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INTRODUCTION

There is a great deal of social protest in the eighteenth-century
English novel but very little revolution. English novelists as ear-
ly as Defoe see much that needs to be changed in English soci-
ety, but they advocate the reform of existing structures rather
than the destruction of basic institutions. Underlying almost
every one of what I call the novels of social protest is a commit-
ment to the traditional forms and institutions of English life;
much of the protest, in fact, is protest against the corruption
and debasement of sound institutions. Thus I speak of novelists
as diverse in social and political orientation as Henry Fielding,
Henry Brooke, Elizabeth Inchbald, and William Godwin as
novelists of social protest, for each is disturbed at the shortcom-
ings of what should be a felicitous social structure. The anger
against corruption that each novelist expresses manifests an
underlying faith in the institutions being criticized. One of the
most striking examples of this impulse is Thomas Holcroft,
who In successive novels writes first, in Anna St fves, of the
virtually limitless potential for human development and hap-
piness that English society affords her members, and then, in
Hugh Trevor, of the impossibly corrupt and corrupting ma-
chinery of that same society. The other novelists I treat are not
quite so ambivalent, but the same impulse to approve the basic
structure of society while reproving its corruptions is basic to
each work’s strain of protest.

I define social protest in the novel as the author’s delineation
of social injustices, inequities, and failings, usually accompanied
by explicit statements regarding the need for reform. The
statements of protest are straightforward and often anything
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but subtle. Fielding takes a major portion of the first volume of
Amelia to detail the evils of the penal system and the legal sys-
tem that supports it. Henry Brooke begins The Fool of Quality
with a series of uncomplimentary portraits of the aristocracy
and never lets up on his criticism; Thomas Day, whose Sandford
and Merion follows Brooke’s novel in almost all respects, is even
harsher in his criticism than his model. Bage satirizes, Inchbald
criticizes, Holcroft laments, and Godwin denounces the in-
Justices of society. The degree of anger changes, the tone of
outrage is more or less shrill, but the underlying assumption is
the same: men must note social evils and must attempt to re-
dress them.

As the century wears on, the belief that action by benevolent
men can indeed ameliorate bad situations grows less pervasive,
and as early as midcentury the foreboding that good men may
not have the power to change evil institutions already manifests
itself. In Amelia Fielding draws so bleak a picture of men vic-
timized by unequal social forces and corrupt social institutions
that even he, as creator of a fictional world, can find no way out
of misery for his protagonists within the given outlines of the
novel. In order to supply the happy ending, Fielding must
introduce a fortuitous but irrelevant fall into unexpected good
fortune for his characters. By the end of the century, even the
fortuitous happy ending is no longer possible: the young peas-
ant girl seduced and abandoned by an unfeeling aristocrat dies
of her disgrace in Elizabeth Inchbald’s Nature and Art, and in
Godwin’s Caleb Williams every turn of the social chain produces
more agony until Caleb’s retribution turns, at the moment of
triumph, into a corruption worse than any he had yet suffered.
There is much faith in benevolence and social progress in the
novels of the mid and late eighteenth century, but there is also
much pessimism. All of these novelists of protest share a desire
to see English society and her institutions made better; the
more optimistic of them see such amelioration as being within
reach—the novels of Brooke and Day simply call for benev-
olent efforts by individual men of educated good will—but
those of bleaker view protest only, in the end, to admit despair.
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The eighteenth century, like our own, was a period of im-
mense dislocations in the ways men viewed themselves and soci-
ety, but perhaps because of the difference in modes of commu-
nication, these dislocations were slower to be recognized and
even slower to be publicly discussed than such upheavals are in
our time. In the novel of the later eighteenth century, pervasive
rather than specific discomfort with social institutions emerges.
Although society seems healthy on the surface, the foundations
of the social structure have somehow developed disparate
cracks. Indeed, almost every one of these later novelists touches
on the idea that security is fragile, and that a false step may
send a respectable, responsible man to destruction. Many of
these novels, in one context or another, mention that a man,
often through no fault of his own, may find himself in prison
for debt (for example, he may have cosigned a note for a rela-
tive who then defaulted); the very idea of prison is enough to
evoke terror. John Howard in The State of the Prisons, writing in
1777, reminds his readers that prison reform should be very
much their concern, for no man knows when he may suddenly
find himself confined.

The spectre of such fearful reversals of fortune is both firmly
grounded in reality and hauntingly symbolic. The perception
that the orderly patterns of society may barely conceal deep
flaws is evident even in a book such as Henry Brooke’s The Fool
of Quality, traditionally viewed as a cheerful sentimental novel.
For example, in the rather long interpolated tale of Mr. Clem-
ent, Brooke presents a man who, starting life respectably well-
off, falls so far as to commit a highway robbery to try to save his
starving wife and child. But Brooke, writing relatively early
(1770}, firmly believes that a bit of benevolent tinkering can
correct the failings of society. Mr. Clement, instructive as is his
fall, is in the book to teach us how not to fail; having shown us
Mr. Clement’s mistakes, Brooke brings him back into society.
As the century goes on, the sense that institutions and the men
in them are not functioning properly becomes stronger, and
characters like Mr. Clement who have missed their footing do
not manage to get back in step. For Godwin, Holcroft, and
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Bage there are, finally, no easy answers. Writers who try to
posit easy answers fail miserably, as Inchbald does when, at the
end of Nature and Art, she suggests that all the social problems
would be solved if everyone would just go back to the simple
life of the farm. Inchbald’s ending does not fit her book or her
time; Godwin’s horror at the end of Caleb Williams, in contrast,
seems inevitable.

The institutions of society, particularly economic institutions,
changed markedly during the eighteenth century, and the nov-
elists had not yet had time to put these changes into perspec-
tive. The novelists of the Victorian period would later analyze
these changes. The novelists of the eighteenth century could
only chronicle them. By the 1790s the agricultural, the indus-
trial, the American, and the French revolutions had cast new
light on British society. To these we may add a social revolu-
tion—the restructuring of traditional class lines caused by the
others. The implications of the changes for British society that
these movements set in motion were not immediately perceived
by those living through them, as we would expect. But the
cumulative effect of so many major dislocations produced that
sense of uneasiness, of not being in control, that | have noted.

The agricultural revolution, whatever its benefits, displaced
large numbers of workers and frecholders from the land to the
city as small tracts were enclosed into the larger areas more
suitable for mechanized farming. The industrial revolution
changed society still more, moving even light industry out of
the home into the impersonal and often brutal mill or factory.
As a result of both of these basic movements, the lives of rela-
tively large numbers of people were changed in ways over
which they had not even minimal control.

