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One answer is that Anne’s decline makes her identifiable.
ne

1asbir Puar’s words, “the debilitating ongoingness of structura] inequality and
m%fering’” a somatic expression of hopeless economic life (149). It makes sense
:2 tiribute the somatic decline of dependent single women in the early nine-
enth century to economic c'lisempowerment, “the physical wearing out of a
population.” but this explanation also resonates with the experie

nces of modern
working-class American adults (Berlant 754). T teach in an urban commuter
school with immigrant, first-generation college students. Everyone in my class-

room either has a disability or has a friend or family member with one—as is
' common in populations that often get substandard health care, Many students
| have experienced a traumatic injury like a broken limb, while others cope with
chronic conditions like diabetes. Some vividly remember trying to navigate pub-
lic transit when they were pregnant, some have had serious illnesses, some have
learning disabilities, and some are medicated for anxiety or depression. Many

of my students are simply heavier, smaller, or taller than the bodily configura-
tions allowed for b

y standardized furniture designs. In other words, my students
e real people, in a world in which everyone is expected to emulate unrealis-
tic bOdy types.

disoﬁl € of the fundamental tenets of disability studies is that we will all develop
a

lities if we live long enough. Activists talk about being temporarily able-
bodie 2 Disabili : ¢ =

; % is a fluid, universally shared experience, and humans’ natu-

oLl range of capacities. Lennard Davis notes: “the ‘problem’ is not
toecfz rts > Wlt h disabilities; the problem is the way that normalcy is constructeci
of noramealﬂle problem’ of the disabled person” (“Introduction” 1). The conclep_
ing fie]q ) developed between 1840 and 1860 as part of the ne_:wly d;ve .C;gs
u aprez_of Statistics and eugenics. Thus, Persuasion, publishe:d in 18} ,DglViS
“ ntfodué(t)il;ilgl;r)r‘lpse of a culture without the concept of the “normal” (Davis,
i
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otional coldness, as in the cases of Sir Walter Elliot, Elizahey,
Elliot, and Mrs. Clayé As John Wiltslhire pOi}ntS out, “Sir W]
. . Iike are immune from time,” whereas the nove| 5
ter thlrl]fS }Sle tf}ilf;dcﬁ::ngle(: and vicissitudes wrought by time, and of the }Tﬁ‘;ﬂry}
body :ss 1:;: object besieged by its onslaughts” ([ane Austen 164). These chyry..
11 preserved because they have exiled themselves from the histori.
cal changes that have weathered the.Crofts, faded Anne, depressed Benwick.
irritated Mary, immobilized Mrs. Smith, aggrieved Mrs. Musgrove, and taught

Wentworth tenderness for the weak. ' |
dinary people live in ways that require care. After q)

Persuasion shows that or
in the early nineteenth century, everyone needed care. The causes and prognoses

of most illnesses remained largely mysterious, treatments were haphazard, ang
the lack of germ theory, antiseptics, and diet information meant that ill health was
widespread, while a moment’s disaster could be fatal. Impairments were not only
more common but also much more visible than they are today, since patients were
not consigned to hospital but continued to mix in general society.

Bodies are important in Austen, but their meaning changes as her work devel-
ops.® In Northanger Abbey, Catherine Morland is strong and healthy. In Sense
and Sensibility, Elinor Dashwood regards Marianne Dashwood’s depression as
a deliberate choice, a selfish indulgence that Marianne should and must relin-
quish. In Pride and Prejudice, the flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes of Eliza-
beth Bennet after her walk, her athleticism, is the subject of Mr. Darcy’s admiration.
A cold may keep Jane Bennet at Netherfield, but it also sidelines her; it is the
healthy sister, not the sick one, to whom the narrative attends. Throughout these
early novels, Austen is intrigued by bodily variation, but her interest is primarily
in healthy, attractive, sexualized bodies and balanced, reasonable, and cheerful
minds. Characters who lack those attributes often get scolded into compliance.
Healthy bodies are more appealing, more marriageable.

