THE ]OHNS HOPKINS

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Y

Corresponding Freedoms: Language and the Self in Pamela
Author(s): Patricia Mckee

Source: ELH, Vol. 52, No. 3 (Autumn, 1985), pp. 621-648
Published by: The Johns Hopkins University Press

Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/2873000

Accessed: 03/01/2011 14:20

Y our use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JISTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of ajournal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of thiswork. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=jhup.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is anot-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of

content in atrusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

-IE—E?—I Johns Hopkins University Press is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to

http://www.jstor.org


http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=jhup
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2873000?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=jhup

CORRESPONDING FREEDOMS: LANGUAGE AND
THE SELF IN PAMELA

BY PATRICIA MCKEE

1

Ian Watt, considering the eighteenth-century novel in a histor-
ical context, emphasizes “the transition from the objective, social,
and public orientation of the classical world to the subjective, in-
dividualist, and private orientation of the life and literature of the
last two hundred years.”! Finding in Defoe’s “total subordination
of the plot to the pattern of the autobiographical memoir . . . as
defiant an assertion of the primacy of individual experience in the
novel as Descartes’s cogito ergo sum was in philosophy,” Watt
identifies “the rise of the novel” with the increasing social, polit-
ical, and philosophical sovereignty of the individual in the eigh-
teenth century.? At the same time, the epistolary novel’s focus on
private experience makes possible a deeper identification between
its readers and its characters:

there had never before been such opportunities for unreserved
participation in the inner lives of fictional characters as were of-
fered by Richardson’s presentation of the flow of consciousness of
Pamela and Clarissa in their letters.?

But if in the historical perspective it is the detailed privacy of
experience that is most striking in the novel form, in another sense
the form of a correspondence actually undermines any perception
of the subject—either the subject as self or the subject of the
narrative—as a separate and private individual phenomenon. The
sense of “unreserved participation” in the life of another that Rich-
ardson’s novels encourage implies that individual meaning exceeds
the individual. As Roy Roussel suggests, it is because Richardson
“conceives of human identity as an intersubjective relationship”
that “he is led naturally to the letter as the most appropriate me-
dium to express it.”* Roussel’s reading removes Pamela from the
tradition of individualism by insisting on the “act of correspon-
dence” as “a rejection of the isolation of the self in society”: “insofar
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as it is the form of love, it involves the choice of another as the
ground of a new identity.”

I wish to consider a further qualification of individuality in Rich-
ardson’s Pamela. For the implications of an intersubjective identity
involve not so much an extension or displacement of the grounds
of meaning as a loss of any firm grounds whatever for meaning.
The experience of individual identity in the novel can be described
as a recognition of a self whose multiple and equivocal meanings
exceed the bounds assigned by individualism. The self that Pamela
represents is neither independent nor indivisible; she remains
both dependent on and inseparable from others. For the self is
given meaning in relation with others, and thus becomes a social
rather than an individual phenomenon: subject to change, and a
changing subject. In a narrative that precludes individual sover-
eignty or distinction just as it precludes the social distinctions of
class and sex, the self is neither self-possessed nor determined by
others but is always part of a relation. Richardson’s first novel
suggests that to shift emphasis from public to private concerns does
not represent a shift of priorities or a changed order such as Watt
describes, but a shift from the experience of order to experience
that exceeds order.®

If Pamela begins in correspondence with her parents, who insist
on her sovereignty and sufficiency, she continues writing only “in
correspondence” with B, a relationship characterized by indecisive
and inconclusive exchanges. Moreover, the indeterminate ex-
changes in which Pamela and B take part are not resolved by but
repeated by her representation of them. And it is just this inde-
terminacy that enables Pamela and B to come together, after B
reads Pamela’s expressions of sympathy for him even among her
expressions of enmity. Roussel, in considering the characters’ de-
pendence on writing, emphasizes the ability of letters to “reveal as
they conceal”; thus writing maintains the tension of distance and
presence necessary to Pamela and B, who both fear exposing their
feelings.” This, however, is only one advantage offered the char-
acters by the fact that their correspondence depends on language.
For their correspondence entails both spoken and written lan-
guage, and in fact their conversations reveal that the meaning of
spoken words is as indeterminate as the meaning of written words.
They themselves argue about the meaning of the terms they use.
Pamela’s and B’s insistence that they use the same words differ-
ently, moreover, yields a crucial discovery: it means that they are
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already engaged in a relation that leaves room for both of them as
radically different beings.

To identify the excess of meaning in language with gain rather
than with loss is to contradict prevalent eighteenth-century, as well
as more modern, concepts of order and excess.® Martin Price, in
To the Palace of Wisdom, writes of the Augustan enterprise as an
attempt “to define an ideal order of the mind” that would unite
disparate human interests that threaten to defy order. Price insists
on the Augustans’ need to come to terms with excess, in order
both to construct an inclusive order and to avoid the division of
different individuals, “locked in self-enclosed and self-subsistent
orders, seeming to use the same words but in fact unable to com-
prehend each other’s meaning.”™ In an essay that considers Pope’s
coming to terms with the breakdown of Order, Murray Krieger
has suggested that Pope represents the distinction between order
and discord as the distinction between the classical unity of The
Rape of the Lock and the modern historical reality of The Dunciad.
Pope displays a nostalgia for the inconsequential, sufficient, and
unified form of art as well as a recognition of the real and conse-
quential discord and partiality of human beings. Krieger thus sug-
gests that Pope wishes for the unified world of art even as he
recognizes that world as what Price calls a “self-subsistent” order,
cut off from reality.1?

Pamela, however, by embracing the disorderly excess of expe-
rience, may be seen to constitute a reconciliation both of the real
differences among human beings and of those between reality and
art. For B and Pamela are partial and they are different; but they
are increasingly incapable of self-subsistence and increasingly sub-
ject to change in relation to each other. The characters begin as
“self-enclosed” orders, exactly in Price’s terms: “seeming to use
the same words but in fact unable to comprehend each other’s
meaning.” Yet, I want to suggest, it is the capacity of language to
include their different meanings that makes their union possible.
Thus partiality and difference are “realized” in a relation that
makes them inconsequential; for they do not lead to division.
Pameld’s art is thus precisely the means of representing both the
differences between individuals as indecisive differences, and rep-
resentation itself as an inclusive phenomenon. In Pamela, life and
art come to correspond in their mutual acceptance of excesses, and
this is the means by which human beings are united in their dif-
ferences.
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The novel’s excesses are multiple, for the narrative itself is dif-
ficult to “order” and therefore difficult to place in a development
or history of the novel. Verging on tedium, it exceeds the bounds
of plot with a representation of experience that is both repetitive
and redundant. Although critics who read in the context of a his-
tory of the novel usually assume that this is the mistake of an early
and inexperienced novelist,!! it may in fact be one of Pamela’s
various refusals to treat experience or representation as a means
to an end. For the experience of reading the novel is one of epi-
sodes that do not contribute to a clear objective.!? Even re-reading
the narrative, we may not see the early episodes leading to an end;
they remain ambiguous, as likely to lead to rape as to marriage.
Any episode could go either way, since Pamela does not determine
their significance. Although the content of episodes varies, the
form is a replay—she goes back to him and he tries it again. Even
after the marriage, the confrontation and the evasion of resolution
are re-enacted by Pamela with B’s sister, Lady Davers, whose
threat similarly forces Pamela to escape out of a window.