On the other hand, the merchants themselves were seen as a
positive force in society. England became fascinated with com-
merce, and manufacturing took on something of a moral as
well as an economic impetus.! The good people are those who
produce, Brooke tells us in The Fool of Quality, as opposed to the
aristocrats, who, of course, only consume. Industry created a
class of monied families who sought political power and social
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recognition to go with their new wealth. Fanny Burney’s Evelina
chronicles the acculturation of a young middle class girl as she
learns her way into “society.” The integration of these newly
powerful families into what had hitherto been a hereditary aris-
tocracy provided yet another strain on the social order. One
reflection of this tension is the frequent advocacy of middle-
class values in the novels, but in almost every case, such ad-
vocacy comes along with a fascination with traditional aristocra-
cy. In Holcroft's Anna St. fves, Frank is of the lower classes—but
Anna is an aristocrat. In Burney’s Evelina, Evelina seems to be
middle class—hbut before the end of the novel we learn that she
is of aristocratic lineage. And even in Bage’s Hermsprong, a book
which strongly caricatures and satirizes aristocratic values,
Hermsprong himself, we learn, is the rightful heir to the estate
Lord Grondale holds. Class structures, like the other structures
of society, begin to lack the definite demarcations that could
earlier have been taken for granted.

The political revolutions in America and in France partly
reflected these other upheavals and underlined for many
thinkers at the end of the century the mutability of institutions.
As in the other movements, much seemed positive and exciting,
but a sense of insecurity inevitably accompanied the new
awareness of flux. The political reaction in England to the
French Revolution culminated in the repressive measures the
government tried to put into effect in the 1790s, measures that
directly affected several members of the Godwin circle when
Holcroft and others were put on trial in 1794 for sedition.
Bage’s jibes at the political paranoia of the time (Hermsprong is
accused not only of reading the Rights of Man but of lending it
to at least one friend—which must be conspiracy) records, how-
ever humorously, a real concern.?

The books in this study range broadly in their criticisms of
society, and even the most conservative of them have some
forceful criticisms to make. Institutional and personal corrup-
tion concerns not only, as we would expect, the more radical
novelists of the nineties but the earlier writers as well. Fielding
in Amelia exposes the abuses of the legal and penal systems;
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Godwin, Holcroft, Inchbald and Bage all return to this theme.
Political corruption is dissected repeatedly, and side by side
with the corrupt politician stands the corrupt clergyman as an
object of scorn. In Hugh Trevor Holcroft presents the two pro-
fessions as sides of the same coin, and several of the novelists,
Holcroft, Inchbald and Bage particularly, insist that corruption
ties the two professions together; Dr. Blick’s relationship with
Lord Grondale in Hermsprong is perhaps the clearest example
of this connection. Along with an awareness of institutional
corruption comes a questioning of social function: how should
a clergyman, an aristocrat, even a parent behave to those over
whom he has power? Five of the nine novels I discuss criticize
the traditional role of the parent; even that most basic social
structure, the family, undergoes reexamination during this pe-
riod, and the very relationship of parent to child is presented as
being in need of major reforms. Finally, the novels of the nine-
ties also criticize the traditional role of women.

But the most frequent social criticism in novels during the
fifty years with which I am concerned is that the powerful (that
is, the aristocrats and the clerics), individually and as a class, not
only fail to take responsibility for improving society but are too
often uncaring, selfish, and callous to the sufferings of those
less fortunate than themselves. In novels such as The Fool of
Quality and Sandford and Merton, the individual responsibility of
the powerful for the less powerful is distinguished from larger
social movements and made a theme in itself. This focus is not
merely a function of the discussion occurring within the con-
text of the sentimental novel, for even in a novel such as Bage's
Hermsprong a major concern is the responsibility that indi-
viduals must assume in specific instances. These novels recur-
rently criticize aristocrats for consuming far more than they
need while others lack bare necessities.

Brooke and Day believe that educating aristocrats to a hu-
mane outlook will cure most social problems; the later eigh-
teenth-century novelists are not nearly so optimistic. All make
the distinction between true benevolence and calculated char-
ity; Inchbald, for example, sarcastically notes that it is prudent
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for the rich to give a little, lest the poor revolt and take all.
Viewed in this context, the theme of benevolence, which critics
have taken for granted as an aspect of the earlier sentimental
novel, takes on a new dimension. None of these novelists sug-
gests a radical redistribution of goods, but they insist on the
immorality of a social system that so callously gives superfluous
wealth to one small group and leaves the rest of the people in
poverty. This social protest is as sharp in the sentimental novels
as in those later novels that have traditionally been examined
for social comment. When we recognize that novels such as The
Fool of Quality have far more social content than has been ac-
knowledged, we gain new insights into the development of the
novel in the eighteenth century.?

Social criticism in the English novel has usually been associ-
ated with nineteenth-century writers, but criticism of corrupt
institutions and pleas for reform emerge virtually with the ap-
pearance of the novel itself. That this tradition begins in the
eighteenth century, and indeed extends back to Smollett and
even Defoe, has been largely unremarked untl now.* I have
chosen to begin with Fielding’s Amelia because social protest is
already a major aspect of the work: Fielding’s lengthy early
description of the corruptions of the legal and penal systems
sets the tone for the rest of the novel. Fielding’s is a dark vision;
already by 1751, he portrays social and economic forces buffet-
ing individuals so viclently that they are largely helpless. The
book has been referred to as Fielding’s “problem novel,” but it
is a problem only insofar as it is a different kind of novel from
any of his earlier ones. Within its own terms, it presents a co-
herent picture of contemporary society.

Henry Brooke’s The Fool of Quality criticizes many of the tra-
ditional assumptions rather than the institutions of English so-
ciety, and Brooke, unlike Fielding (and unlike many of the
novelists of the nineties), presents a new set of values to replace
those against which he is protesting. The book celebrates the
middle-class values of hard work, self-reliance, and benev-
olence. Brooke believes that these values can be inculcated into
every class and that such proper education (or reeducation) will
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bring society to a state of happiness and security. Thomas Day’s
The History of Sandford and Merton was intended to spread these
important lessons yet further. The books are interesting as nov-
els of protest because of the amount of criticism of contempo-
rary values (especially but not limited to aristocratic values) that
they include within seemingly innocuous limits: the novels were
essentially for children, after all.

Actually, the books were intended to educate children and
their parents to an appreciation of sound social interactions,
and both Brooke and Day believe fervently that education is a
powerful, positive tool. Education and its potential for good or
evil is a theme common to many of these novels, not only to
works like Brooke’s and Day’s, which we may term educational
novels, but to novels that seem occupied with quite other
things. For example, in Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Monk
(certainly, one hopes, not an educational novel), the monk’s evil
is directly attributed to his faulty education.> Throughout the
century, novelists return to the theme of education as a shaping
force; each of the novels I discuss talks about education in these
terms.

Fanny Burney’s Evelina is the only novel I include which is
not basically critical of the institutions of society; on the con-
trary, Evelina's main concern is learning her way into society.
Burney focuses on a conflict not in morals but in manners; her
heroine wishes only to correct her own manners so that she can
approximate the behavior of the upper classes—and enter
their social circles. In Evelina's predicament, Burney portrays
an important social problem of her time: in an age when new
money demands social as well as economic prerogatives, how
do the traditional upper classes assimilate the newly rich? The
problem was an immediate one for Burney’s contemporaries
and, as I have noted, an additional source of pressure in the
social structure. Burney’s novel, in part because it is not doc-
trinaire and is not interested in taking a critical stance, allows us
to see these social pressures at work from another view. I n-
clude the novel also because it provides a control on the novels
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of protest. Here from 2 much more tolerant perspective is the
society that the other novelists view so critically.

