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EIGH'T

Do We Ever See
the Lower Classes?

“The man who fetches our letters every morning (one of
our men, I forget his name) shall inquire for yours too and
bring them te you.

FEmma, 11. xv1

It ts usual to observe that Jane Austen’s novels have no room
for the labouring classes. Defenders will say that she is simply
limiting herself to the world and the genteel classes that she
knew; critics will suggest that the exclusion from her fiction
o all except gentlemen and ladies shows a certain narrow-
hess of the imagination, for she was certainly surrounded
by members of the labouring classes. In Chawton when
~whe arrived, the majority of the 400 or so inhabitants were
forestry or agricultural workers.! The charge of the critics
In worth a careful answer, since Austen herselt nvites the
reader to be unsettled by one of her own characters” absolute
negligence of the lower orders. Henry Crawford in Mansfield
Park has inherited a rich Norfolk estate. When he 1s trying
tv woo Fanny Price in Portsmouth, he talks of how he has
been doing good on behalf of industrious families there. "He
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The crucial distinction is between those who employ serv-
ants, and those who do not. Almost all the named characters
who belong to the latter category in Austen’s novels are them-
selves servants; to her first readers, as habituated to the pres-
ence of servants as the novelist, they would not have been
invisible at all. Indeed, her novels rely on the readers “seeing’
these servants in a way that we have forgotten to do. Her char-
acters are wise not to forget that they are often observed by
servants. Colonel Brandon recalls how his planned elopement
with Eliza, the woman he loved who was promised in marriage
to his brother, was scotched by a servant. “The treachery, or
the folly, of my cousin’s maid betrayed us’ (1L 1x). It 1$ a tool-
ish person who does not shape conversation to take account
of the presence of servants. In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth
and the Gardiners are relieved when Mrs Bennet withdraws
to her room in the wake of Lydia’s elopement, ‘for they knew
that she had not prudence enough to hold her tongue betore
the servants, while they waited at table’ (II1. v). Hearing
the account of her mother’s reactions when the news about
Lydia was first broken, Elizabeth cries out that every serv-
ant must have known ‘the whole story before the end of the
day’. And when the servants know, so does the world. They
are self-interested monitors, who will not necessarily protect
those whom they watch. Lady Catherine de Bourgh boasts
of having sent two servants with her niece to Ramsgate (‘]
am excessively attentive to all these things’), but they do not
manage to prevent the planned elopment (L. xiv). In fact, the
scheme is facilitated by a diabolical servant, Mrs Younge, the
former governess to Miss Darcy

The reader who supposes that Austen’s fictional servants
form a class of devoted, silent attendants will miss many
tricks. The fact that servants are also a problem is behind Mr
Bennet’s remark to his just-engaged daughter Jane that she

DO WE EVER SEE THE LOWER CLASSES? 113

and Bingley are ‘so easy, that every servant will cheat you’
(L1I. xm1). Servants have their own interests. It would have
been odd for Austen’s novels not to 1magine ditficulties with
servants, for her own letters are full of them. Writing to her
mece Anna in 1814, Aunt Jane pauses from detailed advice
about her would-be novel to tell her important news. “Your
Aunt Frank’s Housemaid has just given her warning, but
whether she i1s worth your having, or w* take your place I
know not . .. She leaves your Aunt, because she cannot agree
with her fellow servants. She is in love with the Man—&
her head seems rather turned’ (Leiters, 108). She goes on to
detail her relations and previous service. Her letters some-
times hint at the shifting balance of power between servants
and their less affluent employers. ‘Mary’s promised maid has

Jilted her, & hired herself elsewhere’ (Letters, 24). Mary is

her sister-in-law, evidently outbid for the services of a maid
who knows her market value. The dismissal of servants is
significant news. ‘Mrs Digweed parts with both Hannah & old
Cook, the tormer will not give up her Lover, who is a Man of
bad Character, the Latter is guilty only of being unequal to
anything’ (Lelters, 145).



