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Law speaks definitively regarding the relations of people in its pursuit of bringing certainty out of chaos.  Literature acts as a mirror reflecting society’s perception of the law in a format accessible to all.  While law answers questions of truth and fairness, literature critiques weakness in the law, in particular, situations where law delivers not order but more chaos.  Nevertheless, the question remains what value the law can derive from literature.  In this paper, I detail the misuse of law by those charged with its care, as depicted in Dickens’ Bleak House, and outline possible solutions thereto.  In so doing, I focus on the contributions that literature can make in identifying weaknesses in law and proposing solutions thereto.

The Problem Addressed

Weakness in the field of law derives from a confluence of two propositions.  First, law, as subject matter, changes and has effect only through the interpretation and efforts of people representing a select subset of the overall populous (what I will hereinafter refer to as the “legal profession”).  Furthermore, the certainty that law delivers, the answers that it provides, are unavoidably tempered by these same individuals through which it must pass.   

In Bleak House, Dickens’ presents both propositions.  The novel reflects a world in which a man’s innocence is meaningless before the law without an attorney as his representative.  Without the requisite liaison between himself and the law, George’s friends know, as he may suspect,
 that he has little chance of saving himself when accused of murder.  Here, we find that a goal of law, simple justice, cannot stand without the crutch of an attorney.  

How is it that a segment of the population has come to occupy such a pivotal role? Law, as any profession, requires superior ability honed through rigorous training.  In Richard Carstone’s failure to master the law, we see that not all individuals have the capacity to join this select group.  Mastery of law requires singular dedication.  By flitting from medicine to law to the military, Richard reveals a lack of the perseverance necessary to become initiated into the legal profession.  Finally, access to the law represents a privilege born of opportunity.  It seems ironic that Jarndyce v. Jarndyce, which ultimately leads to his death, represents the source of Richard’s sole opportunity to study the law and his only possibility of joining the legal profession.
  Contrasted against Richard, Dickens provides us Mr. Gridley and Ms. Flite, both of whom have interests similarly bound up in the Court throughout the novel but whom never have the chance to take control of their judicial fate in a manner similar to Richard.  It seems that the exclusivity of the legal profession, some might say its “loftiness”,
 has made it rather impenetrable by the greater mass of people to whom the law applies.  

Dickens shows us the second proposition contributing to law’s weakness, the corruption of law through those charged with its maintenance, most vividly in the case of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce (the “Case”) and its attendant attorneys.  Here, law fails to provide any answer to the relevant issues when the process of law, under the manipulation of the legal profession, consumes the whole of the benefits at issue.  We hear throughout the novel the proposition repeated that the best solution to any legal dispute is to avoid the Court (of Chancery) and that the public views this “Monument of Chancery practice”
 as a complete mockery.  

One might ask how a body of people could come to corrupt the legal system they purport to serve.  Dickens presents the most obvious answer, in the form of Mr. Vholes, as simple self interest.    While mentioning that he “cannot afford to be selfish”, Vholes repeatedly indicates that the independence, good name, and support of his family motivate his professional endeavors.
  That is, Vholes’ interest in serving as a liaison between Carstone and the law rests, not on dutifully bringing the order of law to Carstone’s situation, but on a desire to further Vhole’s personal interests.   Even Bucket, the truest legal actor in the novel, feels the influence of self interest at some level, for example when, in arresting George, Bucket notes the possibility of a reward and that “it may as well be made by me as another man.”
  Certainly, some legal professionals will be more brazen in pursuing their personal ambitions than others, for example compare Mr. Vholes to Mr. Bucket.  However, even when we consider those individuals who hold the furtherance of law as their personal interest, we see that these individuals may pursue this interest to the detriment of the order creating function that the system of law purports to fill.  After all, it is Kenge who advocates the “greatness” of the system of law, 
 and it is Kenge who applies this same system of law to the detriment of John Jarndyce (and every other party) in the Case.  In this situation, we can say, at best, that Kenge’s affinity for law blinded him to the chaotic effect that law would ultimately render on his client’s interests.  At worst, Kenge manipulated the system to fatten his own pocket at the expense of John Jarndyce.  Either way, Dickens goes so far as saying that “the one great principle of [ ] law is to make business for itself,”
 presumably to serve self interests of the legal profession such as those held by the likes of Vholes and Kenge.
Another explanation for the legal profession’s corruption of the legal system arises from the profession’s inability to police itself.  On the one hand, we have simple naiveté in the form of Bucket, the most solid legal figure in the novel, who doesn’t fully recognize, and indeed participates in, the misguided aims of Tulkinghorn until it is too late to save Lady Deadlock.  On the other, Dickens gives us a legal profession that willingly partakes in the “free-for-all” generation of costs associated with the Case.  Vholes goes so far as to bribe Skimpole to gain access to this veritable orgy of legal fees.
  