This difference in perspective does not change the picture of
society a reader gets from the novels: some of Inchbald’s sharp-
est satire in Nature and Art is directed at the emptiness of social
customs, while Burney, describing the same customs, has much
less criticism to make. The similarity of the descriptions in the
two novels suggests that the speafics are generally accurate,
regardless of the interpretation a particular author gives to
certain circumstances. Indeed, one of the conclusions to be
drawn from a close study of these novels, critical and uncritical,
is that their descriptions of eighteenth-century British life and
institutions tally almost exactly. If 1 may take consistency of
description to be a proof, the novelists 1 discuss seem to be
attempting as much as possible to present “things as they are.”

Although the strain of protest should be recognized as a
major aspect of the eighteenth century, we must also remember
that much of the contemporary literature, like Evelina, was es-
sentially accepting of the status quo. Holcroft's Anna St. Tves
partakes to some degree of such acceptance, for although
Holcroft sees a great deal in English society and its institutions
that needs to be corrected, he sees even more that 15 resound-
ingly positive. As in Brooke's The Fool of Quality, any imperfec-
tions can be remedied through a process of reeducation; even
the most hardened villain (1.e., the most badly educated person)
can be redeemed and made a contributing member of society.
“We live in an age of light,” the hero exclaims, and Holcroft’s
novel gives us no leave to doubt him. But in the years between
Anna St. Tves (1792) and Hugh Trevor (1794—97), Holcroft him-
self had clearly begun to doubt. In Hugh Trevor Holcroft shows
corruption in every institution of society, and the only way he
<an find to keep the honest Hugh from himself becoming cor-
rupted is to have him retire on inherited money—hardly an
optimistic ending! The views of society are so different from
one Holcroft novel to the next that juxtaposing them gives us a
good sense of the change in perspective manifested by the nov-
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elists as the century progressed. The position taken in the ear-
lier novels is that of Anna St Ives: although there are many
areas of society that need to be improved, man can make his
world better through his own efforts, particularly through the
application of his reason; it is an age of light. But by the end of
the century, as imperfectly understood social traumas take hold
in people’s minds, this position no longer seems tenable. The
application of reason, the impulse to reform, seems at best
insufficient and at worst destructive. Godwin, like Holcroft,
reflects this change in successive works, for in Political Justice
(1793) reason is seen as the prime mover in the perfecting of
society; while in Caleb Williams, only a year later, Godwin is
forced to admit that so much is wrong, so much is corrupt in
the institutions of his society that even the process of revolt
implies only further breakdown in the social structure. As Ca-
leb realizes at the end of the novel, his triumph over Falkland
dooms them both.

The last two novels, Inchbald’s Nature and Art and Bage's
Hermsprong,® reflect this disillusionment in different ways.
Inchbald vigorously attacks corruption in society, particularly
(but by no means solely) striking at the corruptions of a worldly
and highly political clergy. She theorizes about the best ways to
educate the young; she explores the dichotomy of nature ver-
sus art in life and education. The satire is witty and biting—
until the end of the book, when her social vision collapses and
she retreats into the simplistic and utterly unbelievable expla-
nation that if the poor would not covet riches, all social prob-
lems would disappear. Having exposed so much corruption in
society, she can supply no new models to replace the faulty
structures, and her book simply comes up short in its own failed
vision. Bage, a more consistent thinker than Inchbald and per-
haps a better writer as well, does not attempt to supply a struc-
ture to replace the social institutions he has exposed. Having
satirized corrupt politicians, an equally corrupt clergy, and an
aristocracy whose degeneration manifests itself in the fleshly
metaphor of crippling gout, he marries off his protagonist,
blesses his good characters with a fond happily ever after, and
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ends the book. By the end of the century, it had become easy to
see what was wrong in society but very difficult indeed to posit
workable reforms.

1. 1saac Kramnick has argued persuasively that the “manufacturing spirit”
was central to much of the most vital thought of the time, informing science,
industry, social and family relations, and literature. See “Children’s Liter-
ature and Bourgeois Ideology: Observations on Culture and Industrial Cap-
italism in the Later Eighteenth Century,” in Culture and Politics from Puritanism
to the Enlightenment, ed. Perez Zagorin (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1980), pp. 20340,

2. Each of these movements has been examined in detail in numerous books;
among the best introductory discussions are L. B. Namier’s England in the Age
of the Amevican Revolulion and Donald Greene’s The Age of Exuberance.

3. The content of these novels is often ignored. For instance, in his respected
book, fane Austen: A Study of Her Artistic Development, A. Walton Litz talks
about the “debased standards in current fiction” against which we are to
measure Jane Austen's genius. One of the examples of that debased fiction
which he cites is The Fool of Quality, from which Professor Litz draws examples
only of passages that he finds “burlesques” of emotion. He makes no sug-
gestion that Brooke’s novel is of any further interest. Such a simplified view of
midcentury fiction—that it all presented merely a “debased” standard—dis-
torts literary history, as a closer look at these novels shows. Marilyn Butler, in
Jane Austen and the War of 1deas, notes the need for such a reassessment; see
particularly her discussion of Henry MacKenzie. It is interesting that contem-
porary writers could be aware of the social value inherent in such fiction:
Mary Wollstonecraft, in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, twice refers to the
educational theories in Thomas Day's The Hustory of Sandford and Merton,

4. One of the ecarliest and certainly one of the sharpest novelists of social
criticism, Defoe targets for his skeptical inspection assumptions about social
position, social responsibility, the nature of criminality, and the fairness and
effectiveness of the criminal justice system. The most remarkable area of his
criticism, it seems to me, is his analysis of the place of women in society.
Defoe's women enjoy a wider sphere of movement than any other female
characters in eighteenth-century novels, even those in works such as Anna St
fves and Hermspreng that concern themselves so specifically with the issues of
women’s rights and responsibilities in society,

5. Lewis describes the effect of education on the Monk: “It was by no means
his pature to be timid: but his education had impressed his mind with fear so
strongly, that apprehension was now become part of his character. Had his
youth been passed in the world, he would have shown himself possessed of
many brilliant and manly qualities. He was naturally enterprising, firm and
fearless; he had a warrior’s heart, and he might have shown with splendour at
the head of an army. There was no want of generosity in his nature: the
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wretched never failed to find in him a compassionate auditor: his abilities
were quick and decisive. With such qualities he would have been an ornament
to his country: that he possessed them he had given proofs in his earliest
infancy, and his parents had beheld his dawning virtues with the fondest
delight and admiration.” The Monk (New York: Grove Press, 1957), p. 237,

6. Many of these novels are available in good modern editions, and I have
used these whenever possible; for the novels that have not recently been
reprinted, I have cited the eighteenth-century texts. Regrettably, Martin Bat-
testin's new edition of Amelia in the Wesleyan series was not published in time
for me to use it, and therefore 1 have used the first edition of the novel.
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AMELIA / Henry Fielding

Whatever is wicked, hateful, absurd, or ridiculous, must be exposed and
punished before this Nation is brought to that Height of Purity and
good Manners to which I wish to see it exalted.

