s own 

desires for merciful judgment from God should be read as an aspiration, not an assurance—as an 

attempt to create and maintain a lawful penitence. But where Belford sees certainty (“This is 

penitence!”), Clarissa feels dueling possibilities: “sin” or “glory and grace”; God’s judgment or 

God’s mercy. The typological relationship Clarissa establishes with Job should, if the connection 

holds, ultimately display God’s mercy; Job, after all, is rewarded for his suffering. The additional 

extracted passages from Ecclesiasticus, however, call that implicit claim into question, and 

suggest an ongoing spiritual struggle rather than a typologically inflected sense of assurance. 

Clarissa might be Job; she might not be Job, however. Whether she receives mercy or judgment 

depends not on creating that typological connection but on the way she responds to the demands 

of that connection.  

 Though I contextualized my reading of Clarissa’s fourth meditation within Belford’s 

containing letter, I have deliberately grounded my readings of Clarissa’s meditations within their 
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own internal perspective; I have been discussing them as Clarissa understands them. To go back 

to Richardson’s dramatic analogy, Clarissa is attempting to read the first three horizontal acts of 

her life as part of a five-act vertical play. The way her meditations appear in the novel, 

however—contained within other narratives—requires further analysis, and I would now like to 

re-ground Clarissa’s own typological reading of herself within the features of formal irony.  

In the final movement of Clarissa, it is Mrs. Norton—Clarissa’s wet-nurse; her tutor, 

monitor, and friend; her true mother—to whom Clarissa reveals her heart most clearly; to 

everyone else, she presents an artful but opaque surface that conceals the depth of her suffering. 

She tells Belford, for instance, “I am now, as I ought to be, in a state of humiliation and 

penitence for the rash step which has been followed by so much evil. God, I hope, will forgive 

me, as I am endeavouring to bring my mind to forgive all the world” (6.357; 1106); she writes to 

Anna, “And what, after all, is Death? ’Tis but a cessation from mortal life: ’Tis but the finishing 

of an appointed course: The refreshing Inn after a fatiguing journey” (6.377; 1117). But when 

her own mother does not write to her “one softening, one motherly line” (7.113; 1200), she 

writes to Mrs. Norton, “O no, she might not!—because her heart, to be sure, is in their 

measures!—and if she think them right, perhaps they must be right!—at least, knowing only what 

they know, they must!—and yet they might know all, if they would!” (7.113; 1200); at another 

time, again resenting her family’s implacable resentment, she writes to Mrs. Norton, “But I must 

not go on at this rate” (7.226; 1261)—must not go on complaining—“For what an inefficacious 

Preparation must I have been making, if it has not, by this time, carried me above—But above 

what?—Poor mistaken creature! Unhappy self-deluder! that finds herself above nothing! Nor 

able to subdue her own faulty impatience!” (7.227; 1261). There is a gap here, a by-now familiar 
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social irony gap, between how Clarissa presents herself to Belford and Anna and how she 

presents herself to Mrs. Norton. 

This social irony gap is instantiated in the two main epistolary streams that control 

Clarissa’s third movement: Belford’s narrative stream and Clarissa’s typological stream. These 

two streams create two very different perspectives of Clarissa herself. Belford is the primary 

narrator in the third movement, and Clarissa’s story, like her meditations, is mostly contained or 

bound within his relation of events.63 Clarissa continues to write but she does not write narrative; 

or rather, she writes a different sort of narrative, one primarily concerned with her own spiritual 

experience. Belford’s narrative and perspective is primarily external and visual. He sees Clarissa 

and describes her, such as when he describes the scene in the Rowlands’ garret or when he 

describes the scene of her death. These scenes, with their careful relation of details and the 

physical situation of bodies (the way characters are arranged around Clarissa’s death-bed, for 

instance), appear almost as tableaus, painterly but static attempts to capture a moment but which 

locks that moment in visual stasis. We “see” Clarissa in Belford’s narration far more than we do 

in any other, even Lovelace’s. Belford rarely attempts to enter into Clarissa’s psychological or 

spiritual experience. This does not mark Belford as a faulty or insufficient narrator, however—in 

fact, just the opposite. Unlike other characters, Belford does not infer or suppose a character 

upon Clarissa; he does not assume a vertical position of narrative control. “What must be her 

reflections!” (6.390; 1124), Belford wonders when Clarissa privately fasts on her birthday, and 

this simple question, one he repeatedly makes throughout his narration, distinguishes him from 

all the other would-be narrators who claim to possess special knowledge about who Clarissa is. 

                                                 
63 Colonel Morden also narrates in the final movement. He narrates the arrival of Clarissa’s corpse at Harlowe Place, 

the events surrounding her funeral (such as the various viewings of the body), and the reading of her will. The sort 

of narrative containment that I am describing is made literal in Morden’s narrative: Clarissa has become a thing, a 

literal object, something that cannot write but only be written about.   
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Though he contains her in his narrative, Belford does not know her, and he knows that he does 

not know her. He recognizes that there is a gap separating him from Clarissa; instead of trying to 

force his way across that gap, he is content to function mostly as a witness. Clarissa’s and 

Lovelace’s faulty hermeneutics mistake the horizontal for the vertical; Belford, too, has a 

hermeneutic, but it does not make this same mistake. He is aware of his limitations.  

Surprisingly, given his prominence in the third movement, Belford does not often receive 

the critical attention he deserves. Warner, Castle, and Eagleton, for instance, when they do 

discuss him, discuss him only briefly, and as an adjunct to the primary Clarissa-Lovelace 

discursive dyad. Thomas Keymer, however, writes about the way Belford acts as a judge who 

must make sense of what has happened between Clarissa and Lovelace, and this judgement is 

based mostly on sentiment. Belford is  

feeling his way towards a distinction between legitimate complications of the history’s 

 meaning and illegitimate evasions of it. He begins to point to a middle way between the 

 untenable moral simplicities and polarities favoured by Clarissa’s most devoted adherents 

 and the specious extenuations of her opponents—a middle way to which the possibility of 

 an appropriately measured, complex and impartial judgment at last appears to view. (240) 

However, though he appears to judge, these judgements nevertheless remain complicated by the 

fact that he is, to use my own terms, just another horizontal perspective. As Keymer writes, 

“Belford’s narrative simply presents a new form of unreliability, as inadequate as its 

predecessors in establishing a viewpoint from which all the complications of the history may be 

sorted and understood” (241-2). This interplay of judgment and unreliability fits, I think, with 

what I have been saying about the horizontal and the vertical. Belford, another horizontal 

narrator, attempts to make vertical judgments; these judgments, however, unlike those made by 
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Clarissa’s representational or Lovelace’s protean hermeneutics, are based on external 

witnessing—on reading “materials,” in other words. Belford does not suppose or impose; he 

records. He judges, but he judges based on what he sees, not on what he imagines.  

Clarissa’s typological stream, on the other hand, is primarily internal, which should not 

be surprising, but the perspective it creates, wavering as it does between horizontal limitation and 

vertical aspiration, is surprisingly difficult to describe. Her experience during the final movement 

is, in a very literal sense, beyond words or description, which is one of the reasons why she 

ceases to write altogether before her death. The typological stream establishes what she hopes 

she will become, but the actual process of becoming is difficult and painful, and involves 

spiritual dynamics that escape narrative description.64 These two streams often collide, such as 

when Clarissa’s meditations appear in Belford’s narrative. But when they do collide, when 

Clarissa’s internal typological perspective makes itself felt in the external narrative, it appears as 

a mystery, as something wondrous but wondrously alien, and Belford’s default reaction to these 

sudden appearances of a mysterious other is awe.  

Belford’s narrative stream and Clarissa’s typological stream, though they often flow 

together, are nevertheless separated by the social irony gap. Clarissa, however, is now aware of 

this gap and uses it to present an artful version of herself—as spiritually resigned, as accepting of 

God’s will, as above resentment and recrimination—and it is this version that Belford, who must 

rely on his external perspective, most often sees. This presentation of herself is not perfect, 

however; there are cracks running along the artful surface, through which those around her 

                                                 
64 Mark Kinkead-Weekes describes this as Clarissa moving away from the reader:  

 We are deliberately removed for the most part from immediate experience of Clarissa’s mind. Where we 

 occasionally get more than a glimpse, in her Meditations for example, her consciousness is expressed in the 

 words of the Bible and it may not occur to us to read between the lines. This means that she grows away 

 from our imagination; becomes someone we cannot know, and whose experience we can only infer, no 

 longer share. (260) 
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glimpse her real pain. Belford, for instance, relates how she tells Mrs. Lovick that her heart “is a 

proud heart, and not yet, I find, enough mortified to my condition; but do what I can, will be for 

prescribing resenting things to my pen” (7.93;1189 ). But an admission like this, contained in 

Belford’s narrative stream, is complicated by the problems of perspective, since for Belford, a 

reforming rake, such an admission is itself a mark of spiritual superiority, and Belford describes 

the moment not to draw attention to the way Clarissa fails to make inner and outer cohere but to 

the way she is attempting to get above her resentment at all. The social irony, then, is doubly felt, 

first in Clarissa’s attempt to cover herself and veil her true experience and second in Belford’s 

inability to enter into that experience even when the gap is noticed.  

But why would Clarissa attempt to hide herself this way? Clarissa’s whole narrative 

project has, in a sense, been an attempt to bridge the social irony gap, to disclose the contents of 

her heart to those around her. This narrative project, however, was founded on her naïve 

certainty that things and people willingly disclose their meanings, that words are the neutral 

medium of sentiment, that a representational narrative technique creates truth, and that other 

people—family especially—are as committed to these ideas as herself. Now, however, as she is 

slowly dying, Clarissa deliberately uses the gap to hide herself from her friends. She does this, I 

think, because the typological reading of herself also involves a deep internal irony—a fissure 

between who she wants to be and who she feels she still is.  

 I have not dwelt much in this chapter on Clarissa’s internal irony, mostly because her 

naivety, her ignorance of her own feelings, and the evasions she consciously and unconsciously 

puts forth are all well-trodden critical paths.65 Arabella calls her proud: Clarissa denies the 

                                                 
65 Almost everyone from Mark Kinkead-Weekes to William Warner—very different readers of Clarissa—agree that 

Clarissa has a dangerous lack of self-awareness, at least in the novel’s first movements; the novel itself 

acknowledges this; I therefore feel somewhat justified in assuming the self-evident nature of her internal irony, 

especially since for the most part is resembles Pamela’s. Like Pamela, much of Clarissa’s early writing is heavily 



Krahn 212 

 

 

charge but discovers later that it is true; Anna says she loves Lovelace: Clarissa denies the charge 

but discovers later that it is true.66 Clarissa learns that her own heart, which she assumed she 

knew so well, in fact contains secret feelings and secret desires that she had not acknowledged, 

but that affect the way she approaches others. Internal irony, as I have been defining it, is 

primarily a fissure separating what is and is not known about the heart (recall Pamela on the road 

discovering that she does, in fact, love B); it primarily relates to self-awareness. In the last 

movement of Clarissa, however, once Clarissa comes to a clearer understanding of who she is, 

the internal irony remains, but instead of separating the known from the unknown—instead of 

being epistemological in nature—it separates the real from the ideal, or what she is from what 

she wants to be—it is ontological in nature. The typological reading shows Clarissa what she 

wants to be; it does not make her so. The artful veil of resignation that she hides behind is, in 

some sense, an attempt to be what she appears. This is very different from the artful coverings 

Lovelace hides behind; his artful coverings are evasions, deceptions, and sometimes literal 

disguises. Clarissa’s artful disguise is an attempt to become; it is an ontological aspiration, not an 

evasion; she projects externally that which she desires to be internally. It is “artful” in the sense 

that it is constructed; it is “fashioned,” like Donne, Milton, and Herbert fashioned themselves 

after Jeremiah. Auerbach emphasizes the tentative nature of typological reading; though it 

appears to offer the certainty of a crystalline interpretive matrix, typology requires readers to 

engage in constant interpretive action.67 In Richardson’s treatment of the typological aspiration, 

this constant interpretive action is manifest as internal agon. Having discovered an exemplary 

                                                 
loaded with unconscious and unwritten desire and feeling, and with evasions of those desires and feelings when 

someone like Anna suggests them.  
66 Or, in the case of Lovelace, true enough.  
67 Auerbach, to be clear, is taking what might be called the “long view” of history and typology, and he says little 

about individuals interpreting their own lives typologically.  
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model in Job, Clarissa’s life and suffering do not suddenly make sense, nor does she immediately 

surmount her difficulties; rather, the typological reading forces her to engage in constant spiritual 

action, to balance between “sin” and “glory and grace,” to constantly interpret herself in light of 

the vertical narrative—in a sense to complete for herself exactly what the Harlowes and Lovelace 

attempted to do: to annihilate herself and replace that limited horizontal self with a re-fashioned 

vertical self, one divested of the limitations of perspective that have vexed her for so long.68  

 The remarkable thing about the division between following “Nature” and keeping the 

“Christian System” that Richardson describes to Lady Bradshaigh—a division between narrative 

technique and religious belief—is the way it forces him to treat Clarissa’s typological experience 

of transcendence and apotheosis as mere “materials” that readers like Belford must interpret for 

themselves. Richardson’s formal irony, as much as it appears to invite readers “inside” the 

characters, actually re-instantiates the gap; the letters are not metaphysical gateways into 

another’s mind—they are artefacts, signs, “materials.” Clarissa’s typological apotheosis, after all, 

is contained and bounded within Belford’s narrative; it is not experienced directly by readers but 

                                                 
68 Clarissa’s posthumous letters deserve more than a footnote; this chapter, however, is already very long. Briefly, 

then: her posthumous letters, I think, suggest that Clarissa achieves the vertical perspective to which she 

typologically aspires. Karen Valihora, who focuses on questions of aesthetics and judgment, considers the ways the 

dying Clarissa attempts to write from “a purely objective point of view” (184), a point of view that allows readers to 

make a just, and correct, judgment. She writes:  

 Together, the Penknife Scene and Clarissa’s orchestration of her death as spectacle, reinforced by a voice 

 from beyond the grave [the posthumous letters], represent the two most important moments in 

 Richardson’s/Clarissa’s construction of an aesthetic site, one beyond the world of conflicting 

 interpretations and with the power to determine, ultimately, the meaning of the text of Clarissa. (186) 

According to Valihora, the “aesthetic site” creates the conditions for just and shared judgment; it purges the 

individual of her limited perspective (Richardson here foreshadows Adam Smith, who I examine in the next 

chapter). “In these posthumous letters,” Valihora writes, “Clarissa’s will and her word become, finally and eternally, 

one. Clarissa’s future condition(al) creates an imagined now—as though she reaches through words to grasp it and 

speaks after the fact to those she addresses” (189). Valihora approaches Clarissa’s non-narrative writing through 

aesthetics; I approach it through typology; both approaches suggest Clarissa transcends the horizontal and achieves a 

vertical perspective. I would add, however, that Richardson’s formal irony limits the experience of Clarissa’s 

apotheosis. Clarissa writes these letters as she is dying; they are delivered after she has died. The posthumous letters 

are not truly vertical (Clarissa is not literally speaking from the grave; I would align her letters with her typological 

aspiration rather than its fulfillment); their displacement within the chronological sequence, however, and their split 

asynchronous “NOW”—a “NOW” that folds life and the moment of writing into death and the moment of reading—is, 

I think, the closest approximation of eternity that Richardson’s formal irony allows him. 
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filtered through yet another compromised perspective. In her final moments, in her actual death-

bed scenes—in those scenes in which the typology is fulfilled, if it is fulfilled at all—there is no 

internal perspective, no “to the moment” account of what she is experiencing, only the opaque 

visuality of Belford’s external witnessing. In a novel where voices endlessly compete with each 

other, and where all those voices are, philosophically speaking, given the same weight and 

authority—a weight and authority constantly compromised by motivated self-interest or 

unconscious desire—Richardson’s technique and commitment to writing “to the moment” 

actually obscures the vertical narrative he assumes is present since that very verticality must be 

represented as occurring within the horizontal limitations of a single perspective. Does Clarissa 

receive her reward in the next life? Richardson’s comments, both to Lady Bradshaigh and in the 

novel’s post-script, seem to suggest that Richardson takes this as a given.69 But Clarissa does not 

give us that. There is no way to represent that reward while writing “to the moment,” no way to 

bring “Nature” and the “Christian System” together. No character within the novel possesses that 

sort of vertical perspective. Clarissa cannot represent to readers the vertical experience of 

Clarissa’s apotheosis since to do so would be to commit Clarissa’s initial error: the assumption 

of vertical authority. It must contain that experience within the limitations of the horizontal 

plane, which is where its external readers read it. Clarissa, whose typological fulfillment unites 

the horizontal with the vertical, presumably does achieve such a transcendent perspective, but 

only in death, at which point there is no more “moment” to write to. The fact that the novel keeps 

going for several hundred more pages after Clarissa dies, and keeps giving readers more and 

more “materials” to process, more limited perspectives on what her life and death means, simply 

                                                 
69 In the postscript, defending himself against the notion of “poetical justice,” which would see Clarissa rewarded for 

her virtue, Richardson writes, “The Author of the History (or rather Dramatic Narrative) of Clarissa, is therefore 

well justified by the Christian System, in deferring to extricate suffering Virtue to the time in which it will meet with 

the Completion of its Reward” (8.280; 1495).  
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re-grounds the whole affair in the features of formal irony. If Clarissa escapes the world of 

hermeneutic violence, readers, both inside the text and outside of it, do not. Instead, we readers 

are left with the “materials.”  

 

3.6 Richardson as Innovator (II): Dead-End 

I cou’d have wish’d the two principle Characters had been suffer’d to have Liv’d, the one 

for Example & Benefit to her fellow creatures, the other for a warning, in linguring out a 

miserable Life, after receiving a wound from James Harlow, & thereby becoming a 

cripple, & a sincere penitent, from frequent reviews of his past Life, & from the letters of 

the most excellent Clarissa, whom I wou’d have had persevered in her resolution of a 

Single Life, spent with satisfaction at her own House. The last outrage I wou’d have had 

attempted, but not exicuted, & that succeeded by the prison scene, her Illness, & even to 

the making her Will & every preparation for death. But by a reconciliation with her 

friends, her mother’s being suffer’d to attend her, accompany’d by Mrs Norton, & the 

good Doc.r Leuen, together with the skill of her Doc.r added to her youth & good habit of 

Body, she shou’d in time have recover’d her health, & live’d to her hearts Content, a 

private life, in the neighbourhood of her Dear Miss Howe, & to the edification of all 

around her. (140) 

Thus Lady Bradshaigh. Her alternate ending is inscribed on a blank page at the end of her 

annotated copy of Clarissa. This is actually her second re-writing of the ending; in the first, she 

has Clarissa marry a reformed Lovelace. It is not difficult to understand why she would re-write 

the ending. Clarissa frustrates closure, especially the sort of closure that depends upon a vertical 

perspective. When Anna Howe visits Harlowe Place to view Clarissa’s corpse and say goodbye 
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to her friend, she cries out, as soon as she sees the body, “And is this All!—Is it All, of my 

CLARISSA’S Story!” (8.79; 1402). Later, in her final letter, the one in which she gives Belford the 

“materials” of Clarissa’s “character,” Anna describes Clarissa’s account-book, a book in which 

Clarissa kept careful records of her time, of her charitable works, of her reading—in short, of the 

details of her life. This book, like the “character” Anna gives, mostly concerns externals, things 

done and performed, but it represented for Clarissa an “accounting between me and myself” 

(8.221), and so Anna reads it closely as a document of the self, though an opaque one. But when 

she discovers Clarissa’s last annotation in the account-book she writes,  

 O Mr. Belford! I can write no further on this subject. For, looking into the Account-book 

 for other particulars, I met with a most affecting memorandum; which, being written in 

 the dear creature’s smallest hand, I saw not before.—This it is; written, I suppose, at 

 some calamitous period after the day named in it—Help me to a curse to blast the 

 monster who gave occasion for it!—    

April 10. The account concluded!— 

And with it all my worldly hopes and prospects!!! (8.222; 1472).70 

The account-book, the careful tracking and plotting of the details of life, ends in sudden 

disruption. The “story” Anna requested long ago, the story she kept asking for—the story Lady 

Bradshaigh felt compelled to re-write—is an interrupted story, a fragmented and incomplete one. 