Dickens frames the legal profession’s complicity in the corruption of law as society’s unwillingness to inflict (economic) harm on a group of individuals, presumably some subset of the legal profession, who have gained “respectability”.
  However, a better analysis might consider the union of the aforementioned self interest and the loftiness of the legal profession relative to the rest of society.  That is, the legal profession benefits from the chaos to which law applies, and no external force has the wherewithal to restrain the legal profession from the creation of chaos in which all but its most altruistic members, such as Bucket, otherwise freely engage.
  In effect, the unrestrained ability to “corrupt” law, i.e., using the law to generate more chaos rather than bringing order out of existing chaos, allows the legal profession to perpetuate itself and further its own self interests.

Who Cares?

The relevance of the problem addressed herein depends on the relative significance of law.  If one views law as insignificant, the weakness of law that I describe has even less import.  However, Dickens goes to great lengths to illustrate the consequence of law and, more importantly, the need to mitigate its corruption.   First, law, quite simply, is power.  Those who master the law control the lives of people around them.  Tulkinghorn uses his position as Sir Leicester’s attorney, not solely in the interest of Sir Leicester, but for the dual purpose of humbling Lady Deadlock.  Even more disturbing, Tulkinghorn, with a mere word,
 directs the force of law, embodied in the indubitable Mr. Bucket, in a manner intended to wholly deprive Gridley of his liberty.  While Gridley escapes the power of law through death, George, whom the reader knows to be innocent, does not when he is later arrested for the murder of Tulkinghorn on the mere suspicion of Mr. Bucket.
  With this contrast between Gridley and George, we see that the power of law, in this case the ability to incarcerate individual members of society, obeys both the corrupt and the uncorrupted, the misguided and the dutiful servant of law.
Second, access to the power of law is limited.  As mentioned above, the system of law depicted in Bleak House accords direct access to only select individuals who have had the opportunity to establish their superior abilities.  This dependence of society on legal intermediaries for access to the law facilitates chaos when, as Dickens illustrates and as noted in this paper, those intermediaries become corrupted by their own self interest.  When this situation occurs, the Lady Deadlocks of the world are left merely to hope that some untainted (or at least less tainted) legal professional may arrive in time to vindicate their interests.  For without a legal representative, and one that is at least as equally skilled as their legal opponent, members of society will often lose in a legal dispute, irrespective of the strength of the legal claims made.

Despite society’s reliance on intermediaries between itself and the law, legal power nevertheless remains subject to the capricious whims, abuses, and simple errors of non-professionals.
  When George declines Tulkinghorn’s invitation to produce a copy of Captain Hawdon’s handwriting, Grandfather Smallweed notes that he can apply pressure to obtain the desired writing by resorting to a debt that George owes Smallweed.
  Despite George’s understanding that the debt will be renewed, Smallweed later threatens to take action against George and the Bagnets, as guarantors, when the debt comes due.
  To be sure, Smallweed does not suggest an illegal act.  He merely proposes to enforce his legal right.  However, in so doing, Smallweed intends to use law to further a purpose outside the purview of the original indenture at issue.  That is, he means to use law in a manner beyond the order creating function otherwise embodied in the legally enforceable agreement between himself and Mr. George.  Indeed, the deal is sealed when George later leaves the desired handwriting sample with Tulkinghorn to save the Bagnets.
  Certainly, creation of chaos through law in this manner occurs only indirectly with the help of legal professionals, for example those who draft the contract and later apply to courts for the enforcement thereof.  In fact, one might go so far as arguing that this form of manipulation of law could not occur without the assistance of corrupted legal professionals such as Tulkinghorn.  However, consider whether purportedly uncorrupt legal professionals sometimes assist their clients without seeking full knowledge of relevant facts.  In so doing, these professionals attempt to avoid any question of impropriety, at least in their own mind, while “unknowingly” furthering the corruption of law by the general populace.
  Furthermore, consider whether clients sometimes might lie to gain legal assistance necessary to bring chaos inducing legal claims, such as that proposed by Grandfather Smallweed.  In this situation, an attorney may be truly uncorrupted and still further the corrupted aims of those otherwise lacking the ability / opportunity to join the legal profession.

