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The Connection and Secret in Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House: Displacement and Domesticity from the Romanticism to the Victorian Society
The world of Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House both provoke and stimulate the ideal between connection and secret; of duty and propriety; of childhood and real maturity; and of displacement and domesticity with characters in their society. In the novel, Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austen writes a love story of the Romantic society about Marianne Dashwood love relationship and connection to John Willoughby. Marianne, who met Willoughby at a Barton Cottage in Devonshire, would realize that his lover is mysteriously in love with a teenage pregnant girl Eliza Williams. Willoughby relationship to Williams would cause Marianne to feel very emotional and unstable in her society. Like Sense and Sensibility, Charles Dickens novel in Bleak House writes a detective English story of the Victorian society about Esther Summerson unknown past relationship and connection with Lady Dedlock.  Summerson, who is raised with unknown parents, would come to understand that Lady Dedlock once had a romantic relationship with Nemo and that they are in fact the parents of Esther Summerson. Lady Dedlock mysterious relationship with Nemo would cause Summerson to become very depressed and ill hearted in her society.  Both Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House incorporate the themes of displacement or domesticity. In Oxford Dictionary, ‘displacement’ is defined as “the removal of a thing from its place; putting out of place; shifting, dislocation” while ‘domesticity,’ on the other hand, is defined as “the quality or state of being domestic, domestic character; home or family life; devotion to home; homeliness.” The two authors would utilize John Willoughby and Lady Dedlock mysterious relationship to convey the thematic issues of displacement or domesticity. Nevertheless, both Austen and Dickens use images of displacement or domesticity in Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House to represent the contrast between Marianne Dashwood and John Willoughby mysterious relationship and Esther and Lady Dedlock unknown past whereabouts, ultimately suggesting that both relationships experience displacement and domesticity in similar ways, but that the two novels perceive the effects differently or that the outcomes are different  within the period from the Romanticism to the Victorian society.




So the question arises: how do Austen and Dickens use images of displacement and domesticity in Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House to represent the contrast between Marianne Dashwood and John Willoughby mysterious relationship and Esther and Lady Dedlock unknown whereabouts? Before examining the difference and similarity between the two novels, it is first important to discuss how displacement and domesticity are tied to the nineteenth-century Romanticism and Victorian literature. One of the leading scholars today who studies how displacement and domesticity in several of Austen and Dickens novels is Professor Kevin McLaughlin from the Department of English and Comparative Literature in Brown University. In his scholarly article, “Losing One’s Place: Displacement and Domesticity,” McLaughlin writes about how the domestic novel is an extremely popular genre for many eighteenth and nineteenth century literatures in England. He begins to outline that novels like Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House is considered to be genre of ‘homelessness’, or what George Lukacs calls the “transcendental homelessness,” stated in his essay 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 about the subjective self-consciousness individuals as well as the study of alienation (Lukacs 23). McLaughlin utilizes this essay as an example to illustrate how characters in the Romanticism and Victorian literatures are easily displaced in their household or domestic living conditions. He states that the home “is not at all the exclusive domain of novels and literature (McLaughlin 14).” Moreover, the author illustrates how the home and the subject are significantly related to George Hegel’s concept called the “self-estranged subject” in Phenomenology of the Spirit. The Phenomenology of the Spirit, 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 (Hegel 9). McLaughlin utilizes Hegel philosophical ideas to demonstrate how Austen and Dickens novel departs from his model of the “self-estranged subject.” In other words, the author believes that Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House use images of displacement or domesticity in ways that would thematically make both novels to refuse any philosophical identification with “homelessness.”



Both Jane Austen and Charles Dickens would share very similar thematic issues in their novels. The two authors would employ Hegel’s concept of the “self-estranged subject” in similar ways, but describe how Sense and Sensibility is more driven towards displacement while Bleak House is more driven towards domesticity. In her novel, Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austen writes with sensibility how the Dashwood family is forced to relocate from their original home in Norland several times so the two women, Marianne Dashwood and Elinor Dashwood would discover the truth of being a woman in England. During their experiences away from home, Marianne falls in love with John Willoughby as soon as they first met in Barton Cottage. Austen illustrates that Marianne is a woman with ‘a life, a spirit, an eagerness which could hardly be seen without delight’ (Austen 46) while Willinghby, on the other hand, is “the hero of a favourite story” (Austen 43) in the novel. Marianne would describe the very handsome Willoughby as the perfect man. Austen writes:
That is what I like; that is what a young man ought to be. Whatever be his pursuits, his 
eagerness in them should know no moderation, and leave him no sense of fatigue (Austen 
45).

