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ABSTRACT 

In t h e  ~ l t ineteentb- -century ,  a recurrent l i t e r a r y  image emerged, i n  t h e  form 

u f  the  i n v a l i d  gentlewoman. V i c t o r i a n  phys ic ians  attempted t o  explain t h e  

prepondcrfance of ailirly middle-  and upper-class  women i n  terms of p h y s i c a l  

i n f e r i o r i t y  and emotional. s u s c e p t i b i l i t y .  Invoking, amoxg o t h e r  a i l m e n t s ,  

the now archaic  d e s i g n a t i o n  o f  tteuraslhei-iia, t h e  medicall  p r o 2 e s s i o n  

re inforced t h e  r e c e i v e d  assumptions t h a t  comprised and perpe Cua tcyd the 

image of the feminine i d e a l .  H o w ~ v ~ I - ,  i t  i s  e v i d e n t  t h a t  t h i s  i d e a l  a n d  all 

that  i t  ernbirdlelj arid p r e s c r i b e d  l e d  t o  the w i d e s p r e a d  i l l  h e a l t h  t h a t  women 

were experiencing. The enf ortcr-:d domes t i c i ty  and i d l e n e s s ,  l imi ted  

oppor tun i t i e s ,  and sacka l  eons  traints  t h a t  chnrac ter i zed  the lives of many 

EXdzaBo t h  GaskelZ arc. par ticuiarly adept a I a n a l y s l r l g  the l i fe  experiences 

of allltrg women through t h e  medium of f i c t i o n ,  a n d  revea l ing  more p laus ib le  

arid perceptive cxpf a n a t i o n s  f o r  f h e i r  over-whelming numbers. Wives and 

Daugbtws  atld SB?t.ley especial ly y r o v i  be ui?c-otmmon i t ls igh t itrto tbe 

eonneciion between women's h e a l t h  and their oppressive l l f  es t y l e s .  
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The conf l i c t  between c o n c e p t i o n s  of t h e  idea? Victorinnk woman and her* 

l i v i n g ,  b r e a t h i n g  counterpart had g r a v e  consequences. As ~ t t ~ e  c r l  t iu h a s  

enquired, "How does a woman prepare herse l f  for  ;r vocat ion  v f  a l t r u i s m .  , . 

What d o e s  I t  do t o  hey  a s  a human beirrg?"' The writ lrlgs of many ' v l c t r ~ r i a n  

n o v e l i s t s  s u g g e s t  some r e s p o n s e s  ts these and o t h c r  d i f fkcu ' l t f c s .  F l c t l o n  

prov ides  a f a i  tlhful and i n t u i t i v e  a p p r e c i a t i o n  of t h e  intr irtaci i -s  ul td~ i - iy i t i ig  

middle- t o  u p p e r - c l a s s  Vic tor ian  women's many and v a r i o u s  c o n s t  ra iwts .  Once 

one t a k e s  i n t o  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  t h e  a ~ t h ~ k * ' ~  s u b J e r t l v e  p o s i t i o n ,  t h e  detnartds of 

h i sdher  a u d i e n c e ,  and the personal  and soc ia l  f a c t o r s  which I n f l u e n c e d  them, 

the Vic tor ian  n o v e l ,  with  i t s  abundance  of d e t a i l  and numerous  PemaIiz 

c h a r a c t e r s ,  prov ides  c o n s i d e r a b l e  i n s i g h t  i n t o  Vic tor ian  sacie t y and the 

anomalous p o s i t i o n  woman inhabi ted  t h e r e i n .  

Whether by subt le  or o b t r u s i v e  mealis,  t h e  Vic tor ian  woman's s t r u g g i e  

f o r  autonomy m a n i f e s t e d  i t s e l f  in  mypiad forms, each our> illumina?.frtg and 

expl icat ing the  phenomenon of f ernale ex i s tence  i n  a pa tcrnaliis tic: (and 

r e s t r i c t i v e  c u l t u r e .  One express iczr~ o f  t h c  underlying t e n s i o n s  exper+icttct:d 

by Vic tor ian  women is a l i t e r a r y  moti f  t h a t  r e c u r s  w i t h  Prightt:nlrrg 

p e r s i s t e n c y :  t h e  image of the  inva l id  gentlewoman, who pervades  much of 

Victorian l i t e r a t u r e .  Foreshadowed i n  Aus t e n ' s  p o r t r a y a l  of t h e  "dc:l.icatr; and 

* P a t r i c i a  Meyer Spaeks, "Taking Care: Some Women Nove l i s  Zs," h v @ I  Fall I1972): 
3 6.  



n e r v o u s "  Fanny Price  and pre-Vlc'tcrrian s o c i e t y ,  in  Mansf ield Park (1814), are  

the ruminat ions  .;lf a ggrea t many n i r j e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  w r i t e r s ,  who have  

r e c o r d e d  for p o s t e r i t y  t h e i r  p 2 r c e p l i o n s  o f  a predominantly  a i l i n g  i e m a l e  

s o c i e t y ,  t h e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  which i s  borne catkt when t h e y  are  J u x t a p o s e d  wlth 

h i s t o r i c a l  e v i d e n c e . .  

V t c t  ctrian n o v e l i s t s ,  i n  tlepic t i n g  f 2male inva l id i sm in t h e i r  c u l t u r e ,  may 

11vt have under$ tood  the s o c i o e c o n o m i c  c a u s e s  t h a t  p r e c i p i  tiated and 

p e r p e t u a t e d  female in f i rmi ty  ( a l b e i t  many did). However,  the very  prcvallence 

of feminine  i n v a l i d i s m  i n  Vic tor ian  n o v e l s  is  reveal ing .  Ieil some cases there 

was no doubt m e r e l y  a recogni t ion  o f  t h e  prsblem n f  fentaile i l l  hea l th  and 

no  thing more, hut  there w e r e  also pract ical  concerns (inos t par titularly i n  the 

probing the  myths  stzrroundir-rg women and by d e v i a t i n g  from t h e  rror-m i n  

depict ing the i r  h e r o i n e s ,  some n o v e l i s t s  r i s k e d  a l i ena  t i n %  t h e i r  a u d i e n c e ,  

which was mainly comprised of  middle- and u p p e r - c l a s s  r e a d e r s .  These  r e a d e r s  

presumably shared  the e s s e n i i a 2 l y  m i d d l e - c l a s s  va lues  f r o m  which t h e  

r e c e i v e d  f t imfn ine  ideal  d e r i v e d ,  which d i c t a t e d  tha t  r e a l  women, and t h u s  

h e r o i n e s  i n  f i c t i o n ,  s h o u l d  he s u b s e r v i e n t ,  chas t,e, and d e v o u t ,  and aspire ,  

above a l l ,  t o  exchange t h e i r  parent s '  au thor i ty  f o r  t h a t  of t h e i r  husband. 

?do doubt t h i s  is orre of t h e  foremost reaso1:a for  t h e  widespread 

t ; o n s e r v a t i v l s m  of many Victorian novels :  "Few women n o v e l i s t s  of t h i s  p e r i o d  

a'r-e a c t i v e  reformers (at least  i n  t h e i r  f i c t ion) ,  and the i r  books are  g e n e r a l l y  

ilot the  forer-ririners o f  social  change; howevar,  i n  t h e  pfcttires which t h e y  

p r e s e n t  tbey  r e v e a l  the  prablsms which women faced,  t h e  l i m i t a t  ior?s a f  t h e  

traditional female r o l e ,  and  some a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  t h e  c u r r e n t l y  accepted 



condi t ions  m i l i t a t i n g  aga in s t  frlctori;in rytlmen. 

V i c t u ~ i a n  woman and t h e  dis-ease  from which s h e  s u f f e r e d  a t  t h r  hands  of 

essen' t iaf ly  migogynis t  s oc i e ty .  Froni2 ,  in  fad., dir4ectly v o z t f r o r l i s  L h t .  

masculine idea l s  which enclose  a n d  exclude females,  renderirrg t t ie ir  e n t i r e  ,.;ex: 

"invalid" i n  all sphpres except  that  of  w i f e  and motht-r.  Tia S h l i * l ~ y  ITS4 91, bo th  

impotence, and even tuaffy t h e i r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  turmoil t r a n s l a  t t.s i tsr+1P i n  t a) 

c h a r a c t e r  escapes some forin o f  d e b i l i t y  as a r e s u l t  o f  s a c i a l ? y  arrtl  

s p i r i t u a l l y  o p p r e s s i v e  l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s ,  C1karaciet.s i n  t h v  w a r k s  o f  l,o t 31 

n o v e l i s t s  exhi'bi t t h e  t rndencies t y p i c a l l y  associatrtd with a "nemra:; t bctiric" 

dep ic t ions  of  female inval ids  are  c a n  ticjus arid dSscrei.3 t,:* but  c a r r y  

"Susan Koppelman Corni l lon,  ed, ,  1rnagty.s of  Wonw*rir in Fiction: Frtnirl lst 
Perspectives (Ohio: Bowling G r e e n  U n i v e r s i t y  Popular Press ,  2 9 1 % ) ,  y. 2 9 .  

"Susan Gcrrsky w r i t e s  the following vri th regard t o  t h e  war* incs s  of  V i c t  urfixn 
w r i t e r s :  "Some o f  the  murf;- prominent f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r s  fespec:lalZy i r k  t h r b  
works of G e ~ r q e  Eliot, Mrs. G a s k e i l ,  Charlo t fic Bron t E  a n d  Virginia W o t l I P I  B rc: 
c a r e f u l l y  ind iv fdua l i zed  and rea l i s  t f c a l f y  portrayed, Of e q u a l  f r n p o ~  t arnce a r u  
t h o s e  c h a r a c t e r s  who appear t o  f i t  t h e  familiar molds and y e t  thr*clugh whotn 
t h o s e  molds are  fnspec:ted f o r  flaws, Outright  re2ec.t ions  of  t h e  trtadi tlrsrtsl 
r o l e s  of woman or  the r e c e i v e d  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  hero ine  aare r a r e ;  rather' ,  t h ~  
ques t ion ing  which o c c u r s  within  the  rrovcls is c a u t i o u s ,  the d i s a p p r o v a l  
generally s u b t l e .  No matter how s t r o n g l y  t h e  a u t h o r  may have  d i s b e l i e v e d  thf: 



however, a context m u s t  b e  p r o v i d e d t  i n d i c a t i n g  the  s t a t u s  s f  female ill h e a l t h  

in t h i s  pcriod. 

There ape. many a n d  d i v e r s e  r e a s o n s  f o r  the  emergence of Chc image of 

t h e  female i av l j l i r j  i n  Victor ia t l  f i c t i o n  a n d  h e r e  t h e  d isc ipl ines  o f  h i s  t o r y ,  

medicine,  and l i teraelare m r r s t  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n t e r s e c t - ,  While h i s  t ory  s o u g h t  to 

record  the  pficnurnrrta which medicine p r o f e s s e d  I o  d i s c o v e r  a n d  t r e a t ,  

l i t e r a t u r e  s o u g h t  t r ~  probe the  mechan i sms  w h i c h  r e s u l t e d  i n  "a t c r r i b f e  d e c a y  

a • ’  female hea l th  a l l  o v e r  t h e  b o t h  in f i c t i o n  a n d  r ea l i t y ,  C e r t a i n  

repeated f e a t u r e s  of S ic tor ian  z-rovels s u g g e s t  that  t h e  m a r g i n a i  s t a t u s  of 

w o m e n  w a s  r e l a t e d  t o  the ir  phys i ca l  decjlitlc i n  such numbers. They were hound 

t o  a n  i d c a l  o f  f erninini t y ~h icX1  necr:ssarl ly  jeopardized  the i r  well -being.  

However, when t h e  medical  p r s t e s s i o n  i n t e r v e n e d ,  i t  p roposed  at t h e o r y  

and method o f  treatmeit1 which a t  lribrrttjd t h e  w i d e s p r e a d  decline of fcrnarc 

heal th  t u  woman's i n h e r e n t l y  i n f e r i o r  and n e r v o u s  cons t i  tutifstt ,  Medical  

d i s c u s s f o n  p layed  a s ign i f i can t  r o l e  i n  what F o u c a u l t  calls t h e  

"hy s t cr ic iza  t i o n  of wornart":" "Femaf e s  w o r e  b e l i e v e d  t o  e x h i b i t  n e r v o u s  

wcalenossers, e v e n  a s  chi ldren,  marc  f r equent ly  than males. A s  o n e  medical, malr 

p u t  i t ,  g i r ls  f r e q u e n t l y  displayed a 'morbid s u s c e p t i b i l i t y  of  t h e  n e r v o u s  

wisdom o r  app~*opr ia teness  of  the tradit ion,  her duub t s were espressed gent ly" 
i fmaytls  of Women iti Fiction: Feminist Perspectives, p. 2 9). 

%Barbara Ehrenreich and Defrdre Engiish,  13673 Her 
E x p e ~ * f ' s  Advfce io Hfona?~~, (New York: Anchor Pres s ,  

Wfchel  Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Vol. I - 
Vintage Books, 19801, p, 121, 

An Introduction, (New Y urk: 



i n f e r i u r i  t y and usua l ly  prescr ibed  i s o l a  t i o n  a n d  f h c k  o f  ..; tinit~itrs a s  ii cur tx  

but t e n d e d  t o  ignore  the  potent ia l  significarrce of t h e  l i m i t e d  s p f ~ ~ r c  o f  I h t .  

expressed outrage  over  the  enforced p a s s i v i t y ,  ennui?  a t ~ d  r f :pcess io i l  w l l l c h  

i t  o f f e r s  a r e s p e c i a b f e  reason  i o  br alone:  and r e a l ,  If perver:-tt-, 

eDeborah Gorham, The Yictu,*ian G i r l  and the  Fednine Ideal ,  (London: R i l l f  rig a. 
Sons, l d 8 2 ) ,  p. ?2. 



o p p o r t u n i t i e s  for se l f  - d s v e l o ~ m e n t , ~  Many V ic to r i an  women were espected 

tt3 conform, f t*omais  ear ly  aget t o  a n i d e a l  t h a t  embodied i d l e n e s s ,  d o m e s t i c i t y ,  

a r ~ d  c h a s t i t y  @ut, oddly enough, maternal v i r t u e s  a s  w e l l ) .  T h e y  were 

f r e q u e n t l y  expected t o  amuse t h e m s e l v e s  i n  c u l t i v a t i n g  a smat  t e r i n p  of (of t e n  

useless) acccmplisfiments,  s u c h  as  embroidery o r  sewing. I n t e l l e c t u a l  p u r s u i  t s  

were d i scouraged  i n  many househo lds  a s  women w e r e  pe rce ived  a s  t o o  

und i sc ip l i r~ed  f o r  r i g o r o u s  siudy and t o o  d e l i c a t e  t o  m a k e  a n y  p r o g r e s s  

w i thou t  n e c e s s a r i f  y r i s k i n g  t h e i r  p h y s i c a l  well-being. i n  g e n e r a l ,  many womerl 

were  taught t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  abnormal i f  t h e y  did n u t  d e r i v e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  from 

a t t e n d i n g  t o  t h e  f a m i l y  h e a r t h  and l i t t l e  else, and i.i t h e y  did  n o t ,  above  al l ,  

aspire  tu matrimony as t h e i r  raison di@ t r e .  

Nigh l i nga l e ' s  Cassandra ( w r i t  t e n  be tween 18 5 2  and 18 59 and publ i  shod  in  

1925) revea l s  t h e  various c o n d i t i o n s  which c a u s e d  malaise orr t h e  p a r t  of  

women which d o c t o r s  had a v e s t e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  overlooking. f n  f a c t ,  d o c t o r s  

were wont t o  p r e s c r i b e  rigid a d h e r e n c e  t o  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  i d e a l  of  feminin i ty  a s  

a remedy f o r  the  malaise whicft seems i n  f a c t  t o  h a v e  Been caused b y  t h i s  i dea l .  

P h y s i c i a n s  were m u r e  conce rned  with the physical h e a l t h  t h a n  t h e  

psychologicaf well-being of t h e i r  pa t i en t s ,  While t h e y  were n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  

i n t e r e s t e d  i n  ImposSng c o n v e n t i o n a l  s e x  r o l e s  upon t h e i r  female  p a t i e n t s ,  

inevf tably t h e y  did, by and large, share t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  a t  t f t u d e s  of t h e i r  age, 

which i n f luenced  t h e i r  bel ie f s  and  practise^.^ While t h i s  may have o c c u r r e d  

-- klaf rre Shrrwalt er, Tbe  Female &lady: Women, &-adness, and Enggiis5 Cu l ture ,  
fSSLt-ISSO, {Hew York: Penguin Books, 19553, p. 64. 

"Debarah Garham has t h e  following t o  s a y  wi th  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  Vic to r i an  
doctors' tendency to reinforce the  i deo logy  of femininl t  y  i n  t h e i r  t r e a t m e n t s :  
"Their fi3fctorian physlcfans'f befief t h a t  t h e r e  was a c o n n e c t i o n  be tween  
noranal pube r ty  and what t h e y  s a w  as  h e a l t h y  b e h a v i o u r  caused them t o  
advocate behavlctural changes i n  t h e i r  pat ients .  And from t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n s  





m i d d l e - c l a s s  Vlr-torian women were , . rendered s o  c razy  and  p o w e r l e s s  by 

t h e i r  soc ie ty  t h a t  they could ra i l  and rave  but  n e v e r  

T h e r e  a re  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n h e r e n t  i n  r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y  a-galys ing a 

phenomenon which was  on t h e  larger. scitfe ddasctnrnerkted and d e s e ~ f b e d  by male 

medical p r a c t i t i o n e r s  and h i s t o r i a n s ,  and on t h e  p e r s o n a l  l e v e l  r e c o r d e d  

pr tmarf ly  t h rough  Efc t ion,  d i a r i e s ,  and o t h e r  fo rms  of a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  

wr i t ing*  I n e v i t a b l y ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  which e x p e r t s  2.0 co r i su l t  arid which w r i t e r s  

t u  frxlube and sxc lude  must be faced.  T h e r e  are on ly  s t a t i s t i c s ,  medical  

J o u r n a l s ,  a n d  w r i t i n g s  of a n  o f t e n  biased  n a t u r e  t o  ccsrrsuit w i t h  regard to  t h e  

medical  a s p e c t s  c t E  s u c h  a s t u d y .  F i c t i o n ,  n e c e s s a r i l y  s n b J e c t i v e ,  m u s t  be  

care fu l ly  pertzsed, i n  ui-der t o  a v o i d  t h e  v e r y  generalizations t h a t  p h y s i c i a n s  

were g u i l t y  o f  in  t h i s  e r a .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h i s  t h e s i s  d e a l s  e x t e n s i v e l y  w l  t h  only  

two t o x t s ,  a l t h o u g h  reference is made t o  o t h e r s ,  This  c o n c e n t r a t e d  f o c u s  

r e v e a l s  a s u r f e i t  of f ema le  i n v a l i d s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n f i n e s  o f  n h a n d f u l  of w o r k s .  

I t  a l s o  d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h a t  one  need n o t  look  f a r  t o  uncove r  a s o c i a l  problem 

t h a t  defies medical  e x p e r t i s e .  The re  is a n  impl ic i t  r e c o g n i t i o n  under ly ing  t h i s  

t h e s i s  t h a t  h e a l t h  ca re  a n d  p h y s i c a l  e u n d i t i o c s  were  m a n i f e s t l y  i r t f c r io r  t o  

t h o s e  of tlre p r e s e n t  age and t h e r e f o r e  t h a t  p h y s i c a l  well--being was 

r iecessar iZy  morc d i f f i c u l t  to  main ta in  i n  the  V i c t o r i a n  pe r iod .  Howeve-, i t  i s  

t h e  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  number of a i l i ng  women t h a t  i s  h e l d  up f o r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  

here .  

Another  d i f f i c u l t y  f a c i n g  s u c h  a n  e x p o s i t i o n  c o n c e r n s  t h e  n e u r a s t h e n i c  

condit iut-I  i t s e l f ,  which, for  t h e  sake of b r e v i t y ,  w i l l  be d e a l t  wi th  

i ndependen t ly  of other compfa in t s  (it e n c o m p a s s e s  enough  on i t s  own t o  



w a r r a n t  s p e c i a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n ) .  T h i s  e l u s i v e  and inexact diagnosis  refler: t s 

both t h e  V i c t o r i a n  phys ic ian ' s  p e r p l e x i t y  when c o n f r o n t e d  w i t h  s o  inany: v a ~ f c d  

and p e r s i s t e n t  symptoms,  a n d  h i s  t e n a c i o u s  efforts t o  cobble together s o  

many compla in ts  i n t o  a n  a l l - i n c l u s i v e  def i t r i t ionfd iagnas i s .  

The o r i g i n a t o r  of t h e  now a r c h a i c  term n e u r a s t h e n i a  { f  porn itcwlli'o f o ~  

n e r v e  and as thenia  f o r  weaknessl was t h e  eminent n ine I i&e i~ - th  -cent  rxiiy 

ncuro'rogir; t  Geo rge  iM. Beard  (1339--1383), whose t h e o r i e s  a l m o s  C invaritrbly 

i n f luenced  s u b s e q u e n t  d i a g n o s i s  and t r e a  tmen t. H e  d e s c r i b e d  t tsis i i t f i  m t  t y a s  

a "functiana2, disease of t h e  n e r v o u s  s y s t e m  wi thou t  s t r u c t u r a l  orgrarric: 

c h a n g e s  b u t  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  menta l  illness ( i n ~ a n i t y ) , ' ' ~ ~  Beard  s t r u s s e d  tha !. 

n e r v o u s n e s s  did n u t  a r i s e  from emot iona l  e x c e s s  nor r ~ x c f t a b i l t  t y  a s  i t  wins 

p h y s i c a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  a men ta l  s t a t e ,  T h u s  n e u r a s t h e n i a  wa:; of a physical 

n a t u r e  h u t  devoid  of  alty organic  b a s i s .  From t h e  l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h - - c e n t u r y  

u n t i l  F r e u d ' s  psychologfca l  terms began t o  become genera l ly  a c c e p t e d  by  t h e  

medica l  commmity i r l  the. e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  t h e  twentieth-century, nc?us.aw t h r n l n  

was u s e d  t o  c h a r a e t e r * i z e  a lmos t  e v e r y  n o n s y s c i f i c  c s m o t i s r l ; l l  d i s o r d e r .  

( a l t hough  i t  was n o t ,  of  c o u r s e ,  t o  be l inked t o  t h e  emut lons  i n  terms o f  

c a u s a l i t y )  s h o r t  of o u t r i g h t  i n s a n i t y ,  from v a g u e  s t r e s s  t o  s e v c r e  raeurcr?i(.:~. 

Beard ,  a n  American phys i c i an ,  a r g u e d  t h a t  ner r ras  t hen ia  was a prcdcrminan t l y  

American syndrome: however ,  h i s  e x p l a n a t i o n s  f o r  t h c  r i s e  of t h i s  phenomeno&r 

i n  t h e  s o c i a l  and t e c h n o l o g i c a l  a d v a n c e s  of s o c i e t y  e a s i l y  l e n t  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  

d e s c r i b e  t h e  B r i t i s h  cond i t i on ,  Moreover ,  a s  t h e  middle-c lass  B r i t i s h  woman 

was u s u a l l y  c o n c e r n e d  wi th  t h e  @ s t a b l i s h m e n t  of t h e  social  p o s l t i a n  04 t h e  

family ,  s h e  was s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  same p r e s u r e s :  "Middle-class women were 

-Arthur Kleinman, Social Origins of 
U n i v e r s i t y  Press, 19861, p* 15. 
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pur su ing  a 'career  of s i r c i a t i  I i i y , '  the  n e c e s s a r y  complenen f t o  a man's career 

T h e r e  a r e  many  f laws  i n h e r e n t  ant3 immediately obvlctus In  Beard's 

a s s e r t i o n s .  F i r s t l y ,  i t  is c l e a r l y  d i r e c t e d  toward  t h e  A m e r i c a n  male 

s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  who, althorltgh neurasthenia  w a s  by no means corrfined t o  t h e  

female sex ,  d e f i n i t e l y  appeared t o  s u f f e r  l n f in i t e s imaf l  y in comparison wl t h  

W i ~ m e i t  in terms of sheer ~ c r l u r n c - ~ ~  Secondly ,  i f  i t  d o e s  a d d r e s s  women, i t  d o e s  

s o  only  indirectIjr. C e r t a i n l y  t h e  c o m p e t i t i v e  aspects  of Nor th  American (and 

B r i  t i s h )  c a p i t a l i s t  irrdus t r i a l i z e d  s o c i e t y  a f f e c t e d  women. However ,  a g a i n ,  i t  

was on a  d i f f e r e n t  scale  from t h a t  which a f f e c t e d  t h e  male,  and m a n i f e s t e d  

i t s e l f  in a d i s t i n c t  f a s h i o n ,  American women presumably  f e l t  p r e s s u r e  t o  

a s c e n d  t h e  s o c i a l l a d d e r .  However,  t h i s  a s c e n t  w a s  p a s s i v e ;  i t  was l e f t  f u r  t h e  

wlfe t o  comport he rse l f  in  s marmer b e f i t t i n g  o r  enhancing the  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n  

which h e r  husband ach ieved ,  P e r h a p s  Bri t i s h  s o c i a l  s t a t  u s  was l e s s  v o l a t i l e  

in t h i s  pe r iod ,  y e t  comps t i t l u n  amongst middle- t o  u p p e r - c l a s s  B r i t o n s  e x i s t e d  

no less ,  mari i fes t lng i t s e l f  I n  a cons t a n  t l y  r ag ing  b a t t l e  o v e r  mirrute d e g r e e s  

of  social  s t a t u s / a e c c p t a n c e ,  which g a v e  r i s e  t o  c o n s i d e r a b l e  t ens ion :  "A 

sense of a n x i e t y  is s u c h  a p e r v a s i v e  element  ira Vic to r i an  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  one  

h i s t o r i a n  has  s e e n  i t  a s  t h e  most impor t an t  f e a t u r e  of the  V i c t o r i a n  'frame 

of mind,'"zq However, t h e  English c l a s s  s y s  tern was s t i l l  r e l a t i v e l y  s t a t i c  

compared t o  t h a t  of t he  United S t a t e s .  This  Blend of s t a g n a t i o n  a n d  

a p p r e h e n s i ~ n  of c h a n g e s  for thcoming  l i ke ly  c o n t r i b u t e d  as  much t o  s t r e s s  and 

isElizabeth Langland, "Nobody's Angels: D t i m s s  tic Ideology and Middle-Class 
Women in  the V i c t o r i a n  Novel," PMLA Vol. 101,  No.2 (March 1992): 294.  

I3Tbe Female Malady, p.  137.  

