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The Connection and Secret in Bleak House: Displacement and Domesticity in London:
Kevin McLaughlin’s “Losing One’s Place”

The world of Bleak House provokes and stimulates the ideal between connection and secret; of displacement and domesticity; of childhood and real maturity; and of “the fragmented individual” and “the fragmented society” with characters in their society. In “Bleak House” Charles Dickens writes a detective English fiction as an interpretation of the Victorian society and the realm of fictional language. He presents his novel as an example between the nature of the narrator and the idea of justice as well as the meaning of the past. Moreover, the author incorporates the city crowd in Bleak House as an emblem of human life, the mystery, and the secrets in London. Although many scenes of Bleak House are set outside London, notably Herforshire and Lincolnshire, London is the scene of much action, and many streets and neighborhoods are precisely specified. He uses the city life in Bleak House to compare and contrast the relationship between displacement and domesticity. In Oxford Dictionary, ‘displacement’ is as “the removal of a thing from its place; putting out of place; shifting, dislocation” while ‘domesticity’ is “The quality or state of being domestic, domestic character; home or family life; devotion to home; homeliness.” Nevertheless, the author use images of displacement and domesticity to represent the contrast between Esther and Lady Dedlock, their mysterious unknown relationship, thus suggesting that both Esther and Lady Dedlock experience domesticity and displacement in similar ways, but that both characters perceive the effects differently.
So the question arises: how does Bleak House use images of displacement and domesticity to represent the contrast between Esther and Lady Dedlock mysterious unknown relationship? In his article, “Losing One’s Place: Displacement and Domesticity in Dicken’s Bleak House,” Kevin McLaughlin focuses in the first half of his essay about the idea of displacement and domesticity. He begins by outlining how Bleak House is a novel about logic - that Esther unknown past can only be determined in a family or a house. The author demonstrates how the novel has a genre of what George Lukacs calls the “transcendental homelessness,” stated in his article in Theory of the Novel. The Theory of the Novel, written in 1916, is considered to be one of Lukacs’s most influential philosophical works on Western Marxism in general and includes discussions about the subjective self-consciousness individuals as well as the study of alienation. McLaughlin later compares the way how displacement and domesticity are used differently in English literature and literary studies. He argues how the home “is not at all the exclusive domain of novels and literature (876).” Moreover, the author describes how the word ‘economics’ derives its name from the Greek word for household, also known as oikos. He outlines how the term ‘social theory’ is fundamentally linked by domestic form, and that the ideal of home in Western culture is rooted by the word dem-, according to French structural linguist Emile Benveniste. Benveniste, who studies Indo-European languages, describes the word dem- as the delineation of inside and outside in a home. In other words, McLaughlin uses Benveniste word of dem- to convey that the home is a social form, or a figure of the social domain. 
McLaughlin later discusses in the article how economists are narrow-minded and intolerant. He believes that economists fail to reflect on the figurative character about the households itself like in the novel Bleak House. The author shows this by comparing between the home and the subject to George Hegel’s concept called the “self-estranged subject” in Phenomenology of the Mind. The Phenomenology of the Mind, written in 1807, is considered one of Hegel’s most influential philosophical works on consciousness, self-consciousness, spirit, and absolute knowledge. Hegel, a German philosopher who started the notion of German idealism, defines the concept of the “self-estranged subject” as the recognition of oneself as being different or strange. McLaughlin uses Hegel philosophical ideas to argue that Dicken’s novel departs from his model of the “self-estranged subject”; that Bleak House use of domesticity allows the novel to refuse any “philosophical” identification with “homelessness.” 
In addition to economics, the author argues how the home is a source of definition and order. When Bleak House opens the novel with a threat to the home, specifically in Chancery Court, McLaughlin shows how people in London would turn to the Court rather than the home for order to illustrate how like the home, the court is also the source of definition and order. Unlike Richard Carstone, whose identity becomes destroyed by the Court, Esther Summerson uses the Court as an advantage to figure out her mysterious unknown relationship. McLaughlin describes Summerson as a paradigmatic autobiographical subject because she is both homeless and a woman. Moreover, he describes Summerson as the ‘highly ambiguous ruler’ because she is neither a wife nor daughter and that her family history is unknown. Thus, the author views Bleak House as Esther’s “autobiography” because she questions the home to find the answer of her past and vice versa, questions herself to find the answer of the home in regards to her mysterious unknown relationship. 
Aside from domesticity, McLaughlin describes further about the subject Esther in a key scene called Esther’s “mirror stage.” When Esther recovers from a fever she received from Jo, the author sees this example as a positive form of “philanthropy” while Dicken’s third-person narrator sees it as “telescopic philanthropy,” a term started by Richard Oastler to describe Mrs. Jelleyby’s assimilation in “Borrioboola-Gha,” the first British settlement in Nigeria. Although Esther survives the fever, her identity disfigures her subject as a whole. The author uses the “mirror stage” in Mr. Boythron’s house as an example of her recognition that she is mode of displacement. Esther’s narrative writes:  

