

WHAT MAISIE KNEW AND HOW HENRY JAMES EXPLOITED HER KNOWLEDGE: A SACRIFICE OF CHARACTER



Aliza Polkes (ajp2188)
The Senior Essay: ENGL 3999
April 7th 2014
Advisor: Branka Arsic













Henry James’s 1897 novel, What Maisie Knew, is a partially comedic, mostly tragic tale of a young girl caught in the middle of her narcissistic parents’ divorce. Six-year-old Maisie Beale must negotiate the perilous space between her mother and father, as she is put in partial custody of both parents, who only care about using young Maisie to annoy and harm each other. In addition, both of Maisie’s parents remarry, and she is introduced to a hoard of potential new guardians, in the form of her parents’ respective spouses, governesses, and others. By the novel’s end, as the adults surrounding her prove useless, Maisie is faced with the daunting task of choosing her own guardian. Maisie eventually decides to remain under the care of her clumsy yet steadfast governess, rather than place herself with her stepparents, who have started an illicit affair. Her choice reveals much about James’ conception of moral rightness and societal failures within his world. James’ distain for the upper class, represented in the story by Maisie’s parents, is potent throughout the novel. The way in which he uses Maisie to combat these figures, as well as her ultimate successes and failures, key the reader in to a deeper narrative embedded within the book.  
What Maisie Knew, is, at its heart, a story that revolves around psychology, specifically the psychological conception of its title character. Sharon Cameron writes, “Henry James’s…interest in, even obsession with, the workings of consciousness… exemplify the fact that he writes the psychological novel par excellence.”[footnoteRef:1] It is precisely the “workings of consciousness,” of Maisie’s own consciousness, painstakingly developed and explored throughout the novel, which emerge as the most important part of this argument. For Maisie’s “consciousness,” and the way in which it comes to separate from, and consume her character, is one of the most tragic, if not immediately evident parts of the novel. With this understanding, one can begin to explore Maisie’s creation as, in James’ own words, a “light vessel of consciousness”[footnoteRef:2] upon which the events of the story are dependent, and from which they radiate.  [1:  (Cameron, Sharon. Thinking in Henry James. University of Chicago, 1989. 1.) 
 ]  [2:  (James, Henry. What Maisie Knew. Dover Publications, 2010. vi.)] 

I will begin my argument by showing how James uses Maisie as a tabula rasa on which to project his own thoughts about the moral and social ineptitude of 19th century British society. James grants Maisie a unique orphan status, allowing her an ability to form perceptions and opinions untethered to those of the authorities that already exist: parental figures. The parental figures to whom she is exposed are deliberately constructed as inconsistent and volatile, thereby never offering Maisie a solid foundation on which to build a moral framework.  
	I will then explore how James works in concert with his brother, psychologist William James, to construct Maisie as the novel’s “center of consciousness,” the essential figure from whom events, thoughts, and ideas are perpetuated. Maisie starts out the novel with a child’s limited knowledge and perceptive abilities, rendering her unable to comprehend the immoral and sordid nature of her world. Next I will show how in the novel’s most climactic scene, Maisie is forced out of this ignorance and into a state of knowledge. From that point, the enlightened Maisie can take on her role as the novel’s “moral compass” and enact James’ own “morality.” 
	Finally, I will prove that despite Maisie’s emergence as moral agent, there is a pervasive sense of sacrifice and loss attached to her coming-of-age moment and the novel’s final pages, which suggests a far more sinister truth. Maisie’s seemingly “redemptive” powers of morality and goodness, achieved only after deep struggle and pain, are not just the key to the “demise of her childhood,” but also to her demise as character. James, ultimately, “sacrifices” Maisie by the same strategy he used to shape her into being: the development and maturation of her consciousness. Without Maisie, James’ novel, with its social commentary and exploration of morality, cannot exist, as Maisie is the focal point from which all knowledge and perceptions bloom. At the same time, these factors are what lead to the ultimate sacrifice: her death as a character. 

MAISIE AND THE ORPHAN PLOT
First, in order to understand Maisie’s necessary separation from preexisting authorities, one must consider the girl’s pseudo-orphan status within the novel. The story begins with a summary of the divorce proceedings that took place between Ida and Beale Farange, Maisie’s horrifically narcissistic and uncaring parents. James writes, “the little girl [was] deposed of in a manner worthy of the judgment-seat of Solomon. She was divided in two and the portions tossed impartially to the disputants. They would take her, in rotation, for six months at a time; she would spend half the year with each.”[footnoteRef:3] The language James employs to describe Maisie’s condition is evidence enough of her perilous position in the eyes of her parents. Maisie is “deposed” of in “a manner worthy of the judgment-seat of Solomon,” suggesting the importance of legal justice and “fairness” above genuine concern for Maisie’s wellbeing. Maisie is then “divided in two” as one might divide any piece of property, and tossed “impartially” to the disputants. This mathematical language is far more appropriate for an inanimate object than a living, breathing child, showing just how little value Maisie holds in the eyes of her parents.   [3:  (Ibid. 1.)] 

Next, James reveals, “This was odd justice in the eyes of those who still blinked in the fierce light projected from the tribunal – a light in which neither parent figured in the least as a happy example to youth and innocence.”[footnoteRef:4] He continues on to explain that the Farange’s circle of friends was searched “in vain” for some third party person willing to claim guardianship of Maisie, but no one was willing to step forward. The only solution “save that of sending Maisie to a Home”[footnoteRef:5] was to bestow her, as previously described, upon both of her unwilling parents.  [4:  (Ibid. 1.)]  [5:  (Ibid. 2.)] 

The degree of social and moral corruption within the world of Maisie’s parents, and by proxy the English upper class, is apparent after just a few pages. Maisie is surrounded by a host of potential guardians: not only her two perfectly healthy, wealthy, and capable parents, but also  their vast group of friends, and yet no one is willing to take care of her. The situation is so bad, in fact, that the notion of sending Maisie to an orphanage is considered. The solution decided upon by the judge – that of dividing Maisie between her parents in six-month intervals – still manages to leave this little girl without a home. In a constant state of transit, surrounded by numerous people, none of whom really want her, Maisie Farange emerges as an orphan of the most unconventional type. She is orphaned not by tragic circumstance, not by – as in the most obvious of scenarios – a lack of people to take care of her, nor by any apparent “injustice,” as the whole process is being carried out in a court of law. No, Maisie is orphaned because of the cruel nature of the adults who surround her and the limits of the legal system. The injustice of the very body meant to carry out justice is powerfully ironic. 
Maisie’s pseudo-orphan status is continuously highlighted as the novel progresses and she is introduced to more equally ill-equipped parental figures. Both of Maisie’s parents quickly remarry: her mother to the kind yet cowardly Sir Claude, and her father to Maisie’s former governess, Miss Overmore, who becomes Mrs. Beale. Maisie also gains a new governess in Miss Overmore’s wake, Mrs. Wix. Until this point, Maisie had been constantly transported back and forth between Ida and Beale, described as, “the little feathered shuttlecock they could fiercely keep flying between them.”[footnoteRef:6] Never truly desired by either parent, Maisie was nonetheless utilized as a sort of tool with which the two could harm each other, pouring hateful words about the other into Maisie’s ear, and depositing her into the lap of the other at the most inconvenient of times or under the most difficult of circumstances. A “shuttlecock” she may have been, but she was useful in the Farange’s game of spite and revenge. Until, that is, the objective of the game changed.  [6:  (Ibid. 8.)] 

