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In his Treatise o f Human Nature, the philosopher David Hume claimed: “The skin, 
pores, muscles, and nerves of a day-labourer are different from those of a man of 
quality: So are his sentiments, actions and manners.”1 This statement expresses in 
clear terms what Hume’s contemporaries mostly took for granted: The widespread 
assumption that there were fundamental distinctions between members of different 
social classes and that these were to be seen in deportment, speech, manners, 
knowledge, education, and in the very body itself. Despite a philosophical belief in 
a common nature of man, practical assumptions about the natures of men tended 
not at all to be uniform. Images of men differed on the basis of their ‘race’, ethnic­
ity, age, sex, and place in the social hierarchy; an Englishman would be very much 
taken aback, for instance, at being told that he was no different from a Scot or a 
Frenchman.

Whereas Said and gender historians have alerted us to how considerations of 
ethnic group and sexual identity may influence the creation of the images of man 
in various periods, the conjunction between human nature and social class has at­
tracted very little notice so far. In the following, I want to argue that in spite of the 
philosophical discussion about the nature of ‘man’ in the abstract, there were 
ready-made images of men according to their place in the social hierarchy. In tra­
ditional eighteenth-century thought, the ‘nature’ of a man belonging to the lower 
orders was decidedly different from the ‘nature’ of a gentleman or a nobleman. 
Some men were decidedly less equal than others.

1 David Hume. A Treatise o f Human Nature: Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental 
Method o f Reasoning into Moral Subjects (1739/40), ed. Lewis A. Selby-Brigge (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1896) 402.
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By the middle of the eighteenth century, however, the notion that the character of a 
person was in accord with his rank in the social hierarchy had come under attack. 
With regard to the construction of a new relation between man and social class, 
there are two major factors to be considered. One aspect of this change has been 
analyzed in great detail by Michael McKeon, who discusses the way in which 
novels up to the 1740s mediated two conflicting ideologies. The conservative, 
aristocratic ideology supported the traditionalistic social stratification and the “ad­
visability of maintaining the station of one’s birth.”2 The progressive ideology, on 
the other hand, saw pedigree and birth as unimportant, hailing virtue as the only 
important criterion for determining rank in society, whereby a virtuous individual 
might lay claim to an elevated place in the hierarchy, regardless of conditions of 
birth.

Another aspect of this changing conception of man in society was both a re­
thinking of the social hierarchy, in which the middling ranks took precedence over 
both the lower orders and the aristocracy, because the latter allegedly shared the 
same vices, while the middling station was regarded as the cradle of virtue. The 
change thus not only involved a ‘progressive’ ideology, which separated personal 
worth from social rank, it also entailed an alternative conception of a hierarchy 
which greatly favoured the middling sorts. The emerging self-image the middling 
ranks created during the eighteenth century became the basis against which the 
shortcomings of both the nobility and the lower orders were measured; it even in­
fluenced the conception of national identity.

The present paper addresses the emergence of this new image of the middling 
sorts, looking at two related problems: First, what constituted the new concept of 
‘virtue’ which was claimed to be most characteristic of the middling ranks? Virtue 
is, of course, a central feature of the ‘progressive ideology’ described by McKeon; 
but he does not 'really provide a definition of the concept. In his discussion of the 
‘chaste innocent’ pursued by the aristocratic rake, and in his interpretation of Pam­
ela, virtue means nothing but chastity. The meaning of virtue in a broader sense is 
quite difficult to determine; in his seminal book, McKeon speaks only rather 
vaguely of “personal merit.” This, however, is begging the question, since histori­
ans agree that virtue was being redefined during the eighteenth century, but they 
do not agree about what this new definition entailed.3 So far, historians have dis­

2 Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English Novel, 1600-1740, 2nd ed. (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins UP, 1988, 1991) 320.

3 Whereas John G. A. Pocock has claimed that virtue was redefined in relation to the language 
o f politeness and that well-bred manners and civilized behaviour came to determine the 
moral worth o f a person, Isaac Kramnick believes that virtue was redefined in terms o f such 
attributes as hard work, frugality and moderation. Cf. John G. A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce
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cussed this question only with regard to the development beginning in 1780, when 
the middling orders were established as a social class,4 but I want to connect this 
question of the new virtue of the middling ranks with McKeon’s argument.

The second problem related to the new image of the middling ranks is the de­
gree to which they themselves subscribed to the ‘progressive’ ideology in which 
personal worth was separated from social rank. From their point of view, this ide­
ology was self-serving in so far as it challenged the position of the aristocracy and 
provided the basis for developing a positive self-image of the middling ranks as 
being more virtuous and more important to the welfare of society than the suppos­
edly idle and extravagant members of the upper ranks. The progressive ideology, 
however, also had serious disadvantages for members of the middling ranks, because it 
could be used to undermine the very basis of their own class: If only personal worth 
and achievement regardless of birth were relevant, it would be ultimately impossible to 
maintain the distinction between middling and lower classes. Elevating personal merit 
to be the sole criterion for determining social rank threatened to destroy the very 
foundation and notion of a middle-class status: In more practical terms, it would 
have entailed, e.g., the acceptance of their own servants as their equals. And this 
was, of course, unthinkable in eighteenth-century Britain.5

In the following, I want to discuss how two novels of quite dissimilar authors 
set out and explored questions of the images of man and of social stratification, 
viz. Henry Fielding’s Amelia and Eliza Haywood’s The History o f Miss Betsy 
Thoughtless.6 My focus will be on the development of an image of the middling 
ranks as inherently more virtuous than the ‘others’, that is, than the lower classes

and History: Essays on Political Thought and History, Chiefly in the Eighteenth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1985) 48-49, and Isaac Kramnick, Republicanism and Bour­
geois Radicalism: Political Ideology in Late Eighteenth-Century England and America 
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1990) 196, 277-78.

4 See, for instance, Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women 
o f the English Middle Class, 1780-1850 (London: Hutchinson, 1987). In her cogently argued 
and wide-ranging article, Dror Wahrman, “National Society, Communal Culture: An Argu­
ment about the Recent Historiography o f Eighteenth-Century Britain”, Social History 17/1 
(1992): 43-72 criticises this heretofore unquestioned view, arguing that what emerged in the 
1790s was a “middle class idiom” put forward by one section of the middling ranks. Thus, in 
1790 there was as yet no coherent social group whose members shared a set o f practices and 
values (68f.).

5 Paul Langford, A Polite and Commercial People: England 1727-1783 (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1989) 654, also stresses that for most propertied people in the eighteenth century, the “lower 
classes occupied an unchangeable place” in the social hierarchy.

6 The editions to which the page numbers in this article refer are Henry Fielding, Amelia 
(1751), ed. Martin C. Battestin (Middletown: Wesleyan UP, 1983) and Eliza Haywood, The 
History o f Miss Betsy Thoughtless (1751; London: Pandora, 1986).
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and the aristocracy.7 In the first part of the paper, I want to provide a very brief 
overview of eighteenth-century images of the nobility, the middling ranks, and the 
lower orders. In the second section I will look into the ways in which class differ­
ences underlie the structure of two novels. In the conclusion I want to assess the 
results of the discussion with regard to the definition of virtue, the relation be­
tween the middling ranks and the other orders of society, and the image of the 
middling sorts disseminated by these novels.

The ‘lower orders’, also termed ‘rabble’, ‘scum’, ‘dregs’ and numerous other 
rather unflattering epithets, were commonly regarded as licentious, irrational and 
unable to govern either their passions or their behaviour. It was therefore thought 
to be useless to appeal to what little intellect they might have or to expect them to 
be able to understand what righteous behaviour was. Even proposals aimed at im­
proving the lot of the poor did not take into consideration the wishes of the lower 
orders, since well-meaning members of the middle classes were convinced that the 
poor were too depraved to be able to decide what would make them happy. Among 
those in favour of even coercing the poor were Henry Fielding and Joseph 
Priestley.8 Fielding, for instance, was convinced that “the greater Part of Mankind 
are bom with no other Capacity than what fits them for Labour,”9 and argued for 
new laws which should put a stop to the luxury of the poor, which he believed was 
the true reason for many of the ills of society.10

7 For the purposes o f this paper, I will treat all those characters as members o f the middling 
ranks who do not belong to the aristocracy and who are distinguished from the lower ranks 
by employing servants. It is usually estimated that between twenty and forty per cent o f the 
populace belonged to the middling ranks by the middle o f the century, depending on whether 
one takes a yearly income of fifty or one of forty pounds as the dividing line. Cf. Nicholas 
Rogers, “Paul Langford’s ‘Age o f Improvement’ [rev.]”, Past and Present 130 (1989): 201- 
209, and Peter Borsay, “The English Urban Renaissance: The Development o f Provincial 
Urban Culture, c. 1680 - c. 1760”, Social History 2 (1977): 581-603.

