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Abstract  

This dissertation examines narrative representations of interfaith marriage in British texts 

from the 1740s to the 1830s.  I argue that these texts employ different interfaith marriage 

configurations to explore conflicting ideas about the conditions under which happiness 

can and should arise.  Rather than debating precisely what happiness is, the texts consider 

where happiness is found.  To do this, they use a social formation that goes essentially 

nameless in the period: the term interfaith marriage and synonyms such as mixed 

marriage are almost never used by the texts themselves, despite the fact that a critical 

mass of narratives features spouses or potential spouses that belong to different faiths.  

The namelessness of the phenomenon suggests that the texts are less interested in the 

happiness of interfaith marriage per se than they are in using these formations to stake out 

positions on other issues relating to happiness.  Catholic-Protestant marriage narratives 

are concerned with the relationship between private happiness and public order; Jewish-

Christian marriage narratives explore the relationships between wealth, social stability, 

and happiness; Muslim-Christian marriage narratives look at the links between happiness 

and monogamy; and Hindu-Christian marriage narratives address conflicting ideas about 

happiness and intimacy.  These four pairings provide the structure around which the 

dissertation’s chapters are organized, and each chapter offers groups of texts as evidence.  

While all of the texts discussed here are narratives, their genres vary: the chapters offer a 

mix of novels, short stories, plays, narrative poems, and nonfiction.  Some of the texts, 

such as Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, are well known, while others, such as Eliza Norton’s 

Alcon Malanzore, are considerably more obscure.  The number and variety of texts that 
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tackle the interfaith marriage narrative formation reveal the extent to which happiness as 

a concept was and remains overdetermined, contested, and in flux. 
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Introduction 
 

 In his book about intellectual and social developments in the long eighteenth 

century, Roy Porter observes that “the Enlightenment . . . translated the ultimate question 

‘How can I be saved?’ into the pragmatic ‘How can I be happy?’” (22).  Other scholars 

agree that the eighteenth century was preoccupied with the idea of happiness (B. Norton 

1; Soni 2).  But what did happiness mean?  In his Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding, John Locke defines happiness as pleasure: “Happiness, then, in its full 

extent, is the utmost pleasure we are capable of . . . ; and the lowest degree of what can be 

called happiness is so much ease from all pain, and so much present pleasure, as without 

which any one cannot be content” (210).  Alexander Pope relies on similar ideas in his 

Essay on Man when he sets out potential meanings of happiness: “Happiness! our being’s 

end and aim / Good, Pleasure, Ease, Content! Whate’er thy name” (4.1).  Later in the 

same poem, however, Pope invokes an older definition of happiness, one derived from 

classical thought: “Virtue alone is Happiness below” (4.310).   Most scholars concur that 

the definition of happiness shifted sometime around the eighteenth century, moving from 

happiness as virtuous living to happiness as subjective well-being, which consisted of 

“some combination of pleasure and life satisfaction” (Martin 21-22).   

 The present study is less concerned with the question of what happiness meant 

and more concerned with the question of where happiness could be found.  Porter points 

toward this approach when he frames the pressing Enlightenment-era question not as 

“What is happiness?” but as “How can I be happy?”  The urgency of determining under 

which circumstances happiness could be found comes through, among other places, in 
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eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poetry.  Pope asks of happiness in the Essay on Man: 

“Where grows?—where grows it not?” (4.13).  Writing seventy years later, William 

Wordsworth highlights the challenge of locating happiness, referring in The Prelude to 

“the world / Of all of us, the place in which, in the end, / We find our happiness, or not at 

all” (10.725-27).   

 Philosophical and autobiographical poems were not the exclusive venues for 

inquiries into the location of happiness; narrative provided a crucial space in which to 

theorize about the circumstances where happiness could flourish.  In this dissertation, I 

focus on a specific type of narrative: the interfaith marriage narrative.  It is worth noting 

at the outset that the phrase interfaith marriage is not used by the texts under 

consideration here; neither are synonyms such as mixed marriage.1  Instead, the texts 

tend to employ longer descriptions that name the religion of one or both parties.  For 

example, in Maria Edgeworth’s Harrington, a novel about Jewish-Christian marriage, the 

first-person narrator asks: “And can a Jewess marry a Christian?  And should a Christian 

marry a Jewess?” (195).  The Protestant first-person narrator of Walter Scott’s Rob Roy 

reports, “my father . . . was not a little startled at the idea of my marrying a Roman 

Catholic” (452), and the father himself says to the narrator, “I little thought a son of mine 

. . . should go to a French convent for a spouse” (452).  Writing of Muslim-Christian 

marriage in her Turkish Embassy Letters, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu describes “a 

Christian woman of quality who made it her choice to live with a Turkish husband” 

                                                
1 Google’s Ngram Viewer, a database search tool, produces almost no uses of the phrase 
interfaith marriage in GoogleBooks’s corpus of English-language texts from the period 
1745-1836.  Similar searches with the phrases mixed marriage and mixt marriage turn up 
only a very small number of texts, most of which are concerned with Quakers.   
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(136).  A more inflammatory description of Muslim-Christian marriage is used by one of 

the characters from Scott’s The Talisman: “I call it foul dishonor, that I, the descendant of 

a Christian princess, should become of free-will the head of a harem of heathen 

concubines” (294).  The potential Hindu-Christian marriage in Sydney Owenson’s The 

Missionary goes unnamed, for reasons explained at length by the narrator, who uses free 

indirect discourse to report on the thoughts of the titular Christian character: 

[B]y the doctrines of their respective religions, by the laws and customs of 

their respective countries, they could never be united by those venerated 

and holy ties which regulate and cement the finest bonds of humanity, and 

which obtain from mankind, in all regions of the earth, respect and 

sanction, as being founded in one of the great moral laws of nature’s own 

eternal code.  No Brahmin priest could consecrate a union, sacrilegious 

according to his habits of thinking and believing.  No Christian minister 

could bless an alliance formed upon the violation of vows solemnly 

pledged before the altar of the Christian’s God.  (181) 

The essential namelessness of the interfaith marriage phenomenon in narratives from the 

1745-1836 period suggests that the texts were less interested in interfaith marriage per se 

than in using interfaith marriage formations to stake out positions on other issues, 

particularly positions relating to happiness.  

 The period that I scrutinize—1745 to 1836—begins with the first year of the last 

major Jacobite uprising, a serious political threat from a Catholic pretender to the 

Protestant throne, and ends with the year that civil (that is, non-religious) marriage 
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became legal in Britain.  I have chosen dates of historical rather than strictly literary 

significance because literary texts are embedded in larger histories, both political and 

personal, and literature and history affect each other reciprocally.  As historian Gabrielle 

Spiegel writes, “texts both mirror and generate social realities, are constituted by and 

constitute the social and discursive formations which they may sustain, resist, contest, or 

seek to transform, depending on the case at hand” (198).  Literary scholars of marriage 

and religion take similar stances.  Ruth Perry notes that rates of marriage and novel 

production increased together during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 

and argues that it “seems likely that novel production affected the cultural context of 

matrimony just as the increasing numbers of people marrying gave substance to the 

ideology of romantic love promulgated in fiction” (11).  Along the same lines, Mark 

Canuel theorizes that literature was “instrumental in giving shape to the discourse of 

toleration, at the same time that toleration provided these writers with repeated 

opportunities to assert the position of their own works in a marketplace inhabited by 

adherents of different beliefs” (45).   

 In looking at narrative and happiness, I draw on and depart from the work of 

Vivasvan Soni, author of an acclaimed recent study, Mourning Happiness: Narrative and 

the Politics of Modernity.  In his book, Soni observes that most intellectual historians and 

literary scholars who study happiness restrict their inquiries to theme, focusing on the 

content of the idea of happiness (9).  The problem with focusing on content, Soni argues, 

is that texts from the same period provide conflicting answers about what happiness is 

and how it can be found, which makes it almost impossible to develop a systematic 
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understanding of a given period’s attitude to happiness (9).  Soni’s alternative approach 

involves focusing on form, particularly narrative form in eighteenth-century novels.  He 

zeroes in on a certain kind of eighteenth-century novel, which he calls the trial narrative.2  

Soni argues that the trial narrative played a crucial role in rendering the idea of happiness 

politically obsolete (2, 10).  By this, he means that happiness became “a mere feeling,” 

empty of ethical content, and he uses the image of the “iconic yellow smiley face, its 

vapid grin frozen in perpetuity” to convey how reified happiness presents itself (9).  Soni 

contends that the form of the trial narrative suspends what he calls the hermeneutic of 

happiness, bracketing the question of happiness for some portion of the narrative (180).  

He pays particular attention to the relation between the trial narrative and marriage, 

identifying marriage as “the privileged socio-institutional site of happiness after the trial 

narrative” (280).  Soni explains that marriage is “the most economical representation of 

the reified reward of happiness.  It consolidates within itself the most important 

determinations of happiness as reward, figuring them all simultaneously: happiness as 

affect, happiness as a heavenly afterlife, happiness as status and wealth” (279).  Soni also 

points out that the “structure of courtship followed by marriage . . . mirrors perfectly the 

structure of trial followed by happiness” (268).  

 Soni is correct to link marriage with happiness in eighteenth-century texts, but he 

is too quick to dismiss the importance of what he calls content.  Narrative content may 

give different answers about where happiness can be found, but patterns across texts can 

be discerned; studying these patterns can yield insights into culture.  For this reason, I 

                                                
2 Soni’s examples of eighteenth-century trial narratives include Pamela, Clarissa, The 
Vicar of Wakefield, and Julie. 
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look at several groups of texts, groups that share certain content related to interfaith 

marriage.  My attempt to make systematic sense of these groups may come at the cost of 

analytical depth, but it yields insights based on breadth.    

 I.  Marriage and Religion in the Long Eighteenth Century 

 There is no question that non-narrative texts from the long eighteenth century 

were interested in the relation between happiness and marriage.  One of the era’s standard 

answers to the question “How can I be happy?” was “Get married”; this answer was 

articulated by the period’s most prominent writers.  For example, Joseph Addison writes 

in The Spectator No. 261 that “[a] marriage of love is pleasant; a marriage of interest, 

easy; and a marriage where both meet, happy.  A happy marriage has in it all the 

pleasures of friendship, all the enjoyments of sense and reason, and indeed all the sweets 

of life” (320-21).  Addison’s vision of marriage in these sentences is both pragmatic and 

romantic, and his use of parallelism and repetition makes his vision appear orderly and 

understandable, even attainable.  

 While Addison lauds marriage as a source of happiness, he also acknowledges 

marriage’s potential to cause misery, feeling the need, in classic early eighteenth-century 

fashion, to keep his discussion balanced.  For Addison, this means using humor to expose 

marriage’s darker side, as in No. 261 when he declares, “[b]efore marriage we cannot be 

too inquisitive and discerning in the faults of the person beloved, nor after it too dim-

sighted and superficial” (320).  Since willful amnesia and stupidly are impossible for 

most people, Addison may be suggesting that a happy marriage is equally out of reach.  

He also states his darker insights into marriage more baldly, writing in the same essay 
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that “[m]arriage enlarges the scene of our happiness and miseries” (320).  Each word in 

this final pairing gets equal weight; the reader cannot disregard the darker word in favor 

of the lighter.  For Addison, marriage appears to be a compelling topic precisely because 

of this dual capacity: it holds out the promise of happiness but often delivers the opposite.    

 When radical thinkers of the long eighteenth century attacked marriage, they 

focused on the misery it could cause, questioning the very idea that marriage leads to 

happiness.  William Godwin argues in his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (3rd ed. 

1798) that marriage should be abolished because its basis is deception:  “The method is, 

for a thoughtless and romantic youth of each sex, to come together, to see each other, for 

a few times, and under circumstances full of delusion, and then to vow eternal 

attachment.  What is the consequence of this?  In almost every instance they find 

themselves deceived” (302).  Godwin suggests that married people must choose between 

either making “the best of an irretrievable mistake” or being unhappy (303).  The end of 

the institution of marriage, he argues, will lead to more happiness: 

The abolition of the present system of marriage, appears to involve no 

evils.  We are apt to represent that abolition to ourselves, as the harbinger 

of brutal lust and depravity.  But it really happens, in this, as in other 

cases, that the positive laws which are made to restrain our vices, irritate 

and multiply them.  Not to say, that the same sentiments of justice and 

happiness, which, in a state of equality, would destroy our relish for 

expensive gratifications, might be expected to decrease our inordinate 
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appetites of every kind, and to lead us universally to prefer the pleasures 

of intellect to the pleasures of sense. (303) 

 Radical writer William Thompson, in his Appeal of One-Half the Human Race, 

Women, Against the Pretensions of the Other Half, Men (1825), contends that “nothing  

. . . can be more impertinent, nothing can be more monstrous, than the pretence that the 

happiness of wives is involved in that of their husbands, meaning that husbands must 

necessarily use [their] power to increase their wives’ happiness as much as their own” 

(100).  Just as it would be equally absurd for one man to assume responsibility for the 

happiness of another man, Thompson suggests it is absurd for a man to assume 

responsibility for the happiness of a woman (99).  For him, gender is irrelevant: no 

human being can assume responsibility for the happiness of another, and each person 

must be responsible for his or her own happiness.  The horror of marriage, he suggests, is 

that it uses gender to authorize the unnatural assumption of responsibility for one 

person’s happiness by another.  

 Radical industrialist Robert Owen similarly rejects the conventional idea that 

marriage causes happiness in his Lectures on the Marriages of the Priesthood of the Old 

Immoral World (1835), although he contends that male-female relations, properly 

reconstructed, could produce happiness.  Owen opens his seventh lecture by setting out 

the stakes: “I resume the subject of marriage because it is the source of more 

demoralization, crimes, and misery, than any other single cause, with the exception of 

religion and private property” (296).  Essentially, Owen argues that marriage forces men 

and women to deceive each other about their true feelings (274, 277).  He contends that 
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men and women will truly be happy only when they can be honest with each other: “The 

highest happiness of human existence will be enjoyed when men and women shall be so 

naturally and rationally placed, that they can and shall, upon all occasions, speak to each 

other the innocent language of truth alone” (277).  He imagines relations in which people 

stay together no longer than “Nature has designed them to remain” (310), an idea of 

finiteness borrowed from Godwin, his intellectual mentor. 

 Not all who wrote on the subject of marriage in the long eighteenth century, 

however, focused on the topic of happiness or its absence.  Both conservative and radical 

writers sometimes skirted around the issue of happiness and instead argued that marriage 

could be morally improving and socially valuable.  This line of argument implied that 

happiness was a selfish goal and that social goals should be prioritized over the 

individual’s pursuit of happiness. 

 Samuel Johnson’s statements on the subject tend in this direction.  James Boswell 

reports in his Life of Johnson that Johnson declared, “Marriage is the best state for a man 

in general, and every man is a worse man, in proportion as he is unfit for the married 

state” (702).  The first clause in the sentence gestures towards happiness, for it suggests 

that men who are married are happy, or at least that they are well cared for, which may or 

may not be the same thing as being happy.  The second part, however, points toward 

society.  It suggests that unmarriageable men are bad men, and bad men do not improve 

society.  What is good for a marriage becomes the same as what is good for society.  The 

notion that society benefits from the institution of marriage also comes through in a more 

extended commentary about marriage from Johnson, again as reported by Boswell: “A 
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question was started whether the state of marriage was natural to man.  Johnson. ‘Sir, it is 

so far from being natural for a man and woman to live in a state of marriage, that we find 

all the motives which they have for remaining in that connection, and the restraints which 

civilized society imposes to prevent separation, are hardly sufficient to keep them 

together’” (473).   Johnson then explains that in a state of nature, people rapidly drift 

apart to pursue their own pleasures.  For Johnson, people are naturally selfish; marriage 

forces men and women to stay together when their unfettered and selfish natures would 

pull them apart. 

 The social benefits of marriage even attracted praise from radical Mary 

Wollstonecraft, although the context in which she wrote makes it necessary to regard her 

praise with a certain amount of skepticism.  In her Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

(1792), Wollstonecraft claims to respect marriage highly as “the foundation of almost 

every social virtue” (149).  She uses this claim to argue for equal education: “If marriage 

be the cement of society, mankind should all be educated after the same model, or the 

intercourse of the sexes will never deserve the name of fellowship” (260).  

Wollstonecraft’s biography and her use of the subjunctive in the conditional clause cast 

doubt on whether she actually believed that marriage was “the cement of society,” but her 

willingness to accept it as true for the purposes of her argument about education shows 

her awareness of the general culture’s attitude toward the institution.  The French 

Revolution may have made it possible for her to argue in favor of equal education, but 

marriage itself was harder to assail, at least by a woman writer. 
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 Just as writers in the long eighteenth century debated the purpose and value of 

marriage, scholars in our era disagree about the function and significance of marriage 

during the long eighteenth century.  Lawrence Stone argues in his study The Family, Sex, 

and Marriage in England, 1500-1800 that the eighteenth century saw the rise of 

companionate marriage, or marriage that “put the prospects of emotional satisfaction 

before the ambition for increased income or status” (217).  According to Stone, 

companionate marriage led to greater equality between husbands and wives and better 

education for women, at least among the upper classes (217, 228).  By contrast, Ruth 

Perry, in her study Novel Relations: The Transformation of Kinship in English Literature 

and Culture, 1748-1818, calls the term “companionate marriage” misleading, and while 

she agrees that “[r]omantic love-in-marriage” developed as an ideal, she contends that 

women lost power under the new understanding of marriage (195-96).  She also disputes 

the idea that marriage became less mercenary and argues that in the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, “romantic love provided the rationale for inter-class marriages and 

facilitated upward mobility” (230).  Like Stone and Perry, Eric Walker considers the 

evolution of marriage over time, arguing in Marriage, Writing, and Romanticism: 

Wordsworth and Austen After War that the Romantic period was important for marriage 

because it fell between the old mode of marriage (sacramental) and the modern mode of 

marriage (affective, with its “unremarked unremarkability”) (1, 6).  Walker contends that 

postsacramental marriage is “the site of a representational crisis,” for it is both “the only 

tale to tell” and “untellable” (4-5).  



   12 

 

 If marriage is the subject of disagreement amongst today’s scholars, so, too, is 

eighteenth-century religion.  In our era, historians have argued against the idea that, in the 

words of J. C. D. Clark, the eighteenth century “witnessed some natural process of 

secularization” (English 29).  Clark insists that “recent historiography has pointed in the 

opposite direction” of the theory that “the long eighteenth century, c. 1660–1832, is the 

central territory on which the steady or sudden unfolding of secularization is held to be 

demonstrated” (“Secularization” 184).  Instead, Clark contends that the Church occupied 

an “integral place in . . . the hegemonic form of eighteenth-century English society” 

(English 318).  Clark identifies the eighteenth-century state as confessional and explains 

that it was “dominated by providential status rather than contract, and structured 

vertically rather than horizontally” (English 125).  In the late eighteenth century, he 

argues, religion was important to the “re-emphasis of the monarchical nature of English 

identity” (English 237).  Recently, Clark has reiterated that “in Britain, hegemonic 

official ideology pictured the state as built on religious premises throughout the long 

eighteenth century. . . .  Such an ideology (as in Sir William Blackstone’s Commentaries 

on the laws of England) was presented as derived from a revealed religion which was 

conceived as doctrinal truth, not opinion” (“Secularization” 178).  Another notable 

historian who argues against the notion that secularization occurred in Britain in the 

eighteenth century is Callum Brown; he contends that secularization did not occur until 

the 1960s when women left the Church en masse.   

 Literary scholars have sought to complicate the meaning of secularization as they 

use the word to understand Romantic-era literature.  In his book on secularization and 
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Romanticism, Colin Jager defines the former not as “a loss of belief but rather as an 

example of the differentiation that characterizes modernity—a differentiation that 

necessarily entails neither religious decline nor the privatization of religion as a form of 

feeling or emotion” (1).  For some Romantic-era writers, Jager argues, a decline in belief 

occurred as part of differentiation, but not for all (38).  Mark Canuel examines 

secularization and toleration in Romantic-era texts, arguing that secularization was not 

about changes in belief but rather was “a shift in the means through which distinct beliefs 

could be coordinated or organized under the auspices of more capacious and elaborate 

structures of government” (4). 

 As Clark observes, texts from the long eighteenth century provide evidence both 

for secularization and the opposing position: “British history reveals an array of contrary 

instances” (“Secularization” 186).  Addison’s writing, for example, provides evidence for 

the position that secularization was underway.  In The Spectator No. 112, Addison writes 

that  

if keeping holy the seventh day were only a human institution, it would be 

the best method that could have been thought of for the polishing and 

civilizing of mankind.  It is certain the country people would soon 

degenerate into a kind of savages and barbarians, were there not such 

frequent returns of a stated time, in which the whole village meet together 

with their best faces, and in their cleanliest habits, to converse with one 

another upon indifferent subjects, hear their duties explained to them, and 

join together in adoration of the Supreme Being.  (135)  
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Here, Addison mostly stays away from matters of belief, suggesting instead that religion 

is good because it ensures social order by making people go through calming rituals 

together.  

 Evidence contrary to the secularization theory of eighteenth-century history can 

be found in William Blackstone’s writing, which, like Addison’s essay, addresses the 

relation between religion and social order.  Unlike Addison, Blackstone is keenly 

interested in the question of belief.  Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England 

(1765-69) feature his identification of Christianity’s importance “as a national religion  

. . . to the civil state,” a point he illustrates with an explanation about courts:  

The belief of a future state of rewards and punishments, the entertaining 

[of] just ideas of the moral attributes of the Supreme Being, and a firm 

persuasion that he superintends and will finally compensate every action 

in human life (all [of] which are clearly revealed in the doctrines, and 

forcibly inculcated by the precepts, of our Saviour Christ), these are the 

grand foundation of all judicial oaths; which call God to witness the truth 

of those facts, which perhaps may be only known to him and the party 

attesting: all moral evidence, therefore, all confidence in human veracity, 

must be weakened by apostasy, and overthrown by total infidelity.  (28) 

Blackstone here contends that religious belief can counteract humanity’s impulse toward 

self-interested lying, thereby benefiting society.  

 Pushing back, however, against the idea that religious beliefs benefit society was 

David Hume; Hume’s writing provides strong support for the secularization theory.  In 
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his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779), Hume questions the idea that 

religious beliefs are necessary to the maintenance of social order.  Philo, a speaker often 

understood to be Hume’s mouthpiece, asks, “if vulgar superstition be so salutary to 

society, [how does it happen] that all history abounds so much with accounts of its 

pernicious consequences on public affairs?  Factions, civil wars, persecutions, 

subversions of government, oppression, slavery; these are the dismal consequences which 

always attend its prevalency over the minds of men” (122).  Philo later states, “it is 

certain, from experience, that the smallest grain of natural honesty and benevolence has 

more effect on men's conduct, than the most pompous views suggested by theological 

theories and systems” (123).  

 Writing in the early days of the French Revolution, Edmund Burke rejected the 

Humean idea that religious beliefs are bad for society.  In his Reflections on the 

Revolution in France (1790), Burke declares that “our manners, our civilization, and all 

the good things which are connected with manners and with civilization have, in this 

European world of ours, depended for ages upon two principles and were, indeed, the 

result of both combined: . . . the spirit of a gentleman and the spirit of religion” (78-79).  

Burke vigorously defends the established church and its relation to belief:  

This consecration is made that all who administer the government of men, 

in which they stand in the person of God himself, should have high and 

worthy notions of their function and destination, that their hope should be 

full of immortality, that they should not look to the paltry pelf of the 

moment nor to the temporary and transient praise of the vulgar, but to a 
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solid, permanent existence in the permanent part of their nature, and to a 

permanent fame and glory in the example they leave as a rich inheritance 

to the world.  (92)  

Burke could point to France as evidence of what happens when society abandons 

religious belief: chaos and anarchy.  His text, therefore, provides evidence against the 

secularization theory.  

 The narratives under consideration in this dissertation show varying levels of 

engagement with the question of belief.  Some provide evidence for the secularization 

theory, albeit in unexpected ways, while others hold tight to the idea that religious beliefs 

are of crucial importance, including when it comes to the conditions of happiness.  The 

way to understand this conflicting evidence may be to adopt Clark’s view of 

secularization “not as a process but as a project” (“Secularization” 191).  Certain lines of 

narratives were more committed to the secularization project than others; all, however, 

raised the question of happiness along the way.  

 II.  Interfaith Marriage Narratives   

 The long eighteenth century’s conflicting ideas about happiness, marriage, and 

religion found expression in narratives about interfaith marriage.  Through narrative, 

readers were taught where and with whom happiness lay.3  Particular facets of happiness 

                                                
3 In his recent look at happiness and eighteenth-century fiction, Brian Michael Norton 
argues that “[r]ather than theorizing the conditions that make happiness possible in 
general, novelists embraced the idea that happiness is a ‘relative thing’ . . . and examined 
it one case at a time, delving into the specifics of a character’s unique psychology and 
temperament, the details of his or her circumstances and social reality” (134).  While 
Norton is correct to note that novelists are interested in unique characters, the 
circumstances into which characters are placed repeat across texts, and readers are 
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were explored by narratives employing recurring combinations of interfaith pairings; four 

of these recurring combinations are the focus of the four chapters of this study.  

 Chapter one examines six Catholic-Protestant marriage narratives: Samuel 

Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison (1753-54), Elizabeth Inchbald’s A Simple Story 

(1791), Sydney Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl (1806), William Godwin’s Mandeville 

(1817), and Walter Scott’s Rob Roy (1818) and The Abbot (1820).  I argue that these texts 

consider the relationship between private happiness and public order, presenting 

happiness as something that can occur in private zones created by small groups of people.  

The texts imply that these private zones can exist because of the long-term success of the 

Protestant establishment, which maintained public order in essentially secular fashion 

through required adherence to forms, regardless of personal belief.   

 The second chapter focuses on four Jewish-Christian narratives: Charles 

Macklin’s Love à la Mode (1759), Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The Duenna (1775), 

Maria Edgeworth’s Harrington (1817), and Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819).  These texts 

                                                                                                                                            
implicitly invited to draw general conclusions about happiness from these repeated 
narrative formations.  
 In tracking these general lessons, I am engaging in something akin to sentiment 
analysis, a technique employed by twenty-first century corporations to assess consumers’ 
opinions of their products.  Ronen Feldman of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
defines sentiment analysis and explains the rationale behind using it: 

Sentiment analysis (or opinion mining) is defined as the task of finding the 
opinions of authors about specific entities.  The decision making process 
of people is affected by the opinions formed by thought leaders and 
ordinary people.  When a person wants to buy a product online he or she 
will typically start by searching for reviews and opinions written by other 
people on the various offerings.  

My study assumes that eighteenth-century texts sought to act as thought leaders, using the 
“specific entity” of interfaith marriage to instruct readers about the circumstances under 
which they should feel happy.  
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use the possibility of Jewish-Christian marriage to think about the connections between 

wealth, social stability, and happiness.  I argue that while the first three texts rely on 

inconsistent ideas about greed and wealth to present their visions of happiness and social 

stability, Scott’s novel opts for a more nuanced examination of social stability and its 

costs. 

 Chapter three looks at a group of Muslim-Christian marriage narratives: Lady 

Mary Wortley Montagu’s The Turkish Embassy Letters (1763), Hannah Cowley’s A Day 

in Turkey (1791), Eliza Norton’s Alcon Malanzore (1815), George Gordon, Lord Byron’s 

The Siege of Corinth (1816), and Walter Scott’s The Talisman (1825).  These texts use 

polygamy to explore the links between happiness and monogamy, explorations that often 

involve notions of slavery and freedom and that are shaded by the issue of divorce.  I 

show that to varying degrees, the texts question the ability of monogamy to deliver 

happiness.  