ZQTbe  F-'ictarlan G i r l  and The Femirtine I d e a l ,  p. 3, 



i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  There fo re ,  fais r u m i n a t l ~ n s  an t h i s  t o p i c  c a n  be (and ru~rc*) 

e x t e n d e d  t o  the poprx'tatiion of a n y  c i v i l i z e d ,  induti t r i a l i z e d  socie t g .  I t  remains  

d e b a t a b l e  w h e t h e r  Ere w a s  c o r r e c t  i r z  a s s u m i n g  t h e  cum.iitiorrs of N o r t h  Ann~rica 

p r o v i d e d  a m o r e  favourable soziueconomir: "elfmate" _for r t e u r a s t h e n i a ,  

F i n a l l y ,  f t is n e v e r  r e a l l y  c l e a r  wbg; Beard  divorces t h i s  ailmet-t? frlonn t h e  

psyche. The c o r r e l a t i o n  b e t w e e n  the a n s i e  t i e s  o f  coping w i t h  capf ti l l is  t valutbs 

and e n d e a v o u r s  and s u b s e q u e n t  m e n t a t  s t r a i n  seem t o  pave  ttro way f o r  a 

psyehcrsomatic explanation o f  causa l i ty  and y e t  Beard spems r e s o l u t e  11% h l s  

b e l i e f  t h a t  neurvas t h e n i a  i s  e n t i r e i g  a "physicaJ" compla in t  a n d  riir 1 a "mcttrl i i l  

state." F u r t h e r  e x p l o r a t i o n  of the  v a r i o u s  g u i s e s  i n  which n e ~ x r n s  t h c n l n  

p r e s e n t e d  i tself  r e v e a l s  s i m i l a r  discrepancies.  

A f t e r  Beard, n e u r a s t h e n i a  w a s  v a r i o u s l y  descr ibed and d e f l f r ~ i t l  a i d  t 1.1; 

symptoms w e r e  of s e e m i n g l y  i n f i n i t e  v a r i e t y ,  t h e  mos t  preva len t  being [ h a t  o f  

f a t  lgue: 

F a t i g u e  of  mood i s  marked  by d c p r e s s f o n  of a mild kfnd, a l i i ~ b i r i t  y 
t o  w o r r y ,  a n  u n e n t h u s i a s m  f o r  t h o s e  one r o v e s  o r  f u r  t h e  t h i n g s  
f o r m e r l y  dearest .  And f i n a l l y  t h e  f a t i g u e  I s  of t e n  mapked hy il l a c k  
of c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e  e m o t i o n a l  e x p r e s s i o n ,  50 t h a t  ailger b l a x s s  
f o r t h  m o r e  e a s i l y  o v e r  t r i f l e s ,  and  t h e  P e a r s  come rrpirrr e v e n  a 
s l i g h t  v e x a t i o n ,  "To be n e u r a s t h e n i c  is t o  magnify t h e  p i n s  atrd 
p r i c k s  o f  l i f e  i n t o  c a l a m i t i e s ,  a n d  t o  be the  v ic t im o f  a n  abtlurrnidl 
s t a t e  t h a t  is n e i t h e r  h e a l t h  n o r  d l ~ e a s e . " ' ~  

N e u r a s t h e n i a  could m a n i f e s t  i t s e l f  i n  e i t h e ~  p a i n s  and  aches of a spf?c i f ic ,  

l o c a l i z e d  n a t u r e  o r  i n  a more g e n e r a l  malaise, C h a n g e s  !rt the appefike, such 

x5Abraham Myer son ,  The  N~rvclus Huusewif e, (Bos ton :  L i t  tle,,Br<iwn & Co., 19291, 
pp. 20-21. 
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a s  t h c  l o s s  thereof or  c a p r i c i o u s n e s s ,  the  cond i t i on  of the s tomach  o r  bowels,  

cons  tipa"i~rn, d i s t u r b e d  sleep (if~~t-ii i;niii  o r  ff Lfu1 sleep!, f ear ,  dyspeps ia ,  

d e p r e s s i o n ,  and many no r lve r i f i ab l s  c.umplaints were among t h e  more common 

symptoms descrfbed .  The e x p e r t s  s e e m e d  t o  c a t a l o g u e  a c u r i o u s l y  i n c l u s i v e  

Ifst of  symptoms i n  t h e i ~  d iagnoses  and ,  a l t hough  c a r e f u l  examina t fon  could  

reveal, no organit- b a s i s  f o r  t h e s e  a i lmen t s ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s  t h e y  p r o v e d  

incapncf  ta t l n g  t o  frtdividuals who had  p r e v i o u s l y  Led c o n t e n t e d  and f ruifcf ul 

I l v r ; ~ . ~ "  Nexlrasther~la's causes c o n t i n u e d  to  be s h r o u d e d  i n  nebulous  terms 

which y i e lded  n e i t h e r  a f e a s i b f e  phys ics f .  nor  p s  ychologfca l  e x p l i c a t i  on.17 

P h y s i c i a n s  d i f f e r e d  somewhat wi th  r e g a r d  t o  t h e i r  d e f i n i t i o n s  of 

n e ~ r a s t h e n i a ,  and the  g e n e r a l  d e s c r i p t i o r ,  of t h i s  malady was v a r i e d  slightly, 
*+. 

b u t  s u c h  v a r i a n c e  was u s u a l l y  insigraif icant+ One c o n s t a n t ,  however ,  w a s  t h e  

p r e p o n d e r a n c e  o f  women complaining of t h e  fo remen t ioned  symptcrms. I n e v i t -  

ably,  t h e  issue of  t h e i r  g e n d e r  would in f luence  t r e a t m e n t  and  how t h e  malady 

was regai-bed g e n e r a l l y .  

S e x u a l i t y  was deemed d e t r i m e n t a l  t o  t h e  h e a l t h  of the  female  

n e u r a s t h a n e :  "No one  f a c t  in  t h e  h i s t o r y  of sexual  e x h a u s t i o n  is more 

i n t e r e s t i n g  and i n s t r u c t i v e  t h a n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  e f fec t s  t h a t  a r e  p roduced  by 

excess. The whole nervous system may b e  d i s t u r b e d  with a v a s t  a r r a y  of 

xeQnc3 a u t h o r  e v e n  claimed t h a t  n e u r a s t h e n i a  was due t o  a  l a c k  of b a l a n c e  
be tween  t h e  l e f t  and  right hemisphe res  of t h e  bra in .  I t  i s  t h e  "want of balance"  
and u n i t y  be tween  tbe two b r a i n s  (meaning urrconscious and  c o n s c i o u s ,  
u b j e c t l v e  and s u b j e c t i v e )  t h a t  c a u s e s  n e u r a s t h e n i a .  This  f a u l t y  b r a i n  c o n t r o l  
is due t o  psyc l to logfca l  c a u s e s  t h a t  remain u n i d e n t i f i e d  i n  h i s  t r e a t i s e .  See 
F.G. Go sf f ng, Sef o m  Fmud:  Neu~astbenia and t be American Med.ica1 Cornunity 
.t570-1910, (Urbana: U n i v e r s i t y  of I l l i n o i s  Press, 1987), p. 2. 

*'Neurasthenia  h a s  been d e s c r i b e d  a s  a  "more r e s p e c t a b l e  s o m a t i c  man t l e  t o  
cover menta l  i l l n e s s e s  and psycho log ica l  and s o c i a l  problems t h a t  o t h e r w i s e  
raise embaras s ing  issues o f  morai  c u l p a b i l i t y  and social ,  s t igma" (Saclal 
Origins o f  Distress and Disease, p. 15)- 
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f u n c t i o n a l  phenomena,  or t h e  e n t i r e  f o r c e  of t h e  d i sease  may cxpenrl i t s e l f  

l ~ c a l I y . " ~ ~  I t  was cur-isidered urie tfmical a s  w e l l  as ira-e sponsbb1fii t o  I rea E 

women s u f f e r i n g  from s u c h  symptoms  through counst?llfng or  l i k e  means ,  

M o r e o v e r ,  t h e  m e d i c a l  p r o f e s s i o n  appeared t o  be s p l i t  urt t h i s  i s s u e  a s  St 

c o n t a i n e d  I n h e r e n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  I n  t h i s  p e ~ i o b ,  cmxie iy  surroirndfng female 

s e x u a l i t y  o f t e n  t o o k  t h e  form of d e n y i n g  tlkat woman could be a sexual  

c r e a t u r e .  To d i a g n o s e  excess as  the  r o o t  of: h e r  c o ~ t l p l a i n t  waxaid dt:fffaitr*ly 

e luc ida t e  t h e  d a n g e r s  t u r k i n g w i t h i n  e x y r e s s i o r r s  of s e x u a H E y  on  he r  p a r t .  Y u i  

i t  would a l s o  run c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  image a9 fhe V l c t a r i a t ~  womwn. 

T h e r e f o r e ,  many p h y s i c i a n s  r u l e d  o u t  s e x u a l  excess a s  a causa l  f a c t o r  i n  

t h e i r  p a t i e n t s .  Either  w a y ,  s e x u a l i t y  was p r e s e n t e d  a s  a n  a n o m a l o u s  i r v  

p a t h o l o g i c a l  q u a l i t y  when espr~essed b y  women, 

S c i e n t i f i c  o b f e c t i v i t y ,  ur r a t h e r  a t  t e m p t s  t h e r e a t ,  dominated thrt 

l i t e r a t u r e  on t h i s  malady.  H e r e d i t y  and b i o l o g i c a l  f a c t o r s  were c o ~ ~ s i c i e r e d  the 

c u l p r i t s  l e a d i n g  t o  t h e  n e u r a s t h e n i c  c o n d i t i o n  (2nd yet .  this was nrr9ived  a t  

l a r g e l y  b y  process  o f  e l imina t ion) .  P h y s i c i a n s  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  t h e  rnov t vlatilc 

e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h e  p r e p o n d e r a n c e  o f  female n e l a r a s t h e n e s  f a y  i n  t h c  r c a h  of 

b io logy .  Women were p h y s i c a z l y  w e a k e r  t h a n  men, and  s i n c e  t h e y  e x p e r i e r l c e d  tht! 

o r d e a l  of  c h i l d b i r t h  (in a n  age t h a t  no  l o n g e r  s a w  labour a n d  de1 ivory  a s  

e n t i r e l y  n a t u r a l ] ,  t h e y  were c o n s i d e r e d m a r e  s e n s i t i v e  t o  e m o L l o n a l d l s t r e s s ,  

Moreover, women's i n t e r n a l  organs  c o n t i n u a l l y  waged war on  t h c l r  Bt:aJ th 

f r o m  t h e  moment t h e y  commenced f u n c t i o n i n g ,  The theurfes  t h a t  g u i d e d  d o c t o r s '  

pract i ses  f r o m  t h e  l a t t e r  I - i i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  t o  t h e  ea r ly  twen t i e t h - c e n t u r y  

isGeorge EK. Beard, Sexuaf Neurasthenia, (New York: Arnu Press, 1912  c.1898), p. 



he ld  t h a t  women's  normaf s t a t e  was t h a t  of in.firmfty*s and i t  was general ly  

accepted t h a t  women's r e p r o d u c t i v e  o r g a n s  kep t  t h e i r  h e a l t h  f t ~  this c o n t i n u a l  

s t a t e  of flux. This  b e l i e f  a g a i n  Xed t o  t h e  pa radox  of female  s e x u a l i t y :  

"a l though women w e r e  p e r c e i v e d  a s  special issd f o r  t h e  fur.tction of s e x ,  they  

ware  t o  be wholly un-sexua l ;  because  sex w a s  t h e i r  r a i s o n  d 9 $ t r e ,  c e r t a i n  

t h e o r i e s  became 'tenable,"'zo These  t h e o r i e s  c o n s i s  t e d  of t h e  hef ie f  t h a t  

e v e r y  c o n c e i v a b l e  a i lment  i n  a Semalrj. p a t i e n t  was the r e s u f  t of dy s f u n e t i o n a l  

reproductive organs."'  D e s p i t e  the f a c t  t ha t  l u s t  w a s  o f t e n  c o n s i d e r e d  

d e v i a n t  i n  t h e  female  p a t i c n t ,  i t  did a p p a r e n t l y  s u r f a c e  p e r i o d i c a l l y ,  evok ing  

getmine concern  ( i f  n o t  chagr in)  I n  t h e  physic ian.  T h e r e f o r e  i t  became 

necessary t o  depr ive  t h e  p a t i e n t  of all  p o t e n t i a l l y  lewd or  p r o v o c a t i v e  

materia ls  a n d  e v e n t s .  Even p a s s i o n a t e  or  l u s t f u l  t h o u g h t s  i n s p i r e d  by f i c t i o n ,  

f e s t i v l l i e s ,  f l i r t a t i o n s ,  o r  h o t  d r inks  could prove  i n j u r i o u s  t o  a woman's 

phys io logy ,  This a n d  l ike h y p o t h e s e s  r e g a r d i n g  the d a n g e r s  of t h e  

intellect:"- or mere ly  s t imu l i  09  v a r i o u s  s o r t s ,  were i n h e r e n t  in  t h e  t h e o r y  

"Ofbid, pJ28.  

r'Tn fact ,  these  orgarls o f t e n  took  comple te  p r e c e d e n c e  o v e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of 
t h e  p a t i e n t  as  a whole being: " P r o f e s s o r  M.L. Holbrook, a d d r e s s i n g  a medical  
s o c i e t y  in 1-370, s t a t e d  t h a t  i t  seemed ' a s  if t h e  Almighty, i n  c r e a t i n g  t h e  
female sex ,  bad taken the u t e r u s  and Guilt  up a woman a round  it"' (FOP Her Own 
Good, y. 120). 

""it was be l i eved  t h a t  higher  e d u c a t i o n  would cause  women's u t e r u s e s  t o  
a t r o p h y .  The mental weman a s  opposed  t o  t h e  u t e r i n e  woman cou ld  a s p i r e  only 
t o  t h o  s t a t u s  of freak, moral ly  and medically.  Moreover ,  s h e  was seen a s  t h e  
v e r y  " a p o t h e o s i s  of s e l f i s h n e s s "  f rom t h e  s t andpo ln t  of "biolrjgical  e t h i c s "  
(fir Heif Own Good, p. 129). 



were  urged t u  throw the ir  w e i g h t  behind t h e  u t e r u s  slid r ~ s t s  t t h e  tempt sr. t i trrks  

of  t h e  brain.  Because  r e p r o d u c t i o n  was warnan's grand purpose  in  l i f e ,  d u c t u r s  

a g r e e d  t h a t  women had Po corlccxltrato a l l  their onergy  downward toward thcv 

Such d o c t r i n e s  p e r p e t u a t e d  a c o n d i t i o n  t h a t  w a s  already uZ s u c h  

epidemic  p r o p o r t i o n s  t h a t  the  b i r t h  r a t e  i n  t h e  inlddle-  t o  uppar.--eI;.~riut~:i 

shrank s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  alarming a number of au t h o r i t i v s  who b e l i e v e d  i t t  :; c ~ c i a l  

Darwinism. Sickness a n d  reproduct i v l  t y  c o u l d  n o t  s h a r e  space  f o r  l o n g ,  and 

soon  i t  became apparent t h a t  i t  w a s  Ihc: former t h a t  was gaitl ing g ~ o x ~ n d . " ~  

Following t h i s  growth  p a t t e r n ,  neurasthenia  reached i t s  peak I n  the t ; ~ r - l y  

y e a r s  of the  t w e n t i e  the-century and bagan i t s  d e c l i n e ,  b o t h  d i a g n o s  t fc;z l ly  and 

a s  a phenomenon, af  l e r  1910.2e 

= = I t  is now g e n e r a l l y  recogn i sed  t h a t  t h e  r e s t  cure  u s e d  mt- thods  s imilar  t o  
t h o s e  employedin t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y  Grainwasblrtg t e c h n i q u e s :  t o t a l  I s u l n t  I o r t ,  
s e n s o r y  deprfva t i o n ,  and t h e  like (For Her Own Good, p. f 3 Z I -  

2BBefore  Freud, p. 23. 



Economic, s o c i a l  and  aes the  t ic c o n s i d e r  a t ic tns  a p p a r e n t l y  exei- t e d  a 

profowd fi;f?r;ertee o n  t h e  inc idence  of neurzstherkia, r e v e a l i n g  t h a t  t h e  b a s i s  

Lot. thf s malady could  n o t  p o s s i b l y  be b io log ica l .  The f a c t  t h a t  neuras thcnia 

became fash ionable ,  f o r  some l e i s u r e d  womerl is  pe rhaps  t h e  m o s t  o b v i o u s  

i n d i c a t o r  of a more complex exp lana t ion .  S i cknes s ,  i n  t h e  l a t t e r  ha l f  of t h e  

n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y ,  became synonymous with b o u r g e o i s  s e r , c i b i ? i t i e s ;  "It was 

acceptable, eve0  s t y l i s h ,  t o  r e l i r e  t o  bed with 'sick h e a d a c h e s , '  ' n e rves , '  and 

var!ous unmeilt!onabfe 'female t r o u b l e s , '  a n d  t h a t  i nde f inab l e  n e r v o u s  

d i s o r d e r  ' n e u r a s t h e n i a '  was c o n s i d e r e d ,  i n  some circles, t o  be a  mark of 

i n t e l l e c t  and  s e n s i t i v i  T h e  more s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  t h e  p r e s s u r e s  of d a i l y  

I iv lr ig  that a woman showed h e r s e l f  t o  be, t h e  more i t  a p p e a r e d  t h a t  s h e  w a s  

a  s p i r i t u a l  c r e a t u r e ,  a b o v e ,  and incapab le  of dea l ing  with,  t h e  s t r e s s e s  of t h e  

mundane world. This  l e d  i nexo rab ly  t o  f r i g h t e n i n g  practices and a t t i t u d e s .  

Some s o c i e t y  l a d i e s  e v e n  t ook  t o  i n g e s t i n g  arsenic a s  a means of attaining a 

pa l l i d  and  s i c k l y  a p p e a r a n c e .  Both  f a s h i o n  t r e n d s  and a res t r i c t l v e  l i f e s t y l e  

f a c i l i t a t e d  a n e u r a s t h e n i c  r e a c t i o n :  

But i f  s i c k n e s s  was a r e a c t i o n ,  on woman's p a r t ,  t o  a d i f f i c u l t  
s i t u a t i o n ,  i t  was n o t  a  way o u t .  If you h a v e  t o  be id l e ,  y o u  might 
a s  w e l l  be s i ck ,  and s i c k n e s s ,  i n  t u r n ,  l e g i t i m a t e s  i d l e n e s s .  From 
t h e  roman t i c  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e  s i c k  woman was n o t  t h a t  f a r  o f f  from 
t h e  i d e a l  woman anyway. A morbid aes thet ic  deve loped ,  i n  which 
s i c k n e s s  was s e e n  a s  a s o u r c e  of female  b e a u t y ,  and,  b e a u t y  i n  
t h e  high f a s h i o n  s e n s e  was i n  f a c t  a  s o u r c e  of s i c k n e s s ,  Over and 
o v e r ,  n i n e  t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  roman t i c  p a i n t i n g s  f e a t u r e  t h e  
b e a u t i f u l  i nva l id  . . . .. Z Y  

The s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  which g l o r i f i e d  t h e  image of  t h e  i nva l id  gentlewoman 

reveals  t h a t  " h o s t i l i t y  Itever lies t o o  f a r  below t h e  s u r f a c e  of s e x u a l  

e7For Her Own Good, p. 108. 



by a species or? p a t e r n a i i s t i c  nuciYophi i ia  and t h e  Paci that  t i .  w i i f  a socsa i i y  

The absencz  of working-class  women in  t h e  plry sit;iart8s c o n s u l  t l n g  r o ~ i n t  

i n d i c a t e s  another cur ious  a s p e c t  o f  Phls disear ie,  T i  was i.unfini3rl t o  t h t .  

regard to  the  biological t h e o r i e s  aE c a u s a t l v n  a l r e a d y  d i s c a s s i * d ,  Piir>r tvunee*n 

bib  n o t  seem t o  s u f f e r  from t h i s  malady, oii a t  l e a s t  did riot srek jki.rafe:;t;iosraf 

h e l p  f o r  i t ,  Middle- t o  u p p e r - c l a s s  women, h o w e v e r ,  had becornr~ suhJrr:l  t 62 ;1 

sexuo-economic ref  a t i o n s h i p  wl tb  t h e i r  husbands upon en t e r i ~ r g  i n t o  t hi. 

cul t l v a t e  n e u r a s t h e n i c  s ymi; t t t m s .  Neuras tlrertia Was a ~ I I X U ~ Y ,  a f f l i c t i n g  oral y 

the moneyed, l ~ i s u r e b  classes,  a n d  a s  will be s ~ c z  from 21.11 ariaylsfs of  . ;e~t?k*it l  

Victorian novel:;, I t  w a s  t h i s  v e r y  leJsni*f- ,  c o u p l e d  w i t h  wotneur's pal7 t i c . r i l ; a ~  

cfrcums t ances, and s o c i a l  expec t a t i ons ,  t h a t  g a v c  i*isct t o  iuf irml  t y -  

P h y s i c i a n s  made a f e w  f e e b l e  e f f o r t s  ti> t*xplain t h e  immunity o f  wnrkirrg- <!lin:;s 

women,  but  t h e s e  d i d  n o  more t h a n  c o n t i n u e  t h e  12:nr.k o f  exaltl l ig the fcmit~int: 

Ideaf."" 

3 c 0 f i v e  S c h r e i n e r  called the  p o s i t i o n  o f  the  middle-  t o  upper-  c lass  womixrk 
that  o f  "female p a r a s i t i s m "  (For Her Own G m b ,  p. 105).  

3iMany theories were proferred to  exgXain t h e  d i s c r e p a n c y  b e t w e e n  ih t t  
neurasthenic  t e n d e n c i e s  o f  t h e  weal t h y  woman rind the immunity o f  t h e  prhvr: 
"the medical prcjfession s t u r d i l y  mafntai l ied l h a  t i t  was a f f l  trctlt women who 
w e r e  m o s t  d e l i c a t e  and most i n  n e e d  of m e d i c a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  'C:iviXlza t init '  had  
made t h e  m i d d l e - c l a s s  woman sickly; her  p h y s i c a l  frailty w c r t t  hand--in--whit@- 
g l o v e d - h a n d w i t h  h e r  s u p e r i o r  modesty,  re f inement ,  and  ser-rsi t i v f  ty" .  T h e  pour 
a r e  brushed as ide  as  being hope less ly  robust:  " b e t t e r  o f f  womr:n were s i c k l y  



NeurastEretria1s or ig ins  artd t h e  r e a s o n s  undsrfyizag i ts preva lence  a r e  

m u s f  thoroag ' f i fy  pr=vi la led  i n  a n  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  upbringirig artd prospects ~ . ? f  

many Vfc tor lan  geni lewnmcn. The r;ducation and irtdrrctrinatisn that m.;a t yi?iu.ng 

g i r l s  r e c e i v e d  h e l p s  explain  the forces  a t  xork r ipon t h e i r  self-esteern. I n  the 

ear ly  and mid-Victorian y e a r s ,  ~nas lr~a l s  d e s i g n e d  for young g i r l s  emphasized 

o f  l f m i  t a  ticrns, and d e p e n d e n c e  upon the  male a s  a plry s i c a l  and in te l l ec tua l  

In !fie w o r d s  o f  Sara S t i c k r t e y  E1Ziu; authkur o f  T h r  Daughfr-rs of 
E~i~glartd, one v f  t h e  most 2opufzcr e a r l y - ' d i ~ t n r i a n  manuals of 
advice  for m i d d l e - c l a s s  g i r l s :  " A s  women ,  then, the  f i r s t  thing of 
importance is tc3 be cunteirt  t o  be i n f e r i o r  t o  m e n :  i n f e r i o r  i n  
meirtnl power,  =in the -:same p~opt t r t l o t i  a s  you a r e  in f  er*ictr in  bodi ly  
s t rengtb ."  In  adolescence, t h e  t e s t i n g  ground f o r  adulthot>d, g i r l s  
were to  accept t h a t  they m u s t  keep a t i g h t  r e i n  b o t h  on t b e i r  
a s p f r a t l o n s  anld o n  t h e i r  behavlclur. Whet*cas b o y s ,  i n  ado lescence ,  
were encouraged  t o  deve lop  theii* independence ,  g i r l s  w e r e  
tl.nccrursaged t o  accept dependence on t h e  male a s  a natural  and 
i n e v i t a b l e  par t  ctf the f ~ m i r i i n e  c o n d i t i o n  . . . 32 
That th is  and l i k e  e f f o r t s  at: condit iuning r e s u l t e d  in  a sense  of 

s u p e r f l u i t y  on  t h e  p a r t  of many V i c f  oriarl girls/wumen is o b v i o u . ~ .  Generally,  

woman was, from h e r  ear l i es t  y e a r s ,  d e s t i n e d  f o r  a f a t e  v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t  from 

Chat a €  her b r o t h e r s ,  in  f a c t  i t s  v e r y  a ; i t i thcs i s ,  Whcrear; a c t i v i t 3  re igned in 

f i t s  sphere ,  y a s s i v l  t y  and indol  ence c h a r a c t e r i z e d  h e r s .  E d u c a t i o n  was not  

because  i t  u s u a l l y  e n d e a v o r e d  t o  s u p p r e s s ,  r a t h e r  tli;ttt r e v e a t ,  their  

bpt*ausi. uf t h e i r  r e f i n e d  and c i v i l i z e d  l i f e s ty l e .  Fortunately,  however ,  th i s  
same l i f e s t y l e  made them amenable to  l e n g t h y  medical  t i ~ e a t m e n t .  Poor aild 
working-class  women w e r e  inherently stronger, and t h i s  was ails3 fr>r iunaie ,  
s i n c e  the i r  l i f e s t y l e  d i squa l i f i ed  themfrumlangthy  medical  t r e a t m e n t  anyway" 
(For Her Own Gctocd, pa. 134 -U5). 

""The Victnl*r'an G i ~ f  and tbt. Feminine f deal ,  p. 102. 



I-Iowever, i t  remains a i a c t  that ti g i r l ' s  e a r l y  iidtxcakCut! w a s  rat.cl?;. sctrt~t.:ihirrg 

i n  1369,  w o m e n  c o u l d  ~rct  receitii-' the ir  dt?g:.t:i*s theri- lrit ti1 ! 9 d  Y .  Ci>rrs+.qur*rr f l y ,  

m a k e  her Limited o p p o z t i m i t i d s  i n  bier l i f t ?  e v e n  wore  t1*nlirnfi t i c  L o  i i c k ~ i l  w i f  h. 