Law is important because, rightly or wrongly, it purports to resolve all.  While disputes outside of law
 may be appealed to law, disputes within law have no such further appeal.  If Smallweed attempts to corrupt the practice of lending money by interpreting an agreement in an arbitrary manner, George may appeal to a supposedly independent legal arbiter to restore order in the money lending relationship.  However, once law becomes corrupted, George has no guarantee that the result afforded by the legal process will be less chaotic than before the dispute has been heard by that legal arbiter.  More importantly, George has no appeal beyond the resolution (and the associated rights or obligations) that the corruptible legal process ultimately provides.  Jarndyce v. Jarndyce presents this finality of law most vividly.  One may suppose that the Case had its origins in a simple dispute between heirs to an estate.  While the issue might have been resolved outside of law, the disputants took their claims to court.  Here, a corrupted process of law delivered, not an ordered solution to the dispute at issue, but the ultimate chaos of no decision at all.
  

The weakness of law touches all.  Dickens portrays this proposition through Tulkinghorn’s corrupted quest for power over Lady Deadlock and the fateful consequences thereof.  Seemingly secure in his position between his clients and the law, Tulkinghorn loses control over the forces he has set in motion and pays with his life. 
  Even those who have mastered the law cannot escape the chaos induced by its corruption.

Finally, people believe in law.  Irrespective of its source, from the Bible to Parliament, legal professionals, from priests to attorneys, sell law as bringing order out of the chaos that would otherwise reign in society.
  The general populous buys into the notion of law, by sacrificing personal autonomy to the limits law imposes, for any number of personal reasons, such as the fear of punishment that the legal system may deliver or a concern over the previously alluded to chaos that might otherwise ensue.  Whatever their motivations, people “toe the line” of law, even when law stacks the deck against them.  For example, Richard Carstone has a number of options in pursuing his claim on the Jarndyce property he believes to be rightfully his.  Creatively speaking (and setting aside practicalities), Richard might have poisoned the other parties to the suit such that he, and those with a similar interest,
 remained as the only living claimants to the property.  Alternatively, Richard might have simply moved into the property that he believed his claim to cover, just as Tom-all-Alone’s previously had been “seized upon . . . by some bold vagrants, who . . . took to letting [the houses therein] out in lodgings.”
  Of course, either of these options could occur only outside of the law.  By pursuing his interest in court, Richard accepted the rule of law.  Richard believed in the law as it applied to his interest, despite the fact that the manipulation of this same law, from time out of memory, had resulted in the very legal predicament from which Richard sought to escape.  Law has significance because people believe in the notion of law, even when the position / interest they pursue lies disfavored due to the manipulation of law by others.

The problem addressed herein has relevance due to the power wielded through law, the potential abuse by legal professionals and citizens alike, the inability to appeal to some other body regarding abusive uses of that power, and the reliance of society in general on the order creating function of law.  Importantly, Dickens does not propose that the law, as subject matter, is wrong, for we see little of the specific legal rules or arguments relevant to the legal issues present in Bleak House.  Nor does Dickens propose that law, as an order creating system, should be replaced.  Rather, we receive numerous actors as the villainous sources of the novel’s legal misery.  Dickens illustrates the problem in law as arising from i) the position that these individuals occupy between the law and society and ii) the “dust” that they “may scatter, on occasion, in the eyes of the laity.”
 

The Villains and Their Victims
As has already been alluded to, Bleak House presents many legal actors contributing to the corruption of law.  In Vholes, we find an attorney, manipulating the legal system to support a never seen family.  Tulkinghorn operates according to a formulaic professionalism driven by a quest for power that ultimately leads to the demise of both himself and Lady Deadlock.  Nevertheless, Mr. Kenge provides the most complete example of the corruption of law by the legal profession.   It is true that Kenge does not bear direct responsibility for the economic ruin and ultimate death of his client, as one might argue that Vholes does in respect of Carstone.  Nor does Kenge pursue the spouse of his client to her doom, as does Tulkinghorn with Lady Deadlock.  However, Kenge has a hand in the demise of Richard, as Kenge arranged for the various appointments that lead Richard from medicine, to law, to the military.  Concededly, Kenge’s involvement seems to be at the direction of John Jarndyce, whose intentions remain obscure throughout the novel.  One might argue that Kenge bears no responsibility for Richard’s subsequent fate without some evidence of an evil motive in facilitating Richard’s appointments.
  However, Kenge’s culpability grows not out of the service he provides to his client, but the lack of professionalism in granting Richard a legal apprenticeship in Kenge’s office.  Here, Kenge allows Richard to wallow in complexities of the Case that Kenge undoubtedly had a direct hand in creating. Furthermore, Kenge created and maintained in this arrangement a clear conflict of interest between the interests of his client, John Jarndyce, and Richard.
  One might suppose that had Richard received even a modicum of help from a legal professional who believed in the “system” as much as Kenge purports to, 
 Richard could have fared better than losing his life to the Case.

