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Clarissapresents its readers with a variety of authorities, so many,in fact,
each attempting to exert that authority, that one begins to wonder who
exactlyis subordinate, and if the novel does not suffer from the problem of
having too many chiefs and not enough Indians. Who are some of these
figures? One is the author, Samuel Richardson, who saysin his "Preface"--
so none of us will miss the point--that "one of the principal views of the
publication: [is] to caution parents against the undue exertion of their
natural authority over their children in the great article of marriage: and
children against preferring a man of pleasure to a man of probity, upon that
dangerous but too commonly received notion, that a reformedrake makes
the besthusband" (36).1 According to Richardson, then, this moral is what
we gain from Clarissa,so now there is really no point in reading the novel,
except that Richardson's authority has constantly been called into question,
as William Warner points out in his Reading Clarissa,by his own efforts to
rewrite the noveL As Warner saysin his "Preface,""the text rises slowlyout
of the matrix sustained by the exchanges between the text and its readers.
There is no neutral space where the text exists,or comes to rest. Even its
most recent editors are protagonists in an interpretive struggle that has been
going on for over two centuries" (ix). Thus, both authorial and textual
authority become problematic and questionable.

But what of the various authorities within the text? Richardson points
out that his aim is to "caution parents against the undue exertion of their
natural authority over their children" (36), and to warn the children not to
be so cocksure of their own opinions. In this particular reading, Clarissa
represents the insidious development of creeping individualism as a
daughter who refuses to obey her parents. In other words, Clarissa becomes
her own authority, makes her own choices, and exercises her own will to
power, in direct contradiction to her parents' will. Even though they use
their authority imprtperly, Clarissa's parents are still correct in their use of
it. Clarissa'sfirst few hundred pages are filled with references to parental
authority and daughterly duty. For instance, even Miss Howe, no stranger
to healthy disagreementswith her good mother, admits the value of familial
authority, although she providesa rather narrow definition:
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