“And is this all!” Anna cries. It is all, but the “all” does not provide the sense of totality or 

closure that both Anna and Lady Bradshaigh desire. What is missing at the end is a declaration of 

                                                 
70 April 10 is the day she was tricked away from Harlowe Place; she uses the same date as the date of her death on 

the devices on her coffin lid. 
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meaning, an authoritative interpretation of what has happened, a vertical perspective on the 

history of this young woman.71  

 Richardson, as I have been saying all along, was an innovator, someone constantly 

revising, experimenting, and attempting new solutions to the same problem. This problem is one 

of relationship: how can one self/character, who is limited in her perspective and distinct in her 

ontology, know and make herself known to other selves/characters, who are limited in the same 

way? How can selves/characters exist in relationship to each other when interiority complicates 

every act of disclosure or interpretation? I read each of Richardson’s novels as an attempt to 

answer this question; each innovates on the solution of the previous; each solution also learns 

from the mistakes of the previous one, and from the responses the reading public had to it. In 

Pamela, Richardson discovered the problem. By committing himself to a “new species of 

writing” that forced him to consider all things through the unique and particular perspective of a 

servant girl, Richardson discovered many of the same features of modern selfhood that the moral 

and epistemological philosophies of Locke and Hume and discovered. In that novel, the solution 

to the problem of gaps and fissures between selves lay in the “papers,” in the sometimes 

deliberate but often accidental disclosures of internal feeling through the written word, but only 

when those words were both written and read with a certain style. B trusts Pamela’s paper 

disclosures precisely because they were not intended to disclose anything; they were private 

papers, written without an expectation that anyone would read them, least of all him. What 

Richardson did not fully account for in Pamela (but which Pamela nevertheless includes, though 

mostly in a prototypical or prefigural way) is the way that the desires and impulses of the self, 

                                                 
71 The Conclusion, “Supposed to be written by Mr. Belford” (8.251; 1489), also does not provide this sort of closure; 

it fills in some of the blanks of some characters (such as Sally Martin and Polly Horton), and provides some details 

of how some characters fared after the novel’s conclusions (James Harlowes’s unhappy marriage, for instance, and 

Anna’s happy one), but it does not offer any interpretive conclusion. 
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the conscious ones but more importantly the unconscious ones, colour and affect even the most 

neutral-seeming of narrations). In Clarissa, these sorts of disclosures are impossible, partly 

because hardly any of the characters are interested in recognizing and so frustrate such naked 

disclosures (to see who Clarissa really is would spoil both the Harlowes’ and Lovelace’s plans 

for her), but mostly because the idea of a neutral narrative no longer obtains with any certainty 

since no narrator can be trusted to know and report the “whole story,” or even truthfully report 

her own limited understandings of the story. By forcing himself to commit to the perspectives of 

not just one but of multiple correspondents, all of whom have their own unique desires and 

motives for reading in certain, and certainly not neutral, ways, Richardson discovered that selves 

exist within a constant struggle to write and re-write themselves against antagonists who write 

and re-write themselves, and that everyone is involved in writing and re-writing everyone else. 

When every self is an active but unique point of perception, and when each of those points exist 

on a horizontal plane that limits that perception, a never-ending interpretive struggle among 

selves ensues, each self attempting to impose a vertical-seeming authority over every other one. 

Richardson’s solution to the problem of horizontal limitation is to remove the self from the 

horizontal plane entirely. By writing herself into a typological matrix, Clarissa transcends the 

horizontal, but she does so only through death.   

 This solution, I suggest, is a dead-end. If the question is how can selves relate to each 

other then the solution they cannot is unsatisfying. When read as a single fictional event, 

Clarissa, despite its sense of narrative incompletion or interpretive disruption, is complete unto 

itself, and its solution—the death of the Clarissa—regardless of how either Anna Howe or Lady 

Bradshaigh feel about it, is logical and coherent. Clarissa is, after all, a tragedy; it is, 

furthermore, only three acts of a five-act play. Its sense of disruption and incompletion is also the 
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point: readers of the novel, just like people in the world, are forced to confront the text as 

“materials.” However, when read as part of an ongoing and career-long attempt to cross or mend 

the gaps and fissures separating selves from each other and from their own hearts—when taken 

as a solution to the problems of interiority—Clarissa appears as something of a dead-end, as a 

novel that swerves into the tragic possibilities suggested by Pamela. This does not provide any 

foundation for society; it does not put selves into relationship but says that selves are 

fundamentally incapable of being in relationship because of the very conditions of selfhood. And 

this points the way toward Sir Charles Grandison. In Pamela Richardson discovered the 

horizontal perspective of limited selves; in Clarissa he discovered the way those selves confront 

and struggle with each other, and the way their limited perspectives create interpretive warfare; 

in Grandison he discovers how to put those selves together so that they form a social circle.   
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Chapter 4: Grandison’s Secrets 

 

 

4.1 Introduction: Secrets and Sympathy 

 In a pivotal scene in The History of Sir Charles Grandison (1753), Harriet Byron, 

distracted one morning by her “scribbling” and not yet fully dressed, is interrupted by Charlotte 

and Lady L, Sir Charles’s sisters, who plan to force her, their “third sister,” to confess that she 

loves their brother. Sir Charles had rescued Harriet from a Pamela-like attempted kidnapping: 

Sir Hargrave Pollexfen, himself a B-like figure, though a more bumbling and less seductive one, 

had, after seeing her only a few times, become so enamored with Harriet that he abducted her 

from a masquerade, and planned to force her to marry him; Sir Charles, however, had 

accidentally encountered them on the road and, when Harriet pleaded for help, intervened, 

wounding Sir Hargrave in the process. Sir Charles brought Harriet to his house and left her in the 

care of Charlotte; they all very quickly became friends, and Harriet was adopted into the 

Grandison family. Harriet, of course, did fall in love with Sir Charles, though she is careful, she 

thinks, to hide this fact from the family. She hides her love for him because she worries that such 

a love would be presumptuous; she also worries that loving him, especially since it appears he 

loves someone else, would disrupt the harmony of her friendship with him and the Grandisons. 

When Charlotte and Lady L confront her, however, she realizes that her not-so-secret secret has 

been detected. Alarmed that she could be so easily read, Harriet goes on the defensive: “Ladies,” 

she cries out, “what can you mean by this sudden attack?” (1.418). Harriet struggles to throw her 

handkerchief around her neck and Charlotte “snatched it out of my trembling hand, and put it 
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round my neck” (1.418).  These details of her dressing—her dishabille, her inability to cover 

herself, Charlotte helping her—tell a small, if somewhat obvious, story: Harriet, unable to keep 

her secret from her “sisters,” suffers their sisterly “sudden attack”; they, however, though they 

accuse her of reserve, will cover her and keep her secret. They have not come to alienate her but 

to draw her closer to them. Unable to resist, she confesses that Sir Charles “has possession of my 

whole heart” (1.422). Harriet had worried that her secret love would be disruptive but after 

confessing it she finds the sisters sympathetic and supportive. Harriet’s whole story, as well as 

the whole novel, pivots on this scene; without it, her love would remain secret, her relationship 

with the Grandisons would stay the same, and she would return to her own family with a heart 

not quite her own. Only by opening her heart and disclosing its secrets does her inclusion in the 

Grandison sentimental circle deepen, develop, and expand.1 

  Grandison is Richardson’s third attempt to solve the problem of other people. Formal 

irony is a set of techniques and methods that replicates in text the gaps and fissures of social and 

internal irony. In Pamela, formal irony took the form of a single narrative perspective that was 

limited to what it can perceive and experience along the horizontal plane; the presence of other 

selves and characters was felt as a paradox, as intruding and disrupting presences within the 

narrative that were not fully bound by the narrative, and which revealed the narrating self’s 

limitations or failures to understand. Pamela’s solution to the problem of limited perspective lay 

in its “papers,” in a naïve trust that the written word could disclose the inner dimension of the 

self and make it intelligible to others. In Clarissa, formal irony took the form of multiple and 

competing narrative perspectives, perspectives that did not cohere since acts of interpretation are 

always compromised by the limitations of the horizontal plane. The several hermeneutics 

                                                 
1 A version of this chapter appeared as “Secrets and Selves: Theorizing a ‘Grandisonian’ Self” in Philological 

Quarterly 96.1 (2017): 55-76. 
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Clarissa’s letter-writers used, inflected as they were by the character’s own desire, produced 

false readings and violent conflicts. “Papers” became “materials”: there was no ideal disclosure 

of the self, only ambiguous evidence and opaque signs that demanded interpretation but also 

revealed how any act of interpretation was a function of the limited self. Clarissa’s solution to 

this interpretive conflict lay in typology, a sort of reading that divested self of itself, that in a 

manner annihilated self and re-fashioned it in light of a vertical narrative. Clarissa’s solution 

removed the self from the social world: to transcend the world of bad reading and interpretation 

is to leave that world entirely, to be absorbed into the typological vertical super-structure. In 

Grandison, Richardson attempts to re-ground the self within the social world, to find a way to 

make the self cohere with other selves in a way that does not require her death. The solution this 

time involves once again re-fashioning the self—not through annihilation, however, or the 

complete unmaking of it, but through a process of social transformation that re-fits the self, re-

shapes it, and makes it cohere within a sentimental circle. This process of transformation 

involves the self’s submission to an external authority, another expansion of limited perspective, 

another sort of absorption of the horizontal plane by the vertical axis, but a vertical axis that is 

this time social rather than typological/spiritual. This process, I argue, is dramatized in 

Grandison through the formal, almost ritualistic, sharing of secrets and the disclosure of painful 

and humiliating stories. In Grandison, characters are repeatedly called upon by what I call the 

sentimental circle, a social and synthetic community of family and friends, to reveal themselves 

and make themselves known to the circle through deliberate acts disclosure.  

My use of “circle” as a as a term for sentimental community follows Harriet’s. She often 

refers to the “venerable circle” (1.208) of her family and friends. The defining feature of this 

circle is that they read Harriet’s letters aloud to each other and participate in an exchange of 
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sentiments, an exchange of secrets, as Harriet discloses her private feelings to them. Harriet is an 

orphan. Her parents died when she was eight years old and she was raised by her grandfather; he 

died when she was fourteen. Since then she has lived with her grandmother and aunts and uncles; 

Mr. Deane, her godfather, calls her his daughter, and she calls him her Papa. She has a moderate 

fortune, enough to live comfortably but not enough to attract fortune-seeking suitors; her aunts 

and uncles, when applied to by any suitor, always say everything depends on her choice, and that 

they will not force that choice. She is, then, as far as the eighteenth century allows at least, an 

independent woman. This sense of independence marks her as someone detached, or at least 

detachable, from the ordinary structures of family and blood. Even her name marks her as such: 

she is the only Byron in a circle of Shirleys, Selbys, and Reeveses. The “circle” she creates is a 

sort of synthetic family circle, a network of sentiment that functions as a family—better than a 

family, in fact, if a comparison with the Harlowes may be allowed. While the circle emphasizes 

inclusion, it also emphasizes exclusion, since the circle is a synthetic creation within a larger 

social context; it is not society, but a deliberately fashioned domestic microcosm existing within, 

but often apart from society at large.2  

Charlotte’s and Lady L’s “sudden attack” on Harriet is really an attempt to embed Harriet 

more deeply within the existing sisterly relationship. This request for disclosure resembles a 

Harlowe-like demand that Harriet be what the Grandison sisters want her to be; it contains the 

potential to be another “sad conflict.” What distinguishes the Grandisons from the Harlowes, 

however, is the presence of sympathy.3 Locke and Hume, as I have argued, opened up the gap 

                                                 
2. For more on the idea of the circle, see Betty Schellenberg’s The Conversational Circle.  
3 I have, up until this chapter, though I have mentioned it several times, avoided a full discussion of sympathy, 

mostly because sympathy does not operate in Pamela and Clarissa like it does in Grandison. I described Anna and 

Belford as sympathetic readers, for instance, but their sympathies are mostly a matter of sentiment or feeling, and 

they both nevertheless interpret Clarissa not as she is but as they would have her be. Their sympathies do not involve 

the sort of perspectival play that I will be describing here. 
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between selves; by theorizing selves that exist as self-contained points of perception and 

experience, they discovered epistemological and ontological boundaries that could not be crossed 

or that at best could only be crossed with difficulty. Locke’s theory of language, for instance, 

attempted to cross the fissured boundary by creating out of arbitrary sounds a system of shared 

verbal signs, but this system (as Clarissa demonstrates) is easily frustrated. Adam Smith, in The 

Theory of Moral Sentiments, attempts to put back together what Locke and Hume had separated. 

The gaps and fissures separating self from other self can be crossed by sympathy, by elaborate 

acts of perspectival transposition. Sympathy, as I will be using the term, and as Smith does too, 

is really a matter of perspective; it is not only about pity, feeling for, or empathy, feeling with 

(though it is about those things too)—it is not really about feeling at all; rather, sympathy is 

about achieving a neutral perspective, one cleared of the compromising tendencies of self. Smith 

imagined what he called the “impartial spectator” or “the man within the breast,” an internal 

perspective that is actually, somewhat paradoxically, a shared external one. This “man within the 

breast” is a sort of social mirror, reflecting back to the self how others perceive her. By attending 

to it a self can achieve an imaginative sympathetic perspective; if everyone learned to listen to 

this internal-but-external voice, a shared perspective would emerge. Sympathy, then, somewhat 

like typology, though without typology’s eternal demands or ultimate fulfillment in death, is 

itself a vertical structure, a way for the self to transcend its own horizontal limitations and exist 

outside itself. Such a perspective requires a willingness to participate, however; it cannot be 

forced. The Grandison sentimental circle only exists because its participants are willing to make 

certain sacrifices of the self to be a part of it; Harriet can only be fully absorbed into it if she 

voluntarily discloses her secret. 
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The thesis for this chapter is that Grandison provides a provisional solution to 

Richardson’s problems of other people—the problems of interiority and the problems of social 

and internal irony that interiority creates. This solution lies in a social exchange of private and 

interior information, an exchange that resembles and fulfills the sort of sympathetic and 

imaginative action that Smith sees underpinning society and the individual’s relationship to 

others. Secrets, since they directly relate not only to what an individual character does but also to 

how she thinks and perceives the world, are a function of the horizontal self. Harriet loves Sir 

Charles. This secret is not mere hidden information but directly pertains to who she is, how she 

sees the world, and how she relates to others. In a sense, these sorts of secrets provide the 

substance of the horizontal self; Harriet is not hiding something she has done, but something that 

she is. The secret is what makes an individual horizontal and self-contained; or, rather, being a 

horizontal and self-contained individual with an unseen interior necessarily involves having 

secrets, since the unseen interior is itself secretive. Secrets, then, in the sense that I am using the 

word, are more related to private experience than to notions of hidden information or deliberate 

subterfuge.4 Secrets and private experience contribute not just to the creation of the individual 

but to the idea of individualism, to the individual as valorized and heroic self. As Clarissa 

suggests, however, an individual’s too-strong conception of herself leads to epistemological error 

and interpretive violence. It is exactly this sort of violence that Grandison, in its scenes of 

ritualized disclosure, attempts to avoid; it attempts to avoid this by re-shaping the individual, by 

in a sense de-individualizing her; it attempts to expose the interior, to draw out that which is 

                                                 
4 In other words, my discussion of secrets emphasizes the philosophical side of things and is more related to the idea 

of private experience than to ideas of, say, the “secret history” or the scandal narrative. For more on the secret 

histories, see Rebecca Bullard’s The Politics of Disclosure, 1674-1725: Secret History Narratives (2009).  
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hidden, and reveal it to the sentimental circle. Grandison’s exchange of secrets is an attempt to 

transcend the boundaries of the individual, an attempt to create a shared vertical perspective.  

In this chapter, I begin by closely examining Smith’s theory of sympathy, attending 

closely not just to what sympathy is and how it works but to what it requires of selves to be 

sympathetic; I then examine the way Grandison theorizes a similar sort of sympathetic self, one 

different than the sort of self found in Pamela and Clarissa; I then read three of Grandison’s 

secret-sharing scenes closely and show the way these scenes either disrupt or deepen the 

individual’s experience of her connection to others; finally, I examine the way sympathy 

provides a model for reading Richardson’s fiction.  

 

4.2 Adam Smith’s Synthetic Perspective 

 I read The Theory of Moral Sentiments by attending to the play and interplay of 

perspective that his theory of sympathy suggests—the way someone sees someone else; the way 

she sees herself; the way she imagines others must see her5—in order to draw out what I think is 

Smith’s solution to the same problems of interiority that have been vexing Richardson for several 

novels. As with my treatment of Locke and Hume, my treatment of Smith focuses on how he can 

be productively placed alongside Richardson. First published six years after Grandison, The 

Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) in many ways resembles Grandison; it reads, in parts, almost 

like Grandison’s philosophical handbook or counterpart. Like Richardson’s final novel, The 

Theory of Moral Sentiments concerns the creation and maintenance of an ideal social scene, and, 

                                                 
5 “Seeing,” in the sense that both Smith and I mean, is similar to “reading,” as I used that term in the previous 

chapter: it involves interpretation and judging by “materials.” Smith, however, does not use “reading”; his emphasis 

on spectatorship is clearly visual. So, while I do not want the hermeneutical component to slip away, I will, at least 

for now in this Smith section, use “see” and “seeing”; when I shift back to Richardson, the verbs will revert to 

“read” and “reading.” 



Krahn 227 

 

 

also like Grandison, it theorizes society from the starting point of the individual. It is a pragmatic 

work of philosophy, less concerned with epistemological and ontological rigor, or with following 

each concept down to the depths of its first causes, where uncertainty and skepticism lurk, and 

more concerned with the practical dynamics of the individual in social life. However, while it is 

not quite as full-blown a systematic philosophical investigation as, say, Hume’s Treatise, it does 

pick up where Hume left off, and does attempt to provide a solution to Hume’s (and Locke’s and 

Richardson’s) problem of other people.6 

 It may be useful, at the outset, to distinguish sympathy from sentiment. Sentiment, 

broadly speaking, refers to feeling and to the passions, what we now call emotions or even 

psychological states; sentiment refers both to the feelings themselves and to the capacity to feel 

them. Though in common eighteenth-century usage sentiment most often refers to positive moral 

feelings (pity, love, et cetera), the term in its technical sense, the one Smith usually has in mind, 

is capacious enough to include all feelings (anger, jealousy, et cetera again). These sentiments 

almost always have an object external to the one feeling them, an object that prompts the 

sentiment; pity does not appear spontaneously within the feeling heart but is activated or 

motivated by a pitiable object—a distressed child, for instance, or an affecting narrative (play, 

novel, another et cetera). Sympathy, on the other hand, is not itself a feeling but rather a capacity 

or a faculty of recognizing and entering into the sentimental experience of another; it is not pity 

                                                 
6 The Theory of Moral Sentiments has never occupied a position of philosophical interest or respect in the way that 

Hume’s works have; it is not even always clear what sort of work it is, and various critics have identified it as moral, 

sociological, or economic in nature. Partly this confusion arises because of the way Moral Sentiments has been 

eclipsed by Smith’s other more-famous work, The Wealth of Nations. When Moral Sentiments is read, it is often 

read as a precursor to the later book, and just as often read by sociologists and economists (which is not to say that it 

is read incorrectly by them, only that various lenses may muddy the interpretive waters). Recently, however, it has 

recouped critical attention, especially within a literary context. While it does not demonstrate the same sort of 

philosophical rigor of something like A Treatise on Human Nature, I treat it as unquestionably a philosophical work, 

one that, especially in terms of epistemology, has clear continuities with Locke and Hume.  
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itself but the ability to feel pity for another. Sympathy, in other words, is a technical term, and 

refers to a mechanism for a sort of exchange of sentiment.  

 Though the idea of sympathy as mechanism, and as distinct from any particular 

sentiment, is now more or less the standard reading of Smith, it was not always so. Smith himself 

confuses the issue slightly, sometimes referring to sympathy as a feeling of pity. The so-called 

“Adam Smith Problem” refers to the seeming opposition between The Theory of Moral 

Sentiments’ focus on sympathetic action and his later The Wealth of Nations’ focus on self-

interest. But as Jack Barbalet writes, “the so-called ‘Adam Smith problem’ rests on confusion. 

Sympathy, understood as altruism, and self-interest, understood as selfishness, may be 

incompatible. But sympathy is not treated as altruism in The Theory of Moral Sentiments and 

self-interest is not simply rendered as selfishness in The Wealth of Nations” (84). This seeming 

incompatibility is partially resolved if we read sympathy not as a feeling but as a mechanism for 

sharing feeling, one built, as I will shortly show, on the self’s own imagination, which closely 

aligns it with self-interest (in its non-selfish connotation). 

 Sympathy always involves three components: the object that inspires the original 

sentiment (“object” here can be anything from a literal external object, such as a painting or 

poem, to an event such as the loss of fortune or the death of a loved one); the agent who feels the 

original sentiment; and the spectator, the one who sees the agent’s sentimental reaction and 

sympathetically responds to it. For instance, Anna Howe (spectator) has a great sentimental 

attachment to Clarissa (agent), but she often fails to achieve a complete sympathetic response to 

Clarissa’s situation (object): she feels for Clarissa, but she is never able to enter into a shared 

perspective, never able to put herself into Clarissa’s situation and “see” as Clarissa “sees” (she is 

surprisingly insensible, for instance, to how Clarissa’s father’s curse affects her). However, 
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Harriet Byron (spectator), when she reads Clementina’s story (object), has a much stronger 

sympathetic reaction to Clementina (agent) because she is able, in ways that Anna is not, to 

imagine herself in Clementina’s position.  

