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Introduction 

The title of Jane Austen's Persuasion invites us to accept at face value the morality tale that frames the novel: Anne Elliot yields to the persuasion of Lady Russell in refusing Frederick Wentworth, suffers years of unhappiness because of it, but is more or less vindicated in the end; by contrast, Louisa Musgrove's reckless leap from the steps at Lyme shows how detrimental a non-persuadable temper can be. Thus, to yield sometimes to persuasion (as Anne did with Lady Russell) rather than to follow the imperatives of romantic heedlessness (Frederick Wentworth's philosophy) is not really such a bad thing. 

One could argue forever for or against this prudent bit of conservative wisdom, but the problem is that it encompasses only a tiny portion of the narrative as a whole, and even those scenes that do pertain to it offer weak support for the moral lesson as such. In other words, the novel is not about "persuasion"; it is about something else. Therefore, either Austen manages her thematic packaging rather poorly, or she intends the "persuasion" of the title to encompass more than is explicit in her didactic moralism. 

I argue the latter possibility. I argue that "persuasion" in the novel applies to more characters than Anne, and goes beyond the connotation of "guidance" or "advice," to include what we would call "role modeling," "influence," "identification" and "suggestion" (in both conscious and non-conscious aspects). "Persuasion," in other words, is nearly synonymous with what René Girard calls "mimetic desire." For Austen, "persuasion" means being directed through the imitation of others. 

It would certainly be unjustifiable to foist Girard's mimetic thesis on Austen's Persuasion without strong and unambiguous support from the text, but in fact, Austen does provide such support. In scene after scene, she meticulously documents the power of persuasion through imitation. It is precisely the most heedless and "romantic" characters who are the most malleable and persuadable, the most unwittingly mimetic. Louisa's resolute, independent persona is primarily a product of her reciprocal interactions with Wentworth. Wentworth's desire for Anne is re-animated almost completely through his imitation of a steady stream of other people, especially other men. Even the restoration of Anne's physical beauty is a mimetic process. 

Thus, behind the facade of her superficial moralism, Austen treats a profound moral problem: how to manage our passions in a world of highly persuadable people--that is, a highly mimetic world. Anne's moral heroism can be appreciated more fully in this light. Her intense inner struggle is one of renunciation, of forswearing reciprocity, of (in Girard's terms) not letting models become obstacles, or obstacles models. Yet Anne's success, though substantial, is not complete. There is a self-wounding aspect to Anne's quiet endurance that is also the effect of "persuasion"; she molds herself into the undesirable and overly compliant person that Wentworth unjustly accuses her of being. 

Both need to be freed, Wentworth from his resentment and jealousy, and Anne from her gnawing self-mortification. The cause and cure for both of them is persuasion. Wentworth needs his friends to mediate Anne to him positively, and Anne needs Wentworth to forgive her. Once freed, however, neither Anne nor Wentworth quite understands what has happened. They frame their experience in the more reassuring moral about "persuasion" that concludes the novel, but really has very little to do with it. 

Austen is content to let readers walk away with exactly the same misperceptions. Persuasion, Austen's last completed novel, manages to be a perfectly satisfying romantic comedy (unlike the dark and disturbing Mansfield Park) and at the same time a penetrating exercise in moral and psychological realism. We need a passionate and appealing romantic hero for this tender tale of love lost and then reclaimed, and Austen obliges by giving us Wentworth, who convinces us that his actions are self-determined, because he believes it so passionately himself. Austen has found an astonishingly clever way to give us almost exactly what we want, while leaving the problematizing mimetic effects in full view. 

The outline of the present paper is as follows: I first review Austen's explicit treatment of persuasion. I then demonstrate that it is untenable or at best largely irrelevant to the novel as a whole. From there, I undertake a detailed analysis of Louisa Musgrove's words and behavior, especially in chapter ten, to demonstrate that her romantic heedlessness is created through a reciprocal process of imitation with Wentworth. Such a jarring irony (that Louisa, the exemplar of resolute independence, is in fact highly persuadable) cannot possibly be unintended on Austen's part, and thus the door is open to examine other characters in the same light, particularly the principle characters Wentworth and Anne. My next step, therefore, is to demonstrate how imitation drives Wentworth's re-animated desire for Anne. Finally, I explore the emotional and moral trials Anne must face from the same mimetic perspective. 

For this study, I rely on the mimetic psychology advanced by René Girard and further developed by Jean-Michel Oughourlian. Though completely indebted here to their mimetic, or "interdividual" psychology, I will usually try to avoid the terminology associated with Girard's work. In doing so, I am guided by the belief that the "mimetic model" is not hard to grasp, and that it can be applied (in the present case at least) in relatively straightforward language common to human experience and observation. 

Austen's Morality Tale 

The explicit treatment of persuasion in Persuasion takes the form of an objective lesson in morality. Years earlier, the lovely, gentle Anne Elliot yielded to the persuasion of her closest friend and surrogate mother, Lady Russell, in refusing Frederick Wentworth's hand. Wentworth, though capable and ambitious, was at that time without means or connections. Since that unhappy episode, however, Wentworth has advanced brilliantly in the Navy and grown rich (the Elliots having during the same period dissipated their wealth in vain extravagance to the point of finding it necessary to let their estate, Kellynch-hall, and rent a house in Bath). 

Wentworth nurtures a bitter resentment against Anne for refusing him, and for yielding meekly to the persuasion of her family, and especially Lady Russell: 

He had not forgiven Anne Elliot. She had used him ill; deserted and disappointed him; and worse, she had shown a feebleness of character in doing so, which his own decided, confident temper could not endure. She had given him up to oblige others. It had been the effect of over-persuasion. It had been weakness and timidity. (1178)1 

For her part, Anne suffers years of disappointment and loneliness, her beauty fades prematurely, and she remains deeply in love with Wentworth. Anne has refused one other suitor (Charles Musgrove, who marries Anne's younger sister Mary instead), despite Lady Russell's enthusiastic sanction. Yet, even to the end of the novel, Anne, while regretting her friend's advice about Wentworth, never repents of yielding to it in itself; she will only go so far as to allow that, had she been Lady Russell, she would have advised differently, with more attention to the heart. 

While Anne is at Uppercross (the home of her sister Mary and brother-in-law Charles Musgrove), Wentworth befriends Charles Musgrove, becoming his hunting partner and a frequent guest (since it is his own sister and brother-in-law, Admiral and Mrs. Croft, who are the new tenants of nearby Kellynch Hall). Wentworth shows some curiosity toward Anne (he asks others if she dances) as well as some kindness (he rescues her from a troublesome child while she is trying to nurse a sick one). Otherwise, he is coldly civil toward Anne. Anne must undergo an intense, silent struggle for peace of mind and composure in his presence. To Anne's further mortification, Wentworth falls into casual gallantry, first with both of Charles Musgrove's two younger sisters, Henrietta and Louisa, and finally (since Henrietta is already nearly pre-engaged to her cousin Charles Hayter) with Louisa only. 

In a crucial scene, Anne overhears a conversation between Louisa and Wentworth, in which Louisa speaks of acting decisively on her inner prompting and resolutions, without yielding to interference. Louisa has just urged her sister Henrietta to call on her sweetheart, Charles Hayter, over the snobbish interference of Anne's sister-in-law, Mary. "I have no idea of being so easily persuaded," Louisa boasts. "When I have made up my mind, I have made it" (1193). Wentworth admiringly approves: 

"… woe betide him, and her too, when it comes to things of consequence, when they are placed in circumstances, requiring fortitude and strength of mind, if she have not resolution enough to resist idle interference in such a trifle as this. … It is the worst evil of too yielding and indecisive a character, that no influence over it can be depended on." (1194) 

However, when Louisa later fails to yield to the persuasion of Wentworth in not taking a leap from the steps during a walking excursion along the beach at Lyme, she falls, strikes her head, and suffers a concussion. After assuming command of the panicked group and single-handedly guiding them through the worst moments of that crisis, Anne later privately draws from Louis's experience a disapproving maxim: 

Anne wondered whether it ever occurred to him now, to question the justness of his own previous opinion as to the universal felicity and advantage of firmness of character; and whether it might not strike him, that, like all other qualities, it should have its proportions and limits. She thought that it could not escape him to feel, that a persuadable temper might sometimes be as much in favor of happiness, as a very resolute character. (1211) 

The "persuasion" theme shows up again in a later scene, when Lady Russell attempts to persuade Anne to accept the incipient proposal of her cousin Mr. Elliot, and take her rightful place (and her late, beloved mother's place) as the mistress of the Kellynch-hall. Though Lady Russell's advice is not without some psychological effect, Anne does not seriously consider it, for the highly personable Mr. Elliot engages her as a person, but not as a man. Nevertheless, learning of Mr. Elliot's true character and history from her afflicted friend Mrs. Smith, she realizes with horror that she might, at least hypothetically, have yielded to Lady Russell's persuasion yet again, and suffered a wretched marriage. 

Finally, Wentworth and Anne both hear Wentworth's sister comment negatively on precipitous engagements: 

"… an uncertain engagement; an engagement which may be long. To begin without knowing that at such a time there will be the means of marrying, I hold to be very unsafe and unwise, and what, I think, all parents should prevent as far as they can." (1277) 

Thus Wentworth's own sister (a sensible and intelligent woman) vindicates in principle Anne's yielding to the caution and persuasion of Lady Russell. After this speech, meaningful glances pass between Anne and Wentworth. 

In the closing chapters of the novel, when Wentworth and Anne are finally reconciled, Wentworth repents of his earlier resentment and judgment against Anne. The accident at Lyme had shown Anne to be alert, capable, active and useful. We learn from Wentworth that the contrast between Anne and Louisa had become clear to him from that point, and that "he had learnt to distinguish between the steadiness of principle and the obstinacy of self-will, between the daring of heedlessness and the resolution of a collected mind" (1284). 

Regarding their initial separation, Anne remains unrepentant about yielding to persuasion, and tells Wentworth (by way of preparing him for a reconciliation with Lady Russell), 

"… I must believe that I was right, much as I suffered from it, that I was perfectly right in being guided by the friend whom you will love better than you do now. … I am not saying that she did not err in her advice. … But I mean, that I was right in submitting to her, and that if I had done otherwise, I should have suffered more in continuing the engagement than I did even in giving it up, because I should have suffered in my conscience." (1287) 

Assessing Austen's Morality Tale 

The relevant scenes and passages above comprise an extremely small portion of the narrative, no more than a few pages in total, yet they more or less exhaust the explicit treatment of "persuasion" in the novel. Moreover, two instances of persuasion (concerning Wentworth and Charles Musgrove) deal with historical review and are not part of the real-time dramatic action of the novel at all. This leaves a doubtful impression about the importance of "persuasion" as such in relation to the novel as a whole. The treatment is spotty, perfunctory, and rather primly moralistic. 

Austen's Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility also have abstract nouns as titles, yet these novels really are about pride, prejudice, sense and sensibility; Austen tracks these character traits continually through the development of the principle figures. Persuasion, by contrast, occupies itself very little with its own explicit theme, but focuses its main dramatic energies on two things: the process of Anne's quiet suffering and gradual restoration to hope, and the process of Wentworth's re-animated desire for Anne. The novel is simply not about persuasion as such. 

Readers and critics (tacitly at least) work with just such an assumption and pay relatively scant attention to the overt treatment of persuasion that frames the novel. The critic and theorist Ronald Crane, for instance, writes, "…except thus subjectively for Wentworth (where it works as a 'retarding weight' in the action), the whole matter of Lady Russell and of Anne's persuadability is not an issue in the plot" (291).2 

But Austen's moral lesson can be questioned on other grounds, aside from its minimal presence in (or relevance to) the narrative. Of the three times Lady Russell's persuasion is exerted (regarding Wentworth, Musgrove and Mr. Elliot, respectively) only once is it effective. Anne is never in danger of being persuaded to marry Charles Musgrove or Mr. Elliot. Anne is, at worst, one part persuadability to two parts non-persuadability, but even this would be overstating it. She has in fact developed a mature and critical understanding of her friend's limited judgment, so there is really no case (except, as Crane notes above, in Wentworth's mind) for Anne being weak or persuadable by nature. Her giving up Wentworth was not an act of timidity or complaisance, but a painful, conscientious sacrifice. 

