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At issue in The Heart of Midlothian is the view that law is merely an arbitrary expression of self-interest. More precisely, the issue is the dreadful consequences for human society that attend the unrestricted application of this view. For such a man as Scott, the history of the modern mind virtually pivoted on its display of an ever widening tolerance of the principle of self-interest. In The Heart of Midlothian this condition is expressed through a perva​sive disposition on the part of the characters to take the law into their own hands. Staunton and Wilson do it as smugglers, their smuggling being condoned as a defiance of the malt tax imposed by the English government in 1725. The thieves on the road do it, Porteous does it, the Edinburgh mob does it. There are more subtle instances. Saddletree does it through the very legalism he espouses. Staunton does it, at a more serious level than that of smuggler, through sophistical justifications of his criminal trans​actions. And Deans does it in his proud pursuit of doctrinal cer​tainty. All of these assertions of self over the law take place in a world whose legal codes are seen as necessarily imperfect. Effie’s calamity is the novel’s major illustration of the law’s gross imper​fection. Yet Scott is uncompromising in his conviction that the man who seduced Effie and the father who nearly disowned her are subversive of the social order in a way that imperfect law ad​ministered by imperfect judges is not.



The autocratic self-interestedness of the government is estab​lished in the events surrounding the Porteous riot. Scott devotes the remaining action of the novel to Jeanie and to the contrast between Deans, who finally withdraws from the isolating casuistry that is the form self-interest takes in him, and Staunton, whose solipsism becomes so extreme that Scott, with intense irony, depicts him as a self-negation. This contrast gains its full meaning in the context of Jeanie’s moral action. Her way of tak​ing the law into her own hands works out as a discovery of the roots of justice. Jeanie’s action is so decisive that the tragic realm in which she is ensnared ultimately gives way to its exact oppo​site, the Arcadian realm 0f Roseneath.



We may begin our discussion of these relationships with Deans. The critical moment for Deans is made clear to us, but passes by him unrecognized. After Effie’s arrest, Deans is trying to convince himself that it would be canonically possible for a true Cameronian’s daughter at least to appear at the trial to which Jeanie has been summoned by official subpoena. He is so torn by his doubts that when he hints of his potential approval of this step to Jeanie, he is incapable of coherent communication. Jeanie, to whom it never occurs that the subpoena could be re​sisted, quite naturally and quite inevitably assumes her father is suggesting to her the very thing that Staunton has already sug​gested, that she lie on her sister’s behalf. “‘Can this be?’ said Jeanie, as the door closed on her father—‘Can these be his words that I have heard, or has the Enemy taken his voice and features to give weight unto the counsel which causeth to perish?’” (HML, p. 218).



`Deans is a danger because his dialectic withers the delicate roots of common understanding. Just before he decides on his tremen​dously misdirected advice to Jeanie, he has been in conversation with Middleburgh, one of the magistrates 0f the city. Middleburgh, whose name stands for his character, is a considerate and benevolent man. He wishes to help Deans understand the protec​tions the law provides even for such as Effie. More important, he instinctively tries to reconcile Deans with his daughter, to cut be​neath Deans’s execrations and touch his humanity. In their con​versation, Deans takes great offense at what he believes is Middle-burgh’s dense incapacity to understand his religious position. “‘I am not a MacMillanite, or a Russelite, or a Hamiltonian, or a Harleyite or a Howdenite—I will be led by the nose by none—I take my name as a Christian from no vessel of clay. I have my own principles and practice to answer for, and am an humble pleader for the good auld cause in a legal way.’”


 “‘That is to say, Mr. Deans,’ said Middleburgh, ‘that you are a Deanite, and have opinions peculiar to yourself’” (HML, p. 211).


Deans is trapped by being a “Deanite.” The trap is exactly as he identifies it when he says he walks “‘the middle and straight path, as it were, on the ridge of a hill, where wind and water shears, avoiding right-hand snares and extremes, and left-hand way-slidings’” (HML, p. 211). He has described not the via media but the isolation of self. It is Scott’s view of the public rebel in his private life.



But Deans, through his sufferings as the father of Effie as well as through the example of Jeanie, learns compassion and toler​ance. His collapse in agony during the climactic moments of Ef​fie’s trial is a suffering greater than any political persecution he has endured. And when Effie for a second time abandons her fa​ther in favor of Staunton, Deans has no Calvinistic denunciations to make. He has only an anguished hope for her well-being, and a deep need to “let her pass, and be forgotten” (HML, p. 436). More important, Deans finds it possible at last to tolerate devia​tions from his doctrines. At Roseneath his tortuous reasonings are exercised primarily in order to accommodate himself to what is best for Jeanie. There is an openly comic tone to them. As Scott at one point remarks, “it would be somewhat cruel to inquire too nearly what weight paternal affection gave to these ingenious trains of reasonings”(HML, p. 445).

Deans, then, is the rebel for whom the compromises of com​munity eventually work. His life is a reflection of Scotland’s gradual movement toward tranquillity. But Staunton stands, as it were, in the future, doing the devil’s work under a new name.

Headstrong, determined in his own sure career,

He thought reproof unjust, and truth severe,

The soul’s disease was to its crisis come,

He first abused and then abjured his home;

And when he chose a vagabond to be,

He made his shame his glory, “I’ll be free!”




(George Crabbe, The Borough [Letter XII, 261-66], quoted by 


Scott in HML, p. 370)


The last line consummately renders the revolutionary as self-idolator. This is why Scott has Staunton end up as a macerated hypocrite, a dandy English baronet whose personal freedom is as fraudulent as the social mask he must always wear. Nothing betrays him so much as the shallow respectability he finally achieves.



Scott repeatedly uses the image of Satan to identify Staunton. The image occurs most importantly, perhaps, when he says to Jeanie: “‘Look at me. My head is not horned, my foot is not :loven, my hands are not garnished with talons. . . . Listen to me patiently, and you will find that, when you have heard my counsel, you may go to the seventh heaven with it in your pocket’” (HML, p. 349). Jeanie knows better. But the speech re​minds us of Jeanie’s earlier shock when she thought the devil himself might have spoken in the form of her father. The similar​ity of spirit in Deans and Staunton is defined by the image. Scott’s purpose, however, is to emphasize Staunton’s intrinsically greater appetite for the diabolic. For Staunton has just the modish charm and Rousseauistic flair that makes him much more danger​ous than a crabby Covenanter shouting political defiance at a conventicle.
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