 Throughout my discussion I will use two terms to distinguish the primary perspectives at 

play: “spectator” will refer to the external perspective, the perspective that achieves or performs 

(or fails to achieve/perform) a sympathetic action; I have gendered the spectator female; “agent” 

will refer to the internal perspective, the perspective of the one experiencing the sensation or 

sentiment that the spectator perceives; I have gendered the agent male. I use these terms instead 

of “self” and “other” since in Smith’s theory perspective is constantly shifting: the “self” in 

question may sometimes be the spectator, sometimes the agent.7    

 Sympathy is the ability of a spectator to enter into and share the sentiments of the agent, a 

relationship that instantiates the self-other dyad but that also creates what I will call the synthetic 

perspective. This ability is generated by something of a seeming paradox, however, since what 

appears to be the spectator’s feeling with the agent is really a feeling with herself. Smith writes: 

As we have no immediate experience of what other men feel, we can form no idea of the 

manner in which they are affected, but by conceiving what we ourselves should feel in 

the like situation. Though our brother is upon the rack, as long as we ourselves are at our 

ease, our senses will never inform us of what he suffers. They never did, and never can, 

                                                 
7 This gendering is mostly a way to separate the two and avoid confusion at the pronoun level; it is not intended to 

inflect the roles of spectator and agent with a gender binary, or to cast the spectator as passive and the agent as 

active. “Agent,” in this case, actually connotes a false sense of primary activity, especially since (as I will show) the 

activities of both spectator and agent are imaginatively very active; spectatorship is far from passive in Smith’s 

account. In a sense, Smith’s spectator is his protagonist, and so there is possibly another reason to gender her 

female: to produce continuity between his text and Richardson’s. Smith, as one would expect, genders both spectator 

and agent male. Spectator is, of course, Smith’s term; agent (and sometimes actor) is also Smith’s. He is not always 

consistent with this term, however, often using bulkier phrases like “the one principally involved.”  
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carry us beyond our own person, and it is by the imagination only that we can form any 

conception of what are his sensations. (1.1.1.2; 9) 

Smith begins with the sort of epistemological-ontological situation of self that I have been 

discussing: the limited self, the self bounded by its own ideas and perceptions, the self as it exists 

on what I have been calling the horizontal plane. He begins, in other words, with a self similar to 

the one Hume imagined, one contained by what it can experience directly through its own 

senses. This self is fundamentally separated from other selves; the separation is so wide, in fact, 

that Smith marks it with torture: “our brother is upon the rack” but “we ourselves are at our 

ease”; the two experiences are absolutely separate. This separation, however, though absolute, 

does not mean the spectator cannot enter into a consideration of the sufferer’s situation. Though 

selves are separated from each other and have “no immediate experience of what other men 

feel,” each self is nevertheless self-present to itself—it feels and understands its own private 

perceptions and sentiments—and can use its private experience of itself to form an analogic 

judgment about others based on imagination. Smith writes: 

It is the impressions of our own senses only, not those of his, which our imaginations 

copy. By the imagination we place ourselves in his situation, we conceive ourselves 

enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and become in some 

measure the same person with him, and thence form some idea of his sensations, and 

even feel something which, though weaker in degree, is not altogether unlike them. 

(1.1.1.2; 9) 

Smith’s language here is strong, and gets stronger as he develops the idea: placing, conceiving, 

entering, becoming. These are, however, acts of imagination.8 The sympathetic action, which 

                                                 
8 Smith does not offer an explicit definition of imagination in Moral Sentiments; his understanding of it, however, 

appears to follow Hume’s. As Knud Haakonssen writes, “David Hume had put forward a theory of the imagination 
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begins at a point of fissured separation, concludes in one of union, with becoming “in some 

measure the same person.” Sympathy and imagination are therefore linked; sympathy is, in fact, 

a function of imagination.9 At the same time, however, this union is in a very real sense false, or 

imaginary—or as I will call it, synthetic—since it is founded not on a direct apprehension of 

another’s experience (which is impossible) but on a consideration of the spectator’s own self. 

What looks like a paradox, then—sympathy as the feelings of the self rather than as feelings for 

the other—is not so much a paradox as a condition of selfhood. As in Hume’s account of 

knowledge, Smith’s self is entirely self-contained and cannot directly experience another self.  

 This imaginative trading of places is based on what Smith calls the “situation,” and on the 

spectator’s ability to imagine herself in a different place. Each self, Smith argues, is a unique 

point of perception; its feelings and sentiments, its thoughts and ideas, all of its experiences, are 

unique to itself.10 Unique, too, however, is not just the perceiving self but the “situation” of the 

perceiving self: its placement or embeddedness within a world of material things, its unique 

relationships (spatial, affective, causal, and so on) to other selves, its immediate sensations of 

pleasure or pain. There is, in a sense, a geometry of selves, a unique equation or composition of 

angles and lines, a dynamic of proportions and relationships that is almost aesthetic in nature. 

                                                 
which Smith developed as the core of his own theory of the mind… For both Hume and Smith, the imagination is a 

mental faculty by means of which people create a distinctively human sphere within the natural world. It is the 

imagination that enables us to make connections between the perceived elements of both the physical and the moral 

world, ranging from binary relations between particular events and things to complex systems such as the national or 

international economy of the idea of the cosmos or of humanity as a whole. The activity of the imagination is a 

spontaneous search for order, coherence, and agreement in the world” (9-10). Haakonssen suggest that there are two 

types of imagination in Smith’s theory, which he (Haakonssen) calls “practical” and “theoretical”: practical 

imagination involves other people, while theoretical imagination involves things and events, and leads to the 

creation of art and aesthetics (10). Practical imagination, Haakonssen writes, is sympathy (10). 
9 According to D.D. Raphael, imagination, and not sympathy, is primary in Smith’s theory. While Smith does appear 

to acknowledge certain acts of spontaneous sympathy (such as a spectator drawing back her leg when she sees 

another man about to be struck on his), these appear to be exceptions, according to Raphael; nearly all sympathetic 

reactions involve the imagination in some way. Furthermore, while certain sympathetic reactions may be 

spontaneous, moral judgments always involve the imagination. See Raphael 12-20. 
10 Smith does not so much argue this point as take it for granted; in this regard he mainly rests his assumptions on 

the work already performed by Locke and Hume.  
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Both spectator and agent occupy unique points of perception on a larger canvas. No two 

“situations” are the same; each self is embodied and embedded within a unique composition. But 

“by conceiving what we ourselves should feel in the like situation…we place ourselves in his 

situation.” Sympathy, for Smith, is not so much about directly accessing another’s sentiments, 

which is impossible, as it is about achieving a coincidence of sentiment based on imaginative 

relocation; “Sympathy,” Smith writes, “does not arise so much from the view of the passion, as 

from that of the situation which excites it” (1.1.1.10; 12). There are, as I mentioned above, 

always three things involved in sympathy: the spectator, the agent, and the object. “Object” is a 

somewhat paltry term, however, one that that appears more limited and narrow than it actually is; 

the object is that to which the agent responds. The “object” is contained within the larger horizon 

of the “situation”: it is a part of the situation, and cannot be properly detached from it. Only by 

attempting an imaginative transposition with the agent can the spectator begin to imagine what 

she herself would feel in “the like situation.” She must change her perspective, must go outside 

herself and imagine herself in a new composition of things and objects.  

 Smith’s theory of how sympathy operates in a world of horizontal and self-contained 

experience re-writes what sympathy was traditionally thought to do, which was to communicate 

or transmit sentiments and passions from one individual to another. Mike Hill and Warren 

Montag describe what they call the “transindividual”:  

By “transindividual,” we mean the various irreducible forms of individuality that elude 

the simple opposition between the person in the juridical sense and the community, 

society, or state: for example, such entities as couples, groups, and multitudes, as well as 

the ways in which which [sic] the boundary between individuals is permeable, allowing 
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passions or affects to pass between them to such an extent that it is impossible to say to 

whom a feeling properly belongs or in whom it originated. (107) 

Transindividualism11 blurs the line between self and other; the transindividual, instead of 

existing within ontologically fissured relationships, has a permeable boundary, and possesses 

several mechanisms—of which sympathy is one—that allows the boundary to be penetrated. 

Though the term itself is somewhat modernly flashy, and anachronistic, it basically refers to 

models of selfhood that do not limit the individual to her own immediate perceptions.12 Smith, 

however, following Hume, limits perception to a single point; when he writes that through 

sympathy “we enter as it were into his body, and become in some measure the same person with 

him,” the as it were and in some measure  are of the utmost importance, since they sever the 

transindividual membrane between selves. Smith is re-writing a new version of sympathy, one 

that attempts to retain sympathy’s traditional function while at the same time limit its ontological 

implications; he is trying, in other words, to explain sympathy, and still retain its function, from 

within a philosophical system that denies that such a phenomenon is possible.13 As Hill and 

Montag write, “Smith asks us to translate sympathy, previously understood as a ‘communication’ 

or ‘transmission’ of affect from one individual to another, and therefore a transindividual 

                                                 
11 Variant terms used by other critics include “trans-subjectivity” or “inter-subjectivity.” 
12 The term makes no sense, historically speaking, until someone like Hume or Smith comes along and limits 

experience to a single point of perception. Prior to enlightenment epistemology, most accounts of the individual 

would have been transindividual in some way. For instance, Nancy Selleck, who I briefly discussed in chapter 1, 

discusses the way the sixteenth century constructs the individual not as an “isolated and interiorized individual” but 

as a “physically and interpersonally embedded person” (3) (see chapter 1.1). 
13 Smith is still sometimes read as theorizing certain modes of transindividualism or trans-subjectivity. Jack Barbalet 

(who, it should perhaps be noted reads Smith as a sociologist and not a philosopher) writes, “The importance of 

sympathetic emotions to Smith’s social psychology is the way in which they promote trans-subjectivity and 

therefore provide an affective or emotional basis for sociality and social relations” (91).  
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phenomenon, into one that is purely intra-individual, nothing more than an exercise of the 

imagination that finally neither depends upon others nor even requires their existence” (110).14 

 What I want to draw attention to, however, is the way this sort of imaginative 

“becoming” of another person affects perspective. If the self is bounded by its own ideas, and if 

it is limited to what it itself can feel and perceive through its own senses, then any awareness or 

recognition that others, too, also feel and perceive—and that this feeling and perception is unique 

to them—represents an important acknowledgement of difference, a recognition that more than 

one perspective actually exists within the composition of nature. Hume, in his most gloomily 

skeptical moments, is forced to question the existence of other people; his provisional solution to 

this is to go to the pub and stop thinking about it. Smith, however, never really worries about the 

possible non-existence of other people, not in the same way, at least—but he does recognize that 

other people are beyond the epistemological reach of the individual.15 Each sympathetic action, 

however, carries the spectator outside herself, even if only momentarily. By “changing places in 

fancy with the sufferer” (1.1.1.3; 10), the spectator experiences a sort of double vision; the 

spectator does not “become” the agent in a literal sense—does not enter his body in the 

transindividual sense—but “sees,” now, in two different ways. This is what I mean when I say 

that Smith theorizes a synthetic perspective. The two points of perspective, the spectator’s and 

the agent’s, merge; the spectator goes outside herself and joins and modifies her own perception 

by an imaginary consideration of difference. Smith writes that, “The compassion of the spectator 

must arise altogether from the consideration of what he himself would feel if he was reduced to 

                                                 
14 The “nor even requires their existence” part of this will be addressed below, where I discuss three examples of 

what I call Smith’s synthetic perspective. 
15 Smith, if pressed, would likely admit that the idea of “other people” is itself problematic (if a self can never go 

beyond her own senses, then she can only admit that there appears to be other people, but not that they, too, have an 

interior), he is also, as I said above, more pragmatic than Hume, and he never takes seriously the idea that the self-

contained self may in fact be alone. 
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the same unhappy situation, and, what perhaps is impossible, was at the same time able to regard 

it with his present reason and judgment” (1.1.1.11; 12). It is the what perhaps is impossible point 

that I want to focus on: “the same unhappy situation” is a situation of difference—it is our 

brother on the rack while we are at ease—a situation that draws attention to the separation of 

selves; “to regard it with his present reason and judgment,” however, is an identification, an 

imaginative joining, but one that is “impossible,” in the literal sense that these two 

things/situations/perspectives can never actually meet. Their only point of contact can be in the 

imagination, in the creation of a synthetic perspective that joins two points of view.  

 Smith offers three examples of this synthesis of perspective, each of which highlights the 

spectator’s capacity to create imaginative, and impossible, points of view. In the first, a spectator 

sympathizes with a “poor wretch” who has lost his reason, a madman who “laughs and sings 

perhaps, and is altogether insensible of his misery” (1.1.1.11; 12). Though the “poor wretch” is 

insensible, and perhaps even happy or satisfied with his experience, the spectator imagines 

herself in his place, but imagines this with her own reason intact; she imagines lunacy, in other 

words, from a position of rationality, joining the two ideas to produce a paradoxical synthesis, 

two things that cannot exist together. In the second example, a mother feels sympathy for her 

sick infant. “What are the pangs of a mother,” Smith writes, “when she hears the moanings of her 

infant that during the agony of disease cannot express what it feels?” (1.1.1.12; 12). The infant 

has no rational understanding of its situation; in its “thoughtlessness and want of foresight” it 

feels “perfectly secure” with regard to the future, despite a present discomfort. The mother, 

however, “joins, to its real helplessness, her own consciousness of that helplessness” (1.1.1.12; 

12) and “forms, for her own sorrow, the most complete image of misery and distress” (1.1.1.12; 

12). This “complete image,” which combines ignorance with knowledge, is, again, an impossible 
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image that combines two situations that cannot exist together. In the third example, which is 

perhaps the most impossible of the three, someone sympathizes with the dead—and not with 

“that awful futurity which awaits them” but with “those circumstances that strike our senses” 

(1.1.1.13; 12), the actual buried, rotting, forsaken condition of a corpse:   

It is miserable, we think, to be deprived of the light of the sun; to be shut out from life 

and conversation; to be laid in the cold grave, a prey to corruption and the reptiles of the 

earth; to be no more thought of in this world, but to be obliterated, in a little time, from 

the affections, and almost from the memory, of their dearest friends and relations. Surely, 

we imagine, we can never feel too much for those who have suffered so dreadful a 

calamity. (1.1.1.13; 12-13) 

There is no agent’s perspective here16; no feeling agent exists; the spectator imaginatively joins 

her perspective to nothing at all, or rather joins it to inanimate and unfeeling matter:  

The idea of that dreary and endless melancholy, which the fancy naturally ascribes to 

their condition, arises altogether from our joining to the change which has been produced 

upon them, our own consciousness of that change, from our putting ourselves in their 

situation, and from our lodging, if I may be allowed to say so, our own living souls in 

their inanimated bodies, and thence conceiving what would be our emotions in this case. 

(1.1.1.13; 13) 

In all three of these examples, the consciousness/perspective of the spectator is “joined” with an 

imagined consciousness/perspective to create a synthesis of contradicting points of view: lunacy 

is joined to rationality; infant ignorance to mature knowledge; dead matter to living vitality. 

                                                 
16 Above, I mentioned that three things are always involved in sympathy: a spectator, an agent, and an object. This 

remains true, I think, even in this example. Though the agent is imaginary, his non-existence is of secondary 

importance to the spectator’s notion that he nevertheless represents a unique perspective.    
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Properly and empirically considered, none of these sympathetic actions take the spectator outside 

herself; the joining is entirely imaginative. But by creating a “complete image,” the spectator 

expands her own experience, joining to her limited perspectives other perspectives that take her, 

imaginatively at least, outside herself. To put this into narratological terms, by creating a 

synthetic perspective that imaginatively includes other points of perception the spectator 

synthesizes a third-person point of view from her own first-person situation. 

 Sympathy, as Rae Greiner points out, has often been confused with identification, the 

idea being that a more and more complete identification between spectator and agent, an 

identification that approaches omniscience (the spectator “knowing” more and more about the 

agent) leads to a greater sympathetic union. Greiner cites nineteenth-century free indirect 

discourse (another blending of first- and third-person perspectives) as a strategy for closing the 

gap between spectator and agent. The idea that omniscience/identification creates sympathy, is, 

according to Greiner, not what Smith had in mind. She makes the argument that Smith’s 

sympathy is founded on what she calls “sympathetic temporality,” which is narrative, but not 

omniscient, in nature. “After all,” she writes,  

 it is narrative, not the theatre, which mandates the multiple acts of abstraction Smith 

 describes: sympathizing with the other isn’t a matter of seeing and knowing, much less of 

 being in contact with other bodies, but ‘situating’ the other in an imaginative narrative 

 termporality made up of every circumstance ‘that can possibly occur’ (not those that 

 demonstrably have) and all the ‘minutest incidents’ comprising his ‘case.’ James 

 Chandler has persuasively shown that the case, in its Romantic permutations, is anti-

 casuistical, to which I add that Smith’s cases afford no parallel fantasy of omniscience: 

 jettisoning absolutism in favour of deliberation, ends for means, Smith’s cases activate 
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 conjecture over authentication, law, or fact. Speculation, not spectatorship, best describes 

 the labor sympathy requires: that term registers the temporal unfolding of Smith’s 

 situated imagining in a way that ‘spectatorship’ does not. (296)  

The spectator does not “know”: she speculates, and speculates in a narrative mode. When I 

describe sympathy as creating an imaginative and synthetic third-person perspective, I do not 

mean to imply that this perspective creates omniscience (in the narrative sense), or an actual 

vertical perspective, the kind that typology gave to Clarissa, but that it creates an approximate or 

provisional sort of verticality, a third-personness that allows the spectator to “see” herself in 

relationship to other selves. 

 Sympathy, then, is a function of the imagination, a joining together of separate 

perspectives that creates a synthetic or “impossible” perspective. This synthetic perspective does 

not arise spontaneously, however; sympathy, for Smith, requires deliberate acts of will and 

imagination, and these acts are difficult to perform. They are worth performing, however, since 

“nothing pleases us more than to observe in other men a fellow-feeling with all the emotions of 

our own breast” (1.1.2.1; 13). Sympathy with others creates pleasure, but it also relieves grief: 

“How are the unfortunate relieved,” Smith writes, “when they have found out a person to whom 

they can communicate the cause of their sorrow?” (1.1.2.4; 15). In order for this sort of 

communication to occur, however, both the spectator and the agent must perform certain acts of 

perspectival transposition—they must “see” as the other “sees.” Of the spectator, Smith writes:  

In all such cases, that there may be some correspondence of sentiments between the 

spectator and the person principally concerned, the spectator must, first of all, endeavour, 

as much as he can, to put himself in the situation of the other, and to bring home to 

himself every little circumstance of distress which can possibly occur to the sufferer. He 
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must adopt the whole case of his companion with all its minutest incidents; and strive to 

render as perfect as possible, that imaginary change of situation upon which his sympathy 

is founded. (1.1.4.6; 21) 

The spectator must “endeavour, as much as he can.” This endeavour is necessarily limited. As 

much as he can never quite crosses the gap between selves; “Mankind,” Smith writes, “though 

naturally sympathetic, never conceive, for what has befallen another, that degree of passion 

which naturally animates the person principally concerned” (1.1.4.7; 21). But while sympathy 

does not cross the gap, it may narrow it enough to allow an imaginary trading of places. To 

endeavour as much as she can, however, the spectator must engage in elaborate acts of 

imagination: must “adopt the whole case” and “strive to render as perfect as possible.” Though 

the verbs—endeavour, strive—are all active, and suggest effort, “rendering,” especially, requires 

special effort. The painterly metaphor, suggestive of a sort of mental portraiture, reinforces the 

idea that this sort of sympathy is not spontaneous, but the willed product of patient and laboured 

effort. And like a good portrait, this mental portraiture grows in sympathetic effect as details 

accumulate, as features and postures are captured just right, as proportions are just. Again, it is 

important to keep in mind how Smith thinks spectators should use this accumulation of detail and 

“incident”: this mental portraiture does not allow the spectator to cross the gap and occupy the 

agent’s situation; rather, it allows her to reconstruct that situation for herself, to imagine she is 

him, at which point she can properly judge how she would think and act if the case were hers. 

 The painterly metaphor here (and the musical metaphor I examine in the following 

paragraph) demonstrate the way Smith constantly appeals to aesthetics. Karen Valihora argues 

that Smith uses aesthetics and aesthetic judgment to create a model for shared objective 

standards for judgment. The search for such standards becomes urgent when all selves are 
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limited to their own perceptions and instinctively make all judgments based on their own private 

experience. Smith distinguishes between two sympathetic responses: a sympathy that exists (or 

does not exist) between a spectator and an agent when they both consider a third object (a 

painting or poem, for instance), and a sympathy that exists (or does not exist) between a 

spectator and agent when they both consider an object that is particularly related to one or the 

other of them (the death of a parent, for instance, or the love for a new mistress). Self-interest 

creates this distinction: the aesthetic object, separate from both spectator and object, allows for a 

shared neutral judgment to emerge; the related object involves self-interest. Smith’s account of 

sympathy, and his development of the idea of the “impartial spectator,” which also in theory 

allows for neutral judgment, is, according to Valihora, an attempt to create or model a moral 

system of judgment upon an aesthetic one. The impartial spectator aestheticizes the self, in other 

words. If Smith is doing this, and it seems likely to me that he is, it would explain the ubiquitous 

presence of aesthetic elements in The Theory of Moral Sentiments.17  

 But if the spectator must engage in difficult acts of imagination to join her perspective to 

the agent’s, the agent, too, must perform certain actions that allow for such a joining. The 

different passions and sentiments found among people are often at variance: one person is happy 

when another is angry; one is in love when another grieves; the dreadful martyrdom runs its 

course as dogs go on with their doggy lives. For a sympathetic joining to occur, these passions 

must somehow meet, must achieve a sort of harmonious equilibrium, and Smith suggests that the 

burden of this achievement lies with the agent, the one principally concerned, and whose passion 

has, in some way, disconnected him from others. Smith, considering the position of someone in a 

violent or disagreeable passion, writes: 

                                                 
17 See Valihora 137-58. 
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To see the emotions of their hearts, in every respect, beat time to his own, in the violent 

and disagreeable passions, constitutes his sole consolation. But he can only hope to 

obtain this by lowering his passion to that pitch, in which the spectators are capable of 

going along with him. He must flatten, if I may be allowed to say so, the sharpness of its 

natural tone, in order to reduce it to harmony and concord with the emotions of those who 

are about him. What they feel, will, indeed, always be, in some respects, different from 

what he feels, and compassion can never be exactly the same with original sorrow; 

because the secret consciousness that the change of situations, from which the 

sympathetic sentiment arises, is but imaginary, not only lowers it in degree, but, in some 

measure, varies it in kind, and gives it a quite different modification. These two 

sentiments, however, may, it is evident, have such a correspondence with one another, as 

is sufficient for the harmony of society. Though they will never be unisons, they may be 

concords, and this is all that is wanted or required. (1.1.4.7; 22) 

Smith again appeals to aesthetics. The agent, the one suffering/enjoying any violent or excessive 

passion, is out of tune, his pitch is too high, for others to join in with it. By lowering the pitch, 

the agent allows other hearts to “beat time” with his own in the sympathetic “harmony of 

society.” In order to create sympathy, the agent “must flatten… the sharpness of its natural tone.” 