Most of this Wentworth himself concedes in the end, as well as the rueful fact that he could have had Anne's hand within a short time of her refusal, as soon as his success was secure. So, Wentworth is wrong, and Anne right, which is in line with Austen's overt presentation about persuasion. Yet it is notable that the case Wentworth has against Anne is weak to begin with, based on limited perceptions, and strongly filtered through his resentment at being refused, which he magnifies into a character defect on Anne's part. Yet no such character defect exists. Persuadability in Anne is neither a particular fault nor a particular virtue. The moral debate re: persuadability vs. non-persuadability is, again, simply not a real issue at all, though Anne and Wentworth argue as if it were. 

This leaves us with the last remaining support for Austen's explicit moral about "persuasion," Louisa Musgrove. Louisa's resolute impulsiveness and stubborn independence ("obstinacy of self-will" and "daring of heedlessness") are meant to demonstrate by negative contrast the merits of Anne's conscientious deference. Yet Louisa's reckless leap does not demonstrate the drawbacks of stubborn, reckless, impulsive and independence, for the simple reason that these are not fixed aspects of Louisa's character at all. Several things argue very strongly against it. 

First of all, until Louisa claims decisiveness and independence as her particular virtues, Austen makes little distinction between Louisa and Henrietta, and even goes out of her way to portray them as more or less interchangeable. They are pleasant, cheerful, good-natured sisters, though Louisa is comparatively spirited and Henrietta comparatively quiet. Either one (in the estimation of Anne or Mrs. Croft) may end up being the wife of Wentworth, and it does not seem to greatly matter which (except to Mary Musgrove, who would rather it be Henrietta, since an alliance with Wentworth would be less socially embarrassing than one with Charles Hayter). Admiral Croft can never tell the two girls apart, much less keep their names straight. Since Louisa's self-advertised claims about her independent and resolute character are made in contrast to her sister, they are suspect, since very few people in the novel make much distinction between Louisa and Henrietta at all, and often note by their thoughts and comments the very lack of distinction. 

Later, during the convalescence that follows her disastrous leap at Lyme, Louisa adopts with remarkable speed the soft, bookish, melancholy mannerisms of Captain Benwick. (As a side note, Benwick himself recovers from his rather theatrical grief for Fanny Harville with an alacrity that surprises his friends. Henrietta, also, is quick to forget about Wentworth and adopt the concerns of Charles Hayter as her own.) In other words, Louisa's defining character traits at any given time--or, for that matter, Benwick's or Henrietta's--depend on whatever person they are in the process of attaching themselves to. Thus, Louisa's "resoluteness" and "independence" are little more than a transient product of her interactions with Wentworth, and he in turn imprints these qualities on her (with little awareness of what he is doing) by projecting onto Louisa what he resentfully imagines to be lacking in Anne. Louisa is not resolute or independent, either by nature or conviction, but has adopted these qualities in a reciprocal process of imitation with Wentworth. 

The Persuasion of Louisa Musgrove 

To demonstrate this process, it is necessary to examine Louisa and Wentworth's conversation about resoluteness in its full context, which a close reading of chapter ten will provide. First, we must remember that Wentworth has been playing gallantly to the attentions of both sisters (without being serious about either). Charles Hayter, who is close to being engaged to Henrietta, is affronted by her attentions to Wentworth. He withdraws (wisely, if peevishly, refusing to demean himself in rivalry with the dashing captain) and pointedly discontinues his regular visits to Uppercross. The November outing that culminates in the conversation overheard by Anne is originally intended by Louisa and Henrietta as a secret, two-person mission for the purpose of calling on the Hayters and reconciling Henrietta to Charles. Louisa must obviously be eager to mediate this reconciliation, as it will leave the field clear for herself and Wentworth. 

True to form, when the others end up joining this outdoor excursion we see Louisa putting herself markedly forward for Wentworth's attention, more so than Henrietta. It is at this stage of the outing that Wentworth makes a comment about Admiral and Mrs. Croft's hazardous driving. Louisa enthuses as follows: 

"If I loved a man, as she loves the Admiral, I would be always by him, nothing should ever separate us, and I would rather be overturned by him, than driven safely by anyone else." 

It was spoken with enthusiasm. 

"Had you?" cried he, catching the same tone; "I honor you!" And there was silence between them for a little while. (1192) 

This is a crucial exchange, whose ultimate terminus is Louisa's leap from the steps at Lyme two chapters later. In that act of exposure to physical danger, she will put herself in the role of Mrs. Croft, and Wentworth in the role of Admiral Croft, she throwing herself recklessly from the steps and into his power as proof of her "love." Yet Louisa's assertion above is, at the time she utters it, a fairly unexceptional effusion of romantic sentiment for a young lady out to impress a handsome man. It is in fact Wentworth who, "catching the same tone," amplifies Louisa's assertion with his ardent approval. Wentworth, imitating Louisa's enthusiasm for the idea, pumps it up with his own flattering enthusiasm. 

But Wentworth's enthusiasm originates elsewhere. For Wentworth, Louisa's assertion is interpreted through the lens of his own resentment toward Anne. By praising Louisa's romantic boast, he is striking out at Anne (within her hearing, no less), who Wentworth sees as having failed on exactly this point: taking a risk to be with the one she loves. (Anne catches this intimation immediately, and is duly mortified by it.) In this way, Louisa's commonplace romanticism is rewarded and reinforced by Wentworth, a cue which Louisa does not fail to pick up and build upon, though she has no idea that the ardor is not directed toward herself, but against Anne. 

Further on, the group comes within sight of Winthrop (Charles Hayter's home). Mary Musgrove balks at continuing, embarrassed by her lowly relations. Henrietta, suddenly shamed by Mary's deprecation, almost gives up her original plan, but is urged on, especially by Louisa, to go ahead with the visit despite Mary's interference, while most of the rest of the party waits at the top of the hill. As they are waiting, Mary continues to deprecate her relations to Wentworth: 

"It is very unpleasant, having such connexions! But I assure you, I have never been in this house above twice in my life." 

She received no other answer, than an artificial, assenting smile, followed by a contemptuous glance, as he turned away, which Anne perfectly knew the meaning of. (1193) 

Once again, Wentworth maps his own history onto this situation: Mary is turning up her nose at the Hayters the same way Lady Russell (and Anne's family, and by association, Anne herself) turned up their noses at him years ago. 

A bit later we arrive finally at Louisa and Wentworth's famous conversation in the hedgerow (partly excerpted previously) which is overheard by Anne. Here yet again, as Louisa recounts her triumph over Mary's interference, Wentworth puts Louisa's account into the service of his own grievance. He maps his history onto Louisa's account (Mary/Henrietta/Hayter = Lady Russell/Anne/Wentworth), with Louisa being the fearless and decisive spirit who rights the wrong of unjustified interference and tremulous complaisance. 

However, one needn't be a jaded cynic to see that Louisa is operating on different motives than a fearless and resolute disposition. At the crassest level, pragmatic self-interest motivates her: she wants to push Henrietta back to Charles Hayter so she can have Wentworth to herself. In this, she succeeds; Henrietta will join the party with Charles Hayter shortly thereafter, the two fully reconciled, and the romantic pairings will fall firmly into place: "Everything marked out Louisa for Captain Wentworth; nothing could be plainer" (1195). On another level, Louisa is engaging in fairly transparent self-advertisement that sets herself off before Wentworth at the expense of anyone else. She is saying in effect, "See? I am much more strong-minded and resolute than my poor, timid sister Henrietta!" and "Thankfully, my interventions carried more weight than the interference of my snobbish sister-in-law!" Furthermore, the comparison she makes between Henrietta and herself is suspect, for the simple fact (discussed earlier) that Austen has shown them to be quite interchangeable. (It is not terribly difficult to imagine Henrietta and Louisa in reversed circumstances, with Henrietta boasting to Wentworth that she is more firm and independent than Louisa.) 

Finally, and most importantly, Louisa is acting on cues that Wentworth himself has provided. She is saying, "Look! I truly am passionate and decisive, just as you noticed a little while ago!" Louisa enjoyed considerable success with her previous romantic effusion about the Crofts, and hopes that this one will work even better, which indeed it does; Wentworth gives her speech an exceptionally warm endorsement, capping it off with an elaborate metaphor about a sturdy acorn. (It will later prove to be Anne and not Louisa who is the sturdy acorn.) Wentworth has now augmented Louisa's commonplace romanticisms into something on the order of a life principle. 

In other words, by a process of mutual reinforcement and flattery, Louisa has become Wentworth's disciple, a disciple of his philosophy of passionate resoluteness. She adapts her words, sentiments and finally her actions to a model, which Captain Wentworth continues to spell out for her by providing his enthusiastic sanction. At the same time, Wentworth chooses to be unaware that Louisa's actions might have other motives, and Louisa is completely unaware that Wentworth's fervor originates in his resentment against Anne. The substantive content of their romantic philosophy is negligible to nil, but the power of persuasion (yes, persuasion) that they exert over each other is immense. 

The culmination of this process comes two chapters later, when Louisa takes her disastrous leap from the steps at Lyme. Louisa has Wentworth catch her as she jumps pleasurably down the steep stone steps. When she appears to be preparing herself for a particularly hazardous leap, Wentworth urges her to desist. She leaps, in defiance of his caution, saying "I am determined I will" (1216). Wentworth fails to catch Louisa in time. She falls, strikes her head on the stone pavement, and is taken up as lifeless. In this leap, Louisa says in effect, "Look! See how resolute and independent I am now! I'll jump no matter what you say!" She is acting on everything they have been modeling for each other up to this point. In not yielding to his caution, she merely shows herself to be his obedient disciple, one who now excels her master. 

Thus, Louisa's leap is not the result of too little persuadability, but of too much. But this is exactly contrary to the explicit moral of our story! The lesson about persuasion therefore lies in tatters, since Louisa was the last remaining support for it. Is it better, or is it not better to yield to persuasion? The question makes no sense. When Louisa jumps, she is yielding to persuasion: she is acting out the robust romanticism that she has been modeling through her reciprocal interaction with Wentworth. If she hadn't jumped, she would have been yielding to persuasion as well, but in contradiction to the resolute impulsiveness Wentworth has reinforced in her. 

To revert to mimetic terminology for a moment, Wentworth has created a "double bind" for Louisa (Girard, Things Hidden 290-93). He is saying, "Imitate me!" ("Be the passionate and fearless model of womanhood that I admire.") If she does not jump, she will presumably lose some of his admiration. But he is also saying, "Don't imitate me!" ("Don't jump! It's imprudent! You might hurt yourself!"). Thus, if she jumps, she will lose his admiration as well--and in fact she does: she is exposed as a reckless exhibitionist for whom Wentworth loses all respect. 

When Anne privately reproves Wentworth later, with the thought, "…a persuadable temper might sometimes be as much in favor of happiness, as a very resolute character" (1211), she is certainly right to the extent that Wentworth foolishly endorses heedless resoluteness as some kind of virtue, but wrong to the extent that she imagines Louisa's heedless resoluteness to be any less a product of a "persuadable temper" than it's opposite would be. 

This might seem an interpretive presumption, especially the possibility that Anne's editorial voice is not synonymous with Austen's. Yet, we must make a choice here: do we credit Anne's prim moralizing, or do we believe the evidence Austen has meticulously placed before our very eyes? Where does Louisa's heedlessness come from if not from persuadability, so painstakingly depicted in her interactions with Wentworth? 

Wentworth has trapped himself as well; to his horror, he finds that he is now considered virtually engaged to Louisa, without having given her a serious thought. This little game they have been playing is thus both less serious and more serious than either of them are aware. It is less serious because Louisa's robust romanticism is a complete fiction, originating in Louisa's ingratiating flirtatiousness, and in Wentworth's resentment against Anne. It has no independent basis outside their interactions. Yet it is more serious because the game itself is powerful enough to inspire dangerous leaps from stones, and to turn mild, carefree attractions into inescapable life commitments. 

Louisa should not be considered a low, opportunistic coquette on the order of Isabella Thorpe in Northanger Abbey. Neither should she be considered an emotionally hard-wired romanticist on the order of Marianne in Sense and Sensibility. She is a normal, personable, good-natured girl whose imperfections run within the range common to humanity. In other words, her headstrong resoluteness arises neither as a superficial calculation on her part, nor as a deep-seated expression of her autonomous self, yet (for a certain period at least) it is quite real in its effects. However, we know it is false. We have watched it appear out of nowhere, and later, when Louisa attaches herself to Benwick, it will vanish just as readily. None of this is self-consciously deceptive; no doubt, both Louisa and Wentworth really are convinced for a time that Louisa is firm and resolute, and always has been. It is a "real" self, too insubstantial for us to take very seriously, but impossible to write off as mere play-acting. 