 In my fourth chapter, I discuss a clutch of texts that directly or indirectly 

contemplate Hindu-Christian marriage: the anonymous The Lady’s Drawing Room 

(1744), Phebe Gibbes’s Hartly House, Calcutta (1789), Mariana Starke’s The Widow of 

Malabar (1791), Anne Plumptre’s The Rector’s Son (1798), Sydney Owenson’s The 

Missionary (1811), and Walter Scott’s The Surgeon’s Daughter (1827/1833).  The texts 

are concerned with the link between happiness and intimacy, especially sexual and 

ideological intimacy.  The problem of intimacy is a major aspect of the imperialist 

experience; narrative thus contributes to the process of determining the proper boundaries 
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between the imperialist and the subject.  Haunting these narratives are emergent ideas 

about race, ideas that will develop more fully in the Victorian period.   
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Chapter One: Catholic-Protestant Marriages 

 Six texts provide the material for this chapter’s analysis of happiness and 

interfaith marriage in the Catholic-Protestant context: Samuel Richardson’s Sir Charles 

Grandison (1753-54), Elizabeth Inchbald’s A Simple Story (1791), Sydney Owenson’s 

The Wild Irish Girl (1806), William Godwin’s Mandeville (1817), and Walter Scott’s 

Rob Roy (1818) and The Abbot (1820).  I argue that the texts explore the relationship 

between private happiness and public order.  They present happiness as something that 

can exist in private zones created by small groups of people: three people in Grandison 

and two in the later novels.  The texts imply that these private zones are possible because 

of the long-term success of the Protestant establishment, which maintains public order, 

defined for the purposes of this chapter as the absence of a seventeenth-century style 

religiously inflected civil war and revolution.  Such unrest was the nightmare scenario 

that Britain had recently survived, and while Britain unquestionably faced multiple 

threats to its political stability during the 1745-1836 period, there was no successful 

revolution.  The Protestant establishment maintained order by requiring individuals to 

swear religious oaths or pass religious tests before being permitted to participate in 

certain aspects of civic and political life, thus creating a monopoly for the Church of 

England through “mechanisms of exclusion” (Canuel 15).  In a sense, however, the 

Protestant establishment was not religious, for it allowed aspirants to gain access to 

power simply by adhering to required forms, regardless of personal belief.  Its essentially 



   21 

 

secular character is what enables authors as diverse as Owenson, Godwin, and Scott to 

defend it in their fictional texts.4   

 In making this argument, I both draw inspiration and differ from Mark Canuel, 

who argues in Religion, Toleration, and British Writing, 1790-1830 that Romantic-era 

writers “revealed established religion to be a spectacular political failure: an attempt to 

produce order that resulted in chaos, an attempt to establish legal control over regions of 

consciousness which continually eluded all legislation” (2).  Canuel contends that 

Romantic-era writers offered instead a “discourse of toleration” that “reimagined the 

lineaments of British government as a social entity that was both more permissive and 

more orderly—a nation-state that included and coordinated multiple, diverging beliefs 

and alliances within a set of accommodating institutional environments” (2).  He later 

describes this as “a more capacious Providential state whose triumphant authority 

achieves its most sublime expression precisely by relinquishing its demand for doctrinal 

agreement” (244).  I argue that the texts I discuss here defend the Protestant 

establishment by understanding it as able to produce order in a secular fashion by leaving 

the question of actual belief untouched in favor of formal adherence to certain norms.  In 

other words, what Canuel sees as an imagined alternative to the establishment, I see as 

the establishment itself.    

                                                
4 I am aware of the irony involved in claiming that Godwin defends the established 
church in his novel, but I follow here in the footsteps of Robert Ryan, who contends in 
The Romantic Reformation: Religious Politics in English Literature, 1789-1824 that 
Shelley can be seen as a “religious reformer” (193), and Mark Canuel, who maintains 
(equally surprisingly) in his Religion, Toleration, and British Writing, 1790-1830 that 
Wordsworth’s The Excursion is more accurately understood not as a mere defense of 
establishment but as “a poetic reconstitution of religious establishment and the social 
body shaped and maintained by it” (163).   
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The narratives that I discuss in detail below can be understood as reactions to an 

earlier text about Catholic-Protestant marriage: Daniel Defoe’s Religious Courtship 

(1722).5  Defoe’s text refuses to imagine that two people can create a private zone of 

happiness for themselves apart from their conflicting religious systems.  In taking this 

position, the text expresses a lack of confidence in the ability of the Protestant 

establishment to secure public order.  Religious Courtship was published before the long-

term success of the Protestant establishment was certain.  The Glorious Revolution, the 

Act of Settlement, the 1707 Act of Union, and the 1715 Jacobite rebellion had occurred 

within living memory of Defoe and at least some of his readers.  Although the Jacobite 

rebellion had been quashed, the sense that the Jacobites were still a threat remained.  

Daniel Szechi calculates that “[o]n average there was a serious Jacobite related ‘event’ in 

the British Isles every one to two years between 1689 and 1722” (83). Whig and 

Hanoverian propaganda equated Jacobitism with Roman Catholicism, but most Scottish 

Jacobites were not Catholic; they were Episcopalians (Mackillop; Szechi 93).6  

                                                
5 Religious Courtship was hugely popular in the eighteenth century: over twenty editions 
were published between 1722 and 1800.  From the standpoint of the twenty-first century, 
the text seems an unlikely candidate for a century-long favorite.  It is a conduct book 
featuring lengthy, didactic dialogues about domestic subjects, one in a series of such 
books by Defoe.  At the same time, the text shares features with novelistic narratives.  
Paula Backscheider highlights Defoe’s “leisurely creation of characters, relationships, 
and stories” within his instructional dialogues (“Daniel Defoe”), and Raymond 
Tumbleson labels Religious Courtship a quasi-novel (“Family” 255), a term that nicely 
captures the text’s hybrid state.  One might modify that denomination to a queasy novel: 
a fiction not entirely comfortable with its status because it also wants to be a sermon.  
6 Episcopalian Scottish Jacobites acted from nationalistic motives, for they wanted to end 
the union with England and saw the restoration of the Stuarts as a way to do this (Szechi 
93).  Most Catholics in England supported the Stuarts in the early part of the eighteenth 
century, though their numbers were too small to make a substantial contribution to the 
Jacobite uprisings (Szechi 85-86, 93). Although most Jacobites were Scottish, not all 
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Nevertheless, the threat from Jacobitism was presented as indistinguishable from the 

threat allegedly posed by Roman Catholicism, and Defoe’s text implies that the 

Protestant establishment does not have the power to contain the threat to the extent that 

private happiness becomes possible.  In the view of Religious Courtship, no boundary 

exists between larger religious conflicts and the relation between two people.  

The text tells the story of three daughters whose dying mother instructs them to 

marry men with the same religious convictions as themselves; the daughters’ successes 

and failures in heeding their mother’s advice make up Religious Courtship’s narratives 

and dialogues.  The middle daughter’s happiness was bound up in her Catholic-Protestant 

marriage, now over because her husband has died.  She is Protestant, and her husband 

was Catholic.  The Catholic husband was, in the words of his widow, “the best husband 

in the world” (247).  Nonetheless, she regards their marriage as having been in a 

“miserable condition” (247).  Her elder sister puts the question of interfaith happiness to 

her bluntly, asking, “Is it possible that two can be happy in the condition of man and 

wife, where opinions in religion differ?” (242).  The middle sister responds, “Why, truly, 

sister, I must acknowledge it impossible” (243).   She explains why: “we could not have a 

religious family; all social religion was lost; mutual help and assistance in religion were 

wanting; public worshipping God in the family, as a house, could not be set up; education 

and instruction of children was all destroyed; example to servants and inferiors all 

spoiled; nothing could be of religion, but what was merely personal and retired” (264).  

The problem was not that the husband was Catholic, for her complaints would apply 

                                                                                                                                            
Scots were Jacobites: in the 1715 rebellion, only around eight percent of adult Scottish 
males served in the Jacobite army (Szechi 83). 
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equally to spouses who were Jewish, Muslim, or Hindu.7  In essence, the problem was 

that their religions were different, and their religions could not be separated from their 

private life together.  The text rejects the idea that religion can be dealt with in the public 

sphere alone.  In Religious Courtship, there is no private space for happiness between two 

people.  This is the categorical position that all subsequent Catholic-Protestant narratives 

must confront as the Protestant establishment ages and endures.   

Sir Charles Grandison (1753-54) 

Approximately thirty years after Defoe’s Religious Courtship, Richardson takes 

up the question of whether Catholic-Protestant marriage can work.8  Although the answer 

is still no, Richardson’s novel, unlike Defoe’s text, begins to imagine a private space for 

happiness.  In Grandison, the private place where happiness can be created between 

people regardless of religion is embodied by friendship, rather than marriage.  Friendship 

between those of different religions is possible because the task of managing religious 

                                                
7 Tumbleson points out that Defoe does not explain in Religious Courtship why 
Catholicism is wrong, and based on this, Tumbleson contends that Defoe assumes 
Catholicism to be “an unmitigatable evil” (Catholicism 184).  It is, I think, just as likely 
that Defoe does not explain why Catholicism is wrong because it does not matter.  Any 
religion other than Protestantism would, for the purposes of the narrative, be wrong.    
8 Richardson was familiar with Defoe’s text: Richardson first printed portions of it in 
1729.  Backscheider argues that Richardson was a close reader of Defoe, and she 
highlights important similarities between Religious Courtship and Clarissa, especially the 
books’ interest in authoritarian fathers and resistant daughters (“Rise” 33).  Similarly, 
Tom Keymer points out the broad similarity between Defoe’s Catholic-Protestant story in 
Religious Courtship and that in Sir Charles Grandison (95). 
 The Catholic-Protestant issue must have connected with Richardson’s readers, for 
Grandison sold well, with Ireland being the only disappointment because of an 
inexpensive pirate edition (Eaves and Kimpel 384).  Grandison, at the time, was more 
widely read than Clarissa (Eaves and Kimpel 401), and fans included William Cowper 
and Edward Gibbon (Dussinger).  Today, most readers find Grandison unbearably dull; 
Patricia Ann Meyer Spacks argues that the source of its dullness is its didacticism (129). 
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difference is handled in the public sphere by the Protestant establishment.  In other 

words, the public order created by the Protestant establishment allows private friendships 

and their accompanying happiness to flourish.     

Richardson’s novel initially seems reluctant to follow Defoe’s lead on the issue of 

interfaith marriage.  This is primarily because the hero, Grandison, is tolerant of other 

religions and open to the idea of marrying a woman who does not share his religion.  

Throughout the novel, Sir Charles makes statements such as, “No religion teaches a man 

evil.  I honor every man who lives up to what he professes” (1: 266).  His tolerance 

extends to the point of being willing to allow his prospective Catholic wife to keep her 

religion and raise their female children as Catholics, an offer which upset some 

contemporary readers, who disapproved of what they termed Grandison’s “Catholic 

compromise” (Eaves and Kimpel 384, 404, 411).  When making these tolerant offers, 

Grandison expressly invokes the idea of happiness.  For example, to convince 

Clementina, the Catholic woman, to marry him, Grandison says, “I will never seek to 

make you unhappy on a religious account; and if you can be satisfied with the enjoyment 

of your own religion, and leave to me the exercise of mine, dear madam, why may not 

this be?  Why will you not leave me as free as I am ready to leave you?” (2: 590).   He 

links his tolerance to their mutual happiness: “I seek your happiness, in pursuing my own.  

Your eternal welfare cannot be endangered.  My conscience will oblige me to strengthen 

yours, when I see it is yours” (2: 590).  Grandison’s attitude makes private happiness in 
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marriage between interfaith couples appear possible, and his statements on the subject 

carry extra moral weight because of his status as the ideal good man.9   

 However, Richardson ultimately backs away from representing marriage as a 

private space of happiness, placing the responsibility for the failure of this interfaith 

marriage to occur on the Catholic woman, who decides that she cannot marry her 

Protestant love because of his religion.10  The Catholic belief upon which her decision 

rests is the belief that salvation is restricted to Catholics alone (2: 532).  Clementina 

worries that she would damn herself by marrying him, asking, “And shall I bind my Soul 

to a Soul allied to perdition?” (2: 564).  She frames the question of marriage in terms of 

eternal happiness: “You must let me consider—on this crisis of time, as far as I know, 

                                                
9 As the heroine, Harriet Byron, declares, “What happiness is hers, who marries a good 
man!” (3: 351). The novel is committed to fleshing out what makes a good man, and 
“[s]cholars generally accept that ‘Sir Charles is an effort to bring together the most 
attractive features of the bold, virile rake and the diffident good man . . . to develop a 
hero who is humane yet manly, modest yet worldly, gentle yet forceful, in short, a 
feminine wish-dream of the ideal male suitor’” (Barker 15).  One of Richardson’s aims 
was to create a hero who could compete with Tom Jones, a character that had, he 
believed, a pernicious effect on readers (Brophy 82). 
 Even at the time, however, the goodness of Richardson’s hero was an easy target 
for mockery.  For example, Richardson’s friend, the actor and poet Colly Cibber, 
ridiculed the character’s virginity: “A male-virgin, said he—ha, ha, ha, hah!” (Eaves and 
Kimpel 181).  
10 Although Richardson blames Catholics for the inability to realize happy Catholic-
Protestant marriages, he does not demonize them.  To see how he could have, one need 
only look at representations of Catholics and their beliefs in pamphlets from roughly the 
same era.  For example, a pamphlet titled A protestant catechism: shewing the principal 
errors of the Church of Rome in Four Parts (1766) features the standard litany of 
Protestant objections to Catholics—that Catholics are idolatrous, superstitious, intolerant, 
arrogant, dishonest, and loyal to the Pope above all other authorities, including the British 
king. The overall effect of such pamphlets is to create the specter of a villainous Catholic, 
a virtual monster who persecutes those adhering to different religions, distorts the truth, 
and generally spreads evil in the world.  Such messages were popular: this and similar 
pamphlets were reprinted several times in different British cities during the eighteenth 
century and into the nineteenth century. 
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depends an eternity of happiness or misery” (2: 590).  Unlike Defoe, Richardson does not 

see religious difference itself as the problem; rather, specific Catholic beliefs make the 

creation of a private zone of happiness via marriage impossible.11  

 Nevertheless, the text offers an alternative formation that gives rise to a private 

space of happiness for Catholics and Protestants: friendship.12  The friendship between 

Grandison, his Protestant wife, and Clementina has several bases, including respect, 

sympathy, and generosity.  Although Grandison and Harriet, his wife, do not agree with 

Clementina’s religious beliefs, they respect her integrity in refusing to compromise her 

principles and constantly praise her for it.  They also feel sympathy for her because they 

understand how traumatic she finds the situation: they recognize that “[h]er religion and 

her love, combating together, have overturned the noble creature’s reason” (2: 300).  

Clementina further shows herself deserving of their friendship by generously encouraging 

them to be happy in their marriage, a wish that she expresses in a poem to them:  

 
   Best of Men! 

  Best of Women! }Be ye ONE. 
   
   CLEMENTINA wishes it! 
 

                                                
11 Clementina’s mother states that the “unhappiness lies no-where but in the difference of 
religion” (2: 231), but this is a misunderstanding of the situation.  The unhappiness truly 
lies in Catholic beliefs about the exclusivity of salvation. 
12 David Macey argues that the novel presents bigamy—double marriage—as its solution:  
“By establishing unequivocally the merits of both of his heroines, Richardson creates a 
narrative dilemma that no single marriage can resolve. . . .  In the final scenes of the 
novel . . . Richardson symbolically recuperates bigamy” (334-35).  Macey’s 
interpretation is creative and intriguing, but unpersuasive.  In the end, Grandison is 
married to only one woman: Harriet.  Clementina stands outside the marriage, friend to 
both Grandison and his bride. 
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GRANDISON, Lady, will make you happy. 

 Be it your study to make Him so!— 

Happy, as CLEMENTINA would have made him, 

 Had not obstacles invincible intervened. (3: 164) 

By not resenting their happiness, Clementina proves her worthiness to be their friend.  

The friendship between the three characters means that the married couple are just as 

concerned with the happiness of the Catholic character as they are with their own.  

Harriet, for instance, reacts rapturously to Clementina’s poem, seizing on the theme of 

happiness and declaring her interest in Clementina’s happiness: “can Harriet be happy, 

even with her Grandison, if you are not so?  Believe me, Lady! your happiness will be 

essential to hers” (3: 165).  Grandison takes a similar position when Clementina comes to 

visit him after his marriage and worries that her presence will make him and Harriet 

unhappy.  He reassures Clementina: “Your happiness is indeed essential to that of us 

both” (3: 343).  In this novel, then, friendship means that all involved parties can be 

happy—the married and the unmarried.  Friendship is the private space in which 

happiness can be found regardless of religious difference.  It implies the existence of an 

off-stage public space in which religious difference is successfully managed.  The off-

stage maintenance of public order by the Protestant establishment makes possible the 

private space of happiness through friendship.    

A Simple Story (1791) 

As the Protestant establishment demonstrated its staying power, fictional 

narratives became more willing to envision marriage as a place of private happiness, 
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regardless of the parties’ religions.  The public order created and maintained by the 

Protestant establishment makes possible in these fictions private happiness within 

marriage.  Inchbald’s novel contributes to the conceptualization of marriage as a place of 

private happiness by focusing on unhappiness.  Her text imagines marriage as a space of 

intense private unhappiness, but what makes it unhappy is not religion, in contrast to 

Defoe’s Religious Courtship.  Instead, private unhappiness is caused in Inchbald’s text by 

gender and power differences based on gender.  In other words, Inchbald separates 

religion from the question of private happiness.  This separation implies that religious 

differences can be dealt with in the public sphere by the Protestant establishment.   

The first part of A Simple Story centers on the tempestuous relationship between a 

Catholic priest and his female Protestant ward; the second part of the novel develops the 

relationship between him and their daughter.13  The main characters’ religious 

affiliations, along with Inchbald’s own background as a Catholic,14 have led 

commentators to interpret the ward and the priest as symbols of Protestantism and 

Catholicism (Balfour 239; Tomko 60).  I contend that Inchbald’s text assigns specific 

religious identities to the characters not because they are allegories but because the text 

aims to show that religious differences are unimportant to the question of happiness.  In 

                                                
13 A Simple Story sold well.  Four editions were published between 1791 and 1799, and 
Inchbald revised it once more for publication in 1810 (Clemit vii; Jenkins 298).  Reviews 
were positive, with most praising her handling of characterization (see, e.g., European 
Magazine, Gentleman’s Magazine, Monthly Review).  Gentleman’s Magazine observed 
that the Catholic main character was “perfectly new” (255).   
14 Unlike the other writers in this chapter, all of whom were Protestant, Inchbald was 
Catholic, though “[b]y the time she published A Simple Story, Inchbald had had serious 
doubts about her religion and her relationship to the authority of the church” (Jenkins 
277).  As she aged, however, she returned to the Church (Lott 16). 
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the novel, the ward’s Protestantism receives little overt discussion.  Readers are told 

merely that the ward has been educated by “a boarding-school for Protestants, whence 

she returned with merely such ideas of religion as ladies of fashion at her age mostly 

imbibe” (6).  The priest’s Catholicism receives more development and provides scholars 

with more material for an allegorical interpretation.  Commentators tend to see him, not 

just as a symbol of Catholicism, but of the priesthood in particular, and they argue that 

his negative character traits reflect his religious vocation (Jenkins 281; Kelly 91; Min 

112; Morillo 216-17).  

However, prior to the characters’ marriage, Inchbald essentially removes religion 

as an obstacle to their union, and this renders religion irrelevant to the question of their 

happiness.  Initially, the priest’s vocation within his religion blocks their marriage 

because he is supposed to be celibate.  When the priest unexpectedly inherits a title, the 

pope gives him a dispensation and allows him to leave the priesthood in order to marry.  

His change of vocation means that religion becomes irrelevant to the question of his 

marriage, which is in turn linked to their happiness.  Religion is not the source of the 

conflicts and unhappiness in their subsequent relationship.   

Instead, their conflicts and unhappiness stem from gender power imbalances.  

Marriage requires women to be subordinate to men, but the ward refuses to be controlled 

by him, which dooms them to unhappiness.  Inchbald foreshadows their miserable 

outcome in the wedding ceremony itself.  Their first ceremony is an impromptu Catholic 

one,15 and the only ring at hand is his mourning ring, a clear signal that the marriage is 

                                                
15 Later, they officially marry in an Anglican ceremony.   
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certain to bring them misery.16  This hopelessness is confirmed at the beginning of the 

next volume when the narrator states, “We left Lady Elmwood in the last volume at the 

summit of human happiness; a loving and beloved bride.—We begin this volume, and 

find her upon her death bed” (184).  The switch from “the summit of human happiness” 

to “her death bed” is almost comical in its abruptness; the text, however, aims not for 

comedy but tragedy.  The tragedy is that marriage, based as it is on gender subordination, 

cannot be other than an engine for private unhappiness.  In this case, the reader learns 

from the narrator that in between her wedding and her death, the former ward has become 

“no longer—tremble while you read it!—no longer—virtuous”17 and the former priest 

has become “a hard-hearted tyrant” (183).  He has, in fact, been a tyrant for the duration 

of the narrative: marriage has simply given him the legal right to tyrannize her.  Religion 

is irrelevant to their conduct and happiness; gender is what matters.  The text thus 

suggests that religious differences are being handled in another arena, out of the realm of 

private happiness or unhappiness.  

The Wild Irish Girl (1806) 

While A Simple Story suggests that religious difference is irrelevant to private 

unhappiness, The Wild Irish Girl suggests that religious difference is irrelevant to private 

happiness.  Owenson’s novel marks a major turning point in the representation of 

                                                
16 I am grateful to Michael Hancher for pointing out that some American editions give 
Inchbald’s novel the title The Mourning Ring; A Simple Story.  
17 An 1897 essay in the Westminster Review offers the following reaction to the passage 
instructing readers to tremble: “In fact she has run away with somebody else during her 
husband’s absence for years in the West Indies.  Really, husbands who do this sort of 
thing deserve to have their wives run away” (Mansons 340).  My thanks to Michael 
Hancher for sharing the essay with me.  
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Catholic-Protestant marriage: in this text, characters belonging to different faiths create 

their own private zone of happiness through marriage, separating themselves from larger 

public systems.  In so doing, the text implies that the Protestant establishment has ensured 

public order sufficiently to allow private happiness to flourish.    

The plot revolves around the love between Horatio, the son of an English 

aristocrat, and Glorvina, the Irishwoman of the title.18  Most scholars interpret these 

characters allegorically (Leerssen 54; Miller 13; Trumpener 141).  Under the allegorical 

reading, Glorvina represents Catholic Ireland, Horatio symbolizes Protestant England, 

and their marriage does “the intercultural work of imaginatively constituting the domestic 

stability considered so crucial to national and colonial security” (Corbett 53). Allegorical 

interpretations of the novel rest in large part on the historical events that preceded it, 

specifically the 1800 Act of Union.  After the Act’s passage, liberals and radical 

Protestants in Ireland criticized it because it meant they lost their independence within 

Britain, and Catholics were angry that political emancipation had not followed.  The Wild 

Irish Girl is understood by scholars to be a defense of union. 

The allegorical readings succeed up to the point of the marriage itself, when 

another logic takes over, the logic of the private space of happiness.  At the moment 

marriage becomes possible, the two characters lose their symbolic meanings, a loss 

                                                
18 The novel, its heroine, and its happy ending struck a chord with readers.  The book sold 
well; seven editions of it were published in less than two years, and it established 
Owenson as a star (Belanger 7; Campbell 71).  It was not, however, without controversy.  
Some reviews were scathing, and even in more positive reviews, Owenson was criticized 
for her poor writing style (Belanger 8; Campbell 73).  
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captured in this passage from the letter that Horatio’s father writes to his son, blessing the 

marriage:  

Take then to thy bosom her whom heaven seems to have chosen as the 

intimate associate of thy soul, and whom national and hereditary prejudice 

would in vain withhold from thee.  In this the dearest, most sacred, and 

most lasting of all human ties, let the name of Inismore and M—— be 

inseparably blended, and the distinctions of English and Irish, of 

Protestant and Catholic, for ever buried. (253) 

Religion and nation disappear in the private zone created by the marriage of the two 

characters, a marriage represented figuratively in the passage as an embrace.  The 

embrace cannot be broken by “national and hereditary prejudice,” ideological systems 

that are personified here as bodyguards attempting to keep Glorvina away from Horatio.  

These bodyguards lack the power to separate the lovers; they are unable to enter the zone 

of happiness that exists between Glorvina and Horatio.  The passage suggests that 

religious conflict, named here as “hereditary prejudice,” can be dealt with in another 

sphere, the public sphere.  This is what the Protestant establishment represents: the 

containment of religious conflict through public order.    

Mandeville (1817) 

Godwin’s Gothic novel, set during the turbulent seventeenth century, similarly 

imagines marriage as a private space in which happiness can flourish apart from the 

question of religious difference.  The threat to this private space of happiness comes from 

fanaticism, which tries to translate everything into religious terms and refuses to respect 
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any boundaries.  Fanaticism is hyper-belief; for fanatics, nothing is a matter of mere 

form.  Fanaticism is thus the antithesis of the Protestant establishment, which requires 

formal acquiescence from those who want to participate in civic life but leaves the matter 

of true belief untouched.  In Mandeville, fanaticism is the threat to happiness that must be 

excluded.    

Mandeville’s interfaith couple consists of Mandeville’s Protestant sister, 

Henrietta, and her Catholic husband, Clifford, a convert.  As Peter Marshall points out, 

Clifford’s conversion to Catholicism is opportunistic and appears calculated to advance 

his interests with Charles II’s supporters (337).  Clifford thus resembles those who 

conform to the established church in order to access political power.  Rather than 

punishing Clifford for his opportunism, however, Godwin unites him in marriage with 

Henrietta, whom Marshall notes is “Godwin’s most direct mouthpiece in the novel,” for 

she espouses a religious ideology of love that Godwin earlier developed in his Political 

Justice (338).  Although Henrietta and Clifford do not share the same religion, they see 

“in each other the mirror of the mind of the other” (273).  Their affinity and love for each 

other is one of the novel’s few bright spots, and Godwin makes it hard for the reader to 

avoid rooting for them and their marriage.    

Mandeville, a Protestant fanatic, abhors the idea of their marriage and curses them 

in extravagant terms when he learns of it:  

May serpents and all venomous animals solemnise their union!  May toads 

and aspics mark their path with odious slime!  May the sheeted dead arise, 

in every monstrous and terrific form, and squeak and gibber around them!  
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May all the demons of hell celebrate their pomp in emblematic dance, and 

toss their torches on high, in testimony of their joy!  Oh, that the festival 

of their marriage might be consecrated with such tokens and external 

gawds, as might, however imperfectly, answer to what I feel within! (321)  

This bizarre rant reveals fanaticism’s proximity to insanity and its link to unhappiness. 

Mandeville himself is the embodiment of unhappiness, and his life is marked by one 

miserable development after another.19  He has a horrible childhood: his Protestant 

parents are murdered by Catholics in Ireland during the turmoil of the mid-seventeenth 

century, and he is separated from his sister and raised in England by a virulently anti-

Catholic pastor.  When Mandeville attends school, he obsessively resents Clifford, the 

school’s golden boy. 

                                                
19 The unrelenting gloom of the novel did not, apparently, endear it to readers; it sold 
poorly (Marshall 351).  Many reviews were negative, with critics seeing the novel as too 
dark and depressing (British Critic, Edinburgh Magazine, Quarterly Review) and the 
character of Mandeville as repellent and unsympathetic (British Review, Edinburgh 
Magazine).  At least two satires were aimed at it: someone anonymously published a 
satirical fourth volume of Mandeville in 1818 (Marshall 340), and Thomas Love Peacock 
satirized it in his 1818 Nightmare Abbey (Colmer 332).   