Henry Fielding, The Champion, No. 16

For most of the eighteenth century, social criticism in the En-
ghsh novel 15 clearly to be distinguished from revolution. It is
not until the hope of persuasion to reform fades that, with
Godwin, a revolutionary posture becomes unavoidable. Social
problems, like human relationships, are complex, and matters
are further complicated because failures in the social system
magnify faults in the individual. Thus a relatively small misstep
by an individual can bring disaster when social institutions are
unresponsive, if not simply and blatantly corrupt. Fielding’s
Amelia explores this interaction between individual and social
weakness.

Henry Fielding, though a social critic, was certainly no more
a revolutionary than were Daniel Defoe, John Gay, Samuel
Richardson, or Tobias Smollett. Fielding's social commentary—
the Covent Garden fournal, the essays on Provision for the Poor
and The Causes of the Late Increase of Robbers, the satirical plays,
the novels Jonathan Wild, Tom fones, and, most of all, Amelia—
describes and criticizes social faults which Fielding saw in com-
mon with many of his contemporaries. Like Addison and Steele
and Pope, he was concerned with corruption in manners and in
politics; like Smollett, he blamed many social ills, from unrest to
robbery, on a meretricious desire for “luxury;”! like Gay, he
wrote about the abuses of the legal and penal systems as man-
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ifestations of broader social problems. Much of Fielding’s writ-
ing, like that of his contemporaries, is concerned with the ex-
posure of social faults, and in Amelia, his last novel, Fielding
brought many of these common concerns to bear in his story of
the deserving but long-suffering couple, the Booths.

Fielding’s comment in The Champion that “whatever is wick-
ed, hateful, absurd, or ridiculous, must be exposed and
punished before this Nation is brought to that Height of Purity
and good Manners to which [ wish to see it exalted,”? suggests
that he takes upon himself the tasks of setting standards and
exposing faults; as George Sherburn and others have pointed
out, Fielding’s writing is consciously moral.3 For the most part,
Fielding’s morality is very practical. A pamphlet such as On the
Late Increase of Robbers is as characteristic as Tom fones. In both,
Fielding exposes faults in his society and suggests solutions to
these problems.*

The social concern of Amelia is made plain in its opening
chapters. Fielding introduces us to the legal and penal systems
of England, devoting nearly two hundred pages to a detailed
description of the workings of these nstitutions. The novel
portrays specific social ills: the inequities of justice for the poor,
especially laws regarding debt; unjust social policies that fail to
provide adequate pensions for soldiers; and corruptions of
human institutions and relationships on every level of society,
particularly the treatment of the needy by the rich.

The predominant mood of Amelia is suspended fear; the
characters live on the edge of a precipice of penury and, even
worse, in imminent danger of arrest for debt. We learn in the
first pages of the novel that a man (or woman) can be thrown
into prison by circumstances as capricious as walking on the
wrong street or becoming involved in someone else’s problems.
Fielding’s opening sets the narrow emotional range of the
work, encompassing only the most basic human emotions.
There are few gradations of character, and little growth. Even
Booth, who could be expected to learn from his various follies
(particularly after he repeatedly brings his family to the very
brink of ruin and has to be saved by others each time), shows no
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real change. He does have a rather sudden religious conversion
at the end of the novel, but the conversion, as critics have
noted,? is not convincing.

In spite of the title, Fielding focuses at least as much on
institutions as on characters. The novel is a portrait in fiction of
the current social institutions—but it is not a fictional portrait.
Virtually every abuse described is documented by historians
and by Fielding himself in his pamphlets and periodical prose.
This is not a “problem novel,” as it has been called; it is not a
“falling off of power in his last novel.”® Rather, Amelia is a
different kind of novel from what we have met in Fielding
before. To the detriment of plot and characterization, Fielding
concentrates on, as it were, current events. We should not be
surprised to find him preoccupied with real social problems,
for in Jonathan Wild Fielding had already moved the novel into
the realm of social criticism, although the criticism is reserved
more for the bad character than for the bad institution. But we
see quite enough of bad institutions in that book for it to be
clear that there 1s an intimate relationship between one and the
other. The obviously satiric tone in jonathan Wild allows the
social criticism to be cutting vet not unduly disturbing. It is
perhaps hard to tell to what degree Fielding is being witty
rather than simply angry at any given point: Heartfree is the
positive character, the one the reader hopes will come to no
harm, but he is not the hero—in fact, he is so naive that the
reader is inclined, with Wild, almost to feel that Heartfree gets
what he deserves.

The case is quite different in Amelia, where the character who
suffers is the heroine, and where plaints against injustice are
directly stated. When Fielding writes here about how the evil
take advantage of the good, he remarks in his own voice that
the good are victimized by the bad simply because their minds
do not run n the same nefarious paths as their more evil
acquaintances:

The Truth is, that it is almost impossible Guilt should miss the
discovering of all the Snares in its Way; as it is constantly prying
closely into every Corner, in order to lay Snares for others. Where-
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as Innocence, having no such Purpose, walks fearlessly and care-
lessly through Life; and is consequently liable to tread on the Gins,
which Cunning hath laid to entrap it. . . . it is not Want of Sense,
but Want of Suspicion by which Innocence is often betrayed. . . .
many an innocent Person hath owed his Ruin to this Circumstance
alone, that the Degree of Villainy was such as must have exceeded
the Faith of every Man who was not himself a Villain.”

That Fielding largely avoids satire in Amelia makes his criticism
relatively straightforward, without a stylistic intermediary be-
tween the author’s voice and the reader. Reading the book for
its blunt statements on social questions does much to lessen our
struggles with it as a problem novel. The first chapters of Amelia
make Fielding’s plan quite clear. Although these early chapters
seem almost like a separable section of the book, they are part
of Fielding’s larger structure: he does not change his method in
the novel after he closes the introductory prison scenes, but, on
the contrary, he keeps to the same mode for four volumes.

As we know from scholars such as Dorothy Marshall and
E. P. Thompson, eighteenth-century England was not kind to
the poor.® The laws and the legal system severely aggravated,
rather than ameliorated, social problems. Fielding’s chapter
one of Amelia is a statement that living conditions are created by
men themselves, and that it is not “Providence” but men who
are responsible for them. The magistrate Fielding surely had
seen enough evidence firsthand of the social and legal abuses
he was to chronicle in Amelia to be able to write: “To speak a
bold Truth, I am, after much mature Deliberation, inclined to
suspect, that the Public Voice hath, in all Ages, done much
Injustice to Fortune, and hath convinced her of many Facts in
which she had not the least Concern. I question much, whether
we may not by natural Means, account for the success of
Knaves, the Calamities of Fools, with all the Miseries in which
Men of Sense sometimes involve themselves by quitting the
Directions of Prudence . ..” (vol. I, pp. 1-2).

As if to prove the point, having paused for this comment
right at the beginning, Fielding opens the second chapter by
getting into the action. The action is not domestic, nor even
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social—it is legal: “On the first of April, in the year , the
Watchmen of a certain Parish (I know not particularly which)
within the Liberty of Westminster, brought several Persons
whom they had apprehended the preceding Night, before
Jonathan Thrasher, Esq; one of the Justices of the Peace for that
liberty” (vol. I, pp. 3—-4). Chapter two surveys some of the
abuses of the legal system. The next chapters are scenes of
prison life; we do not get out of the prison untl the third
chapter of Book the Fourth, an entire volume later.

