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First known under the nom de plume Rosa Matilda, Charlotte Dacre produced four pseudogothic novels between 1805 and 1811. If during that short literary career, her novels acquired a certain popularity with her readership (several of her novels were reedited, translated and published overseas), her critical reception was not that of a Jane Austen. The Libertine (1807

criticisms of patriarchy" as Jennifer L. Airey states6 . Under both these perspectives, social relations as they are presented in Charlotte Dacre's novels are a stage on which is enacted a culture of violence; a violence that a male-oriented set of rules imposes on women, or a more literal violence enacted on men by women, as a form of retaliation. As all of Charlotte Dacre's novels see their protagonists die before the plot can be happily resolved through marriage in the way romances were supposed to, I suggest that Hoveler's notion of "victim feminism" is both presented and challenged by the plot of The Libertine. I will contend throughout this paper that The Libertine is, in spite of its conservative critical readings, a demonstration of what Craciun called a "doctrine of destruction," a culture of violence and struggle upheld and justified by three tenets that appear in the novel under the name of "Reason, honour, and the usage of society."7 "Victimisation" in The Libertine, to develop on Hoveler's notion, does not stem from a proto-feminist defensive stance from women in the face of violence, but is a cultural pre-definition that shapes women's existence in society.

The opening pages of The Libertine present the novel as a moral warning, a depiction of the consequences of yielding to one's desires and disregarding the importance of marriage. If those moral introductions (a device used by Dacre in all of her novels) are indeed an argument for Dacre's suggested conservatism, I contend that an alternative voice present in the narrative seems to contradict (and sometimes even criticise) those moralistic openings, as well as those critical receptions. In The Libertine, Gabrielle, the protagonist, lives alone with her father who lost his entire possessions at cards and decided to retire in the mountains, to protect his daughter from a society where ''man, polished and cultivated, preys, like a refined barbarian, upon his fellow man'' (Dacre 1807: I,7). That domestic peace is disrupted by the arrival of Angelo, the eponymous libertine, and the novel traces the story of Gabrielle's quest to find Angelo after his disappearance, and obtain from him the protection of their illegitimate child. But behind the moralising purpose presented by the narrative voice, and the celebration of marriage that is at the core of the novel, seems to be an underlying discourse pointing at the violence of society-a society that condones that preying of "man upon man"-and laying bare the inescapability of female fate and the cultural violence of early nineteenth-century society. First of all, the novel unfolds within the terms of a male-oriented cultural matrix, fashioning a definition of women that makes them ready-formed victims of violence. Coupled to this justification of sexual violence is a depiction of economic violence: as victims, Gabrielle and various other women are led to compete against each other in order to "win" the prize of social stability that represents marrying a wealthy man. Beyond presenting the flaws of the structure of society and its ways of justifying violence, that underlying discourse also seems to offer a questioning of the traditional vision of these violent social relations by focusing on a plurality of factors, and on the violence of certain events, the impact of which on character formation counters a linear vision of history.

Beyond the extravagance of Dacre's poetic language in dealing with the theme of seduction, a sense of emergency lies in The Libertine. It is the death of Gabrielle's father after a long illness due to the shock of her pregnancy that provokes the birth of Agnes-a violent birth that is therefore marked by death and maternal guilt. Gabrielle's quest is oriented towards protection for her child, and the narrative voice insists on that selflessness and on the need for a daughter to benefit from a father's protection because "her birth will not entitle her to respect or consideration." (Dacre 1807: I,150) The actual sources of danger for an unprotected daughter are never explicited in the text but it is safe to assume that they would have been obvious to a nineteenth-century reader: girls and women being, at that time, legal properties of either a father or a husband, any independent way of living would have been hardly conceivable for a woman without either social rank or money.