Through their relationship, Austen portrays how Marianne is a displaced figure in the novel. As soon as they began to date, Marianne would suffer a displacement of her society because she loses her personal identity as an English lady in England. Moreover, Austen writes how Marianne would lose her woman identity because she becomes much wrapped up to Willoughby life that makes her drawn into increasingly serious acts of impropriety. For example, when Marianne awaits the arrival of Willoughby, Austen writes:




Amongst the objects in the scene, they soon discovered an animated one; it was a man on

horseback riding towards them. In a few minutes they could distinguish him to be a 
gentleman; and in a moment afterwards Marianne rapturously exclaimed, 



“It is he; it is indeed; --I know it is!” – 




      
And was hastening to meet him, when Elinor cried out, 




“Indeed, Marianne, I think you are mistaken. It is not Willoughby. The person is 
not tall enough for him, and has not his air.” 







“He has, he has,” cried Marianne, “I am sure he has. His air, his coat, his horse. I 
know how soon he would come” (Austen 86). 

This passage above is an example of Marianne’s obsession with Willoughby. Marianne would suffer a displacement in her society because she no longer behaves like the same woman that she once was back in Norland. Moreover, her countless time spent with Willoughby in town, at the ball, or daydreaming upon his arrival is an example of Marianne becoming less like a “lady” and becoming more like a displaced subject or figure in the novel. Another example is when Willoughby offers a horse to Marianne. Marianne responds with high spirit:
It is not time or opportunity that is to determine intimacy; - it is disposition alone (Austen 
59).
The scene above demonstrates how Marianne is unconcerned about the expense of keeping the horse and more concerned about her relationship with Willoughby. She feels that she has an obligated to take the horse from Willoughby because she highly appreciates everything what Willoughby does, do, and say to for her own regards. Though Marianne is persuaded by Elinor to give up the horse, she becomes very obsessed by Willoughby kindness and humbleness. This example illustrates that Marianne is a subject of displacement because she no longer acts or behaves the same way like the rest of her family. In other words, she becomes fully displaced by her English lady identity, her role as a woman as well as her love for the family.  


Unlike Jane Austen novel in Sense and Sensibility, Charles Dickens novel in Bleak House differs in that both displacement as well as domesticity is seen to be the most primary concern of the work. He writes about how Esther Summerson, a young woman raised as an orphan, seeks to determine who her unknown parents were and why they have abandoned her when she was young. The author begins the novel with a threat to the home, specifically in Chancery Court where people in London would rely on the court rather than the home as the main source of definition and social order. Dickens utilizes the court to allow Esther Summerson the opportunity to figure out her unknown past and connection. Summerson, who is a paradigmatic autobiographical subject, is described to be both homeless and a woman because she would question 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.  By ultimately having no real parents or family, Summerson can be seen as the displaced subject because she is unaware of her past whereabouts.










 It is not until mid-way through the novel where Esther Summerson begins to recognize that Lady Dedlock is actually her real mother, and learns that she abandoned Esther for social establishment and security. Esther would become very ill late in the novel, where her identity would completely disfigure her subject as soon as she looks at how ugly she is in a mirror. The author uses the “mirror stage” in Mr. Boythron’s house as an example of her recognition that she suffers by a displacement of her society. 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 (Dickens 558-559).

In the passage above, Dickens illustrates how Esther begins to sense that she is a different or in fact strange similar to that in Hegel’s work in Phenomenology of the Mind where Dickens uses Esther disfigured face to clarify the secret of her unknown identity and connection. 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 (Dickens 565).

In the passage above, we see that the character of Esther’s self-recognition is clarified – that she is the daughter of Lady Dedlock. In other words, 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. 