Other responses to the novel, however, were more positive, though they did little 
to help sales.  Shelley reviewed Mandeville enthusiastically in the Examiner in 1817, 
writing that the “pleadings of Henrietta to Mandeville, after his recovery from madness, 
in favour of virtue and of benevolent energy, compose, in every respect, the most perfect 
and beautiful piece of writing of modern times” (278).  Blackwood’s review was 
favorable, arguing that interest is generated by the reader’s uncertainty about 
Mandeville’s character and that Mandeville is a pitiable figure (273).  Blackwood’s 
singled out the character of the sister for praise, emphasizing her Christian virtuousness 
(275).  Gentleman’s Magazine was also positive but complained that “if a story turns on 
love, it is clear that the hero ought to be one of the lovers” (536).  Literary Journal gave 
it a mixed review, noting that “Mr. G. sometimes speaks of religion, but we fear that he 
touches with an unhallowed hand the ark of our hopes” (365).  
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 What should be a source of happiness for Mandeville, his love for his sister, 

becomes instead a source of misery because his feelings cross from the fraternal into the 

realm of incest.  Whenever Mandeville discusses Henrietta, he sounds like a lover, not a 

brother.  Early in the book, he rhapsodizes, “She made me a painter.  Whenever I shut my 

eyes, I saw her: whenever I let my thoughts loose in imagination, I pictured to myself her 

gestures and her air.  The tone of her voice was thrilling; and there was a beauty in her 

articulation, that made my soul dance within me” (62).  Soon after, he confesses, “What 

should I do to make myself the worthy mate of such a sister, was therefore the perpetual 

burthen of my thoughts” (77).  Through these comments, Godwin makes it impossible for 

readers to avoid seeing incest, and late in the novel, Mandeville tells his sister, “This is 

not like the meeting of a brother and a sister” (313), indirectly expressing his wish to 

have a relation to her other than a fraternal one.  Mandeville himself uses the word incest 

when railing against his sister for wanting to marry a Catholic: “And for the sake of this 

crime, this abhorred mixture, this unnatural pollution, this worse than incest, you would 

destroy your brother?” (314).  Since an incestuous relationship is unthinkable, 

Mandeville is doomed to misery.    

Godwin links Mandeville’s incestuous impulses with religious fanaticism, 

suggesting that the same desire for homogeneity underlies both phenomena.  In the 

following passage, Godwin accomplishes this through the religious metaphors 

Mandeville uses to describe his relation to his sister: “I had never loved but one thing, 

and that Henrietta.  I found, or fancied in her, every perfection.  She was my teraphim, 

my idol; and before her semblance I prostrated myself every day in worship.  She was my 
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faith, the all I believed in with undoubting confidence” (307-08).  In Mandeville’s 

warped mind, his sister’s religious purity is connected to her unmarried status and her 

bond to him: “Henrietta was saved, saved from pollution, from blasphemy, from the most 

execrable of crimes, saved for her sex, for her country, for her age, and for me” (315).  

Religious fanaticism, with its intolerant insistence on its own exclusive rightness, 

becomes interchangeable here with incest, the desire for that which is the same.  

 Godwin further ties Mandeville’s incestuous and homogenizing impulses to 

violence, and this violence justifies the exclusion of fanaticism.  At the end of the novel, 

Mandeville attempts to physically attack his sister and her new husband, and Clifford cuts 

him across the face, leaving a permanent and ostentatious scar.  This ending implies that 

Mandeville will live out his days alone and miserable, while the interfaith couple will 

have a happily married life; his scar represents his exclusion from their private zone of 

happiness.  Canuel contends that the scar is not “the mark of religious demonization and 

exclusion, but the mark of a legal inclusion that superintends all religious inclusions and 

exclusions” (85), and he argues that the ending of Mandeville “imagines a secular 

resolution to religious violence and struggle that relocates, but does not eliminate, the 

terror of social relations” (82).  Canuel’s interpretation of the scar and the ending is, I 

think, an overreading.  The function of the scar is to set Mandeville apart; it is the sign of 

his exclusion.  Furthermore, the grounds of his exclusion are religious: he is a religious 

fanatic, and his fanaticism threatens the private happiness of the couple.  Clifford 

represents the Protestant establishment, which is essentially secular in its reliance on 
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form, rather than belief.  The Protestant establishment keeps order and allows for private 

happiness by excluding fanatics.   

Rob Roy (1818) and The Abbot (1820) 

Like Mandeville, Scott’s novels Rob Roy and The Abbot are interested in the 

creation of private happiness.  Scott tasks his heroes with achieving maturity and 

happiness apart from the turmoil of history, turmoil associated with Catholicism.  By 

separating themselves from larger historical currents, the heroes carve out a private place 

of happiness via marriage, one in which religious difference is irrelevant.  For Scott, the 

heroes’ interfaith marriages are signs of maturation, for they demonstrate that the heroes 

can be tolerant of others while still being true to their own beliefs.  Imaginatively, this is 

possible because of the Protestant establishment, which has effectively managed the 

Catholic threat.    

Rob Roy and The Abbot both follow the same basic plot structure focused on the 

idea of maturation.20  In this pattern, the heroes must grow up and accept the 

responsibilities of adulthood, a process that involves, among other things, expressly 

rejecting Catholicism as their own faith and showing themselves willing to tolerate 

                                                
20 Of the two novels, Rob Roy was more popular.  Its first edition of 10,000 copies sold 
out in two weeks, and the only Scott novel more successful in the nineteenth century was 
Ivanhoe (Duncan xii).  Reviews of Rob Roy ranged from positive (British Review, 
Edinburgh Review, Monthly Review) to mixed (British Critic, Quarterly Review), with 
most reviewers heaping praise on the characterization of the heroine, Die Vernon (British 
Critic, Edinburgh Review, Quarterly Review).   
 Compared to Rob Roy, sales of The Abbot were slow; after an initial printing of 
20,000 copies of The Monastery and The Abbot (The Abbot is the sequel to The 
Monastery), plans for a second edition of 2,000 copies were scrapped (Johnson 384, 395).  
Reviews of The Abbot in the Eclectic Review, European Magazine and London Review, 
and London Literary Gazette were positive, while Blackwood’s and the Edinburgh 
Monthly Review were mixed.   
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Catholicism in others, which they do by marrying Catholic women.  Rob Roy’s hero is 

Frank Osbaldistone, and Frank’s journey into maturity requires him to accept and adopt 

his father’s view of life and happiness.  His father, an English Presbyterian and a 

businessman, has a “puritanical aversion to the lighter exertions of literature” (77).  By 

contrast, Frank loves poetry, an unmistakable sign of his immaturity.  Frank’s father 

wants Frank to enter into business with him, but Frank is drawn to writing, scholarship, 

and the military, which leads father and son to clash over Frank’s future, understood by 

Frank in terms of happiness:  

I only saw in my father's proposal for my engaging in business, a desire 

that I should add to those heaps of wealth which he had himself acquired; 

and imagining myself the best judge of the path to my own happiness, I 

did not conceive that I should increase that happiness by augmenting a 

fortune which I believed was already sufficient, and more than sufficient, 

for every use, comfort, and elegant enjoyment. (71)  

When Frank declines to go into business with his father, his father responds in terms of 

happiness: “[Y]ou are nearly of age, and as well qualified to judge of what will constitute 

your own happiness as you ever are like to be; therefore, I say no more” (83).  In 

determining what constitutes happiness, Frank will have to move away from his 

immature fantasies about art and adventure.  

The hero of The Abbot, Roland, is even more immature than Frank.  The Abbot 

introduces readers to Roland as a child, when he is petulant, impulsive, and spoiled, 

behavior that continues into his adolescence.  Roland has one other notable characteristic: 
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he is a secret Catholic at a time when Mary, Queen of Scots, herself a Catholic, is trying 

to regain her throne in Scotland.  Although Roland has been orphaned and is being raised 

by a childless Protestant couple, his fanatical grandmother is Catholic, and she has 

arranged for a Catholic priest, the abbot of the title, to give Roland secret religious 

instruction.  The grandmother and the abbot hope and work for the restoration of 

Catholicism and Mary, a romantic and doomed figure who embodies unhappiness.21  To 

achieve maturity, marriage, and happiness, Roland must reject Catholicism.  

The hero of Rob Roy begins his maturation journey when his father, as  

punishment for Frank’s unwillingness to follow him into business, sends Frank to 

northern England where Frank’s Catholic uncle and cousins live.  The plan is that one of 

Frank’s Catholic cousins, Rashleigh, will take Frank’s place in business with Frank’s 

father.  The decision to involve Rashleigh in the family business drags Frank and his 

father into the current of historical turmoil, for Rashleigh steals from Frank’s father with 

the intent of fomenting the 1715 Jacobite uprising.  Rashleigh’s actions force Frank to 

grow up, and Frank takes responsibility for rescuing his father’s business.  In so doing, he 

extracts himself and his family from the sweep of history.  

While in the north, Frank meets the woman with whom he will build his private 

happiness.  She is Die Vernon, his cousin by marriage.  A passionate and engaging 

character, Die represents the appealing aspects of Catholicism.22  Frank, however, 

struggles with her status as a Catholic: “A Catholic—a Jacobite—a termagant into the 

                                                
21 The novel describes her four times as “the unhappy Queen” (187, 193, 230, 295). 
22 Scott gives the negative traits associated with Catholicism to Frank’s cousin Rashleigh, 
who has been “bred to the church” and is devious and controlling, with a limp and a 
seductive voice (104, 110-11).  
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boot—for me to look that way were utter madness” (171).  By the end of the novel, Scott 

will prove that intermarriage is not, in fact, madness, and part of Frank’s maturation will 

mean letting go of such hyperbole.  Die Vernon provides the model for Catherine, the 

heroine of The Abbot, who is, like Die, beautiful, lively, and Catholic.    

For the hero of each book, learning to be mature will entail personally rejecting 

Catholicism without rejecting Catholics.  Frank definitively rejects Catholicism when he 

visits the Cathedral Church of Glasgow and hears a Presbyterian service:  

The sound of so many voices united by the distance into one harmony, and 

freed from those harsh discordances which jar the ear when heard more 

near, combining with the murmuring brook, and the wind which sung 

among the old firs, affected me with a sense of sublimity.  All nature, as 

invoked by the Psalmist whose verses they chanted, seemed united in 

offering that solemn praise in which trembling is mixed with joy as she 

addresses her Maker.  I had heard the service of high mass in France, 

celebrated with all the eclat which the choicest music, the richest dresses, 

the most imposing ceremonies, could confer on it; yet it fell short in effect 

of the simplicity of the Presbyterian worship.  The devotion, in which 

every one took a share, seemed so superior to that which was recited by 

musicians, as a lesson which they had learned by rote, that it gave the 

Scottish worship all the advantage of reality over acting. (241)   

In this pivotal scene, Frank judges Catholicism to be nothing more than showy artifice, 

and he displays his maturity by recognizing the superiority of sincere Protestant worship.  
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By allowing himself to be affected by a “sense of sublimity,” Frank shows his capacity to 

experience mature happiness, and he will bring this same maturity to his marriage.  Frank 

does not, in rejecting Catholicism, become a bigoted Protestant fanatic; he is tolerant of 

difference, tolerant enough to marry a Catholic woman.  His maturity means that her 

religion is no threat to him. 

Likewise, in The Abbot, Roland must learn to reject Catholicism.  After being 

thrown out of his adopted home for fighting, he eventually ends up serving Mary, Queen 

of Scots, who is under house arrest.  A Protestant pastor comes to the Queen’s dwelling 

to try to make converts and begins educating Roland about Protestantism.  As a result of 

these conversations, Roland develops doubts about Catholicism and eventually converts 

to Protestantism.  His conversion is a sign that he has matured: he uses his reason to 

arrive at his new faith and is no longer under the sway of Catholicism and his fanatical 

grandmother.  Although he stays loyal to Mary, the reader cannot hold this against him 

because the reader knows that Mary’s ambitions are doomed to fail.  Roland is separated 

from her when she foolishly flees to England under Queen Elizabeth’s protection and is 

permitted to bring only her female attendants.  Roland’s separation from Mary and his 

conversion to Protestantism mean that he is removed from the current of history.  

Divorced from that turmoil, he can carve out a private space of happiness for himself in 

marriage.  

 In both novels, the hero’s rejection of Catholicism is accompanied by the 

downgrading of Catholicism as a threat.  In Rob Roy, this comes near the end of the book, 
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when Frank still thinks he will not be able to marry Die and has a bizarre dream 

involving her father in religious dress:23 

I remember a strange agony, under which I conceived myself and Diana in 

the power of [Rob Roy] MacGregor's wife, and about to be precipitated 

from a rock into the lake; the signal was to be the discharge of a cannon, 

fired by Sir Frederick Vernon [Die’s father], who, in the dress of a 

Cardinal, officiated at the ceremony.  Nothing could be more lively than 

the impression which I received of this imaginary scene.  I could paint, 

even at this moment, the mute and courageous submission expressed in 

Diana's features—the wild and distorted faces of the executioners, who 

crowded around us with “mopping and mowing”; grimaces ever changing, 

and each more hideous than that which preceded.  I saw the rigid and 

inflexible fanaticism painted in the face of the father—I saw him lift the 

fatal match—the deadly signal exploded—It was repeated again and again 

and again, in rival thunders, by the echoes of the surrounding cliffs, and I 

awoke from fancied horror to real apprehension.  (444) 

By having the fanatical Catholic father appear in a dream, Scott communicates that the 

threat from Catholicism is illusory.  Catholicism as an actual threat is fading, and its 

status as an obstacle to Frank’s marriage and happiness is easily overcome when Die’s 

father dies: “The same gentleman told me that Sir Frederick was not expected to survive 

for many months a lingering disease, the consequence of late hardships and privations.  

                                                
23 For most of the novel, Die’s father hides in plain sight, dressed as a priest. 
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His daughter was placed in a convent, and although it was her father's wish she should 

take the veil, he was understood to refer the matter entirely to her own inclinations” 

(451).  Die disregards her father’s wishes and marries Frank, a Protestant, thereby 

demonstrating that she does not let the Church, which her father represents, control her.  

Like her father, the Church’s power is dead.  Catholicism has been defanged, and Frank 

can create his private happiness with Die by marrying her and joining his father “with 

heart and hand in his commercial labors” (452).  Frank assures readers that his life and 

marriage are happy: at the end of the narrative, he refers to “how long and happily I lived 

with Diana” prior to her death (452).  By entering into business and marrying a Catholic 

woman, Frank constructs a private zone of happiness, apart from the Jacobites, 

Catholicism, and history.  

In The Abbot, Scott once again sets the scene that proclaims Catholicism’s 

diminished status inside a church.  Here, in a ruined church, a group of Catholic Fathers 

have gathered to install their new leader: 

In former times, this was one of the most splendid of the many pageants 

which the hierarchy of Rome had devised to attract the veneration of the 

faithful. . . .  Now all was changed.  In the midst of rubbish and desolation, 

seven or eight old men, bent and shaken as much by grief and fear as by 

age, shrouded hastily in the proscribed dress of their order, wandered like 

a procession of spectres, from the door which had been thrown open, up 

through the encumbered passage, to the high altar, there to install their 

elected Superior a chief of ruins.  It was like a band of bewildered 
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travelers choosing a chief in the wilderness of Arabia; or a shipwrecked 

crew electing a captain upon the barren island on which fate has thrown 

them.  (100) 

The tableau announces that Catholicism’s days as a threat are over, for it is now 

represented by a pathetic clutch of old men.  Catholicism is further undercut by the 

subsequent scene, in which Protestant members of the community come to the Catholic 

church in grotesque costumes for the purpose of parodying Catholic ceremonies and 

attacking the physical structure of the church.  Although they are stopped by a Protestant 

knight, their activities make clear that Catholicism has become little more than a joke.  

Scott is relegating it to the historical past.  

Just as Frank marries Die at the end of Rob Roy, so Roland marries Catherine at 

the end of The Abbot, “spite of their differing faiths” (374-75).  Because Roland has 

chosen Protestantism through a rational process, his marriage to a Catholic woman poses 

no threat to his faith.  His marriage shows both his security in his own beliefs and his 

tolerance of religious difference: this, suggests Scott, is true maturity.  In contrast to the 

end of Rob Roy, the end of The Abbot does not include an express assurance of the 

couple’s happiness.  Instead, Scott relies on the reader to infer that the couple’s life 

together is happy.  With the departure of Mary from Scotland, Roland’s conversion to 

Protestantism, and positive revelations about the legitimacy of Roland’s birth, the reader 

cannot but conclude that the couple live out their days happily.  They have extracted 

themselves from the turmoil of history and established a private space of happiness.  
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 Scott’s novels make Catholicism a relic of the past.  It loses its power to harm the 

Protestant heroes and their Catholic wives, couples who are able to construct their private 

happiness away from the chaos of history.  Scott’s relegation of chaotic Catholicism to 

the dustbin of history suggests to his readers that in the present, the Protestant 

establishment has succeeded in maintaining public order through the marginalization of 

violent Catholic extremism.  Ironically, although Scott presents Catholicism as a dying 

endeavor, he was seen by supporters and critics alike as having promoted it.24  The 

Eclectic Review grumbled that in The Abbot, as in his other novels, Scott presented 

Catholics in a better light than Presbyterians (258).  The Victorians continued to believe 

this, and they credited and blamed Scott for reviving interest in Catholicism.  John Henry 

Newman, for instance, was convinced that Scott’s writing had helped stimulate interest in 

the Catholic church (Hutton 109), writing that 

[d]uring the first quarter of this century a great poet was raised up in the 

North, who, whatever were his defects, has contributed by his works, in 

prose and verse, to prepare men for some closer and more practical 

approximation to Catholic truth.  The general need of something deeper 

                                                
24 He certainly recognized Catholicism’s attractions.  For example, when Scott and Byron 
met for the first time in 1815, Scott predicted that Bryon, who spoke in Parliament in 
favor of Catholic emancipation in 1812, would eventually become Catholic because of 
Catholicism’s ability to “exercise a strong power on the imagination” (Langeland 27). 
 Privately, Scott was critical of Catholicism, writing in his diary in 1829 that 
“Popery” was “a mean and depraving superstition” (M. Wheeler 117).  Scott’s wife had 
been raised Catholic, but she joined the established church before she met Scott (Hutton 
193-94).  Scott himself had rejected his father’s Calvinism, choosing instead 
Episcopalianism, although he rarely attended services (Langeland 4-7).   
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and more attractive than what had offered itself elsewhere, may be 

considered to have led to his popularity. (268) 

The Victorian novelist George Borrow agreed with Newman that Scott had presented 

Catholicism favorably, although Borrow condemned this (Hutton 191).  In his novel 

Lavengro, Borrow complains, “The writings of that man have made them greater fools 

than they were before.  All their conversation now is about gallant knights, princesses, 

and cavaliers, with which his pages are stuffed—all of whom were Papists, or very high 

Church, which is nearly the same thing” (237).  In the sequel, Romany Rye, Borrow links 

the Oxford Movement to Scott: “But whence did the [Oxford] pedants get the Popish 

nonsense with which they have corrupted youth?  Why, from the same quarter from 

which they got the Jacobite nonsense with which they have inoculated those lads who 

were not inoculated with it before—Scott’s novels” (339).  

Conclusion 

 The texts in this chapter envision private happiness made possible by the enduring 

success of the Protestant establishment, which had avoided civil war and revolution and 

operated in almost secular fashion by requiring formal adherence to religious norms 

while leaving actual belief unaffected.  The texts defend the Protestant establishment, in 

contrast to Defoe’s Religious Courtship, which, by refusing to imagine a private zone of 

happiness, expresses a lack of confidence in the Protestant establishment’s ability to 

secure public order. 

 Grandison begins the process by imagining a private space for happiness through 

friendship.  A Simple Story turns the focus back to marriage and uses that space to 
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separate religion from the question of private happiness.  Instead of religion, intense 

private unhappiness in Inchbald’s novel is due to gender.  The Wild Irish Girl continues 

the separation between religious difference and private happiness, using an allegorical 

structure up until the point of the marriage itself, when the logic of the private space of 

happiness takes over.  Mandeville, too, relies on the notion of the private space of 

happiness, one from which fanaticism, with its refusal to recognize any limits on 

religion’s jurisdiction, must be excluded.  Finally, Rob Roy and The Abbot show their 

heroes achieving maturity and carving out places of private happiness for themselves 

separate from the turmoil of history and religious conflict.  Collectively, the narratives 

imply that private happiness is possible because of the Protestant establishment, which 

has effectively managed the Catholic threat through formal and thus virtually secular 

means. 

 The virtually secular character of the enduring Protestant establishment meant that 

when Parliament had to cope with the real threat of civil war in Ireland in the late 1820s, 

the secular solution of emancipation was able to carry the day.  The passage of Catholic 

emancipation in 1829 further showed that the Commons could defeat the Lords and that 

the power of the Crown was weakening (Machin, Catholic 191).  As Ian Machin 

explains,  

[n]early all the anti-catholic ministers were in the Lords.  Between 1823 

and 1827 Peel was the only anti-catholic Cabinet minister in the 

Commons.  Whereas in the Commons there was usually a narrow pro-

catholic majority in the 1820s, in the Lords there were decided anti-



   49 

 

catholic majorities.  In the final crisis of 1829 the Lords yielded to the 

Commons.  (Catholic 5) 

On the subject of the Crown, Machin observes that  

George III had championed Protestant Ascendancy [in Ireland] so 

successfully that its preservation had come to symbolize the integrity of 

royal power.  George IV wished to resist Catholic emancipation for this 

reason. . . .  But during his reign the demand from Ireland for 

emancipation became irresistible. . . .  He yielded to necessity, and with 

this the Crown suffered an important symbolic decline.  (Catholic 5) 

The Commons did not speak for a majority of Britons, most of whom could not vote.  

Instead, the Commons represented propertied interests, as opposed to the aristocratic 

interests embodied by the Lords.  For Britain’s propertied interests, emancipation showed 

that secular solutions were favored.  In the run up to emancipation, they had seen 

established religion operate in essentially secular fashion and maintain public order 

during turbulent times.  The narratives discussed in this chapter, by imagining private 

spaces of happiness, provided a foundation upon which a secular solution to the era’s 

most pressing political crisis could be resolved, at least temporarily.    
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Chapter Two: Jewish-Christian Marriages 
 

Jews occupied an uneasy position within Britain; neither violently persecuted, nor 

able to enjoy all the rights accorded to British Anglicans, some Jews achieved 

tremendous financial success, while others eked out the barest of livings.  In fiction, 

British ambivalence towards Jews frequently manifested itself in narratives about money, 

a linkage attributable to the combined effects of the Jews’ historical role as 

moneylenders, the character of Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, and the fame of a few 

wealthy Jews in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.25  This chapter examines 

four fictional texts that use the possibility of Jewish-Christian marriage to explore the 

connections between wealth, social stability, and happiness: Charles Macklin’s play Love 

à la Mode (1759), Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s play The Duenna (1775), Maria 

Edgeworth’s novel Harrington (1817), and Walter Scott’s novel Ivanhoe (1819).  I argue 

that the first three texts rely on contradictory ideas about greed and wealth to present their 

visions of happiness and social stability, while Scott’s novel avoids that approach, opting 

instead for a more nuanced examination of social stability and its costs.    

                                                
25 In looking at fictional representations of Jews in British literature, most scholars have 
focused on the issues of national identity and community, drawing conclusions about the 
relation of religious and ethnic groups to the definition and boundaries of Britishness.  
Important studies include Frank Felsenstein’s Anti-Semitic Stereotypes: A Paradigm of 
Otherness in English Popular Culture, 1660-1830; Bryan Cheyette’s Constructions of 
“the Jew” in English Literature and Society: Racial Representations, 1875-1945; 
Michael Ragussis’s Figures of Conversion: “The Jewish Question” and English National 
Identity, along with his Theatrical Nation: Jews and Other Outlandish Englishmen in 
Georgian Britain; Judith Page’s Imperfect Sympathies: Jews and Judaism in British 
Romantic Literature and Culture; Nadia Valman’s The Jewess in Nineteenth-Century 
British Literary Culture; Carol Margaret Davison’s Anti-Semitism and British Gothic 
Literature; and Heidi Kaufman’s English Origins, Jewish Discourse, and the Nineteenth-
Century British: Novel Reflections on a Nested Nation.  My focus on wealth builds on 
their work while trying to move away from readings that privilege national allegory. 
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The eighteenth century saw Britain grappling in a new way with the issues of 

money, gain, and greed.  Albert Hirschman examines these struggles in his slender and 

elegant intellectual history The Passions and the Interests: Political Arguments for 

Capitalism before Its Triumph.  Hirschman aims in the book to “throw some light on the 

still puzzling ideological circumstances of the rise of capitalism” (129), and he especially 

seeks to answer this question: “How did commercial, banking, and similar money-

making pursuits become honorable at some point in the modern age after having stood 

condemned or despised as greed, love of lucre, and avarice for centuries past?” (9).  

Focusing on the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Hirschman argues that 

philosophers became attracted to the idea that the passion of greed could be used to check 

other passions, such as ambition or lust (41).  Under this regime, greed became a 

privileged passion, which was then re-labeled as “interests” (41).  The word interests had 

positive connotations, which were transferred to money-making (42).  As time went on, 

money-making began to be regarded as an innocent endeavor, and commercial activities 

were seen as civilizing (58, 61).   Adam Smith then “undercut the idea that passion can be 

pitted against passion, or the interests against the passions” (110).  Instead, Smith offered 

the idea that an individual’s pursuit of self-interest advances the material welfare of the 

whole society, and this idea become dominant (111).  

The philosophical texts that Hirschman highlights address the same issues as the 

fictional texts analyzed below.  The fictional texts do not simply place philosophical 

arguments in the mouths of their characters; the texts explore the ideas through plotted 

structures and character actions.  No less than philosophical texts, the fictions of the mid-
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eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries ask their readers to assess the role of wealth and 

greed in the attainment of happiness and social stability.    

Love à la Mode (1759) 

The most significant British representations of Jews initially were found on stage, 

and the most important theatrical figure was Shakespeare’s Shylock, who came to stand 

in the minds of many Britons as the prototypical Jew.26  Subsequent representations of 

Jews borrowed heavily from the character of Shylock, particularly Shylock’s desire for 

wealth.  The Jewish character in Macklin’s play Love à la Mode is no different: money is 

what motivates him to pursue the heroine.  Michael Ragussis has identified Love à la 

Mode as “a significant event in the history of the theater” because in this play, “Macklin 

move[s] the Jew directly into the love plot as one of the suitors” (Theatrical Nation 47).  

The play uses the device of the courtship contest to understand the relationship between 

money and happiness, teaching that although it is wrong to desire money, wealth is 

                                                
26 Shylock’s characterization changed over time.  Early eighteenth-century audiences saw 
a clownish Shylock in George Granville’s The Jew of Venice, an inferior version of 
Shakespeare’s play (Gross 108-09).  A major change then came at the hands of Macklin, 
an actor memorably described by the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography as a 
“socially mobile Irishman of mysterious origins” (Shaughnessy).  The Shylock that 
Macklin presented for the first time in 1741 was more frightening and powerful than the 
clown of The Jew of Venice, and the performance was hugely popular, providing Macklin 
with work for the following fifty years (Shaughnessy).  After Macklin, the next notable 
Shylock was created in the early nineteenth century by Edmund Kean, who turned the 
Jewish villain into a more sympathetic figure, a wronged and suffering human rather than 
a monster (Felsenstein 184; Page 61-62).  Even as Shylock’s characterization changed, he 
remained linked in British minds with two of the central concerns of The Merchant of 
Venice: money and marriage.  
 In addition to Shylock, Macklin played stage Jews in at least two other 
productions: in 1738-42, he played the part of Beau Mordecai in T. Cibber’s Harlot’s 
Progress, a mime-and-song entertainment based on Hogarth’s print, and in the early 
1740s, he played the Jew Zorobabel in Henry Fielding’s play Miss Lucy in Town (Bartley 
45n1; Van der Veen 118). 
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nonetheless necessary for happiness and greed is essentially harmless.  The play vests its 

hope for social stability in gender relations, but even its arguments about these are 

complicated by financial concerns.  

Love à la Mode is a short farce, and the plot is simple.27  Charlotte, a wealthy 

young woman, is being courted by four men: an English squire, a Scottish knight, a 

Jewish dandy, and an Irish soldier of fortune.  Based on this configuration, Ragussis puts 

the play in the category of the “multiethnic spectacle,” which was often fused onto the 

traditional marriage comedy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Theatrical Nation 

43).  Charlotte and her guardian develop a plan to determine which of her four suitors is 

really interested in her and which are only interested in her wealth.  When Charlotte and 

the guardian pretend that she has lost her fortune, the English squire, the Scottish knight, 

and the Jewish dandy all abandon their pursuit of her.  In contrast, the Irishman declares 

that he is glad she is poor, and his declaration wins him both her hand and her fortune, to 

the fury of the other suitors.  