When Ida Farange remarries, she sends Mrs. Wix to relay the message to Maisie at her father’s house, where she has remained for weeks on end, without any prior communication from her mother. In the past, Ida had made it her objective to snatch Maisie from her father’s clutches as soon as her “turn” came; now, suddenly, Maisie is abandoned for weeks on end. The sensitive little girl is struck with a pang of fear as she realizes that the rules of this sadistic “game” have changed: “she should live to see a change in the nature of the struggle she appeared to have come into this world to produce. It would still be essentially a struggle, but its object would now be not to receive her.”[footnoteRef:7] It seems that now Maisie will become even more of an orphan, or at least, homeless, despite the fact that the amount of people in her immediate circle of possible guardians is multiplying. Once again, this eminent and dangerous possibility is not lost on young Maisie: “She therefore recognized the hour that in troubled glimpses she had long foreseen, the hour when – the phrase for it came back to her from Mrs. Beale – with two fathers, two mothers and two homes, six protections in all, she shouldn’t know ‘wherever’ to go.”[footnoteRef:8] Maisie Farange is, therefore, a most bizarre and paradoxical type of orphan. Surrounded by guardians, she has no one willing to claim her and nowhere to go.  [7:  (Ibid. 30.)]  [8:  (Ibid. 61.)] 

The story of the orphan, as noted by Peter Brooks, was a very popular one in the nineteenth century. He writes, “there may be sociological and sentimental reasons to account for the high incidence of orphans in the nineteenth-century novel, but clearly the parentless protagonist frees an author from struggle with preexisting authorities, allowing him to create afresh all the determinants of plot within his text.”[footnoteRef:9] The typical orphan protagonist of the nineteenth-century novel, such as Pip from Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations, allowed the author, as Brooks explains, a good deal of freedom in crafting his text, as he was able to develop a character who was “free” from the “struggle with preexisting authorities.”  [9:  (Brooks, Peter. Reading For The Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative. Harvard UP, 1984. 115.)] 

The ability to craft a character who is free from existing authorities and who can, furthermore, establish “afresh all the determinants of plot within his text,” is precisely why James utilizes the orphan plot in creating Maisie. The little girl is surrounded by potential caregivers – the majority of whom represent different members of England’s upper class – though none are able to adequately care for her. She is sent from guardian to guardian without ever having a true home or sense of stability. Without any established, consistent adult guidance, Maisie is given the potential to operate as a free agent within the novel. 
It is moreover important to note that Maisie is a female orphan. To James, this gender distinction was paramount. In his Preface to the novel, he writes, “the sensibility of the young female is indubitably, for early youth, the greater, and my plan would call, on the part of my protagonist, for ‘no end’ of sensibility.”[footnoteRef:10] Not only, then, does James create an orphan who is free to develop her own perceptions and opinions about the world, without adult figures imposing preexisting notions upon her, but he creates “a young female,” who is “sensible” enough to act upon and develop this ability to think and opine as a free agent. A “rude little boy,” James claimed, would not posses the ability, as a little girl like Maisie could, of being so “present.”[footnoteRef:11] [10:  (James vi.)]  [11:  (James vi.)] 

Additionally, the incredible lack of any reliable or steadfast figures in the narrative, extending not only from within Maisie’s immediate circle of guardians, but out to the characters she meets in society, further exemplifies the impossibility of Maisie building a moral consciousness based on existing authorities. Lee H. Keller writes, “unlike the traditional nineteenth-century plot about placelessness and the family, a plot that moves progressively towards the resolution of conflict between the individual and the family world, the structure of What Maisie Knew depends on shifts in character roles that do not point to a clear line of reconciliation but multiply impossible possibilities.”[footnoteRef:12] Like Brooks, Keller mentions the “traditional nineteenth-century plot” which deals with “placelessness and the family.” He also notes how Maisie’s story differs from this traditional one due to the “shifts in characters roles” which do not lead to any sort of clear “reconciliation.” In order to fully unpack Keller’s assertion, one must take a more in-depth look at the characters who populate Maisie’s world.  [12:  (Heller, Lee E. "The Paradox of the Individual Triumph: Instrumentality and the Family in "What Maisie Knew"" South Atlantic Review 53.4 (1988): 77-85. 78)] 

	First, and most tragically formative, is Maisie’s mother, Ida Farange. Ida is perhaps the most unreliable character in Maisie’s world. Problematic as it may be in contemporary terms, one of the initial ways in which James shows Ida’s shifty nature is in her unreliability as a true “female” character. James’ first description of Ida reads, “the sole flaw in Ida’s beauty was a length and reach of arm conducive perhaps to her having so often beaten her ex-husband at billiards, a game in which she showed a superiority largely accountable, as she maintained, for the resentment finding expression in his physical violence.”[footnoteRef:13] Ida, described as beautiful and desired by many men throughout the novel, has one “flaw” in her beauty and that is her talent at billiards; a talent, as suggested by Beale’s anger, more suitable for a man.  [13:  (James 3.)] 

	In addition to her “problematic” masculine tendencies, Ida is constantly shifting – though ultimately cruel – in her maternal comportment towards Maisie. During one interaction between mother and child, in a fit of passion, “Maisie found herself clutched to her mother’s breast and passionately sobbed and shrieked over…The connection required that while she almost cradled the child in her arms Ida should speak of her as hideously, as fatally estranged.”[footnoteRef:14] In the same moment that Ida “clutches” Maisie to her chest, practically “cradling” her, she derides Maisie, exclaiming at her, “you’ve no more feeling for me than a clammy little fish!”[footnoteRef:15] Immediately after, Ida “suddenly thrust the child away and, as a disgusted admission of failure, sent her flying across the room.”[footnoteRef:16] At once physically affectionate yet verbally abusive, then transferring to completely abusive, Ida is constantly changing in the way she reacts towards her child, leaving Maisie with an unstable and unreliable conception of the maternal figure.   [14:  (Ibid. 55.)]  [15:  (Ibid. 56.)]  [16:  (Ibid. 56.)] 

