Kathryn Sutherland’s ‘inaccurate and misleading’ attack on my book.

Two weeks before the publication of my book Jane’s Fame: How Jane Austen Conquered the World in April 2009, Professor Kathryn Sutherland launched an utterly unscrupulous attack on me in the hope of spoiling its reception. Through an unnamed third party, personally known to an Observer journalist, she approached the paper with a set of elaborately false and foggy allegations, implying, but craftily not actually saying, that I had stolen her scholarship on Jane Austen. 
        Sutherland’s intention was purely malicious; she had been harbouring a grudge against me ever since I told her, in 2006, that I wanted to write a book about the history of Jane Austen’s fame.  Our relations had been friendly, even warm, up to that point, but to my great surprise, she told me then that  I ‘couldn’t’ work on the subject I proposed, as she wanted to write something similar herself, a follow-up to her study of the editing of Austen’s texts, Jane Austen’s Textual Lives (OUP, 2005).  When I pointed out that there was nothing to stop both of us writing reception histories of Austen (there are plenty of others, and no one could confuse her style of writing with mine; she’s an academic, I’m a freelance writer) – she was not mollified, and cut me off in dudgeon. It was a puzzlingly violent reaction, but I resigned myself to being snubbed or cursed at when we met subsequently (we last spoke in 2006; her language was colourful). I now see that Sutherland had decided well in advance that I was somehow muscling in on ‘her’ territory and resented it deeply.
             It was disturbing, though, three years later, to find this aggravated woman accusing me of ‘theft’ to a Sunday newspaper, and the paper giving it credence. When the Observer got in touch with me via my publisher on 13 March 2009, I asked them to clarify what theft Prof Sutherland was complaining about, as I had been scrupulous in Jane’s Fame in recording all my sources and debts in the notes, bibliography and acknowledgements  – all of which featured Sutherland where appropriate.  As my book was not yet available to the public at that date, I presumed that Sutherland was reviewing it somewhere and wondered why she didn’t air her gripes against its scholarship, if she had any, in the usual way in print, with the usual necessity of explication and defence of any arguments. Had she even read the book? 
            Instead of an answer from Sutherland or the Observer, the paper went ahead and within twenty four hours printed the following article. They must have had it ready before they phoned my publisher on the Friday afternoon, as the journalist (the friend of Sutherland’s publicist, it will be remembered) later said to the Press Complaints Commission that her deadline was noon on Saturday 14th, also that she went through the text with Sutherland and with a lawyer on the morning of that day:           