Poverty and belonging to the lower classes of society was therefore perceived as a gateway towards immorality and criminality. 8 Left to the care of Gabrielle's friend while she tries and find Angelo, Agnes later flees that home once the friend's husband becomes violent. Nearing the end of the novel, as she lives alone in a hut, disguising her identity, she meets Angelo, also disguising his identity. The scenes of reunion between Angelo and Agnes unfold on extremely violent terms, as he mistakes her living alone for sexual availability: Angelo knew women well; by this time he had acquired experience, and was very well versed in their various artifices. A new light broke upon his mind, he gazed upon the fair creature before him with altered eyes; she appeared innocent, but it must be delusion ; he beheld her no longer a virtuous female, but the gay Cleopatra of some Italian noble, retained according to their custom, in a favourite and retired villa, as the soft companion of their lighter hours. Immediately at this conception, whether just or unjust, and which had its source in the prejudice of Angelo against the sex from his knowledge (with a single exception only) of the worser part, his real respect vanished. (Dacre 1807: IV, 147) This passage is extremely ironic in the sense that the reader who is told that "Angelo knew women well" has seen him being conned and stolen from by his various mistresses for the four volumes of the novel, and that experience about his own prejudice does not seem to serve him in this very situation. The idea amounts to the truth in Angelo's mind, and he elaborates a plan to ascertain Agnes' identity: He determined, exhilarated as he was, that the present would furnish him with the opportunity he had long sought of ascertaining her character in its true light: should he, as he expected, be refused admittance, he should immediately infer that her lover was with her, and his suspicions would be at once confirmed; but should he, on the contrary, be admitted, and find her as heretofore entirely alone, then, by a change of deportment towards her, would he prove if she were really the innocent and virtuous creature she appeared to be.

Thus is it with man-if a female wears the semblance of being virtuous, if even calumny's self cannot prove her otherwise, then do they require some proof stronger even than truth itself; but if being not equally wary as virtuous, if unable to resist or circumvent various temptation and ceaseless manoeuvre, at length she fall, then do they despise her for her weakness, triumphantly and cruelly adducing it in confirmation of their assertion, that "she could never have been virtuous." (Dacre 1807: IV, 58) Mental preconceptions and cultural prejudice precede the truth, and there is no room for Agnes (or for women in general, according to the narrative voice's comment) to prove their innocence other than by being subjected to sexual violence. Angelo (and "man" in general) belongs to a culture that pre-fabricates women as victims through their assertions that "she could never have been virtuous."

The idea of resistance posed by the narrative voice is also ambivalent: traditionally understood as a woman's resistance against her feelings in the face of sentimental or sexual temptation, the "ceaseless manoeuvre" mentioned gives the idea of a more violent approach, of a physical resistance against aggression. That second reading is later validated: putting his plan to execution, Angelo manages to enter Agnes' home and attempts to rape her. In the struggle, he breaks her necklace, a medalion that he gave to Gabrielle and which she gave to her child before departing, thereby allowing him to recognise Agnes as his daughter. From that point onwards, Angelo's stance as sexually aggressive is completely turned around: since it is now ascertained that she is his daughter (and therefore his legal property), he becomes obsessed with her reputation-and by extension, his own. In this light, Agnes operates a shift from prey to treasure that Judith Newton sees as the traditional position of women in late eighteenth-century narratives. 9 As she tells him her story, he learns that his daughter had a lover who was forced to abandon her in order to honour an arranged marriage, which triggers another type of tyrannical behaviour in Angelo: living in fear that the truth might be discovered and therefore taint his reputation, he tries to find a way to get rid of his daughter. Irony resurfaces in this scene, as Angelo realises that libertine pleasure (namely: his own adventures throughout the four volumes of the novel) is acquired at the expense of other men's daughters, and therefore property. By having Angelo decide to put Agnes in a convent to preserve his own social credit, Dacre shows again the cultural matrix that locks women up in man-made definitions: ''in the seclusion of a convent should you learn that your present sentiments are in reality criminal! There too should you expiate the offence of having entertained them.'' Beyond defining sexual availability according to his own terms, he also puts a name on Agnes' feelings, designating them as "in reality criminal." Doing so, he assumes the position of the Gothic patriarch ruling his household; his word is the law, and there is nothing else for Agnes to do than follow his command and adopt that definition: "can I be indeed the guilty creature that my father represents me? Ah! If it be indeed so, in the gloom of a convent let me hide my head." (Dacre 1807: IV, 139) Agnes therefore ends locked up in a convent, and her former lover is murdered by Angelo for revenge. The cultural matrix resurfaces (and is reinforced) as Angelo receives a letter of support from a friend:

The youth was wild and imprudent, and rushed upon his fate; your honour required you to act as you did! Had I been in your situation, I feel I must have done the same? It is an event which, however humanity may lead us to lament, reason, honour, and the usage of society, tell us it was impossible to avoid. (Dacre 1807: IV, 168) As opposed to "humanity", "reason, honour" and the italicised development of the "usage of society" (bearing the textual mark of citation, a form of borrowed speech), are pillars of that cultural matrix: the retribution of the harm done to Angelo was thus "impossible to avoid" because it is a form of law-a law that guarantees retribution and equivalent exchange for men all the while considering women as mere objects or by-products of such transactions. James A. Dunn noticed that "in Dacre's novels both gaming and seduction are metaphors for socially sanctioned cruelty." 10 If these themes are present in Dacre's novels throughout her career, they even seem to be brought together in The Libertine: through marriage, economy and sexuality become the same ground on which violence is played out. As Jennifer L. Airey puts it: The marital state endangers women by transforming them into property, a legal fiction that abandons them to the mercy of tyrannical male guardians. Gabrielle may suffer from Angelo's unwillingness to wed, but Bertrand's situation proves that marriage is not a panacea to all of society's ills. 11

That "legal fiction" seems to run counter to the sentimental fiction at the core of Dacre's novels.

Bertrand, Gabrielle's friend (to whom she asked to take care of Agnes), finally accepts to marry their friend Boffuet, after many attempts on his part. From the moment the marriage is enacted, Boffuet operates the same tyrannical shift as Angelo, from obsessed sentimental lover to Gothic tyrant, as she explains in a letter to Gabrielle:

To be brief, scarce had the laws of marriage rendered his my slender property, the man changed, and changed not gradually but at once. Soon was I deprived of my few accustomed comforts, debarred even of necessaries, and by the line of conduct which the selfish and hypocritical Boffuet assumed immediately that he obtained a right to dictate to mine, it appeared as though he was desirous of hastening me to the grave, that he might have uncontrolled possession of all, but without the necessity of being likewise encumbered with me. Ah! When a woman at my time of life marries, and exchanges the certain comfort that was hers, for a precarious addition, resulting from the society of a husband, what has she to expect in reality, but useless regret and bitter repentance? (Dacre 1807: II, 243)

The inescapability of female fate in society resurfaces here, but this time under economic terms reminiscent of nineteenth-century society "coverture" before the 1870 Married Women Property's Act, which allowed women to be independent citizens. 12 That conflation of economic and sexual violence is repeated in Angelo's refusal to marry and his numerous infidelities, depriving Gabrielle of any insurance of safety for her children. That sexual competition between the "legitimate" lover and the mistresses is played out along the terms of relative gain, as Angelo himself points out:

''what could be foreseen as the result, but the misery of the one, and the ruin of the other?... honor to 11 Airey, J. ( 2018) "'He bears no rival near the throne": Male Narcissicm and Early Feminism in the Works of Charlotte p.226 12 "Under coverture, in other words, the wife's legal identity was effectively absorbed into her husband's: any "personal" property she owned prior to the marriage became his; all land, known as "real" property, reverted to her in the case of her husband's death, but he controlled any income it generated during his lifetime. In addition, anything the wife earned or inherited during the marriage legally belonged to the husband. She could not make contracts or incur debts without his approval. Nor could she sue or be sued in a court of law." Ablow, R. ( 2012) "'One Flesh,' One Person, and the 1870 Married Women's Property Act." BRANCH: Britain, Representation and Nineteenth-Century History. Ed. Dino Franco Felluga. Extension of Romanticism and Victorianism on the Net, available at : https://www.branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=rachel-ablow-one-flesh-one-person-and-the-1870married-womens-property-act [Accessed 21 Jul. 2020] one must inevitably be baseness to the other.'' 13 (Dacre 2014) What is given to one will be taken from the other, an idea that is reminiscent of the traditional criticism on early nineteenth-century liberalism, according to which: Liberalism ignored the social constitution of humankind and was scornful of the common good. It sacrificed the public to the private and belittled political participation. It neglected the pursuit of virtue and prized only economic man, reducing individuals to pleasure-seeking machines. It disparaged authority (especially of a religious kind) and displayed an excessive faith in reason. It accepted, and even welcomed, inequality. 14 Angelo's selfishness and his pleasure-seeking even lead him to steal Gabrielle's jewels to give them to his mistress, and replace them with a worthless replica, making Gabrielle unable to sell them later, when the money is needed because of Angelo's loss of his estate at cards (another instance of gaming as socially sanctioned violence, along the lines of Dunn's idea). The friend to whom the estate is loss is even presented as a member of "that class of beings who not only remorselessly strip each other of all they possess, but attempt neither to hide their exultation nor speak a word of consolation, however vain." The economic world of The Libertine is not one in which the heroine finally gains economic security through marriage, following the rules of sentimental (or even Gothic) romance, but one where "one half of the world lives and flourishes by the misfortunes or follies of the other half.", filled with "vilely selfish beings who have no other idea than that of trafficking with distress, and think all fair that may be reaped from the urgent necessities of the unfortunate." (Dacre 1807: III,189) From what we know of Charlotte Dacre's biography, it is possible that her father's career as a money broker led her to witness economic distress and to later render in her novel the predatory aspects of some economic transactions. 15 This emphasis put on the violence of economic life allows us to see to what extent economic hardships and accidents are, in

The Libertine, a defining force in the construction of the characters.

Even though The Libertine is no overt critique of early nineteenth-century society, it is possible to read it along the lines of that cultural prejudice about poverty leading to immorality, and to see how the text presents some of the antagonists as a product of their violent and competitive environment. Angelo's first mistress, Oriana, is herself the victim of her actual lover, that she passes as her brother around Angelo-both plan to make him marry Oriana and then to kill him in order to steal his property. As Gabrielle, dressed as a servant working for Angelo, overhears a conversation between them, the reader learns that Oriana is herself the victim of a violent sexual/economic relationship: "Did I not raise you from obscurity? When you lived in a little hut by the side of the Bonzevero, did I not give you riches? For I was the means of your obtaining them. Your folly has disgusted everyone but me." 16 (Dacre 1807: I, 222) The circumstances of Oriana's life in a hut are later developed, as the narrative voice focuses on the details of her past: "Oriana was truly a Genoese, cunning as they all are, inured to hardships, patient and persevering, above the rest of the Italians ; and, naturally poor, they make up by an indefatigable industry, for the niggardliness of fortune towards them." It is surprising at first to read of "patience" and "perserverance" (two concepts that are difficult to understand as negative) as adjectives used to describe one of the major antagonists of the novel. We learn that Oriana was abandoned by her natural parents and was taken care of by a fisherman and his wife, but the situation changed as soon as their first child was born:

When Oriana arrived at an age to comprehend, she was made fully sensible, but without reproach, of the obligations under which she existed to her benefactors, and she promised, that if she lived she would endeavour to repay to the utmost the kindness she had received. This promise, without entering more minutely than is necessary into her history, the unhappy girl faithfully kept. In process of time, when requiring no longer their protection or care, but towering above them in meretricious splendor, she did not add ingratitude to them, in the catalogue of her vices; she did not forget, or consider inferior to her, the obscure guardians of her early youth, but transferred them from the wretched hovel where long she had existed with them, to a commodious and comparatively sumptuous residence; bestowed on them a share of her comforts and advantages, and suffered the tide of her fortune to flow in a degree towards them. (Dacre 1807: II, 146-7) If Oriana has been until then described as a murderer, a thief and a prostitute, that passage 16