However, Austen’s later novels gradually move from an approbation of health
towards an appreciation of disease. Mansfield Park features the delicate Fanny
Price, and Emma the food-refusing Jane Fairfax. Bodily delicacy demands so-
cial attention. Whether it is Fanny’s cousin insisting that Fanny ride for her
health, or Jane’s friends pressing food and exercise on Jane, it now seems that
the'vulnereble female body takes on a new value. IIl health places the women in
?omj relatlen to others, making them grateful recipients of tender kindne.sses
tlf:)r;ls ttzrél:te“’el)’, resentful victims of others’ meddling); it generates soci;‘a‘l 51t1(112il'
e enﬁrr}ériloﬁn.al of the novels. In Austen’s last (unfinished) novel, “5a

’ nis structured around illness, offering a particularly pointe
ex?[rﬁpli of the social advantages of debility.
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the members of this community care f:Ol’ ane another, not just fo, their
“Mrs. Musgrove had got Mrs. Harville’s clnldrenfaw:%ylas much‘ as she ¢
ery possible supply from Upp.ercross had been urnished, to !Igllten i
venience to the Harvilles, while the Harvilles had been wantin
to dinner every day; and in short, it seemed to have bee.zn only a
side as to which should be most disinterested and h.osp.ltable” (140; vo. 2,ch. 2)
Second, unlike the static upper-class hierarchy, which is recorded ina publishe(i
volume, this community is a fluid group, as members move in ang out of the cjy.
cle, negotiating, for instance, whether Mary or Anne should stay with Loyjgy at
the Harvilles” home (124; vol. 1, ch. 12). Third, whereas the Elliot family valueg
etiquette, this care community valorizes tender feeling, as expressed throygy,
both hospitality and poetry. Whereas the Elliot family identifies people through,
a lineage, the care community emphasizes reciprocity, the mutual exchange of
assistance. Within the alternative social vision of the care community there jg
space for relationships not possible elsewhere, such as nurturing same-sex ties
(Captain Benwick’s and Captain Wentworth’s mutual devotion), and for an un-
married woman to suddenly be seen as valuable (in Wentworth’s words, “no one
S0 proper, so capable as Anne!” [123]). My point here is that from young Charles
to Captain Benwick to Louisa, catastrophe creates the kind of social world that
allows Anne an alternative to the stratified, formal hierarchy of her upbringing,
Anne takes this liberating alternative with her when she is exiled to Bath,
rebelling against her father’s and sister’s rules by seeking out Mrs. Smith, whose
social circle is even more radically fluid, egalitarian, and decentralized than
Louisa’s. Mrs. Smith monitors information that moves through the laundress,
the servant, the nurse, and her patients. Her society includes people whom the
Elliots do not even condescend to notice. As Sir Walter sputters, she is “a mere
Mrs. Smith, an every day Mrs. Smith, of all people and all names in the world,
to be the chosen friend of Miss Anne Elliot, and to be preferred by her, to her
own family connections among the nobility of England and Ireland! Mrs. Smith,
such a name!” (171; vol. 2, ch. 5). Mrs. Smith holds the power of information;
her disability enables her to act as a kind of proto-reporter, or novelist (see
Schaffer 180; Miller 73). While “the nobility of England and Ireland” occupy
one kind of social space, the laborers, nurses, and sick people compose an alter-
hative, interconnected, networked version of Bath, and Mrs. Smith’s informe-

tion economy will ope day supplant the status economy of the Baronetage.
These care Communities contrast not only with Sir Walter’s strictly hierarchi-

cal social world byt also with Mr. William Elliot’s self-interested marketplace
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fering: as he is drawn to Anne’s weary body. Moreover, through Louisa’s
s L and recovery, Austen demonstrates that the self is not a closed, autono-
I'¢ ' 5 >

g monad but is rather tremblingly permeable, dependent, and interrelated

mo ¥ il . :
" b others. Louisa learns the hard lesson that when you jump, you must make
\ ’

e someone is there to catch you, perhaps the most elemental example of
ﬁﬂerrelationality.