8 Cf. Joseph Priestley, Lectures on History, and General Policy; to Which is Prefixed, An Es­
say on a Course o f Liberal Education for Civil and Active Life (1788), 2 vols (London: J. 
Johnson, 1793), vol. 2, 57; “Having no occasion for foresight, he thinks o f nothing beyond 
the present moment, and thus is reduced to a condition lower than that o f the beasts.”

9 The True Patriot, No. 8, 24.12.1745. Brian McCrea, Henry Fielding and the Politics o f Mid- 
Eighteenth-Century England (Athens, Ga, 1981) 13f. thinks that Fielding had a positive im­
age o f human nature, while Claude Rawson, Henry Fielding and the Augustan Ideal under 
Stress: “Nature’s Dance o f Death” and other Studies (London, 1972) 96 ascribes a more 
ambivalent belief to Fielding, according to which Fielding sometimes believed in the be­
nevolence o f man, and sometimes seemed to be convinced o f human depravity.

10 Henry Fielding, “An Enquiry into the Causes o f the late Increase o f Robbers”, An Enquiry 
into the Causes o f the Late Increase o f Robbers and Related Writings, ed. Malvin R. Zirker, 
(Middletown: Wesleyan UP, 1988) 61-173, 171, 79-97.
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The deep-seated belief in the basic inferiority of the lower classes can also be il­
lustrated in the many prejudices against servants. In most of the treatises on edu­
cation, from John Locke’s works up to those of Mary Wollstonecraft, parents were 
warned against the bad influence which servants were thought to exert on children 
who came into contact with them. In addition to just being stupid, irrational and 
superstitious, servants were thought to be cunning and inclined to try to get the 
better of others. What she takes to be the basic dishonesty of servants is Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s reason for warning parents never to leave their children in their 
care, because otherwise “the first notions they imbibe [...] are mean and vulgar. 
They are taught cunning, the wisdom of that class of people.”11

Interestingly enough, the images of noblemen were also less than favourable. 
As McKeon has shown, from the seventeenth century onwards the extravagant, 
irresponsible, and potentially rapacious nobleman became a stock figure of many 
texts. During the course of the eighteenth century, this image was reinforced by 
sensational accounts of the licentious behaviour of aristocrats and even members 
of the royal family.12 Some writers claimed that wealth and pampering prevented 
the children of the rich from developing self-control and virtue. All the luxuries 
surrounding them were seen to spoil their characters: “Superfluity of riches, like 
superfluity of food, causes sickness and debility.”13

But the aristocracy still wielded great power until well into the nineteenth 
century.14 There was, moreover, at least one feature of life in the upper class that

11 Mary Wollstonecraft, “Thoughts on the Education o f Daughters” (1787), The Works o f Mary 
Wollstonecraft, ed. Janet Todd and Marilyn Butler, 7 vols (London: William Pickering, 
1989) vol. 4, 1-52, 9. See also John Locke, “Some Thoughts Concerning Education”, The 
Educational Writings o f John Locke, ed. James L. Axtell (Cambridge UP, 1968) 111-325, 
154, 164.

12 Michael McKeon, “Historicizing Patriarchy: The Emergence o f Gender Difference in Eng­
land, 1660-1760”, Eighteenth-Century Studies 28/3 (1995): 295-322, 310, stresses that the 
lusty aristocrat could also be a noblewoman trying to seduce a virtuous male o f less elevated 
status, a stratagem which gave “to the male victim an aura o f feminine passivity and inno­
cence.” For the image o f the nobility and the royal family, see Roy Porter, English Society in 
the Eighteenth Century (London: A. Lane, 1982) 278-82, and Langford 1989, 576-80 and 
585f.

13 Vicesimus Knox “The Spirit o f Despotism” (1795), The Works o f Vicesimus Knox, 7 vols 
(Hildesheim and New York: Georg Olms, 1970), vol. 5, 139-403, 359. Wahrmann 1992, 46, 
51, suggests that this anti-aristocratic sentiment was part o f an outlook she terms “commu­
nal-provincial culture,” which was opposed to the “national” culture, which had its origins in 
courtly and aristocratic circles.

14 See John Cannon, Aristocratic Century: The Peerage of Eighteenth-Century England (Cam­
bridge: Cambridge UP, 1984). See also Jonathan C. Clark, English Society, 1688-1832: Ide­
ology, Social Structure and Political Practice During the Ancien Regime (Cambridge: Cam­
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was very much admired by the upwardly mobile middling ranks: Politeness. Al­
though conduct literature, magazines and even schools served to disseminate this 
code of civilized behaviour to the aspiring middling ranks, it was often claimed 
that it could only be learned by imitating the free and easy manners of the higher 
ranks. As late as 1759, Adam Smith voiced the formerly common opinion that po­
liteness was confined to the upper ranks: “But it is not by accomplishments of this 
kind, that the man of inferior rank must hope to distinguish himself. Politeness is 
so much the virtue of the great, that it will do little honour to any body but them­
selves.”15

Despite such ambivalence toward aristocratic culture, the middling orders were 
increasingly regarded as the most virtuous ranks of society. Numerous authors be­
stowed high praise on the middling ranks, whose members allegedly were most 
suited for happiness and knowledge. David Hume claimed that “the middle Station 
of Life is more favourable to the acquiring of Wisdom and Ability, as well as 
of Virtue.”'6 The high opinion in which the middling ranks were held also became 
a commonplace in eighteenth century novels, and was even discoursed upon in 
works like Robinson Crusoe, whose protagonist is told by his father that the mid­
dling station is “the best state in the world, the most suited to human happiness 
[...] calculated for all kinds of vertues and all kinds of enjoyments.”17

Novels, however, tended to project more complex pictures than this crude 
sketch of prevailing attitudes might suggest. In the following, I want to analyze the

bridge UP, 1985). Clark’s thesis that England in the eighteenth century was an ancien régime, 
however, has been rejected by most other historians. McKeon 1995, 320 also emphasizes that 
“the death o f aristocracy as a cultural norm was quite consistent with its continued vitality as 
a social group.”

15 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), ed. David D. Raphael and Alec L. 
Macfie, The Glasgow Edition o f the Works and Correspondence o f Adam Smith, 6 vols, vol. 
1 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976) 54. This identification o f politeness with the nobility is 
confirmed by Jorge Arditi, “Hegemony and Etiquette: An Exploration on the Transformation 
o f Practice and Power in Eighteenth-Century England”, British Journal o f Sociology 45/2 
(1994): 177-193, 187, who argues that the hegemony the aristocracy exercised during the 
eighteenth century was closely related to the concept o f etiquette (here termed politeness) 
which helped to constitute hegemonic mechanisms which at the time lay in the hands o f the 
aristocracy. For Wahrmann 1992, 51, politeness is one o f the most important values o f  the 
national culture.

16 Hume, “O f the Middle Station of Life”, Essays Moral, Political and Literary, ed. Eugene F. 
Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1985) 545-51, 547, see also 546.

17 Daniel Defoe, The Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe (1719; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1965) 28; see also Oliver Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield (1766; London: Everyman, 1973), 
109: “In this middle order o f mankind are generally to be found all the arts, wisdom, and 
virtues o f society.”
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value structure of two novels with special regard to the relationship between per­
sonal merit and social rank, and look at the function these novels might have had 
in establishing and propagating a favourable image of the middling ranks.

The two authors under discussion might seem to be very strange bedfellows: 
Henry Fielding, with family connections reaching into the aristocracy, a man who 
had enjoyed a privileged education and considerable authority as a justice and 
novelist, an author who purported to have founded a new province of writing, and 
Eliza Haywood, the daughter of a small shopkeeper, who, having left her husband, 
supported herself and two children by producing an astonishing number of works, 
a former actress of loose reputation who had dabbled in all sorts of writing and 
who was even held in prison for some time because she was the suspected author 
of a seditious political pamphlet.18 With regard to social background, sex, educa­
tion, reputation and aesthetics these two authors could scarcely be further apart.

It turns out, however, that despite the obvious thematic and formal differences 
between the two novels, in point of view of class they put forward a very similar 
agenda. In both novels, aristocrats are depicted as rather despicable creatures at 
best. Appearing in finery and flaunting class markers like equipages, coats of arms, 
and pedigrees, they are one and all worthless hypocrites. Even in Fielding’s Amelia 
lords uniformly behave badly. The best -  though not redeeming -  feature of the 
lord trying to seduce Amelia is the fact that he greatly admires her; everything else 
about him is deceit. He dissembles a fondness for her children, for instance, and 
lays quite a number of schemes so as to be able to seduce her. The behaviour of 
another lord who accosts Amelia in Vauxhall, is so scandalous that even the hu­
mane and benevolent Dr. Harrison tells him “you [...] are not only a Scandal to the 
Title you bear as a Lord, but even as a Man” (397). In Haywood’s novel, Betsy 
Thoughtless also encounters a very bad array of noblemen. Though the novel em­
ploys the term “men of quality” as the common way of referring to the higher 
ranks, it emphasizes the great discrepancy between the possession of titles and the 
possession of virtue. All the four characters who try to rape Betsy either are, or 
claim to be, noblemen, who are well aware of the fact that they are about to ruin a 
hitherto respectable young woman.