Later, the narrative voice expresses Gabrielle's disgust at Oriana's conduct: "It was not the murder then of the innocent Angelo, which appalled her; it was the idea only of continuing for life with a man she now detested, and who perhaps, had he been as amiable as he was infamous, her fickle nature would have wearied of in the same length of time." (Dacre 2014) The fact that Gabrielle overlooks the murderous intent to focus on the impropriety of Oriana's domestic life is for me twofold: it shows an internalisation of misogynistic culture that Airey sees in Dacre's villainesses (see note 10) and therefore creates an alternative characterisation of Gabrielle, undermining her position as the morally good protagonist, as she is incapable of sympathizing with Oriana and reverts to judgement instead.

completely undermines that characterisation, and adds a new side to her character, opening the possibility of compassion from the reader. The use of adjectives such as "poor girl", the narrative voice simultaneously revealing and silencing that part of her story (through the refusal to detail it), as well as the benevolence shown between her and her parents all point out to the presence of the Dacrean undercurrent, running counter to the moralism of the narrative as it was first presented.

Necessity and a plurality of events and connections (sharing riches with her parents, or teaming up with Fiorenza to murder aristocrats) give a much more complex aspect to the character of Oriana. As Dacre's characters (and especially women) are the victims of the "joint operation of circumstances" and "the creatures of immediate predicament," two visions seem to collide in The Libertine: the patrilinear vision of life as ruled by "reason, honour, and the usage of society", and a more "accidental" shaping of the individual (it is, after all, necessity, coupled with the few options available for female economic independence that we have already seen, that led Oriana to meet Fiorenza and to become a thief). Under this light, the narrative seems to encapsulate the idea of transversal genealogy that Foucault will later see in Nietzsche: Genealogy does not pretend to go back in time to restore an unbroken continuity that operates beyond the dispersion of forgotten things; its duty is not to demonstrate that the past actively exists in the present, that it continues secretly to animate the present, having imposed a predetermined form on all its vicissitudes. Genealogy does not resemble the evolution of a species and does not map the destiny of a people. On the contrary, to follow the complex course of descent is to maintain passing events in their proper dispersion; it is to identify the accidents, the minute deviations -or conversely, the complete reversals -the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty calculations that gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us; it is to discover that truth or being does not lie at the root of what we know and what we are, but the exteriority of accidents. 17 Robert Miles develops further Foucault's idea of genealogy: "it is a polemical call to resist the tendency to romanticize the past by posting clear origins to events, or by identifying some kind of upward, evolutionary trajectory." 18 He sees it as running counter to the idea of ''capitalist modernity'' as an ''all-encompassing mentality outside of which it is extremely hard to think.'' (Miles 38) This totality mirrors the society in The Libertine, in which it is impossible for women (and some men who turn away from their social obligations) to stray away from that all-encompassing mentality that is dictated by (or hidden behind) ''reason, honour and the usage of society''. Through her narrative incursions and some ''clues'' dropped in the text, Dacre seems to inject this alternative perspective on society and to question those cultural tenets by showing the defining power of accident, and the multiplicity of factors defining the individual.

The Libertine seems to rely on its pretended moralism in order to better depict the violent cultural matrix against which female characters are fashioned -Dacre's novels are famous for their powerful, violent and sexually aggressive women, but a genealogical reading of Dacre allows us to see that these women not only stand outside the traditional division between good and evil (godgiven definitions), virtue and immorality, but are in a sense the product of their competitive environment. Critics have reproached Dacre with a lack of feminism because her novels systematically end with the death of her protagonists, and there is no room for the visualisation of a positive resolution of female experience. But her characters, especially women, stand outside traditional literary norms and if no ''happy ending'' comes to the rescue of the distressed heroine, it is most probably a way for Dacre to emphasize again that inescapability of the violence of society.
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