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The Americanization of Clarissa
Leonard Tennenhouse (bio)

In his Pulit zer-Prize winning book, The Radicalism of the American
Revolution, Gordon Wood list s Clarissa among such works as The Vicar of
Wakefield and Chest erfield’s Letters which Americans cherished for
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warning t hem against  “[t ]he evils of  parent al t yranny and t he harsh and
arbit rary modes of  child rearing of  an older and more sage age.”  Nor is
t his dist inguished American hist orian alone in suggest ing t he influence of
Richardson’s novels on a pre-Revolut ionary American readership. In
making his claim, Wood draws on Jay Fliegelman’s influent ial Prodigals
and Pilgrims: The American Revolution Against Patriarchal Authority, which
argues t hat  Samuel Richardson’s heroines can be list ed among t he many
vict ims of  pat riarchal t yranny whose st ories fed growing colonial
animosit y t oward king and Parliament . By virt ue of  it s crit icism of an
aut horit arian fat her, Fliegelman cont ends, Clarissa’s fat e “o>ers more
t han a convenient ly invoked lit erary parallel t o America’s f light  from it s
parent al t yrant , England. . . .”  Indeed, if  he had his way, we would
imagine Richardson’s heroine “was t o t he eight eent h cent ury what  t he
Maid of  Orleans had been t o t he f iAeent h: a mart yred heroine who had
led a revolut ionary cause.”  Tant alizing as I f ind t his explanat ion for
Richardson’s appeal t o a colonial readership, I must  quest ion it s
presupposit ion t hat  such readers could have responded so
ent husiast ically only t o a plot  which t ranslat ed direct ly int o t heir polit ical
relat ionship wit h England. Such a one-t o-one relat ionship bet ween
fict ion and polit ics raises at  least  as many quest ions as it  answers.

First  is t he obvious gender discrepancy: Clarissa is a girl. If  in England
she demonst rat ed a dist inct ly feminine power, t he power of  passive
aggression, t hen we have t o ask ourselves how, once in America, t he
same charact er could suddenly t urn int o an act ive revolut ionary. Even
assuming t hat  Richardson’s American readers would have linked
Richardson’s heroine iconographically wit h Joan of Arc, we st ill have t o
deal wit h t he fact  t hat  Clarissa did not  lead armies int o bat t le. Nor, for
t hat  mat t er, did t he various kinds of  American f ict ion published in
imit at ion of  Richardson—beginning in t he lat e 1780s and running for
about  t hirt y years—celebrat e women who engaged in t he Revolut ionary
st ruggle.  Beyond his own ingenious reading of  Richardson, Fliegelman
provides no basis for t hinking t hat  Americans would have been willing t o
imagine t hemselves as rebellious daught ers during t he pre-
Revolut ionary period. Furt her t roubling his reading is a hist orical
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discrepancy. If  Clarissa was indeed popular for ideological reasons before
t he Revolut ion, when readers could presumably sympat hize wit h a
rebellious daught er, t hen on what  basis would t he st ory of  a rebellious
daught er have gained in popular appeal during t he years following
American independence from England? For gain it  did. [End Page 177]

The mainst ream of American novel crit icism t ells a cont rast ing
masculine hist ory of  American lit erat ure, which in t urn presupposes a
di>erent  basis for nat ional ident it y. Despit e t he pioneer work of  such
feminist  lit erary hist orians as Cat hy Davidson and Jane Tompkins, t he
great  t radit ion of  American f ict ion—as est ablished by t he aut hors of  t he
1917 Cambridge History of American Literature, reart iculat ed by F. O.
Mat t hiessen, and supplement ed by Leslie Fiedler—remains well
ent renched. When it  comes t o lit erary value, we do not  pay homage so
much t o t he domest ic novel as we do t o t he t radit ion t hat  runs from
Cooper t hrough Hawt horne, Melville, Twain, and James on t o Hemingway,
Fit zgerald, and Faulkner. If  one charact erizes t he English t radit ion as
feminine by virt ue of  it s st rong domest ic t radit ion, t hen it  is only
reasonable t o gender t he American novel masculine. Compelling
argument s on behalf  of  what  Tompkins calls “t he ot her American
Renaissance” and Shirley Samuels, “t he cult ure of  sent iment ” have not
yet  dislodged t he enduring equat ion bet ween American f ict ion and a
boy’s advent ure st ory of  west ward expansion, front ier encount ers, racial
st ruggles, and great  met aphysical cont est s, all of  which reproduce in
secular form t he herit age of  t he purit an fat hers.  Bot h t he t radit ion of
reading and t he narrat ive form of t he novel seem t o weight  t he scale
bet ween one of  t wo gendered opt ions. Fliegelman act ually confirms t his
fait h in t he masculinism of our lit erary t radit ion, paradoxically, when he
t ranslat es t he...
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