This idea of “flattening” involves another perspectival transposition, though the reverse of the 

spectator’s: “As they [the spectators] are continually placing themselves in his situation, and 

thence conceiving emotions similar to what he feels; so he [the agent] is as constantly placing 

himself in theirs, and thence conceiving some degree of that coolness about his own fortune, 

with which he is sensible that they will view it” (1.1.4.8; 22). In order to bring himself down to a 

proper pitch, the agent imaginatively considers the way he appears to the spectator and adopts an 
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external perspective. Other people function for the agent as a sort of mirror18, and offer to him a 

way to see himself, but see himself not as he appears to himself but as he appears to them.19  

 “Flattening” the passions requires considerable effort; it requires “the virtues of self-

denial, of self-government, of that command of the passions which subjects all the movements of 

our nature to what our own dignity and honour, and the propriety of our own conduct require” 

(1.1.5.1; 23). Smith later refers to great acts of flattening the passions as “heroic magnanimity” 

(1.3.1.14; 49). Cato is his example. Smith writes:  

The sentiment of complete sympathy and approbation, mixed and animated with wonder 

and surprise, constitutes what is properly called admiration, as has already been more 

than once taken notice of Cato, surrounded on all sides by his enemies, unable to resist 

them, disdaining to submit to them, and reduced, by the proud maxims of that age, to the 

necessity of destroying himself; yet never shrinking from his misfortunes, never 

supplicating with the lamentable voice of wretchedness, those miserable sympathetic 

tears which we are always so unwilling to give; but on the contrary, arming himself with 

manly fortitude, and the moment before he executes his fatal resolution, giving, with his 

usual tranquility, all necessary orders for the safety of his friends; appears to Seneca, that 

                                                 
18 Smith considers the case of a “human creature” who grew up “in some solitary place, without any communication 

with any of his species,” and who therefore has no ideas about his own merit or demerit, his beauty or his deformity:  

“All these are objects which he cannot easily see, which naturally he does not look at, and with regard to which he is 

provided with no mirror which can present them to his view. Bring him into society, and he is immediately provided 

with the mirror which he wanted before” (3.1.3; 110). 
19 Smith’s emphasis on visuality has led some to read his theory of sympathy in theatrical terms. John Dwyer, for 

instance, reads Smith’s sympathy as generating shared moral standards within a group or community through “the 

culmination of a complex series of emotional exchanges within a social theatre of actors and spectators who were 

forever changing places” (102-3). (Smith does use the term “actor” but not quite in the theatrical sense; it is 

synonymous with “agent.”) As Rae Greiner writes, however: “it is worth paying close attention to what, if anything, 

these spectators see. It seems evident that what’s required isn’t primarily, if at all, the work of actual witnessing. 

Putting oneself ‘in the situation of the other’ and ‘bring[ing] home… every little circumstance of distress which can 

possibly occur to the sufferer’ requires, more than anything, imaginative labor, a point made unambiguously in the 

final clause, where sympathy is ‘founded’ upon an ‘imaginary change’” (295). I take this to be correct. When I write 

about the way the spectator sees the agent, or of the way the agent imagines the spectator sees him, I align “sees” 

more closely with “reads” than with strictly visual or spectatorial modes of sight.  
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great preacher of insensibility, a spectacle which even the gods themselves might behold 

with pleasure and admiration. (1.3.1.13; 48) 

It perhaps seems odd that this “heroic magnanimity,” which creates “a spectacle which even the 

gods themselves might behold with pleasure and admiration,” should create the “sentiment of 

complete sympathy”; such a spectacle, bordering as it does on the sublime, might be thought to 

create separation—to remove Cato from the sphere of human experience. Not so for Smith. 

Cato’s Stoic “flattening” of his passions allows spectators to enter immediately, and without the 

hindrance of a passionate disruption, into an imaginative consideration of what he must be 

feeling. Paradoxically enough, the flattening of the passions allows for a greater imaginative 

experience of those passions; by “flattening” his passions—by emptying, so to speak, himself of 

all that makes him unique—Cato creates an easy imaginative transition for the spectator. The 

less of Cato there is to disrupt the spectator’s imagination, the more easily she can imagine 

herself in his position. Not all sympathetic connections require such Cato-like heroic efforts on 

the agent’s part; not all situations are, thankfully, as trying as Cato’s. What the example of Cato 

demonstrates, however, is the burden placed on the agent, and the effort required to assist the 

spectator. If there is to be a sympathetic reaction, an imaginative transposition of one self into 

another’s situation, and a synthesis of perspective, both spectator and agent must strive to meet 

each other at an imaginative middle.20 

                                                 
20 Smith’s other example of magnanimity is the “savage”: “The savages in North America, we are told, assume upon 

all occasions the greatest indifference, and would think themselves degraded if they should ever appear in any 

respect to be overcome, either by love, or grief, or resentment” (5.2; ). This “indifference” they maintain even under 

the greatest of tortures: “Though he seldom shows any symptoms of anger, yet his vengeance, when he comes to 

give way to it, is always sanguinary and dreadful. The least affront drives him to despair. His countenance and 

discourse indeed are still sober and composed, and express nothing but the most perfect tranquillity of mind: but his 

actions are often the most furious and violent” (5.2; ). What separates Cato from Smith’s “savages,” however, is 

Cato’s own command over his passions; he has not merely suppressed or hidden away but controlled his passions. 

Smith’s admiration for the “savage” is sincere, but incomplete. In his account of heroic magnanimity and flattening, 

Smith slips into a proscriptive mode, not merely describing how sympathy works but how agent’s should and ought 

to behave for sympathy to achieve its ends. 
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I have slowed down over this idea of “flattening”, and perhaps gone slightly further with 

the idea than Smith does (Smith does not talk about “emptying” the self, only flattening the 

passions21), because “flatten” will, later in this chapter, become another key term. It is therefore 

worth pausing over it here and inflecting it with Richardson’s own concerns. Private individual 

experience, both Smith and Richardson seem to agree, always runs the risk of separating the 

individual from others—I mean not just the philosophical sort of separation that is based on 

epistemology and ontology, but the kind that dislocates the individual from the “harmony of 

society,” as Smith calls it. This sort of dislocating private experience often involves the passions 

and frustrated sympathy, but it also involves the idea of character itself, of being the sort of self 

that does not participate in the sympathetic harmony. In Grandison, Sir Hargrave Pollexfen, 

whose immoderate love for her prompts him to abduct Harriet, or Lady Olivia, whose excessive 

love for him prompts her to try to stab Sir Charles, are dislocated and separated from society by 

their inability to control themselves. Not only do they not lower their pitch, they allow that pitch 

to carry them beyond what is acceptable or permitted. They threaten and disrupt social cohesion; 

their very beings, unmoderated and unregulated, create disorder and discord. Harriet, on the 

other hand, who is prepared to give up her love for Sir Charles, and Clementina, who actually 

does give up hers, eventually find themselves secure within the harmonious social circle through 

their acts of self-denial and heroic magnanimity.  In order to participate in the circle, a character 

must make herself “fit,” in the sense of being well-adapted or suited; if she does not fit, either 

because she cannot or chooses not to “flatten” and moderate her passions, that character cannot 

belong, and finds herself outside the circle.   

                                                 
21 Then again, the implication does seem to be there for Smith.  
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There is, however, a very important consequence of sympathy that I have, until now, 

been ignoring: judgment. As my discussion of “flattening” suggests, Smith’s theory of sympathy 

is foundational to his ideas of sociability or social cohesion; in a very real sense, sympathy is 

what creates cohesion, and what allows people to live in the “harmony of society.” The 

mechanism of sympathy functions by the spectator imagining herself in the agent’s situation; she 

judges of his feelings by her own. The imaginative union of sentiments, what I have been calling 

the synthetic perspective, only works when both spectator and agent perform elaborate and 

difficult acts of imagination that take them, “in some measure,” outside themselves. But these 

acts themselves, even when both spectator and agent meet on imaginative common ground, do 

not guarantee sympathetic joining; there is still the element of judgment, of the spectator judging 

and assessing the fitness, the rightness, what Smith calls the propriety of, the agent’s feelings.  

Smith investigates this sense of judgment first in terms of propriety and impropriety, 

judgments that can be characterized as aesthetic in nature, and then in terms of merit and 

demerit, judgments that can be characterized as moral in nature. Smith writes:  

When the original passions of the person principally concerned are in perfect concord 

with the sympathetic emotions of the spectator, they necessarily appear to this last just 

and proper, and suitable to their objects; and, on the contrary, when, upon bringing the 

case home to himself, he finds that they do not coincide with what he feels, they 

necessarily appear to him unjust and improper, and unsuitable to the causes which excite 

them. (1.1.3.1; 16) 

Sympathy itself is a sort of judgment. The meaning of sympathy has slightly shifted here: no 

longer is it strictly about imaginatively considering another’s situation or entering into their 

perspective; it is now about judging the correctness of the agent’s feeling once that joining has 
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occurred. Sentiments need to be “suitable to their objects.” This sense of suitableness or 

propriety is built upon the coincidence of feeling: if, “upon bringing the case home” to herself, 

the spectator finds that she cannot go along with the agent’s feelings, she judges them “unjust 

and improper.” This judgment, however, is not brought on, not initially at least, by an appeal to 

social convention, law, or religion (vertical structures, in other words), but by an appeal to the 

self: “Every faculty in one man is the measure by which he judges of the like faculty in another. I 

judge of your sight by my sight, of your ear by my ear, of your reason by my reason, of your 

resentment by my resentment, of your love by my love. I neither have, nor can have, any other 

way of judging about them” (1.1.3.10; 19).22 The spectator, in other words, does not appeal to an 

external measurement or law when she makes her judgments about the agent’s sentiments; she 

appeals to what she herself would feel in the like situation.  

  If sympathy is judgment, and if judgment is always based entirely on the spectator’s own 

experience, then there appears to be no common ground for sociability: everything depends on 

compromised and limited horizontal experience. How, then, can these judgments be anything 

other than the compromised products of self-interest? How can they be, in other words, anything 

more than the sort of judgments offered by a Clarissa or a Lovelace? Smith’s solution to this 

problem is to theorize yet another synthetic perspective, his famous “man within the breast” or 

“impartial spectator,” an ideal spectator that allows the self to judge the propriety of her own 

sentiments. We judge others by a sympathetic coincidence of feeling; “in the same manner,” 

Smith writes,  

                                                 
22 Raphael points out how this, in a literal sense, is untrue. A woman with poor sight, and who knows she has poor 

sight, will not judge of others’ sight by her own. While Raphael is correct, I take the case to be more a disconnect of 

rhetoric than a philosophical failure. Smith is concluding a chapter; this is his final sentence in it, and a punchy 

rhetorical flourish is unsurprising; moreover, though the specific examples of sensory judgment may fail to 

convince, the overall point is that the individual is limited to her own experience: even if she knows her sight is 

faulty she still cannot experience any sense of sight other than her own. See Raphael 20.  
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we either approve or disapprove of our own conduct, according as we feel that, when we 

place ourselves in the situation of another man, and view it, as it were, with his eyes and 

from his station, we either can or cannot entirely enter into and sympathize with the 

sentiments and motives which influenced it. We can never survey our own sentiments 

and motives, we can never form any judgment concerning them; unless we remove 

ourselves, as it were, from our own natural station, and endeavour to view them as at a 

certain distance from us. (3.1.3; 109-10) 

This sort of judgment of the self requires complicated shifts of imagination and perspective. The 

self must first exit herself (“place ourselves in the situation”) and then look back at herself 

(“view it, as it were, with his eyes”—the as it were once again drawing attention to the 

imaginary or “impossible” dimension of this act); at the same time, she must perform a double 

act of imagination, and take on all the imaginative responsibilities of the spectator (“and from his 

station, we either can or cannot entirely enter into and sympathize with the sentiments and 

motives which influenced it”). “When I endeavor to examine my own conduct,” Smith writes,  

it is evident that, in all such cases, I divide myself, as it were, into two persons; and that I, 

the examiner and judge, represent a different character from that other I, the person 

whose conduct is examined into and judged of. The first is the spectator, whose 

sentiments with regard to my own conduct I endeavour to enter into, by placing myself in 

his situation, and by considering how it would appear to me, when seen from that 

particular point of view. The second is the agent, the person whom I properly call myself, 

and of whose conduct, under the character of a spectator, I was endeavouring to form 

some opinion. The first is the judge; the second the person judged of. But that the judge 
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should, in every respect, be the same with the person judged of, is as impossible, as that 

the cause should, in every respect, be the same with the effect. (3.1.6; 113) 

To arrive at  judgment of herself, the self is forced to imagine herself as an impartial spectator—

she is forced to divide herself23—and then, as impartial spectator, to see if she can or cannot 

sympathize with her own sentiments. She becomes both agent and spectator in an elaborate play 

of imagination and sympathy. There is a cyclical quality to this, an “impossible” ouroboros or 

moebius-like movement, but one that, Smith suggests, instead of creating a feedback loop of 

self-contained perspective, allows the self to get above herself, to see herself from a different 

perspective or a different “station,” one “at a certain distance from us.” 

 Critical distance is the key to this. In order to avoid self-interest compromising judgment, 

the self must learn to see herself as from outside herself, and to measure her own interest from 

within the proportions of a larger composition. Smith appeals to aesthetics to make his point. 

Perhaps recalling Hume looking out the windows of his chamber, Smith writes: 

In my present situation an immense landscape of lawns, and woods, and distant 

mountains, seems to do no more than cover the little window which I write by and to be 

out of all proportion less than the chamber in which I am sitting. I can form a just 

comparison between those great objects and the little objects around me, in no other way, 

than by transporting myself, at least in fancy, to a different station, from whence I can 

survey both at nearly equal distances, and thereby form some judgment of their real 

proportions. (3.3.2; 135) 

                                                 
23 This bears some resemblance to what I call internal irony; the main difference between the two, however, is the 

degree to which the self is conscious of the division. In Richardsonian internal irony, the self is unconscious of the 

division, unaware that she possesses feelings, desire, or motives that nevertheless colour and influence her actions; 

in Smith’s division of the self, the division is an act of will and imagination, a deliberate fissuring of the self that 

actually produces a better and clearer understanding. 
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Smith’s “situation” here is an aesthetic one. The landscape before him, which seems “to do no 

more than cover the little window,” is “out of all proportion,” appears “less than the chamber in 

which I am sitting,” not because it really is so, but because Smith himself experiences a limited 

and compromised perspective. The landscape and mountains are framed by his window; they, 

and the entire scene, appears like an artful composition, a scene within a scene, one that draws 

attention to the dynamics, and limitations, of visual/painterly perspective. This aesthetic 

situation, and the judgments involved in correcting perspective, is similar to the judgments the 

“impartial spectator” makes. “Before we can make any proper comparison of those opposite 

interests [the interests of the self and of the other]” Smith writes, “we must change our position. 

We must view them, neither from our own place nor yet from his, neither with our own eyes nor 

yet with his, but from the place and with the eyes of a third person, who has no particular 

connexion with either, and who judges with impartiality between us” (3.3.3; 135).24  

 By way of transition back to Richardson, I want to pause over a small, but very 

significant, moment that occurs early in Grandison. At the beginning of the novel, Richardson 

sets up the same problem of social irony with which he concluded Clarissa—the problem of 

creating a “character” based entirely on “seeing” or “reading” the external “materials”; the 

problem of seeing them, that is, from the perspective of a spectator. Harriet describes to Lucy the 

people she met at a gathering at Lady Betty Williams’s house: she describes Lady Betty herself, 

                                                 
24 Smith immediately follows this with his famous thought experiment, in which a single man balances the loss of a 

single finger against the annihilation of the entire “great empire of China” (3.3.4; 136). If a man were to learn that 

China, “with all its myriad of inhabitants, was suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake” (3.3.4; 136), he would 

experience the proper sentiments of pity and terror, but would also, since he does not see this devastation, soon 

“pursue his business or his pleasure, take his repose or his diversion, with the same ease and tranquillity, as if no 

such accident had happened” (3.3.4; 136). Smith does not seem to consider this an improper reaction. If, on the other 

hand, he were to learn that “he was to lose his little finger to-morrow, he would not sleep to-night” (3.3.4; 136). The 

loss of a finger is of greater concern to him than all the myriad inhabitants of China. At the same time, though, he 

would not (Smith thinks/hopes) sacrifice all of China to save that finger. It is the “impartial spectator”—identified 

here as “reason, principle, conscience, the inhabitant of the breast, the man within, the great judge and arbiter of our 

conduct” (3.3.4; 137)—that forces the man to see his own interest, and his own finger, in a proper perspective.  
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the masculine (read: possibly lesbian) Miss Barnavelt, the pedantic Mr. Walden, and the puffed-

up Sir Hargrave Pollexfen. She, using the term much like Anna Howe does, calls these 

descriptions of other people “characters”; describing the characters of the people she meets in 

London is one of the “injunctions” (1.18) put upon her by her friends. She has already, though 

just barely arrived in London, given “characters” of people who briefly visited the Reeveses’ 

house: Miss Allestree (who is “pretty”), Miss Bramber (“a little too talkative, I think”), Miss 

Bramber’s younger sister Miss Sally (who seems “kept down” by the elder sister), Mr. Somner 

(who is “affected, and very opinionated”) and Mr. Barnet (“one of your pretty fellows”) (all 

1.19-20). These “characters” are superficial; they trade on types (a “pretty fellow”) rather than on 

knowledge or insight into who these people really are. At the gathering, during a debate about 

the merits of modern versus ancient poetry, Harriet strikes a point against Walden, which Miss 

Barnavelt applauds and rewards with a kiss on Harriet’s cheek; Pollexfen tries to kiss her as well 

but Harriet, already offended by Miss Barnavelt’s freedom, checks his advance. “Just here,” she 

writes, interrupting her narrative, “I laid down my pen, and stept to the glass, to see whether I 

could not please myself with a wise frown or two; at least with a solemnity of countenance, that, 

occasionally, I might dash with it my childishness of look; which certainly encouraged this 

freedom of Miss Barnavelt” (1.58). Harriet is self-conscious about her appearance; she has a 

“childishness of look” that she knows affects how others perceive her. The mirror provides an 

opportunity for a complex Smithian play of perspective: she looks at herself, but sees herself 

with a double vision—as she appears to herself and as she imagines she appears to others. 

 After receiving a reply from Lucy that describes how Harriet’s Uncle Selby was 

satirically “making observations” (1.66) about what she had written, Harriet, fully aware that she 

is “furnishing weapons against myself” (1.66), decides to engage in an imaginative writing 
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exercise to amuse her friends: “to give you a sketch of what I might suppose the company at 

Lady Betty’s would say of your Harriet, were each to write her character to their confidents or 

correspondents as she has done theirs to you!” (1.68). “Which of you, my dear friends,” she 

writes, again emphasizing a mirror-like play of internal and external perspective, “was it, that 

once called me a fanciful girl” (1.68). She then proceeds to give her own “character” as she 

imagines others see it: “’Tis the softest, gentlest, smiling rogue of a girl—I protest, I could five 

or six times have kissed her, for what she said, and for the manner she spoke in” (1.69), she 

imagines Miss Barnavelt writing, expanding the lesbian subtext; “In her person she is not 

disagreeable; and most people think her pretty. But, what is prettiness? Why, nevertheless, in a 

woman, prettiness is—pretty” (1.69), she imagines Walden writing, the tautological stammer 

signaling her own satiric reaction to his pedantry. This imaginative exercise is getting 

complicated: not only is she imagining herself as others see her, she is imagining those others as 

she herself first “reads” them—as someone with an ambiguous sexuality; as someone 

insufferably condescending—and then sees them, her imagined others, seeing her. Compounding 

the complications is her deliberate attempt to amuse her friends, her consciousness that her 

imaginative exercise is also a performance, and that the performance itself will be read and 

remarked upon by an uncle who deliberately reads to make “observations.”  