This is to say that events are not plotted, or that they are present
in excess of the requirements of a plot. And the order imposed by
a plot is always suspect in this narrative. The suspicion on the part
of Pamela and B that the other is plotting is exactly a suspicion
that the self is being imposed upon. If we read the novel as a
struggle for mastery and possession, B wants to possess Pamela
and she wants to marry him; or he wants to get her and she will
not give herself unless she gets him in return. The fact that Pamela
and B remain engaged in their struggle can be assumed to mean
that each has an end in view; critics like Henry Fielding assume
this, and the characters assume it of each other. But though we
may take their words for it, we cannot plot their desires. Instead,
we must accept that their meanings are ambiguous or inconsistent,
are as difficult to get hold of as Pamela is for B and B is for Pamela.
The narrative is unwilling to allow impositions, either those of one
character on another or those of one event on another, to be final
or determinant. Thus the novel proceeds as a repetition of ex-
changes that evade rather than effect possession. The evasion of
mastery and possession seems to me to be a goal of the narrative,
even as it is a goal that precludes finality and certainty. The cu-
mulative experience of the novel seems to be to allow meaning to
exceed plots: to accept redundancy rather than impose conse-
quential or decisive development on experience.
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I will consider the fact that both the narrative and its characters
are redundant, therefore, not as a sign of a lack of development
nor as a mark of the novel’s immaturity, but as a mark of Pamela’s
engagement with the issue of development itself. The novel sug-
gests that in such “undeveloped” forms as the unplotted narrative
and the dependent self, in both of which distinction remains du-
bious, lies a realm of freedom and power unavailable to forms of
development that define differences and reduce excesses. This un-
settling consideration is generated by the recognition that language
itself refuses to settle differences, encouraging ambiguity and re-
dundancy instead. It is through its engagement with the power of
language to unsettle determination that Pamela is able to exceed
the bounds that usually limit our conceptions of meaningful ex-
perience and meaningful selves.

II

Pamela begins her narrative with determination: “I will die a
thousand deaths, rather than be dishonest any way,” she writes to
her parents (47), and she proclaims to B that, “if you were a prince,
I would not be otherwise than honest” (55).13 She represents a
clear sense of choice and a clear sense of her own independence
and consistency. The two most crucial values in the novel, truth
and individual meaning, are invariable and definite here. No
matter what else offers, both statements imply, Pamela will hold
on to what she is. Her self-possession entails a definition of truth
and self that distinguishes both, making them independent of what
differs from them.

But it is this conception of meaning that is threatened in Pam-
ela’s dealing with B:

“Well may I forget that I am your servant, when you forget what
belongs to a master.”

.. . “Have I done you any harm?” “Yes, sir,” said I, “the greatest
harm in the world: You have . . . lessened the distance that fortune
has made between us, by demeaning yourself, to be so free to a
poor servant.”

(55)

It is self-possession that is lost here with the failure of memory to
keep hold of things. Having vowed never to “forfeit my good
name” (47), Pamela here describes her relationship with B as one
of mutual forfeiture in mutual forgetfulness. Both the losses and
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the mutuality involved endanger her ability to claim her own
meaning as a secure possession. For not only does she let go her
grasp of what she is and what belongs to her; she does so because
he forgets what belongs to him. Her meaning is now doubly in-
secure, both subject to being lost by her and subject to what lies
outside her bounds in its dependence on his behavior. That she is
not distinct from him is suggested by her recognition that he has
“lessened the distance” between them. But it is even more force-
fully suggested by her failure to differentiate his behavior from her
own. Hers is no longer her own; it is owing to him. The turn from
claims to disclaimers, by which she moves from owning up to her
actions to disowning responsibility for them, marks a further loos-
ening of her determination. Not only has she let go of her meaning
as determined, but she has lost the sense that that meaning is
exclusively hers.

This loss is mutual, however. B also finds that he cannot main-
tain his determination because of Pamela’s behavior, and who is
responsible for or benefits from the “freedom™ of their exchanges
is not itself determined. Shortly after the above exchange, Pamela
dresses in her peasant clothes, in which she plans to return home.
And B, apparently mistaking her for someone else, again makes
advances, for which he blames her: “I was resolved never again to
honour you with my notice; and so you must disguise yourself, to
attract me.” She then speaks “disrespectfully” to him, but blames
her behavior on his provocation (90-92). The freedom of their
behavior with each other is marked by the impossibility of con-
fining what either character means to that character. Neither
“means” to do what she or he does. The meaning of each is thereby
opened up to include more than either can determine, and is made
fluid rather than fixed as it changes in response to the other.
Meaning is free here because it is neither confined nor stable. But
Pamela and B speak suspiciously of the freedom of the other’s
behavior, identifying it with their own loss.

On one level, their freedoms are a matter of stepping out of the
bounds of their proper social positions. He has moved lower than
his position, having “degraded himself to offer freedoms to his poor
servant” (54). She has moved higher, having exhibited pride and
having “taken freedoms” with his name (63). When free, then,
they are out of place. But that such freedom is threatening seems
due not simply to the insecurity of place or of possession but to
their assumption that they can therefore be placed or possessed
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by the other. The economic language that is used or suggested in
their accusations implies a conception of exchange that identifies
all values as subject to possession and determination: if someone
loses something, someone else gets it. That B “offers” freedoms
or Pamela “takes” freedoms makes freedom itself an object that
can be exchanged and possessed. That both characters see the
freedom of their behavior as caused by the other identifies such
freedom as a loss of self that is the other’s gain.