That people like Louisa (and Wentworth) can become entangled in such potent levels of mutual self-deception implies both a profound malleability and a profound distortion tangled up in human nature. This is where the moral and psychological force of Persuasion really lies. People--even normal, likeable people with no conspicuous moral deficiencies--can exert "persuasive" influence on one another through an imitative process that they do not really understand, and with disastrous consequences. 

This is certainly not a very comforting or reassuring "moral" for a romantic comedy, which is why (I believe) Austen chooses to submerge this truth about human nature behind the insubstantial but much more digestible morality tale about persuasion. Nobody pays much attention to this morality tale, to be sure, but for Anne and Wentworth to reintroduce the debate about character and persuadability in the concluding chapters makes it just prominent enough for us to remember that it frames the novel, and to forget that it is complete nonsense. 

That little debate deals with fixed character traits, which might need a bit of adjustment here and there. The real novel deals with character as an extremely fluid entity, something that is radically suggestible, hyper-responsive to others. The real lesson of the novel is that such powerful propensities can only be brought under tolerable submission through a concerted moral struggle (in Anne's case) or a propitious series of counter-suggestions by other human models (in Wentworth's case). Though this more profound truth about persuasion is submerged beneath the framing moralism, it is by no means invisible. In Louisa's case, every crucial step in the formation of her "resolute" persona has been spelled out for us. In the case of Wentworth, the persuadability is much more blatant. 

Pause for Mimetic Recapitulation 

I have thus far (as promised in the introduction) attempted to avoid as much as possible the terminology often associated with Girard's mimetic thesis. However, since mimetic, or "interdividual" psychology was indispensable in working out the preceding interpretation, it seems proper to make this debt explicit, and to restate what has been demonstrated regarding Louisa and Wentworth in the conceptual terminology used by Girard and Oughourlian. 

First, desire is "mimetic" or imitative, not spontaneous, autonomous or untaught. We need other people to teach us what to desire; other people are the "models" or "mediators" of our desire (Deceit 2). Louisa's admiration for resolute, reckless heedlessness in love does not originate in herself, but is imbibed by her through models or mediators (in this case, through fashionable romantic notions circulating at the time, through the Crofts, but especially through Wentworth). Girard uses a triangle to represent this relationship at its most basic level (Deceit 2). At one point of the triangle there is the "subject" (in this case, Louisa), at another point there is the "object" (in this case, a certain ideal of vibrant womanhood) and at the third point there is the model or "mediator" (in this case, Wentworth) who designates the object as desirable. The subject (mostly unwittingly) imitates the model's desire for the object. 

The second point is that these desires constitute a self and identity, or, to put it another way, self and identity are constituted by ongoing mimetic relationships (James Williams, "Model/Mediator"). We are "interdividuals," to use Girard's term, meaning that we are inescapably constituted through our social existence, and not just in an incidental way but in a fundamental way. Louisa is not, therefore, merely picking up a few attitudes or ideas from people; a personality is being created--a romantic, resolute, heedless Louisa. It comes into being as she responds to the signals given by Wentworth. This "self" did not exist before, and when she attaches herself to Captain Benwick, it quickly ceases to exist and will be replaced (to Anne's wonder and amusement) by another "self"--the equally romantic, but quiet, bookish, melancholy, "feeling" Louisa. According to the description of Jean-Michel Oughourlian, these are successions of one "self of desire" followed by another "self of desire," both of them modeled through other people (83). 

Thirdly, desire is often or mostly non-conscious, not in the Freudian sense of welling up from some deep, primary desires in the unconscious, but rather in the sense that in imitating people we are very little aware of what we are doing. The unwitting nature of mimetic desire is especially noteworthy in Louisa and Wentworth's interactions. Louisa and even Wentworth are both quick to credit Louisa with a great deal of originality and spontaneity in her resolute, romantic incarnation. They see permanent and deeply rooted personality traits in Louisa, which seem to have existed previously. Yet we know that they are to a large extent the work of one autumn stroll, lasting perhaps a few hours. 

A fourth and closely related point is the "misrecognition" of mimetic desire. The non-conscious nature of desire makes it very difficult to admit or even perceive one's lack of originality; we believe very readily that the desires we imbibe from other people originate in ourselves. Here we are back again to Oughourlian's "self of desire" which loses contact with its point of origin and automatically claims a priority which can be highly convincing. Of particular interest is Oughourlian's treatment of time and memory in this process (234-35), which is well-documented in cases of hypnosis. Louisa loses some memory of her previous selves as new ones spring into existence, and so deep is her belief in the new Louisa that even Wentworth is willing to credit her with a natural, resolute heedlessness that is in fact derivative. 

Fifth, when "subject" and "model" (imitator and imitated) are interacting mutually, mimesis does not operate merely from the former to the later, but reciprocally. The subject imitates the model, then the model imitates the subject's imitation of the model, then the subject imitates the model's imitation of the subject's imitation, and so on (Deceit 99-100, Things Hidden 295). Thus, the "mimetic triangle" is dynamic; the lines of desire shoot back and forth, and subject and model may change places continually, each becoming both the subject and the model of the other. The genius of Austen in chapter ten is particularly outstanding here, for the reciprocal modeling Louisa and Wentworth are doing for each other is depicted deftly and economically. Louisa effuses about the Crofts; Wentworth in turn "catches" her enthusiasm and effuses about her romantic effusion; Louisa in turn pronounces ever more ardently about her resoluteness, with ever more ardent endorsements from Wentworth. In a very short time, their reciprocal modeling has created a full-blown romantic persona in Louisa. 

Sixth, desire easily becomes hostile and conflictual, due to the essential misrecognition regarding the origin of a given desire, and due to the inability of the model and the imitator to share the object that they, through mutual imitation, both desire. This potential for hostility exists as a "double bind" (Things Hidden 291-293). The model wants to be imitated, as this is a sign (though a highly misleading one) of originality, of self-sufficiency, of "density" or richness of being. On the other hand, the model doesn't want to be imitated too much, as will be seen as threatening, as appropriative of his or her desire and hence of his or her being. Conversely, the subject acts on these same contradictory signals, which so often end in rejection, and is duly "scandalized." The subject sees in the model an invitation to imitate, yet when he or she draws close to the model in admiring imitation, there is a hostile reaction to the imitation. The model says, "Imitate me," but also, "Don't imitate me." (Hence, the "double bind.") Girard sees this dynamic as a never-ending source of hostility and human conflict. The non-conscious nature of the mimetic process can make these conflicts particularly deadly, since both parties may be thoroughly convinced of the "rightness" of their cause, and of the seemingly capricious and unjustified hostility of the other party, while the reciprocal nature of the mimetic process may cause such conflicts to escalate swiftly and explosively. 

Indeed, Louisa and Wentworth's relationship does not evolve to such levels of antagonism, but there is a "double bind" built into their relatively benign reciprocal admiration that begins to produce untoward effects. When Louisa leaps from the steps at Lyme, she is pushing their mutual admiration and imitation to the level of the double bind. Wentworth has been encouraging Louisa to be his model of a desirable woman. As Louisa acts out this persona in her jumps from the steps, she reaches the point where Wentworth must say "Stop!" Louisa obeys the first imperative, but not the second, which contradicts it. Obeying either imperative will earn Wentworth's contempt; by not jumping she would prove herself to be timid and complaisant, and by jumping she proves herself to be a silly exhibitionist. Louisa and Wentworth are caught in a structure of their mutual creation, one which makes Louisa overplay her part and injure herself quite severely, and one which very nearly entraps Wentworth for life with a partner he doesn't much care for.3 

The evolution of mimesis into jealousy, resentment and hostility can indeed reach more deadly proportions in some of Austen's work, most notably in Mansfield Park. Yet in Persuasion too, mimesis does takes on a more hostile and hurtful aspect in the character of Wentworth. The next stages in this analysis, accordingly, focus on the "persuasion" of Frederick Wentworth. 

The Persuasion of Frederick Wentworth 

Who is it that really needs to be persuaded in Persuasion? Most obviously, Wentworth does. He needs to be persuaded to fall back in love with Anne, a point around which most of the dramatic tension of the novel revolves. Yet Wentworth has no one who could (or would) persuade him on the matter explicitly, and he continually shows himself incapable of forming any new judgment of Anne on his own. Wentworth must therefore rely on the kind of tacit, imitative persuasion we have been examining. Austen makes this increasingly clear as we follow the re-animation of Wentworth's desire for Anne. He learns to love Anne again by watching and imitating other people, especially other men. 

The best place to begin tracking this process is the very same conversation in the hedgerow we examined previously. After Wentworth's elaborate speech comparing Louisa's fearless resolution to a sturdy acorn, Louisa aims her criticism at Mary again, this time enlisting Anne as an ally. The following exchange takes place: 

"We do so wish that Charles had married Anne instead. I suppose you know he wanted to marry Anne?" 

After a moment's pause, Captain Wentworth said, "Do you mean she refused him?" 

"Oh! yes, certainly." 

"When did that happen?" (1194) 

Wentworth's "moment's pause" is quite a pregnant one. We have seen earlier how, under the operation of his longstanding resentment, Wentworth has been giving his fervent approbation to Louisa at the expense of Anne. Now, these negative triangulations are seriously disrupted, since Louisa triangulates Anne positively, at the expense of Mary. Suddenly, Wentworth has to absorb a great deal of new information: 1) Anne is a great favorite, not only with Louisa but with the whole Uppercross circle; 2) Anne is still (or was recently still) desirable as a woman, Mary being only the second choice among the Elliot daughters, and what is more, Anne was desirable to a worthy man, Charles Musgrove, Wentworth's peer and at least his social equal; 3) Anne refused Charles; Charles wasn't good enough for her. Anne is not the faded doormat Wentworth has thus far taken her to be. She is a player. 

It is impossible for Wentworth to see Anne in the same light, and the effect is immediately apparent when the walking party continues and they encounter Mr. and Mrs. Croft, who are out for a drive in their gig. Significantly, this is the same model couple about whom Louisa effused earlier. Wentworth talks to his sister, secures a ride for Anne, and hands her into the carriage. Thus, he is showing by this gesture of good will that he now holds Anne in esteem, like the rest of the Uppercross circle. He is also placing Anne in the symbolic position in relation to the Crofts that Louisa claimed earlier for herself 

A simple point that bears emphasis: Wentworth has just given an ardent speech to Louisa about the virtue of acting on one's inner resolutions, without interference from others, yet his handing Anne into the carriage is a socially mediated act. He has just heard that everyone likes Anne; now he is ready to show that he likes her too. He has just heard that Anne is desirable as a woman (Charles Musgrove's rejected proposal); now he is ready to learn to desire her too. Neither his new attitudes nor his acting on them are achieved independently. 

It might be argued here that Wentworth is simply receiving new information about Anne from others, and that this information merely helps him to understand his true feelings about her. This of course will be Wentworth's own retrospective take on events in the concluding chapters, and Austen seems perfectly content to let us believe him. Yet this view is continually belied by Wentworth's own behavior. Wentworth is nearly always preceded by someone else in any new attitude or action toward Anne. Either this is pure coincidence, or Austen means to show us that Wentworth has to be persuaded to love Anne, and persuaded through the imitation of others. 

This assertion must not be made lightly, since Wentworth is an extremely appealing character, and appealing in large part because of the passionately self-directed qualities which I insist are not self-directed at all. Yet, when Wentworth's step-by-step change of heart with regards to Anne is examined in an interpersonal context, all other interpretations collapse; the textual support for my reading is overwhelming, and becomes more and more so as the novel progresses--though Wentworth, is no less likeable for this being true. 

As it is with the circle at Uppercross (Anne as the general favorite), so it is with the circle at Lyme, where Anne quickly becomes the favorite of the Harvilles, particularly Captain Harville. And as it was with Charles Musgrove (Anne as the potential object of romantic interest), so it is with Captain Benwick, with whom Anne becomes engaged in earnest conversations about literature and the overcoming of adversity. Benwick is clearly quite taken with Anne, and praises her effusively in her absence; romantic potential is by no means out of the question. Anne's stock is rising very quickly, and Wentworth must certainly be watching it rise every step of the way. At this point, there is no direct evidence that Wentworth imitates the Harvilles or Captain Benwick in coming to like Anne, but Wentworth cannot be blind to the universal admiration for her shown at Lyme, and it is in line with what he learned (and acted on) at Uppercross and what will soon follow in the encounter with Mr. Elliot. 