	Another important yet unstable figure in Maisie’s life is the man whom, in the book’s climactic ending, Maisie must give up, or, decide not to accept as her guardian: Sir Claude. Ida Farange marries Sir Claude after Maisie’s father marries Maisie’s governess, Miss Overmore. Maisie is almost immediately taken with the man. She is given his picture and loses herself “in admiration of the fair, smooth face, the regular features, the kind eyes, the amiable air, the general glossiness and smartness of her prospective stepfather – only vaguely puzzled to think that she should now have two fathers at once.”[footnoteRef:17] Maisie is taken with Sir Claude’s beauty, but conflicted by the fact that he is stepping into a character role which she knows already to be inhabited by her own father.  [17:  (Ibid. 30.)] 

	Sir Claude is just as appealing to Maisie in real life. James writes of their first encounter, “she felt the moment she looked at him that he was by far the most radiant person with whom she had yet been concerned…It was as if he had told her on the spot that he belonged to her…”[footnoteRef:18] Sir Claude, in all his physical beauty, at first seems to be the best guardian in Maisie’s circle, as he dotes on her, bringing her on outings, buying her presents, and promising to be a constant presence in her life. Maisie claims, about her father’s new wife, Mrs. Beale, “but she’ll never give me up” to which Sir Claude responds, “well, I won’t either, old boy.”[footnoteRef:19] In fact, they both will.  [18:  (Ibid. 36.)]  [19:  (Ibid. 48.)] 

	In the novel’s climactic final scene, Maisie is forced to choose between living with Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale, who are now a couple – and yet another example of characters with shifting, volatile roles in Maisie’s life – or with Mrs. Wix. Sir Claude, who had promised never to give Maisie up, tumbles suddenly from his role as the potential father figure, to that of an incapable coward at the mercy of Mrs. Beale, whose role has also shifted from that of young protectress to that of the shrew – much like Maisie’s mother. The two have, for all intents and purposes, replaced Maisie’s parents entirely – both in role and in comportment – by the novel’s end.
	When Maisie makes her decision to remain with Mrs. Wix, the most constant figure in her life, Sir Claude tells Mrs. Beale, who is frantically guarding the door of the room in which they stand, to “let them pass.”[footnoteRef:20] He has given Maisie up, perhaps for her own good, but he has failed her nonetheless. This passive surrender is reminiscent of Maisie’s father. Earlier in the story, Beale tells Maisie he is planning on going to America, and invites her to come along, hoping she will decline. Maisie, ever faithful, driven by filial devotion, painfully decrees that she cannot “give her father up.” Luckily for poor Maisie, Beale refuses to take her, clearly for his own selfish reasons, though it is actually better for Maisie’s wellbeing not to go. He declares to his current fling, a countess, “but she hasn’t come – she won’t come!”[footnoteRef:21] Maisie is saved, yet through an act of selfishness. This is precisely what Sir Claude does in the final scene. Because he selfishly will not “give Mrs. Beale” up, he lets Maisie go.  [20:  (Ibid. 222.)]  [21:  (Ibid. 119.)] 

	Mrs. Beale’s actions in the ending few pages are frighteningly similar to Ida’s actions throughout the novel. Her physical interactions with Maisie take on a similar degree of violence disguised as affection, at one point making “a wild snatch at her stepdaughter. She caught her by the arm and, completing an instinctive movement, whirled her round.”[footnoteRef:22] In almost the same breath, she calls Maisie, “an abominable little horror.” Mrs. Beale has become Ida. Maisie’s original horrific parents are replaced by the very two people, who, earlier in the novel, had been presented as the saving graces of Maisie’s life.  [22:  (Ibid. 221.)] 

	While this formative instability makes Maisie’s life a difficult one, it also ironically allows her to establish her own conceptions of morality and society. Maisie is presented with adults whose attitudes towards her are constantly shifting: Ida is superficially maternal and cruel, Sir Claude is simultaneously Maisie’s only representation of a good man while also being a coward, and Mrs. Beale clutches Maisie to her breast then irately shoves her away in much the same manner as Ida. Maisie’s father is absent for the majority of the narrative: his largest single appearance is when he “kidnaps” Maisie and takes her to his mistresses’ house. There is no single figure, male or female, maternal or paternal, who provides Maisie with a substantial archetype for how parents, adults, or members of a society should function. She is physically and mentally in a constant state of flux, just as the characters around her are ever changing in their comportment towards her. With the exception of Mrs. Wix, the governess who, at the novel’s end, shocks Maisie into a state of enlightenment, and whom Maisie eventually choses as her permanent guardian, Maisie has no one to aide her maturation. She, therefore, can and does develop as any orphan might: as a free agent, unbound to those who have come before her. This freedom, granted to Maisie by her pseudo-orphan status and the volatility of the characters crafted around her allows Maisie’s consciousness to develop in a unique, and for the sake of the novel, extremely significant manner. 

MAISIE AS CENTER OF CONSCIOUSNESS
Let us next examine the development of Maisie’s psychology. In his Preface to the novel, James explains how the idea for Maisie’s story was an “accidental mention,” of the potential for writing about “some luckless child of a divorced couple.”[footnoteRef:23] From that point, James launches into a character study of his young heroine, who he describes as “the small expanding consciousness,” and assesses the central issue of the story: that of what Maisie would actually be able to know. He writes,  [23:  (Ibid. iii.) ] 

I recall that my first view of this neat possibility was as the attaching problem of the picture restricted (while yet achieving, as I say, completeness and coherency) to what the child might be conceived to have understood – to have been able to interpret and appreciate…The infant mind would at the best leave great gaps and voids; so that with a systematic surface possibly beyond reproach we should nevertheless fail of clearness of sense. I should have to stretch the matter to what my wondering witness materially and inevitably saw; a great deal of which quantity she wouldn’t understand at all or would quite misunderstand… To that, then, I settled – to the question of giving it all, the whole situation surrounding her, but of giving it only through the occasions and connections of her proximity and her attention; only as it might pass before her and appeal to her, as it might touch her and affect her, for better or worse.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  (Ibid. vii.) ] 


	The “problem,” as James explains, lies in the fact that the “picture” is “restricted to what the child might have been conceived to have understood.” James’ task is to achieve this “picture,” while maintaining, “completeness and coherency.” Maisie is a six-year-old child in a world of adults who say and do things which she cannot possibly understand. The “picture” or “story,” told through Maisie’s point of view, will undoubtedly be “restricted” because Maisie does not understand what is happening to her most of the time. James extrapolates on the notion of Maisie’s understanding, suggesting that it is not “understanding” as much as “interpretation and appreciation.” Maisie might think she understands, but often she does not, leaving her relation of information to the reader open for folly and miscommunication. Her misunderstanding will be coherent, but it will be wrong nonetheless. Maisie, at the outset of the novel, is only a child, and cannot possibly comprehend what is happening to her. She will unavoidably not understand what she witnesses. As Cameron explains, “Maisie’s consciousness is a consequence of her age. Hence she is unable to fully comprehend the relations to which she is subjected.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  (Cameron 64.) ] 