In any event, the Case itself provides the most vivid illustration of the corruption of law by the legal profession and Mr. Kenge, in particular.  When costs consume the entire benefits, we see the culmination, the ultimate “pay off” as it were, of law making business for itself.  Of all the lawyers we receive in the novel, Kenge pulls this off most artfully in that he apparently retains the source of his employment, John Jarndyce, as a client and source of future revenues.
  Where Vholes fails in his bid to use his position between client and law to further himself (because he loses a source of future business when Richard dies), Kenge succeeds in this corruption by seeming to know the extent to which he can abuse his client’s interests for personal gain.  Even compared to Tulkinghorn, we see Kenge as more corrupt.  While Tulkinghorn’s need for power over Lady Deadlock ultimately leads to her death, Tulkinghorn at least rationalizes his actions as being in the best interest of his client, Sir Leicester, and the Deadlock name.  Never do we see Kenge even suggest that John Jarndyce might maximize his interest in the Case by seeking a settlement thereto (or any other alternative besides allowing the associated costs to wholly consume the benefits therein).
  In short, Kenge is the leech that sucks just enough blood from his host to guarantee the survival of both himself and his client.  Kenge’s success where other attorneys fail results in the corruption of law by the legal profession not only today but ensures that such corruption will continue tomorrow.

Against the legal profession, Dickens contrasts an innocent society that suffers from the corruption of law.  Tulkinghorn’s corruption
 inflicts first despair and death on Lady Deadlock and then misery on Sir Leicester at the loss of his beloved wife.  Simply to further what he understands to be the aims of the law, Snagsby becomes embroiled in Tulkinghorn’s misguided actions and subsequently bears the suspicions of his wife throughout the novel.  Despite evidence of having the better position in the Case, Richard and Ada ultimately receive nothing and both lose again when Richard dies.  

Given the power of law and the suffering that the legal profession may sew through the corruption thereof, the problem addressed herein warrants a solution.  One might suppose that existing institutions could rein in the legal profession while vindicating the interests purportedly served by law (what I will hereinafter refer to as “society at large”).  However, nowhere in Bleak House do we see institutional actors acting or able to curb abuses by the legal profession.  Given the loftiness and finality of law, where do mere mortal members of society turn for a solution?  Dickens again shows us the answer, this time in the form of Bleak House, the novel.  When we step back from the machinations within the story, we see Dickens making a sort of “supra-legal” appeal to society, itself, regarding the corruption of law.  This idea of course raises the question of what role literature can play in our legal system.

Literature’s Role in Law

Law pursues order through consistency.  Literature, on the other hand, provides a flexible narrative where an author remains free to present any side of any issue at any time.  More importantly, literature allows all to speak on behalf of their own cause.  In this manner, literature identifies manifestations of law’s weakness and suggests solutions thereto.

Literature supplies thick description to law’s weakness.  Thinly speaking, Richard Carstone represents the utter inaccessibility of the law to the non-legal professional.  In presenting this point, however, Dickens creates an individual literally sacrificing his life, and dragging those he cares about down with him, for supposed benefits tied up in a legal dispute.  Despite unyielding passion for his cause, Richard ultimately succumbs, both to the need for a fully trained legal professional as his representative, Mr. Vholes, and to the toll that his unguided pursuit of that answer has taken on his life.  With this presentation, Dickens gives substance to the distance between average citizens and the law.  More importantly, literature allows Dickens, someone outside the legal profession and presumably with little direct recourse to law, to make his appeal in a manner accessible to all.

Law, as an imperial notion, seeks the enforcement of inflexible norms through established institutions.  Paideic in nature, literature promotes growth by addressing issues that the law ignores or otherwise cannot address.  In viewing the machinations of law through Chancery, Esther considers that it goes about its business “as if nobody had ever heard that all over England the name in which they were assembled was a bitter jest . . . held in universal horror, contempt, and indignation.”
  Ada remarks, in an innocently cynical manner, at the strangeness that an honest judge in real earnest has not found the “right” that must exist in the Case.
  Noting that the Lord Chancellor simply administers the law while solicitors like Tulkinghorn abuse it, Gridley concludes “it’s the system”.
  That is, a system unable, or at least with no apparent incentive, to identify its shortcomings readily reflected throughout Dickens’ novel.   Through literature, authors such as Dickens pose these concerns as a challenge to a rigid legal system by reflecting the corrupted preferences of those charged with its maintenance and change. 
   