It is also in line with the progress of romantic interest Austen worked out with Darcy and Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice. In that novel, Darcy watches Elizabeth Bennett hit it off amazingly well with a steady string of men, with himself usually standing apart from her charmed circle as an excluded outsider. Elizabeth falls into animated conversation with Colonel Foster at one of the local assemblies. She falls into easy intimacy with Darcy's friend Bingley at Netherfield and with Darcy's archrival Wickham. Finally, at Rosings, she establishes instant rapport with his cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam (for whom romantic interest in Elizabeth is a very live possibility). It is the last interactions especially, which (in my opinion) incite Darcy's ardent desire and precipitate his botched first proposal; one could almost be excused for suspecting that Darcy wants to propose before Fitzwilliam has the chance. 

The dynamic parallels with Pride and Prejudice should be pursued a little further. In Pride and Prejudice, the problem of persuasion appears as a minor element: the comic over-dependence of Bingley on the advice and sanction of his friend Darcy. At Darcy's urging, Bingley can fall out of love with Jane Bennet, and with Darcy's sanction and encouragement, he can fall back in love with her again. Yet, taking a mimetic approach to Pride and Prejudice, we would see Bingley's persuadability as general human rule rather than a comic exception. And in that light, we might ask, is Darcy really so much less persuadable than Bingley? The answer is, no, he only thinks he is. Darcy, very much like Wentworth in relation to Anne, needs the example of other men to fall in love with Elizabeth. Darcy is only unlike his friend Bingley to the extent that this influence is non-explicit and unacknowledged. Persuasion, in my opinion, is Austen's vehicle for bringing out the larger implications of this interpersonal truth, and Wentworth is the character that demonstrates it par excellence. 

In this view, Captain Benwick has much the same role as Colonel Fitzwilliam in Pride and Prejudice. However, hinting at such indirect influences will no longer suffice for Austen: she wants to foreground persuadability in the principle male character so that it is unmistakable. In Persuasion, this is effected the through the encounter with Mr. Elliot: 

When they came up the step, leading upward from the beach, a gentleman at the same moment preparing to come down, politely drew back, and stopped to give them way. They ascended and passed him; and as they passed, Anne's face caught his eye, and he looked at her with a degree of earnest admiration, which she could not be insensible of. She was looking remarkably well; her very regular, very pretty features, having the bloom and freshness of youth restored by the fine wind which had been blowing on her complexion, and by the animation of her eye which it had also produced. It was evident that the gentleman (completely a gentleman in manner) admired her exceedingly. Captain Wentworth looked round at her instantly in a way which showed his noticing it. He gave her a momentary glance, -- a glance of brightness which seemed to say, "That man is struck with you, -- and even I, at this moment, see something like Anne Elliot again." (1203-1204) 

First, the man looks at Anne. Then, Wentworth looks at the man looking at Anne. Then, Wentworth follows the man's gaze to Anne. Finally, Wentworth imitates the stranger's conspicuous admiration. Nothing could be more obvious. Desire for Anne is sanctioned by this fine-looking stranger, and Wentworth acts on it without hesitation. 

When the man is seen again later from the window of the inn, Wentworth's interest continues to be quite pronounced: 

"Ah!" cried Captain Wentworth, instantly, and with half a glance at Anne, "it is the very man we passed." 

… 

"Pray," said Captain Wentworth immediately [to the servant], "can you tell us the name of the gentleman who is just gone away?" (1204) 

Austen would not insert this cry of "Ah!", this "instantly" or this "immediately" unless she wanted to underscore Wentworth's rapt attention toward the fine-looking stranger. In fact, it is not clear (as Wentworth glances back and forth from one to the other) whether Wentworth is more interested in Anne or the stranger. Neither and both, it would seem, for his interest in Anne here is dependent on her being an object of interest to the stranger, just as his interest in the stranger would be minimal without the stranger's interest in Anne. He is interested in both of them together more than he could be interested in either of them alone. To revert to Girard's lexicon for a moment, we have a perfect mimetic triangle here: Wentworth as desiring subject, Mr. Elliot as model of desire, and Anne as object of desire. 

Like Charles Musgrove's proposal but much more so, this man's admiration for Anne excites Wentworth's own. History suddenly reasserts itself in both cases (and I am sure in Captain Benwick's case as well) as Wentworth fumbles for priority among these worthy male peers. We can almost hear him say to himself, "But, I admired her first!" 

We next arrive at the traumatic scene of Louisa's accident, and here any straightforward mimetic interpretation would seem to be challenged. Louisa leaps, strikes her head and is taken up as lifeless. Mary (with her characteristic helpfulness!) screams, "She is dead, she is dead!" contagiously spreading paralysis and panic among the others and inducing Henrietta to faint. Wentworth, disabled by having to hold Louisa, cries out for help, and it is here that Anne takes command of the situation in the vacuum of leadership, sending Benwick to Wentworth with smelling salts and instructions, suggesting a surgeon, having the presence of mind to recall Wentworth and send Benwick instead, and speaking comfort, calm and encouragement to all. 

Anne proves herself to be clear-headed, capable, active, and useful in an emergency situation, which she handles most impressively indeed. She takes command of three able-bodied men (two of them successful military commanders with battle experience) and sends them hither and thither with flawless judgment. It is here, Wentworth recalls later, that he learns "to distinguish between the steadiness of principle and the obstinacy of self-will, between the daring of heedlessness and the resolution of a collected mind" (1284). Thus, as Wentworth witnesses Anne's activity during this emergency, he would appear (contra the mimetic hypothesis) to come independently to an appreciation of her worth. 

But does he? The dramatic realism of that scene rests very much on the helplessness of the participants, on their looking to others desperately for direction, which is in a sense the very definition of mimesis. In such a crisis, participants in a human ensemble will look for guidance and leadership, or will take cues from whoever reacts first (as in the paralysis induced by Mary's hysteria). Mimetic effects thus become more pronounced, more obvious. Once the leadership of Anne has been established, we see all eyes and ears turned to her (after Benwick has dashed off to find a surgeon): 

"Anne, Anne," cried Charles, "what is to be done next? What, in heaven's name, is to be done next?" 

Captain Wentworth's eyes were also turned towards her. 

"Had not she better be carried to the Inn? Yes, I am sure, carry her gently to the inn." 

"Yes, yes, to the inn," repeated Captain Wentworth … (1208) 

Wentworth's eyes are, for once, fixed directly on Anne as a model of behavior rather than someone else, but it is a socially enmeshed action, in which he is doing what everyone else is doing. Charles pleads to Anne first, and only then Wentworth's are eyes shown to be "also turned toward her" (When Anne speaks, Wentworth repeats what she says, an additional mimetic touch.) A few moments earlier Anne directed Benwick first (with smelling salts), and only then was Wentworth directed by her (when he started off after a surgeon). The point here is that even in this crisis that forever establishes Anne's worth in his eyes, Wentworth is never shown to act first. He is acting after everyone else, with everyone else, and to a significant extent through everyone else. 

Anne, though her response to the situation is exemplary, is in one sense merely taking on her characteristic Uppercross role of usefulness, which entails giving direction or assistance to people that ask for it. This is why Charles can call out to her as he does. Benwick has already accepted this kind of relationship with Anne from the previous day (the helpless mourner accepting Anne's role as comforter and advisor) thus further swelling the ranks of those who find Anne valuable and useful. Wentworth, for his part, has been sufficiently enculturated into Uppercross life (especially since his conversation with Louisa, after which he understood Anne's standing within the group) to accept and then acknowledge Anne's guidance here, along with everyone else. 

As the party is intercepted by the Harvilles and they carry Louisa to their residence rather than to the inn, the men slowly resume their role of leadership (somewhat ironically, considering that they were led single-handedly by Anne during the worst stage of the crisis!). As the various arrangements are made for care and travel, we come to two particularly tender scenes in which Wentworth and Anne are drawn closer together. In the first, Anne overhears Wentworth comment to the others, "no one so proper, so capable as Anne!" (1210). Wentworth appears to express an independent judgment here, which he certainly does insofar as he exercises the prerogative of uttering it. Yet it would be just as accurate to call it a socially embedded evaluation of Anne, one that Charles, his sisters, the elder Musgroves or nearly anyone from the Uppercross circle might make. Wentworth can say this not just because he has seen Anne being capable, but because he has seen others seeing Anne being capable. His deference to Anne's opinion in the carriage (when she and Henrietta are transported back to Uppercross) is a yet more intimate gesture, yet surely also a socially embedded one insofar as his intimacy here also exists because of (not in spite of) the social intimacy he has established with the whole group, both at Uppercross and at Lyme. 

It is important to emphasize this, simply because many readers and interpreters see the relationship between Wentworth and Anne as a struggle of true love against the constraints of social convention. I argue, quite to the contrary, that their struggle is almost entirely against a hyper-persuadability on Wentworth's part, and that in this regard (influence from others) social forces enable the progress of their love as much as they obstruct it. To explore this assertion, let us follow the lovers to Bath. 

Once Wentworth is unexpectedly freed from his implicit engagement to Louisa (when she becomes attached to Benwick), he rushes to Bath in pursuit of Anne. Austen has achieved her primary dramatic goal: Wentworth has been persuaded to fall back in love with Anne (through the mediation of the Uppercross circle, Charles Musgrove, the Harvilles, Captain Benwick, William Elliot, and the group as a whole). All that remains is for Wentworth to be persuaded that Anne loves him as well. Yet, oddly enough, this proves to be the most difficult stage for Wentworth. Mr. Elliot appears again, and Wentworth's attention toward him is as rapt as ever, but now the fine gentleman appears not just as a model designating Anne as desirable, but as a rival and obstruction, designating her as off limits. Worse, he appears strengthened and supported by those formidable ghosts from the past, Lady Russell and Anne's family. 

Wentworth's confidence and resolution fail him. He alternates between the most threadbare hope and the most petulant, jealous despair. He is ready to interpret signals from everyone but Anne herself: the rumor mills of Bath that project a match between Anne and Mr. Elliot; Mr. Elliot himself (with whom Wentworth does not exchange a single word); Lady Russell (whose mere physical presence is enough to sanction and confirm a match between Anne and her cousin); Anne's family (even though they acknowledge Wentworth in public and pointedly invite him to their card party). Wentworth is ready to see everything in the worst possible light, to see nothing but obstacles. Anne's most positive and exerted encouragements (stepping forward to greet him at the concert, engaging him in conversation, almost begging him to stay) can only be seen by him--so he will confess later--as the easy complacency of a secure woman. Wentworth's problem at Bath is purely and simply a mediation problem. As at Uppercross or Lyme, Wentworth cannot see Anne except through the eyes of other people. Now, the problem is that it is all the wrong people. 

Any man similarly placed might be jealous about Anne and Mr. Elliot; there is nothing unreasonable there. What is less reasonable is Wentworth's reaction to all this. What has happened to the brilliant, confident Wentworth, who captured French frigates, and could not forgive Anne for being swayed by the opinions of others? Is it so very hard for him to find out what Anne actually feels, without threatening to run away forever in bitter disappointment at the least unfavorable sign? It is helpful here to review Wentworth's earlier denunciation of Anne: 

He had not forgiven Anne Elliot. She had used him ill; deserted and disappointed him; and worse, she had shown a feebleness of character in doing so, which his own decided, confident temper could not endure. She had given him up to oblige others. It had been the effect of over-persuasion. It had been weakness and timidity. (1178) 

Timidity, weakness, over-persuasion, giving someone up on account of others, lack of self-confidence, indecisiveness, feebleness, desertion, and ill-usage: this was never a particularly fair description of Anne, but it is an astonishingly good description of Wentworth, at Uppercross (where he used Anne ill) but especially at Bath (where he does almost everything else on the list). Wentworth's negative projections toward Anne have in fact become such an accurate description of himself that we ought to ask where they came from in the first place. 

Wentworth's eight year grudge against Anne begins to appear in a different light now. When Anne refused Wentworth at that sad time, out of conscientious deference to her people, Wentworth was quick to see this obstruction as a personal insult: Lady Russell and the Elliots decreed that he wasn't good enough for Anne. Yet, Wentworth had a choice in how he could have responded. He could have straightforwardly accepted their verdict: "They are right; I have no legitimate claim to her in my present situation." Alternately, he could have pridefully rejected it: "They are wrong; I am good enough for her." Rather than doing either, however, he did something rather more complicated: he accepted it and rejected it. That is, Wentworth took Anne's refusal as an attack on his personal adequacy, and repulsed this attack with retaliatory defiance. Wentworth said in effect: "Me, not good enough for her? No, she's not good enough for me!" By thus challenging their assessment, and by displacing the unworthiness onto Anne, Wentworth set up a form of internal opposition exactly symmetrical to the snubbing he received from Lady Russell and Anne's family through Anne. This is the elaborate fiction Wentworth has maintained for eight years: Anne must be unworthy, because he is not unworthy. 