In fact, neither character claims anything or feels the gain of
anything in these exchanges. But because both experience
freedom as a loss of what they have had, and because they rep-
resent this in economic terms, they are threatened by the percep-
tion that if one is out of control, the other must be in control, that
one’s losses must be the other’s gains. Giving up something for
nothing is exactly what Pamela’s parents have warned her against:
“we fear—you should be too grateful, and reward him with that
jewel, your virtue, which no riches, nor favour, nor any thing in
this life, can make up to you” (46). This conception of exchange
insists that Pamela must get equivalent compensation in return for
whatever she gives up; to exceed a fair exchange, to be too grateful,
is frightening. The difficulty, then, is not just that Pamela and B
no longer have secure possession of what they are. It is that they
call this sheer loss, one for which they can identify no compen-
sation. It is the conception of their exchanges as matters of defin-
itive and exclusive gain and loss that endangers their freedom, for
what they are potentially freed from is definitive gain and loss.
What they actually do in the novel is to give up possession of
themselves; what they get in return is not something definite but
freedom—freedom from possession, freedom to be indeterminate.
To recognize this as liberation, as the freedom to mean more than
definition permits, is the project for which the experience of lan-
guage is crucial.

The meaning of words is a matter of constant debate early in
the novel. Not only do Pamela and B question the meaning of each
other’s words; Pamela also expresses disapproval of the “free” talk
of the ladies who visit B because, she insists, ambiguous words
are neither true nor trustworthy. The ladies

toss their jests about, and their double meanings, as they own
them, as freely as the gentlemen. But whatever reputation these
freedoms may give to their wit, I think they do but little credit to
their hearts.

(84)
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The freedom of double meanings from definition is equated here
with duplicity. Pamela herself, when confronted with B’s free-
doms, and with the sudden multiplication of meanings that his
freedoms make possible, wants to single out one version as the
truth:

O this angel of a master! This fine gentleman! . . . (yes, I must¢ call
him gentleman, though he has fallen from the merit of that title)
has degraded himself to offer freedoms to his poor servant: he has
now shewed himself in his true colours. . . .

(54)

Calling him both a gentleman and not a gentleman, Pamela assigns
B two conflicting meanings. She reads him as duplicitous and iden-
tifies that duplicity as part of a design against her. For Pamela,
then, the truth is not that he is genuinely variable or ambiguous
but that he is tricking her. Similarly, B identifies Pamela as a
hypocrite when she dresses in peasant clothes (90), as someone
who pretends to be what she is not in order to attract him. Arguing
with his housekeeper about Pamela’s character and the freedom of
her behavior, B recognizes that there is more than one meaning
for her; but he insists that the truth is that she is artful:

“She is,” replied she, “an innocent young creature. . .
“Innocent! again; and virtuous, 1 suppose. . . .
. she keeps herself so much to herself and yet behaves so
prudently, that they all esteem her. . .
“Ay,” says he, “that’s her art.’

<

(60)

For both Pamela and B, the fact that the other can be given
more than one meaning is suspicious and means that the other is
both untrue and artful. Artful representation here is seen as mis-
representation, or misinterpretation, of true meaning. It involves
turning one thing into another thing-—a thing it is not—and thus
is identified with artifice. This art is practiced not only in the
misrepresentation of the other by the other, but in the misrepre-
sentation of the self by the other. Each feels that the other makes
her or him into something she or he is not.

as light as he makes of the words virtue and innocence in me, he
would have made a less angry construction, had I less deserved
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that he should do so; for then may be, my crime would have been
my virtue with him; wicked gentleman as he is!

(61)

“Precise fooll” said he, . . . “T was bewitched I had not gone
through my purpose last Sunday night; and then your licentious
tongue had not given the worst interpretation to little puny free-
doms, that shew my love and my folly at the same time.”

(248)

In the first passage above, Pamela insists that B’s constructions of
meaning would make a virtue of crime, and that she would only
deserve his kindness if she were in truth an undeserving person.
In the second, B insists that she equally misrepresents him. For
he interprets his failure to go through with the rape as a sign of
both love and folly, while she interprets it at its worst—as an
intended rape. He, then, she thinks, would see her crime as a
virtue; and she, he thinks, would see his virtue as a crime. Both
feel that the other is artful—is engaged, that is, in making the self
into something it really is not.

Art, then, is the realm of freedom in which things are what they
are not: crime can be virtue and virtue can be crime, and artful
meaning is multiple meaning. Pamela and B open up meaning for
each other. They exceed its confinement and stability as they rec-
ognize room for interpretation. And although they do not trust
meaning that shifts its grounds in such ways, their experience of
each other is an experience of meaning that is neither clear nor
stable. “Is it not strange,” Pamela writes of B’s inconsistent be-
havior, “that love borders so much upon hatred? But this wicked
love is not like the true virtuous love, to be sure” (86). In order
to be sure, truth and virtue must be unambiguous. Like the less-
ening of distance between Pamela and B that she identifies with
his freedoms, love and hatred are too close here to remain distinct.
And the confusion of the properly distinct and exclusive threatens
the security of truth just as it threatens the security of self.

Yet Pamela uses language in her exchanges with B in ways that
increase such confusions and preclude the security of truth. Her
ability to shift the bounds of meanings, and her ability to shift the
grounds of meanings, make truth itself a shifty proposition. This
is the art of her representation; and it is in the practice of this art
that she frees truth from the confinement of secure borders. Truth
itself becomes something that cannot be told except as an excess
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of meaning that defies definition, as Pamela’s way with words allies
the forces of art and truth. And it is in the increasing inability of
the narrative to tell the difference between the artful and the
truthful that its characters find their freedom.

Pamela’s refusal either to keep her words within bounds or to
admit that she is doing anything dishonest—her refusal to dis-
criminate between her excessive writing and the truth—is what
angers B:

“And so I am to be exposed, am 1,” said he, “in my own house,
and out of my house, to the whole world, by such a saucebox?”
“No, good sir,” said I, “and I pray your honour not to be angry
with me; it is not I that expose you, if I say nothing but the truth.”

(62)

Here what seems to be at issue for B is his exposure. His descrip-
tion of how that occurs emphasizes that it is Pamela’s refusal to
make proper distinctions that is most threatening to him. He sees
her as breaking through the bounds of propriety, property, and
privacy by sending her stories “out of a family” (44). She thus
refuses to distinguish properly what is his own and what she can
give away to the rest of the world, or what lies inside and what
lies outside his house. She does not seem to accept his limits as
determinant or decisive; she acts as if they make no difference.

Refusing, by writing letters home, to keep what she says about
B within bounds, Pamela initiates the most fundamental confusion
in the novel. By making dubious the difference between inside
and outside, her narrative will unbind the limits imposed by that
distinction, replacing fixed bounds with shifting possibilities of
meaning. The difference between inside and outside stands simply
in their opposition, but that opposition is what Pamela’s writing
ignores. And because that distinction is arbitrary, her refusal to
accept it makes it disappear. Rather than accept the distinction as
fixed, she makes its meaning subject to interpretation. Since she
is part of two “families” at once, her own and his, Pamela can
interpret her behavior as well within the prescribed bounds of
propriety even as it exceeds them.