Both novels, however, go well beyond this theme of the aristocratic rake pur­
suing the innocent maiden. Two other negative traits are connected with the nobil­
ity. In both novels, aristocrats fail to perform their political and social functions. 
Thus, the patron of Betsy’s first and worthless husband, Mr. Munden, gives pre­

18 For Haywood’s authorship o f political works see: Catherine Ingrassia, “Additional Informa­
tion about Eliza Haywood’s 1749 Arrest for Seditious Libel”, Notes and Queries 44/2 
(1997): 202-05, and Thomas Lockwood, “Eliza Haywood in 1749: Dalinda, and her Pam­
phlet on the Pretender”, Notes and Queries 36/4 (1989): 475-77.
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ferment not to the people deserving it, but to the ones who gratify his illicit desires. 
During his attempt to persuade Betsy to yield to his advances he informs her that 
her husband will gain preferment only if she complies with his amorous wishes. 
Amelia’s experiences are similar, for the noble lord who tries to seduce her pre­
tends that he wants to help Booth to get on in the army. This nobleman professes to 
believe that “Merit in all Capacities ought to be encouraged” (193), but his behav­
iour turns out to be very different: He grants a commission to Serjeant Atkinson, 
whom he does not even know, because he thinks that by this strategem he will gain 
Amelia. Thus the distribution of offices and favours, which was of enormous im­
portance in an age without any official basis for job qualification, is made subser­
vient either to corrupt haggling, as Dr. Harrison realizes during his visit to a great 
patron, or to the personal whims of despicable libertines.19

Moreover, hypocrisy seems to be a major character trait of noblemen in these 
novels. All the lords dissemble benevolence and willingness to perform their social 
duties, while they actually pursue their egotistical aims using unscrupulous meth­
ods. Thus the second lord that Betsy encounters poses as her deliverer in a very 
dangerous situation, but the reader is soon undeceived and sees the true character 
of this wretch, who is set on ruining a respectable gentleman just because he wants 
to possess some lands the latter is not willing to part with. Even the generous and 
well- meaning Amelia cannot help to realize that lords are, as a rule, very worth­
less beings: After hearing about the treatment of yet another honest gentleman who 
never got his reward, she exclaims “what are our great Men made of! Are they in 
Reality a distinct Species from the rest of Mankind? Are they born without 
Hearts?” (450)20

Things are not as clear-cut as all that, however, for noblemen prove to be “a 
distinct Species” in a more positive sense as well. To the pleasure-loving Betsy, 
titles are very alluring. As Betsy admits, she would very much like to marry a no­
bleman: “if ever I do become a wife, I should like to be a woman of quality: [.,.] a 
title has prodigious charms in it” (291). In one of his or her generalizing com­
ments, the narrator states that even reasonable and virtuous persons are willing to 
sacrifice principles and morals for the possession of a title, “when once a title, a bit

19 Patricia Howell Michaelson, “The Wrongs of Woman as a Feminist Amelia”, Journal o f Nar­
rative Technique 21/3 (1991): 250-61, 253, claims that “much o f Amelia’s plot is generated 
by the systemic problem [...] in contemporary England, men are promoted, not on the basis 
o f merit, but by patronage.” According to McKeon 1991 unrewarded merit is one o f the tar­
gets o f the progressive ideology.

20 Angela J. Smallwood, Fielding and the Woman Question: The Novels o f Henry Fielding and 
Feminist Debate 1700-1750 (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1989) 163 agrees with that 
view, for in Amelia, “in any of the public institutions [...] power accompanies only money, 
not merit.”
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of ribband across their shoulder, or any other gew-gaw trophy of the favour of a 
court, has been hung out” (315). Although nobility and virtue are irreconcilable 
opposites in this novel, the narrator’s belief that the court can offer nothing but 
“gew-gaws” and endangers the solid virtue of true gentlemen is neither shared by 
the young heroine nor by anyone else who gets a chance to participate in the luxu­
ries and privileges of the higher ranks.

Amelia is incomparably more virtuous and discerning than Betsy, of course, 
but even this paragon of female excellence is at first full of admiration for the lord 
who later tries to seduce her. After the first two meetings she thinks he is “the fin­
est Gentleman, and most agreeable Man she had ever seen in her Life” (217),21 
very strong words indeed for a woman as devoted to her husband as she is. This 
reaction is only to be expected, however, since the nobleman has all the rules of 
politeness at his dispersal. He has perfectly mastered the art of pleasing, and acts 
according to the ideal of good-breeding Fielding formulated in his “Essay on Con­
versation:” “[T]he Essence of Good-Breeding is to contribute as much as possible 
to the Ease and Happiness of Mankind.”22

Although the opinion of Amelia’s husband Booth is by no means always to be 
relied upon, he seems to proclaim one of the principles of Fielding’s novels when 
he says that there is no relationship between personal merit and social rank: “As it 
is no rare thing to see Instances which degrade human Nature, in Persons of the 
highest Birth and Education; so [.,.] Examples of whatever is really great and 
good, have been sometimes found amongst those who have wanted all such Ad­
vantages” (124).23 The wording is suggestive, however. In Booth’s opinion, both 
the poor and the aristocracy display overwhelmingly bad characteristics. This 
skepticism with regard to noblemen and the lower orders is illustrated by the char­
acters of the two novels; and instances of virtue among the lower classes are very 
rare indeed.

21 This echoes her judgement after her first meeting, when she also claimed he was “the finest 
Gentleman” (203).

22 Fielding, “An Essay on Conversation”, Miscellanies, ed. Henry K. Miller (Middletown: 
Wesleyan UP, 1972) 119-52, 143. This sort o f behaviour is instantly recognized as superior 
and attractive. Thus Betsy at once discovers that a stranger she discovers in a milliner’s shop 
has “been bred among [...] persons in the highest stations in life”, because she exhibits “a 
manner so perfectly free, and withal so noble” (497).

23 See also McKeon 1991, 403, who confirms that Fielding regarded the social hierarchy as 
nonetheless necessary. Brian McCrea, “Politics and Narrative Technique in Fielding’s 
Amelia”, Journal o f Narrative Technique 13/3 (1983): 131-40, 134-36, discusses statements 
o f other characters, who also profess to believe that rank is o f minor importance. McCrea 
agrees, however, that these statements are given the lie by the novel, which according to him 
presents a confused attitude towards rank.
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As far as the depiction of the lower ranks is concerned, most eighteenth-century 
novels show a gap which, considering the realities of middle-class life, is rather 
surprising. Though quite a number of servants were by the very nature of their 
work on a level of intimacy with their masters, servants are largely disregarded by 
most novelists. Fans and gloves, coaches and chairs are called for, but only rarely 
do we get a glimpse of the persons who fetch them. This is quite astonishing, given 
the fact that the capability or untrustworthiness of servants and the difficulty one 
had in getting good ones were often discussed in letters and diaries.24 The proper 
way to treat servants also provided one of the staple topics of the conduct books of 
the time, and bringing in servants might have provided novel heroines with another 
opportunity to display exemplary behaviour.

The natures of servants and the way they are treated by their betters, however, 
are not depicted in most novels. Servants are presented as a species apart, as beings 
one does not have to bother about. In both Fielding’s and Haywood’s novels only 
one servant actually has the honour of having a name. Though having a number of 
footmen and maids is an important feature of the conspicuous consumption, by 
which the wealthy distinguished themselves from the lower ranks, and is often re­
marked on in Betsy Thoughtless, such figures are only referred to by their function; 
numerous footmen and butlers are never given any names, let alone individual 
traits.

What would count as misbehaviour towards equals, is apparently quite all right 
with regard to servants. There is no description of kind behaviour of Betsy, Mr. 
Trueworth or Mr. Goodman towards any one of their servants. Although Booth 
claims that Amelia is very tender and motherly even to her servants, the reader 
does not witness any such behaviour. Booth himself does not appear to be uncom­
monly concerned about his servants: When he lies to Amelia in order to conceal 
his affair with Miss Mathews, the brunt of his dishonesty is born by the maid. 
Though the reader knows that the girl is wrongly accused, this never leads to any 
apologies; just as it is never cleared up whether the butler in Betsy Thoughtless did 
in fact steal a silver orange-strainer, or whether his dismissal was a mere whim of 
the deceitful Lady Mellasin.25

Thus there is a double standard not only with regard to gender, but also with 
regard to class. When Mrs. Prinks, “the confidant” of Lady Mellasin, who knows 
about all her guilty secrets, faces the deceived husband, Mr. Goodman makes clear

24 The problematic relationships between mistresses and servants is analyzed by Amanda Vick­
ery, The Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England (New Haven: Yale 
UP, 1997) 134-37, 142-46. Vickery also provides an appendix which lists the many letters 
one representative o f the gentry wrote in order to recommend or employ servants.