	James continues on to explain that the “infant mind would at best leave great gaps and voids,” so despite constructing her vision as “coherently” as possible, there would be a failure in “clearness of sense,” which would, as previously stated, stem from the fact of Maisie’s inability to fully understand her world. James concludes by explaining that he settled for describing “the whole situation” surrounding Maisie, “but of giving it only through the occasions and connections of her proximity and her attention; only as it might pass before her and appeal to her, as it might touch her and affect her, for better or worse.” As is the case with any child, Maisie only knows what directly affects her, that is, “occasions and connections of her proximity and her attention.” 
	Furthermore, James recognizes, “small children have many more perceptions than they have terms to translate them; their vision is at any moment much richer, their apprehension even constantly stronger, than their prompt, their at all producible, vocabulary.”[footnoteRef:26] Maisie will inevitably know more than she can share at any given moment due to the fact that she has not the words to express herself.  [26:  (James vii.)] 

	An instance in the novel that perfectly captures the plight James has just outlined occurs in a scene between Maisie, Sir Claude, Ida, and Ida’s new lover. Martha Banta writes of the encounter, “as Maisie turns away from Sir Claude at the moment of this confrontation with Ida in Kensington Gardens, she hears ‘his anger break out. ‘You damned old b – !’ – she couldn’t quite hear all. It was enough, it was too much: she fled before it, rushing even to a stranger [the Captain] for the shock of such a change of tone’ ... she fills in the dashes for the Captain [her mother’s lover]: ‘ ‘He has called her a damned old brute’ ’ ... (one wonders if Sir Claude had not rather said ‘bitch,’ a word perhaps not yet part of Maisie’s … vocabulary.)”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  (Banta, Martha. "The Quality of Experience in What Maisie Knew." The New England Quarterly 42.4 (1969): 483-510. 488)] 

	Here is a situation in which Maisie sees more than she understands while simultaneously conveying less more than she actually knows. Maisie hears Sir Claude calling her mother a word which she believes to be horrible. The reader can discern this much from James’s narration: “it was enough, it was too much: she fled before it, rushing even to a stranger for the shock of such a change of tone.”[footnoteRef:28] Poor Maisie then relays to the Captain that Sir Claude has called Ida a “damned old brute.” As James’s dashes suggests, the world most likely was, in fact, “bitch,” not “brute.” Banta asserts that this word is not yet a part of Maisie’s vocabulary, so while she understands the cruelty of the word, because she understands the circumstances surrounding its usage, she cannot adequately convey exactly what was said due to her underdeveloped vocabulary.  [28:  (James 90.)] 

	Maisie has now been established as possessing a far greater understanding than she is able to convey, in some cases. However, in others, she emerges as a mere child who does not actually understand what is happening at all. We must now return to the term which James initially uses to describe Maisie: “the small expanding consciousness,” in order to further delve into the issue of the development of Maisie’s consciousness.  
	The renowned mid-nineteenth to early-twentieth century Harvard philosopher and psychologist, William James, who happened also to be the brother of Henry James, wrote extensively of the consciousness in his 1892 (published a mere 5 years before Maisie) work, Psychology: The Briefer Course. William James writes of consciousness, “it is interested in some parts of its object to the exclusion of others, and welcomes or rejects – chooses from among them, in a word – all the while.”[footnoteRef:29] This echoes Henry James’s description, in his Preface, of “the infant mind” with its “gaps and voids.” If William James describes the adult consciousness as being “interested in some parts of its object to the exclusion of others,” Henry James takes the idea and multiplies it twofold in the case of the infant mind. As James W. Gargano writes, “the center of interest always remains fixed in the child’s acquisitive sensibility.”[footnoteRef:30] Maisie is a prime example of a consciousness which “chooses” only those objects which “appeal” to her; “which touch her and affect her, for better or worse,” completely to the “exclusion” of other objects.  [29:  (James, William. Psychology: The Briefer Course. Dover Publications, 2001.19.) ]  [30:  (Gargano, James W. "What Maisie Knew: The Evolution of a "Moral Sense""Nineteenth-Century Fiction 16.1 (1961): 33-46. 37.)] 

	William James continues on, explaining that, “we notice only those sensations which are signs to us of things which happen practically or aesthetically to interest us, to which we therefore give substantive names, and which we exalt to this exclusive status of independence and dignity.”[footnoteRef:31] This phenomenon of the consciousness, of noticing “only those sensations” which are relevant on “practical or aesthetic levels” is another important element in Maisie’s conception of the world. The scene in which Maisie meets her father’s American mistress exemplifies this process of “selective” and “relevant” consciousness.  [31:  (W. James 38.)] 

	Maisie is at a London Exhibition – a traditional Victorian-era fair showcasing foreign spectacles and delights – with Mrs. Beale, when they run into Maisie’s father. James writes, 
What followed was extraordinarily rapid – a minute of livelier battle than had ever yet, in so short a span at least, been waged round our heroine. The muffled shock…was violent, and it was only for her later thought that the steps fell into their order, the steps through which, in a bewilderment not so much of sound as of silence, she had come to find herself, too soon for comprehension and too strangely for fear, at the door of the Exhibition with her father.[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  (James 108.) ] 

	
There are several important elements to note in this scene, the most prominent one being the fact that Maisie has no idea what is happening to her. The readers can understand, through the “rapid” relay of events, that Maisie’s father is whisking her away from Mrs. Beale – for he has come to resent his current wife and has taken on a mistress, two important facts which Maisie does not understand – and off to the home of another woman. What Maisie notices, however, those sensations which are “relevant” to her on a “practical” level, is the violence with which the scene is enacted. She has never yet experienced “such a lively battle,”  nor such a “violent, muffled shock.” The whole experience is so fast and “strange,” that Maisie is caught in a place between “comprehension” and “fear.” She can appreciate the violence of her father snatching her away and “thrusting” her into a cab, but she cannot comprehend it, as Maisie does not understand the complex and sordid relationships between the adults surrounding her. Only when they reach the mistress’s house can Maisie begin the attempt to “name” the “practically relevant” and very soon aesthetically pleasing sensation to which she has been exposed. 
	When they pull up to the home, which is like nothing Maisie has ever seen, James writes, “the child had been in thousands of stories… but she had never been in a story such as this. By the time he had helped her out of the cab, which drove away, and she heard in the door of the house the prompt little click of his key, the Arabian Nights had quite closed around her.”[footnoteRef:33] Maisie, here, must make sense of this foreign, “aesthetically pleasing” sensation, – that of first seeing the mistress’s gorgeous home, which she classifies as best she can by using those means which are already available to her. What she capitalizes upon in this instance is her knowledge of stories. Maisie, in actuality, has been taken, roughly and without explanation, from a guardian she trusts and suddenly deposited at a stranger’s home by her father, a man who she barely knows. We, as readers, can understand what is happening on a literal level. Maisie, however, has no idea what is occurring, though she desperately wants to know, which leads her to relate the situation to the story of the Arabian Nights, the only frame of reference she has for something this bizarre and inapplicable to her usual experiences.  [33:  (Ibid. 109.)] 