Booth, Amelia’s husband, is a poor soldier on half pay (his
inadequate pension itself is one of the injustices Fielding notes),
and his poverty is exacerbated by his several failings. An in-
clination to gamble and a rather innocent attitude allow him to
be taken advantage of at every turn by those of greater means
and fewer scruples. Amelia is a good and understanding wom-
an, but, as a woman, she can do little more than scrimp, pawn
her extra nightdress, and say forgiving words. Both Amelia and
her husband are good people. And yet they will be in trouble
with the law for most of the book. Though respectable, they are
poor—and thus at the mercies of their creditors and the courts.
Fielding wants his readers to be aware both of the quality of
impending disaster that such a lifestyle presupposes and of the
gross callousness, not to mention unfairness, of the judicial and
punitive system that is in the background. It is not accidental
that Fielding opens his book with such a long section of court
and prison scenes: the reader’s perception of the situation of
the protagonists is colored by the same awareness of looming
disaster under which they suffer.

Amelia insists that the human condition is a fragile one, but
Fielding sees this fragility not in terms of an unavoidable
human fate but of a correctable social system. Justice
Thrasher’s court is a glaring example of that corrupt system:

Mr. Thrasher . . . had some few Imperfections in his magistratical
Capacity. I own, I have been sometimes inclined to think, that this
Oftice of a Justice of Peace requires some Knowledge of the Law:
for this simple Reason; because in every Case which comes before
him, he is to judge and act according to Law. Again, as these Laws
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are contained in a great Variety of Books; the Statutes which relate
to the Office of a Justice of Peace making of themselves at least two
large Volumes in Folio; and that Part of his Jurisdiction which is
founded on the common Law being disbursed in above a hundred
Volumes, [ cannot conceive how this Knowledge should be ac-
quired without reading; and yet certain it is, Mr. Thrasher never
read one Syllable of the Matter. (vol. I, pp. 7-8)

Not simply ignorant, Justice Thrasher is also unfeeling, blind
to reason, and open only to arguments of class. Fielding states
his case against Thrasher so strongly that he seems to be draw-
ing a caricature. If it were not for the work of scholars such as
Marshall and Thompson, we might think Fielding is exaggerat-
ing. He is not; Thrasher must be based on many a “Justice”
whom Fielding had known. Fielding continues that Justice
Thrasher's never having read any law

perhaps was a Defect; but this was not all: for where mere Igno-
rance is to decide a Point, it will always be an even Chance whether
it decides right or wrong; but sorry am I to say, Right was often in a
much worse Situation than this, and Wrong hath often had Five
hundred to one on his Side before that Magistrate; who, if he was
ignorant of the Law of England, was yet well versed in the Laws of
Nature. He perfectly well understood that fundamental Principle
so0 strongly laid down in the Institutes of the Ilearned
Rochefoucault; by which the Duty of Self-love is so strongly en-
forced. . . . To speak the Truth plainly, the Justice was never indif-
ferent in a Cause, but when he could get nothing on either Side.
(vol. I, p. 8)

The ignorance and venality which Fielding records in Justice
Thrasher were quite common, as B. M. Jones has documented
in some detail.? Jones shows that these shameful faults in the
legal system were a recurring theme for Fielding, as in Tumble-
Douwn Dick, or Phaeton in the Suds (1736), and he reminds us that
Fielding was “unsparing in his denunciation of the ignorance,
dishonesty, corruption and partiality of the ‘trading justices:’
‘Sir, that's a Justice of the Peace; and the other is a school-
mistress teaching the Justice to spell; for you must know, Sir,
the Justice is a very ingenious man and a very great scholar, but
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happen’d to have the misfortune in his youth never to learn to
read’” (Tumble Down Dick).!® Jones continues, “In Justice
Squeezum (the forerunner of Justice Thrasher in Amelia),
Fielding has given us a picture of a justice of the time, who
decides all cases brought before him only after his clerk has
informed him whether the accused has offered a sufficient
bribe [and] who is obsequious to men of fashion.”!! So bad was
the repute in which the office was held that Fielding actually
suffered opprobrium when he took it on, and he found it nec-
essary to vindicate his character.!? | should note that it was only
the corrupt justice who found the office lucrative; Fielding
himself had to request an additional magistracy in order to
increase his income. 13

In earlier books like Joseph Andrews and Jonathan Wild, Field-
ing had made reference to the weaknesses and corruptions ot
the legal system; most obviously, there are recurring references
in Jonathan Wild to the blindness of the law and to its virtual
prejudice against the honest (but poor) citizen. The law is only
one of many targets Jonathan Wild satirizes, the reader’s atten-
tion being divided over a number of objects. In Amelia the
reader’s attention focuses directly on the legal and penal sys-
tems. The novel, having disposed of the idea that providence
causes all men’s evils and having presented Justice Thrasher to
prove the point, introduces us to the course of justice which
Justice Thrasher oversees: the first case is that of a man who,
streaming with blood and clearly the worse for wear, is accused
of battery against a much stouter man who bears no mark of
violence. The accused pleads to be allowed to bring forward
witnesses in his defense, “but the justice presently interrupted
him, saying, “Sirrah, your Tongue betrays your Guilt. You are
an Irishman, and that is always sufficient Evidence with me”
(vol. I, p. 10). The second case concerns a maid servant who was
arrested for street walking when she was found outside her
house during the night. Her explanation that she was seeking a
midwife for her mistress is ignored and she, too, is sent off to
Jail. Next, a pair of genteel people are brought before the jus-
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tice, but upon receiving a sign from his clerk, they are
dismissed.

British justice of the time apparently was much like this.
Treatment hung on appearance—appearance of the ability to
pay a bribe or a fee; some of the “trading justices” would even
order mass false arrests in order to take fees and bail money
(which they kept) from those arraigned.!* Thus the case of
poor Booth when he comes before the justice in Amelia should
be no surprise to vs, and surely was not to any reader of Field-
ing’s time who was even minimally aware of legal goings-on.
Booth is accused of “beating the watchman in the execution of
his office.” The justice is able to decide the case without any
fuss: “The Justice, perceiving the Criminal to be but shabbily
drest, was going to commit him without asking any further
Questions” (vol. I, p. 13). Booth insists on being heard, howev-
er, and tells his story: on his way home, he saw two men beating
a third; he stopped to help the person being beaten and was,
with the original three combatants, arrested by the watch. The
two assailants bribed the officers and were released; he was
offered liberty “at the Price of Half a Crown,” but he unfortu-
nately had no money on his person. Justice Thrasher is far too
venal to listen to such a story. “In short, the Magistrate had too
great an Honour for Truth to suspect that she ever appeared in
sordid Apparel; nor did he ever sully his sublime Notions of
that Virtue, by uniting them with the mean Ideas of Poverty
and Distress” (Vol. I, p. 9). So both Booth and the man he had
tried to help are sent off to prison. The assailants never even
come before the justice.