 These operations of the fanciful girl’s imagination, especially the central operation of 

imagining what others might write about her, are not unlike Smith’s account of sympathy, and 

especially of his account of the mirror-like benefits of society. What distinguishes this particular 

instance of Harriet’s imaginative transposition from Smith’s theory, however, is that little 

Richardsonian red flag: “what I might suppose the company at Lady Betty’s would say of your 

Harriet.” The combination of “suppose” and “character” is slightly alarming, since it suggests 



Krahn 252 

 

 

another incomplete attempt to cross the social irony gap. Harriet has no privileged vertical access 

to other interiors; her “characters” are based on just a very few “materials” gathered from very 

brief encounters and not on long histories, where patterns of action or speech or writing can be 

observed. Harriet’s supposition is not quite the same as Clarissa’s many violent “supposals,” but 

the difference is more a difference of degree than of kind. Harriet has not, to use Smith’s term, 

entered into the “situation” of the other; she is mimicking, and mimicking for the purposes of 

amusement. Harriet’s imaginative writing exercise reads almost as a parody of Smith’s mirror. 

She is patently not being sympathetic. 

 This moment of Harriet in front of the mirror practicing a faulty sympathy based on a 

faulty hermeneutic, however, comes very early in the novel; it comes before her abduction by 

Pollexfen, before her rescue by Sir Charles, and before she is adopted into the Grandison family. 

It comes, in other words, before a long sequence of secret-sharing scenes demonstrate a better, 

more reliable way to access the interior of another. This “fanciful” Harriet soon disappears; 

writing “characters” of other people, “characters” that assume a knowledge of the secret interior, 

soon becomes out of character for her. It is as if Richardson, extremely conscious again of his 

own technique, and of the innovations he is performing, begins Grandison where Clarissa leaves 

off, pondering the perspectival limitations of the horizontal plane and the ways a self can, if she 

can at all, gain access to the secrets of another’s interior. 

 Smith’s account of sympathy provides solutions to the same problems of interiority that 

Richardson has been investigating in his novels: as a way of imaginatively “joining” spectator 

and agent, sympathy closes the social irony gap separating selves/characters; as a way of 

regulating and judging the self, it closes the internal irony gap separating a self from her own 

heart. These solutions, especially as they relate to social irony, are always somewhat provisional, 



Krahn 253 

 

 

but they are often enough, Smith thinks, to provide a foundation for social cohesion: to recall 

Smith’s musical metaphor, sympathy may not provide “unisons” but it does provide “concords, 

and this is all that is wanted or required” (1.1.4.7; 22). These sympathetic solutions involve 

complex manipulations of perspective, imaginative shifts in situation, and the deliberate and 

careful regulation of the self and its sentiments. The “impartial spectator,” the “third-person” that 

emerges from these creative and synthesizing acts and which allows the self to see herself with a 

proper and just proportion, represents a shift in narrative technique, so to speak—a switching 

from the self seeing herself in the first-person to seeing herself in the third-person. Sympathy, in 

other words, creates a vertical structure, a way for the limited horizontal self to “see” herself 

from an external perspective. At the same time, since the self never truly leaves the self, this 

verticality is provision or synthetic: it is false in the epistemological sense but pragmatic in an 

social context. If the self is performing the proper imaginative actions, the “impartial spectator” 

creates a third-person perspective that all selves, spectators and agents, can share. It limits the 

distortions of self-interest, and creates a smooth transition for the imaginative acts of sympathy 

that unite selves in the “harmony of society.”  

 

4.3 A “Grandisonian” Self 

 Grandison is, alas, Richardson’s neglected novel, a fate it has not deserved. Clarissa, 

though never not read by some, received, in the 1980s and 90s (and moving along steadily since 

then), a sort of critical revival, a sudden new appreciation for its complexity and compromises, 

spurred on mostly, as Terry Eagleton suggests, because “certain new ways of reading developed 

in our own time” (viii)—“new ways” such as deconstructionism, post-structuralism, 

psychoanalysis, feminism, and Marxism—that, in a sense, allowed readers to catch up with 
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Richardson and appreciate more clearly his ambiguous achievement. This has not quite happened 

to Grandison. While it may not be the critical hotbed that Clarissa sometimes is, however, some 

recent scholarship has attempted to intervene and recuperate a sense of Grandison’s importance 

to Richardson’s body of fiction, to the period, and to the history of the novel. Bonnie Latimer, 

for instance, reverses the traditional privilege and positions Grandison, rather than Clarissa, at 

the head of Richardson’s fiction, and suggests that “a re-reading of Grandison provides a basis 

for reassessing significant aspects of Richardson’s entire fictional oeuvre, and has implications 

for fresh thinking about the eighteenth-century novel” (3).25 Latimer, reversing also the critical 

commonplace that the period “feminizes” male characters, demonstrates the way that 

Richardson, especially in Grandison, “masculinizes” female characters, representing them as 

rational independent agents and correcting previous representations found in such things as anti-

female satire or prostitute narratives.26 Helen Thompson aligns the formal features of 

Richardson’s characterization with John Locke’s division of primary and secondary qualities. 

Lovelace, she argues, who as a rake finds it expedient to disguise his intentions, embodies a 

Lockean primary-secondary difference, where his real-but-not-perceived primary self is obscured 

by a perceived-but-not-real set of secondary perceptions. Sir Charles, on the other hand, 

collapses the primary-secondary distinction; instead of having a closed and enclosed interiority, 

Sir Charles is “open” and his goodness “blazes”: Sir Charles, in other words, is what he appears 

to be, and provides a “resonant correction” of Lovelace’s empirical deceptions (213). Emily 

Friedman examines Richardson’s narrative experimentation, especially his refusal to provide the 

neat, closed, and tidy ending readers wanted. Grandison, she suggests, is a “testing ground for 

                                                 
25 I have taken much the same approach; instead of putting Grandison at the head of Richardson’s fiction, however, 

I am attempting to provide a complete picture of Richardson’s entire narrative trajectory.  
26 “Richardson,” Latimer writes, “takes qualities repeatedly circumscribed as solely masculine and makes them 

central to his heroines’ writing, allowing them to look back at others and at their own culture” (47).   
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new techniques” (662). Canonization, especially of privileged novelistic techniques, concretizes, 

and selectively crystallized forms and conventions create the appearance of homogeneity where 

in fact there is variety. Re-examining the often-ignored experiments of even a canonical writer 

such as Richardson, as well as those of historically marginalized writers, Friedman’s argument 

suggests, recoups a sense of this valuable variety. 

 This regained sense of Grandison’s importance, and of the ways Richardson intervened 

in his own work to modify and expand his fiction, opens up new avenues of investigation and 

offers new opportunities for rethinking Richardson’s fiction. What Latimer, Thompson, and 

Friedman all suggest is that Grandison, despite its relative obscurity now, is an important, if not 

central, text in our understanding of Richardson—and that our understanding of him is partial or 

incomplete if we leave his final novel out of the picture. In this spirit, I suggest that Grandison, 

through its development of a Smith-like (but not necessarily Smithian) theory of sympathy, 

radically alters Richardson’s representation and characterization of the self: it re-locates the self, 

inviting it in from its position as heroic outsider and re-embedding it within the sentimental 

structures of family and community. This re-fashioned self I call the “Grandisonian” self.  

 In order to argue for this “Grandisonian” self I need first to discuss its counterpart, what I 

call the canonical or heroic self. In chapter one I discussed the way the novel, as a literary form, 

is entwined with the history of the individual and the history of what we now call 

individualism.27 Ian Watt, Michael McKeon, and Nancy Armstrong, among many others, all 

discuss the way the novel creates a specific form of individualism—the way its careful 

accumulation of details, its emphasis on the unique and the particular, its careful delineation of 

time, its explorations of perspective, and its division of interior and exterior experience, all 

                                                 
27 See chapter 1.1. 
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contribute to create a version of the individual that is separate, often heroically so, from those 

around her. In these sorts of histories of the novel, Clarissa often receives pride of place. 

Everything about the world she lives in seems to force Clarissa to maintain a defensive posture; 

everything reinforces that she is, ultimately, alone. Cursed by her family, persecuted and raped 

by Lovelace, Clarissa is forced to turn inward and to develop a sense of self that functions 

independently of the sundered relationships around her. This independent self, heroically 

maintaining its integrity against an oppressive social cosmology, is, or has been, the “canonical” 

self, the self that histories of the novel have tended to privilege. Ian Watt, for instance, places the 

heroic individual at the centre of the canon. The novel’s “primary criterion,” Watt declares, “was 

truth to individual experience—individual experience which is always unique and therefore new” 

(13). The idea of experience itself, however, was changing in the eighteenth century. It was 

becoming private and not shared, it depended on an individual point of perception, not on a 

collective accumulation of knowledge, and Watt demonstrates how the novel rises alongside 

early modern economic, philosophical, and domestic innovations. David Hume, for instance, was 

theorizing that the idea of a self is reducible to a collection of impressions, and that the mind, 

rather than being an essential substance, is “nothing but a heap or collection of different 

impressions” (137). With no common substance or substrate of “mind,” selves become unique 

and particular individuals, since no two heaps of experience could ever be the same. Such heaps 

are also not perceivable by others. To an extent not felt in previous societies, then, people in the 

middle eighteenth century were aware of having both an exterior and an interior, that which can 

be seen by others and that which can only be experienced by the self; and they were also, to an 

extent not felt in previous societies, privileging the inner over the outer. The trick of making 

characters appear as if they, too, have an inside and an outside, is the novel’s grand achievement. 
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Novels, according to Watt, allow readers to “get inside” (175) characters’ minds. Clarissa is 

Watt’s centerpiece; Clarissa is “the heroic representation of all that is free and positive in the 

new individualism” (222); she “proves that no individual and no institution can destroy the inner 

inviolability of the human personality” (225).28 

 To canonize this version of the self, however, Watt’s thesis favours certain types of 

novels and characters. Pamela and Clarissa, since they clearly demonstrate the workings of 

singular consciousnesses, are in; Grandison, since it does not, is out.29 A tautological feedback 

loop, coloured by a strong confirmation bias, seems to occur here: by reading the canon for the 

individual (and a very specific sort of individual too), that specific sort of individual becomes the 

criterion for canonicity. This loop can warp the text. By reading Clarissa for the heroic 

individual the individual’s meaning in the text can appear out of proportion and Richardson’s 

latent skepticism about the highly individuated self may go unnoticed.30 The problem with the 

heroic self is the problem of the horizontal plane; the heroic self, in its vigorous defense of its 

own integrity, risks re-enforcing and re-entrenching itself in all its own limitations; it risks, as 

Clarissa and Lovelace risk, mistaking the horizontal for the vertical, mistaking private experience 

for authoritative narrative. But warp bends both ways, and I have no desire to set up another 

misreading by suggesting that reading for the canonical or heroic self is an incorrect way to read 

Richardson. Rather, I would like to expand the traditional reading of Richardson’s concept of 

                                                 
28 Since I have already covered much of this in chapter one, I will not go into much more detail here. My own 

reading of Clarissa, however, which focuses on questions of perspective, obviously does not emphasize the heroic 

but rather the limited nature of the self, and reads against the “Wattian” tradition, while also acknowledging its 

indebtedness to Watt. That said, I do not dismiss this heroic self; when read in a different light, and when guided by 

different concerns—when read, for instance, in a feminist light—Clarissa obviously does validate a heroic self, and 

Clarissa’s struggle to define herself against the patriarchal oppression of her family and Lovelace is a necessary step 

in the history of the individual.  
29 Both Pamela and Clarissa have chapters in The Rise of the Novel, while Grandison is barely mentioned in the 

book and receives no treatment. This sort of privileging is not unique to Watt. 
30 Latimer’s reversal of privilege helps here: by prioritizing Grandison, what appears to be one thing in Clarissa—

the apparent valorization of the individual in the face of opposition—may in fact be something else.  
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self and suggest that Richardson, while establishing that canonical heroic self (perhaps 

inadvertently), felt troubled enough by its limitations and compromises to develop its 

“Grandisonian” counterpart. Richardson, after all, was an innovator. Characters in Grandison 

therefore remain unique and heroic individuals; the novel does not retreat from this version of 

the self; instead, it pushes this self forward. In Clarissa the individual lives (and mostly suffers) 

within an oppressive forge that hammers out the heroic self; in Grandison, that same heroic 

individual is rescued from her solitary fate and re-fitted into a more friendly, genial context: a 

sentimental society-in-miniature, a family of the heart—a circle. 

 Jerrold Seigel suggests that there are three “dimensions” of the self: the bodily/material, 

the relational, and the reflective (5-6). A “one-dimensional” theory sees the self as the product of 

only one of these, while a “multi-dimensional” theory sees all three at play in the creation and 

formation of a self (7).31 A “multi-dimensional” account of the self would not necessarily see the 

material, the relational, and the reflective as equal parts; it could prioritize one dimension, even 

while making that privileged dimension interdependent with the other two. The reflective 

dimension (the self’s ability to make itself an object of its own consideration) is the heroic self’s 

dominant dimension. One of the reasons the life of the individual in Richardson’s novel is so 

fraught, so vexed and challenging, is that the individual lives in a “multi-dimensional” nexus, 

where body, society, and reflection are all felt, and felt constantly. Clarissa prioritizes the 

reflective; Grandison, on the other hand, prioritizes the relational dimension, which sees the self 

as created in its interaction with those around it.32 This greater attention to the relational does not 

                                                 
31 Seigel writes, “These various considerations about the relations between reflectivity on the one hand, and bodily 

and social existence on the other, provide grounds for holding that the three dimensions identified at the start 

constitute genuine aspects both of real selves, and of any credible theory of the self” (31). Richardson would agree, 

and none of the three dimensions are ever far from consideration in his fiction.   
32 Similar to the way Smith sees the individual as only truly becoming an individual when placed in front of the 

mirror of other people. 
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negate the heroic self or its reflective dimension; Richardson’s theory of the self in Grandison 

remains multi-dimensional; however, it establishes new dynamics among those dimensions, and 

provides a way to mitigate the distortions of private experience. Another way to say this is that 

Grandison emphasizes questions of social irony over questions of internal irony; since this is a 

Richardson novel, the two remain intertwined, however. Though in what follows I focus mostly 

upon questions of social irony, the question of internal irony is never far behind.  

 Tita Chico writes that Grandison “meditates upon the mechanisms through which 

affective communities are constructed” (45). I would like to follow her lead and examine these 

mechanisms as well, paying special attention to the ways these mechanisms alter and affect the 

individual.33  Richardsonian community, like the Richardsonian self, is not an accidental 

phenomenon but is carefully constructed and moderated. Reflective selves engage in rigourous 

and often difficult acts of self-creation; Grandison applies such rigour to community—not to 

society-at-large, the world, which remains a fallen place, but to societies-in-miniature, where a 

circulatory system of sentiments and feelings unite individuals in a sentimental circle.34  

 Harriet writes that “families are little communities” and that “there are but few solid 

friendships out of them” (1.25), a statement that appears to re-entrench blood’s traditional status 

except that “family” in Grandison is synthetic and expanding. Harriet, an orphan, makes Sir 

Rowland Meredith and his son Mr. Fowler her father and brother (partly to avoid making them 

father-in-law and husband); Sir Charles, immediately after rescuing her from Sir Hargrave 

Pollexfen, calls Harriet his sister; Sir Charles himself is called a “fourth brother” by the della 

                                                 
33 Chico focuses on Richardson’s narrative use of details, and on the way Grandison’s ideal affective community is 

“organized around the admiration of hero and the almost relentless frankness of the heroine” (63).  
34 Smith’s theory provides a foundation for society; Richardson’s concerns are usually more narrow than this. While 

his development of a sympathetic affective circle can, by extrapolation and extension, be applied to society as a 

whole, he himself does not make that application, and his own narratives always emphasis the domestic over the 

public.  
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Porrettas. These are not wholly fictive or merely playful designations, as Harriet worries, but 

serious recognitions that enlarge the sentimental circle. The Grandison circle, for instance, which 

has at its core the Sir Charles-Caroline-Charlotte triad, includes the reverend Dr. Bartlett (Sir 

Charles’ monitor and mentor), Lord L (Caroline’s husband), Lord G (Charlotte’s suitor and then 

husband), Emily Jervois (Sir Charles’ young ward), and Everard Grandison (the wayward 

cousin); it adopts Harriet as a sister; it then expands outwards to include the Reeves (Harriet’s 

cousins in London), and eventually the entire Selby-Shirley circle (Harriet’s blood relations).  

 What binds these individuals together more than blood is the experience of shared 

sentiments, or what Smith calls sympathy. Sir Charles explains that there “is a kind of 

magnetism in goodness”:  

 Bad people will indeed find out bad people, and confederate with them, in order to keep 

 one another in countenance; but they are bound together by a rope of sand; while trust, 

 confidence, love, sympathy, and a reciprocation of beneficent action, twist a cord which 

 ties men to good men, and cannot be easily broken. (2.45)35 

Having a cord twisted around the heart can be painful, however. It binds and restricts. There is 

often, therefore, a double impulse in Grandison: selves oscillate between desires for inclusion 

and for exclusion; the unique independent heroic self, as much as it longs to be fitted into a 

circle, also kicks against the circle’s demands that it conform. Sharing sentiments is not merely 

agreeing with someone else or admiring them for their moral actions and utterances; admiration, 

                                                 
35 Sir Charles is speaking to his uncle, Lord W, a man he is attempting to reform and helping to extricate from a 

compromising situation involving a mistress, and so he talks of “men” and “good men”; the “magnetism in 

goodness,” however, is not gendered; in fact, the novel is much readier to twist a cord which ties women to good 

men, or men to good women, or women to good women, than it is to twist one around men to good men. Male 

friendship in Grandison is nearly always characterized by some sort of moral power relationship. Dr. Bartlett, for 

instance, is Sir Charles’ spiritual monitor and Jeronymo is indebted to Sir Charles for both his life and his spiritual 

life. Male relationships not characterized by obligation or authority, such as the friendships between Sir Charles and 

Mr. Beauchamp or Sir Charles and Lord L, are, for the most part, easy, complacent, and uninteresting, and the novel 

does not spend much time dwelling upon them. 
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after all, follows Sir Charles wherever he goes, but Pollexfen, Bagenhall, and the rakish 

fraternity are hardly going to find a place within the circle simply because they recognize his 

worth. True inclusion within the circle comes from submission. Submission, in this sense, is not 

the recognition of authority or the suspension of an independent will, though these certainly are 

parts of it; rather, submission to the circle means limiting, controlling, and mastering the self and 

the self’s natural impulse to be selfish—“flattening” the pitch of the self. Selves are dangerous 

things, after all, and capable of egregious acts of solipsism. Lovelace, relentlessly and violently 

organizing the world according to his own private vision, is of course the prime example. Sir 

Charles is himself a sort of negative image—that is, the positive version—of Lovelace. “I am 

naturally passionate,” Sir Charles tells Mr. Reeves; “You know not the pains it has cost me, to 

keep my passion under” (1.205). “I am naturally choleric,” he another time says; “yet in this 

article, I hope I have pretty much subdued myself” (1.255).36 For Sir Charles, as it was for 

Clarissa, the self is a wild beast and in constant need of vigilant surveillance. But whereas 

Clarissa was forced to survey the self alone, Sir Charles and the circle constantly survey both 

their own selves and others’. Selfish impulses disrupt not only the individual but the group, and 

so those with cords twisted around their hearts are involved in a constant self- and other-

examination. The hearts of other selves, however, are difficult to survey, and it is precisely the 

interior, that heroic space of secrets, that most threatens the harmony of the circle. 

 

 

                                                 
36 We do have to take Sir Charles’ word about how he suffers from his passions, since we never see his ego in true 

action. Kinkead-Weekes suggests that it is a weakness of the novel that Sir Charles is never seen to struggle, and in 

fact is rarely seen from the “inside,” where such a struggle could be realized (323). With Sir Charles, however, 

Richardson intended to represent an already-completed character, a character who does not need to grow in wisdom 

because so much wisdom has already been acquired. Completion like this may have didactic significance; it may 

also be less interesting to read about. I will return to the question of Sir Charles’s subjectivity in 4.4 when I discuss 

Charlotte’s “trial.” 
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4.4 The Secret-Sharing Scenes 

 There are many different sorts of secrets. A character can keep secret her sentiments and 

passions, as Clementina attempts to keep secret her love for Sir Charles. A character can keep 

secret his plans and motions, as Sir Charles does when he goes to Canterbury. A character can 

keep secret information that he or she feels may hurt or upset someone else, as the Selbys do 

when they agree to keep Harriet’s abduction secret from her Grandmother Shirley. Broadly, 

though, I distinguish between what might be called secrets of the heart and secrets of the body—

that is (to recall Seigel’s vocabulary), secrets that involve the contents of a reflective self’s 

private experience and her sentiments and secrets that involve the material actions and 

movements of a body or bodies. Both types of secrets are involved in a sentimental community; 

secrets of the heart, however, are the more important since it is the sense of shared sentiment and 

feeling that binds a circle together and that twists a cord around the heart.  

 Secrets of the heart are the inevitable by-product of the gap between interior and exterior 

states of being (internal irony) and the fissure between self and other (social irony). The interior 

is, by definition, a secret place; it is closed and covered over by an opaque exterior surface. A 

secret of the heart is not necessarily a secret kept from others by conscious design, however, 

though it certainly can be that, too; rather, secrets of the heart are more often a condition of 

living on the horizontal plane than the product of a conscious act of a designing subject. That 

which cannot be perceived in another—what someone actually thinks or feels instead of merely 

what they say—is secret, up until it is disclosed or discovered. Secrets and self, then, though not 

the same thing, are closely related. Charlotte and Caroline tell Harriet that Dr. Bartlett, “knew all 

the secrets of their brother’s heart” (1.384), which is to say that nobody knows Sir Charles as 
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well as Dr. Bartlett does. To possess or to be entrusted with someone’s secrets is to know who 

that person is, to understand her authentic inner self.  