Doubling meaning, Pamela both remains within and exceeds
bounds; and this opens up a multitude of improper possibilities.
That B cannot enter her body and that she cannot enter his social
class, both of which are definite and exclusive assumptions at the
beginning of the novel, are rendered uncertain by the undoing of
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the elementary difference between in and out. That these concepts
can be confused leads to the eventual recognition that she has
already incorporated him, and his class her, even as he and she
remained on the outside. They can both be in two places at once.
Thus once the difference between inside and outside is made du-
bious, numerous boundaries are subject to dispute and not subject
to clear settlement.

But this is not the only confusion Pamela is responsible for in
this passage. For she does not answer the question B poses; she
changes the subject by disagreeing not with the substance of what
he says—that he is being exposed all over the place—but with
his assignment of responsibility to her. The issue thus shifts from
whether the exposure occurs to who is doing the exposing. Pam-
ela’s ability to elude B is suggested here by her ability to open up
holes in his argument. Through these, she gets out of answering
the question he poses and escapes from the position in which his
words had put her.

“Interpretation is like a football game,” Geoffrey Hartman has
written. “You spot a hole and you go through. But first you may
have to induce that opening.”* Pamela responds to that part of
B’s question with which she can take issue and in which she can
make room for another interpretation. She opens up the meaning
of his question by undermining any definite sense of causality.
What she says implies that maybe the truth will come out on its
own, or that maybe B himself is at fault. Moreover, in a sense she
does not have to reinterpret the exposure itself: that already leaves
him wide open. Her interpretations and representations work to
put more meanings into things, insisting on meaning in excess of
definition and thereby also dependent on other meanings, or de-
pendent on interpretation, for meaning.

Able in this passage to combine what B perceives as clearly
distinct—inside and outside—and able to separate what he per-
ceives as obviously connected—her behavior and his exposure,
Pamela unsettles meaning because she keeps differences in play,
refusing to let them settle. She opens up the boundaries that keep
differences distinct and takes apart the connections between such
differences as cause and effect. She demonstrates, then, both her
power to change meaning and the inability of language to fix
meaning so that it isn’t subject to change, even as she seems to
claim, for both herself and language, the capacity to speak the
truth. But she does not, of course, exactly make that claim. In-
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stead, truth itself is left in the realm of possibility rather than
certainty—it is located only conditionally. Truth becomes “iffy”; it
depends. Pamela’s true role in this depends on whether she speaks
the truth; or, her true role in this depends on how you inter-
pret it.

So although she keeps changing the subject, Pamela does not
privilege or certify any version or any subject. She makes the limits
of meaning indefinite, perceives oppositions as inclusive rather
than exclusive of each other, allows meanings to overlap, and
insists that meanings are dependent on rather than independent
of other meanings. Related to each other but in constant flux,
differences vary; differentiation is mobilized and shifts around.
Like the agent of exposure in the above exchange, which is never
positively identified, truth is not something Pamela can claim to
know. Nor does she allow any claim to be made on her; the self
also is a changing subject here. The possibility of truth really func-
tions as part of Pamela’s disclaimer of her own role in B’s exposure:
if she in fact is writing exposition, she is only the means that
elucidates, rather than the cause of, exposure. Like B’s passive
construction, which frees him from responsibility, Pamela’s own
representation of self gets her out of rather than owns up to re-
sponsibility for what is going on. She also, that is to say, represents
herself as dependent (“I pray your honour not to be angry with
me”), making no claims for self whatever. The implicit disclaimers
of both characters” speeches, as if to say ‘I'm not doing anything,’
insist that the self remain as shifty as the other subjects of this
exchange: subject to the other and subject to differing interpre-
tations.!?

Pamela’s and B’s relationship thus works as the “undoing” of
both self and other. The tactics of deconstruction are socialized in
Richardson’s novel, as each character uses language to undermine
the claims of the other, and to disclaim responsibility for doing so.
But this results in no loss of meaning. Critics have identified the
“absence” or “fiction” of selthood in other eighteenth-century
writers. Homer O. Brown, for example, has suggested that “De-
foe’s project seems to have involved the creation of more or less
autonomous voices, themselves without a center. . . . Or, rather,
voices whose center is a felt lack of center.”'® And Juliet Flower
MacCannell, focusing on Rousseau’s “deconstruction of the con-
cept of self-love,” has concluded that for Rousseau

The self is hypothesis, a fiction, that exists, as do all fictions, in
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the manner of a presentation. Its mode, that of the as if, suspends
from the outset questions of definite knowledge.!”

In Pamela, the self is also suspended in its meaning as it is sus-
pended between one person and another. But this does not render
the self absent.!® The suspension seems instead to extend the self
and enlarge its powers, even as it renders the self groundless and
dependent for its meaning on what lies beyond it, in exchanges
that disable any sense of self-possession. Precisely because it is no
longer clear to whom it belongs or how it can be located—given
representations that keep it indeterminate—the self is freed from
the limits of individuality and self-possession. To come undone,
Pamela suggests, is to gain a self of potentially limitless meaning.

III

The struggle in which Pamela and B engage even while they try
to disengage themselves is the central focus of the pressure the
narrative exerts in order to keep meaning at issue. Their opposition
never clearly is an opposition. That is why the novel is subject to
interpretations such as that of Fielding’s Shamela, in which roles
seem to be reversed as the scheming whore plots to marry the
simpleminded squire. In fact, Pamela and B are, at various points
in the novel, liable to turn into each other or switch positions. The
beginning of their relationship is clearly enough a property dis-
pute, in which he wants to possess her while she claims a self-
possession that makes her independent of him. But this is almost
immediately confused by his sense that she, with her letters and
talk, is giving him away. The issue of B’s mastery and possession
of Pamela keeps slipping into the issue of B’s humiliation and dis-
possession by Pamela, with each supposedly distinct objective
verging on its opposite. As in the exchange about his exposure, it
is also often difficult to tell the exact difference between the two
characters themselves, for that difference isn’t clear. Pamela isn’t
absolutely denying B here and is even praying for his favor; but
she isn’t in agreement with him either. Because she both is de-
pendent on him and differs from him, it is impossible to say exactly
where she stands in relation to B. She is both subordinate and
insubordinate, as he is both master and victim. The characters’
meaning is thus suspended between the poles of oppositions that
provide distinct and decisive meaning.