Both Austen and Dickens use images of displacement or domesticity in Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House to represent the contrast between Marianne Dashwood and John Willoughby mysterious relationship and Esther and Lady Dedlock unknown past, ultimately to suggest that both relationships experience displacement and domesticity in similar ways. In Sense and Sensibility, Austen would portray Marianne Dashwood relationship with John Willoughby as a displaced figures because Marianne would lose her identity as a woman as well as her trust in her family. Like Marianne, Willoughby is also considered a displacement figure because he dislocates his relationship with Marianne by moving to London for another woman. As soon as Marianne hears about Willoughby departure, her identity as a displaced figure would be completely removed because she is forced to depend on her emotional ties with the family rather than Willoughby. Marianne would begin to recognize that something is in fact different from her past life in Norland. In other words, Marianne would begin 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. Austen writes, ‘It is all very strange. So suddenly to be gone! It seems but the work of a moment’ (Austen 77). Like Austen, Dickens in Bleak House would portray how Esther Summerson unknown relationship with Lady Dedlock as displaced figures because Esther would lose her identity as a woman when she realized that her actual father and mother is unknown. Like Summerson, Lady Dedlock is also considered a displacement subject because she dislocates her past relationship with Esther and Nemo in order to pursue a higher social establishment. Both Summerson and Dedlock are considered to be as the “self-estranged subject.” Summerson would recognize that something is in fact different about her past relationships while Dedlock would recognize that Summerson must know about her unknown parents. In other words, both Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House incorporate the themes of displacement or domesticity to represent the contrast between Marianne Dashwood and John Willoughby mysterious relationship and Esther and Lady Dedlock unknown past whereabouts.










 In closing, Austen and Dickens demonstrate how Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House incorporate Hegel’s idea of the “self-estranged subject” to convey the thematic issues of displacement or domesticity from the Romanticism to the Victorian society. Both Marianne Dashwood and Esther Summerson would have to cope with the displacement of their identity in similar ways, but that the two characters would perceive the effects differently or that the outcomes are different in Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House. In Sense and Sensibility, Austen portrays how Marianne is a displaced English subject because she falls the love with Willoughby while in Bleak House, Dickens portrays how Esther is a displaced lonely woman because she discovers the actual truths of her unknown parents is Lady Dedlock. Nevertheless, both Austen and Dickens use images of displacement or domesticity in Sense and Sensibility and Bleak House to represent the contrast between Marianne Dashwood and John Willoughby mysterious relationship and Esther and Lady Dedlock unknown past whereabouts, ultimately suggesting that both relationships experience displacement and domesticity in similar ways, but that the two novels perceive the effects differently or that the outcomes are different  within the period from the Romanticism to the Victorian society.
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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. 

 relationship and connection with Lady Dedlock.  Summerson
raised as an orphan because the identity of her parents is unknown.  
In other words, Marianne’s identity becomes displaced from 
employs this scene to allow Marianne 
Austen writes:
For example, the Dashwood family would move from Baron Cottage to London to see relatives of their belongins.
The author writes this novel with particular attention on family relationships and the domestic activities of women.
Throughout the novel, Austen would rarely present domestic issues or issues of business that needed to be taken care of by the family.

Austen, who has written several novels of sensibility, writes 
“Would have thought herself very inexcusable had she been able to sleep at all the first night after parting from Willoughby” (83)

“If I were you, I would not give him up to my younger sister in spite of all this tumbling down hills” (44)

When Willoughby told Marianne that he must depart from Barton, 
“Don’t we all know that it must be a match, that they were over head anad ears in love with each other from the first moment they met? (182)


---


At time, she “can feel no sentiment of approbation inferior to love” (17).

When she leaves Norland, Marianne sheds tears for a “place so much beloved” (27).
---
Marianne, a romantic at heart, considers Willoughby to be 
Marianne, a sensibility character, is considered to be a woman with high and strong emotions. 

John Willoughby, a man who heads a household, has an ethical obligation to provide his stepmother and sisters a home after his father’s death. 

He would later deceive Marianne when Brandon tells Elinor that Willoughby had a mysterious and previous love relationship with Eliza Williams. Williams, a teenage pregnant girl,   . Austen characterizes Willoughby as man without affection when he decides to leave Williams to fulfill his own interests and desires. Marianne does not find out about Willoughby mysterious relationship with Williams 
Willoughby is both destructive and disreputable. 

Right and wrong 

Duty and propriety
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