                                                
27 The play proved to be a solid hit for Macklin, whose stage career was troubled despite 
his success as Shylock.  Even the king was a fan: he requested a copy of the script and 
especially applauded the Irishman’s triumph over the other suitors, apparently 
unconcerned that some English reviewers complained the play was biased in favor of the 
Irish (Appleton 121; Monthly Review 211; Ragussis, Theatrical Nation 65; Theatrical 
Review 111).  Love à la Mode continued to be popular throughout the eighteenth century 
and into the nineteenth (Bartley 43; H. Burke 225).  One sign of its popularity was the 
frequent pirating of the script: unofficial versions were published in 1766, 1782, 1784, 
1785, and 1786 (Bartley 23).  Printers had to resort to piracy because Macklin refused to 
publish it for many years; through this means, he was able to ensure that theaters had to 
hire him to perform in it (Findlay 751; Kinservik 17).  Macklin finally published an 
authorized version in 1793 when he became especially desperate for money.  Although 
there is debate over the issue, some scholars believe that the authorized version is similar 
to the version that was performed on stage, whereas the pirated versions are inferior 
paraphrases (Findlay 749, 753-54; Matthews 315). 
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Driving this contest is anxiety over what Charlotte’s guardian refers to as “the 

times’ infection” (41).  This medical metaphor refers to greed and suggests that greed 

spreads from person to person, bringing down the whole society.  Such a metaphor would 

have been especially powerful in the eighteenth century, when simple infections could 

lead to suffering and death.  The unstated assumption is that greed leads people to make 

decisions that are based solely on financial considerations, regardless of the consequences 

to others.  The play suggests that neither marriages nor communities thrive when major 

actors are driven by greed. 

Nevertheless, the play undermines the seriousness of the threat from greed by 

presenting the three greedy suitors as cartoonish and essentially harmless.  Although all 

three are greedy, they are not villainous, and Charlotte easily rids herself of them with her 

lie about poverty.  The Jewish character is not different from the other two failed suitors: 

when he learns that marriage to her will not make him rich, he withdraws.  Jews’ alleged 

obsession with money was a common complaint made against them during the eighteenth 

century; Todd Endelman observes that as British culture moved away from stereotyping 

Jews in religious terms, it began stereotyping them in secular terms “as the embodiment 

of unrestrained economic individualism”  (97).  Although some commentators have 

interpreted the play as putting a special burden on the Jewish character, the text does not 

bear this out.  Rather, the play suggests that greed has many faces, not simply a Jewish 

one.28  

                                                
28 A Scotsman’s Remarks on Love à la Mode, published in 1760, objects that the Jew is in 
the play only to be mocked (6), a criticism that overlooks the fact that all of the suitors, 
including the winning Irishman, are mocked by the play (Even the Irishman’s name—
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In addition, the play undercuts its anti-greed message by financially rewarding the 

Irishman who wins her hand.  The guardian declares that the point of the courtship 

contest is to “try and reward [the] passion” of the genuine suitor (41).   On the one hand, 

the declaration suggests that love is of supreme importance.  On the other hand, the word 

reward has economic connotations, and indeed, the reward in this case is not simply 

Charlotte’s hand in marriage but also her fortune, which has not really been lost.  The 

outcome of the contest is therefore ironic: the man who does not want her fortune is the 

one who receives it for that very reason.  In essence, the reward for not desiring wealth is 

wealth.  But why would the play reward him with what he does not want?  The answer 

must be that wealth is inextricably connected to happiness.  The play thus implies that 

without wealth, the couple’s future would be far less happy.   

                                                                                                                                            
Callaghan O’Brallaghan—is a joke.).  More recently, Susan Cannon Harris contends that 
the Jewish character in Love à la Mode “bears the brunt of the racist humor that would 
otherwise attach to the Irish character” (205), and she argues that “the radically marked 
and emasculated Beau Mordecai represents a more threatening form of intermarriage 
which the play holds out as unnatural” (207).  Harris’s reading ignores the persistently 
equal status of the suitors: the Jewish suitor is no more threatening than the other failed 
candidates.   
 Notably, the Jew in Love à la Mode is not marked for rejection by his accent or 
singled out on this basis.  Andrew Elfenbein and Ragussis have discussed how Jewish 
characters in eighteenth-century plays were given foreign accents to designate them as 
outsiders (Elfenbein 78; Ragussis, Theatrical Nation 53), and Elfenbein identifies Samuel 
Foote’s The Nabob (1772) as the play that definitively established this representational 
trend (78).  In Love à la Mode, the Jew occasionally drops Italian words into his 
speeches, but his use of Italian comes across as affected and pretentious, rather than 
foreign.  When it comes to language, the character in Love à la Mode who is presented as 
the most foreign is the Scotsman.  To capture the Scottish accent in the authorized 
version of the play, the Scotsman’s lines are rendered phonetically, which makes his 
words seem less English and more alien that those of the Jewish character.   A typical 
example of the Scotsman’s speech occurs when he addresses the Jew: “my cheeld of 
circumcision, gee us a wag of thy loofe; hoo dun ye do, my bonny Girgishite?” (10).  At 
least on paper, the Jewish character, with his standard English vocabulary, grammar, and 
pronunciation, appears less exotic and outlandish than the Scot. 
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The Irishman’s rationale for not wanting her money is linked to gender.  Upon 

learning (falsely) that Charlotte has become poor, the Irishman says, “I find something 

warm about my heart here, that tells me I love her better than when she was rich, and 

makes me beg she will take my life this instant, and all I have into her service” (40).  This 

explanation reveals that her wealth emasculates him; it makes him look upon himself “as 

an unequal match to her,” and he loves her “with fear and trembling, like a man that loves 

to be a soldier, yet is afraid of a gun” (39).  Her newfound poverty means that the balance 

of power shifts to him: he declares that now that she is poor, “it is in [his] power to serve 

her” (39-40).   Her poverty means that he can fulfill his role as a properly chivalrous 

male, and by serving the female, he gains power over her.  Her poverty does not make 

them equals but instead gives him the upper hand, which makes the match more 

acceptable to him.  When it is revealed that she is not, in fact, poor, the guardian shores 

up the Irishman’s masculinity by proclaiming, “she has a heart loving and generous as 

your own, which your manly virtue has subdued, and tempered to your warmest wishes” 

(40).  She may be his economic superior, but he has mastered her emotionally.   

In sum, the play reaches its happy ending by making several contradictory 

propositions true at once.  Greed is wrong, but greedy people are a containable threat and 

money is necessary for happiness.  Relative poverty emasculates men, but financial 

position is irrelevant to the question of emotional mastery and gender subordination.  The 

happy ending, with its implicit promise of social stability, comes from these contradictory 

claims being true simultaneously.    
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The Duenna (1775) 

Like Love à la Mode, Sheridan’s play relies on contradictory ideas about Jews, 

money, and happiness to reach its happy ending, which promises social stability.  The 

Duenna also explores an aspect of social instability missing from Love à la Mode: 

generational conflict.  The ease with which The Duenna resolves its various problems, 

including that of generational conflict, and its willingness to tolerate apparently 

contradictory ideas highlight the extent to which social stability is a paramount yet 

elusive goal in late eighteenth-century texts.   

The play focuses on a rich Spaniard who wants to marry off his daughter, Louisa, 

to a greedy Jew, Isaac.29  Louisa loves Antonio, so she and her duenna devise a plan to 

allow Louisa to escape from her father’s control so that she can marry Antonio.  As part 

of this plan, the duenna tricks the Jew into marrying her.  When Louisa’s father learns 

that Louisa and Antonio are married and that Antonio has no interest in Louisa’s fortune, 

the father accepts the marriage.   

As in Love a la Mode, Sheridan’s play undermines the idea that greed is a serious 

threat.  To begin with, greed is not confined to the Jewish character; Louisa’s father is 

greedy, too.  This makes greed seem like less of a Jewish disease and more of a universal 

human temptation, one that each person must overcome.  Its diffusion prevents Jews and 

their greed from appearing especially bad. 

With regard to the Jewish character in The Duenna, even more important than his 

lack of uniqueness is his ineffectiveness.  Although he hatches plots to satisfy his greed, 

                                                
29 The Duenna was a smash hit, and it stayed popular into the 1840s (Cordner xvi). 



   58 

 

other characters repeatedly comment on his failure to achieve his aims.  When Louisa’s 

brother says that “the most remarkable part of [Isaac’s] character is his passion for deceit 

and tricks of cunning,” Louisa notes that “at the same time the fool predominates so 

much over the knave, that . . . he is generally the dupe of his own art” (1.3.59-62).  The 

brother agrees: “True; like an unskillful gunner, he usually misses his aim, and is hurt by 

the recoil of his own piece” (1.3.63-64).  Later, Antonio warns Isaac, “there is not a fairer 

subject for contempt and ridicule than a knave become the dupe of his own art” (3.7.85-

86).  These lines establish that Isaac’s function in the play is not to create terror but 

laughter.  When Isaac says to himself, “I’m a Machiavel, a very Machiavel” (2.4.77), the 

audience is not supposed to be afraid; he is no Barabas from The Jew of Malta. 

Eventually, Louisa’s brother tells Isaac in exasperation, “nothing but your insignificance 

saves you!” (3.2.135).  The word insignificance sums up the Jew’s standing, for his 

efforts to enrich himself at the expense of others come to naught.  

Isaac’s greed, in fact, turns out to be useful to Louisa and Antonio; they harness it 

to facilitate their marriage.  After Louisa escapes from her home, she encounters Isaac, 

who does not recognize her because they have never met.  Louisa tells Isaac that she is 

Clara and that she wants to elope with Antonio.  She asks Isaac to bring Antonio to her, 

which he does, thinking that he is ridding himself of a rival for Louisa’s hand and 

fortune.   Louisa and Antonio then marry.  Isaac’s greed, which leads him to want to 

marry Louisa, is the very thing that makes marriage between Louisa and Antonio easier.  

Rather than being destructive, his greed becomes a tool that the other characters use to 

get what they want.   
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 The play further undermines the idea that the acquisition of wealth is bad through 

the character of Antonio.  Like the Irishman in Love à la Mode, Antonio values love over 

money and is rewarded for this with money.  Antonio is a poor man from an “ancient and 

. . . reputable” family (2.3.3-4), one who sees himself as being “rich in love’s exhaustless 

mine” because he has Louisa’s heart (3.3.61).  After he marries Louisa, he renounces her 

fortune because he does not want to take advantage of a deceit that Louisa practiced on 

her father.  His principled stand earns him the approval and fortune of his father-in-law, 

who declares, “Here, Louisa, tell this proud fool of yours that he’s the only man I know 

that would renounce your fortune; and, by my soul! he’s the only man in Spain that’s 

worthy of it.  There, bless you both: I’m an obstinate old fellow when I’m in the wrong; 

but you shall now find me as steady in the right” (3.7.121-25).   As the characters sing in 

the previous scene, Hymen is “never slow to give reward . . . to those who wed for love” 

(3.6.112-14).  The irony is that the reward for love is financial.  The reward is also 

generational reconciliation.  The young win over the old, which ensures that the 

transmission of wealth from one generation to another is smooth, and the play suggests 

that this is an important part of social stability.  

 The character who best embodies the play’s contradictory positions on love, 

money, and happiness is Louisa.  Louisa rejects the idea of marrying for money, and she 

shows this by loving and marrying Antonio in spite of his poverty.  She sings of him:  

But I was glad to find thee poor, 

For with my heart I’d give thee all. 

And then the grateful youth shall own 
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I loved him for himself alone. (1.3.23-26) 

Her appreciation of Antonio establishes her credentials as a good person, one not 

motivated by greed.  However, Louisa understands the value of money, and she does not 

want to be poor.  She observes that “there is a chilling air around poverty, that often kills 

affection, that was not nursed in it.  If we would make love our household god, we had 

best secure him a comfortable roof” (3.3.44-47).  In other words, if their marriage is to be 

happy, they will need money.  Their best source of money is her father, which is why 

they must reconcile with him.  As Louisa puts it, she wants her father’s consent to the 

marriage in order to be “completely happy” (3.1.38).  She is willing to trick him to get 

this: she sends him a deliberately ambiguous letter suggesting that she has eloped with 

Isaac, which leads her father to give his consent to her marriage in a letter to her.  Unlike 

Isaac’s trickery, which is motivated purely by greed, Louisa’s trickery is motivated on the 

surface by family feeling and underneath by pragmatism.  The play therefore presents 

Louisa’s deceit as acceptable.  When the father discovers the trick, he is angry, but 

Antonio defuses the situation by declaring that he does not want Louisa’s money.  This, 

of course, wins the father over and leads him to bestow the money on the couple.     

 The play’s reliance on contradictory ideas to reach a happy ending reveals the 

importance of social stability as a goal in the late eighteenth century, stability represented 

in this case by marriage based on love and generational reconciliation.  Like Love à la 

Mode, Sheridan’s text wants to have it both ways: it wants to denounce greed through the 

character of the Jew, but it also undermines greed’s threat by making it ineffectual and 

actually useful to the other characters.  Louisa’s simultaneous rejection of mercenary 
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motives for marriage and embrace of the pragmatic acquisition of wealth further highlight 

the extent to which the route to happiness and social stability are contested in the period.    

Harrington (1817) 

 As the nineteenth century unfolded, the most important fictional representatives 

of the Jewish “tribe” were found in the pages of novels, rather than on stage.30  Several of 

Edgeworth’s novels and stories contained derogatory representations of Jews, and when 

this was brought to her attention, she penned Harrington to atone.31  Like the plays 

discussed above, Edgeworth’s text sends conflicting messages about money, 

simultaneously condemning the desire for it and conceding its necessity for happiness.  

Harrington is also contradictory when it comes to Jewish characters, although not in the 

                                                
30 Jewish characters had appeared in novels prior to Harrington, and many of these 
novelistic characterizations had been influenced by Shylock.  For example, Jewish 
moneylenders could be found in Daniel Defoe’s Roxana (1724) and Fanny Burney’s 
Cecilia (1782), and unsavory or villainous Jews stalked the pages of Edgeworth’s Castle 
Rackrent (1800), Belinda (1801), and The Absentee (1812).  A very small number of 
eighteenth-century novels included benevolent Jews, the first of which, as Scott noted in 
his discussion of Richard Cumberland, was created by Tobias Smollett in his 1753 novel, 
The Adventures of Ferdinand, Count Fathom (Lives 290-91).  Another benevolent Jew 
appeared in George Walker’s 1796 novel Theodore Cyphon. 
31 Her bigotry was brought to her attention by an American Jewish woman, Rachel 
Mordecai, who wrote to Edgeworth in 1815 and objected to Edgeworth’s derogatory 
representations of Jews, particularly highlighting Edgeworth’s negative depictions in 
texts aimed at children:  

[H]ow can it be that she, who on all other subjects shows such justice and 
liberality, should on one alone appear biased by prejudice: should even 
instill that prejudice into the minds of youth!  Can my allusion be 
mistaken?  It is to the species of character which whenever a Jew is 
introduced is invariably attached to him.  Can it be believed that this race 
of men are by nature mean, avaricious, and unprincipled?  Forbid it, 
mercy.  Yet this is more than insinuated by the stigma usually affixed to 
the name. (quoted in Manly 298) 

Edgeworth wrote back to Mordecai in 1816, confessing that Mordecai’s letter had given 
her “much pain” and declaring, “the candor and spirit of tolerance and benevolence you 
shew, you have a right to expect from others” (quoted in Manly 299). 
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same way as the plays.  The plays present the Jewish characters as harmless bad guys, 

while Edgeworth’s novel seeks to avoid denigrating Jews without fully embracing them.  

Edgeworth solves each of these problems—the money problem and the tolerance 

problem—with the idea of change, but the complicated nature of the solution hints at the 

difficulty of achieving social stability.  

The novel tells the story of a young man who develops a paralyzing fear of Jews 

at a young age due to the machinations of his nursery-maid.32  As he gets older, his 

feelings about Jews begin to change, and he meets several kind and intelligent Jews, 

eventually falling in love with a beautiful Jewess, Berenice, and growing close to her 

father, Montenero.  At the end of the novel, Harrington learns that Berenice is not Jewish 

after all: her mother was an English Protestant, and Berenice was brought up as a 

Christian.  This information means that Harrington’s father drops his objections to their 

marriage, and all ends happily.    

At stake in the potential marriage of Harrington and Berenice is happiness.  When 

Harrington struggles over the question of whether he can or should marry Berenice, he 

                                                
32 Reviewers generally disliked the novel.  Although the reviewer for Blackwood's 
praised Edgeworth’s motives for writing it, he complained that she made her Jewish 
characters too perfect (520).  The Edinburgh Review felt that the worst parts of the book 
were the ones which were intended to dispel prejudice and asserted that “[n]obody likely 
to read Miss Edgeworth’s writings, entertains such an absurd antipathy to Jews as she 
here aims at exposing; and the unfavourable opinion that may be entertained, by more 
reasonable persons, of Jew-pedlars [sic] or money-lenders, is not very likely to be 
corrected by a story professedly fabulous, of a rich Spanish gentleman who belonged to 
that persuasion” (403).  The British Critic sneered that it was “a rambling, dull, and 
awkward narrative, clumsy in its contrivance, silly in its sentiment, and overcharged in its 
characters: with just interest enough to fix the attention of a novel-reading Miss, and just 
absurdity enough to provoke the muscles of a laughing school-boy” (164).  
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understands the struggle in terms of happiness, telling the reader, “I was called upon to 

decide . . . questions involving the happiness of my whole life” (195).  The happiness 

problem has two dimensions: money and religion.  Harrington worries about both in a 

long passage during which he analyzes the feasibility of marrying Berenice, and he 

resolves his fears about these two issues in different but related fashion.   

Harrington’s money issue resembles that of the Irishman in Love à la Mode: 

bringing less money to a marriage than a woman emasculates a man.  In Harrington’s 

case, he will possess less money than she because his father will disinherit him if he 

marries a Jewess.  As Harrington reflects on the money problem, however, he talks 

himself into the marriage:  

But after all, where was the great evil of being disinherited?  The loss of 

my paternal estate, in this moment of enthusiasm, appeared a loss I could 

easily endure.  Berenice was an heiress—a rich heiress, and I had a small 

estate of my own, left to me by my grandfather.  I could live with Berenice 

upon any thing—upon nothing.  Her wishes were moderate, I was sure—I 

should not, however, reduce her to poverty; no, her fortune would be 

sufficient for us both.  It would be mortifying to my pride—it would be 

painful to receive instead of to give—I had resolved never to be under 

such an obligation to a wife; but with such a woman as Berenice!—I 

would submit—submit to accept her and her fortune. (195-96) 

Here, Berenice’s moral, rather than monetary, worth provides Harrington with the 

grounds for changing his position on rich wives and embracing the marriage.  The novel 
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invests a great deal of energy into presenting Berenice as a paragon, so Harrington’s 

estimation of her personal value does not appear to be insincere.  Her moral perfection 

makes it easy for Harrington to change his mind; yoking Berenice to wealth cleanses 

wealth of any taint.   

The text further tries to avoid making Harrington look like a gold-digger by 

offering a foil who seeks Berenice’s hand because of her fortune.  This is Mowbray, the 

villain.  Mowbray’s greediness is duly punished, for Berenice rejects his offer of 

marriage and he is later killed in a duel, after unsuccessfully trying to wreck Harrington’s 

chances with Berenice.  Mowbrary is unscrupulous greed personified; next to him, 

Harrington’s motives appear pure.  Harrington’s willingness to accept Berenice’s fortune 

is presented as somehow different from Mowbray’s active pursuit of it, even though the 

end result would be the same for each man: acquiring a rich wife.  Yet again, money can 

be had but not desired.   

The resolution of the money issue leaves the central question of religion to be 

resolved.  After Berenice rejects Mowbray’s offer of marriage, Harrington believes that 

“nothing but the difficulty about her religion stood between me and happiness” (221).  

During the passage where Harrington ruminates about the problems involved in marrying 

Berenice, he confronts the religion issue, thinking, “A Jewess!—her religion—her 

principles—my principles” (195).  The stress of the situation affects Harrington’s syntax: 

his verbs fall away, forcing the reader to fill in the missing information and articulate the 

problems of interfaith marriage.  But in case the reader fails to come up with the right 

objections to such marriages, Edgeworth has Harrington spell them out: he imagines “the 
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horror of family quarrels, of religious dissensions and disputes between father and 

child—husband and wife” (195).   

As with the money problem, Harrington comes up with a solution: change.  In the 

case of religion, however, Harrington hopes Berenice will change, asking himself, “as to 

her being a Jewess—who knows what changes love might produce?” (196).33  With 

Berenice’s father, Harrington takes a tolerant position, explaining that he would not force 

her to convert.  The disclosure of her true religious status means that Harrington gets the 

sameness he craves without giving up his tolerant position and without the hard work of 

actually persuading her to change.34  The ease with which Berenice’s Jewishness is 

                                                
33 The idea that love would produce conversion was a common one and was used a few 
years later by the author of the novel The Woman of Genius (1821).  In that novel, the 
heroine’s Jewish mother converts to Christianity as a result of her husband’s loving and 
zealous proselytizing (3: 153), an outcome the narrative clearly celebrates.  
 Conversion is also at issue in Sophia de Lissau, a novel by Amelia Bristow that 
features a male character who considers converting to Judaism because he loves Sophia, a 
beautiful Jewish girl.  Eventually, he decides to leave rather than marry Sophia and 
convert, which is presented by the novel as the right decision.  Sophia is duly punished 
for not converting to Christianity: she marries a cruel and abusive Jewish husband and 
dies a wretched death.  In the sequel, Emma de Lissau, the female Christian convert holds 
out against marriage to a Jew and eventually marries a Christian, actions which the novel 
presents as correct. 
34 Many critics interpret the revelation about Berenice’s actual religion as a conversion, 
including Ragussis (Figures 77), Neville Hoad (128) and Gauri Viswanathan (21).  Heidi 
Kaufman, however, disputes with Ragussis and Viswanathan that Berenice is ever 
converted: “The surprise ending reflects not a change in Berenice’s identity—since she 
has remained English all along—but serves as evidence that readers got the story wrong 
by neglecting to question our narrator’s proclivity for stereotyping” (45).  
 The “happy” ending, with its revelation about Berenice’s religion, proved 
unpopular with some of Edgeworth’s contemporary Jewish readers.  Rachel Mordecai, 
for example, wrote again to Edgeworth and told her that she was disappointed that 
Berenice was not a Jewess (Manly 301).  Another notable Jewish reader who voiced 
dissatisfaction with the ending was Rebecca Gratz, the American woman who was 
probably the model for Scott’s Rebecca in Ivanhoe.  In response to a letter from 
Edgeworth, Gratz wrote that Berenice’s marriage was implausible (Ashton 108).  
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disposed of is foreshadowed by her changing clothing style.  Initially, Berenice wears a 

Spanish style of dress, but it attracts critical comments in Britain, so she abandons it.  

Harrington “soon [becomes] accustomed to the change” in her appearance, and he 

appreciates Berenice in non-Spanish clothing because “we learn to like whatever is 

associated with those we love” (211).  Harrington is quick to accept her change in 

appearance, just as he later accepts with manic joy her changed religious identity, 

declaring to his father, “I am too happy!” (291). 

 The revelation about Berenice’s true religion is the point at which the two 

happiness issues dovetail.  Because Berenice is a Christian, Harrington will not be 

disinherited.  He will benefit from his father’s money and Berenice’s fortune.  Although 

he proves himself willing to give up his paternal inheritance, he does not actually have to.  

Similarly, he proves himself willing to marry a Jewish woman, but he does not actually 

have to do that either.  Her change benefits him materially and emotionally; his 

willingness to change his view of rich wives shows his worthiness but is ultimately 

unnecessary.  He gets to have it all: his masculinity, both fortunes, a reputation for 

tolerance, and a Christian wife.    

He is also reconciled with his father, which, as The Duenna suggests, is a key part 

of social stability.  Harrington’s father happily accepts Berenice as a daughter-in-law 

                                                                                                                                            
 However, Walter Scott’s reaction to the ending of Harrington could hardly have 
been more different.  In an 1817 letter to Joanna Baillie, Scott pronounced the novel 
“delightful” and commented favorably on the outcome, writing, “I own I breathed more 
freely when I found Miss Montenero was not an actual Jewess” (Familiar 436).  Most 
scholars in our era disagree with Scott about Harrington’s end.  Natasha Tessone sums 
up their response: “for critics today the novel's ending has become an unavoidable 
yardstick for measuring the (in)effectiveness of philo-Semitism in Harrington” (440).  
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because she is not Jewish, but he also changes his view of her father, Montenero.  This is 

based on Montenero’s financial rescue of the father.  Harrington’s father has placed 

£30,000 in Baldwin’s bank; the money is all owed to creditors, who want to be paid 

immediately.  Harrington’s father goes to Baldwin’s bank and learns that there is about to 

be a run on it.  If Harrington’s father insists on taking out his money that day, the bank 

will be ruined.  If he leaves the money, he runs the risk of losing a substantial portion of 

it and being ruined by his creditors.  Montenero, who is at the bank on business, solves 

everything by offering to the bank paintings worth at least £30,000.  He does this because 

Harrington helped save the paintings and his life during the Gordon riots.  The father is 

suspicious that Montenero is doing this to secure the marriage of their children, but 

Montenero assures him that he is not: “We need not enter into that, for the present 

business I must consider as totally independent of any view to future connexion” (262).  

The father reports to his son, “When I found that . . . the love affair was to be kept clear 

out of the [financial] question, I was delighted with your generous Jew, Harrington, and I 

frankly accepted his offer” (262).  The father’s positive attitude to Montenero on the 

money issue means that the generations are totally reconciled.  Harrington makes the 

father happy by marrying a Christian, and the father makes Harrington happy by being 

tolerant of her Jewish father, a tolerance inspired by a financial transaction.   

In Edgeworth’s novel, then, everyone wins and social stability is achieved.  The 

road to this resolution is littered with contradictions: the desire for money is bad, but the 

willingness to accept it is good, provided the money is attached to a virtuous person.  

Jews should be tolerated and even loved, but marriage to them must be avoided and 
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Judaism must be made to disappear.   The contradictions press down on the happy 

ending, giving it a manic quality that is reflected in Harrington’s declaration that he is 

“too happy!” and that shows the strains of conflicting demands.     

Ivanhoe (1819) 

Scott’s blockbuster novel departs significantly from the line of Jewish-Christian 

texts that precede it, texts that rely on contradictions to achieve their vision of social 

stability.  Ivanhoe instead suggests that social stability comes at a cost and is less easily 

realized than the other texts imagine.  It also offers, through the character of Rebecca, an 

alternative to conventional happiness, one that turns away from the usual formula of 

marriage and money.  

In terms of setting, Ivanhoe was a departure for Scott.35  Unlike his earlier novels, 

Ivanhoe is neither set in Scotland nor does it feature Scottish characters.  Instead, it takes 

place in England during the Crusades and tells the story of the titular knight, a Saxon who 

associates with Normans.  Ivanhoe has been thrown out of his home by his father for 

loving his father’s ward, Rowena, whose marriage the father is arranging.  Because of the 

rift with his father, Ivanhoe returns from the Crusades in disguise.  He is then injured in a 

                                                
35 The novel was hugely popular, with the first edition of 10,000 selling out in less than 
two weeks (Sutherland 235).  The book went on to have a lengthy “afterlife,” to use Ann 
Rigney’s term: “This novel of medieval England is arguably the best known, most widely 
disseminated, most internationally successful, and most enduring of all Scott’s works. . . .  
It was remediated more often, in more media, and for longer than any other work by 
Scott” (79).  Reflecting and probably augmenting the popularity of this medieval 
narrative were dozens of stage adaptations, including operas.  Also essential to its 
establishment as a national institution in Britain was its use in schools: the 1870 
Education Act required all children to have two reading books, one of which was 
sometimes an abridged version of Ivanhoe (Beiderwell and Hemphill McCormick 170-
71).  
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tournament and healed by Rebecca, the beautiful daughter of Isaac, a Jewish 

moneylender.  Upon learning that Rebecca is a Jew, Ivanhoe suppresses any feelings he 

might have for her, and she, in turn, keeps her love for him secret.  Ivanhoe marries 

Rowena, and the novel ends as Rebecca and her father depart for the more tolerant Spain.    