This is a necessary fiction for him insofar as he imagines his success in life is based on self-confidence, a self-confidence he is not willing to sacrifice for the sake of any untoward reflection regarding its basis. Anne's refusal cuts him because he fears Lady Russell may be right about him. Yet this also means, of course, that Anne has been mediated to him through Lady Russell and the Elliots from the moment of her refusal, and that he has not been able to see Anne on her own terms since. She has thenceforth been Anne, in relation to Lady Russell and the Elliots, in relation to himself--with Lady Russell's assumed view exerting by far the most influence, and Anne becoming the weak and despised node in the triangular opposition he sets up against these formidable rivals. The whole Elliot ensemble, led by Lady Russell, are obstacles that Wentworth tranforms into models, whom he imitates negatively. 

This interpretation makes Wentworth's subsequent actions more comprehensible. He is perfectly happy to find Anne a wasted, faded, premature spinster when he appears at Uppercross. (We should carefully note Wentworth's lack of tender sensitivity toward Anne in this reduced state.) The withdrawn, wilted Anne confirms his positive evaluation of himself against Lady Russell and the Elliots and at the expense of Anne, who is caught (and has been caught for eight years) in the crossfire of this rivalrous struggle. The surprisingly cruel barbs Wentworth unleashes against Anne at Uppercross are not meant for her alone; their ultimate target is Lady Russell and Anne's family, which is why he can so casually and thoughtlessly wound someone like Anne, who is at that time in a position of relative powerlessness. Wentworth's taking up with inferior girls like Henrietta and Louisa before Anne's eyes is also consistent with this structural resentment and is also aimed at Lady Russell and the Elliots, through Anne: it is like a son bringing home a girl from "the wrong side of the tracks" to perturb his socialite parents, a kind of negative imitation: exactly the kind of girl they wouldn't approve of. 

In fact, though Wentworth is always the one most viscerally contemptful of the snobbish Elliots, he really complains too much. His sneering disdain is out of proportion to their real consequence. Admiral Croft and Charles Musgrove provide an important reality check in this regard: to them the ridiculous Sir Walter is never more than a curious and inconsequential figure (at worst), or a rather tiresome social obligation (at best). The social status of the Elliots is of no concern to anyone except Mary, Lady Russell, Mrs. Clay, Mr. Elliot, and (quite tellingly) Frederick Wentworth. 

All of this would explain his aggravated uncertainty at Bath. His experience at Uppercross and Lyme now make it impossible for him to elevate himself against these social rivals (which now include the impressive Mr. Elliot) at Anne's expense. Now he sees Anne elevated and himself once more the excluded outsider, and he has no structural defenses. All he has are the ad hoc strategies of petulance and peevishness. He assumes that he and Anne are continuing the same old game, only switching places. 

So strong are these distorted impressions for Wentworth that almost nothing can shake him out of them. Even being conspicuously noticed by the Elliots or invited to their card party cannot convince him that he still doesn't belong. We saw that Anne's most pointed exertions toward him at the concert do not make a substantial dent. It is not enough to assuage his jealousy of Mr. Elliot. He suspects that she must be acting as he himself acted at Uppercross; she must be triumphing over him, as he did over Anne when he was encouraging the flirtations of Henrietta or Louisa under her eyes. 

Without necessarily understanding it, Anne has an alert intuition about Wentworth's dangerous suggestibility: 

Captain Wentworth jealous of her affection! Could she have believed it a week ago -- three hours ago. For a moment the gratification was exquisite. But alas! there were very different thoughts to succeed. How was such jealousy to be quieted? How was the truth to reach him? (1254)

How indeed? Later, she laments to herself, 

"Surely, if there be constant attachment on each side, our hearts must understand each other ere long. We are not boy and girl to be captiously irritable, misled by every moment's inadvertence, and wantonly playing with our own happiness." (1272) 

Yet this is a very accurate picture of Wentworth, who is in fact being childishly captious and irritable, and quite easily misled. When Wentworth summons the courage to inch himself toward Anne at the inn and query her directly about the card party, Anne worries that even the clearest protest of her feelings will be misread: 

"You did not used to like cards; but time makes many changes." 

"I am not so much changed," cried Anne, and stopped, fearing she hardly knew what misconstruction. (1274) 

She cannot say that she is changed, and she cannot say that she isn't changed; Wentworth may interpret it unfavorably either way. 

In the postscript of his desperately scribbled letter, Wentworth "wantonly plays with their own happiness" exactly as Anne feared: 

"I must go, uncertain of my fate, but I will return hither, or follow your party, as soon as possible. A word, a look will be enough to decide whether I enter your father's house this evening or never." (1281) 

Why on earth should Wentworth let their fate be determined by a single "word" or "look"? For that matter, why is he writing a letter and not waiting for an opportunity to speak to her directly? Wentworth is leaving himself open to all of his most pronounced hyper-suggestible tendencies. In fact, he almost seems to be courting failure. Why? 

Because the prospect of "beating" Mr. Elliot (and with him the whole Elliot ensemble, including Lady Russell) may be every bit as scary to Wentworth as being beaten by them. In Girard's economy, a permanently unbeatable obstacle presents a strangely attractive kind of misery (Things Hidden 297-8, 327, 332, 413).4 The world is full of Louisa Musgroves, those simple girls that, as soon as they live up a man's expectations, prove to be immensely unappealing. Unbeatable rivals and unobtainable objects, on the other hand, keep desire alive without those inevitably disabusing experiences that show the desire to be illusory. 

Wentworth has in fact structured his identity on resentful opposition to the Elliots for more than eight years. He may be somewhat comfortable with it. It is a resentment that has been woven into his success: they said he wasn't good enough and he proved them wrong. Thus, in a perverse way, they have provided him an engine for his ambition. To be sure, a man of Wentworth's ability and drive would have succeeded no matter what had happened, but Wentworth would not have had the same interpretation of his success. From his present standpoint, he has succeeded in spite of the Elliots, and therefore against the Elliots, and therefore because of the Elliots. As far as Anne is concerned, he hasn't won, but he hasn't lost either. So long as he could hold Lady Russell and the Elliots in lofty disdain and despise Anne as unworthy, he could create for himself a sort of creative tension to live by. He was protected from a sense of failure because Anne was unworthy, and yet he would never have been disillusioned by success because, with Anne as the object denied by formidable rivals, it would never have been complete. 

The lessons at Uppercross and Lyme have changed all this, but confronting the crowd at Bath brings it all back, and also something new: Anne not only as the denied object but now as the worthy denied object. It is no wonder that Wentworth's behavior is so nervous, so erratic, so ambivalent. The signals are all scrambled for him, and he is genuinely confused, not only about what is happening, but about what he wants. He wants Anne, she seems to want him too, yet he is both scared and fascinated by this formidable new ensemble of Elliots. It is not clear what victory would bring. Defeat, on the other hand, is a known quantity; it could supply him with years and years more of indignant self-pity, and he has had a lot of practice at that sort of thing. Wentworth is ready to go either way. This is why his letter ends on such a horribly dangling note. 

Anne is justifiably agitated about this. She intuits correctly that she needs to all but chase him down the streets of Bath to make sure he doesn't see or hear anything that will persuade him the wrong way. She is afraid that she will "lose the possibility of speaking two words to Captain Wentworth". She is "[a]nxious to omit no possible precaution" and tries twice to get her unambiguous encouragement to join the card party through to him through the Harvilles. Yet "her heart prophesied some mischance" (1282). 

Harold Bloom comments (243-45) that Persuasion always moves him to tears because of the unhappiness that is so narrowly missed, especially in this scene. The nearly lost love reminds us of the real lost love that we have experienced in our own lives. Bloom is quite right; in this scene, everything hangs on a very thin thread indeed. Yet the narrowly missed unhappiness in Persuasion is not a factor of cruel mischance or "contingency" (as in a Thomas Hardy novel) but of Wentworth's hyper-persuadability, his tendency to let Anne be mediated to him by everyone but Anne herself. 

Who, indeed, can rescue Wentworth from his distorted projections? Certainly not himself, and not Anne, apparently; the direct exchanges Wentworth has with Anne in Bath are few, and not particularly successful. They are necessary but clearly not sufficient for their reconciliation. None of this is enough. As usual, Wentworth needs persuasion. He needs mediators to help him, lots of them. Austen must bring in the entire rescue crew to Bath--from Uppercross, from Lyme, and from Kellynch-hall--for no other purpose than to persuade Wentworth that Anne is attainable, that she still loves him, and that she is receptive of any renewed pledge. Anne needs to be mediated to him positively, to counteract the discouraging mediation he sees in almost everyone else. 

Thus, as he and Anne overhear his sister disapprove of hasty and imprudent marriages, he learns that it is acceptable to forgive Anne now for refusing him on the basis of his unsure position and small income eight years ago (1277-78). Meaningful glances pass between the two of them as Wentworth's final absolution of Anne is mediated from his sister, to him, and finally through to Anne. 

Through his friend Captain Harville, Wentworth learns (as he overhears their amazingly frank and earnest conversation about constancy) that Anne still loves him (1278-80). This is another triangle, in which Anne's love is mediated to Wentworth; she still loves him, but he has to hear her say it to someone else. (Ironically, Wentworth finds himself now in exactly the position Anne occupied before, when she overheard him expound ardently on his womanly ideal to Louisa in the hedgerow.) Wentworth chooses this time for his desperately scribbled proposal. Even so astute a critic as Bloom misses the significance of what is happening here, so charmed is he by Wentworth's passionately inarticulate proclamation (243-44). We should pay careful attention instead to the bizarre nature of this scene: Wentworth is proposing by letter, to a woman who is standing in the same room, and while she is talking to someone else. What other Austen hero would do this? Wentworth is not manifesting passion here; he is borrowing it. 

The heartfelt conversation between Anne and Harville creates a powerful emotional tailwind, and Wentworth needs to hitch a ride on it, to use some of that fervency to build up the courage to formulate his own renewed pledge. We can see this in the very sentences Wentworth composes as he carefully tracks the rise and fall of emotion in this gentle duel between genders (as Anne and Harville dispute whether it is men or women who love most, longest, deepest): 

I am every instant hearing something which overpowers me. You sink your voice, but I can distinguish the tones, when they would be lost on others. -- Too good, too excellent creature! You do us justice indeed. You do believe that there is true attachment and constancy among men. (1281) 

The insecurity of Wentworth's postscript (""I must go, uncertain of my fate …") shows how much Wentworth needed this emotional boost, but also how fleeting he fears the effects may be. Even up to the very moment of their reconciliation, Wentworth needs Charles Musgrove to hand Anne off to him on the streets of Bath. It is an odd scene, not unlike a wedding, in which Wentworth takes Anne's arm from his worthy and unsuccessful rival, his best man: 

They were in Union-street, when a quicker step behind, a something of familiar sound, gave her two moments preparation for the sight of Captain Wentworth. He joined them; but, as if irresolute whether to join or pass on, said nothing, only looked. Anne could command herself enough to receive that look, and not repulsively. The cheeks which had been pale now glowed, and the movements which had hesitated were now decided. He walked by her side. Presently, struck by a sudden thought, Charles said, 

"Captain Wentworth, which way are you going? only to Gray-street, or farther up the town?" 

"I hardly know," replied Captain Wentworth, surprised. 

"Are you going as high as Belmont? Are you going to Camden-place? Because if you are, I shall have no scruple in asking you to take my place, and give Anne your arm to her father's door. …" (1283) 

It may seem preposterous to assert that Charles Musgrove is necessary in this scene, but a simple thought experiment can prove it. Suppose Anne had managed to get into the streets unattended but was intercepted by Mr. Elliot, or Lady Russell, before she could see Wentworth? Suppose she were forced to be escorted home by either of them, to take one of their arms instead of Charles Musgrove's? In such a case, what "word" or "look" could Anne possibly have communicated to Wentworth that would not have been misconstrued by him? 

Charles Musgrove is not an encumbrance here; he is a shield and facilitator. He shields Wentworth from untoward influences and at the same time makes Anne non-threatening and approachable. As a former lover, he provides Anne with the appropriate charge of energizing desirability, magnetizing her for Wentworth. At the same time, as an unsuccessful lover, he can be a model to Wentworth without being a threatening rival, an obstruction. As Anne's friend, he shows that being refused by Anne in the past does not preclude friendship with her in the present. Wentworth can approach Anne safely. Charles Musgrove is exactly the person who is needed here. 