Legal experts, like Posner and Fish, propose competing theories regarding the contribution of literary technique to their understanding of the law.  However, these sermons overlook literature’s simpler role as a means of communication open to all and its contribution to the identification of problems and solutions in our system of law.

Possible Solutions to the Problem Addressed

Accepting that the weakness of law derives from the dependence of law on unavoidably self interested individuals, what are the solutions that literature suggests?  In Bleak House, Dickens alludes to three possible “fixes” to the corruption of law.  One may simply avoid the entanglements of law.  The legal profession might operate to regulate itself and curb its abusive ways.  Finally, society can act to protect itself.  While the first of these possibilities is unacceptable, Dickens portrays self regulation by the legal profession, in the form of duty bound professionals such as Mr. Bucket, as an appealing solution.  However, readers of Bleak House see that such regulation cannot save all victims from the corruption of law.  As such, we must conclude that the responsibility for reigning in the legal profession rests with those who have the least access to law but perhaps the most to gain from its uncorrupted application, society in general.
Avoid the Law

“Suffer any wrong that can be done you rather than come here [to the Court of Chancery]!”
  Illustrating this point, Dickens contrasts Tom Jarndyce and Richard Carstone with John Jarndyce. Tom’s involvement in the Case drove him to suicide, and we see Richard likewise driven to his death.  Yet John, with similar financial interests in the Case, survives.  Richard sees John as the font of his legal misery.  However, Richard’s view seems superficial given that the Case originated long before any of the present participants came into being.
  Rather, Dickens presents John as the most obvious solution to the problems arising from the weakness of law.  John survives because he seemingly abandons his interests to the “care” of his attorney Kenge.  Even when the will that might entirely resolve the Case comes to his possession, John refuses to read it and (apparently) delivers it away as speedily as possible.
  Furthermore, we note that Ada similarly survives by following the same path as John and ignoring her interests in the Case.  With the demise of Richard, who we ultimately learn has the better legal argument,
 Dickens proposes avoidance of the law as the simplest solution to law’s weakness.  Those who become caught in the web of law (or its agents), such as Richard, perish.  Those who avoid such entanglements, John and Ada, survive. 

Clear in its direction, the proposition of avoiding the law provides the reader with little satisfaction.  Consider that many do not seek the law but are rather ensnared by it.  Gridley faces incarceration and escapes only through death.
  George is arrested for the murder of Tulkinghorn.  Fortunately, Dickens provides a more promising solution to law’s weakness in the form of Mr. Bucket, a legal intermediary aware of the risks and responsibilities of his position who has the will to exercise self restraint in bringing the power of the law to bear.

Self Restraint and the Legal Profession

One cannot detach the execution of law from its human agents.  As such, these individuals bear a responsibility, bordering on the divine,
 to fulfill their positions free of corruption.  In Mr. Bucket, Dickens presents the ideal liaison between law and society.  We understand this proposition from the fact that only through Bucket do we receive real solutions.  While Tulkinghorn manipulates Lady Deadlock for the purported benefit of Sir Leicester, Bucket simply discloses her hidden past and finds from Sir Leicester that he views that past as less relevant.  It is Bucket who discovers the true murderer of Tulkinghorn, freeing George from prison and the reader from concern as to Lady Deadlock’s culpability.


Dickens goes further, portraying how the legal profession might operate successfully as the liaison between law and society.  Rather than using the law for his own ends, a sense of duty to the law
 and dedication to society
 motivate Bucket in his endeavors.
  From the servant Mercury to Sir Leicester to the Bagnets, Bucket effectively connects with people at all levels of society.  Bucket realizes the importance of his position and the benefit that might derive therefrom but accepts that “worldly goods are divided unequally, and man must not repine.”
  Bucket controls the levers of legal power but respects his responsibility to do so for the benefit of society rather than his own self interests.
Unfortunately, duty fails in its bid to inspire self restraint in the legal profession.  First, duty is a relative notion within the advocacy role occupied by legal professionals.  One may be dutiful and yet contribute to the corruption of law.  On the day that the Case succumbed to costs, the court was undoubtedly filled to capacity, as it had been from time out of memory, with lawyers dutifully representing their clients’ interests in Jarndyce v. Jarndyce.  Of course, one might suggest that such a result occurs only where duty has been misplaced and that another duty, for example a duty to law itself or society at large, might mitigate the weakness of law.  However, neither the law nor society pays the bills.  At some level, attorneys are simply people with needs, of which Vholes merely represents a more grotesque example.  This paper does not suggest that the legal profession should operate as an altruistic servant of society to the law.  Quite the contrary, the legal profession cannot help but be driven by personal wants and needs, be they power, family, or an affinity for the sheer “greatness” of law itself.  As such, duty to self, at some point, will always trump duty to client, duty to society, or duty to law.

