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v

One of the many exciting achievements of the early years of the UK 
English Subject Centre was the agreement with Palgrave Macmillan to 
initiate the series ‘Teaching the New English’. The intention of Philip 
Martin, the then Centre Director, was to create a series of short and acces-
sible books which would focus on curriculum fields (or themes) and 
develop the connections between scholarly knowledge and the demands 
of teaching.

Since its inception as a university subject, ‘English’ has been committed 
to what is now known by the portmanteau phrase ‘learning and teaching’. 
The subject grew up in a dialogue between scholars, critics, and their stu-
dents inside and outside the university. Yet university teachers of English 
often struggle to make their own tacit pedagogic knowledge conscious, or 
to bring it up to a level where it might be shared, developed, or critiqued. 
In the experience of the English Subject Centre, colleagues found it rela-
tively easy to talk about curriculum, but far harder to talk about the suc-
cess or failure of seminars, how to vary modes of assessment, or to make 
imaginative use of virtual learning environments or web tools. Too often, 
this reticence meant falling back on received assumptions about how stu-
dents learn, about how to teach or create assessment tasks. At the same 
time, we found, colleagues were generally suspicious of the insights and 
methods arising from generic educational research. The challenge for the 
extended group of English disciplines has been to articulate ways in which 
our own subject knowledge and forms of enquiry might themselves refresh 
debates about pedagogy. The need becomes all the more pressing in the 
era of rising fees, student loans, the National Student Survey, and the 

SerieS editor’S Preface



vi  SERIES EDITOR’S PREfACE

characterisation of the student as a demanding consumer of an educational 
product. The implicit invitation of the present series is to take fields of 
knowledge and survey them through a pedagogic lens.

‘Teachers’, people used to say, ‘are born, not made’. There may be 
some tenuous truth in this. There may perhaps be generosities of spirit 
(or, alternatively, drives for didactic control) laid down in early childhood. 
But the implication that you cannot train or develop teachers is dubious. 
Why should we assume that even ‘born’ teachers should not need to learn 
or review the skills of their trade? Amateurishness about teaching has far 
more to do with the mystique of university status than with evidence 
about how people learn. This series of books is dedicated to the develop-
ment of the craft of teaching within university English Studies.

 Ben KnightsEmeritus Professor of English and Cultural Studies  
Teesside University
Middlesbrough, UK

Visiting fellow  
UCL Institute of Education, London, UK 



vii

I would like to thank the editorial team at Palgrave, Ben Doyle and Milly 
Davies: their help was always patiently available. The book has enjoyed the 
unstinting support of Ben Knights, the Series Editor, who gave so much 
of his time in answering queries and proffering advice and helpful feed-
back. I want to express my warmest thanks to him. It’s been a real pleasure 
to work with the contributors who have all been willing, eager and timely 
with their work and enthusiastic about the volume. In choosing the con-
tributors I benefited from recommendations offered by Robyn Warhol, 
Dino felluga and Will Norman, and the latter also kindly suggested 
improvements to the Introduction. I’m very grateful to them.

Suzanne Keen would like to thank Kate Higgins, Assistant Archivist at 
the Library, the London School of Economics and Political Science, for 
her guidance in reproduction of images from Charles Booth’s poverty 
maps.

acknowledgementS



ix

 1  Introduction    1
Richard Jacobs

 2  Time, Narrative and Culture   23
Mark Currie

 3  Talking Race and Narrative with Undergraduate Students 
in the USA   39
Sue J. Kim

 4  The Ethics of Teaching Tragic Narratives   55
Sean McEvoy

 5  Teaching Comic Narratives   71
Rachel Trousdale

 6  Teaching Crime Narratives: Historicizing Genre 
and the Politics of Form   87
Will Norman

contentS



x  CONTENTS

 7  Teaching Historical Fiction: Hilary Mantel 
and the Protestant Reformation  103
Mark Eaton

 8  Text and Context: Using Wikis to Teach Victorian Novels  123
Ellen Rosenman

 9  Digital Humanities in the Teaching of Narrative  139
Suzanne Keen

 10  The Work of Narrative in the Age of Digital Interaction: 
Revolutions in Practice and Pedagogy  155
Alec Charles

 11  Empowering Students as Researchers: Teaching 
and Learning Autoethnography and the Value of Self-
Narratives  175
Jess Moriarty

