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Chapter X: Realism and the Later Tradition - A Note 
 […] 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Jane Austen was the heir of Fanny Burney, herself no inconsiderable figure in bringing together the divergent directions which the geniuses of Richardson and Fielding had imposed upon the novel. Both women novelists followed Richardson—the Richardson of the less intense domestic conflicts of Sir Charles Grandison—in their minute presentation of daily life. At the same time Fanny Burney and Jane Austen followed Fielding in adopting a more detached attitude to their narrative material, and in evaluating it from a comic and objective point of view. It is here that Jane Austen’s technical genius manifests itself. She dispensed with the participating narrator, whether as the author of a memoir as in Defoe, or as letterwriter as in Richardson, probably because both of these roles make freedom to comment and evaluate more difficult to arrange; instead she told her stories after Fielding’s manner, as a confessed author. Jane Austen’s variant of the commenting narrator, however, was so much more discreet that it did not substantially affect the authenticity of her narrative. Her analyses of her characters and their states of mind, and her ironical juxtapositions of motive and situation are as pointed as anything in Fielding, but they do not seem to come from an intrusive author but rather from some august and impersonal spirit of social and psychological understanding.
At the same time, Jane Austen varied her narrative point of view sufficiently to give us, not only editorial comment, but much of Defoe’s and Richardson’s psychological closeness to the subjective world of the characters. In her novels there is usually one character whose consciousness is tacitly accorded a privileged status, and whose mental life is rendered more completely than that of the other characters. In Pride and Prejudice (published 1813), for example, the story is told substantially from the point of view of Elizabeth Bennet, the heroine; but the identification is always qualified by the other role of the narrator acting as dispassionate analyst, and as a result the reader does not lose his critical awareness of the novel as a whole. The same strategy as regards point of view is employed with supreme brilliance in Emma (1816), a novel which combines Fielding’s characteristic strength in conveying the sense of society as a whole, with something of Henry James’s capacity for locating the essential structural continuity of his novel in the reader’s growing awareness of the full complexity of the personality and situation of the character through whom the story is mainly told: the unfolding of Emma Woodhouse’s inner being has much of the drama of progressive revelation with which James presents Maisie Farange or Lambert Strether.
Jane Austen’s novels, in short, must be seen as the most successful solutions of the two general narrative problems for which Richardson and Fielding had provided only partial answers. She was able to combine into a harmonious unity the advantages both of realism of presentation and realism of assessment, of the internal and of the external approaches to character; her novels have authenticity without diffuseness or trickery, wisdom of social comment without a garrulous essayist, and a sense of the social order which is not achieved at the expense of the individuality and autonomy of the characters. Jane Austen’s novels are also the climax of many other aspects of the eighteenth-century novel. In their subjects, despite some obvious differences, they continue many of the characteristic interests of Defoe, Richardson and Fielding. Jane Austen faces more squarely than Defoe, for example, the social and moral problems raised by economic individualism and the middle-class quest for improved status; she follows Richardson in basing her novels on marriage and especially on the proper feminine role in the matter; and her ultimate picture of the proper norms of the social system is similar to that of Fielding although its application to the characters and their situation is in general more serious and discriminating.
Jane Austen’s novels are also representative in another sense; they reflect the process whereby, as we have seen, women were playing an increasingly important part in the literary scene. The majority of eighteenth-century novels were actually written by women, but this had long remained a purely quantitative assertion of dominance; it was Jane Austen who completed the work that Fanny Burney had begun, and challenged masculine prerogative in a much more important matter. Her example suggests that the feminine sensibility was in some ways better equipped to reveal the intricacies of personal relationships and was therefore at a real advantage in the realm of the novel. The reasons for the greater feminine command of the area of personal relationships would be difficult and lengthy to detail; one of the main ones is probably that suggested by John Stuart Mill’s statement that ‘all the education that women receive from society inculcates in them the feeling that the individuals connected with them are the only ones to whom they owe any duty’. [1] As to the connection of this with the novel, there can surely be little doubt. Henry James, for example, alluded to it in a tribute which is characteristic in its scrupulous moderation: ‘Women are delicate and patient observers; they hold their noses close, as it were, to the texture of life. They feel and perceive the real with a kind of personal tact, and their observations are recorded in a thousand delightful volumes.’ [2] More generally, James elsewhere linked the ‘immensely great conspicuity of the novel’ in modern civilisation to the ‘immensely great conspicuity of the attitude of women’. [3] In Jane Austen, Fanny Burney and George Eliot the advantages of the feminine point of view outweigh the restrictions of social horizon which have until recently been associated with it. At the same time it is surely true that the dominance of women readers in the public for the novel is connected with the characteristic kind of weakness and unreality to which the form is liable—its tendency to restrict the field on which its psychological and intellectual discriminations operate to a small and arbitrary selection of human situations, a restriction which, since Fielding, has affected all but a very few English novels with a certain narrowing of the framework of experience and permitted attitude.