 To have a secret is to be a self; or, rather, to be a self with an active interiority and 

therefore a fissure between heart and character and a gap between self and other is necessarily to 

have secrets; to share those secrets is to be in relationship with others. These secrets can be 

shared freely; they can also be drawn out. Secret-sharing scenes recur throughout Grandison, and 

each of these scenes represents a significant change—positive or negative—in both the life of the 

self and the life of the community. There are three secret-sharing scenes that I want to read 

closely: Clementina’s revelation that she loves Sir Charles (which is not so much a scene as an 

extended episode), Charlotte’s “tryal,” where she discloses that she has become “entangled” with 

an unworthy lover, and Emily’s confession that she, too, has fallen in love with Sir Charles, even 

though he is her legal guardian and even though he is now married to Harriet. 

 The most dramatic and disruptive of these secret-sharing scenes is Clementina della 

Porretta’s confession of her love for Sir Charles. The story of Sir Charles’ and Clementina’s 

relationship is, significantly, an interpolated retroversion, narrated to Harriet by Dr. Bartlett 

through a series of letters he (Dr. Bartlett, or rather Dr. Bartlett’s amanuensis) transcribes from 

original letters by Sir Charles to his mentor. The convoluted epistolary movements here are 

important, since they establish that sentiments and secrets can be transmitted through various 

mediums and remain both intact and potent. The sequence of transcribed letters that contains 

Clementina’s story also reveals Sir Charles’ history, and the blank that had been his time in Italy, 

and is filled by an act of secret-sharing, one that follows Sir Charles’ first partial attempt to tell 

Harriet about the state of his heart. The retroversion also helps “place” Clementina’s story; 
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though not first in the telling, Clementina’s secret-sharing moment is first in the fabula, and its 

trauma helps illuminate the dynamics at play in other secret-sharing scenes. 

 Sir Charles had been introduced to the Italian della Porretta family during his time in 

Italy and through his friendship with Jeronymo, Clementina’s brother, whose life (and morals) 

Sir Charles had saved. Grateful to him for his assistance, the devoutly Roman Catholic della 

Porrettas welcomed the staunchly Protestant Sir Charles into their home and made him an 

honourary “fourth brother” (much like Harriet became the Grandisons’ “third sister”); he also 

became Clementina’s tutor in English, teaching her to read such things as Paradise Lost.37 

Clementina, of course, falls in love with Sir Charles, but the internal conflict between love and 

religious duty proves too much for her and she takes a “melancholy turn” (2.151). This 

melancholy turn, as both the family and Sir Charles suspect, is caused by “a Secret fast locked up 

in your own heart” (2.152), and the della Porrettas, not suspecting the true cause, recruit Sir 

Charles to discover this secret. Clementina obviously cannot confess to Sir Charles that she loves 

him; her love for an English Protestant would be embarrassing. “Pray, Sir, tell me, invent for me, 

a Secret that is fit for me to own” (2.152), she begs of Sir Charles. Sir Charles, however, does not 

wish to make himself master of Clementina’s secrets. Instead of coercing her into trusting him 

with her secrets, he exhorts her to reveal them to her own mother, a more proper secret-keeper. “I 

do not hope, madam,” he tells her, “that you should place so much confidence in your fourth 

brother as to open your mind to him: All I beg is, that you will relieve the anxious, the 

apprehensive heart of the best of mothers; and, by so doing, enable her to relieve the equally-

                                                 
37 That the Roman Catholic della Porrettas would welcome a Protestant “heretic” (as Clementina often calls him, not 

as playfully as it seems) into their family, and that Sir Charles would seriously consider joining their two families in 

marriage, demonstrates just how synthetic and expansive the concept of sentimental affective circles is in 

Grandison. Not all early readers appreciated Richardson’s position here. See Patrick Mello’s “‘Piety and 

Popishness’: Tolerance and the Epistolary Reaction to Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison.” 
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anxious heart of the best of fathers” (2.152). Sir Charles is imagining here a path for secrets, a 

proper movement of sentiment from daughter to mother to father, a sort of circulatory system of 

secrets—a system for sharing experience not unlike the epistolary format.38 Like the constant 

interplay of letters, in which experience is shared by the letter-writer with the “venerable circle” 

of correspondents who read aloud and together these documents of the heart, the sharing of 

secrets is integral to the sort of community and family Richardson envisions. 

 It is not Sir Charles, however, but rather Mrs. Beaumont, a family friend to whom the 

della Porrettas send the melancholy Clementina, who finally draws out the secret. “I have made 

myself mistress of the dear young Lady’s Secret” (2.164), Mrs. Beaumont writes to the 

Marchioness della Porretta. The della Porrettas commissioned her to find this out. At the family’s 

behest, Mrs. Beaumont becomes a “managing person” and spends her time “ingratiating myself 

into the favour of your Clementina” (2.164).  “I am persuaded, my dear Clementina,” she tells 

her young visitor, genuinely enough, it seems, but also certainly manipulatively, “that the mutual 

unbosoming of secrets is the cement of faithful Friendship”; “what a gloom, what a darkness, 

must possess that mind that can trust no friend with its inmost thoughts! The big secret, when it 

is of an interesting nature, will swell the heart till it is ready to burst” (2.165). Unlike Sir Charles, 

who attempts to convince Clementina to open her mind to those to whom she can properly reveal 

her secret, Mrs. Beaumont attempts to assume the role of secret-keeper by putting herself into a 

false relationship with Clementina. Clementina resists. Mrs. Beaumont’s strategies shift back and 

forth. She makes several guesses at the man Clementina must love. She mentions Sir Charles and 

Clementina “coloured at his name” (2.167). Still, Clementina resists. Mrs. Beaumont then shifts 

to slandering Sir Charles, which provokes a warm response from Clementina. Mrs. Beaumont 

                                                 
38 The convoluted epistolary movements that contain Clementina’s narrative also demonstrate the way this 

circulatory system of sentiment has itself broken down. 
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then shifts to high praise. Clementina folds: “I can no longer resist you. I own, I own, that I have 

no heart but for Mr. Grandison” (2.169).  

 This “unbosoming” of her secret seems to make Clementina easy, at least for a while. 

Mrs. Beaumont writes to the Marchioness, “I will only add, That since the secret which had so 

long preyed upon her fine spirits, is revealed, she appears to be much more easy than before.” 

(2.172). Clementina has undergone a sort of psychic operation, a psycho-sentimental procedure: 

that which was inside her (“preying upon her fine spirits”) has been drawn out into the open. In 

fact, Mrs. Beaumont’s drawing out of Clementina’s secret resembles the blood-letting scene that 

closely follows. With the secret out, the della Porrettas decide that the only cure is to propose 

marriage to Sir Charles, provided he convert. Sir Charles, however, a good Englishman and 

Protestant, naturally refuses to convert and declines the offer, though he, too, feels a conflict 

between love and duty. This causes an uproar in the della Porretta family. They force Clementina 

to see her confessor, who urges her to marry instead Count Belvedere, a Roman Catholic. All 

this hurry and uproar is too much for Clementina, who turns from melancholic silence to manic 

speech: “She now talks; She raves: She starts: She neither sits nor stands with quietness” (2.185), 

Jeronymo tells Sir Charles, as Clementine, in another room, is about to have her blood let. While 

the two friends discuss her situation, however, Clementina bursts into the room. The bleeding, an 

attempt to calm her, had been interrupted mid-operation: “She had felt the lancet; but did not 

bleed more than two or three drops” (2.190). “See! see!,” she exclaims, “and she held out her 

lovely arm a little bloody” (2.190). Sir Charles, the Marchioness, and Jeronymo persuade 

Clementina to let the operation continue. She agrees, but only because she imagines Sir Charles 

himself will be comforted by seeing her bleed. “Come then,” she says, “be comforted; I will 
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bleed” (2.193). Clementina faints during the procedure and is carried to her room; the operation 

appears to have been a success, and she is again temporarily calm.39 

 The bleeding of Clementina is the physical equivalent of drawing out her secret; it is a 

recreation in and on the body of a psychic event: something inside her has been violently 

removed. Richardson charges, almost over-charges, the blood-letting scene with an abundance of 

physical detail: Clementina’s “lovely arm a little bloody,” which she throws about her mother’s 

neck; the way she looks at Sir Charles “with her face held out”; the way Sir Charles “snatched 

her hand, and pressed it with my lips” (2.191). Clementina herself articulates the close parallel 

between the exterior and the interior: “Do you wish to see me wounded?” she asks Sir Charles; 

“To see my heart bleeding at my arm” (2.193). Her heart—the physical organ, but also the centre 

of her sentimental subjectivity—is being exposed, “seen” bleeding at her arm. For Clementina, 

and for Richardson, the drawing out of her secret and the letting of her blood is of a piece. The 

disordered circle of sentimental exchange has been disrupted; the social body is sick.  

 It is therefore not accidental, I think, that Dr. Bartlett, Sir Charles’s friend and monitor, 

combines the offices of doctor and secret-keeper. Sir Charles brought Dr. Bartlett to the della 

Porrettas to treat the injured Jeronymo. Jeronymo’s wound is infected and festering; Dr. Bartlett 

opened and cleaned it; he removed, in other words, something poisonous from inside, something 

“preying upon [his] fine spirits,” as Clementina’s secret is said to be preying on hers. He is also 

Sir Charles’s secret-keeper, the one to whom Sir Charles reveals everything. He “knew all the 

                                                 
39 Juliet McMaster draws attention to the way that Richardson achieves “a full and dramatic realization of the flesh” 

(86) with the bleeding of Clementina. Physical particularity, I would add, is closely related to the body/material 

dimension of the self that Seigel identifies; it marks not only Grandison but all of Richardson’s novels—gestures, 

physical attitudes, the placement or even subtle movement of a hand, all of this is recorded and contributes to 

Richardson’s multi-dimensional representation of the self. McMaster argues that Grandison is about achieving 

harmony between appearances and essences; Clementina, however, somewhat like Clarissa, is “never fully located 

in her body” (98), and thus incapable of achieving harmony. Clementina, in a sense, denies the self’s bodily/material 

dimension; her attempt, then, to construct an entirely reflective-relational self is doomed to failure and ends in a sort 

of madness. 
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secrets of their brother’s heart” (1.384), as Charlotte and Lady L tell Harriet. Dr. Bartlett will 

also feature prominently in Emily’s secret-sharing scene. 

 Mrs. Beaumont, very much considering Clementina like a patient, recommends that the 

della Porrettas treat her tenderly now that her secret is out. Tender care, unfortunately, is not 

Clementina’s fate. After an initial tenderness, the family’s importunities and attempts to coerce 

Clementina into marriage with the Count40 finally end in protracted psychological warfare 

similar to that suffered by Clarissa at the hands of the Harlowes. The harsher of the della 

Porrettas—her brother the General, her cousin Laurana and aunt Lady Sforza especially—

exacerbate the conflict between love and duty and accelerate her madness—a madness that, 

significantly, resembles Clarissa’s madness after Lovelace rapes her. Both Clarissa and 

Clementina experience disordered heads and an inability to stitch together thoughts and images 

in a coherent manner. Clarissa experiences this suddenly and as the result of gross violation; 

Clementina experiences this gradually, her malady gaining over time; it begins for Clementina, 

however, not with any sort of physical violation, but with the way her secret was drawn out of 

her. It would be easy, but also crass I think, to emphasize too strongly the comparison here. Mrs. 

Beaumont is no Lovelace; she is a friend, and importantly an older female friend, someone more 

properly suited than Sir Charles to share in the secrets of a young lady’s heart. She certainly 

manipulates Clementina, but quite possibly in a way that more closely resembles a surgeon than 

a rapist. Still, the resemblance, especially in the consequences, persists. Clementina has been 

                                                 
40 The Count, it should perhaps be noted, is an unobjectionable suitor. He is no Greville or Fenwick; he is certainly 

no Solmes. He is Hickman-like, patient and deferential, and appears genuinely to care for Clementina. It is strongly 

suggested at the novel’s conclusion that she will, in fact, marry him, though this event is left suspended.  
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sentimentally violated. The ideal sentimental community is based on the circulation and sharing 

of sentiments, but there is a proper as well as an improper way to open up a heart.41  

 This circulatory system of secrets and sentiments resembles an epistolary 

correspondence. To be trusted with the freely-given documents of the heart is one thing; to pry 

into someone else’s letters is a violation. Early in the novel, Charlotte steals some of Sir 

Charles’s letters and tempts Harriet to read them, a temptation Harriet indignantly (though with 

difficulty) refuses. Harriet, too, though she writes to a “venerable circle” of friends and family 

who read her letters aloud to each other, keeps secrets. She and Lucy “write for all to see what 

we write” (1.178), but even she does not want the whole state of her heart revealed publicly, and 

so marks certain passages in her letters that Lucy is to keep to herself and not to read aloud 

(1.290). Mrs. Beaumont, in drawing out a secret Clementina would rather keep, has, in a sense, 

opened a letter not meant for her, and this, along with the fact that Clementina is struggling 

between love and duty, puts Clementina at variance not only with herself but her whole family. 

For the rest of the novel, up until the ambiguous ending that suspends final resolution, the della 

Porretta family will experience nothing but disruption, a glaring contradiction to the expanding 

Grandison-Selby circle, which grows in harmony. 

 Clementina’s scene of secret-sharing scene establishes what is at stake in these acts of 

disclosure or discovery; it demonstrates what should not happen. Absent from the della Poerreta 

is an active sense of sympathy. Those attempting to pry into her heart do not do so by imagining 

themselves in her “situation”; they do not attempt any sort of imaginative transposition. Instead, 

they treat Clementina as a repository of information, a thing to be opened and examined and 

                                                 
41 My focus on the body in this section is not an attempt to make the body allegorical or analogic, or to suggest that 

the external dimension of a self merely parallels to the internal one. As I said above, Richardson’s characters always 

exist in a “multi-dimensional” nexus, where the physical/material, reflective, and relational dimensions of the self all 

meet. A disruption in one dimension produces a disruption in all of them.  
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looked at from the perspective of an outsider. When the secret is drawn out, it does not, though it 

should, provide an opportunity for sympathetic union: her “situation” is better understood; an 

imaginative transposition should be better facilitated by this. Her secret conceals her “situation”: 

not knowing what the secret is frustrates any della Porretta attempt to occupy her position. But 

even after the secret is out there is no synthetic joining of perspectives; their manner of prying 

re-instantiates the social irony gap. If, as I have suggested, sympathy is a way of establishing a 

vertical-like perspective, a social geometry that allows parallel horizontal lines to intersect, than 

the della Porretta strategy is yet another version of false verticality, an almost Lovelacean 

attempt to contain, rather than join together, separate perspectives, an almost Harlovean attempt 

to force Clementina to be what she is not.  

 I have treated the della Porrettas somewhat like the Harlowes, as that conglomerated 

“embattled phalanx.” This, again, is not quite accurate. The della Porretta motivations are, on the 

whole, nobler than the Harlowes’; they are also more obviously fractured and less of a 

“phalanx”: Clementina’s parents sincerely want what is best for her, though seem incapable of 

figuring out what that is; her brothers (excluding Jeronymo) are incensed with Sir Charles for 

refusing to convert and marry her; her aunt Lady Sforza and cousin Laurana conspire to 

exacerbate her madness since they stand to benefit from her grandfather’s will if she does not 

marry and instead enters a convent (which is Clementina’s preferred solution—though one that 

would forever remove her from the sentimental circle). Even this brief description of competing 

motives overplays, I think, the divisions in the family; with the exception of Lady Sforza and 

Laurana, the overwhelming sense is that the family does not know how to handle the situation, 

and this confusion, I think, is the result of a failed system of sympathetic exchange rather than an 

active and Harlowe-like attempt to control or annihilate. 
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. Charlotte Grandison also keeps a secret, and though her secret-sharing scene is not as 

traumatic as Clementina’s, it too holds the potential to disrupt the sentimental circle. The entire 

Grandison circle is gathered for an evening of conversation. When the conversation turns to Sir 

Charles’s frequent mysterious visits to Canterbury, Charlotte, sure that “there was a lady in the 

case” (1.394), half-playfully accuses him of keeping secrets. Sir Charles reveals that a friend had 

died and that he had been made executor; he tells them this, but not before half-playfully 

accusing Charlotte of loving “to puzzle, and find out secrets where none are intended” (1.394). 

“It is for your Sex, Charlotte, to be very chary of such secrets” (1.394), he tells her. Charlotte’s 

liveliness gets the better of her and she demands to know what her brother means, and thus 

begins Charlotte’s “trial.” “I wish, Harriet, I had opened my whole heart to you,” she whispers as 

the trial begins; “One should be courted out of some sort of secrets” (1.396-7). And yet, though 

this is a trial, the judge, Sir Charles declares, casting the whole affair in Smithian colours, will be 

“Your own heart” (1.397).   

 The matter is this: Sir Charles, when he returned to England after his father’s death, 

inquired into the states of his sisters’ hearts, wanting to do them all the justice their father had 

failed to do. Caroline and Lord L quickly married, but Charlotte had told Sir Charles that her 

heart was “absolutely free” (1.397). He did not quite believe her, however: he had received “an 

early intelligence” (1.397) that her heart might be engaged. Sir Charles, who would spare 

Charlotte whatever embarrassment might come from this trial, says, “I have said enough to point 

your fault to your own heart” (1.401); Charlotte, however, insists he reveal the source of his 

intelligence. “Name your man, Sir!—”, Charlotte demands; “Not my man, Charlotte—Captain 

Anderson is not my man” (1.402). Charlotte is stunned. After taking several moments to recover 

from the shock that Sir Charles already knows her secret, or at least knows the name of the man 
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involved, and realizing she might have lost her brother’s “good opinion” by persisting in not 

telling him her situation, Charlotte hopes that now “my ingenuousness shall make atonement for 

that error” (1.403); “Not a tittle of the truth will I hide from you” (1.406), she declares, and 

proceeds to tell them how she had been led to make a promise to a man she did not love—a 

promise that she would not marry any man other than him as long as he himself remained 

single.42 “I have been detected in real faults,” Charlotte declares; “I have been generously 

treated; and repent of my fault” (1.415). The trial—which began humourously, progressed to 

something more earnest, drew out the embarrassing secrets of her “situation,” and exposed her to 

the real danger of judgment—concluded not as an exercise in alienation, as it did with 

Clementina, but rather in a reaffirmation of familial ties and affections. She is relieved of a 

burdensome secret that had been oppressing her and reassured of her place within a family 

willing to treat her generously and forgivingly. 

 A short digression to look at Sir Charles and his subjectivity will help explicate what is 

happening to Charlotte during her trial. Critics have been quick to point out how Sir Charles 

appears to be less of a character with a real subjectivity and more of an abstracted ideal. Mark 

Kinkead-Weekes calls Sir Charles, who we rarely read from the “inside,” an “imaginative 

failure” (211); Tassie Gwilliam insists that he “lacks the rich psychic lives of Lovelace and 

Clarissa” (113). He is not, in other words, sufficiently heroic; he is not the canonically ideal self; 

he, to use E.M. Forster’s familiar terms, is “flat” and not “round”—not sufficiently emotionally 

and psychologically complex enough to pass as a real person.43 This lack of a rich psychic life, 

                                                 
42 Captain Anderson is, significantly, illiterate, so much so that his letters to Charlotte appear to have been written 

by a third party. While this marks him as her social inferior, and therefore as someone unworthy of her, it also, and I 

think more significantly, marks him as someone incapable of participating in the social exchange of sentiment. 
43 This has been the standard reading of Sir Charles. Recently, however, Sir Charles’s seeming blandness has, 

instead of being seen as a failure, been understood as a deliberate feature of the text and an important part of Sir 

Charles’s characterization. James Robert Wood, for instance, points out that Sir Charles’s “colorlessness” facilitates 

his work or labour, which is “the formation and maintenance of social relationships” (337).  
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however, is neither accidental nor a failure, I suggest, but part of Richardson’s attempt to limit 

the dangerous proportions of the heroic self.  

 Rebecca Barr rightly finds in Grandison an emphasis on an “anti-individualistic 

subjectivity” (392); what she calls “anti-individualistic,” however, I call “Grandisonian.” Barr 

reads Grandison as a “totalitarian fiction” (393), and examines the ways the novel produces ideal 

subjects to live in its moral utopia. In her reading, Sir Charles is a sort of moral tyrant, coercing 

and manipulating others, all the while disclaiming authority in himself. Disclaiming authority, 

Barr argues however, is itself another form of tyranny, a tyranny that forces itself inside a 

subject, becomes internalized, and expresses itself as a willingness to accept subjection; this also 

explains why Sir Charles is, as Barr calls him, a “subjective vanishing point” (394): to exert the 

amount of control and coercion he does, and yet not to appear to control or coerce, Sir Charles 

has to be selfless, without self—more personification of ideal than actual person.  