The ending of the book presents a vision of social stability achieved through 

unity.  This is enacted in the marriage of Ivanhoe and Rowena, a marriage that carries 

allegorical significance.  Although both are actually Saxons, Ivanhoe is a Normanized 

Saxon,36 which means that their marriage represents the reconciliation of the “two hostile 

races” (26).  The marriage thus plays a role in bringing needed stability to English 

society.  The narrator spells this out for the reader, describing how Normans and Saxons 

celebrate “the marriage of two individuals as a pledge of the future peace and harmony 

betwixt two races, which, since that period, have been so completely mingled, that the 

distinction has become wholly invisible” (498).  

But the cost of this union and stability is the departure of Rebecca and the Jews.37  

The meaning of this departure in terms of happiness is explored in the scene in which 

                                                
36 I borrow this term from Ragussis (Figures 104-05).  
37 Rebecca was the first notable Jewess in British literature and inspired multiple copy-cat 
characters (Mergenthal 328).  Nineteenth-century reviewers of the novel often singled out 
Rebecca for special, sometimes ecstatic, praise.  For example, the Edinburgh Review 
wrote: 

We have hitherto said too little of this delightful personage; who is from 
the beginning the most angelic character in the story, and ends with 
engrossing its chief interest.  The author, it may be observed, has generally 
one poetical or impossible character in each of his pieces—somebody too 
good and enchanting to be believed in—and yet so well humanized and 
identified with our lower nature as to pass for a reality;—and Rebecca is 
the goddess of the work before us.  We know so little, indeed, what a 
Jewish damsel really was in the days of Richard the 1st, that the author 
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Rebecca visits Rowena to take her leave.  Rebecca raises the issue of happiness when she 

identifies herself to Rowena, declaring: “I am the unhappy Jewess, for whom your 

husband hazarded his life against such fearful odds in the tiltyard of Templestowe” (499).  

Rebecca uses the word unhappy as a synonym for unfortunate, although the word also 

carries connotations of sadness; her life up to this point has been extremely unfortunate 

and sad, in no small part because of the contempt in which Jews are held in England.  

Even as England’s different races come together, the Jews, represented by Rebecca and 

her father, must leave.  Rebecca identifies England as “no safe abode for the children of 

my people” (499), and the exit of the Jews is a reminder that social stability has a cost: 

the exclusion of minority groups.    

As the scene moves forward, the issue of happiness is again raised, this time by 

Rowena.  The second mention of happiness occurs when Rebecca gives Rowena a casket 

of jewels, which Rowena protests is too valuable.  Rebecca says that they are worthless to 

her and that she will never wear jewels again.  Ragusiss interprets the jewel exchange as 

Rebecca’s opportunity to challenge stereotypes about Jews, and he argues that when she 

refuses to take back the jewels, Rebecca, as a Jew, acts “as the teacher of value” and 

positions herself as “the woman beyond the influence of worldly value” (Figures 114-

15).  Rebecca’s declaration about the worthlessness of the jewels prompts this response 

from Rowena: “You are then unhappy!” (501).  Rowena immediately follows this with an 

                                                                                                                                            
may be allowed to have had some scope for his inventions; and certainly a 
being of more nymph-like form, or goddess-like deport, never has been 
represented in the fictions of painting or poetry. (31-32) 

See also reviews in Blackwood's Magazine, Eclectic Review, Edinburgh Magazine, 
Edinburgh Monthly Review, Edinburgh Review, Lady's Monthly Museum, Monthly 
Review, and New Monthly Magazine.  
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invitation to stay in England and to convert to Christianity: “[T]he counsel of holy men 

will wean you from your erring law, and I will be a sister to you” (501).  Rebecca 

responds, “No, lady, . . . that may not be.  I may not change the faith of my fathers like a 

garment unsuited to the climate in which I seek to dwell, and unhappy, lady, I will not 

be” (501).  Rebecca’s claim that she will not be unhappy initially seems inconsistent with 

her earlier description of herself as the “unhappy Jewess,” but her second statement about 

unhappiness can be understood as a prediction about the future, rather than a description 

of the present.  Importantly, though, Rebecca does not say that she will be happy.  Rather, 

she uses a double negative (“not unhappy”), which suggests that neither unhappiness nor 

happiness will be in her future.  At this point, then, readers know three things about 

Rebecca’s future: it will not involve marriage to Ivanhoe, it will not be about 

accumulating wealth, and it will be beyond happiness and unhappiness.  These three 

things—marriage, wealth, and happiness—are the conventional components of the good 

life in fiction.  They are the expected happy ending, and she will not have them.   

Rebecca is headed for something different, an alternative to conventional 

happiness.  Her next statement gestures towards what her future holds.  She declares that 

“He, to whom I dedicate my future life, will be my comforter, if I do His will” (501).  

Rowena translates Rebecca’s statement into Christian terms, asking if she is going to a 

convent.   Rebecca explains that Jews do not have convents but says that there are women 

who devote “their thoughts to Heaven, and their actions to works of kindness to men, 

tending the sick, feeding the hungry, and relieving the distressed” (501).  Rebecca is 
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choosing an alternative future for herself, one centered on her spirituality and divorced 

from conventional ideas about marriage, wealth, and happiness.   

 Ivanhoe’s future contrasts with Rebecca’s.  The penultimate paragraph contains 

the narrator’s conventional declaration that Ivanhoe lives “long and happily with 

Rowena” (502).  The next sentence is jarring, for it undermines the happy ending: “Yet it 

would be enquiring too curiously to ask, whether the recollection of Rebecca’s beauty 

and magnanimity did not recur to his mind more frequently than the fair descendant of 

Alfred might altogether have approved” (502).  As the narrator coyly reveals, Ivanhoe’s 

continuing obsession with Rebecca renders his happiness with Rowena less pure and less 

happy.  

 Not only is Ivanhoe’s marriage imperfect, but so is his social and financial 

situation.  The novel’s final paragraph offers this summary of the trajectory of Ivanhoe’s 

career: 

Ivanhoe distinguished himself in the service of Richard, and was graced 

with farther marks of the royal favour.  He might have risen still higher, 

but for the premature death of the heroic Coeur-de-Lion, before the Castle 

of Chaluz, near Limoges.  With the life of a generous, but rash and 

romantic monarch, perished all the projects which his ambition and his 

generosity had formed. . . .  (502)  

Richard’s rashness cuts short Ivanhoe’s advancement, which affects Ivanhoe’s financial 

prospects and probably his happiness.  Richard’s rashness also means that John takes the 

throne as king, and Scott’s readers would have known about the social upheaval faced by 
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John during his reign, knowledge that would have cast a shadow over the novel’s earlier 

claims about future peace and harmony in England.   

 Notwithstanding the earlier wedding celebration, then, social stability feels 

distinctly elusive at the end of Ivanhoe.  By shying away from the contradictions 

embraced by other texts as they achieve resolution to the problems of social stability and 

happiness, Ivanhoe charts a new course and offers a heroine who similarly elects to 

eschew conventional happiness, defined as wealth and marriage, in favor of spirituality, 

which places her beyond happiness and unhappiness.  

Conclusion 

Debates about wealth, happiness, and social stability, far from being confined to 

the era’s fictions, made their way into public discourse surrounding Jewish emancipation, 

the push for which came hard on the heels of Catholic emancipation.  Virulent in his 

opposition to Jewish emancipation was William Cobbett, the radical writer and politician, 

who was also the period’s most influential anti-Semite (Felsenstein 215-16).  In his 1830 

Good Friday sermon, with its subtitle “The Murder of Jesus Christ by the Jews,” Cobbett 

denigrates Jews, blames them for killing Jesus, and argues on religious grounds against 

making them equals.  Cobbett also argues that Jews are bad for the nation:  

With regard to the Temporal Good of a nation, what can be more 

pernicious than to give countenance and encouragement to a race, whose 

god is gain; who live solely by money-changing; who never labour in 

making, or causing to come, anything useful to man; who are usurers by 

profession, and extortioners by habit and almost by instinct; who, to use 
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the words of the prophet, carry on “usury and increase, and greedily gain 

of their neighbours by extortion?”  This propensity they appear to have in 

their very nature; it seems to be inborn with them to be continually 

drawing to themselves the goods of all around them.  In all the states, 

where they have been encouraged, they have first assisted to rob and 

enslave the people, and, in the end, to destroy the government.  (236) 

Cobbett’s ideas are simple: greed is bad, Jews are greedy, and thus, Jews are bad.  

According to him, their greed specifically threatens social stability, which he suggests 

will lead to mass wretchedness.  Cobbett’s position is the classic Christian one, with 

added dollops of nationalism and racism. 

Supporters of Jewish emancipation met Cobbett on the same grounds and made 

their arguments in terms of wealth, happiness, and social stability.  For example, the 

young Whig politician Thomas Babington Macaulay contends in his 1831 essay “Civil 

Disabilities of the Jews” that religion is irrelevant to the question of governance and 

social order: 

Government exists for the purpose of keeping the peace, for the purpose of 

compelling us to settle our disputes by arbitration instead of settling them 

by blows, for the purpose of compelling us to supply our wants by 

industry instead of supplying them by rapine.  This is the only operation 

for which the machinery of government is peculiarly adapted, the only 

operation which wise governments ever propose to themselves as their 

chief object.  If there is any class of people who are not interested, or who 
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do not think themselves interested, in the security of property and the 

maintenance of order, that class ought to have no share of the powers 

which exist for the purpose of securing property and maintaining order. 

But why a man should be less fit to exercise those powers because he 

wears a beard, because he does not eat ham, because he goes to the 

synagogue on Saturdays instead of going to the church on Sundays, we 

cannot conceive.  (226) 

In this passage, Macaulay concedes that Jews want to accumulate property, but he recasts 

this as a good thing, for people who have property want to preserve order, and order, 

Macaulay implies, makes everyone happier.   In other words, the desire for material gain 

leads to order and happiness.   

Unitarian minister and essayist William Hazlitt uses similar ideas in his 1831 

essay “Emancipation of the Jews” when he takes aim at the notion that Jews should not 

be treated as equal citizens because of their alleged intent to return to the promised land: 

[A]ccording to this objection, there can be no amalgamation of interests 

with a people of such fantastic principles and abstracted ties; they cannot 

care how soon a country goes to ruin, which they are always on the point 

of quitting.  Suppose a Jew to have amassed a large fortune in the last war, 

and to have laid by money in the funds, and built himself a handsome 

house in the neighbourhood of the metropolis; would he be more likely by 

his vote in the House of Commons to promote a revolution, so as to cause 

a general bankruptcy; or to encourage the mob to pull down his house, or 
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root up his favourite walks, because after all, at the end of several 

centuries, he and the rest of his nation indulge in the prospect of returning 

to their own country?  The most clear-sighted John Bull patriotism hardly 

reaches beyond ourselves and our heirs.  (463) 

Like Macaulay, Hazlitt accepts that Jews want to accumulate wealth and property, and 

like Macaulay, he presents this as positive because of the incentive it gives them to 

promote social stability and oppose revolution and mob violence.  Hazlitt suggests that 

the absence of such instability means more happiness for Britain.    

The debates over Jewish emancipation show the continuing contest over the social 

value of greed.  The plays and novels preceding the debate wrestle with the idea that 

greed is wrong, simultaneously condemning Jews for their desire to acquire wealth and 

recognizing the connection between money and happiness.  The texts also connect 

happiness to social stability, a move that paves the way for thinkers such as Macaulay 

and Hazlitt to argue that greed can combat social instability and encourage happiness.  

Ivanhoe offers an alternative to the Jews-are-greedy-and-greed-is-good versus Jews-are-

greedy-and-greed-is-bad dispute: the ending of Scott’s novel severs the link between 

Jews and greed and looks skeptically at social stability, noting its high cost.  Through the 

figure of Rebecca, the novel begins to imagine a state of being outside of the 

conventional concerns of marriage and wealth, beyond happiness and unhappiness.   
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Chapter Three: Muslim-Christian Marriages 
 

In this chapter, I examine five texts that contemplate interfaith marriage between 

Muslims and Christians: Lady Mary Wortley Montagu’s The Turkish Embassy Letters 

(1763), Hannah Cowley’s A Day in Turkey (1791), Eliza Norton’s Alcon Malanzore 

(1815), George Gordon, Lord Byron’s The Siege of Corinth (1816), and Walter Scott’s 

The Talisman (1825).  These texts use polygamy to explore the links between happiness 

and monogamy, explorations that often involve notions of slavery and freedom.  To 

varying degrees, the texts question the ability of monogamy to deliver happiness.   

For Britons, thinking about Muslims and marriage almost invariably led to the 

issue of polygamy.  Polygamy was inherently fascinating to Britons, and it provided a 

way for them to consider a related marriage issue: divorce.  Felicity Nussbaum observes 

that in the eighteenth century, “[d]iscussions of polygamy in England were nearly as 

common as discussions of divorce because of its religious and political implications” 

(76).38  Both polygamy and divorce make possible the experience of having multiple 

partners, although they differ in terms of timing: polygamy allows for concurrent 

partners, while divorce enables consecutive partnerships.  Modern divorce is based on the 

idea that the unhappy couple might be happier if allowed to end the marriage and find 

other spouses.  Polygamy offers happiness through variety: human frailty ensures that no 

one partner can be perfect in all ways, so multiple partners increase an individual’s 

                                                
38 Anna Clark notes that in Victorian Britain, polygamy “was discussed . . . either as an 
atavistic remnant of barbaric societies, or as a bizarre product of utopian sects” (48).  
Clark has recently shown that mid-Victorian radical thinker James Hinton advocated 
polygamy “as a means to anchor desire in a social order” (57). 
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chance of happiness.39  While it is not my contention that every discussion of polygamy 

must be read as an oblique commentary on divorce, I do assert that knowing divorce was 

a live issue in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries can usefully inflect our readings of 

texts about polygamy and happiness.  

Divorces were notoriously difficult to obtain in Britain during the period under 

review.  Between 1700 and 1857, only 314 were granted, which works out to an average 

rate of two per year (“Obtaining”).40  The difficulty of obtaining a divorce arose from 

multiple factors.  To begin with, they were granted not by secular courts but by a private 

act of Parliament.  Divorces were expensive to pursue, and the only recognized grounds 

were adultery, not “[m]arital unhappiness” (Horstman 4, 8).  Couples who amicably 

agreed to divorce were routinely denied divorces because their agreements were 

considered collusion (Horstman 7).  Finally, divorce was a remedy available almost 

exclusively to men; during 186 years of Parliamentary divorce, only four women 

succeeded in divorcing their husbands (Horstman 20, 24).  

That divorce was linked in the public mind to polygamy is demonstrated by 

writings such as David Hume’s 1742 essay “Of Polygamy and Divorces,” in which Hume 

examines arguments for and against these two social phenomena, ultimately concluding 

that the “exclusion of polygamy and divorces sufficiently recommends our present 

EUROPEAN practice with regard to marriage” (239).  Before he arrives at this rather 

predictable endpoint, he makes clear that his interest is in assessing the extent to which 

                                                
39 This assumes that the individual is male.  
40 The actual spread was not this even, and there were periods in the 1770s and 1790s 
when higher divorce rates led some to fear an epidemic (Horstman 15). 
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laws governing marriage, polygamy, and divorce are convenient or useful to society.  His 

examination focuses on three distinct societies, each of which he associates with different 

marriage-related formations: “The laws may allow of polygamy, as among the Eastern 

nations; or of voluntary divorces, as among the GREEKS and ROMANS; or they may 

confine one man to one woman, during the whole course of their lives, as among the 

modern EUROPEANS” (233).  

Hume’s discussion of polygamy raises the issue of slavery, both as it relates to the 

pro-polygamy and the anti-polygamy arguments.  On the pro side, he notes that “[t]he 

advocates for polygamy may recommend it as the only effectual remedy for the disorders 

of love, and the only expedient for freeing men from that slavery to the females, which 

the natural violence of our passions has imposed upon us” (233).  Hume appears more 

convinced by the other side: “it may be urged with better reason, that this sovereignty of 

the male is a real usurpation, and destroys that nearness of rank, not to say equality, 

which nature has established between the sexes.  We are, by nature, their lovers, their 

friends, their patrons: Would we willingly exchange such endearing appellations, for the 

barbarous title of master and tyrant?” (234).    

When Hume reaches the topic of divorce, he again considers the issue of freedom, 

first in the context of the pro-divorce arguments:  

The heart of man delights in liberty: The very image of constraint is 

grievous to it: When you would confine it by violence, to what would 

otherwise have been its choice, the inclination immediately changes, and 

desire is turned into aversion.  If the public interest will not allow us to 
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enjoy in polygamy that variety, which is so agreeable in love; at least, 

deprive us not of that liberty, which is so essentially requisite.  In vain you 

tell me, that I had my choice of the person, with whom I would conjoin 

myself.  I had my choice, it is true, of my prison; but this is but a small 

comfort, since it must still be a prison. (237) 

The response that Hume presents to the marriage-as-prison argument seeks not to refute 

the idea that marriage is constraint but instead to contest the idea that constraint is bad: 

If it be true, on the one hand, that the heart of man naturally delights in 

liberty, and hates every thing to which it is confined; it is also true, on the 

other, that the heart of man naturally submits to necessity, and soon loses 

an inclination, when there appears an absolute impossibility of gratifying 

it. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   

We need not, therefore, be afraid of drawing the marriage-knot, which 

chiefly subsists by friendship, the closest possible.  The amity between the 

persons, where it is solid and sincere, will rather gain by it: And where it 

is wavering and uncertain, this is the best expedient for fixing it.  How 

many frivolous quarrels and disgusts are there, which people of common 

prudence endeavor to forget, when they lie under a necessity of passing 

their lives together; but which would soon be inflamed into the most 

deadly hatred, were they pursued to the utmost, under the prospect of an 

easy separation?  (238-39) 
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 The narratives that I discuss below build on Hume’s investigation into polygamy, 

slavery, and happiness.  Through the Muslim-Christian marriage formation, the texts take 

up the question of whether happiness is found in freedom or in its loss.  Monogamy, with 

its mandatory exclusivity, can be understood as a type of bondage; polygamy, however, 

can be seen both as freedom (for men) and as slavery (for women), and this doubleness 

makes it a rich resource for narrative.  At bottom, the texts grapple with the problem of 

seeking happiness from one and only one other person.  In questioning the ability of 

monogamy to deliver happiness, these narratives lay the groundwork for a major change 

in public opinion about access to divorce.  The potential irony of this is that while divorce 

has now become accessible to most citizens of Britain and the United States,41 few would 

argue that widespread divorce has increased society’s general level of happiness.     

The Turkish Embassy Letters (1763) 

Because of the threat long posed by the Ottoman Empire to Europe, British 

representations of Muslims often focused on Turkey, and one of the key texts in the 

history of this representation is Montagu’s The Turkish Embassy Letters.  The letters are 

“arguably, the first example of a secular account, by a woman, on the Muslim Orient” 

(Melman 78).  Their author was the wife of Edward Wortley Montagu, the British 

ambassador to Turkey.  During 1717 and 1718, Montagu accompanied her husband to 

Turkey, writing to her friends back in Britain about her experiences.  The letters were 

                                                
41 One glaring exception in the United States involves married homosexual couples.  
States that refuse to recognize same-sex marriages also refuse to grant same-sex divorces, 
even if the homosexual couple was legally married in another state.    
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privately circulated in manuscript form for several years and were published in 1763, 

primarily for an aristocratic and cosmopolitan audience (Melman 80-81).  

The text tells an overarching narrative about Montagu’s discovery of Turkish 

culture, a discovery based on her personal contacts with Turks.  She aims to use the 

information she gathers to correct misinformation about Islamic beliefs and culture and to 

assess whether Turkish culture renders its people more or less happy than European 

culture.  A major part of her investigation is into marriage; this inevitably entails a 

consideration of polygamy, monogamy, and infidelity.  Although Montagu does not 

celebrate polygamy outright, she casts doubt on the relation between happiness and 

women’s monogamy.   

Monogamy and happiness are directly at issue in the micro-narrative about 

interfaith marriage that Montagu tells.  She introduces the micro-narrative by stating that 

she is “well acquainted with a Christian woman of quality who made it her choice to live 

with a Turkish husband, and is a very agreeable sensible lady” (136).  The woman’s tale 

begins with her ship being captured at sea by Turks and quickly takes a violent turn: the 

Turkish admiral who seizes the ship proceeds to rape the Christian woman.  Ros Ballaster 

describes the next development in the story as “a form of rationalism and a hard-headed 

calculation of ways in which women may maximize their opportunities under 

oppression” (185).  After the capture, the Christian woman’s family ransoms her, but 

rather than return to them, she makes a practical calculation: if she goes back to her home 

country of Spain, she will have to live in a nunnery, whereas if she stays in Turkey and 

marries the Turkish admiral, her honor will be restored to her.  In spite of his status as a 
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rapist, Montagu describes the admiral in positive terms, which makes the possibility of 

marriage seem less obscene: “Her infidel lover was very handsome, very tender, fond of 

her and lavished at her feet all the Turkish magnificence” (136).  The Spanish woman 

chooses to marry the Turk, who in turn rejects polygamy: “He . . . never took any other 

wife, and (as she says herself) she never had any reason to repent the choice she made” 

(137).  The reader is clearly supposed to approve of his decision to not take other wives, 

but is the reader also to conclude that the woman is happy?  Is it possible to both be 

unhappy and have no regrets?  If the answer is no, why does Montagu not state clearly 

that the woman is happy?  Montagu’s reluctance to equate unequivocally this 

monogamous marriage with happiness suggests that monogamy alone cannot guarantee 

happiness.  Other factors, including his past as a rapist, outweigh the Turk’s current status 

as a devoted husband, weakening the value of his monogamy.  Montagu further 

downplays the potential for marital happiness with the sentence that closes the story: “I 

am afraid you’ll think that my friend fell in love with her ravisher, but I am willing to 

take her word for it that she acted wholly on principles of honor, though I think she might 

be reasonably touched at his generosity, which is very often found amongst Turks of 

rank” (137).  Implied in this sentence is the idea that if the woman were really in love 

with her husband, then she would be truly happy in her marriage.  By denying that the 

woman fell in love with her husband, Montagu keeps happiness at a distance.   

While Montagu is reluctant to equate happiness with monogamy, she takes 

arguably contradictory positions on polygamy and its relation to happiness.  As Montagu 

presents it, a husband’s polygamy would make a wife unhappy.  She writes on the subject 
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of polygamy and Muslims that “their law permits them four wives, but there is no 

instance of a man of quality that makes use of this liberty, or of a woman of rank that 

would suffer it” (72).  Because sharing their husbands would make women unhappy, elite 

Turkish wives refuse to put up with it, and their husbands value their wives’ happiness 

enough to comply.  

The one elite polygamy exception that she discusses in detail relates to a deceased 

sultan who had multiple wives.  Here, Montagu appears more ambivalent about 

polygamy.  She meets his widowed sultana and seizes the opportunity to learn that two 

myths about the seraglio are false: the sultan did not use a handkerchief to single out the 

woman he wanted to sleep with, and the chosen woman was not required to creep up to 

the foot of the sultan’s bed.  In disproving these myths, Montagu implies that women 

would find these experiences humiliating and would be made unhappy by them.  The 

falsity of the stories suggests that perhaps polygamy has been libeled in the West and 

perhaps does not make women miserable.  However, Montagu also learns from the 

sultana that the women in the seraglio were jealous of whichever woman was preferred 

by the sultan and that the sultan would have his ladies “stand in a circle round him” 

(116).  These circumstances sound like triggers for unhappiness, but Montagu undercuts 

their negative status by stating that it “seemed to me neither better nor worse than the 

circles in most courts where the glance of the monarch is watched and every smile is 

waited for with impatience and envied by those that cannot obtain it” (117).  In sum, if 

polygamy under the sultan is no worse than certain social formations in Europe, then 

polygamy might not be as repellant as her original judgment might suggest.   
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Montagu’s take on Turkish men and their polygamy differs from her take on 

Turkish women and their infidelity.42  She views Turkish culture as permitting women 

more freedom to have affairs and implies that they are happier than European women 

because of this freedom.  Turkish women, claims Montagu, “have more liberty then we 

have” because they wear veils that disguise them, and “[t]his perpetual masquerade gives 

them entire liberty of following their inclinations without danger of discovery” (71).  

Montagu identifies three conditions that allow Turkish women to make themselves happy 

through affairs.  First, because even their lovers do not know who the women really are, 

they cannot expose them: “You may easily imagine the number of faithful wives very 

small in a country where they have nothing to fear from their lovers’ indiscretion” (71).   

Second, Turkish women embrace infidelity because they do not fear damnation: “[A]ll 

the threatened punishment of the next [world] . . . is never preached to the Turkish 

damsels” (71).  Finally, Turkish women’s freedom is facilitated by economic structures: 

“Neither have they much to apprehend from the resentment of their husbands, those 

ladies that are rich having all their money in their own hands, which they take with them 

upon a divorce with an addition which he is obliged to give them” (72).  In sum, Montagu 

suggests that multiple aspects of Turkish culture converge to make it easier for women to 

indulge their desires.  In being unfaithful to their husbands, the women engage in non-

exclusive, polygamous behavior that Montagu implies makes them happy. 

 

                                                
42 Of Turkish men and infidelity, she writes, “When a husband happens to be inconstant, 
as those things will happen, he keeps his mistress in a house apart and visits her as 
privately as he can, just as ’tis with you [in Britain]” (72).   
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A Day in Turkey (1791)  

Nearly thirty years after the publication of The Turkish Embassy Letters, British 

writers were still interested in Turkey as a site of interfaith marriage, as is shown by 

Cowley’s comic play A Day in Turkey.  Cowley was a successful playwright who 

primarily penned comedies about the evils of arranged marriages.  A Day in Turkey was 

her eleventh play, and it was moderately successful, with fourteen performances between 

1791 and 1792 (Bolton 173).43  The play centers on the capture of two Russian women—

the married aristocrat Alexina and the unmarried peasant Paulina—by the Turkish Bassa 

Ibrahim, who falls in love with Paulina, believing her to be Alexina.  Paulina loves 

Ibrahim, and after clarifying her true marital status, they are united.  Alexina is reunited 

with her husband, who was captured by the Turks as well.  Through its examination of 

marriage and monogamy, the play explores whether there are positive and negative kinds 

of slavery.  It suggests that sensual and physical enslavement is harmful, while emotional 

enslavement, especially the emotional enslavement of men to women, is desirable 

because it rectifies other imbalances, investing women with some power.  However, the 

play’s use of slavery as a metaphor to understand and celebrate monogamy undermines 

its own pro-monogamy position because of the stigma attached to actual slavery.  

                                                
43 Critical response to the play was mixed: the Critical Review was unenthusiastic, but the 
London Review and Literary Journal was positive, if not effusive.  The Monthly Review 
judged it “one of those middling productions, which call neither for violence censure, nor 
extravagant applause,” and the reviewer found the character of Ibrahim particularly 
unconvincing (461).  At the time it was first performed, the play generated controversy 
over remarks made by a French servant character about the “equality of man” (18), and 
Cowley was accused of introducing politics into her play, a charge that she denied. 
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The main way that the play explores the issue of polygamy and enslavement is 

through the character of Ibrahim, who begins as a stereotypical Muslim male: he has a 

harem and an active sex life, which one of the other characters jokingly describes: “His 

creed is love, and there is not a more orthodox man in the country” (12).  Daniel O’Quinn 

notes that although Ibrahim rules the seraglio, he is “a slave of his own sexual desires” 

(“Hannah” 21).  Ibrahim is eager to posses Alexina, one of his slaves whom he has not 

yet seen.  He asks an Italian woman how to “touch [Alexina’s] heart with love” (14), and 

the Italian woman tells him to “[a]ffect humility” and explains, “you must become the 

slave of your captive, if you ever mean to taste the sublime excesses of a mutual passion” 

(15).  She thus recommends engaging in a kind of strategic emotional slavery.  One of the 

Muslim characters objects to this advice, saying, “Sir, she is your slave, command her!  