      
Jane Austen scholars clash in textbook research row
1. Vanessa Thorpe, arts and media correspondent 
1. The Observer, Saturday 14 March 2009 
1. Article history 
Jane Austen's stories tell of the passion and despair that lurk behind the niceties of civilised, drawing-room behaviour. In the author's major novels, from Sense and Sensibility to Persuasion, moral judgments often hang on a question of courtesy. This weekend an unseemly literary row has broken out between two Jane Austen experts and former friends which centres on just such a question. Who has behaved well? And who will emerge as the heroine?
Oxford academic and Austen authority Professor Kathryn Sutherland is claiming that a new book by award-winning biographer Claire Harman has copied her own radical ideas about the novelist, pulled together over 10 years of research and published by her in 2005.
"I have never accused anyone of using my material before," said Sutherland this weekend, "but it feels a bit like identity theft. Claire has been very canny and she writes very well, but I am finding that I cannot write about my own research because people tell me it is too similar to the key arguments in Claire's book."
Harman's biographical analysis, Jane's Fame: How Jane Austen Conquered the World, is due out next month and has been eagerly awaited by scholars and critics. It has been billed as a completely new take on Austen, charting the posthumous spinning of the writer's reputation and how the legacy has been fought over by her family and literary critics until finally being accepted into the canon of classic British literature then repackaged as popular, modern entertainment.
Pre-publicity for the book says that Harman, whose recent biography of the novelist Fanny Burney was shortlisted for the Whitbread Prize, will trace the growth of Austen's fame. It is, they say, "the first book about Jane Austen to dissect the industry around her; it is a completely original approach to one of Britain's most enduring popular novelists". Harman's new book, the publishers add, is to examine the changing status of Austen's work and what it has been made to stand for in English culture.
According to Sutherland, the two former friends met in her home shortly after the publication of her own book, Jane Austen's Textual Lives, from Aeschylus to Bollywood, in 2005. She says she let Harman read the book and was distressed to learn later that her friend was working on a popular version of its theories. The two have not spoken since. "There are plenty of things in [the book] that are new to me, but several sections are terribly close to my work," she said. "It's a question of basic courtesy."
Nick Davies, Harman's editor at publisher Canongate, is not prepared to accept any large debt to the professor's book and points out that it is listed among the acknowledgments. "Until we receive something on paper from Kathryn Sutherland, detailing where she thinks her ideas have been reproduced, neither I nor Claire can really say any more," he added.
Sutherland says she decided to speak now because of the importance of protecting academic ideas and because her own work is now being affected by the publicity surrounding Harman's book.
When her textual study came out four years ago, it was greeted as "powerful and ground-breaking" by the Times Literary Supplement, while the Jane Austen Society wrote: "Professor Sutherland's achievement is not only in commanding such an extensive and varied field, but doing so in such fascinating detail." Her book looked at the way Austen's novels have been processed and altered, first, by her immediate family and editors, then by each subsequent generation.
Sutherland uncovered evidence that the punctuation inserted on Austen's manuscripts shows how she was turned into a more acceptable and organised kind of creative genius. Her novels serve today as the basis of lavish costume dramas and Bollywood screenplays.
"My book was hailed as ground-breaking, but not many people outside the circle of Austen scholars have seen it," said Sutherland. "I had used three informal family biographies of Jane written by her nieces which were then ignored in the version of her life that was put out to the world by her nephew and publishers."
In Sutherland's view, Harman's book will now end her own hopes of a wider readership: "The commercial and academic worlds are obviously different, but there is a cross-over. In academia, you cite every source to prove your scholarship, while in a commercial book, you don't." She claims that readers who follow up Harman's footnotes and read her book will see the similarities.
"When she refers to a 'family memoir' she is using the memoir of family biography I put together. It is rather sad. She was my student and we had kept in touch. We are not in contact now."

http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2009/mar/15/jane-austen-research-row?INTCMP=SRCH.

The article took up the whole of the third page of the Sunday paper, and was embellished with pictures of Jane Austen, Keira Knightley and – no surprise, given the impetus of the piece – the cover of Kathryn Sutherland’s 2005 book. 
It seemed amazing that the Observer had leant itself to the self-serving purpose of promoting Sutherland’s work by denigrating mine. They depicted me as a participant in a situation (‘row’) of which I had no knowledge. Understandably, I found the article’s slurs on my probity and originality highly offensive (Jane’s Fame is unusual in actually saying something fresh and new about Austen, in amongst well-known facts of her biography and reception history), but I also thought the article’s plangent posturing risible and felt confident that most intelligent readers would detect a strong tang of sour grapes and story-mongering in it.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Some of the article’s absurdities are worth noting. What was all this rubbish about ‘identity theft’, me being ‘very canny’ and KS ‘finding that I cannot write about my own research because people tell me it is too similar to the key arguments in Claire's book.’? How could anyone have rejected any of Sutherland’s own research on such grounds? My book wasn’t even published. It was ridiculous.
           And what was this about ‘meeting in her home’ (I don’t even know where her home is and have never been invited to it) -  and that evocation of a  touching private scenario where she ‘let Harman read’ her book. Generally, one is allowed to read books one has bought. The article made it sound as if she had granted me privileged access to some exciting new research, instead of simply selling me one of her complimentary copies of Jane Austen’s Textual Lives for £35 in 2006. No wonder some bloggers interpreted her wording, combined with the wounded tone, as meaning that I had stolen research papers. One suggestible blogger supposed that I had broken into Sutherland’s house to do so. 
] 