 12  Narrative and Narratives: Designing and Delivering 
a First-Year Undergraduate Narrative Module  191
Richard Jacobs

 Index  211



xi

Alec Charles is Professor and Dean of the faculty of Arts at the University 
of Winchester. He has worked as a print journalist and a BBC radio pro-
gramme-maker, and has taught at universities in Estonia, Japan, Cornwall, 
Chester, Luton and Hull. He is the author of Interactivity, Interactivity 2, 
Out of Time and Political Animals, co-editor of The End of Journalism, 
and editor of The End of Journalism 2, Media/Democracy and Media in the 
Enlarged Europe. He serves as co-convenor of the Political Studies 
Association’s Media and Politics Group.

Mark Currie is Professor of Contemporary Literature at Queen Mary, 
University of London. His research is focused on theories of narrative and 
culture, particularly in relation to time. He is the author of Postmodern 
Narrative Theory (1998; second edition 2011), Difference (2004), About 
Time: Narrative Fiction and the Philosophy of Time (2007), The Unexpected: 
Narrative Temporality and the Philosophy of Surprise (2013) and The 
Invention of Deconstruction (2013). His recent work is focused on the 
relation between fictional narrative and philosophical writings about time, 
and more generally, on questions of futurity in intellectual history. He is 
currently writing a book called Absolute Uncertainty, which explores the 
relationship between narrative and contingency.

Mark Eaton is Professor of English and Director of Graduate Studies at 
Azusa Pacific University, where he teaches American literature and film 
studies. He is co-editor of The Gift of Story: Narrating Hope in a Postmodern 
World (Baylor UP, 2006) and a contributor to A Companion to the Modern 

noteS on contributorS



xii  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

American Novel, 1900–1950 (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009); A Companion to 
Film Comedy (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012); Screenwriting (Rutgers UP, 2014); 
and The Routledge Companion to Literature & Religion (Routledge, 
2015).

Richard  Jacobs is Principal Lecturer in Literature at the University of 
Brighton. His publications include A Beginner’s Guide to Critical Reading: 
An Anthology of Literary Texts (Routledge), chapters in Reassessing the 
Twentieth Century Canon (Palgrave) and The Twentieth Century (Penguin 
History of Literature), editions of Vile Bodies and The Ordeal of Gilbert 
Pinfold (Penguin Classics), materials for teachers on post-16 literature 
teaching, and several articles and reviews.

Suzanne Keen writes about narrative empathy. Her affective and cogni-
tive narrative studies combine expertise in the novel and narrative theory 
with interests in emotion science and psychology. Her books include 
Thomas Hardy’s Brains, Empathy and the Novel, Romances of the Archive 
in Contemporary British Fiction, Victorian Renovations of the Novel and a 
volume of poetry. She serves as Thomas H. Broadus Professor of English 
and Dean of the College at Washington and Lee University, where she 
started a collaborative Digital Humanities Initiative in 2013.

Sue J. Kim is Professor of English and Co-Director of the Centre for 
Asian American Studies at the University of Massachusetts Lowell. She is 
the author of On Anger: Race, Cognition, Narrative (2013) and Critiquing 
Postmodernism in Contemporary Discourses of Race (2009), and co-edited 
Rethinking Empathy through Literature (2014). She has served on the 
Association for Asian American Studies Board of Directors and the 
Executive Committee of the International Society for the Study of 
Narrative.

Sean McEvoy is currently a visiting lecturer at Murray Edwards College, 
Cambridge. for many years he taught literature at Varndean College, 
Brighton. His publications include Shakespeare: The Basics (Routledge, 
third edition, 2012), William Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet’: A Sourcebook 
(Routledge, 2006), Ben Jonson, Renaissance Dramatist (Edinburgh UP, 
2008) and Tragedy: The Basics (Routledge, 2017). His book Theatrical 
Unrest: Ten Riots in the History of the Stage, 1603–2004 (Routledge, 2016) 
was shortlisted for the 2016 Theatre Book Prize.



  xiii NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

Jess Moriarty is course leader for the Creative Writing MA and English 
Literature and Creative Writing BA at the University of Brighton. She is 
the co-editor of Self-narrative and Pedagogy: Stories of Experience within 
Teaching and Learning (2017) and the author of Analytical 
Autoethnodrama (2015). Her research focuses on auto- ethnography, 
writing as a craft and community engagement. Her doctorate explored her 
autobiographical experiences with teaching in higher education and in 
particular the effect of the audit culture on how we teach and how we live.