Such baseness may befit an Italian, but a mussulman is more sensitive to his dignity” 

(15).  Ibrahim, however, is receptive to the idea of enslaving himself because he no 

longer finds his Eastern sex life sufficiently challenging: “I am satiated, I am tired with 

the dull acquiescence of our eastern slaves, and rejoice that I have at length found one, 

who will teach me to hope and to despair” (20).  He exchanges the sensual slavery of his 

eastern women for his own emotional slavery, declaring when he finally sees Paulina and 

thinks she is Alexina that his “heart is already in her chains” (41).  Paulina plays hard-to-

get, which stokes Ibrahim’s desire.  As he pursues her, she thinks that he hopes to make 

her “forget that [she is] a captive, and a slave,” but he responds, “It is I who am your 

slave—You hold the chains of my destiny” (61).  She rejects sensual enslavement, telling 

him that she could “never be happy” in a harem (62).  Betsy Bolton calls their 
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relationship “an extended orientalist joke” (189) and sees them as a “farcical, inverted 

couple” (190), explaining that “the once despotic Bassa is comically, improperly 

subordinated” and “sentimentally enslaved to a member of the servant class” (191).  

Although undeniably comical, the play celebrates Ibrahim’s emotional enslavement; it 

does not present that enslavement as truly improper.  His enslavement is offered not as a 

comeuppance but as the route to happiness.  

Part of this happiness is Ibrahim’s embrace of monogamy.  From the outset, he 

shows himself primed to respect the idea of marriage.  When Ibrahim erroneously 

believes that Paulina is married, he is prepared to give her up: “As my slave, I have 

undoubted right over her, but as the wife of another, she is sacred” (65).  He becomes 

willing to set aide his scruples about marriage and exclusivity only upon her declaration 

of exclusive interest in him: “My heart, my whole heart is yours,” she says (76).  Ibrahim 

responds by mirroring her declaration of possession.  Even though he still thinks she is 

married, he is ecstatic: “Tho’ hell should gape beneath my feet, I shrink not.—Rush on 

my soul, ALMIGHTY LOVE! absorb each faculty and thought, for I am thine!” (76).  He 

then turns to Paulina and repeats to her, “for I am thine!” (76).  In these lines, he gives 

himself to love and to her.  He ends his little speech by exclaiming, “Transcendent 

moment!  O, bliss too exquisite!” (76).  His language reveals that their mutual emotional 

possession is akin to a religious experience.  When he later learns that she is not married 

after all, he is relieved: “Thou may’st be mine!  it is no crime to love thee” (81-82).  He 

can now legitimately own her emotionally, and he openly embraces official monogamy: 

he states that his heart will now “beat for her alone” and that he will “give that dignity to 
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love, without which it sinks into lowest appetite, [and] will make this charmer mine, by 

sacred rites” (83).  Alexina’s husband, himself a devoted monogamist, signals his 

approval: “Illustrious Turk!  Love has taught thee to revere marriage, and marriage shall 

teach thee to honor love” (83).  The clear meaning of this chiastic statement is that 

Ibrahim will not practice polygamy ever again.  

The play further celebrates monogamy by suggesting that it is the gateway to 

Christianity.  In the last scene, Alexina tells Ibrahim to reward a good Muslim character 

and to forgive a wicked one, and Ibrahim responds, “Charming magnanimity!  if it flows 

from your CHRISTIAN DOCTRINES, such doctrines must be right, and I will closely 

study them” (84).  Writing of A Day in Turkey and Eizabeth Inchbald's Such Things Are, 

Anne Mellor states that “Inchbald's and Cowley's Muslim sultans convert to Christianity, 

or at least to a monogamous marriage, at the end of their plays” (“Embodied” 297).   

Although Cowley’s text embraces the emotional slavery of monogamy, it still 

condemns physical slavery.  Cowley has her Muslim characters address Christian (and 

specifically British) hypocrisy regarding slavery, in an exchange that Mellor identifies as 

an example of “Bakhtinian heteroglossia” (Mothers 58).  One of these Muslim characters 

says of Alexina, “Such a wailing about freedom and liberty!  Why the Christians in one 

of the northern islands have established a slave trade, and proved by act of parliament 

that freedom is no blessing at all” (10).  Another Muslim character replies, “No, no, they 

have only proved that it does not suit dark complexions.  To such a pretty creature as this, 

they think it a blessing to give every freedom—and take every freedom” (10).  Mellor 

contends that this section “subtly draws connections between slavery in Turkey and the 
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enslavement both of Africans in the West Indies and of women in England, where both 

black and female bodies become objects of commercial exchange” (Mothers 58).  

Writing of another discussion of liberty in the play, Bolton observes that the “brazen 

contradiction between the political ideal of liberty and the commercial action of a slave 

trade reflects more soberly on England than on Turkey, for England alone proclaimed its 

fondness for liberty loud and long.  Unobtrusively yet repeatedly, the play highlights the 

rarity of freedom: a quality which it begins to suggest can be experienced only by white, 

wealthy, northern men” (196).  Mellor concludes that the play “negotiates its opposed 

discourses of freedom and slavery to a happy reconciliation, revealing Cowley’s 

conservative feminism in its clearest form,” and Mellor explains that “[f]emale Christian 

virtue is the power that resolves the conflicts in the play and brings all the lovers happily 

together” (Mothers 59).  The play’s resolution, which includes Ibrahim’s emotional 

enslavement to the woman he loves through official monogamy, can be understood on the 

one hand as distinguishing among types of enslavement and judging certain forms to be 

desirable and other forms to be evil.  On the other hand, the actual slave trade’s negative 

resonance undermines the text’s attempts to celebrate monogamy as emotional 

enslavement.  The taint of actual slavery means that monogamy is tarnished. 

Alcon Malanzore (1815) 

Little biographical information is available about Norton, who wrote Alcon 

Malanzore under the name Mrs. Esme Steuart Erskine.  The poem was printed in 

Brussels in 1815 and was listed as a recent publication in several contemporary 
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periodicals, but there were few reviews.44  It tells the story of the Spanish princess 

Rosaline, who has fallen in love with the Moorish knight Alcon Malanzore45 and has fled 

to a convent out of guilt.  Although they are eventually reunited, the poem suggests that 

their commitment to each other is insufficient to overcome the chains of worldly hatred.  

In other words, monogamy alone cannot guarantee happiness.   

One of the poem’s persistent themes is the difficulty, if not outright impossibility, 

of achieving earthly happiness.  Rosaline’s sense of shame over her love for Alcon means 

that they cannot be happy together, but they also cannot be happy apart.  She lives in the 

convent before he returns for her, a place that the narrator notes is “not the abode of 

Happiness” (1.112).  He, too, is unhappy without her.  When Rosaline and Alcon are 

reunited after the Moors invade Spain, the narrator reveals just how miserable he was 

without her: “o’er his wild and gloomy brow / Sate happiness, unknown, unfelt, till now” 

(2.563).  

                                                
44 A brief review in the New Monthly Magazine was positive, judging the poem to be 
“pretty well told in the Byronic manner” (66).  It is possible that Byron himself read 
Alcon Malanzore: his correspondent James Webster mentioned the poem disparagingly in 
an 1815 letter to Byron (Stewart 105).  Norton’s poem was clearly inspired by Byron’s 
Turkish tales, especially The Corsair (1814) and Lara (1814), both of which involve 
interfaith love.  After The Siege of Corinth, Byron returned to the idea of interfaith 
attraction in the fifth and sixth cantos of his comic masterpiece Don Juan, in which the 
Christian hero is aggressively pursued by a Muslim sultana. 
45Alcon is a typically gloomy and tortured Byronic hero.  Diego Saglia notes that “[h]is 
character combines negative traits to the seemingly incompatible quality of heroic 
valour” (Poetic 273).  Alcon bears some resemblance to the demonic Moorish seducer of 
Charlotte Dacre’s 1806 Gothic novel Zofloya, but unlike that character, Alcon is not 
fundamentally evil.  
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Alcon’s love for Rosaline is powerful enough to render him monogamous, a sign 

that he has overcome his Islamic identity.46  He demonstrates the exclusivity of his love 

for her when he encounters Rosaline during the Moors’ invasion.  Rosaline lies at his feet 

with her face covered; because he cannot see her face, Alcon does not know that she is 

the woman he loves.  He looks without desire at what he thinks is an unknown woman: 

“nought / Stained by a wish impure his inmost thought; / Cold he admired” (1.621-23).  

Here, owing to his love for Rosaline, he does not act like the lustful or oversexed Muslim 

man of the stereotype.  The couple’s devotion to each other is further expressed through 

the language of ownership and enslavement.  He calls her “Mine” (2.276) and twice asks 

her to “Be mine” when he proposes (2.446, 2.447).  To her brother, he declares, “In life, 

in death, she’s mine” (4.182).  Alcon belongs to Rosaline as well, as one of his men 

expresses when he grumbles that Rosaline has “[c]hained [Alcon] with potent spell” 

(2.157).  By marrying each other, they make their mutual possession official. 

The problem is that neither their love nor their marriage can protect them from the 

world and its hatreds.  Their need to escape from the world is conveyed through lines 

describing their kiss, which metaphorically separates them from the social context: “The 

world was lost to them—and all its care, / Its threatened horrors melted to the air” (1.658-

59).  The world, however, is not really lost; it keeps intruding and oppressing them, and 

their exclusive commitment to each other is not enough to withstand the chains of the 

world.  Their enslavement to the world is made literal when he is captured by her brother 

                                                
46 Technically speaking, he is no longer a Muslim because he has converted to 
Christianity for her before the action of the poem begins.  Her brother, however, is 
unconvinced that Alcon has any religious convictions whatsoever, and the text does not 
explore the issue in any depth.   
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and chained up.  Rosaline surreptitiously frees Alcon from prison, but she is seized by the 

Inquisition for doing so.  Alcon then captures Seville and bursts in to free her, telling the 

Spanish peers, “receive your chain!” (5.540) and declaring, “I am free” (5.557).   

The end of the poem shows how illusory this freedom is.  Because the couple love 

each other and are married, narrative logic should provide them with a happy future.  

Instead, she dies and he commits suicide.  Norton leaves the exact cause of Rosaline’s 

death unspecified, but it comes just after her trial by the Inquisition, which implies a 

strong causal connection to what she has experienced.  The world has killed her; their 

monogamous love for each other is insufficient to withstand the world’s pull.  Mellor 

interprets the tragic outcome to mean “that the cosmopolitan ideal of religious and 

international harmony through romance is thwarted primarily by western chauvinism—

sexual, religious, and national” (“Embodied” 294).  

The poem closes by indicating that only when the couple are freed from the world 

can they be together, but it also hints that such togetherness falls short of happiness.  

After both Rosaline and Alcon are dead, the narrator describes how their ghosts appear 

on one night each year at the place where their bodies lie.  On that night, the shades of “a 

dark Warrior, and a bright fair Maid” can be seen “wreathed in a chill embrace” (5.708).  

Diego Saglia interprets the ending as both open-ended and pessimistic, arguing that the 

couple are “un-dead because the tensions undermining their unhappy existences have not 

disappeared” (“Ending” 164).  Certainly, Norton is equivocal about the couple’s 

happiness: while the word embrace suggests love, comfort, and pleasure, the word chill 

makes the phrase paradoxical.  The ending suggests that regardless of a couple’s 
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commitment to each other, the world’s hatreds make possible only the ghost of 

happiness.  

The Siege of Corinth (1816)  

The last of Byron’s Turkish tales, The Siege of Corinth was composed between 

1813 and 1815 and published in 1816.  Contemporary reviews were mostly negative, 

attacking both the poem’s style and subject matter.47  The period of its composition and 

publication was an especially tumultuous one for Byron: during this time, his marriage 

fell spectacularly and publicly apart, with rumors about his sex life sending him 

permanently abroad a few months after it came out.  In the poem, Byron ties monogamy 

to illusion but suggests that freedom from illusion renders life meaningless.  Byron offers 

readers no solutions, not even the ghost of happiness.   

The poem’s plot centers on Alp, a Venetian who has been driven from his home, 

having lost both honor and hopes of marrying his beloved, Francesca.  His problems 

mean that for him, Venice has “ceased to be / Her ancient civic boast—‘the Free’” (84-

85).  Deprived of his civic freedom, Alp has become enslaved to ideas about Francesca 

and revenge.  He has nominally converted to Islam and joined the Turks who are 

besieging Corinth, where Francesca and her father are stationed.  On one level, then, Alp 

is utterly faithful to Francesca.  He besieges the city because she is there, and he hopes to 

win her without the consent 

                                                
47 The Critical Review complained about “irregular versification sometimes laboriously 
rugged, and sometimes carelessly prosaic; [and] fantastic and disgusting images, couched 
in affected and often unmeaning language” (149-50).  The British Critic tossed up its 
hands: “In the dilemma between blasphemy and bad taste, we shall leave his Lordship, 
not knowing which side he may prefer” (434). 
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Of that inexorable Sire 

Whose heart refused him in its ire, 

When Alp, beneath his Christian name, 

Her virgin hand aspired to claim. (138-41) 

Alp declares to Francesca that he is “no changeling” (624), which is, in a sense, true 

because his desire to possess her has not changed.  His inexorable and single-minded 

pursuit of Francesca suggests monogamy, but Byron complicates this by giving Alp 

multiple motives for trying to win her.  One is love, but another is revenge.  The text 

describes him as a “convert of revenge” (280), and Alp’s animosity towards her father 

seems just as important as, if not more important than, his love for her.  Alp gestures 

towards his priorities in these lines: “thou yet shall be my bride, / When once again I've 

quelled the pride / Of Venice” (544-46).  The lines can be read in two ways.  In one, 

Francesca is the priority, and beating Venice and her father is the means to secure her.  In 

the other, the defeat of Venice and her father is the real priority, and her capture is the 

afterthought.  

Among Alp’s motives for attacking Venice, Byron makes clear, is not the desire 

to see Islam triumph.  Although Alp has taken a “Moslem name” (272), he does not 

actually share the Muslims’ goals and beliefs.  He neither aims “[t]o plant the crescent 

o'er the cross” (253) nor believes that after death he will be “in paradise . . . [b]y Houris 

loved immortally” (255-56).  In other words, he is not driven by the hope of actual or 

eternal polygamy.  Francesca, not other women or religion, is his focus.  
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In the poem’s sole encounter between Alp and Francesca, Byron suggests that 

Alp’s continuing obsession with her, which can be understood as representing 

monogamy, is based on deception and illusion.  Their eerie rendezvous takes place the 

night before the final battle when Alp unexpectedly meets Francesca, who may or may 

not be a ghost.  Her first communication to him opens with a sing-song couplet that 

sounds like a child’s song: “I come from my rest to him I love best, / That I may be 

happy, and he may be bless'd” (518-19).  The internal rhyme of the first line is unusual in 

the poem and calls attention to the word rest.  The ambiguous word is a clue that she may 

be dead; rest could refer either to sleep or death.  The words love best and happy suggest 

monogamy and marriage, which is what Alp wants to hear.  For the ghost, however, 

happiness is not marriage but Alp’s re-conversion to Christianity, as she reveals when she 

orders him to “sign / The sign of the cross” and “dash that turban to the earth” (532-33).  

Ignoring this, Alp takes the word bless'd to mean united on earth with the woman he 

loves, but she means eternal salvation.  Francesca’s deceptive communications continue 

when she asks him to “for ever be mine” (533) and promises that if he will, “to-morrow 

unites us no more to part” (535).  Alp thinks these words refer to marriage; her meaning, 

of course, is religious.  The lines highlight the extent to which communication between 

couples fails.  In this case, communication fails because she is deceptive and he is 

obsessed with his goals.  She is an illusion that he buys into because of his desires.  

Through Francesca’s deceptiveness, the poem suggests that monogamy promises one 

thing and delivers another.   
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However, the poem suggests that although monogamy’s illusions may be false, 

they are also necessary, if not to happiness, then at least to life.  Near the end of the 

poem, Francesca’s father tells Alp that she died the night before, shattering Alp’s 

illusions about her status.  The father rejoices that “[n]one of my pure race shall be / 

Slaves to Mahomet and thee” (818-19).  She is permanently free of Alp, just as Alp is 

now free of illusions about her.  Immediately upon learning from her father that she died 

“[y]esternight” (816), Alp dies.  The father issues a challenge to him, but the narrator 

exclaims that “Alp's already with the slain!” (821) and then explains that Alp has been 

shot.  The temporal link between Alp’s receipt of the information and his death implies a 

causal connection.  Francesca’s death means that Alp can never possess her and never be 

revenged.  She does not exist anymore, and she did not exist when he encountered her.  

He was deceived.  Freed from illusion and lacking her as a goal, Alp’s life is pointless, 

and he dies.   

In contrast to Alcon Malanzore, Byron’s poem offers no hints that the lovers’ 

ghosts spend eternity together.  Byron instead emphasizes the physicality and finality of 

death by describing the mangled bodies of the fighters following a huge explosion, a 

scene that echoes an earlier passage in which Alp observed stray dogs devouring human 

bodies.  Contemporary readers found these scenes repellant; Byron uses them to 

undermine notions of eternal survival.  The ending of the poem is bleak, suggesting that 

neither blessedness nor happiness is to be found on earth and dismissing the notion that 

anything comes after.  Monogamy and its illusions, while they may not guarantee 

happiness in life, are nevertheless essential to life, and without them, life collapses.  
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Byron gives readers little to hope for and offers little guidance about alternatives in this 

life or the next. 

The Talisman (1825) 

In his 1825 novel, Scott, while eschewing Byron’s bleakness, follows his lead in 

downplaying monogamy as a source of happiness.  Like Scott’s successful Ivanhoe, The 

Talisman is set during the Crusades and features King Richard the Lionheart as a 

supporting character.  While Scott abandons his usual Scottish setting in The Talisman, 

its main character—Sir Kenneth—is a Scot.  Most of the novel focuses on Kenneth’s 

interactions with Richard and Saladin, a charismatic Islamic figure who appears in a 

variety of disguises.  There is also a subplot involving Kenneth’s love for Edith, the 

woman whom Richard wants Saladin to marry.  Critical response to the novel was 

divided.48  The Monthly Review enthused that “[n]ever, perhaps, was life and reality more 

completely lent to the skeletons of history” (162), although the reviewer noted that the 

love story between Kenneth and Edith was severely underdeveloped: “[T]heir connection 

is so distant, that we doubt whether our fair readers will think it deserves the name” 

(174).  Rather than celebrating heterosexual monogamy as the ultimate social formation, 

the novel presents polygamous male friendships as the true source of freedom and 

happiness. 

                                                
48 In the twentieth century, Edward Said famously misread the novel: “Conflating creator 
and character, Said accuse[d] Scott of sharing Sir Kenneth’s rigid adherence to 
generalizations” about Orientals (Wallace 170).  As Tara Ghoshal Wallace notes, Said’s 
misreading has since been rebutted by several scholars, and most readers “experience no 
difficulty in separating Kenneth’s bias from narrative judgment” (171). 
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Scott raises the issue of polygamy in the early pages of the novel, which are 

dedicated to the desert encounter between Kenneth and Saladin.  As they get to know 

each other, Kenneth and Saladin engage in religious debates about diet, drink, and 

polygamy.  When they discuss polygamy and monogamy, each man understands the 

other’s position in terms of slavery, and the result is that the Christian position, which is 

also the chivalrous position, does not establish itself as clearly superior.  Saladin begins 

his defense of polygamy by referring to Kenneth’s prior remarks about having the 

freedom as a Christian to eat pork: “[T]he liberty thou dost boast of is restrained even in 

that which is dearest to man's happiness and to his household . . . thy law, if thou dost 

practice it, binds thee in marriage to one single mate, be she sick or healthy, be she 

fruitful or barren, bring she comfort and joy, or clamor and strife, to thy table and to thy 

bed[.] This, Nazarene, I do indeed call slavery” (20).  In Saladin’s understanding of 

monogamy, the man is enslaved to the woman.  Kenneth responds to this by questioning, 

through means of a jewel analogy, the free will of the women in polygamy: “[T]he love 

which a true knight binds on one only, fair and faithful, is the gem entire; the affection 

thou flingest among thy enslaved wives and half-wedded slaves is worthless, 

comparatively, as the sparkling shivers of the broken diamond” (21).  Kenneth further 

extols European women and contrasts them with Eastern women: “[C]ouldst thou look 

upon those of Europe, to whom, after Heaven, we of the order of knighthood vow fealty 

and devotion, thou wouldst loathe for ever the poor sensual slaves who form thy haram” 

(22).  Kenneth goes on essentially to admit that Saladin is correct in seeing European men 

as enslaved to women: “The beauty of our fair ones gives point to our spears and edge to 
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our swords; their words are our law” (22).  His description of chivalry confirms Saladin’s 

suspicion that Western warriors suffer from “insanity,” a sickness he also associates with 

the Crusades themselves (22).  This is probably an intertextual moment, for it resembles 

Rebecca’s harsh critique of Christian chivalry in Ivanhoe.  As the moral voice of Ivanhoe, 

Rebecca’s criticisms of chivalry are probably Scott’s as well, which suggests that 

Saladin’s arguments against chivalry as monogamy may carry some weight.  The text 

indicates that Eastern and Western versions of heterosexual relationships depend on 

slavery: in polygamy, women are enslaved to a man, and in monogamy, which Kenneth 

understands as chivalry, a man is enslaved to a woman.  Because of their links to slavery, 

neither formation appears well equipped to produce happiness.  

Scott further undermines the value of heterosexual relationships by showing scant 

interest in his novel’s actual and potential heterosexual couples.  The relationship 

between Kenneth and Edith receives little attention and generates little drama in the 

narrative.  Similarly, the relationship between Richard and his wife is not developed in 

any depth.  In addition, the potential interfaith marriage that Richard tries to arrange 

between Edith and Saladin goes nowhere.  Edith repeatedly and unequivocally rejects the 

idea of marrying Saladin, explaining that her rejection of him is in part based on Islam’s 

polygamy:  “I call it foul dishonor, that I, the descendant of a Christian princess, should 

become of free-will the head of a harem of heathen concubines” (294).  Andrew Lincoln 

argues that Edith represents “conventional Christian piety and inflexibly Eurocentric 

views” and that her marriage to Sir Kenneth “confirms the triumph of superior Christian 

values, and so reinforces the cultural preconceptions that are questioned elsewhere” in the 
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novel (117).  Edith’s unrelenting opposition to an interfaith marriage means that the 

potential relationship has no legs, and readers are given little to engage with 

imaginatively in that arena. 

 What, then, is the better alterative to heterosexual relationships?  What is the 

social formation that can provide freedom and happiness?  Scott’s novel offers 

polygamous male bonding as a source of support and sexual pleasure, key components of 

happiness.  The text explores this through the relationships between three linked pairs of 

men: Saladin and Kenneth, Saladin and Richard, and Kenneth and Richard.  The novel 

positions Kenneth and Saladin as equals whose feelings for each other help them to 

overcome their differences.  Their relationship begins when they fight in the desert, and 

their fight has homoerotic overtones: Saladin’s “long spear” is opposed to the 

“formidable thrust” of Kenneth’s lance (9).  Once the fight is finished, Kenneth and 

Saladin become devoted friends, with Saladin repeatedly coming to Kenneth’s assistance 

at crucial points in the narrative.  In spite of their good-natured bickering about religion, 

they form a strong bond that lasts until the end of the story.  

In addition to Kenneth, Saladin has a significant relationship with Richard.  The 

English king repeatedly expresses positive feelings about his Muslim enemy, saying of 

him: “[H]e loves me as I love him—as noble adversaries ever love each other—by my 

honor, it were sin to doubt his good faith” (93).  Regardless of religion, the men are 

faithful to each other, and the warm feelings between Richard and Saladin translate into 

romantic actions.  When they meet face-to-face, Richard and Saladin embrace “as 

brethren and equals,” and although they are surrounded by a crowd, they behold “nothing 
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but each other” (302), the intensity of their mutual focus resembling the kissing scene in 

Alcon Malanzore.  Following their embrace, Richard and Saladin continue to enact a type 

of courtship, with each showing the other man his sword, “in an extended hyperbolic 

contrast whose sexual current is unmistakable” (Bruzelius 98).  Richard goes first: “It 

was Richard's two-handed sword that chiefly attracted the attention of the Saracen—a 

broad, straight blade, the seemingly unwieldy length of which extended well-nigh from 

the shoulder to the heel of the wearer” (303).  Saladin performs next: the narrator 

describes how he “unsheathed his scimitar, a curved and narrow blade, which glittered 

not like the swords of the Franks, but was, on the contrary, of a dull blue colour, marked 

with ten millions of meandering lines, which showed how anxiously the metal had been 

welded by the armourer” (305).  The homoerotic feel of the sword scene confirms that the 

real romance in the novel is between the men; women are extraneous.  Reflecting on the 

relationship between Richard and Saladin, several commentators have argued that 

Saladin is feminized or displays elements of both genders (Bruzelius 99; Lincoln 116; 

Shaw 294-95).  This misses the point, which is that Saladin simply possesses a different 

kind of masculinity from Richard and Kenneth.  Scott brings together different 

masculinities in an eroticized brotherhood. 

Beyond the erotic fight scenes involving Saladin, Richard and Kenneth have a 

steamy encounter of their own.  Kenneth, in disguise as a Nubian slave, is poisoned when 

defending Richard.  Richard in turn saves Kenneth’s life by sucking the poison from his 

wound.  The image is highly homoerotic: “[W]ithout further ceremony, and in spite of the 

general expostulations of those around, and the respectful opposition of the Nubian 
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himself, the King of England applied his lips to the wound of the black slave, treating 

with ridicule all remonstrances, and overpowering all resistance” (233-34).  Together, 

Richard, Kenneth, and Saladin make up a devoted fraternity with strongly sexual 

overtones.  In The Talisman, happiness is having male friends, regardless of their 

religion.  Heterosexual monogamy, which the text suggests is both based on slavery and 

boring, makes a poor showing indeed.     

Conclusion 

 Although the texts examined in this chapter do not overtly address the topic of 

divorce, their explorations of polygamy, monogamy, and happiness suggest that they 

were laying the foundation for Britain’s move away from a certain kind of exclusivity in 

marital relationships.  The texts consider the link between freedom and happiness, testing 

out the notion that a lifetime spent in the company of one and only one mate might not be 

the best guarantor of happiness.  Of course, the exclusivity of marriage in Britain prior to 

the onset of modern divorce was imperfect: spouses could stray or die.  Nevertheless, 

marriage in the long eighteenth century was intended, as Hume puts it, to “confine one 

man to one woman, during the whole course of their lives.”  Twenty-first-century Britons 

and Americans enjoy far greater freedom regarding divorce and have inevitably found 

countless other ways to make themselves unhappy.   