         I wrote to the Observer:
 Sir,
Last Sunday, the Observer gave an uncritical home to a number of imputations by Professor Kathryn Sutherland that I had used her published work on Jane Austen inappropriately in my own yet to be published Jane’s Fame: How Jane Austen Conquered the World. When my book does appear next month, readers will see the groundlessness of these accusations.  My own subject—the growth of Jane Austen’s fame over two centuries—draws on several occasions from Professor Sutherland’s scholarship, with full acknowledgement in each case.
	Apparently motivated by her concern that the appearance of my book would curtail her own intentions for a carry-on project, she has sought preemptively, and without broaching her suspicions either to me or my publisher, to create a negative climate of reception for my work.   Contrary, surely, to its usual practice - or at any rate contrary to usual journalistic standards - the Observer printed its story without acquainting me with her accusations or offering an opportunity for rejoinder.  My publisher has requested that she specify the concerns to which she ominously alludes, in a form to which we can  reply, and this request has gone unanswered.  For the present, it is unclear whether or not she has actually read the book on which she has taken so interested a position.
	Professor Sutherland’s scattergun complaints and innuendos  are too numerous and unspecific to allow response at this time, but I do wish to correct one particular assertion that has prompted headlines on blogs such as ‘Former Student Helps Herself to Teacher’s Work’. Professor Sutherland says that we ‘met in her home’ where she ‘let me read’ her own 2005 study of Austen.  I have never been to Professor Sutherland’s home and have never been given or sought access to any of her unpublished research.  I did meet with her, by her invitation, at her college in 2006, at which time she sold me a copy of her volume, published the previous year.  No particular permission, by her or anyone else, was required as a condition of my access to this work of scholarship, issued by a university press with, one assumes—the aim of promulgating its views and stimulating the work of fellow scholars.
	Among the many accusations in the Observer article was her suggestion that this is a case of ‘identity theft’.   As a former student of Professor Sutherland’s, I must regretfully say that this is not a matter of identity theft at all, but rather professional jealousy of a patent and most unattractive sort.  The only threat on the horizon to Professor Sutherland’s previous reputation for high scholarly repute and intellectual scrupulosity is that posed by her decision to conduct so ill-advised and inappropriate a campaign.
                                                                                Yours sincerely, Claire Harman.

The Observer did not respond to this in any way. They didn’t publish the letter, nor did they publish the other letter of complaint they received that week.  Nothing happened. Sutherland’s accusations, in all their poisonous vagueness, were left to stand unchallenged.
          I considered legal action, but was advised by my publisher’s lawyers that the wording of the original article, vetted by the Observer’s lawyers, left too many ambiguities to ensure a successful outcome. Their recommendation was to pursue the matter through the Press Complaints Commission, which I did.  After a lengthy and intensive review, the Commission found in my behalf. Their verdict was that Professor Sutherland’s accusations against my book were ‘inaccurate and misleading’. The Commission does not itself, however, issue censures; it is a mediatory body, and the consequence of their finding consisted only in negotiating an agreement with the Observer that it would post a modified version of my letter of complaint on their website page underneath the original article, which they were to keep on record. [http://www.pcc.org.uk/news/index.html?article=NjA4Mw==] Not much redress, I think one can safely say, and of course not publicized on page three of the next Sunday’s paper – or on any page.
          To the journalist’s question Who has behaved well? I have a ready answer.  Having succeeded so extraordinarily in her initial efforts, Kathryn Sutherland has since chosen to remain silent, and has refused to answer written requests that she specify how any part of my book can be described as ‘stolen’ from hers, including her refusal to respond to my published letter in the Jane Austen Society newsletter inviting her to detail my supposed faults in those pages.  This choice of tactical silence has enabled her to avoid any responsibility to provide substantiation  for her original slanderous and deeply harmful charges.
 