Her future, i t  was: assumed,  l a y  i n  a domes tic s e t t i n g ,  urrlikr that  o f  h e i -  

perce ived  a ectrrela tiorr be t w e e n  t h e  qualit;, 0:' f r , : m , ? l ~  r.dt~<.i i  k r o l l  i i lktl  t h f -  

93Loiiisa Hubbard, i n  The Year-Soak o f  Fsnrcrt's W O P - ~  U9? 5 pp. t i  7 )  w r i  fr e s :  "flri l . i I  
i t  is recognised t h a t  e d u c a t i o n  means  netthr2r a crarnmirrg c r f  f a c t s  notx a 
smattering r3i ac-cornpiishments, but a p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  l i f e ,  and f o r  t h e  

Whilst parents p e r s i s t  i n  ventur ing  t h e i r  daughters' welfare ofi t h e  slrtglc 
chance ox" a successfni marriage, a ciiarsce which by rrircums'sancss riot ~iit3i i . f  

her control, is daily being removed f u r t h e r  f porn c e r t a i r ~ t  y, misery  of mlird and 
bady m u s t  be the fa te  of marry." See Shirley Fos ter ,  "Female Januses: Ambfgul t y  
and Ambivalence towards Ma~riage  i n  Mid-Yic tor ian  Women's F i c l t s n , "  
fnfernaf iunaf Journaf of Xomn's Studies May /June (1913 3): 14 Y, 



"'the Pew acr+omplishments p o s s e s s e d  by them have  b e e n  taught f o r  d i sp lay  i n  

them with  s o  l i t t l e  of the s d f - d i s c i p l i n e  and i n n e r  r e sources  p s y c h i a t r i s t s  

deemed esserttial f o r  t h e  Jmdividuaf'c; s t r uggle agairrs t moral i n s a n i t y ,  women 

were s e e n  a s  poor m e n t a l  ~ J s k s , " ~ ' ~  Hrrwever, a l though  Coniilfy and o l h ~ r s  

recugniscd  t h e  dartge1.s p o s e d  by  omen's educat ion ,  they nevertheless 

regarded the c o n s e q u e n c e s  a s  a Paifrws o f  t r a i n i n g  and w i l l .  i n  o ther  words ,  

t h e  e f f e c t s  of such an education K e r e  someth i r ig  to  b e  transcended and no 

mention is made of pedagogical reform, 

For Vic tor ian  women,  o n c e  they  w e r e  e d u c a t e d  irt same fashion, t h e r e  was 

virtual ly  no  al terrtative to  matrfmony, e x c e p t i n g  p o s i t i o n s  o f  employment t h a t  

embodied tradi  t ionaf fy  female v i r t u e s  of s e l f - e f f a c e m e n t  a n d  -abnega t i ~ n ,  

which were v iuwed  a s  a l o s s  o f  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n  in any case. The o p t i o n  o f  

spins terhi lad w a s  regarded w i t h  d e r i s i o n  and a b h o r r e n c e .  Emo tivrxal and 

psychological p r e s s u r e s  t o  marry w e r e  added t o  the s o c i a l  and economic o n e s  

of e a r l i e r  perf ods:  

T h e s e  pressures  were made more a c u t e  by p a r t i c u l a r  i r o n i e s  o f  
t h e  contemporary  situation. As demographic f i g u r e s  i n d i c a t e ,  the  
proport ion  o f  unmarried women i n  the t o t a l  p o p u l a t i o n  expanded 
dramat ica l ly  during the Victorian per iod .  The c e n s u s  a f  1851 
showed  that  there  were 2 ,765 ,000  s i n g l e  women over t h e  a g e  of 
Eifteetl, and by LS?1 t h i s  f igure  had i n c r e a s e d  t o  3 , 2 2 5 , 7 0 0 . 3 0  

Wornen b e l i e v e d  t h e m s u f v c s  io bc i n  surplus and the a n s i e  t y  surrounding the  

i s s u e  of marriage surged  a s  t h e  percentage of s i n g l e  m a r r i a g e a b l e  women grew. 

-4Ifhortgh marriage w a s  viewed as  women's only a c c e p t a b l e  v o c a t i o n ,  i t  was 

the Individual,  pp. 6 - 7 .  



cons idered  vulgar f 0 appear to  a c t i v e l y  s e e k  a husband, a f a c t  which made the 

task  doubly d i s t r e s s i n g .  

A s s u m i n g  t h a t  a woman w a s  success fu l  it1 t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  a f  a t t m c t i n g  

a mate ,  t h e r e  w a s  a whole new mult i tude  of  p i t f a l l s  and o b s t a c l e s  i n  h e r  path .  

The i d e a l  Victorian ~ i f e  w a s  a contraalic-t.ion froin t h e  o u t s e t .  She was i t ,  

s y m b o l i z e  t h e  r e f u g e  found i n  t h e  p i - ivate  sphere,  a realm rtihicii the  t>trtsidta 

charged women with a d i s t i n c t  s e t  o f  r o l e s  t o  be p l a y e d  o u t  i n  an er%tl iF i - . l y  

s e p a r a t e  sphere .  Women were n o t  supposcd t o  p o s s e s s  amhitloll or  h o s  t i l i l y  

o r  anger. S ince  t h e r e  were few produc t ive  or  s t i m u l a t i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  ailowt.ic! 

t h e  middle-  to  upper-class  woman, i t  was i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t  h e r  r n e r g i t : ~  wondtf  

e v e n t u a l l y  f o c u s  on a c o s n t  ei--productis.c o r  n e g a t i v e  p h y s i c a l  awalci;.nrcr.ss c > P  

h er  body. C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  the middle-  t o  u p p e r - c l a s s  woman's l i f e s t y l e  

predisposed h e r  t o  i l l n e s s ,  and i l l n e s s  i n  turn p r e d i s p o s e d  h e r  t o  corttinuc. t o  

l i v e  as  s h e  was e x p e c t e d  to.  

F r u s t r a t i o n ,  i r j a c t i v i t y ,  and a p e r v a s i v e  serfse of  f u t i l i t y  c i i s l l y  

t r a n s l a t e d  t h e m s e l v e s  i n t o  the phys i ca l  :; ymptoms t h e  netrras thene cowyla inct i  

of ,  s ince  she  t y p i c a l l y  exper ienced  n o t  only  t h e  circurns t a n c ~ s  tha t  produce 

malaise, bu.f the  time f n  which t o  nurture  i t  a s  we l l  a s  "indv.fgeW herself I n  

prafonged invalidlsrn. This inva l id i sm became a species of p a s s i v e  and 

i n e f f e c t u a l  r e v o l t  a s  w e l l  a s  a manipulat ive  t o o l ,  f o r  the  q u e r u l o u s  p a t i e t ~ i  

could achieve a t  f eas t  minimal control  o v e r  c e r t a i n  a spec t s  of  her  l i f e  and the 

l i v e s  of o t h e r s  Because o f  h er  c o n d i t i o n .  Subsequcn  t c h a p t e r s  demons t r a  tr: 

t h a t  t h e  work of BronfG and G a s k e l l  depict  women who attempt t n  r e g a i n  

c o n t r o l  of t h e i r  f i ve s  through t h e  medium o f  i l l  h e a l t h  and t h a t ,  w h e t h e r  or 

not the novef i s  ts' attacks on t h e  patriarchal s tructure  of Victorian England 
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w e r e  expi id  t ,  t h e y  w e r e  n o n e t h e l e s s  successful i n  elucidating the phenomenon 

of female i l l n e s s  and the  r e p r e s s i v e  regimen t h a t  became the  rhythm ctf many 

women's d a y s .  



CHAPTER 2 

Wives DaagIbters: 
'The Natural Consequence of Mental and BadlSy Idleness'  

The n o v e l s  of E l i zabe th  C a s k e l l  (1810-1865) are  r ich  i n  t h e i r  

p o r t r a y a l s  of women. Her i n c i s i v e  p r o s e  d raws  t h e  r e a d e r  i n t o  t h e  

psycholoigicaf d ramas  of b o t h  mar r i ed  and unmarr ied  wutwren, pit ytng 

p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  dilemmas fac ing  t h c  young g i r l  o n  the brink of 

e i t h e r  of these  f a t c s .  Married t o  a U n i t a r i a n  m i n i s t e r  and mother  t o  fuur 

d a u g h t e r s ,  Gaske l l  recognized  t h e  d i s a d v a n t a g e s ,  f r u s t x ' a t i o n s ,  a i d  

complex i t i e s  t h a t  d e v o l v e  upon a m a  t r s n ,  while reveal ing a n  eqnally 

pro found  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  l i f e  of t h e  single  wornan. However, thpriz 

w a s  no q u e s t i o n  i n  Gaske l l ' s  mind a s  t o  where  a woman's  f i r s t  l o y a l t i c s  

r e s t e d ,  b e  s h e  single or no t :  "no o t h e r  can  t a k e  up t h e  q u i e t  r e g u l a r  d u t i e s  

of t h e  daugh te r ,  t h e  wife,  o r  t h e  mothe r ,  a s  well a s  s h e  whom God ha..: 

a p p o i n t e d  t o  f i l l  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  p lace :  a woman's pr inc ipa l  work i n  1 I P e  is 

h a r d l y  l e f t  t o  h e r  own choice ;  n o r  can s h e  d r o p  t h e  domes t i c  c h a r g e s  

devolv ing  on h e r  a s  a n  ind iv idua l ,  f o r  t h e  e x e r c i s e  of t h c  most s p l ~ n d l t l  

t a l e n t s  t h a t  were e v e r  b e s t ~ w e d . " ~  Clea r ly  G a s k o f l  c a n s i d c r e t l  h e r s e l f  

f o r t u n a t e  in  having  been allowed t h e  oppor tu t l i t y  t o  w r i t e  wf t h o u t  having 

t h i s  d e t r a c t  from what  s h e  b e l i e v e d  were h e r  primary d u t i e s .  

Her f a s t  nove l ,  Wfves and Daugh te r s  (1886), which was brought  t o  a 

premature close some fewpages shoi . t  of i ts  cr;nc!usion by Gaskell's s u d d e n  

lEZizabe t h  Gaskef l ,  Life of Charlotte Bronte, (New Xork: Thomas C ,  Crowell 
Lt Co. ,  n.d.1, p. 279. 





c o n v e n t i o n a l  r e s o l u t i o n ,  M a r g a r e t  Hale, i n  North and South, c h a l l e n g e s  t h e  

t r a d i t i o n a l ,  antagonis t i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be t w e e n  the working c lasses  and the  

"masters" o r  mil l -owners ,  b u t  In  p r i v a t e  l i fe  s h e  expt~nds it 

d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  amount  of  time a n d  t h o u g h t  on t h e  q u e s i i o t r  of w h e t h e r  

Thurntcrn r e s p e c t s  her a n y  more.  T h i s  q u e s t i o n  is of c o u r s e  a n s w e r c d  I n  thtx 

a f f i r m a t i v e  by t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  at. t h e  e n d  s f  t h e  novel.  In  ter*rns of ytlrsoiral 

au tonomy,  t h e s e  ear l ier  h e r o i n e s  a r e  n o  more e f f e c t i v e  than  ls  Molly 

G i b s o n .  In Cranford ( 1 5 5 3 ) ,  t h e  l a d i e s  cf %be Pit t le  t o w n  appear. sonicwha t. 

i n d e p e n d e n t  i n  t h a t  they  l i v e  i n  a c u r i o u s  glace where men a r e  altnns l non- 

e x i s t e n t .  F u r t h e r m o r - e ,  f e w  of  these l a d i e s  a r e  d e f l n e d  by a r e l a t i u n s h i p  

w i t h  a man ( s p i n s t e r s  p r e d o m i n a t e  i n  Cranford) .  Bu t  e v e n  t h e y  n e e d  a l i t  t2e 

male assis  t a m e  f r o m  time t o  t ime  a n d  t h e  women a r e  n o t  shown a s  b e i ~ r g  

e n t i r e l y  e f f e c t i v e  i n  managing t h e i r  a f f a i r s  (Mat l y  has, i n  f a c t ,  through 

h e r  neglect: s f  f i n a n c i a l  m a t t e r s ,  l a s t  h e r  income).  T b r  l a d i e s '  o b s c s s i v ~  

i n t e r e s t  i n  t r i v i a l i t i e s ,  or^ a u  t r i f l i n g  a n a t u r e  t h a t  t h e y  provlclc much of 

t h e  comedic  impact of  the work, r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e i r  exds t e n u e  is  b a r r e n  and 

d e s o l a t e .  

The women t h a t  G a s k e l l  assembles in h e r  f i n a l  w o r k  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  

b e t r a y  symptoms of d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  and f r u s  t r a  t io i l  wi th  t h e i r  ro les .  This  

is i n v a r i a b l y  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  v a r y i n g  d ~ g r e e s  o f  ill h e i ~ l t h ,  u s u a l 1  y e i t h e r  

e n t i r e l y  " f a n c i e d "  or  o f  a p s y c h o s o m a t i c  n a t u r e .  T h a t  n o t  a single tnaJur 

female charac ter  e s c a p e s  i n f i r m i t y  is r e v e a l i n g ;  t h a t  G a s k e l I  crc:ia tes  s u ~ h  

a scenario w i t h o u t  i n s p i r i n g  i n c r e d u l i t y  is a p p a l l i n g .  M o r e o v e r ,  Lhc 

i n s t a n c e s  of w i d e s p r e a d  Ill h e a l t h  t h a t  G a s k a l l  d e s c r i b e s  a r e  S O  c a s u a l l y  

re fer red  t o  t h a t  i t  is obv ious  t h a t  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  is r c l a t i v c l y  inrtrsed t o  

s u c h  phenomena.  Q u i t e  simply,  i l l n e s s  was a Pact o f  l i f e  f o r  many Vic:torlan 



women, a f t h o u g h  f e w  p e r c e i v e d  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  c o n f l i c t s  a s  t h o r o u g h l y  a s  

G a  ske-IIL. 

I t  is Mrs. Hamfey,  S q u i r e  Hamleyk  apparently p l a c i d  a n d  d e v o t e d  w i f e ,  

t h r o u g h  whom t h e  r e a d e r  f i r s t  g l e a n s  i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  l i f e  o f  a n  invrz..kid 

V i c t o r i a n  gentlewoman. She B a s  made i n v a l i d i s m  a l i f e s t y l e ,  a n d  i t  is d u r i n g  

t h e  f r e q u e n t  v i s i t s  of M r .  Gibson,  Molly's f a t h e r  and  t h e  l o c a l  p h y s i c i a n ,  t o  

Mrs. f t a m f e y ,  t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  is i n t r o d u c e d  l o  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of h e r  

ilintflss,  I t  becomes r a p i d l y  a p p a r e n t  t h a t ,  w h a t e v e r  "Le o r i g i n a l  causes o f  

her  i n d i s p o s i t i o n ,  t h e y  h a v e  become t r a n s m u t e d  i n t o  a r c n l  a n d  e v e n t u a l l y  

l i f e - t h r e a  t e n i n g  s i t u a t i o n .  Al though  many, i n c l u d i n g  Hamley himse l f ,  a r e  

i n c l i n e d  t o  d i s m i s s  h e r  d i s c o m f i t u r e  a s  r e l a t i v e l y  h a r m l e s s ,  Gibson  

r * e a I i z e s  t h a t  i t  is s e r i o u s :  

Nt; knew t h e r e  was r e a l  secret  ha rm going on al l  t h i s  time t h a t  
people spoke o f  h e r  a s  a m e r e l y  f a n c i f u l  i n v a l i d ;  a n d  t h a t  one 
o r  two accused him o f  h~morxr fng  h e r  fartcies. B u t  h e  o n l y  smi l ed  
a t  s u c h  a c c u s a t i o n s .  fie f e l t  t h a t  h i s  v i s i t s  were  a r e a l  
p leasure and l i g h t e n i n g  of her growing and i n d e s c r i b a b l e  
d i s c o m f o r t ;  h e  knew t h a t  S q u i r e  Hamley would h a v e  b e e n  on ly  
t o o  glad i f  h e  had come e v e r y  day ;  a n d  h e  w a s  c o n s c i o u s  t h a t  b y  
ca r e fu l  w a t c h i n g  of h e r  symptoms he might m i t i g a t e  h e r  bodi ly  
pain.5 

E a s k e l l  c o v e r t l y  s u g g e s t s  b o t h  t h a t  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  of i l l n e s s  makes  

o n l o o k e r s  a p t  t o  d i s m i s s  i n v a l i d s  a s  e l a b o r a t e  f r a u d s  a n d  h y p o c h o n d r i a c s ,  

and t h a t  i n v a l i d s  f ind  s o m e  degree of c o m f o r t  i f  o n l y  i n  t he  v a l i d a t i o n  of 

t h e i r  c o m p l a i n t s .  

G n s k e l l  s k e t c h e s  a r e v e a l i n g  p o r t r a i t  uP t h e  m a r r i a g e  which h a s  

i n a d v c r  t e r t t i y  b u t  r e l en t l e s s ly  diminished Mrs. Hamley's v i t a l i t y ,  l e a v i n g  

3Elizabet'tr G a s k e l l ,  Wfvas and Daughters, (London: J.M. D e n t  and Sons,  
19661, p. 55. A l l  s u b s e q u e n t  references t o  Wives and Daughters will  be t o  
t h i s  e d i t i o n  a n d  w i l l  appear i n  t h e  t e x t  of t h i s  t h e s i s .  



d i f f i d e n c e  a n d  l e t h a r g y  i n  i t s  w a k e .  Hamley is one o f  a dyirlg b r e e d  o f  lnurl, 

t h o s e  who h a v e  no  place I n  t h e  wor.Zd o f  e d u c a t e d  a r . i s t o c t . a t s ,  b u t  whose 

p r i d e  f o r b i d s  them t n  a s soc ia te  w i t h  t h e i r  " Infer . io t l s"  i n  s t a t t u n ,  I t  t s  hPr; 

lack of  a f o r m a l  e d u c a t i o n  that: c a u s e s  him t o  a v o i d  h i s  soc.ial e q u a l s ,  (which 

I s  one  r e a s a n  u n d e r l y i n g  his insistrnca t h a t  h i s  s o n s  r e c e i v e  in f i r s t  r a t e  

e d u c a t f o n )  and t h e r e f o r e  h e  i s o l a t e s  himse l f ,  a n d  r - t rcessar i l y  h i s  w i f e  i ts 

Thei r  mutual a t  t r a c t i o n  d u r i n g  c o u r t s h i p  n u  doubt u n n s i s  t prl trf t ! t i% 

f a s c i n a t i o n  o n e  f e e l s  f o r  one's  f u l l .  Mrs.. Hamley p o s s e s s e s  t h e  bt*et?dtng 

a n d  r e f  inemen t 7 acking i n  Hainley's disposlt-ion, whif s l h c  d l s p l i i y s  t h e  

c a n d o u r  and spunk which Mrs. Hamiey r a r e l y  would h a v e  e r ~ c o u n t c r o d  analdst 

h e r  London c o h o r t .  Gaskoll describes Mrs. NamXey a s  "a f i n e  Eortrlon l i tdy"  

and a s s e ~ , t s  t h a t  i t  w a s  '"one o f  t h o s e  perplexing m a r r i a g e s  aP wlibch ans  

c a n n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  r e a s o n s "  (p. 45),  artd y e  t she suggt's ts sub  t Itt f z x t i r ~  t :; 

of t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  wlldch l e ave  one  l e s s  d o u b t f u l  of t h e i r  m u t u a l  d a s I r o .  

O f  t h e  c a u s a l  f a c t o r s  invt,lvcrd i n  Mrs. Nundey ' s  12lrress, Gi.i.skc:ll is 

q u i t e  c e r t a i n :  " p a s s i b l y  Mrs. Hamley would ncs t h a v e  surtk i n t o  the cond l  t  lrtrr 

o f  a c h r o n i c  i n v a l i d  if  h e r  h u s b a n d  had c a r e d  H. l i t  t lc  more f o r  her  var ious  

t a s t e s ,  o r  a l l o w e d  h e r  t h e  cornpanlonsfi ip of  t h o s e  who did" (p. 53). A f t e r  

h a v i n g  "got  a l l  t h a t  w a s  w o r t h  having out, o f  the crowd of  h o u s c s  f,hc:y 

c a l l e d  London" (p. 531, he w a s  i n c l i n e d  t o  f o r g e t  t h a t  t h e  wrt-tchod ptitcu 

e v e r  e x i s t e d ,  and t o  r e s t  c o n t e n t  i n  t h e  c:suntry s e t t i n g  which was his 

n a t u r a l  a n d  c h o s e n  mi l ieu .  He of t e n  remirtded Mrs. Hamlcy t h a t  she wilts Lhl: 

o n l y  " redeeming  clplaPIty h e  c o u l d  e v e r  p e r c e i v e  London t c s  posses s "  (p. 531 

and t h i s  b a c k h a n d e d  compliment,  i n s e t l s i t f v e  given t h a t  Mrs. Hamley Is 

e n a m o u r e d  of much t h a t  London has  t o  o f f e r ,  b e g i n s  e v e n t u a l l y  t o  g r a t e  on 



h e r  ears: "it charmed her  a t  f i r s t ,  i t  pleased her  up t o  t h e  las t  time of  h e r  

hearing it; but,  f o r  d . 1  t h a t ,  s h e  used sametimes t o  w i s h  t h a t  he aarauld 

r e c o g n i s e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  might still be someth ing  worth hearing and 

see ing  i n  t h e  g r e a t  c i t y "  (p. 53). 

fiamley n o t  only f l a t l y  r e f u s e s  t o  accctmpany h i s  w i f e  t o  London b u t  

pa trotzizes h c r  upon her  re turn  when s h e  " s tubborn ly"  i n s i s t s  upon v i s i t s  

t u  t h e  mr. f royul is  on h e r  own, Mureover, he t r e a t s  h e r  a s  i f  s h e  is no m o r e  

t h a n  a n  embf e m  of  h i m s e l f  a n d  h i s  pride. He I s  "kind" enough t o  b e s t o w  b o t h  

h i s  c o n s e n t  and h i s  cask upon h e r  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t he se  s o r t i e s ,  b u t  "showed 

s o  l i t t l e  sympathy wi th  h e r  when s h e  came back f u l l  of what  s h e  had d o n e  on 

h e r  v i s i t  t h a t  she ceased car ing t o  go" (p. 531, The only a p p r o b a t i o n  t h a t  

Etamley can m u s t e r  consists o f  a blend of c o n d e s c e n s i o n  and a r r o g a n c e :  

"There,  t h e r e ,  my l i t t l e  woman, take t h a t !  Dress y o u r s e l f  up a s  
f i n e  a s  any 01.1 'em, and buy what. you l ike ,  f o r  t h e  c r e d i t  of 
Hamfey of Hamley; and go t o  t h e  p s r k  and the play, and show o f f  
with t h e  b e s t  on ' em.  I s h a l l  be glad t o  s e e  t h e e  back aga in ,  I 
know; but  h a v e  t h y  f l i n g  while t h a u ' r t  about  it." (g. 54)  

I t  I s  obv ious  t h a t  he wilful ly  misreads h i s  wi fe ' s  p u r p o s e  i n  v i s i t i n g  

London. Whcn Mrs. Tiamley r c  t u r n s ,  Mr. Namley f r e q u e n t l y  c la ims  t h a t  t h e  

v e r y  t a lk ing  a b o u t  f t  t f r e s  him exceedingly,  a n d  fte is  a p t  t o  d i smi s s  h e r  

& l l f ? ~ d ~ t i e ~  and e x p l o i t s  by b l u n t l y  changing the s u b j e c t .  

London is n o t  t h e  only p leasure  t h a t  Mrs. Hamley f o r e g o e s  f o r  h e r  

husband ' s  sake,  a l t h o u g h  I t  is  symbolic: of a g rea t  d e a l  more. Mrs. Hamle y 's  

t a s t e s  a r e  r e f i n c d ;  s h e  is a p r o l i f i c  r e a d e r  and p o s s e s s e d  of " c o n s i d e r a b l o  

1S t erary  t a s t e . "  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  s h e  is "gen t l e  arid serl t imen t a l ;  f e n d e r  and 

goodW(p. 54). In a d d i t i o n  t o  h e r  London v i s i t s ,  she a l s o  g i v e s  up h e r  

p leasure  i n  social. i n t e r c o u r s e  w i t h  h e r  p e e r s  i n  e d u c a t i o n  and p o s i t i o n .  

C l e a r l y  t h e  f i f e  of a l e i s u r e d  gentlewoman fond  of e n t e r t a i n i n g  could  n o t  
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of  h e r  p a s s i o n a t e  i n t e r e s t s :  "He l o v e d  h i s  w f f e  a l l  tiit. rnt11.e dearly f a r  htbr 

s a c r i f i c e s  f a r  him; b u t ,  d e p r i v e d  of a l l  h e r  s t r o n g  interest:;,  s h e  s a n k  Into 

i l l -heal th;  noth ing  d e f i n i t e ;  only  s h e  w a s  n e v e r  well" ip. 54). Sltirley Fos tea. 

s e e s  th i s  as a f u n c l l o n  of  her  detet-isratirrg mental  heal th  and c la ims  tha t  

Etkat l  has  created a s t a b l e  marriage, but h a s  a l s o  broken  h e r  ~ p i t . 1 2 . " ~  

Ever1 her c h i l d r e n  d o  n o t  s e r v e  t o  g i v e  Mrs. fiamley n p u r p o s e ,  or* 

d i v e r s i o n  from turning  her thougXiEs Inward, and t h i s  l a  agulrt bas ica l ly  a 

f u n c t i o n  o f  Harnley's p r a c t i c a l ,  but t h o u g h t l e s s ,  asp ir*ut ions ,  W e  does  no! 

want t o  place h i s  s o n s  in h i s  own anorna2ous posit lor^ w i t h  r c g a r d  t o  sc~r:IirJ 

s t artding, and y e t  s e n d i n g  iris sons  l o  praparatotty schocif e a r l y  l e a v s s  h i s  

w i f e  b e r e f t  o f  any consuming o c c u p a t i o n  o r  m a t e r n a l  plt2asu.r-?s. T h i s  r r c - t  

c l e a r l y  shows d e l i b e r a t e  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n s  of  his childrot)  but 

is  d e v o i d  o f  any l i k e  s e n t i m e n t  with regard l a  Mrs. FXamioy. Perhaps a 

compromise, i n  t h e  form of sending  them t o  s c h o o l  a l i t t l e  l a t e r  or), could 

have been  r e a c h e d ,  but  Mrs. IIamley's f e e l i n g s  a r c  o b v f o u s l y  

Inconsequerr t i a l .  

Mrs. Hamley s i n k s  s l o w l y  i n t o  an  infirm s t a t e  and f o r  inany yc2ars 4 t 4  

unable  t o  walk beyond t h e  c o n f i n e s  of h e r  garden:  "tht: g r e a t e r  p a r t  o f  h t ? ~  

l i f e  was  s p e n t  on a s o f a ,  wheeled t o  t h e  window i n  summer, l o  t h e  P f r v s i d e  

i n  winter"  (p. 5 5 ) .  The o n l y  c o n t r o l  she wie lds  o v e r  h e r  l i f e  is b o t h  mirrimal 
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a r ~ d  manipula t fve .  Her " d e l i c a c y "  is invoked and inflamed when unpf easan t  

-* e v e n t s  transpire .  *hen Osborue l o s e s  h i s  f e i i ~ w s h i p  ai. Trinf i y ,  Mrs. Hamley 

reac t s  swiftly, In t h e  w o r d s  of Mr, Gibson: 

"I can ' t  understand I t ,  f n e v e r  expected a n y t h i n g  extraordinary 
Ercm Roger; b u t  Osborne---f And t h e n  i t  h a s  thrown madam i n t o  
o n e  of  h e r  bad f i t s  of i l lness  . . ." (pp. 186-87) 

Hamley a p p e a r s  t u  makc s m a l l  coitcessicrns t o  h i s  w i f e  on account  of h e r  

i l lness :  '"My w i f e  s e t s  her  heart on th ings ,  a s  sick people dov'@.  187). This  

h e  s a y s  when e n t r e a t i n g  Moily t o  accompany kjm back t o  Earnley Hali tv  

comfort Mrs, Hamltly. But I t  is the lack o f  any s i g r ~ j f i i 7 m t  C O ~ C ~ S S ~ O I ~ S  tha t  

h a s  l e d  t o  her  malaise i n  the f i r s t  place. 