I had not yet looked in the glass, and had never asked to have my own

restored to me. I know this to be a weakness which must be overcome; but

I had always said to myself that I would begin afresh, when I got to where

I was now. Therefore I had wanted to be alone, and therefore I said, now

alone, in my own room, "Esther, if you are to be happy, if you are to have

any right to pray to be true-hearted, you must keep your word, my dear." I

was quite resolved to keep it; but I sat down for a little while first, to

reflect upon all my blessings. And then I said my prayers, and thought a

little more. My hair had not been cut off, though it had been in danger

more than once. It was long and thick. I let it down, and shook it out, and

went up to the glass upon the dressing-table. There was a little muslin

curtain drawn across it. I drew it back: and stood for a moment looking

through such a veil of my own hair, that I could see nothing else. Then I

put my hair aside, and looked at the reflection in the mirror, encouraged

by seeing how placidly it looked at me. I was very much changed-0 very,

very much. At first, my face was so strange to me, that I think I should

have put my hands before it and started back, but for the encouragement

I have mentioned. Very soon it became more familiar, and then I knew

the extent of the alteration in it better than I had done at first. It was not

like what I had expected; but I had expected nothing definite, and I dare

say anything definite would have surprised me. I had never been a beauty,

and had never thought myself one; but I had been very different from

this (558-559).

In the passage, we see that Esther begin to sense that she is different or strange similar to that in Hegel’s section in Phenomenology of the Mind entitled “Self-Estranged Spirit, Education.” Like in Hegel’s work Phenomenology of the Mind, Dicken’s work in Bleak House uses Esther disfigured face to clarify the secret of her identity. Moreover, when Lady Dedlock reveals to Esther that she is her daughter, the symbolic connection with Esther’s disfigurement is no longer hidden and she can begin to accept her displaced status. Dicken’s writes:
“O my child, my child, I am your wicked and unhappy mother! O try to forgive me!” – when I saw her at my feet on the bare earth in her great agony of mind, I felt, through all my tumult of emotion, a burst of gratitude to the providence of God that I was so changed as that I never could disgrace her by any trace of likeness; as that nobody could ever now look at me, and look at her, and remotely think of any near tie between us (565).
In the passage, we see that the character of Esther’s self-recognition is clarified – that she is the daughter of Lady Dedlock. Nevertheless, Esther begins to become the “self-estranged subject” because she now knows that something is in fact strange about her past life, and that she makes herself here the object of her own knowledge. By her looking in the mirror, Esther makes herself the subject and the base of her narrative throughout the novel Bleak House. Needless to say, McLaughlin uses images of displacement and domesticity to represent the contrast between Esther and Lady Dedlock, their mysterious unknown relationship, thus suggesting that both Esther and Lady Dedlock experience domesticity and displacement in similar ways, but that both characters perceive the effects differently. 
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