Just as Fielding chronicles real abuses when he describes the
proceedings in Justice Thrasher’s court, so he writes of current
practice when he comes to the prison scenes. Prisons are not
correctional institutions designed to aid society by reshaping its
untoward members; they are profit-making concerns, there to
make as much money as possible for their (unsalaried) heads.
All of the abuses Fielding had described more than twenty-five
years earlier were still current in 1777 when John Howard
wrote The State of the Prisons. Howard, who visited the prisons
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himself, recorded and publicized his findings. His testimony
moved Parliament to make a few, but largely insufficient, re-
forms. (I discuss some of his most shocking findings as verifica-
tion of the details in the prison scenes in Godwin's Caleb
Williams; the following details are specifically relevant to
Amelia.!5)

Prisoners were subject to a range of fees—fees upon entry,
fees upon leaving (even if he were acquitted of any wrongdo-
ing, a man could not leave until he had paid all the accumulated
fees), fees for the putting on and taking off of chains, fees for
room, fees for the privilege of having guests, and most horri-
bly, fees for food and drink. One of Howard’s major com-
plaints is that the keepers are permitted to sell food and drink
to the prisoners and are therefore essentially keeping a public
house; it is in their interest to encourage consumption, es-
pecially of liquor, and therefore to contribute to the degener-
acy of their charges. The man without money might just about
starve, since almost no food was provided for him by law. Debt-
ors, obviously, would be hard put to pay for themselves; ab-
surdly, in many cases the law specifically omitted debtors from
provisions made for the support of felons. Beyond the many
fees demanded by keepers, the prisoner was also subject to
garnish, the fee demanded of incoming prisoners by those al-
ready in jail. If the newcomer had no cash, he was obliged to
give up some part of his clothing. Finally, on the subject of fees,
Howard objects also to the “extortion of bailiffs. These detain
in their houses (properly enough denominated spunging-
houses), at an enormous expense, prisoners who have
money.”16

Howard complains also about laxness of discipline, promis-
cuity, and gambling. “The prisoners,” he says, “spend their
time in sloth, profaneness and debauchery, to a degree which,
in some of those houses that I have seen, is extremely shock-
ing.”17 All sorts of prisoners, he complains, are confined to-
gether: “debtors and felons, men and women, the young begin-
ner and the old offender....”!® Riot and drunkenness
thrive, encouraged by the jailor’s sale of spirits. In addition,
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“gaming in various forms is very frequent: cards, dice, skit-
tles. .. abound as accomplished gamblers ply their trade.”1?
The whole 15 a scene of “such confusion and distress, and such
shrieks and outcries, as can be better conceived than de-
scribed,” with “numbers of both sexes . . . shut up together for
many days and nights in one room.”2?

Fielding’s drawing of prison life in Amelia corresponds in
every point to conditions documented by Howard. Fielding
closes chapter two by dispatching the “delinquents” to prison.
The first sentence of chapter three, “Containing the Inside of a
Prison,” deals with garnish; Booth immediately is accosted and
garnish demanded of him. “Garnish,” Fielding explains, is the
custom that requires every incoming prisoner “to give some-
thing to former Prisoners to make them drink” (vol. I, p. 16).
When Booth explains that he has no money, he is stripped of
his jacket.2! Thus begins chapter three, which largely catalogs
the abuses in the penal system. The prison crowds human
beings together without regard to sex, physical condition, or
even crime. The first offender, or the simply unfortunate, re-
sides with the most hardened criminal, resulting in an increase
in the criminality of those who had perhaps only come to prison
by accident in the first place. Fielding inveighed against this
practice not only in Amelia but in his legal writings. In Amelia he
slowly and carefully sets these and other horrors of the system
before us.

Not least of these is the fact that the punishments seem to
afflict the least criminal man much more heavily than the hard-
ened felon. In chapter four, “Disclosing further Secrets of the
Prison-House,” Fielding sends Booth on a tour of the prison,
during which we meet all classes of men. (Note that Booth, like
most of the other prisoners, has a great deal of freedom within
the prison.) First, he meets three men in fetters, “who were
enjoying themselves very merrily over a Bottle of Wine, and a
Pipe of Tobacco” (vol. I, p. 24). These are three street robbers,
“certain of being hanged the ensuing Sessions” (vol. I, p. 24).
Their impending fate clearly makes no difference to their pres-
ent enjoyment. “A little farther [he] beheld a Man prostrate on
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the Ground, whose heavy Groans, and frantic Actions, plainly
indicated the highest Disorder of Mind” (vol. I, p. 25). Was this
a repentant felon, castigating himself for his crimes? “This per-
son was, it seems, committed for a small Felony; and his Whfe,
who then lay-in, upon bearing the News had thrown herself
from a Window two Pair of Stairs high, by which means he had,
in all Probability, lost both her and his Child” (vol. I, p. 25).
Among the women it is the same—the hardened criminals find
incarceration a joke; the innocent and unfortunate find it a
horror. Booth passes a street walker who “as she past by Mr.
Booth . . . damn’d his Eyes, and discharged a Volley of Words,
every one of which was too indecent to be repeated” (vol. I, p.
25); on the other hand, he passes “a little Creature sitting by
herself in a Corner and crying bitterly.” Also a street-walker?
No, she “was committed, because her Father-in-Law, who was
in the Grenadier Guards, had sworn that he was afraid of his
Life, or of some bodily Harm, which she would do him, and she
could get no Sureties for keeping the Peace: for which Reason
Justice Thrasher had committed her to Prison” (vol. 1, pp. 25—
26).

The imprisonment itself is as unjust as the commitment pro-
cess. Money buys not only privilege but also freedom from
punishment. At the same time, prisoners often take matters
into their own hands in the case of crimes odious to themselves
and may nearly put an end to transgressors against their com-
munity’s rules before any authority bothers to intervene. Thus,
Booth sees a man prepared for whipping as a punishment for
petty larceny; the man pays an additional sixpence and is saved.
He sees a man being set upon by several of the prisoners; only
at the latest moment is he rescued from them by the authorities.
If commitment and punishment are unjust, equally so are the
bail laws. Booth notices a “young Woman in Rags sitting on the
Ground, and supporting the Head of an old Man in her Lap,
who appeared to be giving up the Ghost.” He learns that they
are father and daughter, “the latter . . . committed for stealing
a Loaf, in order to support the former, and the former for
receiving it knowing it to be stolen” (vol. I, pp. 26-27). At the
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same moment, Booth notices a well-dressed man walk by and is
told that this man’s crime was “a most horrid Perjury”—he is
expected to be bailed that same day. The “horrid” crime of the
“gentleman” is bailable; that of the father and daughter is not.
Even worse, because perjury is bailable, “methods are often
found to escape any punishment at all” (vol. I, p. 27).

Finally, there is the case of the veteran, who “hath served his
Country, lost his Limb, and received several Wounds at the
Seige of Gibraltar. When he was discharged from the Hospital
abroad, he came over to get into that of Chelsea, but could not
immediately, as none of his Officers were then in England; in
the mean time, he was one Day apprehended and committed
on suspicion of stealing three Herrings from a Fishmonger. He
[had been] tried several Months ago for this Offence, and ac-
quitted; indeed his Innocence manifestly appeared at the Trial;
but he was brought back again for his Fees, and here he hath
lain ever since” (vol. 1, pp. 28—-29). Fielding ends Booth's survey
of the prison with reference to one of the unfairest practices of
all—the taking of fees that could keep a man in prison even
when no charges were outstanding against him. As I noted
earlier, because prisons levied fees on every necessity and act,
without money a man could not leave even on acquittal. The
prisoner with money could have all the comforts; the poor
prisoner might even starve. The poor were often imprisoned
on the strength of their appearance or their circumstances;
once there, they had neither redress nor escape.