Mrs. Hamfey a l s o  u s e s  h e r  i l l n e s s  t o  p r a c t i s e  a form oi: denial w i t h  

r e g a r d  t o  her t e d i o u s  existence ,  S h e  has made I t  apparent t h a t ,  a s  an  

inval id ,  s h e  carmot call  upon o thers  in the  neighbourhood nor r e c e i v e  c a l l s .  

Ncr son Roger i s  confirmed it1 h i s  b e l i e f  tha t  t h i s  i s  the r e a s o n  why she no 

l o n g e r  s o c i a l i s e s :  "'My mother is v e r y  delicate, and obliged t o  humour h e r  

h e a l t h ,  which has  made her keep aloof from society '"  (p. 168). O f  c o u r s e ,  i t  

i s  Mr. Hamley who h a s  kept  her* "aloof" from soc i e ty ,  with h i s  disparaging 

opinion of  London and h i s  re luc tance  t o  i n t e r a c t  with h i s  neighbours ,  Mrs. 

Hamley's conformity  t o  the  V i c t o r i a n  not ion  of female obedience d i c t a t e s  

t h a t  s h e  must adapt h e r s e l f  t o  h i s  l i f e s t y l e  r a t h e r  than p r o t e s t .  And s o  

s h e  c h o o s e s  to  r e v e r s e  the  o r d e r  o f  e v e n t s :  i t  is  because s h e  is i l l  that  

s h e  cannot  s o c i a l i s e ,  and no t  t h a t  s h e  becomes ill because  she  h a s  b e e n  

d e n i e d  s o c i a l  in tercourse .  Here s h e  is able t o  u s e  her i l l n e s s  to f o o l  

h e r s e l f  a s  w e l l  a s  o t h e r s ,  





a "place" i n  t h i s  world l o n g  b e f o r e  she ceases  t o  draw b r e a t h  Her i l l n e s s  

znd derz t h  Gemctnstrate G a s k e f l ' s  a n a l y s i s  of " t k e  connectiort between 

% ~ u s E r a  t ion  and  f e m a l e  ill. h e a l t h ,  

Lady Cumnor is a n  i n v a l i d  of an  e n t i r e l y  d i s t i n c t  t y p e  from t h a t  

d e s c r i b e d  t h u s  f a r .  The mordant w i t  t h a t  p r e d o m i n a t e s  I n  much of t h e  prose  

concerned  with Lady Cumnor and h e r  f r i v u l a u s  and  e m p t y  l i f e s t y l e  s e r v e  t o  

i l laminate  the  absurd  l o g i c  under ly ing  many percept ions  of Yictoriart 

!;;vaffbism. Lady Cumnor f e e l s  oppressed by t h e  b a n a l i t y  O P  h e r  m a n y  

o b l i g a t i o n s ?  m o s t  of which a r e  e n t i r e l y  i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l ,  A l t h o u g h  shc  d o e s  

riot depreciate  her- t a s k s  i n  t h e  s l i g h t e s t  and,  t o  the c o n t r a r y ,  p r o b a b l y  

cu irs iders  them t o n  momentous  t o  be e n t r u s  tcd  t o  a n y o n e  else,  s h e  m a k e s  

no secret  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  t i r e  h e r .  N o n e t h e l e s s ,  this ds the r e s u l t  

of e l a b o r a t e  denial,  for w e r e  she to admit  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of h e r  

occupations a r e  ins ip id ,  sfre would a l s o  h a v e  t o  c o n f e s s  t h a t  h e r  l i f e  i s  

e n t i r e l y  m e a r i t n g l e s s .  Her  rrblfgations fa t igue  her because t h e y  a r e ,  i n  a 

word,  bor ing ,  G a s k e l l  is d c l i g h t f  u l l y  candid i n  r e v e a l i n g  t h e  a r t f u l  manner  

i n  which Lady Cumnor makes of  h e r  v a r i o u s  c o m p l a i n t s  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  

g r a t i f y  tier d c s i r e s .  Urxiiike t h a t  of Mrs. Mamley, h e r  i n d i s p o s i t i o n ,  b o r n  of  

a s i m i l a r  ennui and s tagnat ion,  h a s  n o t  y e t  man i f e s t ed  i t s e l f  i n  a u t h e n t i c  

i n f i r m i t y .  The chameleonic  n a t u r e  of her malady,  v a r y i n g  according t o  

e v e n t s  and h e r  own whims, i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  s h e  is m a n i p u l a t i n g  h e r  s t a t u s  a s  

. . Lady Cumnor , , . fourid her labours  as  a c h a p e r r ~ n e  t o  Lady  
H z r ~ i e t ,  t h e  yoirngest, cons iderably  l ig lr"eneb by- c o - o p e r a t i o n ;  
and, a t ,  length, she had leisure t o  be an  invalid.  She was, 
however ,  too e n e r g e t i c  t o  allow h e r s e l f  t h i s  i n d u l g e n c e  
c o n s t a n t l y ;  only s h e  permit ted  herself  t o  break down 
occasionally a f t e r  a long cour se  of  d i n n e r s ,  l a t e  h o u r s ,  a n d  
London atmosphere: and then,  l e a v i n g  Lady Harriet w i t h  e i t h e f  
Lady Cuxhaven or Lady Agnes M a n n e r s ,  s h e  b e t o o k  h e r s e l f  t o  



the  cornparatiye quiet of  t h e  Towers,  where s h u  found 
sc-capation in doing h e r  benevolence ,  which was s a d l y  n e g i ~ c t e d  
in the hur ly-bur ly  cr' London. This par t i cu lar  stmmer s h e  h a d  
broken dowa earfiei* than  usual ,  aild loityed f o r  t h e  rst7pusc. o f  
the  cirun t ry. (pp. 9T--98)  

Lady Cumnor s p e c i f i c a l l y  j u s t i f i e s  h e r  d l s  t a s t e  f o r  ct*r tairt dtxt i r s  a11d heit  

querulousness and impatience by claiming t h e  pr i  .;ileycs of an Inval id .  r?iht*rt 

w l a t  s h e  was t o  d o ;  what t1-1 e a t !  drittii, a v o i d .  Such de;:l..;iof~s 'i.thr ~ l ~ t t . i i , '  art.  

somcf imes a wonderfuf r e l i e f  t o  t h o s e  whose  h a b i t  i t  h a s  b<:i*i$ t r t  r f r * c . i d i = ,  

relaxation o f  t h e  s trairi which a character f o r  in fa l l ib l e  wisd4,m bring:; w i t h  

whenever s h e  does riot feel like coping with her t e d l v u s  errarid..; inn4 

obligatfons or  when her  w i s h e s  a r e  thwarted. When L a d y  Curnnijr is r e a d y  

early for a meet ing w i t h  XoZIy, s h e  e x p e c t s  Clare t o  tlivinc.: t h i s  arrd b r i n g  

t h e  g i r l  i n  r i g h t  away, When Clare f a i l s  t o  d o  so ,  Lady Cumractr yt:r*c:civc:s t tit2 

punctual Molly t v  b e  inascusa l i ly  l a t c .  This  p u t s  h e r  I n  a di f f i c tr f  t nroorf: 

"Every s m a l l  oecul*rencc is a n  e v e n t  in the  day  of  i~ r:onvalr.si.i:nt i n v a l i d ,  

where n o w  s h e  had t o  eneouizter crit ic ism" (p. 134). 

F ina l ly ,  i t  is interestirrg that  even though Lady Cuninor be1ic.vc.s tba  I 

i l l  heafth  i s  ir ldicat ive  of a w e a k  nature,  sht .  p e r s i s t s  i n  v lnd ica  tijig ht:r 

reputation for  good health, having always oonsiderr:d i l l n e s s  n want  o f  

self -control1" @. 347). Although i t  goes  agains t her ins tincts, us ing  i l lntsss 
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ti) escape t e d i o u s  tasks  is t h e  o n l y  means which Lady Cumnor* can 

v i o l e n c e  of h e r  a t  t a c k  a n d  from t h e  consequent operat ion ,  as  t o  be ablz l o  

be rrtmoveif tit t h e  Towers f o r  change of air; a n d  acco rd ing ly  s h e  was 

brought t h i t h e r  by her. whole farnil3 rs-ith a11 the  pomp and s t a t e  becoming a n  

th i s  i n  i tsel2 r e n d e ~ s  t h e  i n v a l i d  s t a t e  a t t r a c t i v e .  Indeed ,  Gaske l l ' s  

t r e a t m e n t  o f  Lady Cumnor r e v e a l s  t h e  a t t r a c t i o n s  of female  inval idism,  f o r  

t h e  a f f l u e n t ,  a t  l e a s t ,  j x s t  a s  h e r  depict ion of Mrs. Hamley o u t l i n e s  i t s  

dangers. 

P e r h a p s  t he  must;  po ignant  example of a n  i nva l id  in  t h e  nove l  i s  

p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  f o r m  of  Molly Gibsot:. She is normally t h e  epi tome of 

you tfrful ;.xuherzrtc.e arid v i t a l i t y *  Hope s p r i n g s  e t e r n a l  f o r  Molly f o r  the 

g y e a t e r  p a r t  of t h e  n o v e l  and s o ,  when s h e  f ir lds  h e r s e l f  somewhat 

e s t r a n g e d  from h e r  beloved f a t h e r  a s  the r e s u l t  of h i s  i n Jud ic ious  

marriage,  and r e n d e r e d  s u p s r f l u o u s ,  h e r  s u b s e q u e n t  d e c l i n e  is a l l  t h e  more 

p i t i a b l e .  By i r i f t i a l ly  p o r t r a y i n g  Molly i i s  t h e  p i c t u r e  of b r i g h t - e y e d  

uptlmism arrd viguur,  Gaskel l  p o i n t s  more emphat ica l ly  t o  t h e  p s y c h i c  causes  

of t h e  i l lness t h a t  l a t e r  on s u b d u e s  her .  

T h e  e v e n t s  and a t t i  t u d e s  t h a t  consp ire  agairrs t. Mofly's s p i r i t u a l  

well-beltrg a re  slowly s p e l l e d  o u t ,  and  begin approximately when Molly is on 

t h e  t h r e s h o l d  of adul thood .  F i r s t l y  t h e r e  is t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e  of h e r  

educa t ion .  Mr. Gibson's i n s t r u c t i o n s  t o  t h e  newly hired g o v e r n e s s ,  M i s s  

E y r e ,  are  exp l i c i t  and  purposive:  

"Don't t e a c h  Molly t o o  much; s h e  m u s t  s e w ,  and r e a d ,  
and do h e r  sums; b u t  I want t o  keep  her a chi ld ,  and i f  
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l e a r n i n g  d e s i r a b l e  f o r  h e r ,  f'lf see about; g i v l n g l t  t o  h e r  m y s e l f .  
A f t e r  all, I r m n o t  s u r e  t h a t  r e a d i n g  o r w ~ i t i n g i s  t ~ e c e s s a r y . M a n y  
a good woman g e t s  m a r r i e d  wl th  on ly  a cross i n s t e a d  of  h e r  namtz; 
it's r a t h e r  a d i l u t i n g  of m o t h e r - w i t ,  t o  my f a n c y ;  b u t ,  h o w e v e r ,  
w e  m u s t  y i e l d  t o  the p r e j u d i c e s  of  s o c i e t y ,  Miss Eyree, and s o  
y o u  may t e a c h  t h e  c h i l d  ti; read."  (p, 4 6 )  

A l t h o u g h  Mr. Gibson ' s  d e s l r c  t o  keep  MolZy a c h i l d  p o t e n t i a l l y  endows h o r  

with  a  g r e a t e r  degree  of f r e e d o m  t h a n  t h a t  acco rded  a young woman, ytr t i t  

also  m u s t  came t o  an  end eventuallyt  a t  which t i m e  her  t r a n s i t i o n  i n t o  the 

role of y o u n g  V i c t o r i a n  woman would b e  eJrt.,n more d i f f i c u l t  t o  atdjust t o .  

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  h40f3_y7s n a t u r a l  c u r i o s i t y  and d e s i r e  f o r  ktlowledgr-. art: 

c r u s h e d  by s u c h  a n  inJunc t i t in .  T h e  g o v e r n e s s  teaches Molly t o  ~ * e a d  tit14 

w r i t e  b u t  " t r i e d  h o n e s t l y  t o  k e e p  hey h a c k  In e v e r y  u t h e r  branch r r f  

e d u c a t i o n "  Cp. 45)  i n  compf iance  w l  t h  M r .  Gibson ' s  w i s h e s ,  Tha I MoIJy, w h o  is 

o b v i o u s l y  a n  i n t e l l i g e n t  g i ~ l ,  f e e l s  c o n s t r a i l l e d  by  t h i s  I s  e v l d e r i t  ilr l iar  

p e t i t i o n s  f o r  m o r e  s c h o o l i n g :  " I t  was on ly  by  f i g h t i n g  aud  Y t ruggl i i rg  hard,  

t h a t  b i t  by b i t  %oily p e r s u a d e d  her  f a t h e r  t o  l o t  h e r  h a v e  F r e n c h  arid 

d r a w i n g  f e s s a n s "  (p. 46). 

S e c o n d l y  there? i s  t h e  c i r c u ~ l t s t a n c e  of  Mr. Gibson's r e m a r r i a g e  t o  t h c  

s h a l l o w  and  d o m i n e e r l a g  Mrs. K i r k p a t r i c k .  Not o n l y  does  that  l i idy t h w a r t  t h e  

i n t i m a c y  t h a t  Holly h a s  p r e v i o u s l y  enjoyed w i t h  her f a t h e r ,  b u t  s h e  charges  

herself  wi th  o v e r s e e i n g  Molly's upbr ing ing ,  which  is, of c o u r s e ,  t h e  r easor1  

behind Mr. Gibson ' s  s e e k i n g  a w i f e  i n  the f i r s t  place. Wbcreins b c f o r e  Molly 

h a s  beerr g i v e n  a much f r e e r  re i r :  t h a n  mos t ,  owing t o  her mother's  d e a t h  a n d  

her fa ther ' s  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  h i s  p r a c t i c e ,  now s h e  m r l s  .I comply with t h c ~  

new Mrs. Gibson's e f f o r t s  t o  r e n d e r  h e r  m a r r i a g e a b l e .  Mrs. Gibson is 

a d m i r a b l y  s u i t e d  t o  t h e  t a s k  of p r e s e r ~ i i i l g  yci-trng lad ies  t o  social  

advantage  and wastes  no time i n  e f f e c t i n g  changes i n  Molly 's  d r e s s  a n d  

demeanor, A l t h o u g h  t he  r e s u l t  is a s u p p r e s s i o n  of Nolfy 's  n a t u r a l  



inc l ina  tiarrs and p e r s o n a l  a u t o n o m y ,  Mrs. Gibson  f u l f i l l s  h e r  d u t y  by h e l p i n g  

Molly a v d d  w h a t  is seen  as a m o s t  u n s a v o u r y  f a t e :  "The w i f e ' s  m a s t e r f u l  

r:ugotlation of t h e  r u l e s  o f  et iquette  and fa sh ion  makes  h e r  a k e y  player  

i n  a r r a n g i n g  Molly's and C y n t h i a ' s  m a r r i a g e s - m a r r i a g e s  t h a t  i n s t a l l  t h e  

young  women p e r m a n e n t l y  w i t h i n  t h e  u p p e r  middle class and  r e m o v e  them f r o s  

t h e  ambiguous  s t a t u s  o f  d o c t o r ' s  d a u g h t e r s  a n d  p o t e r r t i a l  g o v e r n c ~ s e s . " ~  

Tht.: l s s u c  of Molly 's  m a r r i a g e a b i l i t y  c o n t i n u e s  t o  s t i f l e  t h e  y o u n g  

woman. Whcn Squire Hamley and D r .  G ibson  a re  d i s c u s s i n g  the r e l a t i v e  meri ts  

of C y n t h i a ,  Gibson's  s t e p d a u g h t e r ,  and dec lare  her "one i n  a hund17ed,"Molly 

is viewed its v a s t l y  s u p e r i o r  i n  terms of p e r s o n a l i t y  but  o v e r a l l  d e f i c i e n t  

owing t o  her l i n e a g e  and f f n a n c i a l  pos i t i on :  

The Squire m e d i t a t e d  a Ilt  t ie.  "Your Molly is one i n  a t h o u s a n d ,  
t o  my mind. Rut t h e n ,  you see, s h e  comes  of  no  fami ly  a t  a l l  a n d  
I don't suppose s h e ' l l  have a chance  of  much money." (p. 379) 

Molly h a s  become a commodiky a n d  worse,  becatnse, although she is g e n e r a l l y  

recogn i sed  a s  a s u p e r i o r  c r e a t u r e ,  h e r  v i r t u e s  a r e  n o t  v a l u e d  a s  t h o s e  

which wi l l  a d v a n c e  a y o u n g  woman i n  a n y  s i g n i i i c a n t  way. 

Molly f i n d s  h e r s e l f  i n c r e a s i n g l y  trapped i n  w h a t  seems t o  her a 

s i t u a t i o n  of  h o p e l e s s  redundancy .  Without a prospec t  of  m a r r i a g e ,  s h e  is 

a'rlo I t e d  l i t t l e  i f  a n y  real p u r p o s e  i n  l i f e  a n d  f i n d s  l d l e r r e s s  i l l - s u i t e d  t o  

h e r  n a t u r e :  "Molly s t r i v e s  t o  f i l l  h e r  time; t h e  a d m i r a b l e  men In t h e  book 

s t r u y g l e  t o  f ind  t ime for  a l l  t h e y  wish  t o  a c ~ o m p l i s h . " ~  Of course, Molly 's  

iagi ta  tfon is e x a c e r b a t e d  b y  h e r  r o m a n t i c  a t t a c h m e n t  t o  R o g e r  Hamley a n d  

h i s  s u b s e q u e n t  devs t i o n  t o  C y n t h i a ,  who g r e a t l y  u n d e r v a l u e s  him i n  Molly's 

e"Nobodg's Angels:  D o m e s t i c  I d e o l o g y  and Middle -Class  Women i n  t h e  
Victorian Novel," p. 300. 

RTaklng Care: S u m  Women Novelists, p. 3 7. 



opinion. The i r t junc t ian  a g a i n s  t r e v e a l i n g  one's sexual  f cclirrgs t h a t  is a 

v i t a l  e lement  i n  t h e  Vfctorian f entinine ideal  proh ib i t s  Mu-t!y Eram 

express ing  h e r  s o r r o w ,  and Roger remains  unaware o f  her  a t t a c h m e n t .  Ttiv 

Misses  Browning  loam o n  t h e  ho r i zon ,  dep res s i r l g  r e p r e s e n t a t l v c s  of the  

f a t e  of  the  unmarr ied.  The i r  l l v e s  a r e  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by  an obseus iv i .  iirld 

pa t h e t i c  a t  t e n t i a i l  t o  t r i v i a  and goss!p and t h e y  are  g e n e r a l l y  t frr  uhjt?r:t 

of  r i d i ~ u l e , ~  i f  t h e y  a r e  n o t i c e d  a t  all. The fact that  Lady l l u r r i e t  

d e s i g n a t e s  them "Pecksy arid F lapsy"  (y. 169) r e v e a l s  why keeping a low 

p r o f i l e  is of t e n  p r e f e r a b l e  f o r  such  women, Molly c e r  t ainlgr e n m o t .  look f o 

t h e i r  f a t e  a s  a c h e e r f u l  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  mar r i age .  The deupnnderiuy wlticlx 

emerges when D r .  G i b s o n  r e m a r r i e s ,  and ir i ter-rsif les when Molly hegins  t o  

f e e l  d i spensaS le ,  object i f ied ,  a n d  e n c l o s e d  becomes t h e  scrurcu u Q  a rttrrl 

and  i n c r e a s i n g  debi l i ty :"  

. . ,. pour  Molly had  n o t  p a s s e d  a cheerful  win te r ,  independent ly  
of any p r i v a t e  scJprows t h a t  s h e  might h a v e  in h e r  own f i c a r t ,  
She did n o t  l ook  well, e i t h e r :  s h e  was gradua l ly  Piillir~g i n t o  low 
h e a l t h ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  bad hea l th .  Her heart b e a t  more f e e b l y  a~ad 
s lower ;  t h e  v iv i fy ing  s t i m u l a n t  of hope-even  unucknowledgcd 
hope-was gone  o u t  of  h e r  l i fe .  (p. 3 9 7 )  

T h o e b e  Browning is h o p e f u l  t h a t  Mr. Clbson's rumfnn t i o n s  regardlrrg 
r e m a r r i a g e  a r e  vo iced  t o  p repare  h e r  f o r  a p roposa l  (p. 148). T h a t  t h i s  is 
n o t  h i s  i n t e n t i o n  and t h a t  Phoebe  l o o k s  s l i g h t l y  l u d i c r o u s  a s  a r e s u l t  is 
a  r e f l e c t i o n  of s o c i e t y ' s  contempt  f o r  old maids who h a v e  t h e  a u d a c l t y  f o  
c o n s i d e r  themselves desirable: "Soc ie ty  t r a i n e d  women f o r  one f i~nc;t ion,  
m a r r i a g e ,  and t h e n  mocked t h o s e  who s o u g h t  t h i s  fdy l f ic  s t a t e  sf t e r  h a v i n g  
r e a c h e d  ma tu r i t y . "  See Martha Vlcinus,  ed.  Suffer and Be S t i l l :  Worn12 in bht: 
Yfcfot - ien Age, (Blocrairtgton: Ind iana  Unlversf t y  Press ,  1 9 1 2 ) ,  p, xlf ,  

= P a t r i c i a  Meyer Spacks w r i t e s  of Gaskelf 's  ab i l i t y  to perce ive  much tlra t 
went  und i sce rned  b y  h e r  etintempcrraries:  "Suppres s ion  a s  a l b g i t l m a t e  form 
of s e l f - c o n t r o l  h a s  long  b e e n  recommended t o  women; l i t e r a r y  reoognf tlnrr 
of  i ts  d a n g e r s  a s  e a r l y  a s  Mrs. Gaskel l ' s  time is u n u s u a l "  (Taking Cars: S o m  
Women Novelists, p, 40). 



D r .  Gibson i s  f e a r f u l  f o r  Molly's future  when s h e  shows no s i g n  o f  

ra l ly ing .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i n  one  who h a s  p r e v i o u s l y  been  s o  h a b i t u a l l y  

c h e e r f u l  and v i b r a n t  is s u f f i c i e n t  c a u s e  f o r  alarm. G a s k e l l  h a s  a l r e a d y  

r e v e a l e d  t h e  d o c t v r  a s  r e l a l i v e l y  cognizan t  of t h e  effects  of one ' s  p s y c h e  

upon p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h ,  and s o  Gibsort's r e a c t i o n  is much more irnmedia t e  than  

tha t  o f ,  s a y ,  S q u i r e  Hamley w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  h i s  wi fe :  "The i l l n e s s  whlch 

CGibsonl app rehended  came upon Molly; n o t  v i o l e n t l y  o r  a c u t e l y ,  s o  t h a t  

there was a n y  immediate danger  t o  be d readed ;  b u t  making a l o n g  pu l l  upon 

h e r  s t r e n g t h ,  which seemed t o  l e s s e n  d a y  by day ,  u n t i l  a t  l a s t  h e r  f a t h e r  

f e a r e d  t h a t  s h e  might become a permanent:  inva l id"  (p. 5 5 1 ) .  But  while Gibson 

t r e a t s  h e r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t u r b a n c e  s e r i o u s l y ,  Mrs. Gibson v o i c e s  a 

common opirziorx of h e r  age w i  t h  respect t o  female i l l n e s s :  "'Molly's i l l n e s s  

i s  only n e r v o u s ,  Mr. Gibson s a y s .  A n e r v o u s  f e v e r ;  b u t  you  m u s t  remember 

n e r v e s  a r e  mere  f ancy ,  and s h e ' s  g e t t i n g  b e t t e r V ' ( p ,  558). 

M o l y  a c t u a l l y  s u f f e r s  f rom one  of t h o s e  ilifarnorrs swooning f i t s  s o  

p o p u l a r  in  t h e  V ic to r f an  pe r iod ,  b u t ,  beirtg a c q u a i n t e d  wi th  Molly's s i n c e r e  

nature,  t h e  r e a d e r  is compelled t o  t a k e  i t  s e r i o u s l y .  When Molly p e r c e i v e s  

t h a t  Roger  Hamley h a s  J u s t  been d i smi s sed  by Cynth ia  b o t h  f rom t h e  p a r l o u r  

and  f rom h e r  l i f e ,  she  f a i n t s  a w a y  " u t t e r l y "  al-rd Cynth i a  must summon 

smel l ing s a l t s  (p. 513) .  H e r  i l l n e s s  i n t e n s i f i e s  and a b r i e f  s o j o u r n  a t  t h e  

Towers  is recommended du r ing  t h e  family 's  removal  f o r  Cynth ia ' s  wedding. I t  

is n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  e i t h e r  that  Roger  Hamley h a p p ~ z s  t o  b e  v i s i t i n g  t h e  

Towers  d u r i n g  t h i s  period, n o r  t h a t  Molly's i n f i r m i t y  g r a d u a l l y  g o e s  i n t o  

r emis s ion ,  Had t h e  n o v e l  b e e n  comple ted ,  i t  is obv ious  t h a t  a marriage 

be tween  Molly and Roger would h a v e  t a k e n  place.  Her s p i r i t u a l  m a l a i s e  w i l l  

b e  r e l i e v e d  by t h e  proximity  of h e r  be loved  Roger ,  a r ~ d  by t h e  p r o s p e c t  of 



a n  a c t i v e  and  purposive l i f e  Sollowing s u c h  a marriage,  and thus t h e  n o v e t  

c l o s e s .  Qf c o u r s e ,  G a s k e l l  d o e s  ritt t r e s o l v e  t h e  problem tr E "wornart's place" 

i n  V i c t o r i a n  s a c i e  t y  and s e e m s  trnablc t o  avo id  the  c o n t v ~ n  tiorrnl ending 

h e r e .  B u t  s h e  h a s  r e v e a l e d  t h e  circumstancus tha t  LeadMolly down t h e  p a t h  

o f  i n f i r m i t y  a n d  back a g a i n ,  e v e n  i f  s h ~  h a s  n o t  .sa I l s E n c t ~ \ r i l t y  p170pctsc-:d 

m o r e  humane a n d  f u l f i l l i n g  r o l e s  f o r  womeia. 