Second, the inclination of the legal profession to exercise self restraint, be it through duty or some other form, remains suspect.  Certainly, the legal profession purports to limit membership to those individuals of a particular character.  However, once admittance is gained, few mechanisms exist to curb abuses of the benefits that membership in the profession provides, namely the right to influence the application of law.  Even those mechanisms for curbing professional abuses that might be thought to exist are rarely applied in practice.  For example, no where in Bleak House does the reader hear of the possibility of expulsion from the legal profession, despite the rampant corruption described throughout the novel.  Indeed, those professionals apparently most interested in promoting the system of law, such as Mr. Kenge, actively protect even the most vile of legal actors such as Mr. Vholes.  The reader must assume that the courts are either naïve to the corruption occurring before them or complicit therein.
  Either way, the reader of Bleak House understands that the legal profession is not capable of restraining itself.
One will note that Dickens imbibes his characters with positive qualities.  Both Guppy and Bucket (eventually) compassionately attempt to assist Lady Deadlock improve her dangerous position between Tulkinghorn and her undisclosed past.  Though eventually proven to be wrong, Tulkinghorn purports to dutifully operate in his client’s interests.    Kenge trumpets the wonderfulness of the legal system.  Vholes recognizes Carstone’s fixation on the Case and appeals to John and Esther for help.
  However, none of these positive qualities is sufficient to mitigate the corruption of law.  Lady Deadlock dies.  Sir Leicester suffers at her death.  John Jarndyce loses whatever interest he had in the Case.  Richard Carstone dies, as well.  Even taken at their best, one sees that the legal profession has not the capacity to save either itself or society in general from the corruption in spreads.
What then can be done?  Assuming that the status quo is not acceptable and one accepts the inherent lack of self restraint of the legal profession, society must help itself.
Law and the Non-lawyer
Dickens seems suspicious of society’s ability to exercise any real restraint over the legal profession.  He speaks of the “ladies and gentlemen of newest fashion, who have set up a Dandyism” and who engage in “dandy talk about the Vulgar wanting faith in things in general”.
    Here, Dickens notes the ability of people to make large matters out of trivial issues while ignoring the larger problems of the society in which they operate.  That is, while people might speak confidently of reform, they ignore the root problems of chaos, such as the corruption of law, that makes such reform necessary in the first place.
Furthermore, in Richard’s failure, we see that law is no place for the non-non-lawyer.  However, Richard’s failure arises not from his position as an ordinary citizen trying to manipulate the levers of legal power but from his efforts at dealing with the corruption of law through established legal mechanisms.  Richard opposed not merely another Jarndyce in regards to a disputed will.  Richard confronted the entire legal establishment, which had devoted its efforts from time out of memory to prolonging the case.  Rather than a broad inability to reform law, one should see Richard’s lack of success as merely Dicken’s suggestion that legal reform can not occur through the legal process.
As suggested above, Dickens, in writing Bleak House, uses literature to spotlight the importance of law and the vices that occur therein.  In this sense, Bleak House represents a challenge to the members of society to better understand the law that governs their lives.  With such knowledge, George will realize the futility of facing legal hurdles without adequate representation.  John Jarndyce might know to question those who place the magnificence of law above his own interests.  Sir Leicester may better understand the need to communicate to his attorney what those interests really are.  Even Tulkinghorn, the seemingly omnipotent legal professional, should see that he may not escape the corruption of law.  By using literature to put law and the legal profession in a context accessible to all, Dickens transforms the weakness of law into a strength of society.  For, once society understands that self interest of the legal profession weakens law, individuals who need legal services can adjust their behavior accordingly.  John will replace an attorney who fails to preserve his interests.  Bucket will be wary of the manipulations of Tulkinhorn-esque legal actors.  Richard will have legal representation long before an attorney like Vholes can bribe their way into a position as his advocate.  In turn, a “market” system of restraint may develop such that those legal actors who are corrupt, or at least blatantly corrupt, could find themselves without employ and be forced to reform their vile ways or leave the profession.
Closing
In writing this paper, I have wondered what Dickens would think about the process of law in our modern society.  While Bleak House clearly highlights the darkest corners of the legal profession, it seems that there has been little institutional reform that would otherwise protect modern society from the abuses rampant throughout Dickens novel.  I find it hard to believe that one could argue that modern society in general is better behaved such that those called to the legal profession will be less inclined to abuse their privileged positions than attorneys of Dickens’ day.  At the same time, Dickens might note the significance of law in our society and the rights it provides to otherwise powerless people.  He would undoubtedly see the important role that the legal profession has come to play in giving these people a voice and the ability to define and defend their rights.  Finally, he would know that the legal value of literature continues to be its ability to describe law and highlight the corruption thereof, in a form accessible to all.  