	As Maisie enters the house, she continues to relate the strange things she sees to familiar people and things in her own life in order to make up for her gaps in understanding. She believes the drawing room to be “of a lady – oh of a lady, she could see in a moment, and not of a gentleman, not even of one like papa himself or even like Sir Claude – whose things were as much prettier than mamma’s as it had always had to be confessed that mamma’s were prettier than Mrs. Beale’s.”[footnoteRef:34] Maisie has never seen a drawing room like the one in front of her, and tries to make sense of it by classifying its splendor in relation to splendorous things owned by other adults in her life, such as “mamma,” “papa,” “Sir Claude,” and “Mrs. Beale.”  Upon noticing the various little knickknacks strewn around the house, she remarks that there were more than “Mrs. Beale and her ladyship together could, in an unnatural alliance, have dreamed of mustering.”[footnoteRef:35] Once again, Maisie makes sense of the unfamiliar, in this case, the abundance of strange objects in the home, by relating it back to something she can quantifiably understand.  [34:  (Ibid. 109.)]  [35:  (Ibid. 109.) ] 

	As multitudinous as her attempts to understand may be, Maisie, at this point in the narrative, never actually tries to make sense of the situation on a macroscopic level. Gargano writes, “she often lacks the maturity to understand what, in fact, is happening to her. As she unconsciously stores up sensations and insights, she is naturally less concerned with what she learns than with the wonder of the phenomena she observes.”[footnoteRef:36]  On one hand, Maisie’s “infant mind” takes William James’s assertions about the consciousness to the extreme, classifying unknowable yet relevant situations through a child’s frame of reference. At the same time, Maisie’s “lack of maturity” disenables her from trying to make sense of the larger picture. She is taken with the “wonders” of the strange house, comparing it to something out of the Arabian Nights, and can even understand the home’s various bits and pieces in relation to those possessed by her parents and stepparents. But Maisie does not once question why she has been brought to the house. In William James’ terms, that larger piece of information is not relevant, in a practical or aesthetic manner, to Maisie’s consciousness, so she rejects it in favor of what it directly benefits her to understand – the splendors of the home.  [36:  (Gargano 38.)] 

	Even as the night ends, and Maisie is packed into a cab, the “fairy-tale” does not break, nor does Maisie try to see beyond it. The American mistress gives her “a cluster of sovereigns” to pay for the cab, an amount, which even Maisie can recognize, is “far too much even for a fee in a ‘fairy-tale,”[footnoteRef:37] and sends her off by herself. One might imagine that the illusion would have shattered at this point. It seems as though Maisie should have looked beyond the “stories” and tried to grasp at the true nature of the situation, recalling the moment, only a few pages earlier, when she was in a place “too soon for comprehension and too strange for fear.”  [37:  (James 123.)] 

The logistics of the situation, however – the problems between Mr. Farange and Mrs. Beale, the inexplicable presence of the American mistress, and the ever-present violence in Maisie’s constant comings and going; of being “dragged” and “thrust” into cabs, and snatched away from one guardian into the arms of another – are left untouched by Maisie’s consciousness. She is content to justify her experiences on a microscopic level, making sense of the more immediate sensations whilst ignoring the pressing but incomprehensible adult matters. Gargano notes that James does “not interfere with the aesthetic rigor which remands that he be true to a child’s nature.”[footnoteRef:38] As Maisie rides away in the cab, she thinks of the night, “it was still at any rate the Arabian Nights.”[footnoteRef:39] Maisie has no desire to crack this illusion.  [38:  (Gargano 39.)]  [39:  (James 122.) ] 



MAISIE AS MORAL AGENT 
We may now examine Maisie’s transformation from childish “center of consciousness” to knowing “moral agent.” James writes, in his Preface, “for satisfaction of the mind, in other words, the small expanding consciousness would have to be saved, have to become presentable as a register of impressions; and saved by the experience of certain advantages, by some enjoyed profit and some achieved confidence, rather than coarsened, blurred, sterilized, by ignorance and pain.”[footnoteRef:40] In order for James to construct his novel in such a way that readers could be “satisfied” by Maisie’s predicament, she would have to be “saved” by certain “advantages,” enabling her to enjoy “profit and some achieved confidence” rather than “ignorance and pain.” Despite the tragicomic nature of the novel, tragedy must not prevail; Maisie must not be “coarsened, blurred, and sterilized” by her experiences. She must, in some manner, triumph. So how does Maisie succeed despite her disadvantages? As Gargano explains, “Maisie wrests from the urgency of each of her predicaments a moral vision or a moral imperative.”[footnoteRef:41] Maisie, as Gargano notes, is not only the novel’s central expanding consciousness, but also the novel’s moral center. Rather than rely on the characters surrounding her, or the setting in which she resides to determine the moral nature of the situations in which she finds herself, Maisie becomes the vessel through which morality is derived.  [40:  (Ibid. iv) ]  [41:  (Gargano 40.) ] 

 Christina Britzolakis writes,  “James’s perception of a crisis of cultural authority – of a decline in the moral and social capital of the ruling class – is accompanied by an attempt to relocate that authority in the figure of the novelist as observer, whose discourse fashions a new form of expert, professionalized knowledge or understanding of social life. This expert knowledge or technique rests on the construction of the center of consciousness….”[footnoteRef:42] Britzolakis highlights James’ perception of  “a crisis of cultural authority” in 1890’s England, noting both the moral and social deficiency of the “ruling class,” which, as previously stated, he represents through the figures of Maisie’s parents and stepparents, who are utterly bereft of any sense of morality or ethics. Maisie, then, as “the center of consciousness,” becomes the figure upon whom James, as novelist, prescribes a new set of morals, which are, in turn, related to the reader. We, as readers, derive our sense of morality within the novel directly from Maisie, not alongside her. She becomes our moral compass.  [42:  (Britzolakis, Christina. "Technologies of Vision in Henry James's "What Maisie Knew"" NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 34.3 (2001): 369-90. 378)] 