G a s k e l l  f u r t h e r s  h e r  a r g u m e n t  by p r e s c n l i n g  a f a i l  t o  Mcrlly 1 x 3  

C y n t h i a ,  Molly's s t e p s i s t e r .  Cystlhirn K l ~ k p z t r i c k  is subject  t o  a n s l c t y  

r e g a r d i n g  h e r  f u t u r e  as  s u r e l y  as  is Molly, b u t  h e r  apprWohcnsit,rr, though 

s p r i n g i n g  from the same soErcc,  m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  di f i e re t i l t f  y ,  

C o n v e n t i o n a l l y  b e a u t i f u l  and p o s s e s s e d  0 E a c c r  t aIn f aci2cl c h a m  wMch mt:!) 

a n d  women a l i k e  f i n d  enchant ing ,  C y n l h l a  is 

c e r t a i n l y  w i l l  inc lude  marr iage!  and is 

b r i d e g r o o m  w i l l  be. I n  t h e  mean time, s h e  I s  

t i m e  a Xtlc:rative match  is proposed i f o r  example,  i n  l f i v  case  of. Mr. 

Hende r son )  a n d  t h w a r t e d  in  h e r  plan t o  wed Roger  Hainley. She is a s  lrlucll u 

only unsure a s  t o  whom tht? 

h a r a s s e d  h y  hers m o t h e r  e v e r y  

commodity a s  Molly, a n d  m o r e  s o ,  s i n c e  s h e  i s  the p r o t o t y p i c a l  yourig 

V i c t o r i a n  l a d y ,  c a p t i v a t i n g  a n d  e x q u i s i t e l y  formed. Like bbr mo t h l ; . ~ ,  :;11c; 

a s s e n t s  t o  t he  view of h e r s e l f  as a  commudity. T h i s  no!  o n l y  p u t s  elrorrncrus 

p r e s s u r e  on C y n t h i a  t o  make a n  a d v a n t a g e o u s  match,  b u t  makes h e r  secret  

pledge t o  t h e  l o a t h s o m e  Mr. P r e s t o n  e v e n  m o r e  d i s  trfssslrrg., I n  f a c t ,  hI:i 

e f f o r t s  t o  make C y n t h i a  acknowledge a n d  sea1 h e r  pledge t o  h i m  a r e  eyualilttd 

only by h e r  s t r u g g l e  to conceal .  h e r  y o u t h i u :  b l u n d e r ,  Slrrce 11, is made under  

d u r e s s ,  a t  a time when C y n t h i a  is b a s i c a l l y  f r i e n d l e s s ,  and e x t r e m e l y  young 

a n d  i so ia t ed  as  wel l  as lacking irr s u f f i c i e n t  f u n d s ,  i h e  r e a d e r  Is 

s y m p a t h e t i c  t o  h e r  p l l g h t .  B u t  ~ r e s t c n - i s  n o t  and,  seeing h1s advantage, ht? 



p r e s s u r e s  h e r  a s  vehemently  a s  her m o t h e r  d o e s  a n  s imi la r  m a t t e r s ,  The 

r e s u l t  Is t h a t  Cynthia ,Galls prey  t o  a 

a  dec l ine  in h e r  p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h .  i t  i s  

v e r y  much t h e  mat ter ,  only a general  

h e a l t h  and s p i r i t s "  Ip. 304). But she  is 

c h a r a c t e r s .  

Not only d o e s  Gaske l l  r e c o g n i s e  

dwindl ing  of s p i r i t s ,  which l e a d s  t o  

n o t  s e r i o u s  s i n c e  there is "nothing 

l owness  of t o n e  and d e p r e s s i o n  of 

affected enough t o  wor ry  the  o t h e r  

t h e  o r ig in  of  h e r  a i lment ,  b u t  t h e s e  

u t t i e r  c h a r a c t e r s  do a s  well. Mrs. Gibson c o n f i d e s  t o  Roger HamPey t h a t  s h e  

"'could tell. Pales a s  t o  t h e  c a u s e  of [Cynthia 's]  i n d i s p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  spring"' 

(p. 362). Of c o u r s e ,  s h e  i s  h e r e  r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e  a n x i e t y  Cynth ia  

expe r i enced  owing t o  h e r  en t ang lemen t  with M r .  P r e s t o n ,  and y e t  implying 

t h a t  Roger Hamley was t h e  s o u r c e  of h e r  emot iona l  d i s t r e s s  s i n c e  t h i s  

impl ica i ion  b e t t e r  s u i t e d  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  Cynthia  d o e s  n o t  delude h e y s e l f  a s  

t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of h e r  dec l ine :  "'If t h e r e  is one t h i n g  I d i s l ike , '  s a i d  Cynthia  

t o  Mr. Gibson, a f t e r  h e  had pronounced  t o n i c s  t o  be  t h e  c u r e  f o r  h e r  

p r e s e n t  s t a t e ,  'it is t h e  way d o c t o r s  have  of giving s p o o n f u l s  of n a u s e o u s  

mix tu re s  a s  a c e r t a i n  remedy f o r  s o r r o w s  and c a r e s H ' ( p .  304). Caught i n  a 

tar tgle  of l imit ing s o c i a l  s t r i c t u r e s ,  Cynthia  is unable  t o  c o p e  and recedes 

i n t o  t h e  background, o r  a t t e m p t s  t o  do s o ,  t h r o u g h  i l l n e s s .  

Cynth ia ' s  mother  is t h e  l a s t  female  c h a r a c t e r  t o  be  reckoned  wi th .  

She ma in t a ins  iz h e a r t y  i n t e r e s t  in  e v e r y t h i n g  (and e s p e c i a l l y  o t h e r s '  

affairs) ,  bu t  d o e s  f ind  time t o  complain of vague  pangs  when i t  a p p e a r s  t h a t  

h e r  w i s h e s  rnlght n o t  be complied with. This o c c u r s  when h e r  d a u g h t e r  

rejects Mr, Henderson:  

"she  need  n o t  h a v e  q u i t e  f i n a l l y  r e f u s e d  him u n t i l  w e l t ,  u n t i l  w e  
had  s e e n  how m a t t e r s  t u r n  a u t .  Such an  inva l id  as  I am too! I t  
has  g iven  m e  q u i t e  a p a l p i t a t i o n  a t  t h e  h e a r t .  I do call i t  q u i t e  
unfee l ing  o f  Cynthia"  @. 513). 
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Although Mrs. Gibson had indeed  s u f f e r e d  from influttrlza and w a s  now 

r e c o v e r i n g ,  Gaske l l  r e v e a l s  t h a t  Mrs. Gibson is p o n e  t o  manipula te  h e r  

p h y s i c a l  s t a t e  according t o  c i rcumstar rces ,  ". . . s h e  being one o f  t h o s e  who, 

when t h e I r  malady is only t r i f l i n g ,  e x a g g e r a t e  i t ,  b u t  whr:n I t  1s r e a l l y  of 

Y 01m3 C O I I S ~ C ~ U ~ ~ C F ' ,  a r e  unwi l l ing  t o  sacri f ice  a n y  p l e a s ~ x ~ e s  by 

acknowledging i t "@.  511). Of c o u r s e ,  t h u s  f a r  Mrs. Gibson h a s  beert g e n e r a l l y  

c a p a b l e  of t u r n i n g  events t o  h e r  advantage t h rough  mischie f ,  fa t s t thcr~d ,  

a n d  sn ive l l ing .  H e r e  she r e s e m b l e s  a middle-c lass  ve f s io i t  of L a d y  Cumnor, 

f o r  b o t h  or" whom inva l id i sm I s  often a means 1 0  a s e l f i s h  end .  
\ 

Although Osborne  Hamiey's i l l n e s s  is authentic and, I t ~ d e c d ,  f a  tral, 

Gaskell i nc ludes  ce r t a in  d e t a i l s  r e I a  Elng t o  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  aild sS tam t ion 

which r e n d e r  him, metaphor i ca l ly ,  a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of thc  f tmale 

neurasthene. Despite thc  f ac t  t h a t  h e  is ind i spu tab ly  male, Osbarncb 

p o s s e s s e s  many t r a i t s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the Victorian femalv.: ideal. He is 

feminized by Gaske l l  by b o t h  a p p e l l a t i o n  and depic t ion .  His name i s  that  oi' 

h i s  mother  b e f o r e  s h e  mar r i ed ,  and Gaskel l  f a s h i o n s  him a f t e r  t h i s  m o t t i ~ r ,  

e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t i n g  t h a t ,  in  temperament, he  is e f f emina te :  

Osborne ,  t h e  o l d e s  t - s o  c a l l e d  a f  "Ir h i s  mother ' s  maiden riame-. 
was f u l l  of t a s t e ,  and had  somc t a l e n t .  H i s  appearnnct :  had  a13 
t h e  g r a c e  and  r e f inemen t  o f  h i s  mother ' s .  He was s w e e t -  
tempered and a f f e c t i o n a t e ,  a lmos t  a s  demons t r a  t l v c  a s  a g i r l ,  
(p. 54)  

Through t h e  feminiza t ion  of Osborne ,  Gaske l l  f u r t h e r s  h e r  case against  t h e  

c o n d i t i o n  of V i c t o r i a n  wwnan, r e v e a l i n g  t h a t  i t  is n o t  gende r  t h a t  producex 

female debi l i ty  b u t  r a t h e r  t h e  p o s s e s s i o n  of those c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  women 

were expected t o  cul t ivate .  Moreover ,  Oobiirnets i l l n e s s ,  l i k e  that o f  h l s  

mothe r ,  is p o s s i b l y  e x a c e r b a t e d  by t h e  lack of sympathy shown by Mr. 

H a m l e  y. 



The image of  the i n v a l i d  gentlewoman is m o s t  e x t e n s i v e l y  d e a l t  w i t h  

if: Fives and f?atrghters bat  appears i n  o ther  works by Gaske lP ,  f i? Mary Bat-ton 

t h e r e  I s  a species o f  nouveasr riche Lady Cumnor, and  i n  No~.t,h and Suutfi 

t h e r e  is a n  a r i s t o c r a t i c  m o t h e r  a n d  d a u g h t e r  t o  whom invzl id is rn  i s  a n  

effect ive means  0 4  m a n i p u l a t i n g  o t h e r s .  In t h e  f o r m e r ,  Mrs. Ca r son ,  t h e  

m o t h e r  o f  Mary" alleged s u i t o r ,  h a s  w o r k i n g - c l a s s  r o o t s  b u t  h a s  "come up 

In t h e  world" a l o n g s i d e  of  h e r  ambitious s p o u s e ,  A s  a n  i n d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of 

her newfound s t a t u s ,  s h e  has  t a k e n  on c e r t a i n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of  t h e  u p p e r  

c l a s s  f o r  which s h e  h a d  p r e v i o u s l y  n e i t h e r  t h e  time nor t h e  i r r c l ina t ion .  

Undoubtedly  b o r e d  beyond b e l i e f  by h e r - l i f e s t y l e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  s i n c e  dt is n o t  

w h a t  s h e  is a c c u s t o m e d  t o ,  s h e  becomes  s e l f  - a b s o r b e d  a n d  p c r n i c k e t y :  

Mrs. C a r s o n  w a s  (as was  u s u a l  w i t h  h e r ,  when nu p a r t i c u l a r  
e x c i t e m e n t  was going  on) v e r y  p o o r l y ,  a n d  s i t t i n g  u p s t a i r s  i n  
h e r  d r e s s i n g - r o o m ,  indu lg ing  i n  t h e  l u x u r y  of  a  h e a d a c h e .  S h e  
w a s  n o t  w e l l ,  c e r t a i n l y .  "Wind i n  t h e  head , "  t h e  s e r v a n t s  c a l l e d  
it .  B u t  i t  w a s  t h e  n a t u r a l  c o n s e q u e n c e  of t h e  s t a t e  of m e n t a l  
a n d  bod i ly  i d l e n e s s  i n  which s h e  was p l a c e d .  W i t h o u t  e d u c a t i o n  
enough  [and h e r e  GaskslLl c e r t a i n l y  means  useful e d u c a t i o n ]  t o  
v a l u e  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  of  w e a l t h  a n d  l e i s u r e ,  s h e  w a s  s o  
c i r c u m s t a r t c e d  a s  t o  command b o t h .  I t  would h a v e  d o n e  h e r  more  
good  t h a n  a l l  t h e  e t h e r  a n d  s a l - v o l a t i l e  s h e  w a s  d a i l y  i n  t h e  
h a b i t  of swallowing,  i f  s h e  might h a v e  t a k e n  t h e  work  o f  o n e  of  
her own h o u s e - m a i d s  f o r  a w e e k . .  

Hauseworlr,  a l t h o u g h  n o t  necessarily s t i rnula t ing,  would be p r e f e r a b l e  t o  

t h e  i n a c t i v i t y  Mrs. Carson's  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n  r e q u i r e s  of  h e r ,  a n d  Indeed ,  

a n y  p u r p o s i v e  e x e t * c i s e  m u s t  be s e e n  a s  welcome when t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  is a 

sense of futility. 

I11 No~*t.h and South  i t  is M a r g a r e t  Hale's f a s t i d i o u s  Aunt  Shaw and  h e r  

s h a l l o w  daughter E d i t h  who c o n s i d e r  t h e m s e l v e s  t o o  f r a i l  t o  p e r f o r m  a n y  

9 E l f z a b e t h  G a s k e l l ,  Raaiiy Baleton, (Edinburgh: T u r n b u l l &  S p e a r s ,  1906), y.  237. 
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o b l i g a i i n n s  which they  f i n d  d i s t a s t e f u l .  Aunt Shnw aXsa manages t o  

ratioz>alize the czr ry ing  ou t  of P,er whims by invoking "ducturY:i o r d e r s "  wheri 

s h e  w i s h e s  t o  go abroad: "Now that ,  the  gencval  thor  d r c ~ a s e d  husbandf  

b e i n g  g o n e ,  s h e  had e v e r y  good of  l ife,  w i t h  a s  f e w  drawbacks a s  p ~ s s f h l t * ~  

s h e  had been ra ther  perplexed t o  firid a n  a n x i e t y ,  i f  L O [  a s o r r r t w .  She had,  

h o w e v e r ,  of l a t e  s e t t l e d  upon h e r  own h e a l t h  a s  a soulvc=e o f  ai;~pl*k;fiur~siurn; 

s h e  had a n e r v o u s  l i t  t ? e  c o u g h  when eve^ s h e  thought a h o ~ l t  I t ;  and  srrtne 

complaisant d o c t o r  o r d e r e d  h e r  J u s t  what s h e  d e u l ~ e d ,  a winke.+,!r* !is 

Mrs. Shaw has b e e n  accustomed t o  complain ing about  her. huubitnci 

atzd h i s  r a t h e r  i n c o n s i d e r a t e  d e a t h  h a s  p u t  h e r  ill t h e  d i f f i c u l t  p o s i t i o n  of 

h a v i n g  t o  i n v e n t  a n e w  g r i evance .  An e x a g g e r a t c d  cormer*n f o r  htlr h ~ a l t . . h  is 

the  r e s u l t .  When she g o e s  t o  co l l ec t  M a r g a r e t  a f t e r  Mr. Hrclc h a s  p a s s e d  on 

s u d d e n l y ,  s h e  pleads p o o r  h e a l t h  i n  a n  urrcharftabie bid t.sr q t r i  t A9id.toi1 iri  in 

h u r r y ,  a s  the  town is  not  t o  h e r  t a s t e .  

Edith,  Aunt  Shaw's d a u g h t e r ,  is similar t o  Mrs. Carson i n  t h a t  s h e  o n l y  

f i n d s  h e r s e l f  s u f f e r i n g  from "delicacy" when t h e r e  i s  no s u i t a b l e  i11version 

o n  h e r  s o c i a l .  c a l e n d a r ,  She i n v a r i a b l y  engages t h e  ob l ig ing  M a r g a r o l  who 

" t o o k  a l l  charge of t h e  s e m b l a n c e s  of d u t i e s  off E d i t h ' s  h a n d s ;  arlswcrcd 

n o t e s ,  r eminded  her  o f  e n g a g e m e n t s ,  t e n d e d  h e r  when no  ga ie ty  was i n  

p r o s p e c t ,  and s h e  was c o n s e q u e n t l y  r a t h e r  I n c l i n e d  l o  f a n c y  h s r s o l t  lll."a.l 

B o t h  Edith a n d  h e r  mother  a r e  a p p o r t u n 2 s t i c  i n v a l i d s  (as w e l l  a s  t:lcltirely 

s e l f i s h  c r e a t u r e s ) .  

soEl izabeth Gaske l l ,  Nor th  and South, (London: Oxford  IJniver sl  t y  IJrt.ss, 
197 31, p. 13. 

lX lb id ,  p. 372-73. 



I t  becomes d l f f f u u l t  f n  North and South t o  s e p a r a t e  t h e  f a n c i e d  Zroni 

t h e  a u t h e t r t i c  l lhes s ,  which pe rhaps  r e v e a l s  what a n e b u l o u s  c o n c e p t  i t  was 

t h a t  d o c t o r s  t r i e d  t o  d e f i n e  n e a t l y .  Mrs. Hale i n i t i a l l y  appears  t o  be a 

q u e r u l o u s  and hypochondr iaca l  woman (Idke h e r  s i s t e r ,  Mrs. Shaw, a n d  her  

rtieee, Edith), whose compla in ts  stem p u r e l y  f rom d I s s a t i s f a c t d o r r  with t h e  

v i l l a g e  s h e  I n h a b i t s .  When s h e  f i n d s  Milton worse ,  h e r  s u b s e q u e n t  

complaining seems t o  be mere ly  a c o n t i n u a t i o n  of  t h e  former .  And y e t ,  

wholly d i s s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  he r  l i f e ,  she f a l l s  i l l  a n d  d i e s .  Even her  h u s b a n d  

does  n o t  s u s p e c t  t h a t  h i s  w i f e  is i n  dange r  u n t i l  h e r  i l l n e s s  is yuiltc? 

advanced.  

Gaskell  v e r y  candid ly  (and c l e v e r l y )  renders e x p l i c i t  the  c o n d i t i o n s  

which lead t o  t h e  deter . iossa l ion  of menta l  and p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h  a s  t h e y  a r e  

m a n i f e s t e d  in t h e  l i v e s  of many Vic to r i an  gentlewomen, i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  

symptoms may a p p e a r  i nnocuous  a t  t h e  o u t s e t  (and e v e n  remain s o  in  some 

cases) b u t  a r e  c a p a b l e  of p r o g r e s s i n g  i n t o  genuine  and l e t h a l  s i c k n e s s .  

A s  p r e v i o u s l y  ment ioned,  Gaske l l  c a n n o t  p r o v i d e  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  

a l t e r n a t i v e  f o r  t b e  women who a p p e a r  in  and o f t e n  s u f f e r  t h r o u g h o u t  h e r  

nove l s .  But  some c r i t i c s  h a v e  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  i t  is t h e  v e r y  s e n s e  of 
'a 

f r a g m e n t a t i o n  and Incongru i ty  i n  women's l i v e s  t h a t  r e s u l t s  i n  t h i s  

c a p i t u l a t i o n ,  S h i r l e y  F o s t e r ,  i n  wr i t ing  a b o u t  works b y  G t t s k e l l ,  B r o n t e ,  a n d  

o t h e r s ,  o f fe r s  the  fol lowing explana t ion :  "The d ichotomies  i n  t h e i r  work c a n  

be s e e n  as  d i r e c t  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  of t h e  d i s c o r d a n c i e s  of t h e i r  world, an  

e x p l o r a t i o n  of t h e  d u a l i s  tic nature of female experience, b o t h  p r o t e s t  

agains t and a c c e s s i o n  t o  conven t ion .  So, while implementing tradi  tiortal 

p a t t e r n s  of m a r r i a g e  and motherhood,  t h e y  uncove r  the m i s e r i e s  of 



matr imonia l  bondage."x2 Gaske l i  i s  unique i n  t h a t  her  prose  effects  t h i s  

unmasking of t h e  patriarchal monoli th  w i t h  both s u b t l e t y  and ftt:+ce. She !a 

frank in  express ing  the sense  of conflict s h e  herself f e l t  it ,  Juggllilg h e r  

r o l e s  a s  wi fe /mother  and n o v e l i s t .  Yet a s t r ik i f tg  f e a  t a r e  of Ciasirell's 

n o v e l s  is tho  f a c t  t h a t  d isease  a r i s e s  n o t  f rom t h e  oircr. -emytoytncrat stat* 

must h a v e  expe r i enced ,  b u t  f r o m  the problem of urvder -smplsyrat>rlt. 

I t  j s  ev ident  that  GasliaZlls gercept jon  of herv own sit-uatio1-t a s  we11 

a s  t h o s e  of  the women whom she knew i n t i m a t e l y ,  and her. keen perr:rytd:_rn cj t' 

t h e  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  na ture  of V i c t o r i a n  v a l u e s ,  l e d  her- l o  exyoso the 

malaise which of t~1 . t  g a v e  r i s e  t o  genuine  as  well a s  imagined Invalidlxrn, 

T h e s e  b o t h  h a v e  t h e i r  r o o t ,  I n  Gaskell's f i c t i o n ,  ii-r s t a g n a t i o n  a n d  

impotence ,  T h e y  appeai-  t u  d e f y  n e a t  exp l ica l io r l s  by thu  medica l  p r o f c s s i o r i  

b u t  a re  r e v e a l e d  a s  i n e f f e c t u a l  coping mechanisms or complex p h y s i c a l  

rnanifes t a t i o n s  of a r ep res sed  s p i r i t .  IH a n y  case, t h e y  art! r e p r t s ~ e r t t t ~ c i  a s  

t h e  shocking  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of l i v ing  i n  a misogyrris t a o c i e  t y. Gaskr?l i  dars.s 

n o t  i nc lude  medical  d iagr roses  i n  h e r  works,  i n  t h e  form of tint; s u i e n t l f i r :  

e x p e r t  coming f ~ r t l i  t o  l e n d  h i s  opinion o n  mat hers (Gibson is ohvlous ly  i~ 

more s y m p a t h e t i c  p o r t r a y a l  of a medical  man  t h a n  she cou ld  e a s i l y  have  

penned). However, i t  is c l e a r  t h a t  s e v e r a l  charac te r s ,  s u c h  a s  Lady Cumrlor 

sod Mrs. Ca r son ,  a r e  "fashionably" n e u r a s t h e n i c  whereas o t h e r s ,  l i ke  Molly  

Gibson and Mrs. Hamley, a r e  s e r i o u s l y  i l l  a s  a r e s u l t  of  t h e  etpparc~ot 

m e a n i n g l e s s n e s s  a n d  h e l p l e s s n e s s  which c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e i r  e x i s t  erree. T h e  

symptoms these  cha rac te r s  exh ib i t  a r e  var ied,  and include h e e d a e h e s ,  

h e a r t  p a l p i t a t i o n s ,  f a i n t i n g  s p e l l s ,  insomnia, l o s s  of appe t i t e ,  depres s ion ,  

12Yictorian Women's F ic t i on :  Marrfage, Freedom and the Individual ,  p. 14. 



f a t i g u e ,  a n x i e t y ,  and wide mood swings .  However, t h i s  medley  of symptoms 

p o i n t s  to  t h a  przdicament  of t h e  rreurasthene,  G a s k e f l  renders  h e r  not o n i y  

v j s f b l e  but predominant i n  Fives and Dalaght2rs and s o  nonchalantly  i n c l u d e s  

her i n  o t h e r  works tha t  she must  c lear ly  be seen a s  an irrstitution i n  

Victorian ffc tlcsn and parlours al ike.  



CHAPTER 3 

'Morbid Self -Es teem' f n SIfrIe J 

In  Shirley ffS.bY), Charlot te  Brunt6 a d d r e s s  t,-s S O  many complex at-rd 

c o n t r o v e r s i a l  issues t h a t  many r e a d e r s  were i n i t i a l l y  s canda l i zed  by i t s  

s u b f e c t  m a t t e r :  

Brontg ' s  f i r s t  readers  r e a c t e d  a g a i n s t  the mi l i t ancy  of t h e  
rtovel. They p o s s i b l y  even s e n s e d  how t h i s  book about  t h e  
'woman q u e s t i o n '  u s e s  t h e  worke r s '  w r a t h  t o  e n a c t  t h e  wornert's 
r e v e n g e  a g a i n s  t l i v e s  o f  e n f o r c e d  e m p t i n e s s ,  of s t a r v a t i o n .  
F a r  from be ing  merely f e v e r i s h  o r  h e c t i c ,  f41rIey Sns td f i e s  a n d  
embodies Bront-e's f eminis t c o n s c i o u s n e s s . +  

C h a r l o t t e  Brortt6 was undoubted ly  more o u t s p o k e n  than  Eliznbc th  G a s k e l f  

on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  "woman q u e s t i o n , "  and h e r  sense of both p a t r i a r c h a l  

inJzxstice and the  f o r c e s  a t  work undermining female  self-rsteem and e n e r g y  

were i n e v i t a b l y  e x p r e s s e d  i n  h e r  f i c t i o n .  Shirley is a n  e x p l o r a t i o ~ r  of 

s p i n s t e r h o o d ,  marriage, and t h e  female s e l f ,  arrd the  impotence w h i c h  

c h a r a c t e r i z e d  these  i n  V ic to r i an  s o c i e t y .  Bront  G's be l i e f  in  t h e  import  atrcct 

of work, i d e n t i t y  and p e r s o n a l  fu l f i l lmen t  in forms  m o s t  of  t h i s  work, 

t h rough  t h e  v o i c e s  of t h e  female c h a r a c t e r s  and o c c a s i o n a l l y  through 

a u t h o r i a l .  i n t e r j e c t i o n ,  BrontB makes e x t e n s i v e  f o r a y s  i n t o  t h e  world o f  

"old maids," c l a s s  c o n f l i c t ,  con juga l  r e l a  t i onsh ips ,  and Prrmirilne 

o c c u p a t i o n s  t o  examine t h o r o u g h l y  t h e  n a t u r e  uf woman's "place," and #.he 

r e p r e s s i v e  idectlog;es t h a t  d e t e r m i n e  i t ,  

lf usan Gubar, "The Genes l s  of Hunger,  According t o  Shirley," Feminfut 
S f  die s ,  Spring/Summer 191 6: 5. 