� 	George notes to John Jarndyce, “If they can’t make me innocent out of the whole truth, they are not likely to do it out of anything less, or anything else.  And if they are, it’s worth nothing to me.”  Dickens, Bleak House, 622.


�  It is through John Jarndyce’s guardianship, appointed by the Court of Chancery during the Case (implied from Kenge’s conversation with the Lord Chancellor, Dickens, 32), and connection to the attorney Kenge that Richard obtains his legal apprenticeship.


�  “Self importance” also leaps to mind.  However, “loftiness” is a better description as I do not challenge the notion that law is important.  “Loftiness” might be thought of as the legal profession’s disproportionate recognition  of such importance (relative to, and at the expense of, the rest of society), rather than a recognition of importance that does not in fact exist.


� 	Dickens, 759.


� 	Dickens, 471 (Ch. 37 – Jarndyce & Jarndyce), 485 (Ch. 39 – Attorney & Client), 720 (Ch. 60 – Perspective).


�  Dickens, 598.


�  Kenge, speaking to John Jarndyce,  “.  .  . this is a great system . . . And would you wish a great country to have a little system?” Dickens, 741.


� 	Dickens, 482.


� 	Dickens, 469.


� Dickens, 483-484.


�  To the notion that democratic society provides institutions, for example Parliament, to counter balance the role of the legal profession, one has only to note that recourse to such institutions depends on rights recognized in law and democratic society’s dependence on the legal profession to defend those rights.


� Actually, several words in the form of a warrant.  Dickens, 199.


� Dickens, 597.


�  Reference George’s imprisonment and innocence discussed above.  Supra, ftnt 1 and related text.


�  Harper Lee illustrates the point in To Kill a Mockingbird where  the corruption of law arises through a jury comprised of citizens not ready to move beyond historic prejudices, despite the purported efforts of Atticus Finch and Judge Taylor to promote justice.  In Billy Budd, Melville gives us law as an isolated ship at sea on which justice applies equally to all, even to the angelic, and yet whose message to the masses is corrupted when the subsequent newspaper account (Melville, Billy Budd, 130) completely confuses the corrupt background of Claggert with that of the angelic Billy.


� Smallweed notes to Tulkinghorn, “I have [George] periodically in a vice.  I’ll twist him.  I’ll screw him, sir.  If he won’t do it with good grace, I’ll make him do it with a bad one.”  Dickens, 340.


� Dickens, 417.


� Dickens, 428.


� Concededly, one could argue that such a professional is still corrupt in their failure to take full account of the facts.  [Author’s note – I attended a March 2002 conference on “Truth in the Law” where one speaker actually suggested that it was possible to “know” a certain fact but to not “know that you know” that same fact.  I understood this to mean that a legal professional might know a fact to be true and yet recognize  that the legal system (perhaps after manipulation by that same legal professional) could view that fact as having a different legal consequence than the legal actor believes it should have.]


� For example, as to the conduct required by some set of standards outside of the legal profession.


� Thereby penalizing the disputants and their descendants, for taking their complaint to law in the first place.


� We find another illustration in Bolt’s A Man for All Seasons which shows how even the most eminent of legal professionals may fall victim to the weakness of law.  Bolt presents Thomas More as an idyllic lawyer who has no price, indeed “the person of the greatest virtue [Great Britain] ever produced.”  Bolt, A Man for All Seasons, page before the Preface (quoting Samuel Johnson).  Nevertheless, the law, administered by the Duke with the influence of Cromwell and the need for an heir to the King, requires More, having abandoned his position as Lord Chancellor, to forfeit his life for the sake of his private conscience.  While More has committed no crime before the law, the law sentences him to death as a result of its reliance on corrupted individuals.  


� My point is that law comes in many guises, one of which is religion.  Irrespective of its source, be it the people, the monarch, or God, law remains subject to the weakness described in this paper because it always depends on the interpretation of corruptible intermediaries.  Given the problems which Dickens highlights regarding the corruption of law, one might wonder at what solution Dickens would suggest.  While this question is addressed later in this paper, Dickens clearly does not propose religion as an alternative to the legal system at work in Bleak House.  I note that he uses the word “religion”, or a derivative thereof, only six times in the novel and never in a manner suggesting a real alternative to the rules perverting the lives of his characters.