	Maisie, however, does not start the novel as the “moral center.” She, as Gargano explains, “wrests” moral imperatives from each of the “predicaments” she faces throughout the story. The culmination of these experiences leads to Maisie’s transformation into the central figure of morality in a scene between Maisie and Mrs. Wix at the book’s end. In this scene, Mrs. Wix speaks very candidly to Maisie about all of the complicated relationships – such as that between Mrs. Beale and Sir Claude –  which she has witnessed but not fully understood. In the novel’s ending scene, Maisie chooses to stay with Mrs. Wix and leave Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale. Combined, these two scenes mark the birth of Maisie’s sense of morality, as well as her transformation from unknowing to knowing character. 
	Near the novel’s end, Maisie and Mrs. Wix sit on the beach together in France, where the two have been brought by Sir Claude. Both of Maisie’s biological parents have, at this point, abandoned her. In terms of who she can choose to live with, there are two options presented to her: live with Mrs. Beale and Sir Claude, who have taken up living together, or live with Mrs. Wix, her governess. Mrs. Wix continuously warns Maisie against living with Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale, claiming that their union is “immoral” and, furthermore, that should Maisie choose to live with them, Mrs. Wix will not stay on with her. 
	Maisie, still unable to grasp the immorality of her stepparents’ union, exclaims to Mrs. Wix, “why after all should we have to choose between you? Why shouldn’t we be four?”[footnoteRef:43] When Mrs. Wix replies in an indignant manner, Maisie notes, “Mrs. Wix had never been so harsh.”[footnoteRef:44] It is this “harshness,” however, that finally enlightens Maisie to the central problem of Mrs. Beale and Sir Claude’s relationship. Mrs. Wix explains, “you’d commit as great [a crime] a one as their own – and so should I – if we were to condone their immorality by our presence.”[footnoteRef:45] Maisie replies, “Why is it immorality?” to which Mrs. Wix responds, “You ask me why it’s immorality when you’ve seem with your own eyes that Sir Claude has felt it to be so to that dire extent that, rather than make you face the shame of it, he has for months kept away from you altogether?”[footnoteRef:46] The “immorality” of the situation, of course, lies in the fact that Mrs. Beale and Sir Claude have chosen to enter into a relationship while still both married to other people. Mrs. Wix refuses to engage in such immorality, and tells Maisie that she would be committing a “crime” just as severe as the one her stepparents are already committing by choosing to live with them. She gives Maisie an example of how shameful Sir Claude knows the situation to be, by explaining to Maisie that Sir Claude has chosen to “keep away” from her, rather than bring the child into his immoral union.  [43:  (James 167.)]  [44:  (Ibid. 168.)]  [45:  (Ibid. 168.)]  [46:  (Ibid. 168.)] 

	Mrs. Wix also touches upon the topic of Beale Farange’s American mistress, finally shattering Maisie’s illusions of Arabian Nights splendor, and explaining the details of their affair. Finally, she comes to the topic of Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale, and accuses Maisie of being glad at the prospect of never seeing Mrs. Beale again when Sir Claude took her away to France – suggesting that Maisie, too, has understood the immorality of her stepparents’ relationship all along. Maisie denies being glad about Mrs. Beale’s removal from her life, though Mrs. Wix insists upon it, and, in doing so, forces Maisie to confront her own truth. James writes, “Oh yes, Mrs. Wix was indeed, for the first time, sharp; so that there at last stirred in our heroine the sense not so much of being proved disingenuous as of being precisely accused of the meanness that had brought everything down on her through her very desire to shake herself clear of it.”[footnoteRef:47] [47:  (Ibid.170.)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Mrs. Wix is right: she has “precisely accused” Maisie of wishing never to see Mrs. Beale again, in order that Mrs. Wix, Sir Clause, and their young charge can go off on their own. Maisie is “aware” of her own “meanness” in wishing to never see Mrs. Beale again; she finally understands the pairing of her stepparents as immoral, and, moreover, that she has known it all along. The power of these realizations leaves Maisie so emotionally overwrought that at the chapter’s end, she “bursts into sobs.”[footnoteRef:48] Finally, Maisie “knows,” and, more importantly, we as readers can see exactly what she knows, which encompasses both the shattering of her ignorant childhood fantasies – that of all of her guardians shacking up together – and the beginning of her more complex understanding of right and wrong. The adult world has finally taken Maisie in; she can no longer skim its outer rim, thinking only of Arabian Nights. It is important to note, however, that this moment of Maisie’s departure from childhood is marked by Maisie’s despair: in some ways it seems a sacrifice just as much as an enlightenment.  [48:  (Ibid. 171.)] 

Of this moment between Mrs. Wix and Maisie, Britzolakis writes, “a recurring feature of James’s novels is the ‘self-dismantling or self-negation’ of the central consciousness through ‘a death or sacrifice enacted at the level of plot or figuration’ (Teahan 3). In What Maisie Knew, this figurative ‘death,’ as the Preface terms it, is graphically played out in the climactic scene at the end of the novel, in which Maisie is interrogated or cross-examined by Mrs. Wix.”[footnoteRef:49] According to Britzolakis, Maisie, the “central consciousness” of the novel, experiences, in Jamesian fashion, a “self-dismantling” when she is “interrogated” by Mrs. Wix. This central consciousness, which for so long had been only interested in what was immediately relevant, as William James wrote, and even then, could only comprehend events through a child’s veiled perception of the world, is shattered by Maisie’s entrance into the adult world of knowledge and morals. The tragic, sacrificial nature of Maisie’s newfound conception of morality guides the novel through its final few moments.  [49:  (Britzolakis 384.) ] 

	When Sir Claude finally does come to see Mrs. Wix and Maisie in France, having already sent Mrs. Beale there to meet them, he takes Maisie out for a private breakfast, during which he feebly asks her to “give up” Mrs. Wix and live with himself and Mrs. Beale. Rather than take any responsibility for the child’s wellbeing, as an adult and Maisie’s supposed caretaker, Sir Claude puts the question entirely on his young stepdaughter’s shoulders. He says, “I put it at the worst. Should you see your way to sacrifice her [Mrs. Wix]? Of course I know what I’m asking.”[footnoteRef:50] [50:  (James 206.)] 

	Precisely because Sir Claude “knows what he’s asking,” which is for Maisie to make the “wrong,” “immoral” choice and decide to live with himself and Mrs. Beale, he cowardly shies away from making the choice himself. He asks Maisie if she can “sacrifice” Mrs. Wix, a term so jarring to Maisie that she mentions it a few lines later: “there was a word that had hummed all through it. ‘Do you call it a ‘sacrifice’?’”[footnoteRef:51] The word recalls not only the desperate nature of Maisie’s situation, but also the condition of Maisie’s newfound morality, which has only been achieved through the “sacrifice” of her more innocent, ignorant self. Maisie knows that to “sacrifice” Mrs. Wix would be wrong, yet she still is hesitant to turn down Sir Claude’s offer. She asks Sir Claude for permission to think on the matter, but not before she “felt the coldness of her terror, and it seemed to her that suddenly she knew…what she was afraid of. She was afraid of herself.”[footnoteRef:52] Maisie’s fear of “herself” stems from her sacrificial epiphany on the beach with Mrs. Wix. She is afraid of the choice, of the “sacrifice” she will have to make, because now, as a “knowing” creature, as well as one who posses a moral understanding, Maisie knows that she must choose what is right. She must choose Mrs. Wix.  [51:  (Ibid. 208.)]  [52:  (Ibid. 209.)] 