 Still, the idea that marriage to one person—the right person—is the key to 

happiness persists and finds expression, perhaps ironically, in a 2002 book about a real-

life eighteenth-century Muslim-Christian couple.  In White Mughals: Love and Betrayal 

in Eighteenth-Century India, William Dalrymple details the historical relationship 
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between James Kirkpatrick, British Resident to the court of Hyderabad between 1797 and 

1805, and Khair-un-Nissa, great-niece of the diwan of Hyderabad.  Because Islamic law 

forbids a Muslim woman from marrying a Christian man, Kirkpatrick converted to Islam 

prior to wedding Khair-un-Nissa, although the sincerity of his conversion is unknown 

(Dalrymple 256, 340).  Dalrymple presents their marriage as a source of “intense 

happiness and fulfillment,” at least for Kirkpatrick (297), but Durba Ghosh, in Sex and 

the Family in Colonial India: The Making of Empire, suggests that Dalrymple 

romanticizes the couple, and in so doing, “overlooks some of the trauma suffered by the 

female characters in the story, in particular, the heroine of Dalrymple’s work, Khair-un-

Nissa, who found herself a widow in her twenties and suffered through the removal of her 

children in England in order that they could be raised Anglican” (24).  Ghosh’s efforts to 

temper the romantic aspects of Kirkpatrick and Khair-un-Nissa’s story are valuable, but 

they cannot quite overcome the notion, powerfully present in Dalrymple’s history, that 

marriage to one’s true love is the key to happiness.  
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Chapter Four: Hindu-Christian Marriages 

This chapter examines six texts that directly consider or touch on interfaith 

relationships in the Hindu-Christian context: the anonymous The Lady’s Drawing Room 

(1744), Phebe Gibbes’s Hartly House, Calcutta (1789), Mariana Starke’s The Widow of 

Malabar (1791), Anne Plumptre’s The Rector’s Son (1798), Sydney Owenson’s The 

Missionary (1811), and Walter Scott’s The Surgeon’s Daughter (1827/1833).  The texts 

vary in the extent to which they are willing to envision marriage between Christians and 

Hindus, but they have in common a fundamental concern with the link between happiness 

and a major aspect of the imperialist experience: intimacy.  The two most important types 

of intimacy that the texts explore are sexual intimacy and ideological intimacy.  By 

ideological intimacy, I mean the sharing of ideas, particularly religious and philosophical 

ideas.  These two types of intimacy speak to two key dimensions of the human 

experience: having a body (sexual intimacy) and having a mind (ideological intimacy).  

The texts’ concern with these two types of intimacy shows the all-encompassing nature 

of imperialism; no aspect of human experience is left untouched by it.  

The link between sexual intimacy and happiness may seem obvious, but I will 

nevertheless endeavor to articulate the stakes here.  Sexual intimacy offers humans a way 

to bond even when they disagree with each other’s ideas; such bonding, no matter how 

fleeting, can give a respite from conflict and create a space for happiness.  Sex also offers 

a way to transcend the ordinary.  It does this by delivering a temporarily experience of 

intense pleasure: concentrated happiness, as it were.  Further, sex is something that, at 

least in the texts from this period, must be shared to be experienced.  In non-pornographic 
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fiction from the time, the only kind of acknowledged sexual experience is that which 

occurs between two people of opposite genders.  By definition, then, sex represents a 

transcending of the self.  To the extent that selfhood is a burden, the escape from it 

offered by sex can be understood as happiness.   

Ideological intimacy can bring happiness by solving two distinct but related 

problems: cultural stagnation and doubt.  If a culture is stagnating or corrupted, it can 

revitalize itself by importing ideas from another culture, and this revitalization can bring 

the happiness of novelty and variety.  Some of the texts under review in this chapter 

imply that British culture is stagnant or corrupted and in need of external stimulation, 

while other texts see Hindu culture as the stagnant or corrupted one and envision British 

culture and Christianity in particular as the necessary remedies.  Ideological intimacy can 

also solve the problem of doubt, which may lurk behind the suspicion of stagnation: 

ideological intimacy can put to rest fears about the correctness and persuasiveness of a 

culture’s belief system.  If another culture shows itself willing to adopt the belief system 

of an outside culture, then (the reasoning goes) that outside culture’s belief system must 

be superior.  Imagining converts to Christianity thus restores British Christians’ 

confidence in the correctness of their religion.  British Christians can be happy in the 

knowledge that they have chosen the right path as evidenced by the inferior culture’s 

embrace of it.   

The Lady’s Drawing Room (1744) 

Published anonymously, the two stories about interfaith relations in The Lady’s 

Drawing Room were extremely popular and were printed separately from the original 
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collection in which they appeared until the 1820s (R. Wheeler 159).  One of the stories, 

“The True History of Henrietta de Bellgrave,” features a Christian mother who marries a 

Hindu man, while the other story, “The History of Rodomond and the Beautiful Indian,” 

features their daughter, who is raised Hindu but converts to Christianity as an adult.  The 

stories reject sexual intimacy as a path to happiness, instead presenting the exportation of 

Christianity as the best antidote to unhappiness.  

The mother’s story demonstrates that sexual intimacy in the absence of mutual 

desire is not a solution to marital unhappiness.  In the relationship between the mother, a 

Frenchwoman named Henrietta, and the father, an unnamed Hindu identified throughout 

as “the Banyan,” only the man feels sexual desire; the woman does not reciprocate his 

feelings.  That his interest in her is sexual is evident from their earliest encounter, but 

though he is “possest of a Passion for [her]” (133), he does not force himself on her, in 

contrast to another character, a European who had tried to rape Henrietta after her 

shipwreck in India.  Instead, the Banyan attempts to woo Henrietta into bed, making his 

pitch to her in terms of happiness: “O my Henrietta, shall I ever prevail on you to believe 

’twill be your Happiness, as well as mine, to allow me greater Favours?” (148).  Proving 

him wrong on this point is one of the main purposes of the mother’s story: sex between 

them, even marital sex, will not make them happy as a couple.  

The text demonstrates this by having the two characters marry, although Henrietta 

does so unhappily.  Before she agrees to a marriage, Henrietta tries to run away, but the 

Banyan foils her escape attempt.  Henrietta promises to be his but insists on marriage, 

telling him, “the Gratification of your Desires on my unhappy person ought to be 
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introduc’d with a certain Ceremony” (159).  Importantly, Henrietta’s statement does not 

suggest that either the marriage or the sex will make her less unhappy.  Her reference to 

her person here is key: the term person can mean either an individual or a body, and by 

raising the notion of the body, Henrietta suggests that sexual desire, which is felt and 

expressed in the body, is a necessary part of a marital relationship.   

Henrietta then tries to imagine a kind of marital happiness in which sex in the 

absence of mutual desire is a part.  Upon the Banyan’s agreeing to marry her, Henrietta 

tells him what he should do to make them happy as a couple:  

Name what is past no more . . . if you would establish in my Breast, that 

Tranquility, which alone can make our future Happiness; and in Return, I 

now swear with the utmost Sincerity, That, however averse my Soul has 

been to your Desires, I will hence-forward endeavor to regard you with an 

equal Degree of Tenderness; never be repugnant to your Will, disobedient 

to your Commands, nor refractory to your Embraces; but behave in all 

Things as a Wife would do, who become so by her own Choice and 

Inclination. (160)   

She offers his silence and her submission as the keys to their happiness; sex is important 

here only as part of her submission.  The text casts this formula for happiness into doubt 

by suggesting that the two conditions, silence and submission, are unattainable.     

 The Banyan is unable to stay silent about an issue that dogs their relationship 

from the beginning: his skin color and its effect on her sexual desire for him.  Early on, 

he notices that she finds his dark skin off-putting.  She tries to deflect his observation by 
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saying that she was always taught that “true Beauty is seated in the Mind, and, that we 

ought to be attracted only by Virtue” (139).  Even when she tries to overcome her 

response to his skin, she is not able to do so fully.  For example, when he agrees to marry 

her, he kisses her and holds her with such tenderness that he lessens “the great Part of the 

Distaste his Colour [had] been us’d to give [her]” (160).  Clearly, however, some distaste 

for his color lingers on, for she soon thinks, “what, except a Skin, is wanting, to render 

his Person as agreeable as any European I have ever seen?” (161).  Since he cannot 

change his skin, his body is doomed to be unattractive in her eyes.  This tension erupts 

most catastrophically during their worst argument as a married couple, one that centers 

on the religion of their child and will be discussed below.  As the argument reaches its 

climax, Henrietta becomes so angry with the Banyan that she insults his color, and “[t]his 

last Reflexion on his Person, which he had always suspected was disagreeable to [her]” 

so enrages him that he strikes her (169).  His violent reaction highlights the importance of 

mutual sexual attraction in a marriage; without it, the marriage cannot succeed.  Sex, in 

the absence of reciprocal desire, cannot create intimacy, and without intimacy, there is no 

happiness.  

 In her analysis of the role of color in the relationship between Henrietta and the 

Banyan, Roxann Wheeler contends that the narrative’s foregrounding of his skin’s 

appearance “intensifies his undesirability but does not delimit it” (161).  Wheeler argues 

that ultimately, it is not the Banyan’s race, but his “lack of condescension to his wife” 

and her religion, that causes the conflict in their marriage, although Wheeler also 

concedes that “by repeatedly mentioning his tawny color, the novel conveys a general 
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discomfort with such unions” (174).  Wheeler’s interpretation is useful because it 

captures the multifaceted nature of their marriage problems, but she underanalyzes the 

text’s interest in sexual desire and its relationship to happiness.  Skin color is important 

because it serves as a barrier not simply to Henrietta’s “romantic attachment,” as Wheeler 

phrases it, but to Henrietta’s sexual desire for the Banyan.  The spouses are being 

sexually intimate, but this creates no happiness.  

The text suggests that sex not only does not solve their marital problems, it makes 

them worse because it leads to a baby and to disagreements about the baby’s religion.  

Wheeler argues that by focusing on the importance of religion in a relationship, the novel 

at times departs from “contemporary protoscientific discourse, which featured visible, 

external differences in the demarcation of human variety” (164) and instead promotes “an 

older ideology of human difference” (159).  

Some of the couple’s religious conflicts involve the issue of conversion.  The text 

presents Hindus as persistently seeking converts.49  While he is still wooing her, the 

                                                
49 The idea that Christians might convert to Hinduism was present in earlier writing about 
India.  Most famously, Job Charnock, the East India Company’s chief agent in Bengal 
near the end of the seventeenth century, was reported to have converted.  In A New 
Account of the East Indies, published in 1727, Alexander Hamilton tells the story of how 
Charnock met his wife and subsequently converted to Hinduism:  

The Country about being overspread with Paganism, the Custom of Wives 
burning with their deceased Husbands, is also practised here.  Before the 
Mogul's War, Mr. Channoch went one Time with his ordinary Guard of 
Soldiers, to see a young Widow act that tragical Catastrophe, but he was 
so smitten with the Widow's Beauty, that he sent his Guards to take her by 
Force from her Executioners, and conducted her to his own Lodgings.  
They lived lovingly many Years, and had several Children, at length she 
died, after he had settled in Calcutta, but instead of converting her to 
Christianity, she made him a Proselyte to Paganism, and the only Part of 
Christianity that was remarkable in him, was burying her decently, and he 
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Banyan tells Henrietta that he expects her to convert: “I doubt not, but when you are well 

acquainted with our Way of Worship, you will allow our Gods more benevolent than you 

have found your own” (142).  He thus tries to entice her to convert by holding out the 

promise of more happiness through less judgmental deities.  She reacts with horror to this 

idea, and he backpedals, saying he will not ask her to convert.  However, after they 

marry, he again presses her to convert, telling her that if she does this, they will become 

“one Soul indeed” (167).  His remark about their lack of unity reveals the extent to which 

he sees the spread of his religion as the key to happiness; she is equally committed to the 

spread of her religion, which dooms their relationship.      

Their religious differences and mutual inflexibility force Henrietta to lead a 

double life in which she outwardly observes his religion while inwardly maintaining her 

own beliefs, a situation bound to generate feelings of dissonance and unhappiness.  When 

they marry in “the Forms appointed by the Indian Worship,” she vows to “repeat 

internally, while the other was performing, that of the Christian Church” (162).  While 

she is pregnant, he makes her accompany him “to the Temple, to invoke the Blessing of 

the Idol worshipp’d there for a happy Birth” (165).  She goes but resolves to pray secretly 

in her heart to God (165).  The most destructive example of her double life occurs when 

Henrietta decides to baptize their baby girl covertly.  The Banyan catches her in the act, 

and their argument culminates in her insult about his color and his physical abuse.  He 

                                                                                                                                            
built a Tomb over her, where all his Life after her Death, he kept the 
anniversary Day of her Death by Sacrificing a Cock on her Tomb, after the 
Pagan Manner; this was and is the common Report, and I have been 
credibly informed, both by Christians and Pagans, who lived at Calcutta 
under his Agency, that the Story was really true Matter of Fact. (2: 8-9) 
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takes their daughter away from Henrietta, returning her only on the condition that 

Henrietta promise “never . . . to attempt inspiring [the daughter] with any Notions of the 

Christian Faith” (172).  The mother and the father never reconcile after this fight, and the 

rest of their marriage is miserable, characterized by him denying her “all that would give 

[her] any Satisfaction” and keeping her in “continual Imprisonment” (173).  The religious 

ceremonies that they disagree over are linked to the most momentous and stressful 

developments in a life: marriage, birth, and childrearing.  By focusing on Henrietta’s 

internal dissention over these ceremonies, the text suggests that couples need to be in 

synch in order to offer each other effective support.  Happiness comes from the support 

provided by both the spouse and religion.     

However, the text is not interested in spousal synchronicity irrespective of 

religion.  The text’s clear preference is for Christianity, and it promotes the idea that the 

path to happiness is for couples to embrace Christianity together.  It does this through the 

story of Henrietta’s daughter, who has been raised as a Hindu but receives the written 

record of her mother’s religious faith at the time of her mother’s death.  In her memoir, 

Henrietta warns the daughter to avoid marrying a Pagan, “for that would be binding 

[herself] for ever to Idolatry, and perhaps make [her] the Mother of a Race of 

Misbelievers” (174).  Henrietta frames her memoir as part of her “Endeavors for [her 

daughter’s] Happiness” (175), making it clear to the reader that conversion to Christianity 

and marriage to a Christian are key components of happiness.  Betty Joseph interprets 

Henrietta’s memoir as “an insurgent act” and “a feminist act” (12), explaining that the 

text “creates a subjectivity for one who in normal circumstances would have been an 
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unlisted European woman” (12) and arguing that the text allows British readers “to assert 

themselves as triumphantly Christian when all else—virtue, race, culture, language, and 

nationality—is lost” (14).  Henrietta may lose everything except her Christianity, but her 

daughter will gain Christianity, a Christian husband, and happiness.  When Henrietta’s 

daughter converts to Christianity, she explains that “the happy Propensity was partly born 

with [her], and partly instill’d by some Papers left [her] by [her] Mother, who was a 

Christian and an European” (99).  Her statement about her conversion makes her seem 

doubly blessed: she is lucky enough to inherit her Christianity from her mother like a 

family trait, and she is wise enough to be receptive to the truth of Christianity as revealed 

in her mother’s writings.  This doubleness makes her conversion and happiness appear 

inevitable; the text will not imagine another outcome for her.  Furthermore, her 

conversion insures that her skin color, unlike her father’s, does not diminish her sexual 

attractiveness.  Rodomond, the Englishman who loves her, states that “her Person is not 

less amiable than her Mind.—Her Mother, it seems, was an European; and she retains 

only so much of her Father’s Color as to render her what may be call’d a brown Woman” 

(31).  Readers can infer from his comment that he desires her sexually and that their 

marriage, which takes place after her conversion, will be sexually fulfilling and happy, in 

contrast to her mother’s.  The comparative lightness of her skin and the correctness of her 

religious beliefs guarantee their happiness.  

Hartly House, Calcutta (1789) 

Published forty-five years after The Lady’s Drawing Room, Gibbes’s novel is 

nearly its exact opposite, for Hartly House, Calcutta comes close to imagining a British 
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woman sexually desiring a Hindu man and explores the potential pleasures of ideological 

intimacy with Hindus.  The divergent positions of the two texts highlight the contested 

grounds of imperialism.   

Hartly House, Calcutta tells the story of Sophia, a young and inexperienced 

woman who comes to India with her father.  Having sworn not to marry in India,50 

Sophia befriends a male Bramin.51  Through the character of the Bramin, the novel 

arguably contemplates Hindu-Christian marriage and interfaith sex.  Sophia declares that 

the Bramin is celibate, a state that she attributes to his religious status: “[A]s celibacy is 

their engagement, the soul would be the only object of attachment and admiration” (51).  

Felicity Nussbaum notes that the Bramin’s celibacy and withdrawal from social pleasures 

mean that he is “never a serious contender for her hand,” although Sophia’s infatuation 

with the Bramin and his religion “is a remarkable flirtation with racial alignments that 

become scandalized during the later, more deeply entrenched empire” (180).  Michael 

Franklin argues that Sohpia’s belief about the Bramin’s celibacy helps the text avoid 

“raising the spectre of miscegenation” (xxviii), but Franklin also sees her relationship 

with the Bramin as one of “sexual attraction” (xli) and argues that “Gibbes artfully 

feminizes Hinduism to allow its attractions for the impressionable heroine almost 

imperceptibly to mingle with her emergent sexuality” (xxvii).  These scholarly comments 

capture the extent to which the relationship between Sophia and the Bramin both is and is 

not sexual.  Gibbes’s unwillingness to make the relationship overtly sexual can be 

                                                
50 Her vow is based on her fear that her motives for coming to India will be questioned if 
she marries there.  
51 This is the spelling of the word Brahmin used in the novel.  Throughout this chapter, I 
will use the spellings employed by the texts themselves.   
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interpreted in at least two ways.  On the one hand, the influence of The Lady’s Drawing 

Room might be making itself felt: under this regime, sex between a Christian and an 

unconverted Hindu must be characterized by a lack of mutual desire, in no small part 

because of his skin color.  Such bad sex would be best left alone.  On the other hand, sex 

with a Hindu might be too good to be represented.  The possibility that interfaith and 

interracial sex could be a source of happiness seems to lurk below the surface of Sophia’s 

interactions with the Bramin.  Gibbes, however, relies on the reader to actually imagine 

their relationship as sexual; by making the Bramin celibate, she gives herself an out.  

To nudge readers into visualizing that sexual relationship, Gibbes offers them a 

tool: she has Sophia jokingly use the Bramin as a simile for her British fiancé: “Doyly 

shall figure away as my Bramin; and so well have I instructed him in every humane tenet 

of that humane religion that he will not hurt a butterfly, nor can he dispatch even a 

troublesome musketto without a correspondent pang” (151).  Nussbaum interprets this 

passage as Sophia “empower[ing] herself,” since marrying the Bramin would be “an 

unthinkable act” (181), but Nussbaum also sees Sophia’s actual marriage in dark terms: 

“[T]he Englishwoman’s mission in India is to reconcile herself to the misery of being the 

domestic Mrs. Doyly in imitation of the sacrifice of the prototypical Indian woman” 

(182).  Nussbaum thus suggests that Sophia empowers herself through fantasy for the 

ultimate purpose of enslaving herself in marriage.  The simile points to the role of fantasy 

in marriage, marital sex, and happiness: by imagining that her husband is someone else, 

and perhaps by doing this during sex, Sophia will experience pleasure.  Gibbes backs 

away from the sexual overtones of the simile by adding the clause about religion, but the 
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reader is still invited by the simile itself to imagine the body of the Bramin merging with 

the body of the fiancé, with whom Sophia will have marital relations.  Her future sex with 

the fiancé becomes sex with the Bramin.  She will experience domestic happiness from 

sexual intimacy with a stand-in for the man she cannot have. 

While shying away from openly imagining happiness coming from interfaith sex, 

Hartly House, Calcutta contemplates the happiness to be had from exchanging ideas and 

particularly from the West’s absorbing Hindu ideas.  This is made possible by 

Christianity’s relatively poor showing in the novel.  Rather than being a place of 

spirituality, the Christian church in Calcutta functions as a meet market: single people go 

there to encounter potential spouses.  The church’s very appearance is disappointing: 

Sophia declares that “the edifice dignified at present with that appellation does not 

deserve notice” (15).  The church’s shabby appearance symbolizes the state of religion in 

the empire, but all is not lost.  Sophia notes that a better church building is in the process 

of being constructed (16), which suggests the future of the Church may be stronger, 

perhaps as a result of importing some Hindu ideas.   

Throughout the text, Sophia showers praise on Hindu philosophy.  Writing of the 

Bramin, she exclaims, “how sweet is religion as described by him!—the love of the 

Deity, and the love of our fellow-creatures, its fundamentals—as peace and charity the 

superstructure” (104).  She judges Hindus to be happier than Westerners as a result of 

their beliefs: “They live . . . the most inoffensively and happily of all created beings—

their Pythagorean tenets teaching them, from their earliest infancy, the lessons of 

kindness and benevolence” (50).  The attractions of Hinduism are so strong that Sophia 
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even jokes about converting: “Ashamed of the manners of modern Christianity . . . I am 

become a convert to the Gentoo faith, and have my Bramin to instruct me per diem” 

(111).  Nussbaum argues that in preferring Hinduism to Christianity, Sophia reflects 

“Enlightenment free-thinking” (180); Franklin similarly observes that Sophia’s interest in 

Hinduism is “predicated upon the pluralism and enlightened tolerance of this brief 

Jonesian period of sympathetic and syncretic admiration for India” (xxiv).52  What comes 

through most clearly in Sophia’s commentary on Hinduism is a sense of discovery, 

excitement, and approval.  She has found a philosophy that appeals to her, and her life is 

being enriched by it.  In short, thinking about Hinduism makes her happy.       

Learning about Hinduism also leads her to reflect on happiness and the meaning 

of life:  “We laugh at the Gentoos, and their plurality of gods—but truly ridiculous our 

wisdom must appear, which, instead of being exerted in the cause of happiness, its whole 

end and aim is to teach us to be miserable with a good grace, and undo the benevolent 

work of Providence with our own profane hands;—for, to be happy, not miserable, were 

we, most undoubtedly, created” (137).  This observation about Western beliefs (“our 

wisdom”) comes at the end of a long paragraph about how Sophia and the people she 

loves make decisions about their lives, including about their marriages, decisions that 

leave them unhappy.  Her comparison between Gentoo gods and Western stoicism 

implies that Hinduism may be the better path to happiness, although Gibbes blunts the 

                                                
52 Franklin’s reference is to William Jones (1746–94), one of the most important 
Orientalist scholars from the eighteenth century.  Jones was responsible for promoting the 
idea that certain aspects of Hinduism were entitled to respect, writing, for example, in the 
preface to his translation of the code of Manu that “[i]t is indeed a system of despotism 
and priestcraft . . . nevertheless, a spirit of sublime devotion, of benevolence to mankind, 
and of amiable tenderness to all creatures, pervades the whole work” (xv).   
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force of this by having Sophia mention plurality, an aspect of Hinduism that most 

Christians would deride.  When coupled with unflattering information about Hinduism, 

Sophia’s criticism of Western philosophy seems less severe.  Gibbes’s awareness of the 

negative aspects of Hinduism creates a poignancy with respect to Sophia’s admiration for 

that religion.  No matter what Hinduism has to offer the West, its alien features mean that 

Sophia will never really convert to it.   She can admire it and joke about converting, but it 

will never be wholly hers.  Her longing for the ideas present in Hinduism reveals the 

extent to which her own culture fails to meet her needs in terms of happiness, but she 

cannot really leave her own culture, as her marriage at the end of the novel demonstrates.  

Breaking her vow to herself to not marry in India, she weds Doyly at Hartly House and 

sails back to England to live out her days as a wife.  Her experiment in the East is over.  

Still, it seems possible that she will carry within her some of the ideas from Hinduism 

that made her happy in India.        

The Widow of Malabar (1791) 

Starke’s play, which is based on a 1770 French tragedy, La Veuve du Malabar, 

acts as a rebuttal to Hartly House, Calcutta and the Jonesian appreciation of Hinduism 

expressed there.  In the play, happiness is the transfer of British religious ideas to India, 

and along with this transfer comes the promise of sex and its joys. 

The play equates Hinduism with unhappiness through the character of the Hindu 

heroine, Indamora,53 who is presented as the ultimate victim.  In her first scene, Indamora 

laments her existence: “The sun of happiness ne’er beam’d on me— / From early youth, 

                                                
53 The name is probably borrowed from Dryden’s play Aureng-Zebe.  Dryden’s source 
was Bernier’s Histoire de la dernière révolution des étas du Grand Mogul. 
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e’en to the present hour, / Misfortune’s clouds have darken’d all my days” (7).  The cause 

of this misery is Hinduism, for it has prevented her from marrying Raymond, the British 

man she loved and regarded as “the Husband of my heart” (9), and it has forced her to 

marry an Indian whom she did not love.  Now that the Indian husband is dead, Hinduism 

compels her to commit sati.  Daniel O’Quinn points out that the contemporary press 

choose to interpret sati as a figure for English widowhood, thereby erasing the play’s 

culturally specific content, but he also notes that this allegory was disrupted by ostensibly 

ethnographically correct details in the play (“Torrents” 67, 69).  To ensure that the 

audience sees Indamora as a victim of Hinduism, the two male characters with the 

greatest moral authority in the play—Indamora’s brother, a progressive Bramin, and 

Raymond, the British man who loves her—repeatedly refer to her as a victim (4, 27, 29, 

39).  Because her religion victimizes her, the Hindu woman needs to be rescued by 

Christianity and the British.  She shows her openness to Christianity by asking 

rhetorically, “If such [be] its doctrines / Who wou’d not be Christian?” (45).  

The play implies that her rescue by the British, her conversion to Christianity, and 

her marriage to Raymond will make her happy, and it does this by returning to the sun 

metaphor from the beginning of the play.  In his closing speech, which he makes after 

rescuing Indamora, Raymond looks at the dead body of the chief Bramin54 and declares: 

There fled a soul which, had Religion’s sun 

Unclouded beam’d upon it, might have grac’d 

And comforted the Land.—My Indamora, 

                                                
54 He has committed suicide rather than accept mercy from the British.  



   120 

 

This genial sun shall shed his rays on thee; 

Make all thy budding virtues blossom fair, 

And, with their fruits, bless Raymond and thy Country. (47) 

The “sun of happiness” from the beginning of the play has become “Religion’s sun.”  

Through the sun metaphor, religion and happiness merge together, and both are linked to 

marriage and sex.  The sun in Raymond’s speech is both Christianity and his seed, which 

will make her body blossom and bear fruit (that is, children).  O’Quinn argues that 

contemporary reviewers, who saw the play as “a sentimental comedy about aristocratic 

love veiled behind a surface of distorted Oriental detail,” were able to ignore the 

interracial love content (“Torrents” 68) and “obviate the play’s threatening suggestion 

that interracial desire is not only admirable, but also necessary for resolving the social 

conflict between rational British imperialists and ostensibly superstitious Hindu subjects” 

(“Torrents” 69).  

This is not the first time in the play that Raymond blends religion and sex.  Before 

they are reunited, Raymond reveals to the audience that he still harbors rescue fantasies 

about Indamora:  

E’en while I sleep, in baseless fantasie, 

Thy fair form flits before my mental eye: 

Sometimes, methinks, I view thee, in the fight 

Falling, beneath a thousand clashing swords; 

Till thy fond Raymond to thy rescue flies, 

Strikes all thy Foes with terror and dismay, 
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And bears thee to some sweet enamell’d bower: 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Thy Raymond borrows quick an Angel’s shape, 

And wafts thee, in his faithful arms, to Heav’n. (17) 

His talk about taking an angel’s shape and carrying her to heaven has a double meaning.  

On one level, it refers to his desire to rescue her from Hinduism through Christianity, 

while on another level, heaven can be understood to refer to sexual ecstasy, which she 

reaches “in his faithful arms.”  Both meanings hold out the promise of happiness for her; 

in this way, the play justifies imperialism by suggesting it is in the best interest of the 

colonized.     

The Rector’s Son (1798) 

Plumptre’s novel rejects both Hartly House, Calcutta’s openness and The Widow 

of Malabar’s interventionism.  The Rector’s Son can be understood as isolationist, for it 

repudiates the notion that Indians can safely be saved, that sexual intimacy in itself is 

happiness, and that absorbing knowledge about and, by extension, ideas from India is a 

path to happiness.  Overall, the text presents India as a trap, one that the British should 

avoid.  

Charles, the novel’s young protagonist, goes to India because he believes that “the 

only bar to [his] happiness” in England is his lack of wealth (2: 65).  He thinks that 

wealth will enable him to marry Amelia, the woman he loves.  While he is in India, 

however, rumors of his conduct reach Amelia, and when he returns to England, she 

rejects him.  After their split, Charles observes that although he now has the wealth he 
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sought, he is “more miserable than ever” (2: 65).  Without Amelia, there is no happiness, 

regardless of wealth.    