111 Shirley,  HrontGTs  t r e a t m e n t  of women is s tr3engthened by her u s e  

of t w o  h e r o i n e s .  The  n o v e l  o u t f i n e s  b o t h  Carol ine 's  a n d  S h i r l e y ' s  Jagged 

p r o g r e s s  through s tages  of hope,  despa i r ,  i l l n e s s ,  and e v e n t u a l  renewal  o f  

Pai tit and f e l i c i t y  t h r o u g h  marriage.  Shirley d u e s  nut  d i r e c t l y  portray 

a3 t e r n s  t i v e s  f o r  women a n y  more t h a n  m o s t  of V i c t o r i a n  f i c t i o n  d o e s ,  a n d  

in  f a c t  i n v o k e s  a familiar s c r i p t :  

The  drawing room world c r e a t e d  b y  the  women novelists f o r  
t h e i r  l a r g e l y  female a u d i e n c e  is s c e n t e d  with r o se s  a n d  f i l l e d  
w i t h  f a n c y - w o r k  a n d  ballgowrrs, b u t  i t  is a wor ld  i n  which man i s  
supreme. T h e  b e s t  h o p e  f u r  t h e  young  h e r o i n e  i s  rnari=lage wi th  
a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  man,  f o r  t h e m a t i n g  game which leads t o  marriage 
f s  t h e  central a d v e n t u r e  of h e r  l i f e  a n d  i n  m a r r i a g e  i t se l f  
t r a d i t i o n a l l y  l ies h e r  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  Here, t o o ,  is ifre m o s t  
p r e v a l e n t  p l o t  of  t h e s e  n o v e l s ,  t h e  t r a c i n g  o f  a young  w o m a n ' s  
c a r e e r  t h r o u g h  the  cha l l enges  a n d  sbstacZes o f  c o u r t s h i p  t o  
t h e  t h r e s h o l d  of  m a r r i a g e . "  

What ShijqIey d u e s  do is l u  e l u c i d a t e  t h e  i n t r i c a t e  and sometimes s u b t l e  

c o n s t r a i n t s  which t h w a r t  the female characters i n  t h e i r  q u e s t s  f u r  s e l f -  

r e a l h a t i o n .  For this reason,  B r o n t E ' s  v e r y  stlbject m a t t e r  r e n d e r s  t h e  

n v v e f i z a t i o r r  of h e r  i d e a s  a d i f f i c u l t  t a s k :  "How t o  p l o t  a s t o r y  a b o u t  

c h a r a c t e r s  d e f i n e d  by t h e i r  v e r y  i n a b i l i t y  t o  i n i t i a t e  a c t i o n -  t h i s  is t h e  

problem B r o n t &  faced .  ShtmirZcy focu,ses urm impotence, t he  s t a s i s  t h a t  

d e r l v c s  f rom h a p e i e s s n e s ~ . " ~  Despite t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  a n d  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

Shirley rel ies  r a t h e r  heav i ly  o n  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  i n  o rder  t o  

h r f n g  C a r o l i n e  and her  mather t o g e t h e r ,  Shirley is a compel l ing  w o r k  

precisely b e c a u s e  R r o n t B S s  s t y l e  is a r e f l e c t i o n  cif h e r  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  a n d  

i t s  r e s i s t a n c e  to c o n v e n t i o n a l  m e a n s  of  n o v e l i s  tic e x p r e s s i o n :  

V i c t o r i a n  fPumi.n% FicCitm, p. 30. 

S"The Genesis o f  Hunger ,  According t o  Shirley," p. 6. 



. . . the  men a r e  impeded whi le  t h e  wctmcn a r e  cumyletcly 
immsbi?izeb by t h e  coris t r a i n t s  imposed by t h e i r  socic  t y .  
Circumscribed pr inc ipa l ly  by their  gender ,  t h e  women artx 
n e c e s s a r i l y  pass ive  a n d  t h i s  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  the p l o t  which 
c o n s i s t e n t l y  c a l l s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  its own inorganic  dcvelopmerrt, 
its dependence on the manipralatirrns of  the narratok* whct k e e p s  
secrets, pushes cha~acters in and out of the neighborhood, and 
engineers f o r t u i t o u s  misunders t s n d i n g s ,  r i o t s ,  and r e u r ~ i c t r ~ s . ~  

Brunt8 utilizes a variety of images arid a n a l o g i e s  t o  evoke  o s e n s r  

of t h e  f u t i l i t y  of much o f  female  ex i s tence  itt t h e  e r a  i n  which Sfril%l~*y is 

placed ( tha t  o f  t h e  L u d d i t e  r i o t s  which l a s t e d  f r o m  1811 1512) arid i n  hcr own, 

The working c l a s s  i s  s w i f t l y  and a b s o l u t e l y  vanquished by t h e  m i l l -  owners, 

y e t  e v e n  the ir  sub.jugatlon is as nothing cornpared t o  t h e  s u b j u g a l l o n  of 

t h e  women, who a r e  even more d e n i g r a t e d  than the wat*kltng class  I t  self:  

"What conrtects the  worke~s  to  t h e  women I s  t h e i r  vu lncrabi l l  t y ,  L h c L i - t l  

cornmoil v i c t i m i z a t i o n  and i t :vis ibi l i  t y."" Howevel-, Brtiut6 d o e s  1 . r ~  k s t o p  a t  

identifying t h e  p l ight  of labourers with that  af women; r a t h e r ,  s i r i t  

demonstrates that: women uccupy an e v e n  lower eche lon  on  the stlalt? o f  

worth than the working class. Through t h c  v e h i c l e  of t h t  rcrtlgh, ignorant 

J o e  S c o t t ,  the  upper -c la s s ,  educated and irr t e l l i g e n t  Shi r l ey  is  rcvrenlsd  

as  i n f e r i o r  frr p o w e r  f o an ill1 terato and backward labonrrr.  IIc quotes  f r u m  

St .  Paid i n  order  t o  d i s m i s s  S h i r l e y ' s  input  i n  a p o l i t i c a l  cunvisrsat lon:  

"Let t h e  woman l e a r n  in si lence,  with all  suhjec  t fon .  T s u f  Pi:r 
n o t  a! woman t o  teach, n o r  t o  usurp author.1 t y  over t h e  man, but 
to be in silence. For Adam was  fir-s t f orrned, t h e n  Eur.."fTfmu t h y  
MI-1316 

Q"The Genesis o f  Hunger, According t o  Shirley," p. 12. 

8Charlo t t e  Brcantii, Shirley (Great Brita in:  Penguin Books,  19741, 1). 322-  
A l l  snbsequerr t r e f e r e n c e s  t o  Shirley will be  t o  th i s  &dl  tion and w i l l  appear 
in the t e x t  of th is  thes i s .  
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s h e  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  s h e  w i l l  h a v e  n o  place in t h e  wor ld  i f  shr? r e  t i t i l ls  h e r  

s i n g l e  s t a t u s .  Caroffne, who is i n  a more v u l n e r a b l e  soc ia l  s i t u a t i o n ,  

s p e n d s  more  t i m e  mull ing o v e r  h e r  f u t u r e  a s  ail o ld  mrrltl, a s  sRc be1itl-vc.s 

t h a t  h e r  one  t rue  love ,  R o b e ~ t  Moore, h a s  forever.  forsakt5n h e r .  B a t  

B r o n t Q ' s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  Mr. M e l s t o n e ' s  marr.lagt3 t o  Nary  C n v c  iknd 

C a r o l i n e ' s  p a r e n t s '  un ion  make i Z cleat. Pha t m a ~ r i a g e  i t s e l f  i s  nu panacea ,  

The sheer  b r u t a l i t y ,  m e n t a l  a n d  phy s i c a l ,  p o r t r a y e d  I i l  t h e s e  unions p c ~ i n t x  

t o  a more pess imis t i c  v iew of  conjugal " b l i s s "  t h a n  I s  t rac t l t i t ) r i t r l ly  

c o n v e y e d .  Even t h e  Yorkes  p r e s e n t  a d i s  ta t rbcd visiork of m a t  rirnony, 

a l t h o u g h  t h e y  a r e  less v i o l e n t .  B r o n t E ,  fikt: some of her t'ernaltb cc t l f e sgu t - ; .~ ,  

succeeded In removing the f f i m  of s e n t h e n t  obscuring the t r t i o  p i c l u r e  s f  

many cormuhia l  r e l a  t f o n s .  In Shir-fry,  F o s t e r  s a y s  t h a t  "iderrif s m  about  

m a r r i a g e  as  t h e  suprcme female f u l f i l l m e n t  is of  tt?rl challetlgect; the 

h e r o i n e s  t h e m s e l v e s  f r e q u e n t l y  v e r b a l i s e  tflt?irb anger  a n d  ir i ts  t p a  t lot1 a t  

m a l e - o r i e n t e d  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  womanhood. Yet s o o n e r  o r  l a t e r ,  rnmartce 

t r i u m p h s ;  the  h e r o i n e s  g i v e  up the  f i g h t  a n d  see in  happy 1 0  s i n k  i n t o  t h e  

a r m s  of a p r o t e c t i n g  man."@ Shirley f i n i s h e s  with overwheImirtg 

ambfvalerrce,  b u t  t h e  charac ters '  m a l a i s e  i s  urtequivcrcnUy I hc*i.c, C a r o l i n e ,  

Shirley,  a n d  Mrs. P r y o r  e x p l i c i t l j r  s t a t e  artd manifest .  t h e  a d v e r s e  e f f o c  ts  

t h a t  V i c t o r i a n  idea l s  i n f l i c t  upon t h e i r  hea l th ,  a n d ,  although t h e  youttg 

women m a r r y  i n  t h e  end,"  BrontG h a s  Broachad s o  marly p r o v o e a t l v t r  a n d  

B"Femalc- Januses:  Ambiguity a n d  Ambivalence  towards M a r r i a g e  in Mid- 
V i c t o r i a n  Women's Fic t ion ,"  p, 211. 

eSusan Gubar po int s  out t h a t  B r u n t 8  is undcrubtably aware t h a t  sucA-i 
c l o s u r e  I s  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y :  " B r o n t 6  c a n n o t  a v o i d  t h c  convt=ntioriuf .  'happy 
ending, '  a s  bankrup t  a s  she  knows  I t  t c t  be. I fav lng  reccrgrklzed t h a t  t h e  
i n h e r i t e d  n o v e I i s  tlc c o n v e n t i o n s  a s s i g n  t o  c h a r a c t e r s  a degree  of frcodurlr 
t h a t  c o n t r a d i c t s  her own s e n s e  of  t h e  f emalij c-orldi t ion,  s h e  c a n  on ly  call  



ser ious  i s s u e s  in t h e  prctcess t h a t  h e r  work r ema ins  a n  i m p o r t a n t  

c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  "woman q u e s t i o n , "  i n  s o  f a r  a s  .it r e f a t e s  t o  marr iage .  

In Shirley, t h e  i d e a  t h a t  women's s t a t u s  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t  l i f e s t y l e s  i n f l i c t  

rnlser y  a n d  I n f i r m i t y  is s t a  t e d  wi th  c o n v i c t i o n  alld p r e c i s i o n  a n d  f r e q u e n t j l y  

commvntca ted  t h r o u g h  j l l n e s s .  Bron t S  describes the  mental. s t a t e  which 

f1rrd.s i t s e l f  a wi l l lng  h o s t  t o  i l l n e s s ,  of  e i t h e r  a  l i n g e r i n g  or f a t  a1 n a t u r e ,  

or bcj Lh: 

P e o p l e  never  d i e  o f  l o v e  o r  g r i e f  a l o n e ;  though s o m e  d i e  o f  
i n h e r e n t  m a l a d i e s ,  which t h e  t o r t u r e s  of  t h o s e  passions 
p r e m a t u r e l y  f o r c e  i n t o d e s t r u c t i v e  a c t i o n .  The s o u n d  by n a t u r e  
u n d e r g o  t hese  t u r t u ~ e s ,  and  a r e  r a c k e d ,  s h a k e n ,  s h a t t e r e d ;  
the i r  b e a u t y  and  blocrrnper ish ,  b u t  l i f e  r e m a i n s  u n t o u c h e d .  T h e y  
a r e  b r o u g h t  t o  a c e r t a i n  p o i n t  of d i l a p i d a t i o n ;  t h e y  a r e  
r e d u c e d  t o  p a l f o r ,  deb i l i ty ,  and c m a c i a t i a n .  People th ink ,  a s  
t h e y  see them g l i d i n g  l a n g u i d l y  about ,  t h a t  they  w i l l  s o o n  
wi thdraw t o  s i ck -beds ,  p e r i s h  t h e r e ,  and  c e a s e  f r o m  among t h e  
beafthy and  happy.  T h i s  d o e s  n o t  happen :  t h e y  l i v e  on; a n d  
though  they  c a n n o t  r e g a i n  y o u t h  a n d  g a i e t y ,  t h e y  m a y  r e g a i n  
s t r e r l g t h  a n d  s e r e n i t y .  The b l o s s o m  which t h e  March wind n i p s ,  
Btr t  f a i t s  tu s w e e p  away,  may s u r v i v e  t o  hang a w i t h e r e d  a p p l e  
on t h e  t r ee  l a t e  i n  autumn;  h a v i n g  b r a v e d  t h e  l a s t  f r v o s t s  s f  
s p r i n g ,  i t  may a l s o  brave  t h e  f i r s t  of w i n t e r .  (pp. 205-6) 

T h i s  p a s s a g e  s e r v e s  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  f o r c e s  a t  work  urldermirling t h e  

h e a l t h  of t h e  women c h a r a r : t e i i s  in t M s  n a v e l  a s  w e l l  a s  t h o s e  of whom we 

h e a r  a b o u t  b u t  d o  n u t  e n c o u n t e r .  F o r  i u s t a n c e ,  w e  a r e  i n t r o d u c e d  t o  the  

d a r k e r  sJde s f  matrimony t h r o u g h  B r o n t 8 ' s  d e p i c t i o n  of Mr. Hels t o n e  a n d  h i s  

del icate  b r i d e ,  Mary Cave. S h e  is p r e s e n t e d  7s a s p e c i e s  of  " a n g e l  i n  t h e  

house ,"  an archckypc of t h e  V i c t o r i a n  w i f e ,  w h e r e a s  Mr. M e l s t o n e  i s  o b t u s e  

a n d  e g o c e n t r i c .  H i s  b r a n d  o f  misogyny  fs t h i n l y  d i s g u i s e d  a n d  v i r u l e n t :  " H e  

made no p r e t e n c e  of  cumprehendZr~g w o m e n ,  o r  compar ing  them w i t h  men; t h e y  

were s d i f f e r e n t ,  p r o b a b l y  a v e r y  i n f e r i o r ,  o r d e r  of  e x i s t e n c e ;  a  wi fe  c o u l d  

a t  t e n t i o n  t o  t h i s  by d e s c r i b i n g  r e m a r k a b l y  i m p r o b a b l e  escape r o u t e s . "  ("The 
Genesis of Hunger ,  Accord ing  t o  Sbfr-fey", p. 19). 
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not: be h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  ~ o n p a i i i o f i ,  much less h i s  c o n f i d a n i ,  much less h i s  s t s y "  

(p. 521, Mary C a v e  is much s o u g h t  a f t e r ,  and a f i e r c e  ~ f v a ? r y  h a s  e r u p t e d  

b e t w e e n  Mr. W e l s t o n e  a n d  Hiram Yorke, a f t e r  whlch t h e  formor h a s  bt!t.t: 

f a v o r e d  w i t h  h e r  h a n d  i n  marriage. B u t  t h i s  is  o b v i o u s l y  v iewed by  Nel fv to i~ t .  

a s  a d i s p u t e  o v e r  c o v e t e d  p r o p e r t y ,  a s  h c  s u b s e q u e n t l y  d i s p l a y s  no 

i n t e r e s t  i n  h i s  w i f e  w h a t s o e v e r ,  She is  an o r n a m e n t  t o  gracr his h o u s e  and 

I t  is no wonder  t h a t  Mary rrlt imafcely w i t h e r s  and  f ades  away.  Helstot~r 

is u t t e r l y  i m p e r v i o u s  t o  t h e  f e e l f n g s  s f  oih.r:rs: 

N a t u r e  n e v e r  i n t e n d e d  Mr. W e l s t o n e  t o  make a v c r y  good 
h u s b a n d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t o  a q u i e t  wifc .  H e  t h o u g h t ,  s o  long a s  a 
woman w a s  s i l e n t ,  n o t h i n g  a i l e d  h e r ,  and  s h e  w a n t e d  n ~ t h i ~ t g .  I f  
s h e  did  n~ 1 complain  of s o l 1  t u d e ,  sstl t u d e ,  h o w e v ~ r  c u n t f n u c d ,  
c o u l d  n o t  be I r k s o m e  t o  h e r .  I f  s h e  d id  not t a l k  and  p u t  herself 
f o r w a r d ,  e x p r e s s  m p a r t i a l i t y  f o r  t h i s ,  a n  a v e r s i o n  t o  tha t ,  s h e  
had no p a r t i a l i k i e s  o r  a v e r s i o n s ,  arrd i t  was useless l o  ccrnsuTt, 
her  t a s  tc-s. ( g .  8 2 )  

Lackfng i n  m e a n i n g f u l  communica t ion ,  companionship, i l t ld trcctapa t Icrik, Mary 's  

s p i r i t  s h r i v e l s .  S h e  exper iences  a  p r o l o n g e d  d e c l i n e  ( a p p a r e n t l y  u n n u t i e e d  

b y  h e r  h u s b a n d )  and e v e n t u a l l y  exp ires ,  ielici t l n g  l i t  tPc c f i  stna y <rp S O C I ~ O W  

from H e l s t o n e :  "His wi fe ,  a f t e r  a y e a r  O F  two,  was  o f  no i m p o r t a n c e  t o  h i m  

i n  any shape; and when she one d a y ,  a s  he thoaght,  s u d d e n l y  f o r  hc: had 

scarcely n o t i c e d  h e r  d e c l i n e  b u t ,  a s  o t h e r s  t h o u g h t ,  g r a d u a l l y ,  took  her 

l e a v e  of him a n d  of  l i f e ,  and t h e r e  w a s  o n l y  a s t i l t  bt~rrutlftrl--fenlt11-~::~f 

mould of c l a y  l e f t ,  c o l d  a n d  w h i t e ,  i n  t h e  c o n j u g a l  c o u c h ,  fie Pelt ltfs 

b e r e a v e m e n t  who s h a l l  sayliow l j t t l e T " ( p .  82). R r o n t E  c o n c e d e s  t h a t  tlc-1. was 

a man i l l - f i t  t e d  t o  s h o w  h i s  g r i e f ,  undemcrns t r a t i v e  t o  a f a u l t ,  arrd y e t  $tic 

appears u n c o n v l n c e d  t h a t  Mrs. N e l s t o n e ' s  p a s s i n g  made any grea t :  

i m p r e s s i o n  on  him. His p e r s o n a l i t y  in  general does n o t  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  wcrmer, 
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a r e  w o r t h  mourning o v e r .  They a r e  p l a y t h i n g s  f o r  males, a n d  a n y  evidence  

of female p a s s i o n  o r  self--esteem, any  irnper tirtent m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of 

t n t e f f i g e n c e ,  a r e  a b e r r a t i o n s  t h a t  m u s t  b e  effaced: " A t  h e a r t ,  h e  c o u l d  n o t  

a b i d e  sense i n  women: h e  l i k e d  t o  s e e  them a s  s i l l y ,  a s  l i g h t - h e a d e d ,  a s  

vain,  a s  open t o  r i d i c u l e  as p o s s i b l e ;  b e c a u s e  t h e y  were t h e n  i n  r e a l i t y  

w h a t  h e  h e l d  them t o  be, a n d  wished them t o  be, i n f e r i o r :  t o y s  t o  play with ,  

t o  amuse  a v a c a n t  hour  and  t o  b e  th rown away" (p. 138). When t h e y  d i s p l a y  

the above qua l i t i e s ,  Melstorre can respond by appearing t o  be a charming 

and p l e a s a n t  man, b u t  h i s  is a patronisfng g a l l a n t r y ,  a f f ec t ed  a n d  

T h a t  Mary C a v e  is a s e n s i t i v e  a n d  c a r i n g  pe rson ,  d e s e r v i n g  

of m o r e  t h a n  c o r r d c s c e n d i n g  c h i v a l r y ,  is dmplied i n  t he  reractiurks oE Mrs. 

Hels tone's n u r s e :  "HIS [ N e l s t o n e T s 3  d r y - e y e d  and s o b e r s m o u r n i n g  s c a n d a l i z e d  

o l d  h o u s e k e e p e r ,  and  l i k e w i s e  a female a t  t e n d a n t ,  who bad w a i t e d  upon 

Mrs. Hels t o n e  i n  h e r  s i c k n e s s ,  a n d  who, perhaps,  h a d  h a d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  o f  

l e a r n i n g  more  o f  t h e  deceased l a d y ' s  n a t u r e ,  of  h e r  c a p a c i t y  f o r  f e e l i n g  

and lov ing ,  t h a n  h e r  h u s b a n d  knew" (p. 3:' 

B r u n t 6  does  n o t  l i m i t  h e r s e l f  t o  the d e p i c t i o n  of o n l y  utle a n d  

d i s a s  t t'crtls marriage. Caroline's f a t h e r ,  E e l s  t o n e ' s  b r o t h e r ,  is a l s o  a n  

imperfect spccirnerk o f  h u s b a n d  (and father) .  We know v e r y  l i t t l e  about him 

l * f r ~  essence, Hels t o n e  is  n o t  un l ike  St,  J o h n  i n  Jane Fyre. Although  
ho ld ing  d l s s i m l l a r  v iews  r e g a r d i n g  how bes t  t o  s e rve  God, b o t h  a r e  s e l f -  
r i g h t e o u s  a n d  s e l f i s h  men who d e s i r e  a n  i d e a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  a woman. St. John 
a c t u a l l y  h a s  t h e  a u d a c i t y  t o  tel l  Jane tha t  s h e  is  s e l f i s h  if s h e  d o e s  n u t  
ccrnfnrm t o  his idea:! af haw one shuufd l ive  sxe's l i fe  (and a l l y  h e r s e l f  t o  
h i m  i n  a co ld  airid l o v e l e s s  marriage). R e f u s i n g  him is t a n t a m o u n t  t o  r e f u s i n g  
Co alllow God In her l i fe  {the analogy is revealing!).  Jane's d e s c r i p t i o n  of  h i s  
t e m p e r a m e n t  b r i n g s  H e l s t o n e  t o  mind; h e  had ". . . a n  a u s t e r e  a n d  d e s p o t i c  
n a t u r e  . . . t h e  disapprobation o f  a c o o l ,  i n f l e x i b l e  judgement, which . . . 
d e t e c t e d  i n  a n o t h e r  f e e l i n g s  and  v i e w s  i n  which i t  Chad] no power  t o  sympa- 
thlze," See Jane Eyre, p, 414. 



e x c e p t  f o r  a b r i e f  s k e t c h  o f f e r e d  by Gasoline, $0 which h e  a p p e a r s  a s  u 

demented and s a d i s  t ic phantom, a b u s i v e  and n e g l e c t f u l  af h i s  d a u g h t r r :  

Rumours had r e a c h e d  h e r  e a r  of what t h a t  f a t h e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r  
w a s ;  old s e r v a n t s  had dropped  h i n t s ;  s h e  knew, too ,  t h a t  ile w a s  
n o t  a good man, and t h a t  he  was  n e v e r  kind t o  h e r .  She 
r eco l f ecked-a  d a r k r e c o l l e c t i o n i t  was-some weeks t h a t  s h e  had 
s p e n t  with  him i n  a  g r e a t  town somewhere,  when s h e  had been 
s h u t  up d a y  and n ight ,  in a high g a r r e  t-roam, w i thou t  a carye  t ,  
with a b a r e  u n c u r t a i n e d  bed, and s c a r c e l y  any a t h c r  f u r n i t u r e ;  
when h e  w e n t  o u t  e a r l y  e v e r y  morning, and o f t e n  f o r g o t  t o  
r e t u r n  and g i v e  h e r  h e r  d inne r  du r ing  t h e  d a y ,  and a t  n igh t ,  
when h e  came back, was l i ke  a madman, f u r i o u s ,  t c r - r i b l e ;  o r - s  t i l l  
more painf  ul- l ike  an  i d i o t ,  imbecile,  s e n s e l e s s .  She knew she 
had  f a l l e n  ill i n  t h i s  p l ace ,  and t h a t  one  n ight  when s h e  was 
v e r y  s ick ,  h e  had come r a v i n g  i n t o  t h e  t-uom, and  s a i d  h e  would 
k i l l  h e r ,  f o r  s h e  was a bu rden  t o  him: h e r  s c r e a m s  had  b rough t  
aid ,  and  from t h e  moment s h e  was then  rescued from him s h o  had 
n e v e r  s e e n  him, e x c e p t  a s  a dead  man in  h i s  coffi tr ,  (p, 126) 

Carol ine ' s  mother  found  M r .  N e l s t o n c ,  h e r  husband,  equa l ly  ur tbearablc .  I n  

f a c t ,  Mrs. P r y o r ' s  d i s g u s t  w l t h  h e r  husband  i s  s o  p ro found  a s  t o  r endor  any 

a s s o c i a t i o n s  wi th  h e r  past a s  h i s  w i f e  r e p u l s i v e .  This  even e x t a n d s  t o  ht3r 

d a u g h t e r ,  Caro l ine .  Mrs. P r y o r ' s  t o rmen t  is such  t h a t  s h e  has a v o i d e d  

r e u n i t i n g  h e r s e l f  wi th  Ca ro l ine ,  f e a r i n g  t h a t  t h e  progeny  of such n miin 

must  n e c e s s a r i l y  be t a i n t e d  with h i s  savage and d e r a n g e d  na l u r e .  In this 

i n s t a n c e ,  Mrs. P r y o r ' s  p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h  remains u n a f f e c t e d  s i n c e  s h e  h a s  

e s c a p e d  h e r  husband,  y e t  h i s  i n f l u e n c e  even when a b s e n t  is slaclr t h a t  i t  

g r e a t l y  and seemingly pe rmanen t ly  a f f e c t s  Mrs. P r y o r ' s  mind and 

p e r s o n a l i t y .  Such a b l eak  p o r t r a i t  of matrimony is p a i n t e d  t h a t  Caro l ine ' s  

ambivalence r e g a r d i n g  h e r  f u t u r e  I s  r e v e a l e d  as  e v e n  more d i s  t r e s s l n g ,  

since even t h e  o p t i o n  that is r e g a r d e d  as p r e f e r a b l e  a p p e a r s  t o  i n v o l v e  

d a n g e r  and misery.xx 

*%Shirley F o s t e r  o b s e r v e s  tha t  "many Vic to r i an  women nove l i  s t s, even 
while a p p a r e n t l y  a c c e p t i n g  b o t h  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  and t h e  b l s s s i n g s  s f  
matrimony, and us ing  its t h e m a t f c  c o n c l u s i v e n e s s  as a shaping  p r i n ~ l p X r  in  
t h e i r  works,  cast a more qu izz i ca l  e y e  on t h e  conven t ion  wl th  thair a c t u a l  



Caro l ine  a r r i v e s  a t  t h e  conc lus ions  whichlay t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  f o r  h e r  

dec l ine  slowly and inexorably .  When R o b e r t  Moore a p p e a r s  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  

h e r ,  she is compelled t o  rumina te  on h e r  f u t u r e ,  which s h e  had h e r e t o f o r e  

assumed,  unconsc.iously o r  no t ,  would be woven i n t o  h i s .  Ca ro l ine  f i n d s  t h a t  

s h e  is e v e n  denied  t h e  s o l a c e  o f  exp lana t ion  on h i s  p a r t  r e g a r d i n g  h i s  

change  of h e a r t :  "A l o v e r  mascul ine  s o  d i s a p p o i n t e d  c a n  s p e a k  and u r g e  

explana t ion ;  a l o v e r  feminine c a n  s a y  nothing;  i f  s h e  did, t h e  r e s u l t  would 

b e  shame and anguish ,  Inward r e m o r s e  f o r  s e l f - t r e a c h e r y .  N a t u r e  would 

b rand  s u c h  d e m o n s t r a t i o n  a s  a  r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  h e r  i n s t i n c t s ,  and would 

v ind ic t ive ly  r e p a y  i t  a f t e r w a r d s  by t h e  t h u n d e r b o l t  of s e l f - c o n t e m p t  

smit ing suddenly  i n  s e c r e t "  (p. 128). B r o n t e  t h e n  r e v e a l s  t h e  c o u r s e  of 

s i l e n c e  and i n a c t i o n  which is deemed a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  women who s u f f e r  f rom 

u n r e q u i t e d  love .  I t  e n t a i l s  e l a b o r a t e  d e c e p t i o n  and f o r t i t u d e  and f u r t h e r s  

t h e  c r e e d  of s e l f - r e n u n c i a t i o n .  A f t e r  a d v o c a t i n g  t r e a t i n g  t h e  menta l  pain 

a s  a s p e c i e s  of  s t o n e  o r  s c o r p i o n  and e i t h e r  "breaking one ' s  t e e t h "  on i t  

o r  gr ipping t h e  c r e a t u r e  f i rmly u n t i l  t h e  s t i n g  h a s  r e n d e r e d  one  

d e s e n s i t i z e d ,  BrontB g o e s  on t o  expla in  t h e  l o g i s t i c s  of do ing  so: 

Never  mind: i n  time, a f t e r  y o u r  hand and arm h a v e  swel led  and 
q u i v e r e d  long  wi th  t o r t u r e ,  t h e  s q u e e z e d  s c o r p i o n  will d i e ,  and 
you w i l l  h a v e  l e a r n e d  t h e  g r e a t  l e s s o n  how t o  e n d u r e  wi thou t  
a s o b .  F o r  t h e  whole remnant  of your  f i f e ,  i f  you  s u r v i v e  t h e  
t e s t - s o m e ,  i t  is s a i d ,  d i e  under  i t - y o u  w i l l  be  s t r o n g e r ,  w i se r ,  
less s e n s i t i v e .  This  you  a r e  n o t  aware  of ,  p e r h a p s ,  a t  t h e  time, 
and s o  c a n n o t  bo r row c o u r a g e  of t h a t  hope. N a t u r e ,  however  ... 
I s  a n  e x c e l l e n t  f r i e n d  in  s u c h  c a s e s ;  s e a l i n g  t h e  l i p s ,  
i n t e r d i c t i n g  u t t e r a n c e ,  commanding a  p lac id  d i s s imu la t ion :  a  
d i s s imufa t fon  o f t e n  wear ing  a n  e a s y  and gay mien a t  f i r s t ,  
s e t t l i n g  down t o  s o r r o w  and  p a l e n e s s  i n  time, t h e n  p a s s i n g  
away, an3 l e s v i n g  a convenient  s to i c i sm,  n o t  t h e  less 
f o r t i f y i n g  because i t  is h a l f - b i t  ter .  (p. 128) 

p o r t r a y a l s  of t he  mari ta l  expe r i ence"  ("Female J n n u s e s , "  p. 220) .  Bron te ' s  
"eye" proves more t h a n  quizz ica l ,  and  i n d i c t s  t h e  b r u t a l i t y  t h a t  was of t e n  
deemed the  r i g h t  of V i c t o r i a n  husbands .  