At the end of Booth’s tour, he notices a woman prisoner
being introduced to the prison. Some time later, he ascertains
that she is Miss Mathews, a lady with whom he had formerly
been on somewhat friendly terms. She soon arranges that they
spend the night together and seduces the good Booth into an
affair. Aside from the moral implications for Booth’s character
{he longs for his virtuous wife all the while he is having the
affair with Miss Mathews), these seduction scenes show that,
among the amenities money could purchase in prison, not the
least of themn was the right to a private chamber where fellow
prisoners or guests from outside could be entertained. Promis-
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cuity among the prisoners, thefts of each other’s goods, mixing
hardened criminals with first offenders—or even totally inno-
cent persons—and, not least, the gross cupidity of the jailors
make the prison system that Fielding details in Amelia a clear
target for reform. Indeed, as Jones shows in his chapter on
“Fielding and Prison Reform,” Fielding was strongly concerned
to implement, or at least to make public the necessity for, re-
form. As Howard’s The State of the Prisons attests, little was to
change in the next quarter of a century.

But the question in dealing with the novel Amelia is to dis-
cover not what attempts at reform Fielding made in the course
of his career as magistrate, but to determine why he would
begin his novel with such a detailed account of the inequities,
injustices, and evils of the judicial and penal system. The help-
lessness of the individual in the face of corrupt institutions is in
large part the subject of the book, and although Fielding in
later chapters deals with the individual as he relates to various
social institutions, it is clearly the legal and penal system that is
most threatening. Once this framework has been established, it
stands as a necessary backdrop to the action, for we as readers
must—and do—feel the same sense of danger that haunts
Booth and his Amelia.

Fielding explores the relationship between faulty societal in-
stitutions and the people whose lives are shaped by them. The
characters always act within an institutional context: just as we
watch Booth and Miss Mathews within the confines of the pris-
on in the early chapters, we watch Booth and Amelia as they
struggle with patrons, pawnbrokers, and bailiffs throughout
the later ones. The sense of threat is always present and always
external to the relationship. Fielding defines very supportive
human relationships for his protagonists, yet society’s institu-
tions keep them constantly in a state of anguish.

Most frighteningly, the evils that engulf them are not of their
own making. Booth may be weak, and he loses the little money
he and Amelia get together. But they never can acquire enough
money to be safe; no matter what they do, debt is always a
spectre that any misstep turns into a reality. Similarly, Booth
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first finds himself in jail through no fault of his own. All of
Booth’s troubles, including that first conviction, come about
because he 1s poor in the first place. He is convicted, we re-
member, because he does not look respectable. His very pover-
ty is a social injustice: although he has served his country well,
he has been retired on a most insufficient half pay. Fielding
emphasizes that one injustice leads to another. Because Booth
is poor, he is at the mercy of creditors and his wife is at the
mercy of great men; when he 1s robbed by a dishonest servant
girl, the little he had is too small an amount to be covered by
law. Booth and Amelia are a deserving couple. Why should
they suffer poverty, and, further, why should they constantly
be exploited by others who are clearly less virtuous and even
less wise? Fielding is explicit. Merit should be, but is not, re-
warded by society; vice can triumph over virtue because virtue
is not prepared to recognize the devious traps which vice man-
ufactures. Fielding is blunt in saying that, on virtually every
front, merit 1s not properly rewarded by society. Booth’s inade-
quate half pay and the treatment of the soldier who was impris-
oned because he could not get into a hospital are two examples.
Later, after the reader has met a number of such cases, Fielding
explicitly comments that the rewards in society ought to go to
the deserving rather than the insistent. The first context is
literary; later, Fielding returns to the topic in a more general
setting.

The earlier discussion takes place, as so much of the novel
does, in the baliff's house as Booth awaits the posting of bail.
He has been treated to a lengthy conversation with an “author,”
a man of no particular learning or talent, who asks Booth to
subscribe to his newest work, and Booth avoids doing so. When
Booth’s two friends, the Colonel and Sergeant Atkinson, come
to post bond, the “author” asks the colonel to subscribe, and
without any consideration, the colonel hands over double the
subscription rate. Booth is distressed by this clear reward for
lack of merit and by the social implications of the act; he apolo-
gizes to the colonel:
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“it may look uncharitable in me, to blame you for your Generosity;
but I am convinced the Fellow hath not the least Merit or Capacity;
and you have subscribed to the most horrid Trash that ever was
published.”

“l care not a Farthing what he publishes. . . . Heaven forbid, 1
should be obliged to read half the Nonsense 1 have subscribed t0.”

“But, don't you think . . . that by such indiscriminate Encourage-
ment of Authors, you do a real Mischief to the Society? By propa-
gating the Subscriptions of such Fellows, people are tired out, and
with-hold their Contributions to Men of real Merit. .. "

“Pugh . . . I never consider these Matters. Good or bad, it is all
one to me. ..."” (vol. I11, pp. 155-56) [italics mine]

This indifference to quality, whether in the treatment of a sol-
dier or a writer, a rich man or a poor one, is disturbing to
Fielding on two grounds: the deserving are not rewarded, and
even more importantly, society as a whole may lose the services
of the good and the competent, to be left impoverished “with
all the Scurrility, Indecency, and Profaneness with which the
Age abounds . . .” (vol. III, p. 156).

When Fielding returns to this theme later, he is even more
forceful. Here it is Dr. Harrison (always the approved voice of
Fielding) and a “nobleman of his acquainiance” who discuss at
length the system of reward prevailing in society. The no-
bleman argues that merit can have little relation to reward in a
real, as opposed to an ideal, society. The doctor, of course,
argues on the other side. Dr. Harrison has come to the no-
bleman to ask a favor—that a young soldier of considerable
merit (Booth) be placed back on full pay so that he can support
his wife and children. After the requisite social amenities,

the Doctor open’d his Business, and told the Great Man, that he
was come to him to solicit a Favour for a young Gentleman who
had been an Officer in the Army, and was now on Half-Pay. “All
the Favour I ask, my Lord . . . is, that this Gentleman may be again
admitted ad eundum. 1 am convinced your Lordship will do me the
Justice to think I would not ask for a worthless Person; but indeed
the young Man I mean hath very extraordinary Merit. He was at
the Seige at Gibraliar, in which he behaved with distinguished Brav-
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ery; and was dangerously wounded at two several Times in the
Service of his Country. I will add, that he is at present in great
Necessity, and hath a Wife and several Children, for whom he hath
no other Means of providing; and if it will recommend him further
to your Lordship’s Favour, his Wife, 1 believe, is one of the best and
worthiest of her Sex.”(vol. IV, p. 121)

The doctor’s argument rests solely on merit. Booth is deserv-
ing, even his wife is deserving; justice demands that they be
aided. The nobleman’s answer is instructive. He tells the doctor
that he needs his help in getting a friend elected. When the
doctor protests that he cannot work in the cause of that particu-
lar man, the nobleman says he cannot help Booth. Dr. Harrison
responds, “Is his own Merit, then, my Lord, no Recommenda-
tion?” {vol. IV, p. 125).