 Although I find her language incendiary and do not see Sir Charles as a tyrant, moral or 

otherwise, the way Barr reimagines the place of the individual within community is something I 

want to pursue. Characters in Grandison tend toward homogeneity; they, like Charlotte, are re-

shaped in order to be re-fitted into the circle, a process that requires the self to conform to, or be 

transformed by, a shared moral standard. The interior reflective self, in other words, accepts the 

limitations and mandates placed on it by the relational other. Conformation/transformation of 

this sort necessarily “flattens” character, so to speak. It produces similar, though not identical, 

subjects; it draws attention away from the heroic interiority and diminishes the intensity of 

characters’ internal dramas. These dramas persist, especially as secrets, and remain essential 

components of Richardsonian characterization; they are, however, now registered negatively as 

that which separates self from other rather than positively as that which creates a unique and 
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“round” self. Self expands; it distorts. “Self,” according to Harriet, “is a very wicked thing; a 

sanctifier, if one would give way to its partialities, of actions, which, in others, we should have 

no doubt to condemn” (2.1). Self requires continual communal surveillance and, if necessary, 

correction. Surveillance, Barr argues with dystopian inflections, is the foundation of the familial, 

sentimental circle: the novel’s “infiltration and negation of the private space of the individual is 

the very ground upon which its moral community, and its moral subjects, are founded” (393). 

Her trial, then, is an attempt to “flatten” and re-fit Charlotte, who has been dislocated by her 

secret, back into the sentimental circle. What Barr reads as dystopian, however, I think reads 

better as Smith-like sympathy; Sir Charles’s moral authority is better read as a sort of “impartial 

spectator,” a moral perspective not centred in and controlled by a specific “tyrant” but that is 

created and externalized by the complex play of sympathetic secret sharing. 

 While E.M. Forster’s distinction between flat and round characters lurks in my use of 

“flattens,” it is not, as my discussion of Smith has already signaled, the primary reason I use this 

term. The “flat” character, the logics of both Grandison and The Theory of Moral Sentiments 

suggest, “fits” better within a communal circle because it has undergone a re-shaping process. 

Flat, then, in my use of the term, is not an evaluation of a character’s psychological complexity 

but a material metaphor for a re-fitting/re-shaping process that psychologically complex 

characters accept. Smith’s “flat” metaphor is musical rather than material, but the sense is 

similar. “Flattening” the passions is, for Smith, essential for the “harmony of society.” 

Something similar is happening in Charlotte’s trial, and in the seemingly bland character of Sir 

Charles. They are “reducing” themselves, smoothing the “sharpness” of their passions and 

characters; they do not want to disrupt the harmony of their family choir, to pursue Smith’s 

metaphor. Those who cannot find the right pitch, those rough and tone-deaf souls like Sir 
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Hargrave Pollexfen and Lady Olivia, do not fit and do not sing in harmony. They produce 

discord. Neither Smith nor Richardson is saying that character must be eliminated or effaced; 

both are suggesting, however, that the “natural tone” of the passions is too sharp to produce 

harmony. It may seem somewhat heartless to say so, but on this account Clementina is, in some 

sense at least, responsible for her own madness, or at least a participant in its creation.44 Unlike 

Charlotte, Clementina was not able to lower the pitch of her passions; unlike Smith’s Cato, she 

could not achieve that “heroic magnanimity” that masters and controls itself, that creates a 

smooth imaginative transition between spectator and agent. Charlotte, on the other hand, is 

somewhat Cato-like, not in her ability to maintain emotional equilibrium and remain stoic in the 

defense of her own position, but in her willingness to endure the “trial.” The equivalence is not 

perfect, I know. But by lowering her pitch, Charlotte remains within the circle; she is not jolted 

out of it by her own passions.  

 It is important to note that Charlotte willingly participates in this re-fitting. Any 

independent self will, in one point or another, find itself at odds with its surroundings, and a 

heroic subjectivity like Clarissa’s will hardly ever fit. But Charlotte is not Clarissa, nor does she 

want to be. The trial flattens Charlotte; it makes her less of a heroic subjectivity excluded from 

the circle by its disruptive “roundness” and more of an affective subjectivity that desires 

inclusion. Sir Charles himself is flat in this way. His subjectivity may not be as interesting or as 

                                                 
44 Which is certainly not an attempt to shift blame away from the della Porrettas and onto her. One of the things that 

separates a novel from a philosophical work is the practical expectations they create. Smith can talk about sympathy 

in ideal terms; Richardson has to embody its features in unique characters and in dramatic situations. If Clementina 

fails to achieve “heroic magnanimity,” it should be remembered that she is not an abstracted ideal, but a young 

woman torn between love and duty and a human subject growing and developing over time. This is, I think, similar 

to Pamela’s situation. If Pamela (initially at least) fails to perceive all the ways her own perspective is compromised, 

this does not mean that she is a hypocrite, as if any single moment within a continuing narrative could be abstracted 

and taken synecdochally as the whole; it means that she is a character who resembles a self, who grows and 

develops over time, and that the philosophical content, which can be crystallized in a treatise, emerges over dramatic 

time in a novel. This is part of what it means to write “to the moment.”  
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intense as those of Richardson’s previous characters; Clarissa’s intense interiority, it should be 

remembered however, is predicated on disruption, trauma, self-conflict, and a lack of self-

awareness—impossible foundations for sentimental community. Charlotte’s self-abasement 

during her trial, then, her willingness to expose herself to witnesses and judges, comes from an 

intense desire to belong to a sentimental, familial circle, even at the cost of self. 

 Charlotte, of course, is not completely flattened; her trial and the exposure of her secret is 

one incident in a gradual process of re-fitting the self that extends throughout the novel, and 

which intensifies with her marriage to Lord G. Her liveliness—her mocking, teasing, satiric 

spirit; her ability to penetrate beneath surfaces and expose what is underneath—will cause 

significant disruptions in her marriage, which in turn disrupt the extended circle. Her re-fitting is 

gradual, but ends in domestic idealism when she gives birth to her first child and she assumes the 

role of mother. This reading of Charlotte’s “flattening” accounts also for another sticking point 

in Richardson criticism: Charlotte’s diminishment. “In creating her,” Juliet McMaster writes, 

“and dramatizing her independent spirit, her wit, and her rebellion against a patriarchal society, 

Richardson is an accomplished feminist. Of course in working out her story and taming her at the 

last he ceases to be one” (99). McMaster here reads Charlotte’s “taming,” what I have called her 

“flattening,” through gender; I have read it through Richardson’s “Grandisonian” sense of self. 

Charlotte’s “taming,” then, is not so much only a question of a satiric female voice being 

“reformed,” or of a spirited young women becoming a proper settled mother (though it is, 

certainly, also these things); her “taming” is part of a flattening process that Grandison imagines 

all characters, male or female, must both endure and welcome. 

 Clementina’s and Charlotte’s scenes are the most disruptive versions of the secret-sharing 

scene. They are not the only such scenes, however; both Harriet and Emily have theirs. 
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Richardson structures these scenes in a chronologically broken sequence: Charlotte’s appears 

first in the novel, and is shortly followed by her and Lady L’s “sudden attack” on Harriet; 

Clementina’s, though the first in the fabula, is narrated after these scenes. If the scenes are 

arranged in chronological order (Clementina, Charlotte, Harriet, and then Emily), a sequence 

emerges. Each scene of secret-sharing becomes less traumatic, for both self and community. 

Clementina’s secret is drawn out violently and against her will, Charlotte’s is exposed in a trial 

she herself demands, and Harriet’s is teased out of her by “sisters” who love her and support her 

love for their brother. The sequence also narrows the audience for revelation as it progresses: the 

entire della Porretta family, including confessors, distant relatives, family friends, and potential 

suitors, are involved in Clementina’s secret; a drawing room gathering is involved in Charlotte’s; 

three sisters in a bedroom in Harriet’s. Though the audience narrows, however, the dynamics, 

along with the potential for the un-fitted self to disrupt the community, remain much the same.  

 This sequence of secret-sharing scenes culminates with Emily Jervois, Sir Charles’s 

young ward. Of all the secret-keepers in Grandison, Emily is unique. Her secret is not drawn out: 

she neither suffers a psycho-sentimental surgery nor is brought to trial. Emily is, as everyone 

around her sees, in love with her guardian; this love, like Harriet’s, springs from a sense of 

gratitude and awe. Sir Charles himself appears to be the only one who does not know about 

Emily’s love for him, though Harriet suggests that his delicacy is so refined that even if he did 

know he would not say anything (3.324). Emily’s open secret is much discussed in the female 

circle, and the overwhelming feeling it provokes is pity. “Emily is very good in the main,” 

Harriet writes; “Dear girl! I do pity her. Her young heart, so early to be tried and tormented by 

the stings of hopeless Love!” (3.302). For much of the novel, Harriet, whose own love looks to 

be hopeless, sees in Emily a reflected double of herself; after she and Sir Charles marry, though 
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the reflection comes off, Harriet still loves and pities Emily, and she does not appear to worry 

about her in the same way that she worries about Clementina.45 Harriet and the female circle 

make Emily’s secret their own, even though Emily does not know this, and they protect and 

guard her secret for her as they would their own.  

 Not all secrets need to be shared with everyone; a secret shared with the female circle 

need not be shared with the male circle. In fact, some secrets should not be shared, at least if the 

secret, kept by the circle, or by one of the circles within the circle, does not disrupt the 

community. Harriet tenaciously protects Emily. When she accidentally misplaces a page of one 

of her letters, and Sir Charles picks it up, Harriet is distressed. The page contained references to 

Emily’s love for Sir Charles. Sir Charles, however, when he recognized Harriet’s writing, 

“folded it up immediately” and returned it to her; “Not a single sentence did I permit myself to 

read” (3.106). Sir Charles, like Harriet, will not read a letter not freely given to him. He does not, 

like the della Porrettas, pry into secrets, even when the opportunity presents itself. This episode 

occurs before Harriet and Sir Charles are married; after they are married, Sir Charles continues to 

respect secrets. When Harriet, strongly impressed by Sir Charles’s willingness not to look into 

her letters, attempts to give him all her letters, Sir Charles says, “A generous mind, my Love, 

will not take all that is offered by a generous mind” (3.311).  

 Emily’s secret, then, though an open secret, is still a secret worth keeping, especially if it 

can be managed in such a way that does not disrupt. It should not, however, remain a secret to 

herself, and here again social irony is entwined with internal irony. Unlike the other secret-

keepers, Emily does not know for most of the novel that she has a secret to keep. She does not 

                                                 
45 I take much of Harriet’s obsessive admiration of and praise for Clementina, who is in many ways another double 

for Harriet, as an unconscious effect of uncertainty and anxiety. Harriet is not jealous, not in the ordinary way, at 

least; she does, however, praise too much, so to speak. 
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know the contents of her own heart. This causes her considerable distress. Emily inappropriately, 

though innocently enough, requested that she be able to continue living with Harriet and her 

guardian after they were married; the request was granted, though Harriet worries about the 

effect this would have on Emily’s heart. These effects appear shortly. Emily grows peevish, 

threatens to dismiss her maid, cries often, and finds an unexpected jealousy of Harriet lurking in 

her heart. Emily, like a young Clarissa, examines her heart and begins to make discoveries about 

herself. She writes to Dr. Bartlett, under the not-very-convincing pretext of asking for a friend, 

what a young lady should do if she finds herself with a growing regard for a married man. Dr. 

Bartlett, not at all fooled by the subterfuge, nevertheless preserves the pretext and advises that 

she tell the young lady immediately to remove herself, and it is this advice, finally, that sends 

Emily to Harriet to confess her secret. Dr. Bartlett’s treatment of Emily is the opposite of the 

della Porrettas’, Mrs. Beaumont’s, and her confessor’s treatment of Clementina, all of whom 

expose secrets when they discover them. As ideal surgeon and secret-keeper, Dr. Bartlett works 

to heal, both physically and sentimentally. Harriet attempts to convince Emily, who is all 

confusion, of her love and faithfulness: “Trust me, Love, with your secret,” she tells Emily, “It 

shall never without your Leave pass this faithful bosom, if it be a secret that already I do not 

guess at” (3.317). Emily, like Harriet earlier, is shocked to discover that the secret is already out. 

She then tells Harriet all that has passed in her heart, and about the letter to Dr. Bartlett as well. 

“The Doctor, my dear,” Harriet reassures her, “ is all goodness. He will keep your secret” 

(3.318). When everything has been confessed, Emily says, “And now… let me beg your pardon 

for all the strange things I have said. My heart will be easier for having found a confident, such a 

confident, however, as no girl ever found before” (3.322). Harriet had previously wondered “if 

Lady Clementina… had had such a true, such a soothing friend, to whom she could have 
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revealed the secret that oppressed her noble heart, while her passion was young, it would have 

been attended with such a deprivation of her reason” (3.105). Emily’s secret might not have 

driven her mad, but Dr. Bartlett had warned Emily, under the pretext of warning her friend, that a 

“growing flame” might “entangle her own heart” and lead her to “endeavour to supplant her 

friend” (3.320). The young Emily would not attempt to supplant Harriet; the entangled Emily, 

however, after a long drought of that secret poison, might. Emily’s secret, then, though an open-

secret kept by the female circle, is still a secret that needs to be disclosed, both for the benefit of 

the self, that finds itself changing under a secret’s influence, and for the community, even if the 

whole community need not know about it.  

 Emily’s story encapsulates Grandison’s theory of the self. As an emerging self-reflective 

individual, she must examine her own heart and become another Pamela- and Clarissa-like 

heroic self. As a self in relationship to others, however, and who wants to remain in relationship 

with them (with a cord twisted around her heart), Emily must also become the “Grandisonian” 

self, disclose her potentially disruptive secrets, and submit to the demands of the sentimental 

community (in this case, not to love Sir Charles). Emily, like Charlotte, must “flatten” herself, 

and give up that which for almost the whole novel has defined her—her not-so-secret, innocent-

but-inappropriate love. This divestment, though painful and degrading at the moment of 

exposure, opens up an expanded range of possibilities for the self. In Grandison, those heroic 

independent individuals who arrange their selves around selfish principles find the field of the 

self narrowed and their ability to maintain affective relationships impaired; their stories end in 

bitterness, pity, and regret. Clementina, on the other hand, though her particular experience of 

secret-sharing was emotionally violent and led her through a course of madness, recovers a sense 

of self built on the sentimental circle’s re-affirmation of love and sympathy, and her story 
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concludes by anticipating her marriage to Count Belvedere. Charlotte, though her self-imposed 

trial is humiliating, and though her lively spirit continues to disrupt the circle for much of the 

novel, eventually submits to her role within the circle when she becomes a mother, something 

both she and the novel regard as a happy ending. Harriet, of course, eventually marries Sir 

Charles. These narratives began with the disclosure of secrets; each involves the secret-keeper 

limiting her sense of self and submitting it to the sentimental circle’s scrutiny. The seeming 

paradox of the “Grandisionian” self is that limitation leads to expansion, exposure to protection, 

and submission to freedom.46  

 These secret-sharing scenes create a sort of vertical perspective, or at least a seemingly 

vertical perspective; they create an opportunity for a sort of practical verticality, a way for two 

selves to situate themselves within a sympathetic geometry that is neither truly vertical but that is 

also not wholly horizontal. I realize my language here is somewhat imprecise, but there is 

something elusive in these ideas. The attempt to contain or interpret another character—not just 

writing about another character but writing about them in a way that assumes an understanding 

about them—is a recurring concern throughout Richardson’s fiction. Pamela contained B in her 

“papers”; both Clarissa (initially) and Lovelace (pathologically) attempt to contain others in their 

narratives. In both cases, the narrative and interpretive control that containment suggests is 

compromised by the writer’s limited first-person horizontal perspective; in both cases, in other 

words, the writer falsely assumes the perspective of a third-person narrator, and assumes that she 

                                                 
46 I do not wish to suggest that the “Grandisonian” self resolves all conflicts, or that the process of becoming 

“Grandisonian” ends in perfection—moral, individual, communal, or otherwise. Lois A. Chaber helpfully notes that 

“Grandison’s unresolved ending, in which Clementina’s marriage to her long-suffering suitor Count Belvedere is 

left dangling as a future possibility, is surely appropriate to a novel whose text discloses the permanent insecurity 

bred of humanity’s existence within this temporality” (290). Insecurity, I would add, is a permanent condition in 

Richardson’s fiction (only Clarissa escapes it); becoming “Grandisonian” and embedded within an affective 

community, where sympathetic surveillance and support creates a state of contingent interdependence, provides a 

measure of security for the individual.  



Krahn 282 

 

 

has the authority to pronounce judgement. What the secret-sharing scene accomplishes, however, 

is a disclosure not based on third-person narrative authority or containment. The one with the 

secret (the agent, in other words) discloses the secret, and so discloses her situation; she enables 

the others (the spectators) to imagine that situation and to momentary occupy her perspective. 

This does not create a truly vertical perspective, or the sort of vertical authority that something 

like typology creates; instead, it seems to create a situation of parallel horizontals, of two selves 

meeting—a synthetic perspective or imaginative union. The degree to which the secret is forcibly 

revealed or voluntarily disclosed determines, it seems, the strength of this imaginative union: 

Clementina’s drawn out secret produces a Harlowe-like situation of alienation; Emily’s freely 

confessed secret produces a situation of complete sympathy and affective affirmation. In both 

cases, the exposed secret allows for a measure of vertical-seeming understanding: the spectators 

“know,” now, what is happening inside the agent. 

 As the final secret-keeper in Grandison’s secret-sharing sequence, Emily inherits the 

affective and sentimental structures already established—Clementina, Charlotte, and Harriet 

have all come before her, and their disruptions and struggles have prepared the way for a 

smoother transition from self to self-in-community. Over the course of the novel the sentimental 

circle has learned what it means to be a self with a secret, and learned how best to disclose and 

manage those secrets, so that Emily’s secret-sharing moment, far from being the disruptive event 

Clementina’s was, is a quiet moment of sympathetic reaffirmation. In training his ideal 

sentimental community this way, Richardson of course hopes to train his readers as well. 

Richardson, it seems to me, intuitively felt that the modern individual—the heroic individual he 

(perhaps inadvertently) helped create—was here to stay; the trajectory of eighteenth-century 

philosophical, political, and economic thought made that inevitable. Grandison demonstrates, 
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however, that the eighteenth-century novel did not just produce this one canonized heroic 

individual self; it produced multiple versions of the self, and these alternatives are worth 

examining. That heroic self, if unfettered, creates Lovelaces, Pollexfens, atomistic egoists and 

isolated monomaniacs: it separates selves from selves. Grandison is Richardson’s response to 

this, his answer to the problems of the modern self, and his attempt to both recognize the self’s 

new modern form and to ensure it remain in relationship to the circle.   

 

4.5 Richardson as Innovator (III): Reading “To the Moment” 

 In a letter to Lady Bradshaigh, Richardson writes: “And are you Madam, over Head and 

Ears in Love, and even with those you once hated? I knew you would—For is not the Witch an 

Honour to her Sex by her Magnanimity” (Carroll 248). The “Witch” in question is Clementina, a 

character who, as Harriet’s rival for Sir Charles, Lady Bradshaigh initially disliked but then grew 

to admire. Richardson apparently anticipated such a reaction “In many Instances of this Piece,” 

he tells her, “I have, designedly, play’d the Rogue with my Readers; intending to make them 

think now one way, now another, of the very same Character” (Carroll 248). In another letter 

sent a few weeks later, he writes: 

 Your Ladiship finds fault with Harriet’s owning her Love of Sir Charles to Sir Rowland. I 

 have one Lady of Taste and who wants not Delicacy, who of her own accord told me, that 

 she adored her for the Frankness of Heart to that good Knight, whom she called Father. 

 Harriet, Madam, called no one either Friend of Father, in Jest. Be pleased, Madam, to 

 consider Harriet’s frank Character: Her Situation; Hoped-for by Mr. Fowler: What Sir 

 Rowland had heard from Report of her unsuccessful Love; How generously he supported 

 the paternal Character with regard to her; and then read his and her Letter; and forbear to 
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 call her a noble Girl, if you can. I must not have every good Lady enter herself into the 

 Question, Should I, Could I have done so, or so? But say to herself, ‘Here is a Character 

 that somewhat differs from my own. Does she support it? Is she uniform? She is in a 

 Situation I never found myself in; how can I tell how I should have acted had I been in 

 hers?’ But as to this Point of Harriet’s Explicitness, I think I will call upon the Lady I 

 have hinted at, to give her Opinion. On some Points, she and I have had Battles, I assure 

 you. (Carroll 251) 

Richardson is describing something very similar to what Smith calls sympathy. In the first letter, 

he admits to intending to make readers “think now one way, now another”—exactly the way 

Lady Bradshaigh herself had thought of Mrs. Harlowe, in other words. What Richardson is 

describing is a flow of sympathy, a back-and-forth shifting of the coincidence of feeling and 

sentiment between reader and character, a shift built on imaginative union but also judgment, a 

sense that the character, depending on her merits or demerits, deserves sympathetic approval. If 

this is Smithian reading, what the second letter describes appears to be just the opposite. The 

synthetic perspective produced by Smith’s theory obtains by emptying the agent of his out-of-

tune passions so that the spectator can imaginatively insert herself and occupy his situation. 