	Choose Maisie does, though not before a dramatic and tragic war is waged over possession of the girl. Mrs. Beale is adamant not to give Maisie up, and she and Mrs. Wix fight each other viciously, while Sir Claude watches meekly from the sidelines. Both women, in an ironically immoral manner, try to guilt and sway Maisie into choosing one over the other. Mrs. Wix, in a moment of fury, yells at Maisie, “‘Do you mean to say you have lost what we found together with so much difficulty two days ago?’… ‘Do you mean to say you’ve already forgotten what we found together?’ Maisie dimly remembered. ‘My moral sense?’”[footnoteRef:53] Mrs. Wix responds affirmatively, asserting that she was the very one who “brought it out” in the first place.  [53:  (Ibid. 218.)] 

	But Maisie has not lost her moral sense, despite the unreliable adults who surround her. Maisie now embodies the “moral sense” of the novel, having shifted roles from volatile center of consciousness, to main agent of morality and “knowing” being. Maisie asks Mrs. Beale if she will “give up” Sir Claude: she will not consider it. Sir Claude announces that he will not give up Mrs. Beale. Maisie then forlornly asks Mrs. Wix if they shall lose the boat on which they are scheduled to take back to England. She has made her choice, an act which Britzolakis describes as “a defining moment of loss…a ritualized, sacrificial act of interpellation which will construct Maisie as a ‘knowing subject.’”[footnoteRef:54] This “sacrificial” moment of loss first occurs upon Mrs. Wix’s conversation with Maisie, in which the child becomes a moral and knowing creature. The loss, however, permeates the final pages of the novel, coming to a head at the moment of Maisie’s choice: her “sacrifice.” As she walks away from Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale, Mrs. Wix observes that Sir Claude has “chosen” Mrs. Beale, to which Maisie replies, “Oh I know!”[footnoteRef:55] The sacrificial cost of this knowledge is the key point of James’ tale.  [54:  (Britzolakis 385.)]  [55:  (James 224.)] 


MAISIE’S ULTIMATE SACRIFICE
	It is evident that Maisie’s sudden acquisition of knowledge and moral authority is also, as Britzolakis writes, “a defining moment of loss.” The moment when Maisie steps out of her childhood ignorance and truly begins to “know,” is also the moment when she enters the cruel reality of her situation. In the end, Maisie makes the morally correct choice in choosing not to live in sin with Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale – a choice which is most likely better for Maisie on a practical level as well, for the two stepparents have proved their inconsistency of character, and neither appears to have the child’s best interests at heart. Still, the choice Maisie must make is a painful one, as she loves Sir Claude, and to some degree, Mrs. Beale, dearly. 
	According to Banta, “what she chooses is done in the name of the joy of living even if her choice necessitates pain; she gives up the peace of the uncommitted life, the beauty of charm, and nearness to Sir Claude whom she loves as a human being does, in order to gain that particular rightness and power of soul both inflicted upon and desired by Jamesian heroines.”[footnoteRef:56] Banta claims that Maisie chooses “life” in choosing Mrs. Wix; she gives up aesthetic pleasure in rejecting Sir Claude, yet this endows her with a uniquely Jamesian “rightness and power of soul.” Banta acknowledges that this “desired” position of the soul can also be an affliction and she recognizes that Maisie’s choice is a painful one. But to suggest that in choosing Mrs. Wix, Maisie chooses “the joy of living,” seems a bit optimistic. What is more pertinent to the argument at hand is Banta’s discussion of “the particular rightness and power of soul both inflicted upon and desired by Jamesian heroines.”  [56:  (Banta 503.)] 

	This “particular rightness and power” is directly in accordance with the conception of Maisie’s growth into the moral agent of the novel. In typical “Jamesian” style, Maisie achieves this power of soul. The implications of reaching this state, however, extend beyond just “a painful choice,” and open our eyes to James’ relationship to Maisie on an author-character level.  
	It has been established that James uses Maisie as a vehicle through which to criticize society, specifically the upper classes, and this is an issue which will be extrapolated upon further on. What must first be acknowledged is the severity of Maisie’s sacrifice on a strictly literary level. Sheila Teahan writes, “Maisie's ambiguous knowledge and her ultimate scapegoating, the figurative death marked in James' Preface as "the death of her childhood," are themselves produced by the Jamesian representational strategy of the central intelligence, which both brings Maisie into being and sacrifices her in the name of its own antithetical logic.”[footnoteRef:57] According to Teahan, Maisie is both “brought into being” and “sacrificed” by “the Jamesian representational strategy of the central intelligence.” This “central intelligence” can be understood to be similar, if not identical, to the notion of Maisie as “center of consciousness.” Britzolakis writes, of the central intelligence/central consciousness, “This expert knowledge or technique rests on the construction of the center of consciousness, a rhetorical device that seeks to diminish the reliance on omniscient narration associated with the nineteenth-century realist tradition.” [57:  (Teahan, Sheila. "'What Maisie Knew' and the Improper Third Person." Studies in American Fiction 21.2 (1993). 1)] 

