Ian Watt – Remarks on Pamela (Rise of the Novel, 1957; Chap. 5: “Love and Pamela”)
Notes [BS]


Note: I have extracted these passages from the longer chapter as examples of the tendency of Watt’s analysis and his argument. 

Courtly love is in essence the result of the transfer of an attitude of religious adoration from a divine to a secular object—from the Virgin Mary to the lady worshipped by the troubadour. Like modern individualism, therefore, the rise of romantic love has deep roots in the Christian tradition, and so it is very appropriate that it should be the basis of the ideal pattern of sexual behaviour in our society. The most universal religion of the West, according to Vilfredo Pareto, [3] at least, is the sex religion; the novel supplies it with its doctrine and its rituals, just as the mediaeval romances had done for courtly love.

How thoroughly and how extensively the conjugal family system was established in early eighteenth-century England is difficult to say—systematised information on the subject is very hard to come by. It certainly seems likely that in the seventeenth century the traditional and patriarchal family pattern was by far the commonest. The term family, in Gregory King as in Shakespeare, refers to a whole household and often includes grandparents, cousins and even remoter kin, as well as servants and other employees, as the modern term has it. The family in this larger sense was the primary legal, religious and economic unit, under control of the paterfamilias. In economic affairs, for example, much of the food and clothing was manufactured in the home, and even the goods produced for the market were mainly produced by domestic industry; consequently it was the income of the family group as a whole which mattered, and not personal cash wages.

The assimilation of the values of romantic love to marriage, it was argued above, occurred particularly early in England, and was closely connected with the Puritan movement. Not, of course, that Puritanism approved of romantic love, but that its individualist and anti-ecclesiastical type of religion caused it to attribute supreme spiritual importance to the relation of man and wife, as is suggested by the title of Defoe’s Religious Courtship: Being Historical Discourses on the Necessity of Marrying Religious Husbands and Wives Only (1722). This emphasis on the need for spiritual harmony between man and wife was often transferred to the intrinsic qualities of the relationship itself: the Hallers have described how Milton, for example, proceeded from ‘magnifying the religious significance of marriage’ to magnifying ‘the emotional, romantic, and idealistic aspects of the marriage relation’. [72] The two attitudes, of course, may well be combined; and it must be added that—whether they are combined or held separately—they are in no sense exclusively Puritan, and are found among many other Protestant sects. The idealisation of marriage is, however, distinctively Protestant, since in Roman Catholicism the highest religious values are connected with celibacy; and given the characteristic strength of Puritanism in applying its theory to every detail of social organisation and individual psychology, it is likely that it was the strongest single force in developing the new emphasis on the spiritual values of the marriage relationship, an emphasis which may be regarded as the modern counterpart of the originally religious basis of courtly love.

The opposition between patriarchal and individualist attitudes is shown very clearly by the fact that the patriarchal legal situation of married women made it impossible for them to realise the aims of economic individualism. As we should expect, Defoe saw this side of the question very clearly, and dramatised the gravity of the problem in the morally desperate expedient which Roxana is forced to adopt to overcome the legal disabilities of women. As a ‘she-merchant’ she realises that the pursuit of money cannot be combined with marriage, since ‘the very nature of the marriage contract was ... nothing but giving up liberty, estate, authority, and everything to the man, and the woman was indeed a mere woman ever after—that is to say, a slave’. So she refuses marriage, even with a nobleman, because ‘I was as well without the titles as long as I had the estate, and while I had £2,000 a year of my own I was happier than I could be in being prisoner of state to a nobleman, for I took the ladies of that rank to be little better’. [18] Indeed Defoe’s economic enthusiasm takes him perilously close to proving that, given a knowledge of banking and investment, Roxana’s scandalous specialty could be developed into the most lucrative career then open to women.
[…] There is, then, a considerable variety of evidence to support the view that the transition to an individualist social and economic order brought with it a crisis in marriage which bore particularly hard upon the feminine part of the population. Their future depended much more completely than before on their being able to marry and on the kind of marriage they made, while at the same time it was more and more difficult for them to find a husband.

   The acuteness of this problem surely goes far to explain the enormous contemporary success of Pamela. Servant girls, as we have seen, constituted a fairly important part of the reading public, and they found it particularly difficult to marry. 

[Richardson] He was always happiest in feminine society, believing, as he once confided to Miss Highmore after the tedium of three meetings with his friend ‘the good Dr. Heberden’, that ‘there is nothing either improving or delightful out of the company of intelligent women’. [66] He was very proud both of the fact that ‘the tendency’ of his works ‘was to exalt the sex’, and of the abundant homage with which he had been repaid; ‘no man’, he wrote, ‘has been so honoured by the fine spirits of the sex as I have been’. [n.; …]  One reflection of Richardson’s closeness to the feminine point of view is to be found in the wealth of minutely described domestic detail in Pamela. […]The taste for domestic detail on the part of Richardson’s feminine audience probably made an appreciable contribution to the narrative’s air of everyday reality; romance-heroines, for instance, had made journeys often enough, but none before Pamela’s had been so real as to confront them with the varied perplexities of assembling a suitable travelling wardrobe.