Even though Charles goes to India for wealth, it is his William Jones–like pursuit 

of cultural knowledge about India that imperils him and his domestic happiness.  This 

begins when Charles and a male friend ramble about the Indian countryside in order to 

“gain all the information they could respecting the manners and customs of its 

inhabitants” (1: 137).  They stumble across a beautiful Hindoo teenager in a cavern.  Her 

name is Indamora, and like the earlier Indamora, she is a victim of her culture.  Her 

family had tried to force her into an arranged marriage that she had opposed, and this had 

made her so ill that her family had believed she was dying and left her by the Ganges “in 

order to be swallowed up by those sacred waters” (1: 141).  After her abandonment, she 

had recovered and had been living in a cave until Charles and his friend find her.  The 

cave represents the backwardness of Indian culture from which she needs to be rescued.  

Charles eagerly offers to be her “friend and protector” (1: 143).  Unlike the British hero 

in The Widow of Malabar, Charles does not use his influence to convert Indamora, and in 

spite of the novel’s title, the role of religion is minimal.   

Although the novel suggests that helping Indamora is Charles’s duty as an 

Englishman and a gentleman, his involvement with her leads to a dangerous sexual 

entanglement, one that imperils his relationship with Amelia and his prospects of future 

happiness.  After rescuing Indamora, Charles is so kind to her that “she [becomes] in a 

short time distractedly in love with him” (1: 165).  Based on “the customs in which she 

had been educated,” she expects to be his mistress, for “no idea of his making her his 
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wife had ever entered her mind” (1: 169-70).  Although his intent is to be friends with her 

and not to enter into a sexual relationship, Charles cannot help himself: he sleeps with 

her, getting her pregnant (1: 170-75).  At this point, the honorable thing would be to 

marry her, but when Charles considers devoting himself to Indamora, he decides against 

it because of Amelia’s prior claims, believing that “honor no less than ardent inclination 

required his steady adherence to his first vows, whatever might be the consequence to the 

poor Hindoo” (1: 174).  Indeed, “the consequence to the poor Hindoo” is severe:  a year 

after giving birth (to a girl also named Indamora), she dies of a slow sickness brought on 

by the “conflicts she endured” (1: 175-76).  

Was Charles’s experience with Indamora (the elder) one of happiness?  The 

narrator suggests not, instead describing Charles’s involvement in the sexual affair as a 

“delirium” and a “state of apathy” (1: 171).  When Charles ends his sexual relationship 

with Indamora, he looks back on himself as “a man just recovered from a fit of 

intoxication” (1: 171).  Importantly, the pages about Indamora do not use the noun 

happiness.  The adjective happy is used in the Indamora section to describe Indamora’s 

feelings about Charles and Charles’s feelings about Indamora.  Regarding her feelings, 

the narrator tells readers that “she, [was] no less happy in the assurance that she enjoyed, 

tho’ not the first, yet a very high place in his affections”(1: 169).  On the subject of 

Charles’s feelings, the narrator explains that “Charles abandoned himself, without 

reserve, to professions of friendship, happy to find that these seemed, in a great measure, 

to calm the agitated bosom of the Hindoo” (1: 170).  These uses of the word happy are 

tainted: Indamora is happy because she thinks she is going to be his mistress, which is 
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morally wrong, and Charles is happy because he is deceiving himself about the platonic 

nature of their relationship.  These sentences suggest that being happy is not the same as 

having happiness.  Happiness is what he aspires to have with Amelia, his British wife 

(whom he secretly married before coming to India, a fact that makes his relationship with 

Indamora adulterous); what he has with the Indian woman is not happiness but sex.  The 

text drives this home by using the word happiness repeatedly in connection with his 

relationship to Amelia (2: 2; 2: 47; 2: 87; 2: 167; 3: 281).  Even when the relationship 

with the domestic woman is at risk, the stakes are still happiness. 

The Missionary (1811) 

Like the texts before it, Owenson’s popular novel takes on the issues of sexual 

intimacy, ideological intimacy, and happiness.  The Missionary stakes out a skeptical 

position: it is skeptical about attempts to divorce happiness from sexual intimacy and 

skeptical about the notion that happiness can come from ideological intimacy, either from 

the spread of Christianity to Hindus or from the exposure of Christians to Hindu ideas.  

This skepticism translates into pessimism about happiness in the imperial context.  

The Missionary was written after the tide had begun to turn against interracial 

relationships in India.  In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, British 

women began arriving in India in larger numbers, and the East India Company started 

discouraging relationships between British men and Indian women (Sen 123).  The East 

India Company also began to discriminate against the offspring of bi-racial couples, 

discrimination that was motivated by the East India Company directors’ desire to use as 

patronage rewards positions within the company which would previously have gone to 
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bi-racial male children (Sen 135). Sudipta Sen contends that the new estrangement 

between Britons and Indians was linked to “[i]deas of racial and civilizational distinction 

and new modes of political and economic imagination” (xxviii).  Although liaisons 

between British men and Indian women still took place, the rhetoric of racial difference 

based on blood tried to keep them apart and drove them increasingly underground (Sen 

136-37, 143). 

Owenson’s novel can be understood as a critique of the disfavor into which 

interracial sex had fallen; it suggests that sexual intimacy and happiness are inextricably 

linked and that attempts to separate them are futile.  The novel sees as tragic and doomed 

efforts to make entire categories of persons sexually off-limits.  Owenson examines the 

ban on interracial sex through the character of Hilarion, an extremely religious Catholic 

monk whose status means that sex and marriage are out of the question for him.  Hilarion 

thus stands for all Britons in India who have decided that sex with Indians is forbidden.  

Hilarion thinks of sex as a trap, telling himself:  

Providence has indeed also placed within our reach, many lesser 

intermediate enjoyments, and endowed us with strong and almost 

indestructible propensities to obtain them; but are they intended as objects 

of our pursuit and acquirement, or as tests by which our imperfect and frail 

natures are to be tried, purified, and strengthened?  Alas! it is instinct to 

desire; it is reason to resist! . . . Man, to be greatly good, must be 

supremely miserable.  (142)  
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His thoughts reveal the unattainable goal he has set for himself: he aims unreasonably 

and inhumanly high and tries to talk himself into accepting misery in exchange.  The text 

presents this as a tragic philosophy, one that produces happiness for no one and forces 

him to adopt various strategies to try to keep a relationship platonic.  For instance, he 

insists on calling Luxima, the Hindu woman whom he loves, “daughter” (119), which is 

an attempt to raise the specter of incest in order to quash sexual thoughts.  Their 

relationship, however, is not paternal, regardless of what he calls her: “[H]e addressed 

her, not as a priest of a religion she feared, but as a man, whom it was impossible to listen 

to, or to behold, without interest” (119).  He also tries to prevent their relationship from 

becoming sexual by taking her to a convent after she has been made an outcaste (197).  

This extreme solution would make her sexually unavailable to all men, including, but not 

limited to, him.  It is an overreaction on his part, borne out of his frustrated desire for her.   

Hilarion’s vow of celibacy creates an unsolvable problem for him, one that he 

articulates to Luxima: “Pity then, and yet respect, him who, loving thee and virtue 

equally, can ne’er know happiness without nor with thee” (232).  As the text sees it, 

people will desire each other sexually; prohibiting sex categorically is a formula for 

misery.  Indeed, in Hilarion’s case, the connection between sex and happiness forces its 

way into his life even as he tries to repress it.  His very understanding of happiness is 

distinctly sexual, as the following narration reveals:  

[T]hough he had conquered all human affections in himself, and had lived 

alone for Heaven, neither loving nor beloved on earth, yet sometimes he 

remotely guessed at the happiness such a feeling might bestow on others 
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less anxious for perfection; and a vague wish would sometimes escape his 

heart, that he too might love: but when that wish grew with indulgence, 

and extended itself to a higher object; when the possible existence of a 

dearer, warmer, feeling, filled his enthusiast soul, and vibrated through all 

his sensible being, then the blood flowed like a burning torrent in his 

veins, his heart quickened in its throb to a feverish pulsation—he 

trembled, he shuddered, he prayed, and was resigned. (116)   

In this passage, the narrator describes how Hilarion’s desire for happiness is followed by 

a pseudo-climax and a ritual that sounds like the expression of morning-after shame.  

Owenson here links sexual fulfillment to happiness, suggesting that humans need sexual 

intimacy to be happy and that Hilarion’s attempts to exile sexual intimacy from his life 

are bound to end in disaster.   

Although the novel sees sexual intimacy as necessary to happiness, it is skeptical 

about the idea that ideological intimacy can produce happiness, either through the 

conversion of Hindus to Christianity or through the West’s absorption of Hindu 

philosophy.  Hilarion is obsessed with converting Luxima, whom he regards as the lead 

domino in the overall conversion of India’s people.  Hilarion makes his conversion case 

to Luxima on the grounds of happiness, criticizing Hinduism for being “false alike to 

happiness and to reason” (112) and communicating to her that “she had been the principal 

object of his visiting Cashmire, and that her happiness, temporal and eternal, was the 

subject of his ardent hopes and eloquent supplications” (125).  By rendering express the 

asserted link between happiness and conversion, Owenson makes clear that she is 
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assessing the imperialist idea, found in texts like The Widow of Malabar, that Christianity 

will bring happiness to Indians.   

Hilarion’s conversion efforts only partially succeed and do not make Luxima 

happy.  Because of her association with him, she is made an outcaste, which renders her 

abjectly miserable (188-89).  She then says she is willing to be a Christian, and he 

baptizes her (193).  After the baptism, however, she keeps looking at her temple and does 

not want to give up her Hindu objects of devotion (193).  She continues to “involuntarily 

bow[] before the objects of her habitual devotion” (208) and to hold Hindu beliefs about 

caste (217).  Gauri Viswanathan argues that “the novel presents the experience of 

spiritual change as an experience of social disruption, threatening to dislodge the convert 

as the subject of her own spiritual narrative” (29), and she explains that 

“excommunication . . . is an obstacle to the consummation of love, not only because it 

severs ties with community and nation but also because it obsessively nourishes a 

continuing attachment to what is forever lost” (29).  Hilarion recognizes his failure to 

truly convert Luxima: he feels that he has seduced her heart, not converted her mind 

(220), and she agrees: “[I]t was thou I followed, and not thy doctrines; for, pure and 

sublime as they may be, they yet came darkly and confusedly to my soul” (231).  

Hilarion’s conclusion is that religious exchange is nearly impossible because by 

adulthood, minds are irrevocably made up: “He felt . . . how difficult [it was] to eradicate 

those principles impressed on the character without any operation of the reason, received 

in the first era of existence, expanding with the years, and associating with all the 

feelings, the passions, and the habits of life” (102).  Given the forces working against 
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conversion, attempts to promote it seem doomed to failure and capable of producing only 

unhappiness.  

Luxima herself states that she gave up happiness for Hilarion, although she 

contends that she gained something else: 

“Be that Heaven my witness,” returned Luxima, with devotion and 

solemnity, “that I would not for the happiness I have abandoned, and the 

glory I have lost, resign that desert, whose perilous solitudes I share with 

thee.  Oh! my father, and my friend, thou alone hast taught me to know, 

that the paradise of woman is the creation of her heart; that it is not the 

light or air of Heaven, though beaming brightness, and breathing 

fragrance, nor all that is loveliest in nature's scenes, which form the sphere 

of her existence and enjoyment!—it is alone the presence of him she loves 

. . . .” (215) 

In this passage, happiness means being accepted by the community and having a place 

within a familiar religion.  For Luxima, happiness is Hinduism, which makes Owenson’s 

text the exact opposite of The Widow of Malabar on this point.  Luxima replaces 

happiness with monogamous romantic love, an ideology which neither religion nor nature 

can compete.  Owenson thus suggests that what the West will export to the East is not 

Christianity but certain social formations, and she presents this as disastrous for the East 

by having Luxima’s devotion to Hilarion lead directly to her death.          

Luxima is not the only character to suffer from the dislocation caused by 

ideological intimacy.  Hilarion, too, is vulnerable to their philosophical exchanges.  The 
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narrator reveals that arguing with Luxima is “dangerous” to his mission, “for the 

eloquence of genius and feeling, and the peculiar tenets of her sect, gave a force to her 

errors, and a charm to her look, which weakened even the zeal of conversion in the priest, 

in proportion as it excited the admiration of the man” (127).  Luxima frightens Hilarion 

by declaring her love for him in religious terms, and he stops her: “‘Luxima! Luxima!’ 

interrupted he, in wild and uncontrollable emotion, not daring to meet the look which 

accompanied words so dangerous, ‘cease, as you value my eternal happiness.  You know 

not what you do, nor what you say.  You are confounding ideas which should be eternally 

distinct and separate: you deceive yourself, and you destroy me!’” (169).  The appeal of 

her ideas, linked as they are to her feelings for him, shakes his assurance of his salvation, 

which is how he defines happiness.     

The hybrid55 religion that Hilarion creates after Luxima’s death also fails to bring 

him happiness, and those who see him call him “melancholy” (260).  The scene of 

Hilarion’s death reveals that he was engaged in the same confusing mix of practices as 

she:  

He found [Hilarion] dead, at the foot of an altar which he had himself 

raised to the deity of his secret worship, and fixed in the attitude of one 

who died in the act of prayer.  Beside him lay a small urn, formed of the 

sparry congelations of the grotto; on opening it, it was only found to 

contain some ashes, a cross stained with blood, and the dsandum of an 

                                                
55 Nigel Leask observes that Hilarion “himself ends up as a hybrid rather in Homi 
Bhabha’s sense” (128). 
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Indian Brahmin.  On the lucid surface of the urn were carved some 

characters which formed the name of “Luxima!” (261)   

His hybrid practices seem more like an expression of endless grief than a source of 

pleasure or happiness, and they convey the text’s fundamental pessimism about 

ideological intimacy between Christians and Hindus.  

The Surgeon’s Daughter (1827/1833) 

Like The Missionary, Scott’s novella leaves the reader with a profound sense of 

pessimism about the imperial endeavor, although Scott’s path to this conclusion is 

different from Owenson’s.  Scott’s novella presents interfaith sex as threatening and 

dangerous, and it shows no interest in Hindu ideas.  Instead, The Surgeon’s Daughter 

suggests that British ideas about India are the real threat to domestic happiness.   

The basis for the novella was a story related to Scott by a friend; Scott expanded 

and embellished the short anecdote.  The anecdote, which Scott included in a later 

edition, featured a Hindu sexual threat: “[A] native Rajah was waiting the arrival of the 

fair maid of Fife, with whom he had fallen deeply in love, from seeing her miniature 

likeness in the possession of D——— [a British man], to whom he had paid a large sum 

of money for the original, and had only intrusted him to convey her in state to the seat of 

his government” (445).  In the novella, Scott replaces the “native Rajah,” who would 

probably have been a Hindu, with Tippoo Sultan, a famous Muslim with whom the 

British public would have been familiar.  With this change, Scott effaces and emasculates 

the Hindu male and presents the Muslim man as the sexual and territorial threat.  This 
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echoes a historical development: in 1761, Tippoo’s father, Hyder Ali, usurped the throne 

of Mysore’s Hindu Raja.  

In both the anecdote and the novella, the British woman is saved from interracial 

sex by a good Briton.  In the anecdote, the outcome is happy: “C——— [a British man] 

was immediately afterwards married to Emma, and my informant assured me he saw 

them many years afterwards, living happily together in the county of Kent, on the fortune 

bequeathed by the Thane of Fife” (446).  The happy couple has marriage, money, and, 

presumably, good sex.  By contrast, in the novella, although Hartley, the Scottish hero, 

foils the interracial sex plot, the final outcome is distinctly melancholy, if not downright 

unhappy: 

It might be thought a natural conclusion of the history of Menie Gray, that 

she should have married Hartley, to whom she stood much indebted for 

his heroic interference in her behalf.  But her feelings were too much and 

too painfully agitated, her health too much shattered, to permit her to 

entertain thoughts of a matrimonial connexion, even with the acquaintance 

of her youth, and the champion of her freedom.  Time might have 

removed these obstacles, but not two years after their adventures in 

Mysore, the gallant and disinterested Hartley fell a victim to his 

professional courage [as a surgeon], in withstanding the progress of a 

contagious distemper, which he at length caught, and under which he 

sunk. (285) 



   133 

 

Menie never marries, although she is wealthy as a result of her Indian experience.  Is she 

happy?  The narrator reports that she appears “to find her only pleasure in acts of 

benevolence which [seem] to exceed the extent of her fortune, had not her very retired 

life been taken into consideration” (285).  This bleak coda does not sound like happiness.   

The melancholy outcome can be traced to the lingering influence of dangerous 

interracial/interfaith sex, although not the threatened sex between Menie and the Indian.  

Rather, Menie’s agitated feelings are due to her love for Richard, the dead fiancé who 

tried to sell her to Tippoo.  In Scott’s novella, Richard is the illegitimate son of a Catholic 

Jacobite and a Portuguese Jew.56  Richard is a complex and compelling character: terrible 

things happen to him, and he makes terrible decisions, all of which culminate in his being 

crushed to death by an elephant in India, a traumatic event that Menie witnesses.  John 

Sutherland labels Richard’s character a “xenophobic and frankly anti-semitic creation,” 

one he interprets by pointing to Scott’s “persecution by the Jewish gold merchant, Abud 

& Son,” whom Scott feared would bankrupt him (315).  Sutherland also cites Leon 

Poliakov’s The History of Anti-Semitism, which identifies The Surgeon’s Daughter as 

“historically the first lesson in the dangers of a ‘mixture of blood’” (315).  Although 

useful, these interpretations understate the extent to which readers are invited to feel pity 

for Richard and perhaps to identify with his struggles.  Richard is not simply a villain; he 

is a tragic figure, and part of his tragedy comes from his interfaith origins.  His 

illegitimate birth is in part due to his Jewish grandfather’s initial refusal to let his 

daughter marry an arrogant Christian who sees himself as better than Jews (239).    

                                                
56 In the anecdote, the character is simply described as a near relation of the Thane of 
Fife.  There is no suggestion that his origins are interracial or interfaith.  
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While Scott presents interracial sex as a threat, he cares little about ideological 

exchange between Hindus and Christians.  For Scott, the problem is not Indian ideas, but 

ideas about India.  In particular, the idea that India is a source of wealth is presented as 

destructive to happiness.  Scott expresses this through Richard’s character.  As a child, 

Richard hears and believes his nurse’s grandiose theories about his origins, and these 

fantasies fuel his ambitions and desire to be wealthy.  When he learns the truth about his 

illegitimate origins, Richard channels his desires into imperialism: “The Indian Captain’s 

lavish oratory supplied the themes which had been at first derived from the legends of the 

nursery; the exploits of a Lawrence and a Clive, as well as the magnificent opportunities 

of acquiring wealth to which these exploits opened the road, disturbed the slumbers of the 

young adventurer” (203).  Richard chooses to leave Menie and go to India, which Hartley 

sees as giving up happiness: “Heaven has placed happiness, competence, and content 

within your power, and you are willing to cast them away, to gratify ambition and 

avarice” (200).  It is not entirely clear, however, that Richard is capable of being happy 

(perhaps because of his interracial/interfaith origins), so even if he had stayed with Menie 

in Scotland, he might not have found happiness.  It seems more likely that Hartley is 

projecting his desires onto Richard, rather than correctly diagnosing Richard’s situation.  

Still, Richard’s dreams of finding wealth in India give him a justification for not trying to 

achieve domestic happiness.   

Conclusion 

 The texts examined in this chapter offer a range of positions on the links between 

intimacy and happiness.  These issues are bound up with the imperialist project, and the 
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diversity of the texts’ positions points to the contested nature of that project in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Intimacy in the context of imperialism is important 

because it both threatens to undermine Britons’ sense of themselves and offers Britons a 

way to reimagine their identities.  Over the course of the period, the texts swing back and 

forth on the issue of sexual intimacy; some are receptive to the idea that it can bring 

happiness, while others resist this notion in the imperial context.  The trend regarding 

ideological intimacy is different.  The earlier texts see a clear link between ideological 

intimacy and happiness, while the later texts are either hostile or indifferent to that link.  

The texts lose confidence in the capacity of humans to change their ideas; they arguably 

lay the groundwork for the more hardened and racist notions of human interaction of the 

later nineteenth century.    
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Coda 

Most British readers in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries did not have 

to wrestle with the question of whether or not to marry a Catholic, a Jew, a Muslim, or a 

Hindu.  Contact with Muslims and Hindus was mostly limited to those involved in 

international trade, diplomacy, or imperialism, and as time went on, British men working 

in the imperial context found that interfaith relationships, especially marriages, were 

regarded as increasingly unacceptable.  Inside of Britain, readers might have encountered 

Jews or Catholics.  The Jewish population, however, was small: Endelman estimates that 

in 1820, there were probably no more than 15,000 Jews in London (172).  At this time, 

London’s population was over one million people, which means that Jews were 1.5% of 

the city’s population.  Catholics, of course, were numerous in Ireland, making up 75% of 

the population, but in England and Scotland, their numbers were low (Machin, “British” 

11).  In 1755, for instance, Catholics made up only 1% of the Scottish population 

(Machin, “British” 14).  Thus, the appearance of these kinds of interfaith marriages in 

fictional narratives was not driven by the actual presence or possibility of these unions in 

the lives of many readers.57    

All readers, however, were instructed by fiction and nonfiction that a major object 

in life—perhaps the major object in life—should be the achievement of happiness.  The 

narratives examined in this dissertation aimed to show readers the way to happiness; they 

tried to answer Pope’s question about where happiness grew so that readers could pursue 

happiness in their own lives.  Narrative was a tool for teaching people about cause and 

                                                
57 This dissertation leaves unexamined the topic of marriages between members of 
different Protestant sects and denominations in Britain.   
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effect: happiness was the desired effect, and narrative illustrated the causes.  Using the 

narrative dilemma of the potential interfaith marriage, the texts explored the cause-and-

effect relationship between happiness and public order, greed, exclusivity, and intimacy.  

Texts that explored the relationship between public order and private lives were 

fundamentally concerned with the state, although they did not directly discuss 

government.  Texts considering wealth and the effect of greed were concerned with 

society and the individual’s responsibility to society, a critical topic at a time when 

capitalism was developing as the dominant economic model in Britain.  Narratives that 

focused on the matter of exclusivity were interested in the value of partnerships; they 

nudged the culture into rethinking the terms of marriage.  Finally, texts interested in 

intimacy were concerned with the self and its boundaries.  The range of these concerns—

from the state, to society, to partnerships, and to the self—shows the extent to which 

happiness was a total project, one that required readers to be schooled in every 

dimension.  Taken collectively, interfaith marriage narratives suggested that there were a 

million ways to go wrong and an equal number of ways to be unhappy.  

The texts’ positions on the routes to happiness were not uniform, but neither were 

they hopelessly contradictory.  Patterns, some clearer than others, can be discerned in 

groups of texts, and the existence of these patterns implies that the narratives rejected the 

notion that each person must find his or her own unique path to happiness.  The 

narratives, in other words, did not accept Locke’s assertion in his Essay Concerning 

Human Understanding that “everyone does not place his happiness in the same thing, or 

choose the same way to it” (218).  Instead, the narratives insisted that there were 
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discernable paths to happiness that everyone could follow.  Even when texts disagreed 

with each other about the correct route to happiness, they agreed on what the question 

was and that there was an answer.  They simply did not agree on what that answer was.   

In my chapter on Catholic-Protestant narratives, I argue that the texts from the 

1745-1836 period generally agreed with each other that public order facilitates private 

happiness.  What accounts for this agreement?  Why would even a text from a radical like 

Godwin have defended the Protestant establishment?  The answer may lie in the 

relatively peaceful conditions enjoyed by Britain during the period.  Compared to the 

seventeenth century, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were mostly free 

from religious violence.  There were, it is true, the Gordon Riots, but those were of 

limited duration and scope.  Although the 1798 rebellion in Ireland was motivated in part 

by the desire for Catholic emancipation, it was a republican, not a religious, movement, 

and Catholics and Protestants alike participated in it.  The experience of living without 

religious violence, coupled with the knowledge of the seventeenth century’s turbulence, 

may explain why the Catholic-Protestant texts collectively defended the Protestant 

establishment.      

I also identify agreement between texts in my Muslim-Christian chapter, where I 

argue that the texts questioned monogamy.  The explanation for the texts’ agreement on 

this issue may lie in the rise of companionate marriage, either as an ideal or a reality, and 

consumerism.  Companionate marriage may have authorized people to approach their 

unions with demands regarding their emotional and sexual needs.  If these needs were not 

met by marriage as it was configured, then, like a demanding consumer, the culture may 
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have begun looking for other versions of marriage that would better satisfy people and 

their wants.  Marriage was like a product in need of improvement; the Muslim-Christian 

texts made a case for change.  Material treating marriage as a commodity like any other 

would have been potentially quite subversive in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-

century Britain, but the foreign locations and cultures featured in the texts might have 

prevented readers from registering just how subversive it really was.   

In my Jewish-Christian chapter, I identify more disagreement than in the 

Catholic-Protestant and Muslim-Christian texts.  Not only did Scott’s Jewish-Christian 

text depart from the general trend regarding wealth and greed, but the Jewish-Christian 

texts preceding Scott’s showed signs of internal disagreement: they saw greed as 

distasteful even while they used wealth as a reward for their virtuous characters.  Such 

disagreement may have been the result of mixed messages.  On the one hand, the South 

Sea Bubble and East India Company nabobs triggered public outcry about greed and 

corruption.  On the other hand, thinkers like Adam Smith defended commerce as a social 

good, and larger numbers of people saw more consumer goods enter their lives, allowing 

them to experience the pleasures of consumption.  The Jewish-Christian texts tried to 

manage these tensions by offering happy endings based on contradictions.   

The Hindu-Christian texts also disagreed with each other, most notably over the 

issue of whether and to what extent British culture would benefit from the infusion of 

arguably alien ideas.  This distinguished these texts from, for example, the Catholic-

Protestant texts, which generally showed little interest in even considering the notion that 

Britain might gain from adopting any Catholic ideas.  The explanation for the 
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disagreement between Hindu-Christian texts may lie in tensions over imperialism in 

India, but it may also have been influenced by threats in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries that called the idea and ideals of Britain into question—threats from 

the American colonies and revolutionary and Napoleonic France.  In confronting these 

threats, Britain had to decide whether it would be strengthened by holding onto its 

traditional ideas or by modifying them.  The stakes were high, and the answers were 

neither easy nor clear. 

Finally, I want to follow Vivasvan Soni’s lead by reflecting on the moral 

implications of fictions about happiness.  In his study of happiness and eighteenth-

century texts, Soni stresses the harmful effects of what he calls the trial narrative and 

declares that he was motivated to write his book by the “utopian dream” of rendering 

“intelligible a politics of happiness” (5).  His work is both a lament for something lost 

and a call to action.  Like Soni, I can see the pernicious potential of narratives that 

attempt to persuade readers that happiness lies in one direction and not in others.  It may 

be that the narratives I discuss in this dissertation are the moral equivalent of ads that, for 

example, try to convince consumers that drinking Coca-Cola will make them happy.  The 

authors of the texts I analyze did not necessarily have the same kind of direct economic 

stake in the outcome of their arguments that Coca-Cola does when it pushes the 

happiness potential of its products, but that does not mean that the texts did not promote 

nefarious ends, including those of capitalism, patriarchy, and racism.  By making 

promises about happiness, the texts may have duped their readers into accepting or 
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creating conditions that increased the amount of suffering, violence, and exploitation in 

the world.   

But I am reluctant to make that my final judgment of the texts.  For one thing, not 

everyone who reads something is persuaded or influenced by it.  People are not mindless 

drones, and the narratives may have functioned more as happiness hypotheses that 

readers could test out in their own lives.  Scientific experimentation was becoming more 

widespread; perhaps readers approached these narratives as theories to be proved or 

disproved.  Even if the effects of the narratives were harmful, their ultimate goal was to 

increase the amount of happiness in the world.  While I may take issue with some of their 

ideas about the best ways to do this, I cannot condemn their intent.   
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