Richardson’s theory of sympathy, on the other hand—at least as suggested here47—does not 

efface difference but recognizes it—insists upon it. “Here is a Character that somewhat differs 

from my own,” Richardson writes; “She is in a Situation I never found myself in; how can I tell 

how I should have acted had I been in hers?” Richardson emphasizes not just her “Situation,” but 

                                                 
47 And I think it worth mentioning that Richardson, unlike Smith, never develops a full theory, not a systematic one 

at least, and thus his theories (about sympathy or anything else) are always somewhat provisional, dependent partly 

on the dramatic situation at hand and partly on which of his novels is being examined. Part of what I mean to 

suggest by reading Richardson as an innovator is, in fact, a certain plasticity of theory and system, a provisional 

flexibility that, instead of crystallizing in a finished form, changes and evolves over the course of his career.  
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Harriet’s “Character,” too (“Harriet, Madam, called no one either Friend of Father, in Jest. Be 

pleased, Madam, to consider Harriet’s frank Character”); she thinks and sees in her own way; 

she has a perspective. If she behaves in a way that Lady Bradshaigh does not approve of48, that is 

because she is a separate person (I am blurring real and fictional here, I know, but so is 

Richardson—that is what formal irony does); besides, others, such as the hinted-at “Lady of 

Taste,” approve of Harriet’s frankness, though even Richardson and this Lady, too, have not 

always enjoyed a coincidence of sentiment and “have had Battles.”  

 “I must not have every good Lady enter herself into the Question, Should I, Could I have 

done so, or so?” Richardson tells Lady Bradshaigh.49 Though this is, in its formulation at least, 

exactly the opposite of what Smith describes as sympathy, it is actually quite similar, at least in 

what it produces, and it still involves the imagination. We have seen time and again in 

Richardson’s fiction the cost of forcing another person to “be what we would have her be” 

(2.260; 340), as James Harlowe says in Clarissa—the cost, that is, of failing to recognize another 

person as another person: we have seen a young gentleman attempt to seduce and then abduct his 

mother’s servant; we have seen a family attempt to coerce and then destroy its daughter; we have 

seen another daughter driven mad by hers. These conflicts and their consequences are failures of 

sympathetic imagination. We are not all the same person; even the “flattening” drama of secret-

sharing I have been describing is not supposed to annihilate the individual, or force her to be 

                                                 
48 I mean “approve of” in matters of taste only. Obviously if Lady Bradshaigh thought Harriet was doing a wrong 

thing, something that required punishment, the case would be different. Harriet’s “Frankness” falls under what 

Smith calls matters of propriety and impropriety, not matters of merit or demerit.  
49 I have, throughout this dissertation, relied on Lady Bradshaigh and her habits of reading to better understand the 

dynamics of Richardson’s fiction. Richardson himself, I think, relied on her for this. By way of tribute to this best of 

Richardson’s readers, then, I humbly suggest that no other of Richardson’s correspondents impacted his fiction quite 

as much. Lady Bradshaigh forced Richardson to think deeply about what he was doing; she often made him start and 

look about himself. There is, it is true, often something of a playful condescension in Richardson’s replies to her, a 

sort of paternal posture of gentle correcting, but this covers, I think, the way she constantly kept him to account. I 

think it a stretch to say that we would not have Richardson without her; I do not think it a stretch to say that she 

made him a better writer. 
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what others would have her be (in the Harlowe sense); it is supposed to give others the 

opportunity to better “see” and “read” the self’s “Character” and “Situation,” which in turn 

enables a sympathetic recognition of difference. This sympathetic recognition of the difference 

between characters—this recognition that on the other side of the social irony gap lives and 

breathes another self, one that is unique and particular, and who possesses her own thoughts and 

desires—is, I think, the closest thing Richardson’s fiction has to a moral imperative.  

 Embedded within these two letters to Lady Bradshaigh is, I think, an unarticulated, or at 

least not fully articulated, theory of reading, and of reading “to the moment.” Formal irony (one 

last time) is a set of literary techniques that recreates at the textual level the gaps and fissures that 

separate a self from another and a self from her own heart. By intensely committing to an 

internal representation of perspective, Richardson’s method draws attention to the social and 

internal ironies; it also replicates, in text, the real world experience of encountering another self. 

The sort of hermeneutic Richardson suggests to Lady Bradshaigh, of imagining the “Situation” 

and the difference in “Character,” applies equally to literary characters and to real people; in fact, 

it applies more to the real world than the fictional one. Literary characters, like real world selves, 

are not apprehended in a single instance; there is no clear and complete statement, no treatise-

like crystallization, no sudden totality; Lady Bradshaigh first feels one way, then another, about 

Clementina and Mrs. Harlowe. Attempts at totalizing statements of character, such as those made 

by Lovelace or the Harlowes, always end in violence; whenever she objects to some feature of a 

character, Richardson almost always reminds Lady Bradshaigh about something else, some other 

feature of a character that complicates or mitigates her immediate judgment. Characters write “to 

the moment”; that is, they write in particular moments in time, while embedded within particular 

“situations,” and from a limited perspective that does not—cannot—“see” the whole, and that, 
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significantly, cannot see the ending. I suggest that reading “to the moment”—reading, that is, for 

formal irony—is similarly provisional, subject to the shifts of sympathy, to the turns of the 

coincidence of feeling and judgment.  

 Richardson is, like Smith, training his readers in how to be sympathetic, and he is using 

his formal irony to do this. There is something similar between Grandison’s secret-sharing 

scenes and the immediate experience of reading one of Richardson’s novels. In order for 

characters within the novel to understand each other and exist together within a harmonious 

sentimental circle secrets must be revealed, and revealed voluntarily; only when the interior is 

disclosed in this way, and only when the “Situation” within which the “Character” is embedded 

is understood by others, can sympathy and judgment occur. Similarly, only when the whole of a 

Richardson novel is comprehended can an evaluation of character occur; during the moment-to-

moment and letter-by-letter experience of reading, judgment is, or should be, suspended. Pamela 

cannot be judged by what she says at the beginning of her novel; neither can Clarissa or Harriet. 

Only when all the secrets are out, and only when they are all taken together, can a judgment be 

offered. The “now one way, now another” immediate experience of sympathetic reading 

replicates the way judgment is provisional and continually active but also the way that it is 

limited by the moment, limited by the reader’s own horizontal situation. Of course, this sort of 

reading emphasizes process over product. The great lengths of Richardson’s novels, however, do 

seem to emphasize process over product; the way each of them concludes, too—long after what 

might be considered the conventional concluding point, a marriage or a death, for instance—

seems to emphasize an on-going, rather than a neatly concluded and completed, narrative. It is 

the slow and careful letter-by-letter revelation of private experience that his novels foreground. 

Then again, the many competing interpretations of his novels (of which mine is only one) 
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suggest that even the apparently vertical perspective of completed reading offers no crystal-clear 

totality, only another on-going series of provisional judgments.  

 Reading “to the moment,” then, is a way to cross the gap, close the fissure, bring self and 

other together. Sympathy is provisional; it shifts and it turns; its judgments alter over time. It 

does not really bring self and other together in a way that overcomes the sort of epistemological 

and ontological states of separation that I have been describing, but it does, if everyone involved 

agrees to perform the difficult but necessary imaginative actions, allow them to enter into an 

imaginative and sympathetic consideration of each other’s “situation.” To use Smith’s language, 

sympathetic reading does not create “unisons” but it does create “concords” and “harmony.” And 

this, as Smith says, “is all that is wanted or required.” 

 If Richardson had written another novel, perhaps he would have innovated again and 

offered yet another solution to the problem of other people. In Pamela he discovered the gap, but 

naïvely suggested that it could be crossed through the sincere and authentic representation of the 

self; he was, however, not then fully aware of the way the self is rarely sincere and always 

compromised by its own desires and motives. In Clarissa he explored these compromises, the 

way internal irony affects social irony, and found they were intractable, but also suggested that 

the self could be purged of its own compromises by re-writing herself as part of a larger 

typological narrative; while this saves the individual, it does nothing about the gap, or the circle. 

In Grandison he returns to Pamela’s solution—sincere disclosure—but does so now armed with 

a new understanding of the individual, and of the difficult acts of imaginative sympathy that are 

required to bring her and others together. When taken as a whole, Richardson’s fiction reveals an 

author engaged in constant innovation, an author who returned again and again to the same 

problems, but who constantly suggested new and provisional solutions.  
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 At the beginning of this dissertation, I said there were actually three ironies—social 

irony, internal irony, and fictional irony—but that I would mostly be concerned with the first 

two, as I have been.50 Fictional irony, I said then, is the separation between author and character, 

the standard ironic recognition that we, as readers, cannot, or should not, confuse a character for 

an author, or what a character says or believes with that her author says or believes. Milton is not 

Satan; Sterne is not Tristram Shandy; Austen is not Emma.51 Richardson is not Sir Charles; he is 

not Clarissa, Lovelace, Pamela, or Harriet. But he did, in a sense, become them as he wrote them, 

at least momentarily. He was able to imagine their “situations”; he was able to imagine their 

“characters.” He was able to inhabit their perspective, to see as they saw, to feel as they feel. 

Richardson was able to arrive at much the same conclusions as Locke, Hume, and Smith, I 

suggest, not through the careful and systematic philosophical delineation of ideas and concepts, 

but through a purely imaginative process. He discovered the epistemological and ontological 

limitations of the self by imagining himself in another “situation”; he scrutinized the horizontal 

plane by shifting his own limited perspective; he considered how others “see” and “read” by 

pretending to be another. These are not merely narrative or aesthetic techniques; they are 

sympathetic actions. And though they are, in Richardson’s case, the actions of an author, they are 

also, I think Richardson hopes, the imaginative actions of the reader of his fiction, and therefore 

also the imaginative actions of everyone who desires to be a self in relationship to others.    

 

 

                                                 
50 See chapter 1.2. 
51 Probably. 
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Conclusion: Problems and Solutions II 

 

 

 Richardson’s formal irony allowed him to investigate interiority and perspective in 

particularly intense ways. With seemingly simple narrative techniques—the first-person voice, 

limited perspective, unreliable narration—he dove deep into the complexities, paradoxes, and 

problems of horizontal selfhood; he, like the empiricist philosophers, discovered that gaps run 

through the very fabric of the world (in our language, in our sense of causation, in our very 

apprehension of the external world), and that these fissures separate the self from others and 

separate the self from her own heart; he also, however, consistently sought to develop solutions 

to these problems and separations, solutions that were often provisional or incomplete, and that 

often revealed yet another set of attending problems, but a series of solutions that nevertheless 

reveal an ongoing attempt to overcome limitation. He wrote against incoherence, alienation, and 

uncertainty; he attempted to bridge and mend; he, instead of falling into despair, remained 

hopeful that people—people like Pamela, Clarissa, and Harriet; people like, I think he hoped, his 

readers—would want to be in relationship with others and would want to know their own hearts.  

   Richardson’s formal irony is a very specific form, one largely particular to him, but the 

narrative and philosophical concerns it contains are, broadly speaking, an enduring set of 

concerns for English writers. Epistolary fiction soon fell out of fashion, and it might have fallen 

out of fashion because its philosophical implications are unsettling. It is unsettling to suspect that 

separation and alienation might be our default epistemological and ontological condition; it is 

unsettling to feel that we are not located within and guided by an authoritative vertical narrator. 
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Outside of Richardson and the philosophers, few contemporaries (I use the term loosely) were 

pursing this line of thought or developing a technique that replicates it; most, it seems to me, 

were writing against it, or writing to contain.  

 Fielding, for instance, actively wrote against epistemological and ontological uncertainty 

by constructing elaborately contrived plots that he, as god-like vertical authority, controlled. 

Defoe (who wrote before Richardson, Hume, and Smith, but after Locke) is alive to these 

concerns, especially to the problems of horizontal selfhood and self-fashioning, but his religious 

commitments kept him, I think, from fully exploring them, and his fiction dovetails back into the 

sort of “narrative atonement” that McKeon describes, where overarching vertical patterns 

ultimately govern the horizontal plane. Smollett’s muscular fiction seems, like Fielding’s (but 

without the traces of anxiety), largely unconcerned with epistemology and ontology. Even 

authors who can be read as direct heirs of Richardson—Burney, Lennox, Edgeworth, 

Radcliffe—while their fictions often build upon specific features of his technique, do not use 

those techniques to the same purpose, or to replicate the same sense of uncertainty. Lennox, for 

instance, in The Female Quixote, though she constructs Arabella as extremely limited and 

unreliable, contains her within a narrative technique that never puts the reader in an uncertain 

position; the irony of her situation is always straightforward, never formal. Of Richardson’s 

novelist contemporaries, only Sterne, it seems to me, though he pursued a very different 

technique and method, understood what Richardson was doing, and was doing something 

similar. Tristram Shandy famously calls Locke’s Essay a “history-book… of what passes in a 

man’s own mind” (66); Tristram Shandy, too, is such a history of the mind, and the techniques 

Sterne develops—its coiling digressions, its fragmentation, its split narrative time and split 
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narrating consciousness (which promises narrative atonement but withholds it)—suggests that 

mind and replicates it in text.  

 In each of these authors, it is the narrative technique that I have in mind, and the way the 

text itself does (or does not) recreate the epistemological and ontological situation of its 

characters. Formal irony, as I have constructed it, is a set of narrative techniques that recreates 

the conditions of a specific sort of self, in this case the horizontal self theorized by empiricist 

philosophy. The term could, I suppose, be generalized outward to refer to any technique that 

creates character by replicating the conditions of character. In this sense, every novel(ist) would 

have a formal irony, and every character would, whether she knows it or not, carry with her a 

heavy weight of philosophical and narratival significance.  

 But if Richardson’s formal irony and his specific technique of writing “to the moment” 

was not pursued, attempts to render the philosophical conditions of horizontal selfhood, and its 

attending phantom-limb-like memories of vertical authority, were.  

 Romantic poetry is, perhaps, and perhaps oddly enough, where Richardson’s formal 

irony, or at least the spirit of it, finds something of a second life—not formal irony’s specific 

features, but its approach to the separations and paradoxes, the felt absence of a guiding 

authority, and the creative response to incoherence. In William Blake, for instance, there is 

something of Richardson’s formal irony, and in Songs of Innocence and of Experience there is 

something of the play and paradoxes of horizontal and vertical (or vertical seeming) 

perspectives, a play that is especially apparent in the shifts and ironic dislocations of perspective 

that are required of readers. In chapter 1, I briefly discussed Romantic Irony, which Anne Mellor 

describes as a creative and artistic response to the epistemological uncertainty created by 

eighteenth-century skeptical empiricism. In response to the incoherent and chaotic external world 
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the artist-poet constructs a fertile system of meaning. There is something protean here, 

something almost Lovelacean: the horizontal artist-poet stakes his vertical claim; he embodies a 

metaphysics that bends reality, or the chaotic material of reality, to will and desire. In Clarissa, 

Lovelace is a threat, not just to Clarissa but to social cohesion itself; his refusal to participate 

within a shared system of meaning—his insistence that he, alone, has the right and the authority 

to make the world what he wants it to be—is a metaphysical insult, a slap in the world’s face. 

The creative energy he possesses, however—and perhaps something of his egomania, too—

survives beyond Clarissa, and this energy itself becomes something of a solution.  

 Fiction, however, at least for a while, largely stepped around the problems that vexed 

Richardson; it clung to the third-person, to narrative techniques that provide coherence and 

completion. Free indirect discourse, however, as developed by Jane Austen through James Joyce, 

picks up, I think, some of these problems. Free indirect discourse blends the vertical with the 

horizontal; it inflects the vertical with the limitations of the horizontal, but in such a way that the 

horizontal is still contained and never quite free from the boundaries of the third-person. In 

Austenian free indirect discourse, the horizontal perspective, into which we slip sometimes 

almost imperceptibly, is rendered ultimately ironic: not formally so, as in the way I have 

described it (as a condition of selfhood), but conventionally ironic, as a gap controlled by a 

narrating ironist. When we find ourselves sliding into Emma’s mind, for instance, we (if we are 

careful, I mean), feel the irony, feel that we are inside a mind; we see the distortions this internal 

perspective produces and see the way the individual mind is colouring narration with its own 

light. The internal perspective is compromised; the authoritative voice, however, is allowing this 

distortion, permitting or indulging the compromise, because it knows the distortions are 

contained, bound within its own controlling narration, and bound too by the reader’s ironic 
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recognition. By the time Joyce writes, however, the horizontal and vertical geometry controlled 

by free indirect discourse has, in a sense, been inverted; the narrator no longer winks along with 

readers. The vertical third-person narrating authority is itself a sort of deception, an ironic 

superstructure holding together nothing but a set of transparently compromised narrative 

structures. In Joyce, the third-person is itself limited and unreliable, and the narrative structures 

separating the narrator from, say, Leopold Bloom or Stephen Dedalus are, at best, porous, at 

worst, entirely imaginary—as if Clarissa’s early vertical-seeming representationalism, with its 

false dreams of projecting authority, had itself achieved a sort of hollow apotheosis. In Joyce’s 

hands, the third-person becomes horizontal; the world, like the text, becomes wildly incoherent, 

held together, if at all, by limited and compromised acts of narrative desperation as narrators and 

characters alike feel their worlds are teetering on the brink of incoherence and chaos. 

 This Richardson-Austen-Joyce trajectory, however, along with all the experiments in 

narrative unreliability along the way, is itself something of a tributary, significant but largely 

local, in the novel’s overall development. The novel, as a genre/form/ethos, tends, it seems to 

me, to privilege coherence and explanation; it tends to produce more Dickenses, Eliots, and 

Hardys than Richardsons, Austens, or Joyces; it tends, that is, to insist, perhaps somewhat 

anxiously, that there is more than the merely horizontal, even if the only reliable vertical 

perspective is the author’s own: the novel will make coherence where there is none. This, too, is 

a sort of solution to the epistemological and ontological problems the eighteenth century 

uncovered. Someone like George Eliot is not unaware of the problems, after all; she does not 

write unconsciously or naively; she instead writes strongly, aggressively, shoring up with 

narrative a sense of meaning that stands like a bulwark against incoherence. Lurking in the outer 

darkness of Victorian fiction, however, is a sense that everything could fall apart, that one 
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misstep could bring the whole thing down—Tess can be condemned to death, Mr. Krook can 

spontaneously combust, Dorothea can marry a man who searches for, but dies before he finds, 

the elusive key to everything. Against this sort of incoherence third-person narration itself 

stands, but it stands knowing that its footing is precarious. 

 It remains an odd and remarkable thing that Samuel Richardson was the man to develop a 

technique that instantiates radical uncertainty, a technique that contained so much philosophical 

freight; everything we know about him suggests that he was, in almost every other respect, a 

decent and good, but conventional and conservative, member of the rising middle class: 

dedicated to his trade; dedicated to his friends and family; dedicated to systems of moral and 

ethical certainty; dedicated, too, to religion and religious sentiment.   

 What he did possess, and possess to a remarkable degree, however, was the ability to 

imagine other perspectives. When asked by Johannes Stinstra, the Mennonite clergyman who 

translated Clarissa into Dutch, “From whom have you acquired such accurate acquaintance of 

nature, the various inborn qualities and manners of mankind?” (Slattery 16-17), Richardson 

replied by describing his youthful epistolary activity: a “Correspondence with a Gentleman 

greatly my Superior”  whose letters “were mostly narrative, giving me an Account of his 

Proceedings, and what befell him in the different Nations thro’ which he travelled” (Slattery 25); 

a letter that he, impersonating an older person, wrote “to a Widow of near Fifty,” rebuking her 

for “continually fomenting Quarrels and Disturbances” (Slattery 26), something Clarissa, too, 

does; and the way he, when only thirteen-years old, became the “Secretary” to three young 

women, who recruited him to write their love letters for them: “I have,” he writes, describing this 

unique position, “been directed to chide, and even repulse, when an Offence was either taken or 

given, at the very time that the Heart of the Chider or Repulser was open before me, overflowing 
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with Esteem and Affection; and the fair Repulser dreading to be taken at her Word, directing this 

Word, or that Expression, to be softened or changed” (Slattery 27). “One,” he tells Stinstra, 

“highly gratify’d with her Lover’s Fervor and Vows of everlasting Love, has said, when I have 

asked her Direction: I cannot tell you what to write; But (her Heart on her Lips), you cannot 

write too kindly” (Slattery 27).   

  When asked how he knew the human heart so well, how he could create characters who 

seemed so alive and real, and who saw the world in unique and particular ways, Richardson 

points towards his own experiences with other people’s hearts. An older gentleman’s narrative 

correspondence; a young woman’s “to the moment” experience of romantic confusion; epistolary 

experiments in mimicry and impersonation—these are the things that Richardson claims shaped 

him as a writer, that gave him an “accurate acquaintance of nature.” By committing to a narrative 

technique that limited him, as author, to representing only what a specific character herself could 

feel and see, Richardson discovered the boundaries of the self, discovered the same problems 

that philosophers were puzzling over. Pamela, Clarissa, and Grandison attempt to solve those 

problems. The novel form itself, its history and development after Richardson, can be read as an 

on-going effort to solve those problems—read as a series of innovations that attempt to solve the 

problem of other people, the problem of the divided heart, and the problems of life lived on the 

horizontal plane. Richardson’s own innovations, and their provisional nature, suggest that the 

problem is not an easily solved one; his persistence in innovating solutions, however, suggests 

that the problems are urgent and that their solutions are necessary and worthwhile. 
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