The loss of the clear subordination of one character to another
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is implied in all the lost distinctions of the narrative, and it is
because subordination shifts from one side to another of any pro-
posed distinction that those constructions fail as distinctions. This
is why Pamela and B are not simply reversing the sexual and social
hierarchy of their society. For they are disabling hierarchy alto-
gether by identifying positions as always reversible and as always
in flux. Other oppositions are represented as convertible and in-
secure in similarly indefinite exchanges. This is true not only of
exchanges between the characters but of exchanges set up between
one word and another. If, especially at the beginning of her nar-
rative, Pamela can insist that some values are subject neither to
change nor exchange (as with “if you were a prince, I would not
be otherwise than honest”), it is more characteristic of her, once
she sets up an exchange, neither to define nor redefine by means
of it. Instead, she identifies flexible equivalences.

For example, when Pamela seems to want to clarify differences
between herself and B by insisting that each values the same thing
in opposite ways, the results are not definitive:

2

“My crime would have been my virtue with him. . . .

“What does he call honour, think you?” “Ruin! shame! disgrace!”
said I, “T fear.”

(61, 160)

These differentiations do not provide clear distinctions. For if they
insist that things are different for B than they are for Pamela, they
also insist on the equivalence of opposite values. That crime equals
virtue and honor equals disgrace suggests not that distinction pre-
vails between Pamela and B, but that he or she can undo distinc-
tions by equating them and then converting one into the other.
What seems a means of distinction in fact makes distinction un-
certain, putting meaning in flux rather than settling it.

When Pamela constructs maxims, something similar happens.
“Your poverty is my pride,” she writes to her parents. And she
preaches to Mrs. Jewkes that “an hour of innocence . . . is worth
an age of guilt” (175). Such statements seem to mean to confirm
the value of Pamela’s poverty and innocence. But they also mean
that these qualities are dependent for their meaning on their op-
posites, and the expression of the opposition as an equivalence
means that such qualities as poverty and innocence are inter-
changeable with their opposites. Meaning becomes convertible. If
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Pamela’s parents’ poverty is the equivalent of Pamela’s pride, then
they can’t really be poor, and she can’t really be proud, even as
they are these things. Or, if the grounds for poverty and pride are
the same grounds, they can all be both at once. The second ex-
change also denies the determination of its own differential. The
equation of an hour of innocence with an age of guilt distinguishes
the qualities by the quantities. But if an hour is worth an age, this
can increase or decrease its value: increase it in that sixty minutes
is as great as sixty years, or decrease it in that it is an hour that
seems to last an age. And if an age of guilt is the same as only an
hour of anything, it doesn’t seem to amount to much. Thus the
implication is that there isn’t in fact much to choose between them,
or the choice doesn’t make much difference. To conflate such con-
tradictory meanings in these ways, then, is to challenge the cer-
tainty of difference and to free language from security. But it is
also to risk undifferentiation and meaninglessness.

“Art does not add itself to the world of meanings: it makes room
in meaning itself.” Geoffrey Hartman’s essay “The Voice of the
Shuttle” considers how, in the language of literature, “words are
released from their bondage to meaning.”*® Such language, he
says, both underspecifies and overspecifies, both crowds meaning
with an excess of possible interpretations and compels silence.
Pamela uses this kind of language. The power of her representation
lies in its ability to increase the variable potential of meaning: both
because she conflates meanings, by interpreting apparent differ-
ences as similar, and because she breaks meanings apart, by in-
terpreting apparent similarities as different. In a sense, the pres-
sure she exerts is the pressure of the pun that Hartman calls “the
redundancy principle”: “You can define a pun as two meanings
competing for the same phonemic space or as one sound bringing
forth semantic twins, but, however you look at it, it’s a crowded
situation. " Pamela crowds. She crowds B even as she eludes him
so that he feels as threatened as she; and she crowds her narrative
with a constant sense of excess meaning. When Pamela uses them,
words always seem to possess more meaning than any use can
account for. She threatens with a kind of oppressiveness, then, a
uselessness or meaninglessness, even as she delivers freedom. For
her language is both overdetermined and indeterminate.

The two passages on which I will focus in considering how Pam-
ela and B’s exchanges always defy rather than effect distinction and
possession do not function as decisive passages in the novel. Each
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seems merely to repeat other indecisive exchanges, and each
seems of minor importance both in that larger context and in the
context of the passages themselves. For these are picky and petty
fights. But if to argue about one word, as happens in the first
passage, seems childish, as if Pamela and B will use the slightest
excuse for their mutual retaliations, the issues at stake are large.
They are large because they are psychologically primitive issues.
These characters pick on each other’s words in order to take apart
the linguistic constructions with which they defend themselves
against incursions by the other. For it is in the reinterpretation of
the other’s representations that each finds room for the self. Here
the defenses of each are also used as the offenses of the other. But
the persistence with which Pamela and B repeat their maneu-
vers—maneuvers which insist that neither can have anything the
other cannot have—suggests that it is not really possession they
are fighting for. They seem to push these exchanges as far as they
do not in order to establish possession but in order to establish
that possession cannot be determined, that they, therefore, have
nothing to lose. Their exchanges work to free them from exchange
as a means of determination and possession.

The first of these representative exchanges is a larger section of
the conversation about exposure:

“And is it thus, insolent as you are! you taunt and retort upon
me! But still T will be answered directly to my question.” “Why
then, sir,” said I, “T will not tell a lye for the world: I did tell Mrs.
Jervis; for my heart was almost broken; but I opened not my mouth
to any other.” “Very well, bold-face,” said he, “and equivocator
again! You did not open your mouth to any other; but did you not
write to some other?” “Why . . . you could not have asked me this
question, if you had not taken from me my letter to my father and
mother, in which (I own it) I had broke my mind freely. . . .”

“And so I am to be exposed, am I,” said he, “in my own house,
and out of my house, to the whole world, by such a saucebox?”
“No, good sir,” said I, “and I pray your honour not to be angry
with me; it is not I that expose you, if I say nothing but the truth.”

(62)

In this passage, each character represents the self as both help-
less before and threatened by the aggressive behavior of the other.
Neither Pamela nor B claims self-possession or self-determination.
Both “own” only what is no longer their own: she claims the pri-
vacy of her letter, and he claims the privacy of his house, but these
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are exactly the properties whose bounds the other has trans-
gressed. So that their claims are claims of dispossession. Both,
moreover, only own up to behavior that can be blamed on the
other. The identification of the self as passive and dependent con-
tributes to each character’s denial that she or he has any respon-
sibility for what is happening.

Thus neither perceives his or her self as initiating or causing
anything. Each demand on his part and each acknowledgment on
her part is qualified by a passive construction of self: he demands
answers in the passive voice; she admits telling things only be-
cause, in the first instance, her heart was broken and, in the
second, he had stolen her letters. Each presents the self as the
victim of the other’s duplicity. And each practices duplicity here.
For if neither actually lies, each shifts the grounds of the argument
repeatedly to make the other appear to be at fault or to have caused
their current quarrel.?! The characters both pull the ground out
from under the other and refuse themselves to take a stand.