All of these scenes, I emphasize, are mimetic and triangular; Anne must be positively mediated to Wentworth through his friends and loved ones. The pains Austen took to rewrite some of the final scenes strongly support this interpretation. Austen originally had Wentworth deliver a letter to Anne from the Crofts that assumed an incipient engagement with Mr. Elliot. Reconciliation between Wentworth and Anne was effected in that scene directly, just between the two of them, as Anne was obliged to explain that she was not intending to marry Mr. Elliot. C. W. Harding notes (152-153) that Austen apparently thought this scene contrived and rewrote the reconciliation completely, adding the revised chapters twenty-two and twenty-three (the latter contains the scenes with Wentworth's sister, Harville, and Charles). Why would this feel less contrived to Austen? It is because Austen knows that it is out of character for Wentworth to do these sorts of things by himself. 

In their joyful conversations as reconciled lovers, the romantic soft focus overcomes us again, allowing us to conveniently forget a great deal that has happened and to retain a picture of Wentworth as a constant and ardent lover whose main fault (and a very endearing one) seems to be that he just feels a little bit too much. He has to establish his constancy (as per Anne's heartfelt conversation with Captain Harville). He has to convince us that he is no mere Louisa, no mere Henrietta, no mere Benwick, no mere Charles Musgrove; he must not be one of those, in other words, who can transfer their affections at the drop of a hat. 

There is no doubt that Wentworth's repentance is completely sincere, or that he will make Anne a very happy woman. I intend no cynical "subversion" of Anne and Wentworth's reconciliation, nor any all-out attack on Wentworth's character. He is a fine man, with outstanding personal qualities (intelligence, ability, spirit, wit, generosity, sensitivity, courage). His renewed pledges and protestations are perfectly adequate to the occasion. All that he needs to do in these final scenes is consecrate himself anew to Anne, and Austen never insists on complete accuracy from her lovers at such moments (only think of Darcy and his first proposal to Elizabeth Bennet!). 

Let us grant Wentworth all of his obvious merits, but let us also be very careful not to let him off too lightly, for if we do, we will be led straight into the misreading Austen has so deviously prepared for us. We must gauge Wentworth's retelling of history against the real history we have seen. After all, has not Anne just protested to Captain Harville that men, in writing their own histories, always seem to present themselves as constant, and women as fickle. What of Wentworth's account of his history? 

In fact, Wentworth falls into exactly the same systematic bias as those male historians. In dwelling on the excruciating agonies Anne subjected him to by being seated next to Mr. Elliot at the concert, Wentworth seems to present himself as the ardent and true-hearted man tormented by a woman's deportment--even when Anne is completely innocent. But surely Wentworth must remember that he accepted the flirtations of Henrietta and Louisa before Anne's eyes, and elevated Louisa pointedly at Anne's expense, sometimes when he knew it was within Anne's hearing? He does remember something of it, but his ill-judged involvement with Louisa he now excuses as "the attempts of angry pride" (1284). (An extraordinary confession: Louisa meant nothing to me; I was only using her to get back at you!) To be sure Wentworth suffered a day or so of tortured jealousy (largely self-inflicted). However, Anne suffered more than eight years of wasting pain, including a particularly grueling last stretch at Uppercross, where Wentworth rubbed her nose in defeat with what could fairly be called a state of satisfied triumph. 

What transpires here is something of a literary miracle. Few romantic heroes could recast such a dubious history (petty, mean-spirited vindictiveness; careless, open flirtations with other girls; jealous petulance about Mr. Elliot) and come off looking so good. The easy excusability of Wentworth is itself, I believe, part of Austen's ironic intent. She introduces to us a certain kind of man, a sincere, ardent, appealing man, a man who leaves damaged women in his wake (Anne and Louisa), but against whom--because of these same winning qualities--it is very difficult to sustain any accusatory disposition. Like the scoundrel Wickham in Pride and Prejudice, Wentworth "makes love to us all"; but since he is not a scoundrel, he completely succeeds. Characters are won over to him, as are readers, and the specific damage he does goes largely unscrutinized and forgotten, as does the highly persuadable nature of his behavior, which he convinces us is self-determined (because he is so convinced of it himself). We are the ultimate victims of Wentworth's persuadability. 

To be fair, Wentworth does correctly identify many of the important milestones along the path of his renewed attachment: hearing of Charles' proposal, noticing Mr. Elliot's admiration, appreciating Anne's worth in the emergency, being tortured by jealousy over Mr. Elliot, receiving uncertain indications from Anne. But Wentworth presents as the product of gradual self-discovery what has in fact been the product of persuasion, of mediating influence. 

We know, for instance (and Anne knows through Mary) that Wentworth found Anne altered beyond recognition after arriving at Uppercross ("wretchedly altered" was Wentworth's own inner characterization). Yet speaking of his brother, Wentworth now proclaims, 

"He enquired after you very particularly; asked even if you were altered, little suspecting that to my eye you could never alter." 

Anne smiled and let it pass. It was too pleasing a blunder for reproach. (1285) 

In fact, this is really a double blunder, for Wentworth has just admitted a little earlier that his admiration for Anne's physical beauty was "roused" by Mr. Elliot (1284). If Anne could never alter in Wentworth's eye, why did he need to be roused to her attributes through Mr. Elliot? 

Alas, "smiling and letting it pass" seems the most appropriate response to so much of Wentworth's review of events. Yet Wentworth is not lying, and probably not even willfully forgetting. Like Louisa's headstrong recklessness, Wentworth's renewed admiration for Anne is to large extent a mediated self that, once brought into being, appears to have been there all along. It is a deeper and more secure admiration, to be sure, because Anne is more worthy of admiration, but Wentworth did not figure this out for himself. 

Should there be any doubt remaining about Wentworth's persuadability in this regard, let us review the mediating influences that have been working on Wentworth in his disposition toward Anne: 1) Anne is mediated to him negatively through Lady Russell and the Elliots after her refusal. 2) Anne is mediated to him as an admired and worthy person through Louisa and the Uppercross circle. 3) Anne is mediated to him as an object of romantic interest through her history with Charles Musgrove. 4) Anne is mediated to him as an admired and worthy person through the Harvilles. 5) Anne is most likely mediated to him as an object of romantic interest through Captain Benwick. 6) Anne is dramatically mediated to him as an object of romantic interest through Mr. Elliot at Lyme. 7) Anne is mediated to him as strong and capable woman through the communal interactions that follow Louisa's accident. 8) In Bath, Anne is mediated to him as a once more inaccessible prize through Mr. Elliot, now his rival. 9) Anne is once again mediated to him as an inaccessible prize through Lady Russell and the Elliots. 10) Anne is mediated to him as an inaccessible prize through the rumor mills of Bath. 11) Anne is mediated to him as forgivable in her first refusal through his sister. 12) Anne is mediated to him as still in love with him through Captain Harville. 13) Anne is mediated to him as responsive to his renewed profession of love through Charles Musgrove. Except for the seventh item, and the few direct conversations he struggles through with Anne in Bath, all of the influences on Wentworth have been through people other than Anne. 

Austen is a skeptic, not a cynic. She is not deconstructing "true love" simply because she skillfully anatomizes its socially mediated aspects. Examples of successful marriages and loving intimacy among friends abound in Persuasion, much more than in any other of her novels. Furthermore, as argued earlier, persuadability through mediation plays an overwhelmingly positive role in reuniting rather than separating Anne and Wentworth (in fact, nine times out of thirteen in the list above). 

Finally, Austen leaves untouched Anne and Wentworth's first attachment, which she portrays uncritically as a strong, ardent, natural attachment. Thus, their first love is either (contra Girard) non-mimetic, or (with Girard) the very essence of what undistorted mimesis should be: an unrestrained flow of mutual admiration, a generous self-giving, a complete openness toward an Other. In this sense, perhaps it is true that Wentworth feels too much; his bitter resentment certainly is in proportion to how much he first loved Anne, and certainly in proportion to her merits. However, Wentworth cannot truly appreciate these merits until he locates Anne successfully within the web of relationships that surround her. To do this, he needs to imitate the people who are positively involved in Anne's life, so that he can become one of them as well. 

The Persuasion of Anne Elliot 

In Regulated Hatred, C. W. Harding argues that Austen's work is not the delightfully indulgent portraiture that generations of Austen readers have taken it to be. Austen's pen is dipped in real poison, which is drawn from the real unpleasantness she experienced in life. Austen was a relatively impoverished dependent in a cramped household, and had to endure the constant, wearing demands of people less sensitive, less intelligent, and less perceptive than herself. For Harding, Cinderella figures like Anne Elliot and Fanny Price articulate Austen's frustration at her wasting loneliness within this compressed, oppressive social milieu. 

Nothing need be subtracted from Harding's assessment, but something could be added. Austen was not just articulating frustration, but also working out a moral problem that she had to face in this context: how to get along with trying people in trying circumstances without succumbing to bitterness and resentment. As a devout and introspective Christian, Austen no doubt had to work out such moral problems in a specifically Christian way. Thus, it seems reasonable to see Anne as a vehicle for moral exploration, not just psycho-social venting. 

This view seems more congruent with the enormous moral achievement that characters like Anne and Fanny represent, along with Elinor in Sense and Sensibility. All three characters must undergo long, solitary, exacting trials in which they are provoked to resentment and jealousy, yet do not succumb to retaliatory vindictiveness. All three must make immense inner movements of renunciation. All three must get through their respective ordeals with little or no understanding or support, even from those dearest to them. None of them has any plausible reward for their behavior in view, beyond the preservation of their personal integrity (any other provision or vindication being left to the dispensation of authorial providence). All three largely succeed in not letting their internal struggles distort their personal relationships 

Anne's moral achievement in Persuasion is tremendous, but I also propose that it is not complete. Her constant renunciation in subtle but significant ways crosses the line between martyrdom and masochism.5 Some of Anne's suffering is self-imposed, and it is self-imposed through the same kind of process that induced Louisa to leap from the steps at Lyme. It is a product of her distorted relationship with Wentworth (and to some extent with Lady Russell). Like Wentworth, she must be persuaded out of this self-defeating rut, and she cannot do this completely on her own. The cause and cure for Anne's self-wounding is persuasion. Thus, there is a persuasion issue with Anne, but it is not about whether she should or should not have submitted to Lady Russel's advice, but rather about how she submits to disappointment. 

It is necessary here to provide a sketch of what morality means in mimetic terms. A "mimetic" morality is essentially a New Testament ethic made psychologically concrete. Morality is about the relationships we form and maintain with our models. Models can inspire us (show us what we want), or they can obstruct us (keep us from what we want), or, as is often the case, they can do both (the "double bind"). In moral terms, we do not want our models to become our obstacles, or our obstacles to become our models. What this means is that we want to avoid the danger of benign imitative relationships evolving toward obstructive, hostile and rivalrous ones, and we want equally to avoid the danger of imitating the hostility of those who obstruct us, who do us wrong. Forgiveness of offenses and the forswearing of reciprocal hostility are the foundation of a New Testament ethic, yet these imperatives make perfect sense in terms of mimetic psychology. They are not exercises in pious self-mortification (since such would be an indirect form of resentment) but a practical and realistic way to avoid making oneself an obstacle for others, or making others an obstacle for oneself. It is a way to avoid the double bind, to avoid succumbing to destructive delusions with regard to others. Thus, if forgiveness and renunciation of hostility are expressions of charity, they are also a form of psychological and spiritual self-protection, however counter-intuitive. 

We can flesh out this rough exposition by examining the many trials Anne must undergo in her personal relationships. Anne has obstacles in the person of Sir Walter and of Elizabeth, vain and ridiculous people who neglect Anne and constantly obstruct her interests and wishes. To live with such people without succumbing to resentment, vindictiveness or bitter struggles for priority or attention (that is, without imitating their bad treatment by trying to return it back on them) would be beyond what many of us could endure, yet Anne does it. (Mary's constant petulance at Uppercross provides an instructive counter-example.) This ongoing forbearance costs Anne quite a bit in terms of continuous, wearing frustration, but it is probably the least of her trials. 

Anne also has an obstacle and rival (unknowing and innocent) in the person of Louisa, and to a lesser extent, Henrietta. Both flirt with Wentworth without knowing how much they are hurting Anne. Anne (though these interactions cannot help but depress her) does not let them materially effect her attitudes or relationship with the girls, and she is ever ready to renounce any prior claim to Wentworth, even internally. She is prepared to watch a courtship develop between the man who was once hers and girls who have the beauty and freshness that were also once hers, even as she struggles against any incipient ill-will on her part. 