[t is a lesson that the two handsome and lonely Elliots have not learned.
They lead an utterly stagnant life. Sir Walter, “at fifty-four, was still a very fine
man” (4 vol. 1, ch. 1), while Elizabeth, stuck for thirteen years in the same
round of balls and visits, was “still the same handsome Miss Elliot that she had
begun to be thirteen years ago” (6). The Elliots have created this stasis because
they regard physical signs of experience, aging, and feeling as disadvantages.
Only when one admits the possibility of bodies changing—aging, weakening,
and hurting—and of loving a person through those changes can one admit the
idea of historical change, which is perhaps Persuasion’s great subject, as Deidre
Shauna Lynch argues (Introduction x—xvi; and Wiltshire, Jane Austen 163-64).
Sailors become weather-beaten; women lose their bloom. “It is a period, in-
deed! Eight years and a half is a period!” exclaims Wentworth (J. Austen, Per-
suasion 244; vol. 2, ch. 10). Bodily decline and disability make history visible.
If Elizabeth has remained unchanged for thirteen years, Anne and Mrs. Smith
have a different somatic reality: “twelve years were gone since they had parted,
and each presented a somewhat different person from what the other had imag-
ined” as two strong, glowing, and healthy teenagers have become a pale lady
and “a poor infirm, helpless widow” (166; vol. 2, ch. 3).

Anne begins the book alone: “only Anne” (6; vol. 1, ch. 1). Itis, interestingly,
illness that changes that situation. I remind students that Anne has no access
to any of the modern ways people create social networks— by joining teams,
taking classes, or participating in community activities. In this context, it is only
crises of health that can nake change possible. For a health crisis provokes car-
ing, which is the feeling that fowers into all other relationships, whether marital
or familial ties or friendships, including the avuncular trust of Admiral Croft,
the kind maternal fussing of Mrs. Musgrove, the poetic ministrations of Cap-
tain Benwick, and the romantic passion of Wentworth. Elizabeth never finds a
suitor-——perhaps because she allows .herself no weakness, and weakness is the
site to which love can affix itself in this novel.

Persuasion makes real the modern theoretical recognition that disability is

orsal, Everyone gets tired, gets distressed, develops blisters, gets fat, sobs;
hurts, sometimes. But care is bigger than disability. Everyone in this

| needs help with the children, an invitation to dinner, a fellow driver to
o | the reins, or & sympathetic listener to complaints about the in-laws’
disrespect: Persuasion YeCOgNizes that we live in a relational world where, as
writes in her letter, “we love her the better for having nursed her” (179;

8 This caregiving opposes both Mr. Elliot’s experience of cutthroat

vol. 2, cb- 6)- "
4 Sir Walter’s hierarchical regime based on birth, not to mention

capitalism an
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«slow death” of structural inequality (as Lauren Berlant names it) thyt many

WY ] / ‘ ] o :
tl;e 5 O\tudents endure today. Today it is easy to resent others impairments
0 gIV Srt s from the norm, but for Austen, writing before the inventioy, of
as cepir ™ what happened over time. Persuasion’s radicy]

. I,
tv, suffering was simply : '
nOrl_r;la\l'lis'ion its lesgson of tender, mutual regard for normative, widespread hy,.
;?zn frailty. ;nay come out of Anne’s fadedness, but it is something that shoy]q

never lose its bloom.

NOTES

1See Wiltshire, Hidden Jane 147, for an account of the reader’s experience of inhabit-
ing Anne’s SOrrow.

2 An excellent introduction to disability studies issues is Davis, Disabilities. Founda-
tional texts include Garland-Thomson Freakery and Staring; Siebers; McRuer; and, for

Victorian studies, Stoddard Holmes.
3For different but important views on this subject, see Wiltshire, Jane Austen; Heydt-

Stevenson.

4 Major scholarship on the ethics of care includes Held; Kittay; and Noddings.

5When Lady Russell reminds Anne of her family in Bath, “Anne would have been
ashamed to have it known, how much more she was thinking of Lyme, and Louisa
Musgrove, and all her acquaintance there, how much more interesting to her was the
home and the friendship of the Harvilles and Captain Benwick, than her own father’s
house .. .” (J. Austen, Persuasion 134; vol. 2, ch. 1).

6When Anne imagines dramatic mortal illness and heroic interventions in the sick-
room, Mrs. Smith immediately punctures her illusions (J. Austen 169; vol. 2, ch. 5).

*As Adela Pinch puts it: “Louisa is now the opposite of the hazelnut Wentworth held
up to her as an image of firmness of mind. She has no ‘baked crust of consciousness to
pa;?; sensations from the outside world’” (157).

Captm?:lyB?r?l\::Zk&is acr:?tr}?einl the letter in which she announces Louisa’s engagement t0
r love that develops through nursing.
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