In t h e s e  f i n e s ,  Bi.onti3 p i 8 e s e n t s  a m i c r o c o s m i c  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  p a t h o l o g y  of  

women's l i v e s  i n  genepal."" The " p a s s f n g  away" which r e f e r s  rzstarlsibly t o  

t h e  d i s t u r b e d  e m o t i o n s  mlgfit a s  well i t l v o l v r  t h c  corporeal  woman a l so  

After corning t o  g r i p s  w i t h  t h i s  unpleasant i m p e r a t i v e  uE s i tcnci . ,  

Caroline m u s t  a l so  c u n f r u n  t h e r  op t ions .  iaf t e r  v i s i t  irrg Miss Martn and Miss 

Ain'ley, shes c o n t e m p l a t e s  t h e  o l d  tnaids'  f i v e s  and  m o t i v e s ,  anif i i r tv iuvs  a t  

some p a i n f u l  t i - ~ i h s .  Miss Mann's b i p i t t l e  s h e l l  and  s e v e r i t y  arb: ~*e~eaXt.?d u s  

a d e f e n s e  a g a i n s t  s e l f - a n n i h i l a t i o n  a t  the hands of  her  persecutors, who 

a lso  h a p p e n  t o  be he r  n e i g h b o r s ,  t h e  c l e r g y ,  and so  on. Miss A i r ~ f e y  Is a 

p h i l a n t h r o p i s t  who knows hel* fe l low p a r i u h i u r t e i . ~  a n d  t h e i r  plUiva 1e  agonies  

a n d  n e e d s  b e t t e r  than t h e  l o c a l  p a s t o r a t e  d o  Cand a t t e n d s  t o  t h o s e  needs 

w i t h  f a r m i d a b l e  devo tiorr). Y e t  t h e  women rare r e v i l e d  n c v r s r  t f ic lus  s,13 

desp i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  f o r  many s i n g l e  women, t h e  odds  were agairrst t h e i r  

""Susan Gubar r e f e r s  t u  the vehemence o f  Rroni,Gis message andwhat kt 
p o r t e n d s  fur women's l i v e s  more g e n e r a l l y :  "With what  f u r y  t h e  l esson  o f  
r e p r e s s i o n  is given. E n d u r a n c e  and s u b m i s s i o n ,  s i l e n c e  a n d  saf f6:rirrg 
Invo lve  p a i n  a n d  s e l f - d e s  e r u c t i o n .  When BrontB d e s c r i b e s  t h e  
t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t i o n  o f  brez,d i n t o  s t o n e ,  of egg i n t o  suorpiorr, s h e  c:xplaJns 
t h e  cause and r e s u l t  of f e m a l e  suf fer lug:  with  no s u s t a i n i n g  nour is l i rnent ,  
g r o w t h  is i m p o s s i b l e  and s o  i s  escape;  the woman cart orlZy wikrrcus hcr. 
impr i sonment  and witLdraw i n t o  f t  w i t h  t h e  ambiguous  s o l a c e  t h a t  comcjs 
f r o m  b e i n g  hidden"  ("The G e n e s i s  o f  Hunger ,  According t o  Shi r fcy ,"  p. 8). 

' "F ranco i se  Bascfte d i s c u s s e s  Caroline's r e v e l a t i o n s  on tikc s u b j e c t  o f  
old maids.  C a r o l i n e  " d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  u n m a r r i e d  women a re  real vicstims o f  
s o c i e t y .  They  o f t e n  h a v e  a m o r e  u s e f u l  f u r ~ c l i o n  t h a n  many w i v e s  a n d  
m o t h e r s ;  a n d  i t  is t h e  s t u p i d  o s t r a c i s m  p r a c t i s e d  a g a i n s t  thorn t h a t  
c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e i r  common e m b i t t e r m e n t .  They a r e  t h e  b y p r o d u c t ,  t h e  
waste, o f  an  archaic i d e a l  o f  woman, t h a t  dooms h e r  o n l y  t o  be a wlft; 
mother." See Relative Creatures, (New York: Schocken Books, 19743, g. 258. 



mgarrying fr-om t h e  begirrning.la Xn a n s w e r  t o  Ca ro l ine ' s  p l a i n t i v e  q u e r y  

"Where is my place i n  t h e  world?" (p, 1901, t h e  c o n v e n l i o n a l  answers rlflg 

hollow in  h e r  e a r s ,  r e v e a l i n g  t h a t  s h e  will. n o t ,  i ndeed ,  occupy a p lace :  

"your p l a c e  is  t o  do good t o  ~r thers-t i : ,  be h e l p f u l  whenever  he lp  
is wanted." T h a t  is  r i g h t  in  some m e a s u r e ,  and a v e r y  
cunveniertt  d o c t r i n e  f o r  the people who hold  i t ;  b u t  I perceive 
t h a t  c e r t a i n  se ts  of human be ings  a re  very apt t o  main ta in  
t h a t  o t h e r  s e t s  s h o u l d  g ive  up t h e i r  l i v e s  t o  them and t h e i r  
s e r v i c e ,  and  then  t h e y  r e q u i t e  them by p r a i s e :  t h e y  call them 
d e v o t e d  a r ~ d  v i r t u o u s .  I s  t h i s  enough? Is  i t  hu l i v e ?  Is there  
riot a t e r r i b l e  ho l l ownes s ,  mockery ,  want ,  c r av ing ,  irl t h a t  
e x i s t e n c e  which is giver1 a w a y  t o  o t h e r s  f o r  want of someth ing  
of y o u r  own t o  b e s t o w  i t  o n ?  I s u s p e c t  there  is. Does v i r t u e  l i e  
irt a b n e g a t i o n  of se l f?  i do  n o t  b e l i e v e  I t .  Undue humil i ty  makes 
t y r a n n y ;  weak c o n c e s s i o n  c r e a t e s  sel f iskaness .  (p* 190) 

H e r e  BrontB is s c a r c e l y  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  f rom h e r  c r e a t i o n .  Ca ro l ine  f i nds  

no comfor t  in  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of l i v i n g  o u t  h e r  d a y s  a s  a s p i n s t e r ,  e v e n  

though t h e r e  i s  much t o  commend in  t h e  two old l a d i e s  (much i n  "re way of  

charaeter, t h a t  is; t h e  a v e r s i o n  Caro l ine  f e e l s  is e n t i r e l y  f o r  t h e i r  

circumstances). Whereas t h e  d a y s  u s e d  t o  s i g n i f y  i n f i n i t e  p romise  t o  

Caro l ine ,  s h e  i s  now a t  a l o s s  a s  t o  lrow s h e  w i l l  fi13 t h e m :  

"I h a v e  t o  l i v e ,  p e r h a p s ,  till s e v e n t y  y e a r s .  A s  f a r  a s  I know, 
I have  good heal th .  H a l f  a c e n t u r y  of exfsterlce may l ie  be fo re  
m e .  How am 1 t o  occupy i t ?  What am I t o  do  t o  f i l l  t h e  i n t e r v a l  of 
time which spreads be tween  m e  and t h e  g r a v e ? "  (p. 1.90) 

I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  g o v e r n e s s i n g  i s  t h e  o n l y  m e a n s  of escape t h a t  

FaroXit~e can reaf i s t f ca f ly  Imagine. BrontB and o t h e r s ,  no tab ly  h e r  s i s t e r  

A n n e  i n  AgnesGiqit.y(1548), t h rough  t h e i r  f i c t i o n  and a c t u a l  experience, h a v e  

exposed t h e  p ro f e s s ion  as  anomalous and o f t e n  ann ih i l a t i ng .  That  i t  h e r e  

4*Fos ter  draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  incompat ib i l i ty  of V i c t o r i a ?  f a c t  a n d  
f a n t a s y .  Not on ly  had t h e  numbers of s ing le  f ema les  o v e r  t h e  age of f i f t e e n  
leapt  t o  o v e r  three mill ion by l 8 ? l ,  b u t  " t h e  unequal  s e x  r a t i o ,  wor sened  bs 
t h e  numbers of e l i g i b l e  b a c h e l o r s  who emig ra t ed ,  promised permanent  
spf r r s te rhood f o r  many" (''Female J a n u s e s , "  p. 215). 
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represents a kind of sa fvat ior l  t o  Carol ine  i n d i c a t e s  that  s h e  is, bectansc~ 

of  her  cold, d i s t a n t  unc le ,  Robert 's  apparent  disdain and h e r  lack of any 

goal ,  desperate indeed.  Caroffnets d e  t ermfna tiort y r t l v e s  f u t i l e ,  i n  i i t ly  c ~ \ B ( : ,  

Her uncle thwarts  h e r  and e v e n  Mrs, P r y o r  a t t empts  t o  ciissuird~? httr. Wheri 

Caroline broaches  the  subjec t  withfIe1sZ.rinc,  h i s  demand t o  knawwha t "whim" 

compeZs her  now s e t s  t h e  t o n e  f o ~  h i s  prohib i t ion  of  t h e  idea-  Altht~i-tgll h e  

f i n a l l y  r e c o g n i s e s  t h a t  she is troubled and v e r y  c v i d c n i i y  S O  fWhloum hiiit 

vanished ,  fiesh w a s t e d ;  s h e  s a t  be fore  h i m  drooyi~tg ,  c o l o u r l e s s ,  i ~ n d  tiriil," 

p. 2031, he is urlsy~npa the tic arid belittles her: 

"Pooh! Mere nonsense !  I ' l l  n o t  hear  o f  govrr.ncssing.  Dotl't 
ment ion  i t  again. PP i s  r a t h e r  i o o  feminine  a fan<-y. 'f h n v c  
firiished breakfast ,  r ing  t h e  bcll;  g u t  a l l  crotchets o u t  of y o u r  
h e a d ,  and r u n  away  rind t imtxsc y o u r s e l f . "  Cp. 2 0 5 )  

Weistone implies that  Caroline is t o  blame f o r  h e r  c o n d i  tlttrt and o n l y  o f f e r s  

a dcoctor or a "watering-ylac~:" a s  a so lu t ion .  Furthermore,  h i s  digrrli t y a:td 

s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n  wil l  be adverse1  y a f f e c t e d  i f  C n r o l i ~ ~ e  f i n d s  a place irr a 

family a s  g o v e r n e s s  and th i s  i s  a n u t h c r  reasctn for v t e t t i n g  h e r  sugges t i t r i b .  

Considering i t  a poirlt u f  pride tha t  Carol ine  c o n t i n u e  h e r  us t . l e s .4  

existence,  since she  will h a v e  an a n n u i t y  from hiin arld i t ever  need st:i:k a 

s i t u a t i o n  f o r  financial r e a s o n s ,  h e  takes h i s  l e a v e  of her. 

Mrs. Pryor  a t  t e m p t s  t o  i n s t i l l  a sense i n  Caro l ine  b o t h  111' t h e  self - 

ob1i"certiori required by g o v e r n e s s i n g  a n d  the  a d v e r s e  e f fects  ( ~ n  t h e  

health. a s  a r e s u l t ,  A f t e r  d e s c r i b i n g  the eort tradfc tory  n a t u r e  o f  flit. 

governess1 r o l e ,  s h e  f r a n k l y  s p e l l s  o u t  t h e  specif ic  cons5yuences a s  Elt6?3 

once af fected  her: "'My l i f e  in t h i s  house was s e d e n t a r y ,  s o l i t a r y ,  

eons  t rained, J o y l e s s ,  toi lsome.  The drcadf  u l  c r  ushf ng of thc  anlmal splrf  t s ,  

t h e  ever  prevailing sense of f r i e n d l e s s n e s s  and homelessness conseyrront 

o n  t h i s  s t a t e  of  things,  began e r e  long t o  p r o d u c e  morta l  e f fects  on my 



c o n s t i t u t i o n - l  s ickened" '  r'p. 3 6 3 ) .  Mrs. Pryor g o e s  on to s a y  t h a t  "morbid 

self - e s  t em" was c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  c u l p r i t  b y  t h e  f a d y  of t h e  h o u s e .  Carofine 

i s  made t o  r e i i l i s e  t h a t  governess ing  is merely an e x t e n s i o n  of h e r  own 

e x i s t e n c e  i n  h e r  uncle 's  h o u s e ,  r e q u i r ? n g  t h e  same s u r r e n d e r  and sack-f fice, 

Sign i f i can t ly ,  i t  b r i n g s  a b o u t  t h e  same c o n s e q u e n c e ,  t h a t  of s e r i o u s  

i l l n e s  s, 

Although her  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  wi th  S h i r l e y  e l u c i d a t e  t he  problem, a n d  

Indicate t h a t  s h e  is n o t  a lone ,  i n  p e r c e i v i n g  i t  o r  s u f f e r i n g  f rom i t ,  t h e y  

d o  no th ing  t o  a l l e v i a t e  C a r o l i n e ' s  pain. She  is a w a r e  b o t h  t h a t  u s e f u l  

o c c u p a t i o n  is a balm t o  one ' s  spir i ts ,  and  t h a t  i t  is n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  a s  a 

r a i s o n  d'etre.  C a r o l i x e  wishes  " f i f t y  t i m e s  a day" that  s h e  had a n  

occupa t ion ,  b u t  d o e s  n o t  view i t  a s  a c u r e - a l l .  Labour  c a n  "'gi v e  v a r i e t i e s  

of pain,  and p r e v e n t  u s  f r o m  b reak ing  o u r  h e a r t s  wi th  a s i n g l e  t y r a n t  

m a s t e r - t o r t u r e .  B e s l d e s ,  s u c c t t s s f u l  l a b o u r  h a s  i t s  recompense ;  a v a c a n t ,  

weary ,  l one ly ,  h o p e l e s s  l i f e  h a s  none'" (p. 235). C a r o l i n e  g o e s  on 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  plight of ne ighbour ing  g i r l s  of her  

a c q u a i n t a n c e  and  what  s h e  b e l i e v e s  i s  t h e i r  f a t e  and  t h e  f a t e  of mos t  

women: 

"The b r o t h e r s  o f  t h e s e  g i r l s  [ t h e  Sykes ,  f u r  example] a re  e v e r y  
one  i n  b u s i n e s s  o r  in p r o f e s s i o n s ;  t h e y  have  s o m e t h i i ~ g  t o  do: 
t h e i r  s i s t e ~ s  h a v e  no e a r t h l y  employment, b u t  h o u s e h o l d  work 
and sewing; no e a r t h l y  p l e a s u r e ,  B u t  a n  u n p r o f i t a b l e  v i s i t i n g ;  
and no hope, i n  al l  t h e i r  l i f e  t o  cone ,  of  a n y t h i n g  b e t t e r ,  This  
s t a g n a n t  s t a t e  of  t h i n g s  makes them dec l ine  i n  h e a l t h :  t h e y  are 
never w e l l ;  and  t h e i r  minds and  views s h r i n k  t o  wondrous  
n a r r o w n e s s .  The great w i s h - t h e  so le  aim o f  e v e r y  one  of them 
is t o  be married, b u t  t h e  aajority w i l l  n e v e r  marry: t h e y  will 
d i e  a s  t h e y  now l i v e .  They  scheme, t h e y  p l o t ,  t h e y  d r e s s  t o  
e n s n a r e  husbands ,  The gent lemen t u r n  them i n t o  r i d i cu l e :  t h e y  
don' t  want them: t h e y  hold them v e r y  cheap:  t h e y  say -1  have  
heard them s a y  it w i t h  s n e e r i n g  l a u g h s  many a t ime- the  
mat r imonia l  m a r k e t  is ove r s  toeked.  F a t h e r s  s a y  s o  l ikewise ,  and 
a r e  angry w i t h  t h e i r  d a u g h t e r s  when t h e y  o b s e r v e  t h e i r  
manoeuvres :  t h e y  o r d e r  them t o  s t a y  a t  home. What do  t h e y  



expec t  them t o  d o  a t  home? I f  you a s k , - t h e y  would aiaswur, staw 
and cook, They expec t  t h e m  t s  do Ph!s, and this o n l y ,  a s  it' t h e y  
had no germs of f a c u l t i e s  f o r  a n y t h i n g  e l s e :a  doc tr ine  ;is 
reasonable  t o  ho ld ,  a s  it would  be t h a t  t h e  f a t h e r s  have  no 
f a c u l t i e s  b u t  f o r  eating what the i r  d a u g h t e r s  couic, o r  f o r  
wearing what t h e y  sew. Corrld men l i v e  s o  themse lves?  Jl'i+uld 
t h e y  nut  be v e r y  w e a r y ?  And, when t h e r e  came no r e l i e f  t r s  t he i r  
weariness ,  but  only  reproaches  a t  i t s  s l i gh t e s  1 w a n i f e s  ta  t ion ,  
would no t  the i r  w c a r i r t e s s  f erment  in  .liw t o  f r u n z y  ? "  (yp. 3 7 1  - 
3) 

But, while Caroilne can p e r c e i v e  t h e  r o o t  of the  problem ail4 d i r e c t  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  i n h e r e n t  f a l l a c i e s  o p a ~ r i t i v e  In her  s o o i ~ t y ,  she i s  stbfl 

unable t o  f rame  some s o r t  o f  solution.  This deficiency l e a d s  ulj;!mntrlg: t o  

s i c k n e s s .  

Caroline comes down w i t h  some s o r t  of i n f i r m i t y  appact -n t ly  a f t e r  

w a l k i n g  home i n  t h e  f r e s h  a i r .  Rrortlg expllicl t l y  s t a t e s  that h e r  mental  

turmoil p r e c i p i t a t e s  h e r  f e v e r :  "How s h e  had caught  t h e  f e v e r  f o v e r  It 

was-she could n o t  tell. Probably,  I n  her  l a t e  w a l k  home, somt. s w i a e l ,  

polsoned breeze,  r e d o l e n t  of honeydew and miasma, had p a s s e d  l n t o  h e r  

lungs  and v e i n s ,  and finding there  a lready a f e v e r  of m e n i a l  e x c i t e m e n t ,  and 

a languor of long c o n f l i c t  and habitual  sadness ,  had  farmed t h e  spark of 

flame arld l e f t  a well-fit  f i re  behind i t "  (p. 399).  Meanwhile, the t+r>it l  

cata lyst  behind this  f e v e r  has  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  Moores' rcsic1knr;e while 

Caroline is v i s i t i n g  there ,  i n  t h e  form of a bouquet  of floweiws from 

Fieldhead. Hortense h a s  casua l ly  joked t h a t  Robert, is t h e  favour j  tt- t h e r e ,  

arld this  e f f e c t i v e l y  sea l s  Caro l ine ' s  f a t e .  In  h e r  opinion,  t h i s  in t ima t lorr 

that a courtship i s  i n  the  works b e t w e e n  Shirley and Robert c o n f i r m s  h e r  

pa th  t o w a r d s  a lung, s l o w  d e a t h  a s  a s p i n s t e r  in  h e r  trncfe's f r ~ u s a . * ~  

z"Gubar points  t o  t h e  cause of Caro l ine ' s  ailmerit: "Far Prom bcjirtgrner61y 
f u v e - s i c k ,  Caroline is d i s c o n t e n t .  Her i l lness  i s  a r e s u l t  o f  her  m i s e r y  a t  
her OWE imputeneeit  ("The Genesis of  Hunger, According t o  Shirley," p, 15). 



r-l l-4 
cd 



c h i l d r e n  s h e  was g o v e r n e s s ,  r e n d e r  h e r  exceptionally s e n s i t i v e  t o  

Carcr t ine ' s  f s ~ l i n p s  of f u t i f f t y  and despa i r :  "'But y o u r  mind, C a r o l i n e :  y o u r  

mind is c r u s h e d ;  your h e a r t  is a l m o s t  broken: y o u  h a v e  been  s o  n e g l e c t ~ d ,  

s o  repulsed, l e f t  s o  desolate" (p, 4031, 

Mrs. Pryur,  d e t e r m i n e d  t o  g i v e  C a r o l i n e  a r e a s o n  t o  I ! v e ,  revea ls  her  

t r u e  i d e n t i t y .  She is r i g h t  i n  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  t h i s  w i l l  g i v e  no smal l  measure  

of comfort t o  the girl, who ral l ies ,  s t a t i n g  t h a t  s h e  s h l ~ u l d  now l i k c  t o  

recover.  C a r o l i n e  c a n  now r e a l i s t i c a l l y  e n v i s i o n  a c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  bul l  t 

on mutual a f f e c t i o n ,  with  another .  However, Eror-itE a l s o  manages t o  bring 

R o b e r t  a n d  C a r o l i n e  tuge ther,  tit seal  C a r o l i n e ' s  af f i l i a  t I o n  with the l iv ing ,  

Caro l ine ' s  cslour and vigour re  turn, her  melancholia d i s s i p a t e s ,  and she  i s  

""fif t e d  o n  t h e  wing of hope" (p, 551) .  Robert ' s  d e c l i n e ,  t h e  r e s u l t  of a h u l l ~ i t  

wound, is found t o  be  fac i l i t a t ed  by t h e  same b r a n d  of spir i tual  m a h i  ,c:  

t h a t  h a s  a f f l i c t e d  Caroline: "1 a m  h o p e l e s s l y  weak, atld t h e  s t a t e  of my mind 

is i n e x p r e s s i b l e  - d a r k ,  b a r r e n ,  i m p o t e n t "  ( g .  542). Upon compar ing  t h e i r  

e x p e r i e n c e s ,  R o b e r t  and C a r o l i n e  d i scover .  t h a t  t h e y  are  b o t h  s u f f e ~ i r r g  

from whai t h e y  p e r c e i v e  a s  a h o p e l e s s  s i t u a t i o n  i n  terms crf u n r e q u i t e d  

love .  Rober t  recovers  s w i f t l y  upon l e a r n i n g  o f  the p o s s i b i l i t y  of a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  j u s Z  as Carol ine h e r s e l f  h a s .  

But t h e s e  two exper iences  a r e  n u t  a s  similar a s  t h e y  may appear,  A 

p o t e n t i a l l y  f a t a l  reound ca ta lyses  Robert's inf irmity  and i t  i s  a s  d i f f i c u l t .  

to believe t h a t  anythlrrg l e s s  catas t rophic .  would h a v e  compel led  him toward 

his  life and h l s  work to compel him onward a n d  i t  is d i f f i c u l t  t o  c o n c e i v e  of 

R o b e ~ f  as one  who couXd mourn f o r e ~ e r ,  and eventua l ly  dwindle away a s  the  



r e s u l t  of a t h w a r t e d  S h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r  t h e y  a re  mar r i ed ,  

leavfng t h e  reader u n e a s y  a s  tc; t h e  a c t u a l  f e l i c i t y  t h i s  w i l l  bring,  a s  w e l l  

8s ponder ing  t h o s e  swarms of s i n g l e  women t o  whom is y e t  cons igned  a l i f e  

o f  o p p r e s s i o n  and b a n a l i t y .  

Like t h e  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  in  t h e  nove l ,  S h i r l e y  f a l l s  p r e y  t o  d e b i l i t y .  

S ince  s h e  is depic ted  a s  t h e  v e r y  e s s e n c e  of c h e e r f u l n e s s  a n d  v i v a c i t y ,  

t h i s  change  s eems  an a b e r r a t i o n ,  u n n a t u r a l  i n  one  s s h a b i t u a l l y  r o b u s t .  

S h i r l e y  goes  on a walk wi th  h e r  c o u s i n s  and  I n  a n  i n t e r v a l  of p e r h a p s  twen ty  

minu te s ,  h e r  whole aspect changes, f rom o n e  of p r o f o u n d  c o n t e n t m e n t ,  t o  

malaise.  She  c o n c e d e s  t h a t  s h e  is  a " l i t t l e  sick," b u t  s o o n  f e i g n s  t h e  v igou r  

of h e r  c u s t o m a r y  s e l f ,  and  vehement ly  d e n i e s  any  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of i l l n e s s  

f h e r p z i t e r .  BrontG a l l u d e s  t o  no th ing  s p e c i f i c .  Only  t h e r e  was a "new and  

peculiar shadow t h a t  l i n g e r e d  on her  c o u n t e n a n c e  and  manner"  (p. 466). 