Clearly the nobleman and the doctor are talking at cross
purposes, the one viewing reward only in terms of bargains
reached, the other in terms of absolute worth. The remainder
of the rather long scene is a debate between the two points of
view. Note that Fielding chooses for his debators the middle-
class doctor and the artstocratic nobleman who clearly repre-
sents the socially destructive power of an insensitive aristocracy.
George Sherburn reminds us that we should look at these
scenes within the literary context of the time:

Amelia was published in December, 1751. Its attack on the aris-
tocracy for callousness and lack of recognition of merit was, of
course, nothing new. About two months before the death of Alex-
ander Pope, much of whose writing decries the bad taste and cor-
ruption of the aristocracy, Dr. Johnson had published his Life of
Richard Savage, which told a story motivated much as Booth’s was to
be. In 1748 in Roderick Random Smollett had displayed the acidity of
his heart in the story of the difficulties of Melopoyn in securing a
patron for his tragedy—itransparently the story of Smollett’s own
difficulties over his Regicide. Four years after Amelia, Dr. Johnson
penned his famous letter to the Earl of Chesterfield about patron-
age, and in 1759 Goldsmith's Enquiry reiterated this tale of the lack
of recognition of merit. In brief, this sort of thing, always evident in
literary circles, was in the eighteenth century by way of becoming
an agent to dissipate respect and regard for noble lords.*2
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Fielding's attack may not have been new, but it was certainly
angry. None of the aristocratic characters in Amelia comes off
with high marks, and the nobleman with whom the doctor dis-
cusses this issue of rewards in society is no exception. Fielding,
through Dr. Harrison, insists that merit must be rewarded,
both for the sake of the individual and for the health of the
community. The nobleman argues that the doctor’s position is
hopelessly idealistic, that in the real world merit and reward
simply do not presuppose one another.
The doctor notes that Booth i1s an excellent officer.

“Very probably!” cries my Lord . “And there are Abun-
dance with the same Merit, and the same Qualifications, who want
a Morsel of Bread for themselves and their Families.”

“It is an infamous Scandal on the Nation. . ..”

“How can it be otherwise?” says the Peer. “Do you think it is
possible to provide for all Men of Merit?”

“Yes, surely do I,” said the Doctor. “And very easily too.”

“How, pray?”—cries the Lord

“Only by not providing for those of none.” (vol. IV, pp. 126-27)

For the doctor, the relation between the individual and society
as a whole is very close indeed:

“to deny a Man the Preferment which he merits, and to give it to
another Man who doth not merit it, is a manifest Act of In-
justice. . . . Nor is it only an Act of Injustice to the Man himself, but
to the Public, for whose Good principally all public Offices are, or
ought to be instituted. Now this Good can never be completed, nor
obtained, but by employing all Persons according to their Capaci-
ties. Wherever true Merit is liable to be superseded by Favour and
Partiality, and Men are intrusted with Offices, without any Regard
to Capacity or Integrity, the Affairs of State will always be in a
deplorable Situation.” (vol. IV, pp. 130-31)

Thus, injustice to the individual is always injustice to the society
at large. But lack of reward for merit has even worse conse-
quences: “it hath a manifest Tendency to destroy all Virtue and
all Ability among the People, by taking away all that Encourage-
ment and Incentive, which should promote Emulation, and
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raise Men to aim at excelling in any Art, Science, or Profession”
{(vol. IV, p. 131). The lack of moral integrity and the destruc-
tion of ambition, again, have broad consequences, for such a
nation becomes “contemptible among its neighbours” (vol. IV,
p- 131).

This theme of the interdependency between morality and
government, between individual and society, had already be-
gun to be explored by Fielding in Jonathan Wild. In that earlier
novel, Fielding repeatedly seems to suggest that evil usually
lives better than good, and that, therefore, to borrow a phrase,
the times are out of joint. Fielding’s criticism of governmental
corruption is obviously more intense in Jonathan Wild—in some
scholars’ readings it is the subject of the book. That is not the
case in Amelia; Fielding’s range of socal targets is broader in
Amelia than in Jonathan Wild. But government is central to that
range because so many personal misfortunes can be traced to
corrupt, or at best, wrong-headed government policies. Thus,
amelioration of the social situation requires the improvement
of government, which Dr. Harrison sees as not only simple but
natural. Dr. Harrison tries to convince the nobleman that virtue
in a minister of government is not only socially useful but politi-
cally expedient:

“But if ... he will please to consider the true Interest of his
Country, and that only in great and national Points; if he will
engage his Country in neither Alliances nor Quarrels, but where it
is really interested; if he will raise no Money but what is wanted;
nor employ any civil or military Officers but what are useful; and
place in these Employments Men of the highest Integrity, and of
the greatest Abilities; if he will employ some few of his Hours to
advance our Trade, and some few more to regulate our domestic
Government: If he would do this, my Lord, [ will answer for it he
shall have no Opposition to baffle. Such a Minister tnay, in the
Language of the Law, put himself on his Country when he pleases
and he shall come off with Honour and Applause.” (vol. IV, pp.
133-34)

The nobleman cannot believe that “there ever was such a Min-
ister, or ever will be.” The doctor responds, “Why not. ... It
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requires no very extraordinary Parts, nor any extraordinary
Degree of Virtue. He need practise no great Instances of Self-
denial. He shall have Power, and Honour, and Riches, and
perhaps all in a much greater Degree than he can ever acquire,
by pursuing a contrary System” (vol. IV, p. 134). If this is true,
that expediency so neatly fits with honor, why then are there so
many corrupt men, especially corrupt politicans? Or, as his
lordship asks, “Do you really believe any Man upon Earth was
ever a Rogue out of Choice?” To which the good doctor has to
reply, “I am ashamed to answer in the Affirmative; and yet 1
am afraid Experience would almost justify me if 1 should” (vol.
IV, p. 134).

This interchange is central to Fielding’s moral explorations
in the book, for from this discussion it seems quite clear that
morality consists simply in the doing of meritorious acts by the
individual and the rewarding of those acts by the society. On
every level, from the personal to the societal, good and expedi-
ency should go together—that 1s, not only honor but reward
should dictate that a man choose to act according to the highest
standards. Evil and injustice on any level, therefore, cannot be
ignored simply because “that is the way things are.” Whatever
is, clearly is not right; rather, much of what is wrong results
from manmade error or corruption, and that corruption needs
to be addressed by men of good will. Jonathan Wild and Amelia
seem to indicate that Fielding would like to apply himself to
reform on a much grander scale than he had ever been able to
do as magistrate at Bow Street.23

The question of why the good always seem to lose to the bad
is a nagging one. Amelia and Booth do not thrive, as Heartfree
does not in Jonathan Wild; Fielding has observed that such peo-
ple are always at the mercy of the unscrupulous. Fielding an-
swers the question directly. Why are the bad able to hoodwink
the good?

It is not, because Innocence is more blind than Guilt, that the
former often overlooks and tumbles into the Pit, which the latter
toresees and avoids. The Truth is, that it is almost impossible Guilt
should miss the discovering of all the Snares in its Way; as it is