Exchange is somehow dodged, then, as the agreement necessary
to exchange—an agreement between or adequation of things given
and taken—is deferred, and as each character defers to the other.
And so is any distinct sense of self dodged. For if each time one
is deferred to, that one responds with some version of “I'm not
doing anything,” no grounds are established for constructing a self.
Both mastery of the other and self-mastery are evaded by such
disclaimers. Neither self can be located in this exchange at all.
Although each puts the other in place of the self and so escapes
the other’s representation of the self, such evasions are the limits
of the characters” attempts at self-representation. There is no self-
assertion, and evasions provide no limits to meaning.

Neither self draws a line that distinguishes what the self is in-
dependently of the other. In order to realize a difference between the
characters, who is doing what to whom, and why, need to be
distinguished. If Pamela said that she exposed B in order to protect
her virtue, and if B said that he opened her letters in order to
protect his name, these claims and defenses would distinguish
them and their interests. But instead Pamela implies that she
doesn’t expose him or doesn’t mean to expose him; she writes
because her heart is broken, and if he is exposed that is only the
effect of the truth. And B implies that he opens her letters because
those letters hurt him. Both represent their actions as if they were
involuntary reactions, emphasizing their dependence rather than
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their independence: if the outside world were different, they
would be different. They do not, then, determine themselves;
what determines what they are and do is a confusion or interaction
of internal and external causes and interests. Selves do not stand
their ground here, nor do they claim there is any ground to stand
on; they simply shift around, like the changing subjects of the
conversation. Neither self nor other is ever put in possession, as
each resigns mastery to the other but then evades determination
by the other.

There is thus no security of meaning and no give and take that
could provide security about the meaning of things; for what is
given by one character and what is taken by the other never agree.
More problematic, though, is the fact that Pamela and B do not
even discriminate between the acts of giving and taking. They thus
have no means of determining whether they stand to win or lose.
Each offer either character makes is discounted by the other as
not enough, and each demand as too much; and this seems to
happen because the characters do not distinguish an offer from a
demand. Each offer made is perceived by the other as a demand,
and neither character admits making any demands that are not
offers. B’s “offer” of “freedoms” and “kindness” in the summer-
house is interpreted by Pamela as a sexual demand. Her offers to
leave and get out of his way are interpreted by B as demands for
more money: “If the terms I have offered are not sufficient, I will
augment them to two thirds of my estate” (232). This follows Pam-
ela’s rejection of B’s written proposals of money, land, jewels,
and clothes—offers she cannot accept because they demand her
body in return. Pamela and B cannot enter into exchanges because
they cannot give without feeling that they are giving up, or take
without feeling that they are being taken. Each self’s desire to be
admitted by the other is indistinguishable from the fear of being
“taken in” by the other.

This is to say that there is really no exchange at all between the
characters, or at least none that can settle the differences between
them or enable them to get anywhere. They seem always to be at
a standoff. For the same thing occurs on both sides of any ex-
change, rendering the exchange itself redundant. That no differ-
ences can be determined threatens to mean that there are no
differences; most frighteningly, that the self, because indetermi-
nate, can disappear into the other. That the other can take over is
what B and Pamela recognize in each other’s behavior. Each char-
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acter has the impression that the whole exchange has been initi-
ated or caused by the other and that the self cannot help it. B
claims to have been only a “little kind” in the summer-house,
where he tried to kiss Pamela; Pamela claims to have told “hardly”
anyone about it. Each implies: I did nothing, but you make some-
thing of it. So the other is seen to determine meaning. This in-
dicates the sense of helplessness and dependence with which Pam-
ela repeatedly begs B, as she does in the above passage, not to be
angry with her even as she insists that he alone is the cause of that
anger. Similarly, B repeatedly begs Pamela’s sexual compliance but
always accuses her of enticing him to do so. It’s his fault that he
finds fault with her, her fault that she finds fault with him. Such
exchanges are short-circuited, for each character implies that both
the demand and the response lie with the other. The other, having
taken over, overdetermines the self’'s own meaning.

But if this ought to mean that there is nothing more to say, it
also means that everything is left to say. For if exchange is frus-
trated or bypassed, it is also generated by the evasion of any
common ground. Each character always finds something that the
language of the other has implied, or left room for, but left unsaid.
“You did not open your mouth . . . ; but did you not write?”; “you
could not have asked me this question, if you had not taken from
me my letter.” In these responses, B and Pamela seem to fill in
meaning; but they always also make room for more. Meaning is
pushed wide open as each punches holes in or, in Hartman’s terms,
induces openings in the other’s representations. For even while
claiming to be helpless, each character makes clear that he or she
is able to open up such spaces, and so to free the self from any
position assigned by the other, to evade any accusation made by
the other. The misrepresented self insists on such openings as the
representation of his or her own misrepresentation. In this sense,
then, the realization that the other leaves things out or leaves
things open is the realization that the self can be in the other, or
can be represented in the other’s language, but is not confined or
held there. Each identifies the self in the other as an opening,
indeterminate and able to be free.

The exchange of evasions, as the evasion of exchange, recurs as
a continual reversal of meaning in scene after scene. Although B
cannot get hold of Pamela and Pamela cannot hold B to his word,
it is by their evasions that they in fact hold each other. Their
willingness to take part in such exchanges represents their will-
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ingness to let each other go even as they remain committed to
each other. Yet because it is only in their misrepresentations of
each other that they find room for themselves, their relationship
proceeds as an exchange of inadequacies that implies the inade-
quacy of each self. If we can say of the experience of language in
the narrative that to be able to secure no determined meaning is
to free meaning from confinement and bondage, the recognition
of this freedom in the characters’ experience of self is more diffi-
cult. For the individual experience of indeterminacy seems a much
more loaded issue. If we assume, that is, that we can live with
language that threatens to be meaningless, we do not as easily
assume that we can live with the threat that our selves are worth-
less.

Pamela’s early recognition that B is “demeaning” himself when
he is free with her persists in the narrative, and she is demeaned
as well as he. That their relationship works as a demeaning process,
a process of devaluation of both self and other that verges on de-
basement, is the novel’s greatest risk. If we call the novel risqué,
we associate its risk with indecency and impropriety, especially
emphasizing the sexual nature of that impropriety. But if we rec-
ognize that the real indecency of this relationship is that it con-
tinues at the risk of individual worth, we come closer to perceiving
the threat it represents.

In a much later passage, after the attempted rape in the bed-
room, Pamela goes back to B in the garden to ask his permission
to return to her parents. What follows is another inconclusive ex-
change, but an exchange more threatening, in its confusions, to
the value of the self.