25 See Fielding, Amelia 171, Haywood, Betsy Thoughtless, 103f.
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that he does not regard one of her class as worthy of his anger: “you are a servant, 
and below the effects of my resentment” (237). The double standard also informs 
Booth’s behaviour after he has discovered that the “girl” -  presumably the same 
person who was scolded because of his deceit -  has robbed Amelia of her clothes: 
He falls into a rage, accuses her of “Dishonesty,” of “Cruelty,” and of “Ingrati­
tude” and utters his belief that “Such Persons as these it is really a Charity to the 
Public to put out of the Society; and indeed a Religious Man would put them out of 
the World for the Sake of themselves” (479). The good-natured and tender Booth 
never once stops to consider that he himself was none too honest to this girl, and 
that quite a lot of persons are guilty of dishonesty, cruelty and ingratitude towards 
him and his wife.26 While these well-to-do persons are never openly accused of 
cruelty, Amelia’s maid only escapes being executed by some irregularity of the 
law.

Given the prejudices against servants, it might seem surprising that some of 
them prove to be honest human beings who don’t steal or take advantage of their 
worthy masters. This, however, may be explained with reference to an important 
social function the members of the lower orders have: They serve as a sort of flat­
tering mirror reflecting and magnifying the worth of their betters. Thus a poor 
woman who gets a little money from Mr. Trueworth is “so transported, that she 
knew not how to thank him sufficiently” and affirms that he is “a right noble gen­
tleman.”27 A similar function is fulfilled by the honest nurse in Amelia, who would 
not betray her incomparable mistress for love nor money. By stressing the volun­
tary nature of their services and their subordination, such honest servants enhance 
the great worth and superior character of their betters.

With regard to the social hierarchy, ‘bad’, cunning and pilfering servants ulti­
mately serve the same ends as the meek servants adoring their masters and eagerly 
performing their tasks. Regardless of their characteristics, servants ultimately serve 
to legitimate the existing hierarchy: the one group by their willing acceptance of 
their place, and the other by showing the inherent worthlessness of beings, who are 
very much in need of the restraining hand of a master.

Amelia, however, features a very interesting and complex case of upward mo­
bility in a member of the lower classes. Amelia’s foster brother, Atkinson, the son 
of her honest nurse, proves to be a very exemplary character. He is devoted to 
Amelia, honest, generous, sincere, tender, reliable and of unquestionable integrity. 
The discrepancy between his birth and his character is often remarked upon, as 
phrases like “notwithstanding the Meanness of his Birth” (182; see also 123f.)

26 Smallwood, 1989, 166 also confirms that “Booth and Amelia are betrayed over and over 
again by people who claim friendship for them.”

27 Haywood, Betsy Thoughtless, 254.
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show. Atkinson is certainly not a typical member of the lower classes; he was after 
all reared as the foster brother of the heroine and educated by Dr. Harrison.

When the worthy Serjeant Atkinson gets a captain’s commission which would 
entitle him to be called a gentleman, however, numerous factors show that he never 
will be accepted as a member of the middling ranks. First, since he has not had any 
dancing lessons, he lacks the art of moving gracefully; thus, every one of his 
clumsy movements betrays his real social rank. Secondly, he got his preferment 
only by accident; the very act of his elevation is due to some trickery of his wife, 
who by her wicked doings has compromised Amelia’s reputation. Atkinson him­
self takes great care to demonstrate by his words and deeds that he knows his 
place. He repeatedly confirms that he “know[s] the Distance which is between us” 
(219, 381) -  speaking to Booth, whom he also terms “your Honour” -  and is al­
ways obedient to Booth and his wife, for whom he willingly performs menial tasks 
like carrying messages. Though his wife claims that Atkinson is a gentleman by 
virtue of his commission, he himself knows better. What is more, his self- 
assessment is confirmed by Booth, for during the brawl which follows the detec­
tion of Mrs. Atkinson’s treachery, Booth insults this drunken, screaming fury, and 
orders her husband about. When Mrs. Atkinson demands that her husband defend 
her as a gentleman should, Booth answers, “It is lucky for us all, perhaps, [...] that 
he is not my Equal.”28

The propensity of both the lower and upper ranks for vice is highlighted by the 
character of the alleged Sir Frederic Fineer, an impostor who tries to marry Betsy 
Thoughtless in order to get hold of her fortune. This stupid and clumsy character 
pretends to be the next of kin to a lord, whose title he will soon inherit. Although 
Betsy thinks he lacks the wit to play any role -  “he is a fool, indeed, but he is a 
man of quality” (355), she remarks to her brother -  Fineer is found out to be a valet 
de chambre who lost his post because he tried to rob his master. This conflation of 
the characteristics of the higher and the lower ranks in a hypocritical, cunning and 
rapacious man who displays the alleged vices of both orders, once again serves to 
confirm the exalted position of the middling ranks.

The virtues members of the middling ranks were supposed to display are a 
major theme of both novels. One pressing problem concerned what was the right 
attitude towards the aristocratic code of ‘Honour’, which required noblemen to 
fight if they felt themselves insulted by gentlemen. Should the middling ranks 
adopt this aristocratic value? No less than three duels are fought in Haywood’s

28 Amelia, 447. This is eventually granted by Mrs. Atkinson, who retracts her statement: “he 
hath not the Spirit o f a Gentleman” (448). See also McCrea’s sensitive reading o f this scene, 
“which gives the lie to all the egalitarian claims made in Amelia, for here rank matters” 
(McCrea 1983, 135).
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novel, two of them showing exemplary -  if rather contradictory -  behaviour by 
middle-class men defending their ‘honour’ When Mr, Bloomacre, a gentleman 
much maligned by a noble lord, sends this dissimulating, cunning and egotistical 
member of the aristocracy a challenge, the lord seems none too willing to risk his 
life. As the narrator confirms, the public discourse on this very short duel “was no 
way to the advantage of Lord —’s character, either for generosity or courage” 
(142). Thus the nobility does not live up to its traditional values. In the novel, it is 
a mere gentleman who is eager to act according to the rules and rituals in order to 
defend his honour.

In another duel, Mr. Trueworth displays a different feature of middle-class 
virtue. When his rival Mr, Staple sends him a challenge, he accepts it, because he 
“cannot, without being guilty of injustice to my own honour and pretensions, ref­
use you [Staple] the satisfaction you require” (140). Trueworth’s objections to du­
elling, however, inform his behaviour, for though he is twice given the chance to 
kill Staple, he refuses to wound let alone kill him. In fact, he “seemed to take an 
equal care to avoid hurting his rival, as to avoid being hurt by him” (142). His ten­
derness does not allow him to perform any act of cruelty. But in spite of the claims 
of humanity, which in this novel is presented as a middle-class virtue, Trueworth 
agrees to fight. Even exemplary characters thus find it very difficult to reconcile 
the conflicting claims of aristocratic honour and middle-class virtue.29

The same dilemma, which at the time was widely discussed in pamphlets, is 
repeatedly debated by the characters in Fielding’s novel. Colonel Bath, a good- 
natured Christian gentleman, is obsessed with the code of honour, and acutely sen­
sitive to all sorts of behaviour which might be construed as an insult requiring a 
duel. He repeatedly urges his friend Booth to fight for a number of highly dubious 
reasons, and twice even fights for Booth. Once he wounds Mr, Bagillard, a 
Frenchman set on seducing Amelia -  and apologizes to Booth because he robbed 
him of the honour of fighting himself -, and once he even fights against Booth, 
because according to his contorted reasoning this was the only way to help his 
friend.

29 Donna T Andrew, “The Code of Honour and its Critics: The Opposition to Duelling in 
England, 1700-1850”, Social History 5 (1980): 409-32, 428-30, shows that a significant 
change with regard to duelling took place in the late eighteenth century. Whereas before that 
time, opposition to and support for duelling cut across the elite and the middling ranks, later 
on the opposition to fighting was appropriated by “a new and energetic” middling class, 
which substituted a “new type of gentleman” for the “old-fashioned sort o f gentleman, the 
man o f honour.” Moreover, Andrews 1980, 434, regards the debate about and the rejection of  
duelling as “an important element in the formation of the middle class, and the gestation of  
middle-class culture.”
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Both the worthy Dr, Harrison and Amelia, however, are violently against any 
sort of duels. In various disputes Harrison shows that duelling is forbidden by the 
Christian religion, and claims that any definition of honour that entails fighting is a 
corruption of the word. In these discussions, Harrison voices the opinion of Field­
ing, who sardonically defined “HONOUR” simply as “Duelling” in his Covent 
Garden Journal?0

Most characters’ actions, however, do not conform to this enlightened view, 
the propagation of which became one of the staple topics of middle-class rhetoric 
at the end of the century. Although Bath’s obsession with fighting is ridiculed and 
criticized by the narrator, Booth and the other male characters, with the exception 
of Harrison, who, as a clergyman, is not required to fight, are willing to risk their 
lives in order to defend their honour. In spite of flaunting their humanity and shed­
ding tender tears at tales of misfortune, they risk killing or being killed in order to 
save their reputation. The middling ranks in both novels thus aspire to display ex­
emplary behaviour according to both the aristocratic code of honour and to the 
values of humanity and religion.30 31 Manliness at this time obviously included both 
benevolence and courage.