Will Norman is a senior lecturer in American literature at the University 
of Kent. He has also been a fulbright scholar in American Studies at Yale 
University. He is the author of the monographs Nabokov, History and the 
Texture of Time (2012) and Transatlantic Aliens: Modernism, Exile and 
Culture in Midcentury America (2016), and co- editor of the essay collec-
tion Transitional Nabokov (2009). His essays on crime fiction have 
appeared in Modernism/modernity, Journal of Modern Literature and 
Post-45.

Ellen  Rosenman is a Provost’s Distinguished Service Professor in the 
English Department at the University of Kentucky. She is the author of 
Unauthorized Pleasures: Accounts of Victorian Erotic Experience (Cornell 
UP, 2003), co-editor with Claudia Klaver of Other Mothers: Beyond the 
Maternal Ideal (Ohio State UP, 2008), and co-editor with Susan Bordo 
and Cristina Alcalde of Provocations: A Transnational History of Feminist 
Thought (U California Press, 2015). She has published articles about 
Victorian gender, sexuality and social class in edited collections and jour-
nals, including Victorian Studies, Journal of the History of Sexuality, Studies 
in the Novel and Journal of Victorian Literature and Culture.

Rachel  Trousdale is an assistant professor of English at framingham 
State University. She is the author of Nabokov, Rushdie, and the 
Transnational Imagination: Novels of Exile and Alternate Worlds (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), The Joking Voice: Humour in Twentieth- Century 
American Poetry (Oxford, forthcoming) and a poetry chapbook, 
Antiphonal Fugue for Marx Brothers, Elephant, and Slide Trombone 
(finishing Line Press, 2015). More information is available at www.rach-
eltrousdale.com

http://www.racheltrousdale.com
http://www.racheltrousdale.com


xv

fig. 9.1 Legend for color-coding streets by degrees of affluence or 
poverty. Charles Booth Online Archive, http://booth.lse.
ac.uk/static/a/4.html 149

fig. 9.2 Hyde Park Corner, a wealthy neighborhood, from Charles 
Booth Online Archive. (‘Printed Map Descriptive of London 
Poverty 1898–1899.’ Sheet 7. Inner Western District. 
Covering: Pimlico, Westminster, Brompton, Chelsea, Mayfair, 
Marylebone, Paddington, Bayswater, Notting Hill, 
Kensington, Knightsbridge, Pimlico and Belgravia. LSE 
reference no. BOOTH/E/1/7.) 150

fig. 11.1 Triangulation of practice 181

liSt of figureS

http://booth.lse.ac.uk/static/a/4.html
http://booth.lse.ac.uk/static/a/4.html


1© The Author(s) 2018
R. Jacobs (ed.), Teaching Narrative, Teaching the New English, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-71829-3_1

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Richard Jacobs

EnchantmEnt/DisEnchantmEnt;  
closurE/narratability

Narrative is everywhere: and its pervasiveness makes it, in a sense, harder 
rather than easier to teach. Defamiliarizing what is so familiar, in students’ 
lives and in the texts they’ve consumed, all the way from bedtime infancy 
to ‘set texts’ for exams, can be an unsettling experience. In addition, for a 
lecturer to convey and gauge the power of narratives, especially over his 
students’ own lives (as well as his own: in teaching narrative, I make this 
very clear and personal) can seem intrusive. Fiction is fictive but narratives 
can occlude their own fictiveness so seductively as to seem true. This isn’t 
just the trivial matter, say, of early readers of Gulliver’s Travels indignantly 
complaining that they didn’t believe a word about those little and big 
people (presumably such readers gave up before they got to the talking 
horses); it’s serious.