He made me sit on his knee; and still on my struggling against
such a freedom, he bid me rely on his honour, selemnly assuring
me that I might. But then kissing me very often, though I resisted
every time, I told him . . . that I would not stay with him in this
place. I would not be so freely used. And I wondered he could so
demean himself.

(247)

“Who then am I?” “Why,” said I, (struggling from him, and in
a great passion) “to be sure, you are Lucifer himself in the shape
of my master, or you could not use me thus.” “These are too great
liberties,” said he, in anger. . . .

I was running from him; and had got at a little distance, when
he in a haughty tone, called out, “Come back! Pamela, come back
when I bid you!” . . .
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What could I do? With unwilling feet, and slow, I went back

. and wept, and said, “Pray, sir, forgive me.” “No,” said he,
“rather say, pray, Lucifer, forgive me. You have given me a char-
acter, Pamela, and blame me not if I act up to it.”

(248)

“But begone,” said he, taking my hand, and tossing it from
h1m “and learn more wit. will lay aside my foolish regard for
you, and assert myself.”

“I cannot quit your presence till you pardon me. On my
knees I beg you will”; and I kneeled to him. “T am truly sorry for
my boldness. But I see how you go on: now you soothe, and now
threaten me: and have you not as good as avowed my ruin? What
then is left me but words? . . . judge for me, and pardon me.

“Pardon you,” said he, ° ‘what! when you have the boldness to
justify yourself in your fault?”

(248-49)

Here the shifts of feeling in each character and the shifts in power
from one character to the other make any determination of feelings
or power impossible. Reacting to each other’s reactions, neither B
nor Pamela seems in control of the self or the other. Again, in this
passage neither seems to determine what he or she is, but each
demands to be determined by the other: “Who then am I?” B asks
her; and “What could I do?” Pamela demands, recognizing no
choice but to do as he tells her. But giving in to the other doesn’t
last long. For although each insists on his or her own subordina-
tion, each also rejects any meaning given by the other. Thus nei-
ther character maintains subordination or mastery. Once one char-
acter seems to be subordinated, either the subordinate or the
master switches positions. B grabs Pamela, and she runs away,
refusing him control. But she comes back, and he then rejects her,
refusing to allow her subordination. She both denies his mastery
and does what he tells her to do; he both insists on her subordi-
nation and insists that she makes him do what he does. It is again
impossible to distinguish a victim or an aggressor here. The con-
current subjection of the self and rejection of the other dislocate
both selves from determination, as if the self were lost in the space
between, belonging to and determined by no one, and so rendered
ineffectual.

Yet this passage insists on the indeterminacy of the self as a
devaluation of self. Dependent on each other for meaning, Pamela
and B effect no exchange in which anything is taken as given; so
the self is rendered unacceptable rather than simply indetermi-
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nate. Both Pamela and B are able to make offers to the other, but
neither is able to go through with an exchange. Neither will accept
what the other gives, for one thing, as if any meaning given by
the other is demeaning. When B gives her a kiss, or Pamela gives
him a name, these acts seem to take away more than they give.
But if neither can accept the other, nor can either be accepted by
the other. For if the other’s behavior is an act of acceptance of the
proffered self, it still seems that the other takes too much: he takes
too many freedoms when she sits on his knee, and she takes too
great liberties when he asks her to name him.

Whether anyone’s behavior here is an act of giving or taking,
that is, is difficult to tell. Each character interprets any response
given by the other as a response that takes something away from
the self. Their exchanges of words are as demeaning as the physical
rejections by which Pamela runs away from him and B throws her
hand away. Instead of giving and taking, they give and take back
or, as B does with her hand, take in order to give back. Unlike
the incomplete exchanges in the earlier passage, these failed ex-
changes do not suggest a freedom of meaning from determination.
For each character seems to determine that there is no room for
the self in the representations of the other. The failure to find any
adequate representation threatens to mean that they are inade-
quate to each other.

This is not because the characters do not ask anything from each
other. But the very demands of the other character that something
be given by the self seem to demean the self further. When Pam-
ela, at the end of the passage, begs B to pardon her, his response
points out that she is really giving him no say. She is asking for
something she has already gotten on her own: “what! when you
have the boldness to justify yourself in your fault!” Earlier, when
she begs forgiveness, he insists that she has already identified him
as a figure who can’t be forgiving, so again she is just getting
something she has already determined. Pamela, too, perceiving
that B has avowed her ruin, implies that he only asks her for what
he is determined to get on his own if she does not give it.

Thus each feels excluded and diminished by the other’s repre-
sentation, which seems to leave no room, either because it ex-
cludes the self altogether or because it confines the self to a pre-
scribed position. It is as if each recognizes a plot on the part of
the other: the other has determined meaning, independently of
the self, and the other has taken over the part of the self in any
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exchange. B puts words in Pamela’s mouth: “rather say, pray, Lu-
cifer, forgive me.” Pamela puts words in his: “have you not as good
as avowed my ruin?” Assigning parts to the other, each character
insists that there is a plot afoot. Both Pamela and B turn the other’s
words against the other, as in previous exchanges. But each
thereby uses the other’s words not to make room but to diminish
open spaces, to take away any choice about meaning. The self feels
either thrown aside altogether or absorbed completely; but either
way it has been wholly discounted.

The other is thus seen as self-sufficient in his or her capacity to
fill in meaning independently of the self, even though dependence
is expressed by both characters. Pamela’s request that B “judge
for me, and pardon me” is not a request that leaves him any room
to differ from her. If you take my part, she says, you will pardon
me; she isn’t asking him to make a difference but to fit the part as
she determines it. So, similarly, when later that day B says to her,
“Now, Pamela, judge for me” whether he can marry her or not,
she refuses to tell him what she thinks he should do: “what I can
truly say to your question, may pave the way to my ruin” (251).
Thus each character refuses to give the words that might fit the
self into the plot of the other. Even to be asked to judge for the
other is perceived as a trap and an imposition rather than as an
expression of dependence. Thus to be offered any part by the
other, even to be put in the place of the other (as in “judge for
me”), is suspect here, and suspect because it seems determined.

Again here, giving the self and taking the other are indistin-
guishable; any offer may take away from the self, just as any gift
may allow the self to be taken. The standoff suggests that Pamela
and B perceive their separateness. But although each resists being
taken in by the other’s determination, each also insists that she or
he is dependent. If the nondistinction of “judge for me” threatens
to make the difference between them disappear, then, it is not the
nondistinction that is resisted. What is resisted is the loss of the
freedom to differ. Determination is resisted, even as the characters
insist that their selves are inseparable.