For women, of course, the word ‘honour’ had quite a different meaning. A 
woman loses her honour by engaging in pre-marital sexual relations; to “sacrifice 
her honour”32 simply means losing her virginity. Both novels provide examples of 
women who have yielded to male advances and thereby lost their position in soci­
ety: Miss Mathews, Miss Forward, Flora Mellasin, and the most degenerated one -  
not by accident a Parisian -  Mademoiselle de Roquelair. Although each of these 
women loves her seducer and would willingly marry him, they are made to suffer 
for their deeds. Their suffering is justified by their progressive degeneration: Once 
they have gone beyond the pale, they lose all sense of shame and willingly become 
prostitutes. Although Deborah Nestor claims that Haywood’s narrative is subver­
sive, since Miss Forward only slips into prostitution because of economic neces­
sity,33 Haywood takes great pain to lay the blame entirely on Miss Forward:

30 Covent Garden Journal, No. 4, 37,
31 Worthy characters like Trueman and Booth fight only reluctantly since such behaviour con­

tradicts the dictates o f religion and humanity.
32 Haywood, Betsy Thoughtless, 93.
33 Cf. Deborah J. Nestor, “Virtue Rarely Rewarded: Ideological Subversion and Narrative Form 

in Haywood’s Later Fiction”, Studies in English Literature 34/3 (1994): 579-98, 583. Nestor 
also claims that Miss Forward’s fall from chastity was due solely to “Wildly’s misrepresen­
tations and physical force” (ibid. 583), but this is debatable, since Miss Forward admits that 
“my own fond heart too much consented” (Haywood, Betsy Thoughtless, 83).
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as few women who have once lost the sense o f honour, ever recover it again, but 
[...]  devote themselves to vice [...]; Miss Forward could not content herself with 
the embraces nor allowances o f her keeper, but received both the presents and ca­
resses o f as many as she had charms to attract. (197)

The men, in contrast, get off scot free; Trueworth is not even criticised for what he 
has done.

For women who are married, committing adultery means losing their honour. 
Both Amelia and Betsy steadfastly defend their honour against several powerful 
attacks. There is not one woman in either novel who would willingly do such a 
base thing, something which would oblige her husband to fight the seducer. In­
deed, strictly speaking, wives committing adultery would not only lose their own 
honour, but stain that of their husbands, too. As Betsy’s reflections after her near­
rape make clear, it is her husband’s as well as her own reputation that is at stake: 
“Am I not married? Is not all I am the property of Mr. Munden? Is it not highly 
criminal in any one to offer to invade his right?” (519) This traditional view, how­
ever, is not supported by Amelia’s experiences.

In both novels, the difficulties the female characters have in trying to preserve 
their honour are given at least as much coverage as the debates about duels and the 
attempts of male characters to uphold their reputation. Even Betsy, whose behav­
iour is none too scrupulous during the greater part of the novel, entertains elevated 
notions of female virtue and honour. By highlighting female ‘honour’, which is 
exhibited by all the ‘good’ female characters, the novels participate in the process 
of establishing inner virtue as a peculiarly feminine trait. This is rather important, 
for, as McKeon claims in a recent article, the “idea of female virtue -  the radical 
internalization of male honor -  may be understood as one consequence of early 
modern cultural efforts to replace aristocratic notions of value.”34 35 The novels thus 
took part in the development of substituting female chastity for aristocratic ‘hon­
our’

Another characteristic associated with the image of the middling ranks which 
figures prominently in both novels is the high regard for domesticity, which later

34 Mary Anne Schofield, “ ‘Descending Angels’- Salubrious Sluts and Pretty Prostitutes in 
Haywood’s Fiction”, Mary Anne Schofield and Cecilia Macheski (eds), Fettered or free? 
British Women Novelists, 1670-1815 (Athens: Ohio UP, 1986) 186-200, 189, argues that 
Haywood’s prostitutes “become healthier figures than the docile, pale heroines [...]  They 
‘tell’ women that it is all right to be angry, that it is right to sell out for the female self.” None 
o f the three types o f prostitutes Schofield discusses seems to fit the prostitutes in Betsy 
Thoughtless, a novel which is not mentioned in the article.

35 McKeon 1995, 313f. According to McKeon, this development was not yet completed by the 
middle o f  the century.
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on became the penultimate bourgeois virtue, but was just beginning to be estab­
lished at the middle of the century. Even the male characters long to enjoy a quiet 
domestic life in the midst of their families and friends. Booth, for instance, greatly 
values his meals with his family, though the temptations offered by drink and cards 
sometimes prove too strong for him. The male characters in Amelia also display 
tenderness and take part in making the family the centre of private human feeling. 
Booth is proud of nursing his wife while she is lying in, the pugnacious Major 
Bath is seen wearing a woman’s dress and nursing his ailing sister, and Colonel 
James is censured by the narrator because of his lack of tenderness. The libertine 
lord is condemned through his feigned fondness for children and domesticity. The 
construct of middle-class manliness thus comprises domesticity and tenderness.

Domesticity is of even greater importance to the female characters, especially 
to wives and mothers. The novels thus participate in the changes both the image 
and the duties of women underwent in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
century, when middle-class wives and mothers were not expected to contribute to 
the family economy, but to create a loving atmosphere, breastfeed their little ones, 
and take care of their children themselves.36 Haywood’s and Fieldings’s presenta­
tion of domestic life differ, however, although tenderness towards the husband and 
creating a loving atmosphere are regarded as wifely duties in both novels. Whereas 
Haywood concentrates on showing the difficult position of an unhappily married 
woman, Fielding delights in exhibiting domestic harmony. Despite this obvious 
difference, the underlying values governing wifely behaviour are quite similar,

Betsy experiences the drawbacks of a culture that gives a woman all the re­
sponsibility for making the family a haven of tenderness. Though her husband is 
harsh and unjust, and even wants to evade the marriage contract in order to make 
Betsy contribute to household expenses, Betsy is resolved to do her duty and re­
frains from criticising him or provoking him by explicitly insisting on her rights. 
As Lady Trusty says, she must try to win her husband over by tenderness and by 
complying with those wishes that do not explicitly violate the norms of decency. 
Betsy is caught between the conflicting claims of reason and of wifely obedience;

36 See, for instance, Carole Shammas, The Preindustrial Consumer in England and America 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1990), G. J. Barker Benfield, The Culture o f Sensibility. Sex and So­
ciety in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1992), and my 
“Die Feminisierung der Kultur: Kulturgeschichtliche Bedingungen für den Wandel der Wert­
schätzung der Frau im England des 18. Jahrhunderts”, Archiv für Kulturgeschichte 76 
(1994): 135-63, as well as my “ ‘The slaves o f our pleasures' oder ‘our companions and 
equals'■ Die Konstruktion von Weiblichkeit im England des 18. Jahrhunderts aus kulturwis­
senschaftlicher Sicht”, Zeitschrift für Anglistik und Amerikanistik 44/3 (1996): 199-219.
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she has a hard time “not uttering a single word unbecoming of her character, either 
as the woman of good understanding, or the wife.”37
On the surface, Amelia’s lot seems to be far better than Betsy’s. She is the model 
wife, always cheerful and happy whenever her husband is with her. Not once does 
the reader witness an internal conflict relating to her domestic duties. With the help 
of only one servant, she makes a “neat” dinner for her husband (168), and in spite of 
their financial difficulties often has his favourite food prepared, together with a bottle 
of “Wine [...] a clean Cloth and a smiling Countenance” (488). Although Amelia 
seems to love every minute of it, her life is not always easy, for Booth is far from 
being an exemplary husband. But she does her duty in every particular; she de­
fends her husband against criticism -  no matter how just it may be -  and is always 
obliging and forgiving, even when he has gambled away more money than they 
can possibly come up with. Though she knows “no Happiness out of his Com­
pany” (192), there is never a hard word when he has kept her waiting without even 
bothering to tell her that he won’t come home for supper; and when she goes to 
bed rather than sit up to wait for him, it is entirely out of regard for his feelings.38 
That she acts the part of a perfect wife in overlooking and not even mentioning a 
letter containing evidence of his adultery leads to some complications, but ensures 
a harmonious atmosphere and the gratitude of the faithless husband.39

37 Haywood, Betsy Thoughtless, 470, italics mine. Debora J. Nestor, “Representing Domestic 
Difficulties: Eliza Haywood and the Critique o f Bourgeois Ideology”, Prose Studies 16/2 
(1993): 1-26, 1, points out that Haywood’s periodical Female Spectator (1744-46) problem- 
atizes the notion that virtuous women “will be rewarded with positions o f authority and 
power within their own households.” The description o f Betsy’s plight seems to me to criti­
cise existing conventions o f marriage; Mary Anne Schofield, “Exposé o f the Popular Hero­
ine: The Female Protagonists o f Eliza Haywood”, Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture 12 
(1983): 93-103, 102, however, argues that this novel instructed readers “to live out their lives 
enslaved by society’s conventions and roles.”