I’m writing this in July 2017 not long after a momentous general elec-
tion in the UK in which, to everyone’s astonishment, a narrative of hope, 
communality and desire for a fairer society was at least as much listened to 
and believed (especially by students and other young people) than the nar-
rative of fear, cynical inequality and hatred of others, a narrative  relentlessly 

R. Jacobs (*) 
School of Humanities, University of Brighton, Brighton, UK
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elaborated by the ‘free’ world’s most aggressively partisan newspapers, 
that have poisoned British politics for so long. Earlier we had Brexit and 
Trump. Narratives swung both those results. The coerciveness of narra-
tive—its power to lie, oppress and enslave—is just as significant as its more 
widely acclaimed and more benevolent powers: narrative being (in 
H.  Porter Abbott’s words) ‘the principal way our species organises its 
understanding of time’ (Abbott 2002: 3) and, through that, the way we 
come to terms with mortality; its power to make sense of our world, our 
lives and ourselves; and its power to give us an infinitely enriched under-
standing of alternative worlds and lives—and of a better future. Students 
can more readily accept the plausibility of the latter life-enhancing powers 
rather than the former coercive ones. Enchantment with narrative is more 
easily taught than disenchantment.

The balance between enchantment and disenchantment also operates 
differently across the student’s educational experience. It may be one way 
of distinguishing what happens in university teaching from what comes 
before it that the balance there tips sharply towards the disenchantment 
pole, as we teach the application of critical literacy, with its attendant and 
necessary scepticisms, to the reading of narrative, whereas, at the other 
extreme, in childhood, enchantment with narrative very much has its 
‘uses’ (Bettelheim 1976).

But students also come to see that what is involved in their later reading 
of narrative is an oscillation between enchantment and disenchantment, in 
their experience not just of different sorts or genres of texts, or as to the 
liberating or oppressive nature of the narrative, but even within the same 
text. The narrative enchants us and simultaneously we are aware of, and 
meant to be aware of and meant to resist, that enchantment. It would be 
conventional to map this process or oscillation, and to assess the balance 
between the two processes, on to and in terms of the differences, or 
alleged differences, between realist and modernist narratives, with their 
sharply divergent allegiances to notions of coherence, wholeness, plausi-
bility, dimensionality and hierarchies of discourse.

Students of literature at university are encouraged to see those differ-
ences in terms of linear chronology as they move from the great nineteenth- 
century realist narratives of, say, Jane Austen, Dickens and George Eliot to 
the high modernist post-war experiments of, say, Joyce, Woolf and Ford. 
These would conventionally be taught on separate modules. But this 
cleanly demarcated linear development should be destabilized and I give 
some examples of that process in the last chapter of this book, in relation 
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to ‘Bartleby’ and to the ‘Alice’ books in dialogue with Freud’s ‘Dora’. 
And it’s very pertinent that D. A. Miller observes that the standard account 
of the realist novel serving ‘the repressive order of the nineteenth century 
bourgeoisie’ whereas the modernist novel ‘registers an implicit protest 
against this repression’ (Miller 1981: 281) is too simple. He doesn’t say it 
but one complicating point would be to note that when realism was being 
heralded as a new breed of narrative fiction, in the form of Madame 
Bovary, Flaubert’s novel and realism itself (though Flaubert hated and 
rejected the term) were being defined by reviewers as the politics of ‘dis-
contented democracy’ and ‘implacable equality’ (Heath 1992: 51). Miller 
draws on Fredric Jameson to argue that modernist fiction can be ‘suspi-
ciously consonant, not to say complicitous, with aspects of the social order 
that provides its own context’ (Miller 1981: 281).

Even more telling, however, is for students to come to see that single 
texts in the so-called realist or modernist traditions can be read as contain-
ing unstable compounds of the two traditions—both, in Barthes’ famous 
terms, ‘readerly and ‘writerly’ (Barthes 1990: v), that reading them is a 
matter of negotiating between enchantment and disenchantment, and 
that it’s less a matter of modernism being a chronological development 
from and break with realism and more that the two represent a tension in 
narrative texts that has been with us from the start (from at least Cervantes) 
and is still with us today (see Josipovici 2010). The ‘realist/modernist’ 
dynamic can be traced in manifold ways and places: students on a first-year 
‘Re-Viewing Shakespeare’ module have been stimulated to notice the 
shifting proportions of ‘realist’ and ‘modernist’ narratives in the proto-
realist Hamlet and the proto-modernist King Lear. As suggested above, 
it’s a tension that’s inherent in the very fictiveness of narrative.