As in life in general, the greatest provocation comes to Anne from the people she loves most, and one of these people is Lady Russell. As her surrogate mother and model, Lady Russell tells Anne what not to desire (Wentworth) and what to desire (Charles Musgrove, Mr. Elliot). It becomes clear very soon (as Anne suffers the profound unhappiness and disappointment of losing Wentworth) that Lady Russell is not a reliable model. Anne must, however, maintain this very important relationship in her life without resenting Lady Russell for the unhappiness caused by her imperfect judgment. 

Anne must also struggle against the frustration of not having a confidant in the matter closest to her heart to the person dearest to her heart--of not being able to communicate her unhappiness to the friend that caused it. Lady Russell in this sense both relieves and aggravates Anne's general isolation. Harding describes Anne's maturity here very well: 

… there has been complete silence for several years between Anne and Lady Russell on the subject of the broken engagement: "They knew not each others' opinion, either its constancy or its change, on the one leading point of Anne's conduct, for the subject was never alluded to." The result is that Anne Elliot is presented as self-contained, controlled and with hidden power, in spite of her regrets and her real tenderness. She has the quiet maturity of a sensitive individual who is loyal to her own values without colliding needlessly and pointlessly with the social group she belongs to, or with people, like Lady Russell, to whom, in spite of seeing their limitations, she is deeply attached. (159) 

But in mimetic terms, Anne's relationship with Lady Russell is a moral trial precisely because her model is also her obstacle, and Anne must resist any retaliatory bitterness or vindictiveness. That Anne on the whole succeeds here, and succeeds very well, is quite clear. Whether she perfectly succeeds is a question that can only be answered by examining Anne's relationship with Wentworth. 

Anne's greatest trial is with Wentworth. She must endure the grief of the separation, the loneliness and isolation that accompany it, and the bitter denunciation of Wentworth himself, all of this without wishing Wentworth ill, without lying to herself about her own feelings, and without manufacturing blame against others or herself. The trial greatly intensifies when Wentworth reappears and subjects her to the cold civilities and careless provocations examined earlier. Anne's moral achievement is tremendous here. 

However, Anne herself gives us room to probe the extent of her moral perfection, since she probes it herself. When she finds herself in the comically ironic role of counselor to the grief-stricken Benwick, she muses as follows: 

… Anne could not but be amused at the idea of her coming to Lyme, to preach patience and resignation to a young man whom she had never seen before; nor could she help fearing, on more serious reflection, that, like many other great moralists and preachers, she had been eloquent on a point in which her own conduct would ill bear examination. (1202) 

We may think that Anne is being too hard on herself, or that her very humility and ironic self-criticism here attest in themselves to her moral rectitude. On the other hand, we might also take Anne at her word, because Benwick's expression of grief is somewhat theatrical and self-defeating (and also somewhat shallow, as we see later when he quickly attaches himself to Louisa). Anne's suffering is not so shallow and neither is it so glaringly theatrical, but it is overplayed, and it is self-defeating. 

We must return to the scene of Anne's refusal, to see what exactly she has been punishing herself for. When gently and sorrowfully refused by Anne, Wentworth retaliates with his own more forceful and bitter rejection of Anne: she is weak, overly compliant, unworthy of him. He withdraws his admiration (something Anne never does). Cognitively and ethically, Anne can acquit herself of this rejection by Wentworth: his judgment against her temperament is unfair, and her yielding to persuasion can be rationally and ethically defended. 

But emotionally, Wentworth's charges stick. She lays upon herself the burden of his unforgiveness both physically, in her unnaturally and prematurely faded beauty, and psychologically, in her uncomplaining and over-obliging temperament. She conforms, in other words, to the precise shape of Wentworth's denunciation (as Louisa conformed herself to his praise). She makes herself physically unworthy of such an attractive man, and unworthy in her over-scrupulously deferential and yielding temperament in precise contrast to his confidence and brilliance. 

Let us first consider Anne's faded beauty, which is analogous to a present-day eating disorder that young women in the present day may fall victim to after a break-up. Anne neglects her body as a form of self-mortification. Wentworth strikes out at Anne; Anne's "retaliation" is not to return the blow directly to the source but to turn it inward on herself, and in a very subtle way, on Lady Russell. Lady Russel's well-meaning advice destroyed her happiness, and though Anne can command her principles sufficiently not to be irritable or resentful to her only friend and beloved surrogate mother in thought or behavior, her body and spirits tell a different story: Look how you've made me suffer. Lady Russell's anxious concern about Anne has obviously been a mixed blessing, and Anne has it within her power to exacerbate Lady Russell's anxiety by making herself so unattractive that Lady Russell worries about Anne, and despairs of her making a decent match. 

Perhaps we should allow Anne to suffer her psychosomatic symptoms in peace, without such small-minded probing. Yet we are not probing for blame but for humanizing vulnerabilities in a lonely, wounded person, and it is Anne who sets the standards by which we can probe--in her wry musings about Benwick, noted above. Eight years, after all, is an awfully long time to go on punishing her body. According to Anne's own high notions of duty, she owes it to herself to look after herself, not just for her own sake, but for the sake of Lady Russell, the one person in the world who will be anxious about her. Anne must certainly know how much her deteriorated looks and spirits will worry Lady Russell; if she chose to know this a little bit more clearly, she would take better care of herself. 

Anne's physical neglect ever so subtly nudges the boundaries of this very important but delicate relationship, without spilling over into overt rebellion. Her worn and faded looks are an accusation against Lady Russell, but especially against herself. Wentworth's denunciation of Anne and his unforgiveness, therefore, do not issue out into thin air; they wound, and then they keep on wounding. They trap Anne and to some extent Lady Russell in a gnawing, wasting structure of pain, visibly manifested in Anne's worn and faded looks. 

Psychosomatic effects are evident elsewhere in Persuasion, and they are both caused and cured through persuasion. Mary's hypochondria is instructive; when she feels ill used and neglected at Uppercross she talks herself into being ill. When Anne arrives and attends to her with tactful encouragements, Mary can talk herself out of her illness in a very short time. This is one of the more amusing sequences in Persuasion, but its purpose is more than comic. Anne is similarly persuaded out of beauty by Wentworth's bitter denunciation, and persuaded back into it again (very quickly) by his gestures toward forgiveness and acceptance. 

We first see the manifestation of Anne's reblossoming in the encounter with Mr. Elliot in Lyme: 

She was looking remarkably well; her very regular, very pretty features, having the bloom and freshness of youth restored by the fine wind which had been blowing on her complexion, and by the animation of her eye which it had also produced. It was evident that the gentleman (completely a gentleman in manner) admired her exceedingly. (1203-1204) 

But Anne's beauty is sustained and conspicuously noticed by a great many other people (even by Anne's father, who is comically obsessed with looks) even to the end of the book. Such long-lasting effects in Anne's physical appearance, therefore, cannot simply be the result of a stroll on the beach. We need to go back further than Lyme and locate a plausible point of origin. 

The obvious candidate is the moment Wentworth hands Anne into the Croft's gig in chapter ten. This chapter, pivotal in so many other ways, is pivotal here as well. Wentworth's considerate gesture is an act of acceptance, of relenting, of forgiveness (however tentative) which breaks the spell of over eight years' self-punishment. Anne interprets Wentworth's action (with varying degrees of interpretive acumen) as follows: 

He could not forgive her,--but he could not be unfeeling. Though condemning her for the past, and considering it with high and unjust resentment, though perfectly careless of her, and though becoming attached to another, still he could not see her suffer, without the desire of giving her relief. It was a remainder of former sentiment; it was an impulse of pure, though unacknowledged friendship; it was proof of his warm and amiable heart, which she could not contemplate without emotions so compounded of pleasure and pain, that she knew not which prevailed. (1196) 

This careful cataloguing of Wentworth's hurts and injustices against her (quite telling in itself) indicates how much has been accomplished by this small gesture of handing her into the gig. By the time the group reaches Lyme, being in the presence of Wentworth is already much less of a trial for Anne: 

Anne found herself by this time growing so much more hardened to being in Captain Wentworth's company than she had at first imagined could ever be, that the sitting down to the same table with him now, and the interchange of common civilities attending on it--(they never got beyond) was become a mere nothing. (1201) 

Austen is being ironic here. For Anne's "hardened" we can substitute "softened," and for "mere nothing" we can likewise substitute "substantial something." 

The encounter with Mr. Elliot follows soon after, with the manifestation of Anne's physical beauty. It seems reasonable (if not unavoidable) to conclude that Wentworth's act of handing Anne in to the Croft's gig, as well as his continued physical proximity, are the cause of Anne's re-animated beauty. Furthermore, Mr. Elliot's admiration, followed by Wentworth's imitative admiration, followed by a near universal admiration in Bath, amplify her beauty still more, and Wentworth's renewed proposal finally transforms her into a radiant beauty who all but transfixes the guests at her father's card party in the penultimate chapter. 

Austen is adept at treating the interplay between beauty and admiration, as when in Pride and Prejudice Jane Bennet recovers her beauty in a matter of minutes after Bingley pays a visit to Longbourne to renew his attachment. Fanny Price in Mansfield Park may be (along with Anne) one of Austen's most skillfully done examples. At the time of the ball at Mansfield, Fanny has achieved universally admired beauty, which is a factor of youth and some natural good looks vastly supplemented by the sanctioning admiration of Sir Thomas, of Henry Crawford, and of the attendees at the ball. Admiration has a powerful interlocking effect with beauty, an effect Austen neatly captures in this sentence: "Fanny saw that she was approved; and the consciousness of looking well, made her look still better" (603). 

Girard often compares "runaway" mimetic effects to positive feedback in engineering or to speculative runs in the stock market, and Austen's treatment of beauty is perfectly in line with Girard here. That Jane Bennet, Fanny Price and Anne Elliot are the type of women least likely to parade their beauty and consciously promote such effects makes them all the more striking. Beauty is thus not strictly in the eyes of the beholder (a solitary subjective judgment) or the beholders (a value influenced by others) but neither can it properly exist (an objective physical state characterized by a certain flush or "glow") without them. Beauty is "intersubjective" (to apply the mimetic lexicon). Beauty is mimetic, and is a particularly instructive demonstration of mimesis because the effects are physically manifested. 

Anne's improvement in spirits should be considered as one with her improvement in looks. Her prolonged depression, like her faded beauty, has its origin in Wentworth's bitter denunciation. This sort of depression is a particularly deadly temptation for Anne, because it can parasitize her naturally gentle disposition by masking itself as humility. In fact, Anne carries her renunciation (itself a substantial moral achievement) much too far, to the point of self-mortifying abnegation. She always puts herself last, always makes herself unobtrusive, always places herself in some neglected corner of a house or in some unfavorable spot in any walking party. 

Thus, when Wentworth appears at Uppercross, she presents herself exactly according to his worst opinion of her. This raises the question of whether Wentworth can be entirely blamed for not discovering Anne's heart, if Anne takes such great pains to smother it in constant self-diminishment. Here I must reverse somewhat the negative judgment on Wentworth from the previous section. The obstacles against his re-animated desire for Anne are not only his resentful obtuseness, but also Anne's tacit participation in it. 

Though she certainly has less freedom to act at Uppercross than Wentworth does, she has considerably more than she ever exercises. Simply put, Wentworth needs encouragement, and it is up to Anne to supply it. Instead, she withdraws and diminishes herself in his presence, clinging not only to her acquired unattractiveness which makes her less desirable, but to her self-abnegating mousiness which makes her difficult to approach. She cannot imagine he could ever like her again because she really does feel unworthy, and she succeeds in convincing Wentworth that this is so (just as he convinced her). 

If this assessment of what might seem to be Anne's feminine modesty seems unjust, we have only to contrast her comportment here to her comportment in Bath. There she does what she was perfectly able to do at Uppercross but did not; she can put herself forward, she can initiate conversations with Wentworth. What kept her from doing any of this at Uppercross? No doubt what keeps her from doing any of this earlier is her guilt about refusing him, the force of his implicit denunciation, the strictures of gender roles, and the improprieties and ethical complications of presuming herself to be his potential romantic object. But it is not his romantic attention she wants during the period Uppercross; it is only his friendship and acceptance. She takes no positive action toward encouraging him in this way there, because she has trapped herself in his negative judgment, which she reinforces by reproducing in her own person. 

Louisa, silly as she is, offers a positive example that Anne should (and quite possibly does) imitate. Romantic engagement is not merely a male prerogative. Anne becomes more like Louisa in Bath, not in terms of generating a shallow persona that will appeal to Wentworth, but certainly in terms of placing herself in his way and opening herself up to him. Though we saw that this new positive openness in Anne toward Wentworth is not sufficient for their reconciliation, it is certainly indispensable; his friends must do the rest. But Anne achieves a kind of completeness in terms of her engagement with the world. 