38 See, for instance, Amelia, 434. For a short analysis o f Amelia’s “model” wifely behaviour see 
Smallwood 1989, 13-156. Mary Anne Schofield, “Exploring the Woman Question: A Read­
ing o f Fielding’s Amelia”, Ariel 16/1 (1985): 45-57, 47, 54, 56 claims that in Amelia Fielding 
investigated female power and the myth o f trivialization, and that even the passive means of 
fainting and shedding tears might be “turned round and used in the female’s behalf.” Ac­
cording to her, Fielding displayed a “less chauvinistic attitude” towards his female characters 
in this novel. Michaelson 1991, 254, however, seems to agree with my reading o f the novel, 
for she points out that Fielding’s narrative, which certainly intended to portray a harmonious 
and happy marriage, could be turned into a critique o f the authority o f husbands by changing 
only a few circumstances.

39 Margaret Lenta, “Comedy, Tragedy and Feminism: The Novels o f Richardson and Fielding”, 
English Studies in Africa 26/1 (1983): 13-25, 17, however, thinks that Amelia’s decision to 
overlook Booth’s adultery marks “perhaps the most ‘feminist’ moment in the whole novel, in
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Amelia also partakes of the construction of bourgeois motherhood, which is arguably 
one of the key cultural developments during the eighteenth century.40 This construc­
tion of a female ideal is especially important in the present context, since admiration 
for mothers “came to be a banner under which the newly constituted middle class 
marched.”41 Amelia is one of the first novels featuring this new sentiment towards 
maternal tenderness and devotion. In contrast to Richardson’s Pamela, Fielding’s 
heroine does not experience any conflict between the commands of her husband 
and the demands of her children. There might have been a problem when she de­
cides to leave her newborn child in order to join the wounded Booth in Gibraltar, 
but if she had any qualms about that decision, they are not mentioned in the 
novel.42 Amelia has obviously mastered a problem widely debated in the conduct 
literature of her time: She loves her children dearly, but not too much, which might 
render them effeminate or estrange her husband.43

The narrator claims that Amelia’s behaviour provides an “excellent Example 
[...] to all Mothers” (167), and the novel indeed dwells on her excellence as if one 
important aim of the novel was to teach mothers how to behave according to a new 
maternal ideal. Amelia educates her children herself; she spends a great amount of 
time with them, and takes care to give them first impressions which will ensure 
that they will become virtuous.

that it makes the greatest claims for female nature” (italics mine). This view, however, dis­
counts the fact that nearly all o f the conduct books o f the time demanded o f wives that they 
should turn a blind eye to their husband’s affairs.

40 Felicity A. Nussbaum, “ ‘Savage’ Mothers: Narratives o f Maternity in the Mid-Eighteenth 
Century”, Eighteenth-Century Life 16 (1992): 163-84, 165 states that the ‘cult o f mother­
hood’ was especially intense at the middle o f the century. See also Toni Bowers, The Politics 
of Motherhood: British Writing and Culture, 1680-1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996).

41 Ruth Perry, “Colonizing the Breast: Sexuality and Maternity in Eighteenth-Century England” 
John C. Fout (ed.), Forbidden History: The State, Society, and the Regulation o f Sexuality in 
Modern Europe: Essay from the Journal o f the History o f Sexuality (Chicago: University o f  
Chicago Press, 1990) 107-137, 117. This excellent article also argues that the new ideal, 
which put maternal practice at the heart o f real femininity, served to erase class differences, 
because “Gender -  not class -  increasingly defined a woman’s duties” (137). Although gen­
der is o f increasing importance during the eighteenth century, the duties o f  women remained 
dependent on their social class. The idealized image of middle-class men and women was 
said to depict the only acceptable and ‘natural’ way o f behaviour, but the duties and daily 
practice o f working class, middle, and upper class women continued to be different through­
out the nineteenth century.

42 Fielding shows only the delightful sides o f Amelias relationship with her children and de­
scribes the “transports” (141) she feels on coming back to England.

43 Cf. Bowers 1996, 158f. and 168.
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Some modern readers may find the scenes in which the narrator waxes senti­
mental about Amelia and her children quite hard to digest. It is often stressed in 
comments by the narrator that such scenes are “beyond my Power of Description” 
(316) -  though the following description is often quite long enough. In one in­
stance the reader is even shown the proper response to a moving scene of domes­
ticity. When Harrison comes to see Amelia,

he found her in the highest Agonies o f Grief and Despair, with her two little Chil­
dren crying over their wretched Mother. These are [...] the most tragical Sights 
that human Nature can furnish, and afford a juster Motive to Grief and Tears in 
the Beholder, than it would be to see all the Heroes who have ever infested the 
Earth, hanged all together in a String. (359).

This metanarrative comment is apparently not explicit enough, for the text goes on 
telling the reader just how to react by describing the exemplary reaction of 
Harrison: “The Doctor felt this Sight as he ought.”

In contrast to this tender domesticity praised in the novel, other virtues which 
in the nineteenth century were regarded as typically bourgeois are missing in both 
novels. The virtues of industry, frugality, and sober hard work, which were dis­
cussed in the conduct literature and “how to” books of the time, are not depicted in 
the novels.44 Hogarth’s Industrious Apprentice finds no equivalent among the 
characters.
Another feature that played an important part in the formation of the self-image of 
the middling ranks is amply developed in the two novels, however. As the sheer 
number of attempts to teach the rudiments of polite manners show, the code of po­
liteness originally confined to the upper ranks was emulated by the middling or­
ders, who imitated aristocratic manners in order to make themselves ladies and 
gentlemen.45 According to Richard Steele, the most important characteristic of a 
gentleman was his mastery of polite behaviour: “The appellation of a Gentleman is

44 Margaret R. Hunt, “English Urban Families in Trade 1660-1800: The Culture o f Early Mod­
em Capitalism” (New York University D.Phil., 1986), argues the importance o f the following 
middle-class values: the primacy of the domestic unit, marital affection, a redefinition of female 
virtue, which involved withdrawal from public life; a redefinition of male virtue, stressing ra­
tional commitment to work; and interventionist child rearing practices, from an emphasis on 
maternal breast-feeding to the inculcation o f diligence, thrift, clock-time consciousness and 
foresight in sons. Wahrmann 1992, 57f., identifies these virtues as the values o f the commu­
nal culture, as opposed to the national culture.

45 Langford 1989, 653, claims that the middling ranks were “united in nothing more than in its 
members’ determination to make themselves gentlemen and ladies, thereby identifying them­
selves with the upper class;” Wahrmann 1992, 47, however, identifies this emulation as rep­
resentative o f only those members o f the middling ranks that opted for the ‘national culture’
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never to be affixed to a man’s circumstances but to his behaviour in them!” (The 
Tatler, August 1710, 113). According to this view, even a shopkeeper could be 
genteel. Though in some definitions the financial means to live ‘idly’ remained a 
necessary precondition for being a gentleman, it was the importance of politeness 
that was most often referred to.46 Gentility therefore came in reach of the middle 
and even lower middling ranks who could afford to pay for an education providing 
their children with knowledge and manners.

Politeness, which came to be an important feature of the new definition of vir­
tue,47 served to draw a dividing line between the fashionable middling ranks and 
the lower orders, who were not able to behave according to the fashionable code of 
behaviour. It is thus not merely accidental that Atkinson, for all his other virtues, 
does not possess even the rudiments of politeness.

The importance of politeness to personal merit and upward mobility is even 
more pronounced in Haywood’s novel. There is one upstart with lots of money and 
admirable character traits, but this unfortunate merchant is made to appear ludi­
crous in every respect. Captain Hysom, a practicing merchant who has acquired a 
very large fortune “in the service of the East India company” (102), is clumsy in 
his address, and sets about courting Betsy in a rather blunt and unsophisticated 
manner. He obviously does not live ‘idly’, and lacks polite manners, bragging 
about his faculties and fortune. Reading his first letter “set Betsy Thoughtless into 
such immoderate fits of laughter, as made her a long time in going through it” 
(102). Though Hysom is immensely rich, honest and good-natured, he is made fun 
of by just about everyone in the novel; Betsy only encourages his advances, be­
cause she wants to have some “sport” (103). She and her visitors think it very 
funny, for instance, to keep Hysom waiting and listen to his loud complaints to the 
servants. Betsy’s flippancy for once is not rebuked by the narrator, who praises her 
faculty of keeping “her countenance to a miracle” (111), while making insincere 
excuses to Hysom.

Though he is always the butt of the joke, the captain exhibits a lot of good 
sense and integrity. He notices the irony behind Trueworth’s and Staple’s seem­
ingly friendly comments, and tells them frankly that he will not submit to such be­
haviour. He even criticises Betsy for her treatment of him, and his adoration turns

46 According to Sir William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England: A Facsimile of 
the First Edition (1765-1769) 4 vols (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1979), vol. 1, 
394, someone “(to be short) who can live idly, and without manual labour, and will bear the 
port, charge, and countenance of a gentleman, he shall be [...] taken for a gentleman.” See 
also Patricia Meyer Spacks, “Ambiguities o f Pleasing”, Eighteenth Century Life 10/3 (1996): 
74-85, 76: “ill breeding, virtually all commentators implicity agree, suggests worse sins.”