Teaching nineteenth-century ‘realist’ novels to students who have been 
introduced to the critical approaches to narrative fiction pioneered by Peter 
Brooks and D. A. Miller has proved a very fruitful and bracing experience, 
whether working with second-year undergraduates on a 19th century mod-
ule that takes in some of the usual landmarks or an MA module on rhetoric 
that pays close attention to Jane Austen (and, as we’ll see, Mary Shelley). And 
we might relate the enchantment/disenchantment dynamic to the crucial 
feature that Miller (who is at his dazzling best on Jane Austen) identifies in 
narrative fiction as the permanent tension between closure and narratability: 
closure can only ‘work’ by abolishing the possibilities of what can be nar-
rated, a process that involves the ‘discontents’ of Miller’s title (Miller 1981). 
For Miller closure depends on ‘a suppression, a simplification, a sort of 
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blindness’ (Miller: 89), and is ‘an act of “make- believe”, a postulation that 
closure is possible’, a postulation of ‘self- betraying inadequacy’ (267). There 
is, writes Miller, ‘no more fundamental assumption of the traditional novel 
than [the] opposition between the narratable and closure’ (267) and ‘what 
discontents the traditional novel is its own condition of possibility’ (265).

To put it another way, closure is defined, only made possible, by the 
elements that refuse closure. When closure in narrative means happy love, 
that happy love may only be achieved because it chooses to forget the price 
of its happiness. That narrative closure is guiltily aware of exclusion (the 
coercions dictating who gets left out of the final happinesses, like Hetty 
Sorrel in Adam Bede) accounts for the sense of exasperation that students 
can hear as accompanying closure itself. The narrator, in the very act of 
managing the married couples, can suddenly betray an exasperated note as 
if aware of what has to be left out in novelistic management or housekeep-
ing. We can hear this with varying degrees of intensity in Jane Austen, 
notably so in the chillingly bitter treatment (which students are invariably 
shocked by) handed out to the adulterous Maria at the end of Mansfield 
Park, condemned to live in a purgatorial misery with Austen’s least ‘live-
able with’ character, Mrs Norris:

…where, shut up together with little society, on one side no affection, on 
the other no judgment, it may be reasonably supposed that their tempers 
became their mutual punishment. (Vol. 3, Ch. 17)

In an equivalent way, students are taken aback by the implausible (exasper-
ated?) ending of Bleak House, which they find difficult to take seriously. 
This only ‘works’ by what Dickens himself must have realized was the 
staginess of superimposing an identikit new but happier Bleak House 
upon the old (bleak) one, so that Jarndyce can give Esther the appropri-
ately grounded happiness. This is designed to justify the way Dickens 
simultaneously superimposes Woodcourt as Esther’s ‘new’ husband (as-if 
her brother) upon the old one, Jarndyce himself (as-if her father).

tEaching conflictED novEls

Miller’s analysis of the dynamics of narrative in the realist novel is devel-
oped, in a more obviously Foucauldian direction, in his The Novel and the 
Police (Miller 1988). Here the narratives of Victorian realism are shown to 
be complicit in a process by which readers, deluded by the image of private 
power offered by the narrative, are blinded to the operation of more press-
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ingly real social and public power in which they are caught up, the 
 narratives ‘enlisting the consciousness of its subject in the work of supervi-
sion’. The effect is that the reader, the liberal subject, can only recognize 
himself fully ‘when he forgets or disavows his functional implication’ in a 
system of ‘restraints or disciplinary injunctions’ (Miller 1988; Hale 2006: 
554, 543). The enchantments of narrative, in this respect, are the neces-
sary occlusions of disenchantment, precisely in not knowing that by read-
ing you have become your own policeman.

David Musselwhite, in an often brilliant and under-rated book that 
anticipates Miller’s arguments, shows how in the classic realist novel, from 
Jane Austen to Dickens, the ‘exuberance and threat’ of revolutionary 
forces are ‘steadily but ineluctably worked within a new axiomatic, a new 
set of rules and constraints, of prescribed places and possibilities that made 
them both manageable and self-monitoring’, while at the same time ‘the 
potential of desire, which should be social and productive’ is ‘slowly 
asphyxiated’ (Musselwhite 1987: 9).