	What can be taken from both of these critics’ descriptions of the “central consciousness/intelligence” is that it is a Jamesian technique, used to bestow upon a character all of the “knowledge,” both moral and otherwise, of the novel’s world. Maisie is constructed as such so that James can use her, exclusively, to convey information to readers about the novel’s moral and social climate. As Maisie’s consciousness develops, the type of knowledge she is able to relay becomes more complex, yet her role as central center of intelligence never changes. Through Maisie, we learn about all of the other characters in the novel; through Maisie, we learn about British society; through Maisie we are given a marker by which to calibrate the moral landscape of the novel. 
	So where does the problem emerge? Already the notion of sacrifice has been raised by multiple critics. To reiterate, Heller speaks of Maisie’s “moment of growth in childhood” as “the cue for ending, exile, and silence.” Britzolakis describes Maisie’s conception of her own morality as “a defining moment of loss” as well as “a ritualized, sacrificial act of interpellation.” Teahan writes of Maisie’s “ultimate scapegoating,” and notes how the “death of her childhood,” described in James’ Preface, is a facet of the aforementioned “central intelligence, which both brings Maisie into being and sacrifices her.” There are evidently opposing elements at play in the interpretation of Maisie’s “development.” While the positive factors, on one end of the spectrum, are that of growth and development, as Maisie comes into her own, and becomes the novel’s mature center of consciousness, the other forces, those of loss and sacrifice, are equally powerful. In fact, the sacrificial nature of Maisie’s loss of childhood, for the sake of becoming James’ central intelligence, eclipses the beneficial themes of growth and maturation usually associated with coming-of-age stories. 
	Maisie, herself, perceives this profound loss. At the moment of the discovery of her “moral sense,” on the beach with Mrs. Wix, the chapter ends with Maisie “bursting into sobs.”[footnoteRef:58] Later, when Maisie is making her decision about which guardian to live with, Mrs. Wix is questioning her about the supposed “loss” of her moral sense. She asks, “have you lost it again?” to which Maisie “lamely” replies, “I feel as if I had lost everything.”[footnoteRef:59] In fact, aside from the attainment of a developed moral sense, Maisie, on the level of plot, has lost everything. She has lost her biological parents. She has lost her beloved Sir Claude. She has lost her stepmother and once governess Mrs. Beale. From a narrative point of view as well, Maisie has lost her “ending.” The child sets out to catch a boat out of the country, “exiled” with Mrs. Wix, who has no real material means of providing for her. Maisie’s ending is abrupt and uncertain, pervaded by “loss.”  [58:  (James 171.)]  [59:  (Ibid. 218.)] 

But what, precisely has been lost? In fact, Maisie, herself, has been lost as a “character,” sacrificed for the sake of her more important, more abstract role of “center of consciousness.” Maisie the character has been silenced, exiled, sacrificed. Maisie the moral agent of the novel has prevailed, for “immorality,” in the form of Maisie living with the sinful coupling of her stepparents, has not been indulged. At this point, Maisie the character, is merely sloughed off; an inconvenience to James’ greater purpose, which by the end of the novel, has been served. 
 Cameron argues that the ultimate “power” of the consciousness, including its ability to eclipse all else within the narrative framework, can be seen as James’ “signature.” She writes of the consciousness within a different Jamesian work: “[it] tells the story of consciousness empowered as a subject outside of psychological confines: able to have life, to be embodied, divorced from the strictures of situation and character, made sufficiently independent of these.”[footnoteRef:60] It is this “extraction of consciousness from character or event,” Cameron continues, which can be understood as uniquely Jamesian. Though Cameron is not writing specifically about Maisie, her interpretation of this separate work by James can be applied to the novel. The consciousness, as Cameron writes, is an “empowered subject,” “divorced from the strictures of situation and character.” One might even consider the consciousness as its own “character” within the novel, though not a character which can be classified within normative narrative structures. In the unique case of Maisie, it is not merely a separate, unaffiliated consciousness, but Maisie’s own consciousness which emerges as the most important player in the novel. Maisie Farange, as character, exists for the sake of her consciousness, which forms the centerpiece of the novel and which, eventually, exists independently of Maisie Farange, as character.  [60:  (Cameron 2.)] 

Cameron additionally talks about the “power” of consciousness to “dominate objects.”[footnoteRef:61] I would extend this assertion to include the power of consciousness to dominate “characters,” as is the case in Maisie. At the end of the novel, it is not Maisie, but rather, her “consciousness” which has triumphed, leaving Maisie’s character as a casualty.  [61:  (Ibid. 7.)] 

So what does this mean about James as an author? The answer is complicated, though one cannot help but notice how James’ actions, at least within the realm of What Maisie Knew implicate him in a type of highly selfish literary violence. In order to fully unpack this statement, we must return to James’ overall purpose in writing the novel, for the violence he perpetrates against character is a consequence, not a goal. 
Britzolakis, as explored earlier in the argument, claimed that in writing Maisie, James perceived “a crisis of cultural authority” in the form of “a decline in the moral and social capital of the ruling class.” This “crisis” is the guiding force of the novel, conceived of even before Maisie’s central consciousness. In fact, Maisie’s consciousness was capitalized upon to serve the function of highlighting the social and moral inequities which James perceived in late 19th century London. Maisie’s parents, as well as the majority of the adults who surround her – with the exception of Mrs. Wix, the figure upon whom Maisie ultimately stakes her salvation – are part of the upper class. Each of these figures, from Ida Farange, to Beale Farange, to the “Farange’s circle of friends,” to Beale Farange’s American mistress, are materialistic, unreliable, and narcissistic to the core. Not one of these figures – again, with the exception of Mrs. Wix – knows how to care for a child. None show any genuine interest in Maisie, who is at first the shinning beacon of uncorrupted innocence, though their involvement with the child might have “restored” themselves in James’ eyes. If we take, as James does, the adults in Maisie’s world to represent the British upper class, we perceive, just as James did, a pervasive moral and social depravity. 
As readers, we stumble perilously through this immoral, even bordering on amoral, world alongside Maisie; a world in which no one acts “as they should,” and there is not a generous or moral soul to be found. Through Maisie’s eventual development into center of moral consciousness, we come to understand what is “right” and “moral” – Maisie choosing to live with Mrs. Wix – and what is “immoral” – most everyone and everything else in the novel. What Maisie knows is that the adults surrounding her are immoral, and what we know, through James’ manipulations, is that 19th century British society is, too. This realization is the ultimate goal of the novel, and Maisie is the only agent capable of achieving it. 
Paradoxically, the carrying out of this goal is what leads to Maisie’s destruction as a character. The message of social corruption is conveyed; the center of knowledge and morality established. But the character Maisie Beale is lost in the process. Her moment of revelation – her coming to as a knowing agent – is not celebrated, but immediately exploited for the sake of exposing the depraved British upper class. She makes the “moral” choice and turns her back on the immoral characters, but the choice she makes is by no means one which guarantees her financial security, safety, or general happiness. The novel, in its final moments, turns it back on the character Maisie, exiling her, both literally, as she boards the boat back to England, and figuratively. Maisie, as a character, is sacrificed for the sake of James’ greater goal: that of exposing the social and moral corruption of British society. 
This sacrifice raises the question: how much do authors actually owe their characters. Does James have a responsibility to Maisie, which he fails to fulfill? Is James’ sacrifice of Maisie ethically problematic, even on a strictly literary level? Perhaps. Perhaps Maisie Beale has been torn from her role as “character” and turned into vessel of consciousness and morality in as immoral a manner as the union between her stepparents, or the negligence of her parents. James’ culpability in sacrificing Maisie is an uncertain crime. What is certain is that Maisie, constructed first as female pseudo-orphan, freed from existing authorities, then as an undeveloped center of consciousness, then eventually, as immaterial moral consciousness and center of knowledge upon which the entire novel depends, is sacrificed on the level of character so that James may convey a larger social message. 
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