47 Cf. Pocock 1985,48-49.
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into contempt: “I think it would have become you as well to have given me a more 
civil answer; if you did not approve of my proposals, you might have told me so at 
first” (119). Though this criticism is apt enough, and conforms to the narratorial 
judgement of Betsy’s vain and coquettish behaviour to her suitors, it is to no avail, 
because it is voiced by a social upstart who was not regarded as an equal. The so­
cial double standard thus applies to him as well as to members of the lower ranks.48

The high regard in which trade, especially overseas trade, was held rendered 
such a denigrating treatment of a rich and honest merchant problematic, however. 
In fact, Haywood’s novel does differentiate between ‘good’, socially acceptable 
rich merchants, and ‘bad’, ‘vulgar’ ones. Betsy’s guardian, the affluent merchant 
Mr. Goodman, is one of the exemplary characters of the novel. What differentiates 
Goodman from his friend Hysom is that he acts according to the standards of gen­
tlemanly behaviour and deportment. In contrast to Goodman, Hysom is marked as 
a social upstart who does not know how to behave or how to conduct himself. Ac­
cording to the crucial criterion of politeness, Hysom is relegated to the vulgar, 
while Goodman is accepted as a gentleman.49

The mastery of politeness, however, did not lend itself so easily to a distinction 
of the middling ranks from the upper class. Politeness, after all, was to be acquired 
by copying the manners of the aristocracy, who thus retained their superiority. The 
courtier Mr. Munden and the nobleman who tries to seduce Amelia are the two 
characters whose graceful manners are singled out for special praise. As has been 
seen, however, the politeness of the great is hypocritical, a heartless and self- 
serving ceremony designed to favour their own base purposes. In both novels the 
politeness of the nobility is characterised as an empty formality without any real 
value.

Fielding’s work even contains scathing criticism of these shallow and hypo­
critical noblemen and the very rich people who try to emulate them. He singles out 
the courts as the originators of all sorts of vices, especially that sort of politeness 
which consists only of ceremonies which are meaningless at best and designed to 
conceal bad designs at worst. When Colonel James pretends to be very pleased to 
see his old friend Booth, whom he would gladly have sent to the antipodes, the

48 Haywood thus anticipates the differentiation between gentlemanly merchants, on the one 
hand, and clumsy upstart businessmen, on the other hand, that according to Neil McKendrick 
became common in the novels o f the period 1760 to 1790; see “ ‘Gentleman and Players’ Re­
visited: The Gentlemanly Ideal, the Business Ideal, and the Professional Ideal in English Lit­
erary Culture”, N. McKendrick and R. B. Outhwaite (eds), Business Life and Public Policy: 
Essays in Honour o f D. D. Coleman (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1986) 98-136, 111-12.

49 The importance o f “social accomplishment” as the characteristic distinguishing the self-made 
businessman from the gentleman merchant is stressed by McKendrick 1986, 112.
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narrator explains where such heartless behaviour can be learned: “The great Joy 
which he suddenly conveyed into his Countenance [....] is to be attributed to that 
noble Art which is taught in those excellent Schools called the several Courts of 
Europe. By this Men are enabled to dress out their Countenances as much at their 
own Pleasure, as they do their Bodies” (361 ).50

Though in both novels good breeding sometimes leads even exemplary char­
acters like Amelia and Sir Ralph Trusty to behave in a way dangerously verging on 
hypocrisy,51 honesty and sincerity are presented as virtues most likely to be found 
in the middling ranks.52 Thus the very first adjective describing Booth is “honest” 
(30), and this honesty is highlighted by his scrupulous behaviour in prison, when 
he badly needs money but still does not accept a guinea which he thinks has been 
mistakenly given to him. Thus Booth proves that he is “of the most untainted Hon­
esty” (39). Amelia, Dr, Harrison, Betsy, Trueworth, and Miss Mabel are also hon­
est and would never condescend to any schemes leading to the ruin of others.53

Although all the worthy characters in the two novels despise these empty rituals of 
politeness, they take great care to conform to all the rules. As Fielding’s narrator 
shows, affability is a necessary basis for middle-class manners: “Those who want

50 Mrs. Bennet also says with reference to a lord’s behaviour: “what the World generally calls 
Politeness, I term Insincerity” (Amelia, 203). Patricia M. Spacks 1996, 81, stresses that virtu­
ally every eighteenth-century novelist points out that “polite society operates by hypocrisy.”

51 See Amelia, 274, where her good breeding leads the heroine to ask questions the answers o f  
which she would rather not hear. Sir Ralph Trusty even uses polite manners as a means of  
succeeding in his (benevolent) purpose: “though he [Sir Ralph Trusty] was perfectly sincere 
in his nature, and had a thorough contempt for all those idle superfluous ceremonies [...] yet 
he knew how to put them in practice when ever he found they would facilitate any point he 
had to gain” (Haywood, Betsy Thoughtless, 489).

52 Gerald Newman, The Rise o f English Nationalism: A Cultural History 1740-1830 (New  
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987) 127-39 puts forth the view that the English quest for national 
identity, which began around 1750, centered around the ideal o f sincerity and Gallophobia. 
Sincerity for him consists o f artlessness, innocence, honesty, originality, frankness, and 
moral independence, and is set against the corrupt mundane world. Amelia, Booth and At­
kinson thus personify important aspects o f that ideal. Wahrmann 1992, 51 and 61 f., interprets 
the new regard for honesty as an antithetical reaction of the communal culture to the national 
culture, which was frenchified and set great store by polite manners.

53 Donald Fraser, “Lying and Concealment in Amelia”, Henry Fielding: Justice Observed, ed. 
K. G. Simpson (Totowa: Barnes and Noble, 1985) 174-98, 182f., shows that lying is very 
important to the structure o f Fielding’s novel. Amelia’s plights highlight the problem o f in­
nocent beings who detest fraud to survive in a world of plots and deceits. Amelia “is regu­
larly placed in situations where the principles o f truth seems to clash with [...] the genuine 
interests o f  others” (190f.), but she manages to succeed in her benevolent aims without re­
sorting to downright lying.
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this Accomplishment [politeness] rarely make Amends for it by their Sincerity: for 
Bluntness [...] is not always so much a Mark of Honesty as it is taken to be” (125). 
Though honesty is highly valued, it has to be distinguished from lack of politeness, 
which characterizes the behaviour of the lower orders and the bailiffs and prison 
keepers in Fielding’s novel, for whom gentility consists in spending lots of 
money.54

The special quality of the middling ranks in both novels thus lies in joining 
honesty and politeness.55 Miss Mabel, for instance, is characterised as “modest, 
without affectation; reserved, without austerity; chearful, without levity; compas­
sionate and benevolent in her nature; and, to crown all, [...] perfectly sincere” 
(186). This description confirms the high value set on sincerity, but what is im­
portant in this context is that the first three attributes all relate to manners. This 
exemplary female obviously behaves according to the rules of politeness, but with 
her this behaviour is “without affectation.” It is, in short, the real thing, the true 
expression of her benevolence and good nature.56 Miss Harriot, who is worthy of 
marrying Trueworth before Betsy, is admired because of “affability, the ease, unaf­
fected chearfulness” (324), again joining politeness to honesty. In a similar vein, 
Booth is characterised as “extreamly good natured and well bred” (60), and the 
perfect Amelia of course is given ample room to show both her polite manners and 
her benevolent disposition. Her decision not to laugh at people who appear ridicu­
lous springs not from her good breeding, but from her compassion and benevo­
lence.57 For the worthy characters of the novels, affable manners are not just an 
empty ceremony, but an expression of their good and honest nature. Both novels 
thus participate in a crucial redefinition of politeness, something which was dis­
cussed in essays and conduct books as well.58

54 See Amelia, 97, 314f., 512. See also Fielding, Miscellanies, 127: “these Ceremonies [...] are 
o f more Consequence than they at first appear, and, in Reality, constitute the only external 
Difference between Man and Man.”

55 The middling ranks thus reverse that separation between manners and morals which, ac­
cording to Arditi 1994, 180-87 began with John Locke’s works and was paradigmatically ex­
pressed by Lord Chesterfield in his Letters, which were postumously published in 1774.

56 By the second half o f the century benevolence was regarded as the crucial characteristic o f 
human beings. See Ludwig Borinski, “Das Humanitätsideal der englischen Aufklärung”, Eu­
ropäische Aufklärung II, ed. Heinz-Joachim Müllenbrock (Wiesbaden: Aula Verlag) 31-54.