These ideas have usefully informed discussions in university seminar 
classrooms during the MA rhetoric module when I’ve brought together 
two novels written within a few years of each other—years in the period 
between 1811 and 1819 when ‘the possibility of a violent revolution in 
England was greater than at almost any other time and was contained, with 
ever increasing difficulty, by the resort to force alone’ (Musselwhite 1987: 
31). The two novels are startlingly different but share submerged struc-
tural anxieties: Emma and Frankenstein. (They also share an early recourse 
to doubling and othering, much more subtly so in Emma.) The asphyxia-
tion of potentially social and productive desire is one way of describing 
what happens to Shelley’s Creature, whose last words (deriving from 
Milton’s Satan as he first observes the embracing Adam and Eve) register 
the agony of ‘wasting in impotent passions’ and permanently unsatisfied 
desires (1818, ed., Vol. 3, Ch. 7). Musselwhite notes that in these last 
pages the Creature pointedly refers (twice, actually) to his life not as a nar-
rative but as the ‘series of my being’: as if he and he alone belongs to the 
non-narratable (despite his being the most eloquent narrator in the novel), 
with his plea to be ‘linked to the chain of existence and events’ (Vol. 2, Ch. 
9), as if in a narrative signifying system, so cruelly denied.

But students recognize something similar about the structure of Emma 
in which marriage brings an end, but in a sense an arbitrary (discontented) 
end, to what has characterized Emma’s life hitherto—a ‘series of being’ 
lived as an arbitrarily strung together series of match-makings (driven in 
Harriet’s case by the displacements of narcissistic pseudo-homosexual 
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desire), a kind of anti-narrative or what Miller calls ‘radical picaresque: an 
endless flirtation with a potentially infinite parade of possibilities’ (Miller 
1981: 15). And this match-making is like a ‘bad’ or ‘othered’ version of 
the novel’s marriage-orientated dominant narrative: Emma’s match- 
making (as ‘bad novelist’) is in effect positioned to empty the master- 
narrative of its ideological purposes, to naturalize and legitimize it.

Emma’s desire to live through and in that picaresque ‘series’ must be 
bound up (‘corrected’) in closure, in effect asphyxiated in hetero- 
normative marriage. Students regularly see the radical feminist potential 
in what Emma desires to be and to do, to assert and exercise control and 
power, in effect to usurp power in a patriarchal world, to be the subject 
of her sentence, and students connect that desire with Frank Churchill’s 
more obviously subversive undermining of social protocol—and they are 
very alive to the sharp irony of Emma discovering that it’s Frank of all 
people whose power games have exposed the weakness of her supposed 
autonomy, that she’s all along been a pawn in his game, the object of  
his sentence, in a feigned relationship, and then of Mr Knightley’s, in 
marriage.

And students are richly exercised when we come to discuss the multi-
ple ironies of the novel’s version of ‘closure’, in which the married Emma 
and Mr Knightley will live chastely and as if childishly together with the 
tyrant- baby Mr Woodhouse—and as if forever: I’ve found that students 
feel that Mr Woodhouse will as it were ‘live forever’ when they project 
beyond the last pages (after all, as they say, there’s nothing actually wrong 
with his health). In effect, and absurdly, the married couple will never be 
released into fulfilled desire in Donwell Abbey but instead will live sus-
pended in Hartfield, which early in the novel is significantly mentioned as 
‘but a sort of notch in the Donwell Abbey estate to which all the rest of 
Highbury belonged’ (Vol. 1, Ch. 16). We leave Emma and Mr Knightley 
living in a notch, she still mistress in her own home and he displaced and 
emasculated.

Marilyn Butler famously identified the political ‘war of ideas’ in the 
inner workings of Austen’s novels (Butler 1975) and students can see in 
both these novels conflicting elements of conservative and Jacobin ideas 
and the way both texts have thereby generated contested critical readings. 
Chris Baldick in his indispensable study (Baldick 1990) makes it very clear 
that the Burke–Paine post-revolutionary pamphlet-war shaped the intrin-
sic and internal debate that Mary Shelley articulated in the conflicted pre-
sentation of the Creature, especially in the poignancies of his demands for 
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love and to be loved, and in the recognition that his murders were a direct 
result of the cruelty of his several rejections, most painfully by his ‘father’ 
Frankenstein. Baldick’s careful assessment is that Shelley’s own response is 
‘an uneasy combination of fearful revulsion and cautious sympathy’ for the 
Creature, an ‘anxious liberalism’ (Baldick 1990: 55). My students usually 
read Shelley’s sympathies for the Creature and the novel’s radical politics 
more forcefully than that.