Biological discrimination [i.e., the tendency of females to faint on mention on exposure to the indelicate facts of life.] This particular biological discrimination is really something of a historical novelty. It is, for example, in complete contradiction both to the patriarchal outlook and to the classic tradition of the portrayal of love in our literature, from Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Even more striking, it is directly opposed to the earlier attitudes of Puritanism itself, where such figures as Calvin, John Knox and Milton were notoriously prone to lay more emphasis on the concupiscence of women than of men. 
‘sociosomatic snobbery’

A different point of view, however, was already widely established in the early eighteenth century. Defoe’s novels, for example, tend to support his stated view in The Review (1706) that ‘in our general Pursuit of the Sex, the Devil generally acts the Man, not the Woman’. [93] Exactly why the serpent’s invidious connection with Eve should have been forgotten is not clear; one can only surmise that, by a devious process not unknown to the psychologist, the very difficulties in the situation of women at this time brought about a new concept of the feminine role which masked their actual dependence on sexual attractiveness to the male much more completely than before, and strengthened their tactical position in courtship by making their acceptance of a suitor a matter, not of joint personal satisfaction, but of noblesse oblige.

The question of the origins of this new sexual ideology is obviously very problematic: but there is at least very little doubt that the appearance of Pamela marks a very notable epiphany in the history of our culture: the emergence of a new, fully developed and immensely influential stereotype of the feminine role. The nature and later sway of this ideal of womanhood is the subject of an excellent study, Pamela’s Daughters (1937), by R. P. Utter and G. B. Needham. Briefly, they show how the model heroine must be very young, very inexperienced, and so delicate in physical and mental constitution that she faints at any sexual advance; essentially passive, she is devoid of any feelings towards her admirer until the marriage knot is tied—such is Pamela and such are most of the heroines of fiction until the end of the Victorian period.

The conception of sex we find in Richardson embodies a more complete and comprehensive separation between the male and female roles than had previously existed.

Richardson [..] in Pamela was responsible for the first use of the word ‘indelicacy’.
an immunity [to sexual feeling on the part of delicate females] is one of the peculiar constants in the heroines of English fiction from Pamela until recently, and whose sudden collapse was such a startling feature of the twentieth-century novel.

Courtly love separated the sexual roles in a similar way—the carnal male adored the godlike purity of the female, and the contradiction between the two roles was absolute. In theory, at least; for if the lady yielded to her lover’s suit it meant a total breakdown of the convention. Puritanism, however, by providing marriage with a large spiritual and social meaning, provided a possible bridge between the spirit and the flesh, between the convention and social reality. The bridge was not an easy one, because, as Richardson had explained in his popular contribution to the Rambler in 1751, the feminine role in courtship made it immoral as well as impolitic for a girl to allow herself to feel love for a suitor until he had actually asked for her hand in marriage.

[T]here is at least no doubt Mr B. finds Pamela's virtuous resistance infinitely more provocative than any compliance could have been, and thus provides an involuntary tribute to the efficacy of the new feminine role in encompassing its ultimate aim.

Richardson’s own attitude is difficult to determine. Like his heroine, he is alternately fascinated and repelled by Mr. B.’s licentious attempts, and his moral protestations are not wholly convincing. As an artist, however, Richardson seems to have been more aware of both points of view with respect to Pamela’s sexual ethics than has been generally recognised, although he implicitly disavows the opposite position by making the odious Mrs. Jewkes its most vocal representative. When Pamela, for example, remarks that ‘to rob a person’ of her virtue is worse than cutting her throat’ she answers with an incomprehension which, though lamentable, is not without illustrious precedent: ‘Why now, how strangely you talk! Are not the two sexes made for one another? Is it not natural for a gentleman to love a pretty woman? And suppose he can obtain his desires, is that so bad as cutting her throat?’ The remark would not be out of place in Shamela; nor would Mrs. Jewkes’s contemptuous retort when Pamela begs her not to let the master in lest she be undone— ‘Mighty piece of undone!’

[…] the repression of the instincts of ‘provident nature’, combined with the increasing concealment of what our culture, with eloquent indirection, calls ‘the facts of life’, produced needs in the public which had to be gratified. One of the main functions of the novel since Richardson, it may be suggested, has been to serve a fictional initiation rite into the most fundamental mystery of its society.

Only by some such hypothesis can we explain the later course of the novel, or the remarkable paradox that Richardson, a leader in the crusade for sexual reform, and an avowed enemy of love both in its romantic and fleshly aspects, should have signalised his entry into the history of literature by a work which gave a more detailed account of a single amorous intrigue than had ever been produced before. 
It would seem that the opposite qualities in Richardson’s outlook, his Puritanism and his prurience, are the result of the same forces, and this no doubt explains why their effects are so intricately connected. The complexities of the forces juxtaposed are largely responsible for the unique literary qualities which Pamela brought into fiction: they make possible a detailed presentation of a personal relationship enriched by a series of developing contrasts between the ideal and the real, the apparent and the actual, the spiritual and the physical, the conscious and the unconscious. But if the latent ambiguities of the sexual code helped Richardson to produce the first true novel, they at the same time conspired to create something that was new and prophetic in quite another sense: a work that could be praised from the pulpit and yet attacked as pornography, a work that gratified the reading public with the combined attractions of a sermon and a striptease.
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