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Henry Fielding and His Egyptian Mg esty:
the Parable of Authority in Tom Jones

Yuko ENGETSU

Key words: Fielding, authority, Egyptians

Among many episodes in Tom Jones, that of the Egyptian Majesty
(virtually a gypsy king) is unique in that the content of the story does not
accord with the narrator’s comment on it. Tom happens to meet the gypsies
on his way to Coventry and finds that they have established a peaceful and
happy society under their king with absolute authority. Taking good care of
his subjects and passing fair judgment on their troubles, the king wears a
natural air of dignity. Tom is impressed by this apparently ideal
government and pays profound respect to the king. After this episode,
however, the narrator adds his own comment on how dangerous arbitrary
power could be, as if admonishing us not to share Tom's admiration for the
gypsy king's government.

The narrator agrees that “no limited Form of Government is capable of
rising to the same Degree of Perfection, or of producing the same Benefits
to Society with” the government of arbitrary power. The crucia difficulty
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he points out is of finding any man adequate to the office of an absolute
monarch. The narrator insists that absolute authority in the hands of one
who is deficient in moderation, wisdom or goodnessis likely to be attended
with evil, and that we should content ourselves with the second best system
of government: the constitutional monarchy.

While the narrator, Fielding's surrogate, sounds very negative about
absolute authority, there remains his longing for the possibility of ideal
government by that very authority. We find Fielding's admiration for the
policy of old Egyptians, who used to be regarded as the ancestors of
gypsies, in some of his journals; he calls the ancient Egyptians “the first
People, who understood the true Nature of Government, which is to render
Life useful and happy.” After all, Fielding's idea of the social order is rather
conservative; he does not necessarily trust the systems of democratic forms
of government, even when he chooses a constitutional monarchy rather than
an absolute monarchy. Not trying to control his feeling of hatred toward the
ignorant and shameless “mob”, Fielding successfully makes the character
Allworthy a patriarchal figure like the gypsy king, an ideal absolute
monarch.

The value of the gypsy king is reflected not only in Allworthy but also in
the narrator himself. In saying, “1 am at liberty to make what Laws | please
therein. And these Laws, my Readers, whom | consider as my Subjects, are
bound to believe in and to obey,” the narrator sounds very arrogant. In spite
of his provocative attitude toward readers, the narrator esteems readers’
judgement none the less, and urges them to take part in constructing the
meaning of the story. The narrator says, “For | do not, like a jure devino
Tyrant, imagine that they [readers] are my Slaves or my Commodity. | am,
indeed, set over them for their own Good only, and was created for their
Use, and not they for mine. Nor do | doubt, while | make their Interest the
great Rule of my Writings, they will unanimously concur in supporting my
Dignity, and in rendering me all the Honour | shall deserve or desire.”
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These words of the narrator’s sound exactly like those of the gypsy king,
who says, “dis me can say, dat me never design any Ting but to do dem [my
subjects] Good.”

Asaredlist, Fielding chooses a constitutional monarchy to avoid any risk
that may arise from an absolute monarchy. Behind the choice, however,
lies his deep admiration for an absolute monarchy by an ideal king. Itisin
the functions of his fictional figments—the character Allworthy and the
narrator—that Fielding realizes his admiration for an absolute monarchy.