There is, then, a real continuity both in narrative method and in social background between the early eighteenth-century novelists and their major successors. As a result, although one cannot properly speak of a school of eighteenth-century novelists, one can, by adopting a larger perspective and comparing them either with any previous writers of fiction or with their contemporaries abroad, see that they constitute a literary movement whose members had a good deal in common. This kinship was very evident to the early nineteenth-century critics of the novel: Hazlitt, for example, tended to see Richardson, Fielding and Sterne as alike in their unprecedented fidelity to ‘human nature as it is’. [4] The family resemblance was seen even more clearly abroad. In France, as George Saintsbury pointed out, the relation between literature and life in fiction remained much more distant and formal throughout the eighteenth century. [5] Consequently English pre-eminence in the genre was freely granted from the middle of the century onwards, with Fielding, Sterne and, above all, Richardson as the major figures: Diderot even expressed a wish that some new name could be found to distinguish the novels of Richardson from the ‘romans’ of his native tradition; [6] and for many French and German readers the great differences between Richardson and Fielding, for example, were of minor importance compared with the fact that both were much more realistic than their foreign counterparts. [7] 
French testimony to the supremacy of the English novel in the eighteenth century was accompanied by explanations of the phenomenon which were in substantial agreement with the connections suggested above between social change and the rise of the new form. Thus the first important study of the novel in its larger social background, Madame de Staël De la littérature, considérée dans ses rapports avec les institutions sociales (1800), anticipated many of the elements of the present analysis; [8] while de Bonald, who seems to have been the first critic to use the formula ‘La littérature est l’expression de la société’, presented a substantially similar picture of the historical causes of the accepted English eminence in the novel in his Du style et de la littérature (1806). He took it for granted that the novel was essentially concerned with private and domestic life: what could be more natural, therefore, than that a distinctively commercial, bourgeois and urban society which laid so much stress on family life, and which was, moreover, so notoriously poor in the nobler forms of literary expression, should have triumphed in a familiar and domestic genre. [9] 
The course of French literature provides confirmation of another kind as to the importance both of the social and the literary factors whose connection with the early development of the novel in England has been presented here. The first great efflorescence of the genre in France which began with Balzac and Stendhal occurred only after the French Revolution had placed the French middle class in a position of social and literary power which their English counterparts had achieved exactly a century before in the Glorious Revolution of 1689. And if Balzac and Stendhal are greater figures in the tradition of the European novel than any English novelist of the eighteenth century, it is surely in part due to the historical advantages which they enjoyed: not only because the social changes with which they were concerned had found much more dramatic expression than in England, but because, on the literary side, they were the beneficiaries, not only of their English predecessors, but of a critical climate which was much more favourable to the development of formal realism than was that of neo-classicism. It has been part of the present argument that the novel is more intimately related to the general literary and intellectual situation 316 than is always remembered, and the close connection of the first great French Realists with Romanticism is an example of this. Romanticism, of course, was characterised by the emphasis on individualism and on originality which had found its first literary expression in the novel: and many romantic writers expressed themselves with particular vigour against those elements in classical critical theory which were inimical to formal realism. In the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads (1800), for example, Wordsworth proclaimed that the writer must ‘keep his eye on the object’ and present the experiences of common life in ‘the real language of men’; while the French break with the literary past found its most dramatic expression with the presentation of Hernani (1830) where Victor Hugo defied the hallowed decorums which restricted the manner in which the literary object was supposed to be portrayed.
Such are some of the larger literary perspectives which the early eighteenth-century novelists suggest. Compared with Jane Austen, or with Balzac and Stendhal, Defoe, Richardson and Fielding all have fairly obvious technical weaknesses. Historically, however, they have two kinds of importance: the obvious importance that attaches to writers who made the major contribution to the creation of the dominant literary form of the last two centuries; and the equally great importance which arises from the fact that, assisted, no doubt, by the fact that they were essentially independent innovators, their novels provide three rather sharply defined images of the form in general, and constitute a remarkably complete recapitulation of the essential diversities in its later tradition. They also, of course, make a more absolute claim upon us. In the novel, more perhaps than in any other literary genre, the qualities of life can atone for the defects of art: and there can be little doubt that Defoe, Richardson and Fielding all earned themselves a more secure literary immortality than many later novelists who were possessed of much greater technical sophistication, by expressing their own sense of life with a completeness and conviction which is very rare, and for which one is grateful.
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