Both novels have at their centres a conservative message about the 
dangers of playing God (Emma with Harriet who, Creature-like, turns on 
her ‘maker’ by aspiring to marry Mr Knightley) and of seeking to under-
mine given hierarchies of gender (Frankenstein appropriating the mater-
nal role) and class (Emma’s plans for Harriet). But many students are 
startled to discover that Frank Churchill, that great opener of windows 
and fierce advocate of the class-dissolving opportunities of balls, is 
rewarded (especially after he treats her at Box Hill with such callow cru-
elty) with the most desirable and ‘perfect’ of all Austen’s young women, 
Jane Fairfax, in sharp contrast with how Austen handles those other 
deceptive charmers Willoughby, Wickham and Henry Crawford.

This may be a measure of Austen’s critical scepticism about the values 
of landed conservatism, what D. W. Harding long ago called her ‘regu-
lated hatred’ (Harding 1940) of much that sentimental Janeites (and mak-
ers of costume-drama films, and students who have only seen those films 
before reading the novels) profess or assume to see in her, as well as her 
not quite suppressed sympathies for and attractions to those pseudo- 
revolutionaries who come in, like the Crawfords, from outside to under-
mine and even destroy it. (Miller and Musselwhite in different ways are 
excellent on what Austen had to fight against in herself when dealing with 
the contradictory forces in Mansfield Park.)

Emma uses very strongly worded, indeed for her unusually politicized 
language (again evoking Satan) when condemning Frank (and Jane) after 
hearing of their secret engagement. She describes him as deploying ‘espio-
nage and treachery—to come among us with professions of openness and 
simplicity’ (Vol. 3, Ch. 10). This is Jane Austen’s sole use of ‘espionage’, 
a word that only entered the English language in 1793. French words like 
this and ‘finesse’ are associated with Frank and add to the sense of his 
allegiance with Jacobin ideas. But it remains the case that the Frank–Jane 
relationship, though breaking all courtship protocols, has an intensity of 
process and outcome that marks it out as unique in all of Jane Austen. 
Students regularly find that Frank and Jane coming together is more 
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 credible and moving (and closer to later Victorian novels) than Emma and 
Mr Knightley doing so, about whose future they’re often sharply sceptical 
(even allowing for the death of Mr Woodhouse), and some of them even 
suspect that Jane Austen, in another and final subversion of conservative 
values, intended her readers to respond in just that way.

When I ask students to assess the different ‘weightings’ the novel 
accords to the married couples, they recognize and quite properly ques-
tion the narrative coercion involved in the way the novel privileges Emma 
and Mr Knightley’s love as ontologically more ‘real’ than Frank and Jane’s 
(‘being’ in love rather than ‘falling’ in love). This is because the former is 
positioned as an ‘in-built’, secreted feature of their relationship since she 
was a teenager, only activated and made visible to them both when drama-
tized in Girardian triangular jealousy (his love made ‘real’ when he thinks 
Frank is in love with her; hers when she thinks he’s in love with Harriet), 
whereas Frank and Jane are as it were ‘only’ lovers brought together in 
casual (holiday) intimacy.

This is a coercive opposition, one drawing on what I encourage stu-
dents to see as a ‘depth-effect’ illusion in narrative fiction whereby the 
‘revelation’ of hidden ‘truth’ (that Emma and Mr Knightley have ‘always’ 
loved each other without knowing it) aims to persuade us of a ‘deeper’ 
reality attendant on some relations and characters at the expense of others. 
Students debunk this readily enough when we discuss the fact that the 
novel itself openly jokes with the notion of Emma and Mr Knightley being 
in effect brother and sister and is silent with the notion of their being in 
effect (with the sixteen-year age difference) father and daughter.

narrativE anD thE Erotics of rEaDing

The discontented conflict between the narratable and closure that Miller 
identifies connects powerfully with the no-less exemplary work of Peter 
Brooks in his brilliant and influential study Reading for the Plot (Brooks 
1984). This is very evident in his chapter on Great Expectations where 
Brooks argues that, quite against the usual traditions of revelation through 
plot and its applications for happiness (in marriage), Pip in effect moves 
beyond plot and at the end his life has ‘outlived plot, renounced plot, been 
cured of it’ (Brooks 1992, ed.: 138). This is because, having at last, like a 
novelist or detective himself, solved the mystery of Estella’s true parent-
age, he can do absolutely nothing with that revelation, least of all use it to 
marry her. Steven Connor reads Pip’s situation at the end in a way that 
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