� e.g., Ada Clare.


� Dickens, 197.  While Dickens mentions at page 198 that the case of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce includes Tom-all-Alone’s, the reader never learns whether Richard’s claim in the case or under the subsequently discovered will cover this specific piece of property.


� Dickens, 273.


� Or at least Kenge’s knowledge of an evil intent on the part of John Jarndyce.


� Ironically, Vholes, of all people, points out this conflict to Richard. Dickens, 487.


� Supra, ftnt 7.


� For example, an uncorrupted Mr. Kenge might have seen that Richard was appointed to an attorney truly interested in bringing order to Richard’s affairs, rather than pursuing a course of action which ultimately allows Richard to fall into the clutches of the rapacious Mr. Vholes.


� Or, if one believes that an affinity for the “greatness” of the system is the self interest driving him, Kenge retains a client that will presumably allow him to demonstrate the system’s “impressiveness” in future cases. 


� Additionally, one can feel a sense of rough justice in that Tulkinghorn’s corrupted actions lead to his own demise.  However, no such justice arises respecting Mr. Kenge who seemingly escapes unscathed from the corruption of the Case.


� Corrupted in two ways.  First, Tulkinghorn’s anticipated disclosure of Lady Deadlock’s past serves his personal interest in humbling Lady Deadlock at least as much as protecting the Deadlock name.  Second, Tulkinghorn’s preoccupation with “defeating” Lady Deadlock has caused him to miss the fact that Sir Leicester does not care about Lady Deadlock’s past.  Beyond simple self interest, Tulkinghorn does not act in the best interests of his client because he does not in fact know what those interests are (i.e., preserving the station of Lady Deadlock).


�  Dickens, 307


�  Dickens, 56


�  Dickens, 193 (commiserating with John Jarndyce regarding their involvement with Chancery).


�  Similarly, consider Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird which focuses on a legal system biased by racism.  Tom Robinson’s choice to attempt escape rather than pursuing his legal appeal reflects the impossibility of finding justice in a legal system created and controlled by people hostile to one’s skin color.  Lingering in the background remains the possibility of an even greater injustice.  Perhaps, the legal / penal system responsible for Tom’s incarceration simply murdered him for his crime and manufactured the story of his escape.  We only get the facts as Atticus apparently learned of them second hand and the reader learns from Scout fourth hand.


� Dickens, 7.


� See Dickens’ description of the Case’s history at page 8.  “Innumerable children have been born into the cause; innumerable young people have married into it; innumerable old people have died out of it.”


� One might wonder at the source of John’s apparent prosperity, for example his unending generosity and the fact that Bleak House seems to be free and clear of any claims in the Case.  However, John has already lived a long life, one which the reader might presume he spent pursuing more prosperous endeavors than Richard has undertaken.  


� Mr. Kenge so indicates to John Jarndyce.  Dickens, 740.


� While the immediate cause of the law’s search for Gridley may be uncorrupted due to Gridley’s apparent threats to others, Gridley makes those threats in frustration at being caught in the clutches of a corrupted legal action pending in Chancery.


� An analogy might be made to the Pope’s position as being the one person in the Catholic religion with the capability and responsibility of speaking directly with God on behalf of humankind.


� Mr. Bucket notes his duty while arresting both Giridley (Dickens, 312) and George (Dickens, 597).


� Bucket, as he attempts to arrest Gridley, goes so far as allowing that Gridley might “drop into him” if it will help Gridley stave off death. Dickens, 315


� We see similar idyllic characters, aware of their authority yet understanding their duty to society, in other literary works.  In the Euminides, Athena hints that she could deal with the Erinyes through force but chooses to persuade them to accept her decision favoring Orestes.  Justice does not arise simply by merely being right before the law.  Rather, justice requires consensual understanding by the society to which the law applies.  In To Kill a Mockingbird, Atticus Finch takes a hopeless case, despite not being required to do so, out of duty to his position in society and his family.


� Dickens, 594.


� Given the lack of attention which Dickens bestows on the courts, one might wonder whether Dickens viewed judges as being beyond the legal profession.  Are they part of the problem or do they occupy a position similar to the law itself, in that they are helpless but to rule on whatever the legal profession drags before them. Perhaps, they have become simply defacto proxies for the law in the eyes of individuals such as Dickens.  In any event, they appear not to be part of the solutions which Dickens suggests.


� Although, one might ascribe Vhole’s concern more to a simple fear of not being paid than to Richard’s health.


� Dickens, 144.
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