57 Amelia, 127,
58 The poet and essayist Catherine Talbot, for instance, described politeness as “the conse­

quence o f a benevolent nature, which shews itself to general acquaintance in an obliging un­
constrained civility, as it does to more particular ones in distinguished acts o f kindness” 
(Catherine Talbot, “On Politeness”, Mary Wollstonecraft (ed.), The Female Reader to which 
is Prefixed a Preface, Containing Some Hints on Female Education (1789; Delmar: Scholars’
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The two novels thus suggest that true politeness is intertwined with sincerity.59 
Courts might teach affable manners, which insured free and easy conversation, but 
the real politeness was only to be found in a domestic atmosphere in the middling 
ranks. By joining politeness to honesty, the novels proclaimed the moral superior­
ity of the middling ranks and prepared the way for a very favourable image of the 
middle class, which could later on be extended by incorporating the values of in­
dustry and thrift. In this respect, Amelia has a pioneering role, for the heroine of 
this novel manages to combine politeness with frugality and demonstrates that 
gentility is not dependent on the conspicuous consumption favoured by most of the 
characters in Betsy Thoughtless.

In conclusion, there are two questions to be considered. First, what is the sense 
of virtue disseminated by these novels, and secondly, what constitutes the new im­
age of the middling ranks which provided the basis for their alleged superiority 
over the other social orders? Do both novels present virtue as the only determinant 
of social rank, are financial or occupational factors of great importance, or do the 
novels suggest the necessity of combining personal merit with a financial basis?
In both novels great care is taken to distinguish true worth from social rank. The 
noblemen deserve neither the esteem in which they are generally held nor the 
privileges they enjoy, and the same holds true for those very rich gentlemen and 
fine ladies aping the manners of the aristocracy. As far as the nobility is concerned, 
there is a complete separation between personal worth on the one hand, and birth 
and wealth on the other. With regard to the distinction between the aristocracy and 
the middling ranks, the novels thus subscribe to the progressive ideology, and set 
out personal virtue as the most important basis of social evaluation, thus placing 
the middling ranks above the aristocracy.

The situation is quite different, however, with regard to the division between 
the middling and lower ranks. A distinction according to income or occupation ob­
viously will not do, since both novels carefully distinguish true worth from mere

Facsimiles and Reprints, 1980) 84-86, 84. While condemning the immorality and “insipid routine 
o f ceremony and compliment, practised in what is called fashionable life”, conduct books as­
sured their readers “that politeness is compatible with sincerity” (John Burton, Lectures on 
Female Education and Manners (1793; Elizabethtown: S. Kollock, 1799) 185). The novels 
thus participate in the new definition o f politeness, which synthesized the most important 
ideals o f the two sections o f British society which Wahrmann, 1992 calls ‘national society’ 
(which set great store by manners) and ‘communal culture’ (which held honesty and domes­
tic virtues in high regard).

59 This combination o f politeness and honesty remains an important feature o f English novels 
till well into the nineteenth century. Newman 1987, 131, contends, however, that sincerity 
and politeness were incompatible.
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riches. But with regard to the upward social mobility of the lower orders, even the 
combination of personal worth and fortune does not ensure the acceptance of a so­
cial upstart as an ‘equal’ Thus status inconsistency with regard to the lower ranks 
does not lead to an espousal of the progressive ideology; what we rather find is a 
system closed from below.

Especially in Haywood’s work, personal worth remains closely tied to the con­
servative factors of birth, rank, and estate.60 As the example of Hysom shows, a 
great fortune combined with a respectable occupation as well as honesty and good 
nature is not enough to separate someone from the ‘vulgar’, as both the poor and 
the rich not displaying polite manners are called.61 Virtue is rigorously confined to 
the upper middle ranks, while social upstarts are ridiculed.

Interestingly enough, Fielding proves to be more outspoken about inconsis­
tency with regard to the status of the lower orders than Haywood. In Fielding’s 
novel, some characters even state that social rank does not say anything about per­
sonal merit. There is, moreover, at least one person of the lower ranks deserving of 
a better fate. Fielding, however, shies away from drawing the consequences of his 
depiction of Atkinson. Atkinson’s experiences confirm that personal merit, hon­
esty, generosity, benevolence, tenderness and good nature do not entitle a man to 
rise in social rank even though he has a gentleman-type occupation. The message 
with regard to the lower orders is clear enough: The social hierarchy with respect 
to the distinction between middling and lower ranks has to be maintained.

Moreover, the novels seem to transform the problem of defining the bounda­
ries of the middling ranks into the question of who may be termed a gentleman. In 
both novels, the virtues of the middling ranks are incorporated into the conception 
of a gentleman, with the landed gentry and ‘worthy’ members of the middling 
ranks being entitled to that honourable appellation, and others being relegated to 
the ‘vulgar’, be they aristocrats, fine ladies, or members of the lower orders.62 The

60 Betsy’s final evaluation o f Mr. Trueworth, when she wants to justify marrying him without 
any delay, is like many o f her other judgements o f the “quality” other suitors based on “his 
birth, his estate, his good character, and her own experience o f his many virtues” (588). To 
be o f an ancient family helps to win the characters’ approval in this novel.

61 In Fielding’s Amelia, Mrs. Bennet also remarks that her aunt succeeded in “making a Party 
against us in the Parish, which is always easy enough to do amongst the Vulgar, against Per­
sons who are their Superior in Rank, and, at the same Time, their Inferior in Fortune” (285).

62 Homai J. Shroff, The Eighteenth-Century Novel: The Idea o f the Gentleman (London: Ed­
ward Arnold, 1978) 257 and 273f. also contends that the ideal o f the gentleman was changed 
during the eighteenth century. According to him, pity and benevolence as well as polite be­
haviour became part o f the new concept o f the gentleman, whereas the hauteur and exclu­
siveness o f the aristocrat did not fit into the new definition.
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novels thus define the concept of gentleman according to the views of the middling 
ranks.

The boundaries between the upper and the lower orders displayed in these 
novels hinge upon the definition of virtue. Recent scholarship has stressed the im­
portance of the middle-class woman, her chastity, domesticity, tenderness, and the 
idealization of motherhood. According to McKeon, for instance, female virtues 
were at the heart of the reversal of values which favoured the middling ranks over 
the aristocracy; inner virtue, “the great alternative [...] to corrupt aristocratic hon­
our,” came to be regarded as a “peculiarly feminine trait, increasingly to be associ­
ated with the reformative powers of domesticity.”63 As I have argued elsewhere, 
this emphasis on domesticity is but one facet of the new self-image of the middling 
ranks.64 Arguably equally important is the establishment of a criterion equally ap­
plicable to men and women. A new definition of politeness, joining manners and 
sincerity, came to be a crucial aspect of the ideology which proclaimed the superi­
ority of the middling ranks over both the upper and the lower orders. In both nov­
els it is this criterion which explains the social rejection of otherwise worthy social 
upstarts.

In many ways, both novels are situated at the threshold of the acceptance of a 
new conception of man in society. Although they fail to depict bourgeois virtues 
like industry and sober hard work, and although true virtues tend to be associated 
with the urban upper middling ranks and especially the landed gentry,65 they sug­
gest the beginnings of a new image of the middling ranks. They celebrate the val­
ues of domesticity, tenderness, good nature, good sense, honesty, humanity, and a 
new conception of politeness tied to sincere feelings and good will, which came to 
be associated with the middling ranks and regarded as signs of its moral superior­
ity. Although the characters representing these virtues uniformly belong to the up­
per strata of the middling ranks, the presentation of their alleged characteristics 
serves to prepare the ground for an image of the middle class as a whole, since 
everyone with a modest income could aspire to attain these virtues and thus be in­
cluded in this positive image of man. Even the virtues of frugality and industry 
could later be incorporated in this favourable image. Moreover, the values of the 
middling ranks were commended as guidelines for all behaviour; the image of 
members of the middling ranks thus posed as the image of man in the abstract.

63 McKeon 1995, 313; see also Perry 1990, 117.
64 Cf. my “From ‘honour’ to ‘honest’- The Invention o f the (Superiority o f  the) Middling Ranks 

in Eighteenth-Century England”, Journal for the Study of British Cultures 2/1 (1995): 19-41.
65 See, however, McKeon 1991, 402, who claims that Fielding “strips modern institutions like 

the law and the gentry o f their authority.”
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Although the novels of Fielding and Haywood are different in various ways, 
both contain remarkably similar images of man with regard to class. They are con­
cerned less with a progressive ideology than with establishing the superiority of 
the upper middling ranks.66 Noblemen are castigated as hypocritical and self- 
serving, while the lower ranks, be they hypocritical or honest, lack politeness; their 
virtues do not matter, since ‘good’ members of the lower orders gladly accept their 
station in life. Thus Samuel Johnson’s criticism of the radicals of the 1760s seems 
to be applicable to the social politics inherent in Haywood’s and Fielding’s novels: 
“Sir, your levellers wish to level down as far as themselves; but they cannot bear 
levelling up to themselves.”67

66 McKeon 1991, 417 also states that Fielding’s novels cannot be accused o f inculcating status 
inconsistency.

67 James Boswell, Boswell’s Life o f Johnson, 6 vols, ed. George B. Hill (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1934-1964), vol. 1,448, entry o f July 21, 1773.
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