But their responses to each other are thereby limited to de-
meaning responses. To give what the other asks is to fit into a
prescribed space, so their responses take away rather than give—
and thus risk taking away meaning. Whereas in the earlier passage
each takes away the words of the other, here each takes away the
value of their selves. In the former case, representations are shown
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to leave room for the self; here, the self is so reduced and devalued
that no representation can positively hold it. Not only do they see
their selves left out, but their own actions take those selves further
away. And they take away each other’s value, demeaning even
what they themselves want. It is B's good name that Pamela de-
means. Although that name is desirable to her, it is that name that
he refuses to give her. So she takes it away, replacing it with
“Lucifer.” It is Pamela’s body that B wants, but that is what she
will not give; so he takes hold of it and throws it away. B does the
same in his insistence that Pamela is not in fact virtuous, de-
meaning her virtue because it is not offered to him: “I shall not
touch her: . . . she is for any fool’s turn, that will be caught by
her” (222).

These responses replace exchange with a kind of theft, although
no one gets anything by such theft. Value is taken away from the
other but is not acquired for the self, which in fact is correspond-
ingly diminished. Pamela takes away B’s good name but still kneels
to him and begs of him, asserting his inadequacy but also repre-
senting herself in postures of submission that proclaim her own
inadequacy, as if the real fault is hers because she is not worth
marrying. Similarly, when B represents Pamela as a cheap slut he
also represents himself as someone who wants but is unwanted by
a cheap slut. No one gains in these exchanges; all value is taken
away.

Except the value of the correspondence. For if nothing is ex-
changed, because nothing is gained by either character and ev-
erything is taken away, all valuation nevertheless remains a matter
of correspondence between Pamela and B. The devaluation of the
one means the devaluation of the other. And their devaluations
and demeanings function as another form of the indeterminacy that
marks their freedom. Selves without value, devalued out of ex-
change, they remain free of determination. For if one form of
freedom is to go beyond the bounds of meaning, another is to fall
short of these bounds, to become small enough to slip out of
bounds. Both kinds of unfitness exceed the limits of definition and
preclude the possession of exchanged meaning. Both insist that
the loss of “fit” meaning is a loss without compensation, but there-
fore also a loss beyond the scope of determination: a loss free to
be gain.

The exchange that is effected in this passage is the exchange of
freedoms. This is not a fitting exchange, and there is no represen-
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tation given that fits or fixes the meaning of what is represented.
Indecent and improper, and always demeaning because they defy
any determination of meaning, these freedoms are what Pamela
and B get from each other throughout the narrative. It is the
exchange of freedoms that moves their relationship out of the
realm of definitive exchange, rendering it indeterminate. Give and
take, gain and loss, self and other all become indistinct and re-
versible, impossible to secure or determine, as all meanings, even
that of the self, become subject to the conflict of interpretations
that is the guarantee of freedom. Once made free with, those
things that are invaluable are also without value. His name and
her body are the possessions that the other takes liberties with.
Once liberated, however, that name and that body cannot be had.
They cannot be taken away, and they cannot be held onto in any
way that excludes the other from taking part in them. Once the
freedoms are admitted, the self is free to admit the other.

That the loss of secure value is indistinguishable from the gain
that exceeds valuation is given in Pamela’s admission of love:

I must own to you, that I shall never be able to think of any body
in the world but him! Presumption! you will say; and so it is: but
love, I imagine, is not a voluntary thing—Love, did I say! But,
come, I hope not: at least it is not, I hope, gone so far, as to make
me very uneasy: for I know not how it came, nor when it began;
but it has crept, crept, like a thief upon me; and before I knew
what was the matter, it looked like love.

(283)

We may read this as Pamela’s acknowledgment that she belongs
to B. But that is not the way she puts it. The gift of herself is given
here as a presumption: she has taken upon herself what she has
no warrant to take. But if she herself presumes, she does so be-
cause love has presumed with her. Love has “crept like a thief”
upon her, taken over, without warrant, her own volition. Thus
Pamela does not represent herself as losing by the theft; she in
fact repeats it with her own presumption. Unauthorized and im-
proper, her feelings come to her without determination or choice
and commit her to take what she has no justification for taking,
even as she herself has been taken, by illegitimate means. This is
not an exchange so much as the kind of reflexive reaction that
characterizes the exchanges between Pamela and B throughout the
novel.
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Volunteering her love, Pamela volunteers here only an invol-
untary admission. Love has entered her mind; she did not let it
in, but she nevertheless admits it. She admits love, then, because
it has taken liberties with her. But she also admits love because
her love has let her go: she is on her way home to her parents.
Having been freed from the threat that B will take away “that
jewel, your virtue, which no riches, nor favour, nor any thing in
this life, can make up to you,” Pamela is free to see in herself the
theft she had thought would come from the outside. She takes his
part here and, taking him in, admits him without loss but with
presumption. If love has taken liberties, then, it has also freed her
to take liberties. The “liberty” of love seems to mean that Pamela
cannot tell the difference between herself and B, and that she
cannot tell the difference between her losses and her gains.

The theft here entails the loss of volition and the loss of security.
Involuntary, inexplicable, without cause and unpredictable, love
is recognized by Pamela in terms that preclude definition and de-
termination. Identified with loss of determination, loss of conse-
quence, and loss of possessions—only “owned,” that is, as a loss
of self-possession—love is the resolution of Pamela’s experience
precisely because it is represented in terms of irresolution. She
did not mean this, and she is not sure what this means: it only
“looked like love.” Both claiming and disclaiming love, Pamela
represents love itself as something that cannot be adequately rep-
resented. This is not “true love,” unless truth itself is always un-
certain, is only approximately subject to definition and possession
by representation. She is not “very uneasy” then, because meaning
itself is so uneasy that it cannot be determined. Free to exceed
determination, love stands for her own freedom to be more than
can ever be owned. Love corresponds to Pamela as Pamela cor-
responds to B.

The “history” of love given us in this novel, like the story given
us in the above passage, is unplotted in its course and uneasy in
its effects. It settles nothing as it leaves meaning indeterminate.
The recognition of love doesn’t clearly make much difference to
Pamela; it only makes it impossible to tell the differences that
would separate her from B. Pamela remains suspicious, perhaps
more suspicious than before, even as she goes back to him again.
Yet she goes back precisely because she cannot tell the difference,
finally, even between her imprisonment and her freedom: “T have
made an escape from my prison, only to be more a prisoner” (284).
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Thus the narrative, in the “form™ of the correspondence, redun-
dancy, and indecisiveness of differences, has given us the relation
that will bind Pamela and B to each other. It is Pamela’s repre-
sentation, and the art of her representation, that insists that dif-
ferences cannot be told with any finality, and that the very impos-
sibility of telling them opens up the possibility of being both com-
mitted and free.

Dartmouth College
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