She learns to do this, of course, through persuasion, primarily effected through Wentworth, but also through others. Gentleness notwithstanding, Anne has a natural gift for warm relations with men (for instance, with her brother-in-law Charles), but it has been severely crippled by her self-mortifying abnegation and needs to be brought out again. By handing Anne into the Croft's gig, Wentworth removes a great obstacle that Anne has placed between herself and the rest of the human race, especially the male portion. Thereafter, she engages a steady stream of men in a very pleasing and winning manner (Captain Harville, Benwick, Mr. Elliot, Admiral Croft). 

Just as beauty admired brings on more beauty, interpersonal engagement positively received brings on more interpersonal engagement. By the time she arrives at Bath, and increasingly thereafter, she has achieved substantial social independence--bearing in mind that social "independence" really means social integration. She has a large circle of very good friends (especially male friends) and her residence with her father and sister will no longer be the trying, frustrating prison of neglect that it was at Kellynch-hall. Her dependence on Lady Russell is also considerably lessened. So also is her dependence on Wentworth for her personal happiness. Anne develops true independence and true individuality, but again, we have to be careful in defining these terms. They do not imply solitary self-sufficiency but rather positive interpersonal engagement. 

"The power of forgiveness" is no doubt a rather hackneyed old chestnut at times, but in Persuasion it is a reality. Forgiveness liberates people. Anne is liberated by Wentworth's forgiveness, and she was very much crippled by his withholding of it. There are no small number of people in Persuasion who need to be persuaded out of self-defeating behavior. Mary needs to be persuaded out of her hypochondria. Benwick needs to be persuaded out of his grief. Wentworth needs to be persuaded out of his bitter resentment. And Anne needs to be persuaded out of a subtle but nonetheless quite severe self-mortification. Anne does not escape the effects of persuasion, either positively or negatively. Like Louisa, she lets her character be shaped by Wentworth; like Louisa, she wounds herself in the process; and like Mary, Benwick and Wentworth himself, she need to be persuaded her out of her self-defeating passions by others. 

Conclusion 

In my attempt to systematically analyze the characters Louisa, Wentworth and Anne, I hope I have succeeded in demonstrating the "mimetic" nature of persuasion in Persuasion. My analysis has by no means exhausted the mimetic effects in the novel that could be explored. Much more in-depth treatment could be undertaken with all of the characters, including the minor ones. In addition, my analysis has not touched at all upon the social and historical forces at work at the time of the Napoleanic wars and how they effect the perceptions of status within the different "crowds" in the novel (navy, landed gentry, declining nobility). The mimetic reading of Persuasion also needs to be undertaken more comprehensively in relation to Austen's other work and her total creative development. 

Persuasion is hardly the only novel of Austen's that could be better understood through a mimetic reading. At least one other novel, Emma, has received an excellent mimetic analysis in a study by Beatrice Marie, whose only fault is to see Emma as the exception rather than the rule. In fact, much could be done with Pride and Prejudice, Northanger Abbey, and even Sense and Sensibility, which (though it often gives way to conventional melodrama) contains outstanding mimetic insights. Mansfield Park, Austen's most disturbing and least understood novel, may be the one to yield the most through an application of Girard's mimetic thesis, for it is not just a psycho-social study, but an anthropological one. 

Thus, Austen fully deserves recognition as what Girard would call a "revelatory" writer, one whose great masterpieces disclose the workings of mimetic desire. Yet Austen's work may do more than simply extend the canonical resume of the mimetic project; it may help flesh out some of the more tentative threads of the mimetic thesis itself. There are two areas in which this might be so. The first concerns the psychological and moral struggles involved in living through mimesis. Anne's experience is not a Dostoyevskian or Proustian hell into which the protagonist must descend in order to emerge on the other side with a conversionary experience. Some people, after all, are already converted, and their earthly assignment is not to undergo it, but to complete it. Anne's experience is conversion lived out from the beginning as a conscientious effort to foreswear retaliatory attitudes and actions and consider instead the good of an Other. 

For Anne, the experience is purgatorial rather than hellish (though by no means less difficult): it is a long, grueling, gnawing, wasting, entirely unglamorous trial that is not even completely successful (since Anne's follows the command to love her neighbor but neglects the corollary imperative to love herself). Austen is realistic about the cost and risk of living out a New Testament ethic. Anne has no transcendent epiphanies; all she can hope for is a tolerable conscience and a return of love from her fellow human beings. The banal, lonely strains of everyday life generally escape the more ghastly reaches of mimetic inquiry, but they are no less important, and they certainly do not escape Austen's reach. 

The focus on distorted mimesis has also tended in general toward a neglect of the positive role of mimesis in human relations. As James Williams writes, "Girard does not hold that mimetic desire is inherently bad or destructive. It is the structure and dynamic enabling humans to open themselves to the world and engage in loving relationships" ("Mimesis," 290-291). However, neither Girard nor those that work with his mimetic model have been able to elaborate this very concretely. The following exchange with Rebecca Adams encapsulates the problem: 

René Girard: … I would say that mimetic desire, even when it is bad, is intrinsically good, in the sense that far from being imitative in a small sense, it's the opening out of oneself. 

Rebecca Adams: Openness to others. 

R. G.: Yes. Extreme openness. It is everything. It can be murderous, it is rivalrous, but it is also the basis of heroism, and devotion to others, and everything. 

R. A.: And love for others and wanting to imitate them in a good sense? 

R. G.: Yes, of course. And the fact that novelists and playwrights, and that primitive religion are inevitably concerned with rivalry--conflictual mimetic desire, which is always in the way and is a huge problem for living together--doesn't mean it is the only thing there is. Now writers are what I would call "hypermimetic," which cannot be considered necessarily pathological. Literature shifts into hypermimeticism, and therefore writers are obsessed with bad, conflictual mimetic desire, and that's what they write about--that's what literature is about. I agree with Gide that literature is about evil. That doesn't mean evil is the whole of life. I hear this question all the time: "Is all desire mimetic?" Not in the bad, conflictual sense. Nothing is more mimetic than the desire of the child, and yet it is good. Jesus himself says it is good. Mimetic desire is also the desire for God. (Reader 64) 

Thus there is a tendency within mimetic studies to focus on disordered mimesis, as if this were all writers could ever aspire to write about, and as if the beneficial force of mimesis were left to the domain of religion, and specifically, New Testament theology. The danger for writers and critics, apparently, would be to succumb either to sentimentality or shallow moralism in depicting mimetic effects as anything other than disordered and destructive. I do not think that Austen falls into either trap, and I think she succeeds quite well in depicting the double-edged sword of persuasion, a force that can work to estrange and wound and alienate, but also a force (the only force, in fact) that can facilitate forgiveness, reconciliation and love. 

Once we get past the thrill of "subverting" romantic notions of autonomy, we are left not with the sordid dynamics of mimesis but with what are ultimately the positive realities of our interdependence. There is nothing wrong with the fact that Wentworth needs his friends to learn to love Anne again; he should be grateful he has such friends. There is nothing wrong with the fact that acceptance and admiration make Anne more beautiful; this stands almost as physical evidence that humans are wired for love. Austen understands the beneficent operations of mimesis, more, perhaps, than any other writer. 
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Notes

1. Jane Austen, Persuasion, The Complete Novels of Jane Austen (London: Penguin, 1983). All quotations and page references for Austen's novels are from this edition. 

2. Crane defines "plot" here (in Persuasion and in general) not in the usual sense of a sequence of events, but rather as "the continuity of morally and emotionally determinate acts, thoughts and feelings we are expected to respond to in sequence as we read" (290). 

3. Much more could be done with the Louisa/Wentworth relationship in mimetic terms, but it would be difficult to establish directly from the text and must remain speculative. I would hypothesize that in her leap Louisa is also acting out of jealousy toward Anne. After Wentworth's metaphor about the acorn in chapter ten, Louisa's triumph over Henrietta is complete, and the basic contours of her romantic persona are set. Louisa has exactly what she wants, and Wentworth has exactly what he wants. A mimetic interpretation would predict that at just this moment Wentworth and Louisa should lose interest in each other. (Easy victories are disillusioning in mimetic interaction, and the "desiring subject" tends to switch to different objects of desire, or better yet, different models.) 

Sure enough, this is the precise point at which Louisa introduces Anne into the conversation (this exchange will be analyzed further on in the paper). This is also the point at which Wentworth shows a loss of interest in Louisa and gains interest in Anne. Louisa was more drawn to Wentworth when Henrietta was a rival. With Henrietta decisively vanquished, Louisa needs to keep Wentworth desirable by introducing another potential female rival, whom she will presumably also triumph over. (Here is Louisa's first mistake.) Wentworth, for his part, is already bored with Louisa because she has so completely conformed to his model of womanhood, and there is nothing more for him to discover about her. 

After Louisa informs Wentworth that Anne was proposed to by Charles Musgrove, Wentworth is thoughtfully silent. Here (in my interpretation) he is already changing his object of desire from Louisa to Anne (herself made suddenly interesting by the interest of another man). His overt interest in Anne should become evident to Louisa shortly thereafter, when he hands Anne into the Croft's gig. Wentworth (as I will point out later) symbolically places Anne in the place Louisa claimed for herself when she effused earlier about the Crofts: "If I loved a man, as she loves the Admiral, I would be always by him, nothing should ever separate us. …" (1192). Louisa must also be a witness at Lyme when Wentworth pointedly imitates Mr. Elliot's admiration for Anne. She must also witness his glances toward Anne later when he excitedly spots Mr. Elliot from the window of the Inn. (All of these scenes will be treated in the next section, but for different purposes.) 

I believe Louisa intuits this failing interest in herself and the increased interest in Anne. She attempts to solidify her relationship with Wentworth and beat out her new rival by overplaying her romantic persona. This is a darker and somewhat more disturbing interpretation of Louisa's leap, for it would mean the leap is subtly coercive, and also more willfully self-wounding and pathetic. Again, it is very difficult to support this reading directly from the text, since we are not privileged to see Louisa observing or reacting to these things. Perhaps all that can be said is that this interpretation is thoroughly consistent with both Louisa and Wentworth's behavior. It would explain why Louisa suddenly interjects Anne into the conversation in the hedgerow, and why she is so quick to jettison her attachment to Wentworth after the accident, in favor of Captain Benwick: Wentworth has in fact disappointed Louisa every bit as much as she has disappointed him. 

4. Girard's model posits that as distorted mimesis progresses, a person will choose increasingly difficult goals because past successes have been disappointing. Eventually the mimetically entangled person will choose those models against which he or she cannot succeed, not because he or she wants failure or sees defeat as a good in itself (what is misleadingly labeled "masochism"), but because the model/rival that "can't be beat" keeps desire alive and perpetuates the illusion that it can deliver some as yet unobtainable richness of being. See Things Hidden 297-8, 327, 332, 413. On the extreme end of the scale, people so entrapped may engage in increasingly frenzied self-defeating or self-destructive behavior (as with protagonists in the novels of Proust or Dostoyevsky). On a less extreme point on the scale we may find people like Henry Crawford in Austen's Mansfield Park, who engages in serial romantic conquests but finds them increasingly less stimulating; he is intensely attracted to Fanny Price exactly to the extent that she resists his charm. 

On still another point on the scale would be a man like Wentworth, who (because of his history of romantic engagement and perhaps mainly because his early character formation and peer group would not permit anything like Henry Crawford's self-consciously amoral abuse of his personal appeal) prefers to hold rivalry in a kind of stasis. This is the interpretation I propose for Wentworth's eight year resentment, and also the explanation I propose for his almost giving up Anne at Bath to his new rival Mr. Elliot. Wentworth has fallen into the habit of long term antagonistic rivalry in which he is neither clearly winner nor clearly loser; now he is in danger of being clearly one or the other, a highly unstable state in which it is by no means clear which resolution he really desires. If his friends were not present to mediate Anne to him in a beneficial way (as I will propose further on), it is very unlikely that he and Anne could have been reconciled as lovers. 

5. Girard avoids the term "masochism" (without the use of quotation marks), because he thinks it is misleading. See Things Hidden 326-335. The desiring subject does not seek pain or humiliation for their own sake, but for the sake of his or her relationship with the model, a relationship which may well entail such self-wounding. Anne cannot withdraw her intense love and admiration for Wentworth, and non-consciously maintains it by adopting his apparent attitude toward herself as her own: since he seems to think she is unworthy, she also thinks she is unworthy, and makes herself so, physically and temperamentally, despite the fact that cognitively and ethically she is able to resist his accusation. This is the interpretation I propose for Anne's "masochism." 
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