S h i r l e y ' s  c u s t o m a r y  p r i d e  d o e s  n o t  admit  a n y  d i s a g r e e a b l e  e n q u i r i e s  and 

y e t  I t  is obv ious  t h a t  s h e  is fa i l ing .  She  t h e n c e f o r t h  w a s t e s ,  p r a c t i s i n g  

t h e  a r t  of d e n i a l  p r o p o r t i o n a t e  t o  h e r  d i s - e a s e .  I t  is o b v i o u s  t o  t h e  

reader t h a t  i t  is L o u i s  Moore who is t h e  c a u s e  of much of h e r  a n x i e t y ,  and 

not  t h e  fear  of hydrophobia  p o s s i b l y  c o n t r a c t e d  from t h e  dog -b i t e  s h e  

s u f f e r s  while o u t  on her walk. S h i r l e y ' s  l o v e  f o r  him and ambiva l en t  f e e l i n g s  

la I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough,  Lou i s  Moore becomes ill a s  w e l l .  A t  one  p o i n t  i n  
the  novel ,  h e  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  g r i e f  h e  f e e l s  a t  b e i n g  a p a r t  f rom Shirley i n  
terms o f  h i s  bed be ing  compr i sed  of t h o r n s  (p. 482), owing t o  which h e  s p e n d s  
many s l e e p l e s s  n i g h t s .  When h e  c o n t r a c t s  a f e v e r ,  B r o n t e  d e p i c t s  him a s  
*f ossfag on h i s  thorny bed" Cp. 4501, whict of c o u r s e  c o n j u r e s  up roman t i c  
images  of t h e  s o u r c e  o f  his mala i se .  However, t h e r e  i s  t he  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  
he has coat ratted a fever  from, one cf the poor c o t t a g e s  i n  t h e  d i s t r i c t ,  
attd i n  a n y  case, h e  ra l l i es  quickly:  "Mr. Moore's good c o n s  t i  t u t i o n  qu ick ly  
t r iumphed ever his i n d i s p o s i t i o n :  i n  a f e w  d a y s  h e  shook  i t  o f f ,  and  resumed 
h i s  d u t i e s "  (p. 453). Llke R o b e r t ,  h e  has  a  v o c a t i o n  and feels compelled t o  
recuperate. 



r e g a r d i n g  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of a m a r r i a g e  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  desir*abil i ty  of any 

m a r r i a g e  a r e  t h e  c u l p r i t s  which o p p r e s s  h e r  s p i r i t s .  She i s  genuine ly  n o t  

well ,  b u t  t h e  c a u s e s  a r e  s p i r i t u a l  r a t h e r  t h a n  o t h e r w i s e .  Fu l iy  cognizan t  

of  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a l l i a n c e  with  Lou i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  m a n s  s u b j e c t i o n ,  and t o  

o n e  who is s o c i a l l y  and  f i n a n c i a l l y  v e r y  much h e r  i n f e r i o r ,  Shirlt:ygs s e l f  - 

esteem r e b e l s .  Although s h e  i s  n o t  much swayed by v i s i o n s  of h e r  own s e l f .  

impor t ance  and t h e  p r e s t i g e  a t t a c h e d  t o  betny  m i s t r e s s  of I'icldhcad, to 

r e l i n q u i s h  h e r  s l i g h t  hold on what is an unusua l ly  aukonvmsus e x i s  terrce is 

d i f f i c u l t .  If s h e  is t o  f u l f i l l  h e r s e l f  s e x u a l l y ,  i t  w i l l  h e  a t  t h e  Expense of 

s e l f -gove rnmen t .  I t  i s  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  agony t h a t  

agitation. 

o t h e r w i s e ,  

e l u c i d a  t es  

Mrs. 

Since  Shir ley  is s u c h  a n  independent  

i s  a t  the core of h e r  

h e r  i l l n e s s  p r o v i d e s  a g l a r i n g  c o n t r a s t  

h e r  s i t u a t i o n .  

P r y o r  h a s  a l r e a d y  d i s c u s s e d  h e r  i l l n e s s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  h e r  

t o  her u s u a l  s e l f ,  and 

p o s i t i o n  a s  g o v e r n e s s ,  in  a n  e f f o r t  t o  e x t i n g u i s h  Ca ro l ine ' s  longing t o  

t r e a d  t h e  same pa th .  When s h e  f a l l s  i l l  a s  a r e s u l t  of a s o l i t a r y  and j o y l e s s  

e x i s t e n c e ,  t h e  s e l f - e s t e e m  t h a t  is den ied  e x p r e s s i o n  is  diagraosed a s  

"wounded v a n i t y "  b y  h e r  employer.  Ev iden t ly  even t h i s  a u s t e r e  and  cr-nel  

woman is a b l e  t o  d iv ine  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  of h e r  employee 's  despondency ,  i f  

n o t  t h e  inherent  i n j u s t i c e  of Mrs. P r y o r ' s  p o s i t i o n :  "She h i n t e d  that ,  if 1 d id  

no t  make a n  e f f o r t  t o  q u e l l  my 'ungodly d i s c o n t e n t , '  t o  cease 'murmuring 

a g a i n s t  God's appointment , 'a i ld  t o  c u l t i v a t e  t h e  p r o f o u n d h i ~ m j l i t y  bef l t t f n g  

my s t a t i o n ,  my mind would v e r y  l i k e l y  'go t o  pieces' o n  the  rock t h a t  wrecked  

must c r i  m y  s i s t e r h o o d - m o r b i d  self-esteem-and t h a t  5 should d i e  an inznate 

of a  l u n a t i c  asylum'"@p. 363-4). Sadly enough, t h e  l a d y  of t h e  houae was 

u t t e r i n g  some t r u t h s  i n  t h e  m i d s t  of  her i n v e c t i v e ,  i n  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  



p o s s i b l e  f a t e  of t h o s e  who f i n d  themselltres t r apped  i n  Mrs. P P ~ C I Z * ' S  

predicament  and unab le  t o  adap t  ( h e r  p e r c e p t i o n s  of t h e  d e s i r a . b i l i t y  of 

s u b m f s s i o ~ l  a n d  s e l f - r e s p e c t  excepted). Mrs. Pryor makes  i t  o b v i o u s  t h a t  

on ly  her  e s c a p e  f rom t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  ( i n t o  a d i s a s t r o u s  m a r r i a g e  f rom which 

s h e  a l s o  flees) p r e v e n t s  h e r  f r o m  s ink ing  i n t o  p e r m a n e n t ,  i f  n o t  t e r m i n a i ,  

c o n v a l e s c e n c e :  "Those  l a n g u i s h i n g  years would fo l low,  of  which none b u t  t h e  

i n v a l i d  a n d  her  Immedia te  f r i e n d s  f e e l  t h e  h e a r t - s i c k n e s s  and know t h e  

burden :  c o n s u m p t i o n  o r  d e c l i n e  would c lose  t h e  chap t e r .  S u c h  is t h e  h i s  t o r y  

of  many a l i f e ;  I would n o t  h a v e  i t  y o u r s "  (p. 3G5) .  

None of t h e  women who e x p e r i e n c e  i l l n e s s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n f i n e s  of t h i s  

n u v e l  h a s  any  p h y s i c a l  c o m p l a i n t s  which would p r e d i s p o s e  them i n  a n y  way. 

In f a c t ,  Elley a r e  al l  p o r t r a y e d  a s  p o s s e s s e d  of  s t r e n g t h ,  i n  t e r m s  of 

c h a r a c t e r  and c o n s t i t u t i o n ,  y e t  t h e y  a l l m a n i f e s  t  t h e  vague symptoms which 

c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  uorzdil ion of  t h e  n e u r a s t h e n e .  T h e y  f i n d  no remedy  i n  

a p p e a l i n g  t o  p h y s i c i a n s  a n d  p e r s i s t  i n  a i l i n g  u n t i l  some f o r t u n a t e  

c i r c u m s  t a n c e  r e l i e v e s  t h e i r  e m 0  t i o n a l  s t r e s s  (however  s u p e r f i c i a l l y  t h i s  

is accomplished).  B r o n t e  makes  a n  a p p e a l ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  medium of  C a r o l i n e ' s  

i m p a s s i o n e d  s p e e c h ,  t o  t h e  e o n s c i e t ~ c e s  o f  t h o s e  who would d e n y  l i f e g i v i n g  

a c t l v l t y  a n d  a u t o n o m y  t o  women: 

"God s u r e l y  d id  n o t  c r e a t e  u s ,  and c a u s e  us t o  l i v e  w i t h  t h e  
s o l e  e n d  o f  wishing a l w a y s  t o  d ie .  I b e l i e v e  i n  my h e a r t  we w e r e  
i n t e n d e d  t o  p r i ze  l i f e  a n d  e n j o y  i t ,  s o  l o n g  a s  we r e t a i n  it.. 
Existurtce never  was o r i g i n a l l y  m e a n t  t o  be t h a t  u s e l e s s ,  blank,  
pale, s f o w - t r a i l i n g  t h i n g  i t  of  t e n  becomes  t o  many, and is 
becoming t o  m e ,  among t he  r e s t . "  (p. 376) 

But thf s ind ic tment  of  V i c t o r i a n  values is n o t  e x p l i c i t  e n o u g h  f o r  t h e  

o b s t i n a t e  BrontE.  She p o i n t s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  t h e  p a t r i a r c h s  who appear 

t r a g i c a l l y  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  wha t  is g o i n g  on a r o u n d  them: "Men of  England,  l o o k  





Rut f o r  a11 of Bron t6 ' s  denunc ia t ion  of t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  imposed on 

women, in t h e  marke tp l ace ,  t h e  home, and in  s o c i a l  i n t e r c o u r s e ,  mar r i age  is 

invoked a s  a balm t h a t  magical ly  s o o t h e s  t h e  s t i n g  of "ungodly d i scon ten t . "  

Even in t h e  realm of meaningful l a b o u r ,  which BrontB r e l e n t l e s s l y  a s s e r t s  

must  kt: allowed women, the  a u t h o r  reveals  h e r s e l f  a s  ambiva len t ,  s i n c e  s h e ,  

h e r s e l f ,  s u b o r d i n a t e d  h e r  wr i t ing  t o  a t  tending  t o  h e r  husband 's  comfor t  

du r ing  her  b r i e f  m a r r i e d  l i f e ,  BrontE does  mot a p p e a r  convinced  t h a t  

mar r i age  I s  not t h e  cu lmina t ion  of a  woman's f i f e :  "The unmarr ied  woman, 

s p i n s t e r  or worker ,  is g e n e r a l l y  conce ived  e i t h e r  a s  a  c r e a t u r e  w i  thumt an  

i d e n t i t y ,  an  obJec t  of s a r c a s m  o r  p i t y ,  o r  a s  a  v i r t u a l  and v l r  t u o u s  h e r o i n e  

who w i l l  l a t e r  f ind Suffi l lment i n  m a r r i a g e  [as a  model of  self -abnega t i on$  

E v e n  wf t h  C h a r l o t t e  BrontE w o r k  does  n o t  loom l a r g e  in t h e i r  l ives,"ie 

T h a t  is, work is someth ing  t h a t  e n a b l e s  one  t o  g e t  through one 's  humdrum 

e x i s t e n c e  in t h e  i n t e r v a l  bc tween  g i r lhood  and wifehood, o r  e l se  d u l l s  the  

pains of t h o s e  who are  u n f o r t u n a t e l y  unable t o  e n s n a r e  a man. 

However, in  e x p l i c i t l y  ou t f in ing  and examining t h e  p l i g h t  of many 

women, B r o n t 8  h a s  a c h i e v e d  a triumph. The f a c t  t h a t  Bron tg ' s  unusua l ly  

k e e n  f a c u l t i e s  were unable  t o  r e s o l v e  t h e  problem of "woman's p l ace"  

ittdicates t h e  eno rmi ty  of  t h e  t a s k :  "The d ichotomies  of B r o n t e ' s  f i c t i o n ,  

l f k e  tha t  of h e r  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  c o n s t a n t l y  warn u s  t h a t  t h e  complexi t ies  

of women's r o l e s  and r e l a t i o n s h i p s  e a n n o t  be summed up in  a s i n g l e  

~ t a f e m e n t . " ~ ~  B r o n t 6  o f f e r s  up no p iecemeal  s o l u t i o n s ,  In f a c t  no 

s s fut jons  rwhatsver except o n  the personal and individuaf i e v e i ,  but s h a p e s  

ieRelatfre Creaf urns, p. 270 ,  

"*"Female J a n u s e s :  Ambiguity and  Ambivalence t o w a r d s  Mar r i age  in  Mid- 
Vlc t o r i a n  Women's Fict fun,"  p* 227. 
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h e r  mater ia l  in  such  a wag a s  t o  ar t icu late  the  problem, t o  "highlight the  

imrnorali t y  o f  the a f f l u e n t  and powel*ful. members of  nine tccntlti - c e n t u r y  

England, who wilfully s h u t  t h e i r  e y e s  t o  the pain of  t h e  weak and 

p ~ w e r l e s s . " ~ '  A s  a champion of  t h e  l a t t e ~ ,  Bront6 d o e s  j u s  t iue t o  h e r  

cause. 

2f"ReJec t s of the Narketglace: Old Maids in Charlu t t e Bront  G's ShirJrry," 
p. 66. 
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'Journeying through the wiatderness of the present': 
Some Final R m f n a t l o n s  on the 

Fiction and I,li.rres of BrontG and G a s f r e l l  

T h e  V i c t o r i a n  male's growing u n c e r t a i n t y  o v e r  h i s  place i n  the  world  

a r o s e  pa r  t t y  f r o m  t h e  t ecfinoLogical  advances a.nd c h a n g i n g  c l a s s  

d ! s t i n c t i o n s  which were t r a n s f o r m i n g  t h e  way i n  which men d e f i n e d  

t h e m s e l v e s .  Th i s  u n e a s i n e s s  not- o n l y  e x t e n d e d  t o  women, b u t  a f f ec t ed  them 

espec ia l ly  s t r o n g l y ,  a f a c t  which is l e s s  commonly n o t e d .  Although  men 

t e n d e d  t o  agonize  itvet. s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n  d u r h g  this p e r i o d ,  i t  was w o m e n  who 

had  t o  grapple d i r e c t l y  with t h e i r  lack of i n d e p e n d e n t  i d e n t i t y .  Even  though 

t h e  i d e a l  of  t h e  " p r o p e r  l a d y "  was a kind of d e m a r c a t i o n ,  i t  a l lowed  f o r  

l i t t l e  autonomy. I f  the ir  f e w  p r i v i l e g e s  were  jeopardized, middle-  and 

upper -c lass  w o m e n  h a d  e v e n  g r e a t e r  c a u s e  f o r  bewi lderment  than d i d  m e n .  

This turmoil  is expressed in t h e  works  p r e v i o u s l y  d i scussed .  The 

d o u b t s  and  a n x i e t y  t h a t  t y p i f i e d  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of V i c t o r i a n  women c a n n o t  

be emphasized enough: "Indeed,  t h e  clearest c h a r a c t e r i s  t ic of t h e  mid- 

V i c t o r i a n  p e r i o d  was how f e w  women of charac ter  f i t  t h e  i d e a l  lady."2 

Eiizabo t h  G a s k e l l  and Charlotte BrontE drew a t  t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  i n e q u i t i e s  

endured by w o m e n  t h a t  were e t - i d e m i c  i n  V i c t o r i a n  soc ie ty ' s  a t t i t u d e s  and 

p r a c t i c e s ,  by p r e s e n t i r ~ g p r o f i f e s  o f  women of v a r i o u s  m e a n s  and r a n k w h o s e  

e s s e n t i a l  clscumstances c r e a t e d  t he  same c o n s t r a i n t s ,  and who s u f f e r e d  

'Suffer and Be St i I I ,  p. xi. 



regarding her behavior ,  E l i zabeth  G a s k e l l  aypesrned t o  e n j o y  a sigriifieairt 

degree of independence,  She s e c o n d e d  her bustsand i n  h i s  work,  niot f rwn  a 

a f f e c t i o n a t e  na ture ."  C;aske l l l s  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s  were s e r i o u s  enough t o  

compel her  t o  c e n s u r e  George E l i o t ' s  d e c i s i o n  l o  l i v e  out  o f  wedlock,  b u t  

general ly were m a n i f e s t e d  i n  a b e ~ p  cornmi [men t t o  trutnani t y ,  r a t h e r  hail ia 

t h e o r e t i c a l  and highl y c o n s t r i c t i n g  a t  tentior, t o  s c r i p t  ura! d e t a i l .  Fak* 

from spending a great deal  of  t i m e  a t  homc, p lay ing  the p a f  t o f  mlnls2e~'s 

w i f e  to  t h e  exclusiort of  al l  else, Mrs. G a s i i e l l  l e d  an a c t i v t  l ift: ,  The  R c v .  

Gaskell  s p e n t  h i s  hol idays  away from h i s  family, w i l s  t iusy with the many 

pursu i  t s that  der ived  from his ~ c c u p r ?  t i o n ,  and was general ly  suPf i c i a n l  

u n t o  himself: "Mrs. G a s k e f l  was of  t e n  away from homc,  and bo th  she and Irai* 

husband were g lven  t o  journeying apart ,"" Mrs. Gaskell  t h r u s t  h c r ~ t s l f  i n l o  

the world, and experienced much that was d e n l e d  by c i r c : \ r m s  t ance, art4 to 

some degree temperament, to C h a r l o t t e  Brontg. When s h e  was  ai l ing Irt fit t c r  

l i fe ,  i t  was d i f f i c u l t  for  Mrs. Gaskell t o  accept p h y s i c a l  Zimi ts t i o n s ,  g1vc:ri 

her habitual  animation: 

2ArZhur Pollard and J.A.V. CGapple, e d s . ,  The Letters 
of M r s .  Gaskell,  @anchester: Manchester U n i v e r s i t y  
Press ,  39663, p. xxii. 



I t  is t h i s  sense  of  her  v i t a l i t y ,  of f i fe  Ifved t o  the fu l l ,  t h a t  
in r e t r o s p e c t  g i v e s  t o  t h e  l a s t  l e t t e r s  much of t h e i r  p a t h o s .  
She was S O  t ire& She w h o  had done so mu&, who y e t  felt that  
within her t h e r e  r e m a i n e d  s o  much s t i l l  t o  do,  was moving 
s w i f t l y  t o  that  s a d  day  when l f  tera l l iy  i n  a momen t  s h e  was  c u t  
o f f  I13 t h e  f u l l n e s s  of  he r  powers" 

C o n v e r s e l y ,  I t  is a sense of stasis  which c h a r a c t e r i z e s  BrontG's I l f e ,  much 

of which  w a s  devoted t o  t h e  q u e r u l o u s  a n d  d e c i d e d l y  s e l f i s h  R e v .  BrsntG,  

w h o s e  c a r e t a k e r  C h a r l o t t e  w a s  t o  remain t h r o u g h o u t  h e r  a d u l t  l i f e .  

C h a r l o t t e ' s  re l ig ious  b e f i e f s  w e r e  g r e a t l y  i n f l u e n c e d  b o t h  by  Mr. B r u n t & ,  

and by t h e  dea ths  of a l l  of h e r  sibl irags,  which l e f t  a sense uf d e s o l a t i o n  

which was t o  p l a g u e  h e r  u n t i l  h e r  own d e a t h .  The self - sacr i f i ce  which Mr. 

Erontg  rlesnatrded of  his  c h i l d r e n e  arid the dep re s s ion  r e s u l t i n g  f rom a 

s o l i t a r y  and o f t e n  j oy l e s s  e x i s t e n c e  Imbued C h a r l o t t e  w i th  a sense  o f  

fata l i sm that  I s  echoed in h e r  r e l i g i o u s  c o n v i c t i o n s ,  When Mrs. Gaskel l ,  i n  

c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  B r o n t e ,  opined t h a t  p e o p l e  r e c e i v e  roughly t h e  same l o t  

I n l i f e ,  a n d  t h a t  their v a r i a n c e  lies n o t  i n  d e g r e e s  of  h a p p i n e s s  a n d  s o r r o w  

b u t  in  how t h e s e  a r e  b lended ,  C h a r l o t t e  p r o f e s s e d  a v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  v iew:  

"She s m i l e d ,  and  s h o o k  h e r  h e a d ,  a n d  sa id  s h e  w a s  t r y i n g  t i ,  s c h o o l  h e r s e l f  

aga in s t  e v e r  a n t f c i p a  ting any pleasure; t h a t  i t  w a s  b e t t e r  t o  b e  b r a v e  and 

submit f ai thf  uffy; there  w a s  some g o o d  r e a s o n ,  which we should know In time: 

why s o r r o w  a n d  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  were t o  be the l o t  of some on  ear th .  I t  was 

b e t t e r  t o  acknowledge  t h i s ,  and face out  t h e  t r u t h  i n  a re l ig ious  

Charlotte  l o o k e d  to  a f u t u r e  i n  P a r a d i s e  r a t h e r  t h a n  any kir;d of  f e l i c i t y  



In the meant h e ,  h e r  s t e a d f a s t  t r u s  t i n  pa tierwe arid t*e.signa t i t k i i ,  artd 

Gharlo t t e ' s  s t a t e d  convbc-tioaas: 

My mind . . - made for  i t sef f  some imperious r u l e s ,  p ~ t s h i b i t i n g  
under deadfy  p e n a l t i e s  a l l  w e a k  r e t r o s p e c t  of happitless pas t ;  
command!ng a pat ient  doafneying through the wildernes:; of  t h e  
presera t ,  enjo in ing  a r e l i a n c e  on f a i t h - a  watching af  t h e  c l o u d  
and pi l lar  which subdue while t h e y  guide,  and a w e  while  t h e y  
illumine-hushing the  Impulse t o  f orld i d o l a t r y ,  checking t h e  
longing out - look  f o r  a f a r - o f f  promised Ian3 whose r iver+s  are ,  
perhaps,  n e v e r  t o  be yeached save  i n  dying dseatns, whosc swce t 
p a s t u r e s  a r e  to  be viewed but  f r o m  the d e s o l a t e  and s e p i ~ l c h r a l  
summit o f  a Nebt;ra7 

Obv iolrsly t h e  d i s p a r i i  y be t w e e n  Gashell 's  and Dri-tn tG's be l i t - f  x a r d  

exper ience  would l e a d  t o  d i f f e r e n t  methods of  t r e a t i n g  t h e  p o s i t i o r ~  of  

woman in t h c i r  f i c t i o n .  Gasfiefl,  wi th  her  g r e a t e r  wor ld ly  experlt.rncr:, 

presented  works t h a t  inc luded  a wider  range arid l reatntetrl o f  s o c i a l  

classes. Her h e i * o i n e s  a r e  less  c l o i s t e r e d  and evince l ess  dcspalr.  than  

t h o s e  of Charlot te  Bruntti. Although l imited i n  terms of  personal frccdorn 

and vuca  t ion,  they feel less of t h e  pervasive sense  of hopeliivsrrtrss th;r 1 

c h a r a c t e r i z e s  t h e  l i v e s  o f  many of BrontG's femalt: c h a r a c t e r s .  LirontG's 

heroines  tend more t o  self-renunciation a s  a c r e e d  and s e v e r a l  of thum 

spend many c h a p t e r s  i n  what c a n  only  be  termed a species u f  spiritual 9e1P.- 

f l a g e l l a  t i o n ,  a per  sf s t e n t  In func t i o n  agains  t  exyec t a tiorts of  any  kfr~d, 

In G a s k e l ? " ~  w o r k ,  I l l n e s s  s e r v e s  t u  highl ight  tltt: d!ff+:rerlt l i f t :  

experiences  o f  man and women, and the ev11s u Q  s w h  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n .  



Althtrt~gh some women l o s e  t h e i r  v e r y  f i v e s  b e c a u s e  of oppress ive  

c i r c u m s t a n c e s  and e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  Gaske l l  is l ess  o u t s p o k e n  in  i nd ic t ing  t h e  

p r a c t i c e s  and a t t i t u d e s  which condemn women t o  i d l e  and o r n a m e n t a l  

l i f e s  t y l e s .  The l e s s o n  is implicit ,  i t s  e x t r a c t i o n  dependen t  upon a c a r e f u l  

read ing .  

C h a r l o t t e  BrcrntG t akes  no s u c h  chances .  L e s t  t h e  r e a d e r  m i s s  h e r  

po in t ,  B ron tg  expl tc i  t l y  r a i l s  a g a i n s t  t h a t  which c o n f i n e s  and p r o v e s  

u l t imate ly  fatal.  t o  many women. Many of her  h e r o i n e s  c o n t r a c t  i l l n e s s e s  

which n o t  only debiff  t a k e  b u t  e v e n  t r a n s f o r m  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  In Jane 

Eyre, Vlllettc,  and Shirley, B r o n t g t s  h e r o i n e s  a re  forever  masked by the ir  

b o u t s  w i t h  i l l n e s s .  When J a n e  t a k e s  h e r  l e a v e  of R o c h e s t e r  a f t e r  d e c l a r i n g  

h i m  a bigamist ,  and f inds  h e r s e l f  homeless ,  h e l p l e s s ,  and d e s p e r a t e ,  she 

f a l l s  prey t u  t h e  e l emen t s  a n d  her own p s y c h i c  d i s t u r b a n c e s  b e f o r e  f inding 

respite with  h e r  cousins.  T h e r e a f t e r  she becomes r e s i g n e d  t o  a l i f e t i m e  o f  

s e l f - e f f a c e m e n t  and  d r y  d u t y ,  a l t h o u g h  n o t  t o  t h e  d e g r e e  St .  John would 

l ike .  F o r t u n a t e l y  f o r  Jane ,  t h e r e  is relief from h e r  c l o i s t e r e d  e x i s t e n c e  

i n  s t o r e  a s  B r o n t e  c o n t r i v e s  t o  br ing  R o c h e s t e r  a n d  J a n e  t o g e t h e r  i n  

m a r r i a g e  a t  t h e  clcrse of t h e  novel. Ca ro l ine  H e l s t o n e ,  as  p r e v i o u s l y  

ment ioned,  u n d e r g o e s  a d r a m a t i c  change  a f t e r  d i s c o v e r i n g  h e r  p r o s p e c t s  

fo r  t h e  future  and s u b s e q u e n t l y  f a l l i n g  ill. Former ly  c h e e r f u l  and v i t a l ,  

s h e  now schoo l s  herself  i n  t h e  d o c t r i n e  of s e l f - r e n u n c i a t i o n  and becomes 

a sceptical, r e s i g n e d ,  and shadowy figure, In ViJJette, B r o n t e  o u t l i n e s  L u c y  

Sncrwe's e x p e r i e n c e  i n  such a vivid and  t e r r i f y i n g  way t h a t ,  a l t h o u g h  Bron t B 

fs less exp l i c i t  h e r e  in  p a i n t i n g  t o  t h e  c u l p a b i l i t y  of s o c i e t y  than she i s  

i n  Shlrrfey, L u e y k  turf w a d  s p i r i t  d e s e r v e s  e s p e c i a l  commentary. 

When left alone during school h o l i d a y s  wi th  a c r e t i n  and  a s e r v a n t ,  



c o n s i d e r s  h e r s e I f  ra ther  "freakish"  as a r e s u l t .  L u c y  succumbs t o  arl 

i n t e n s e  bout  o f  "fevel*"  which even  she  r c c o g n i s e s  a s  i n r v i t a b l e :  g i v e n  h r r  

c ircumstances:  "Indeed t he re  w a s  tro way t ts keep w s . l l  undpr i h t +  

recoverirlg from Itet. "swoon," Lucy d o e s  not  rejoice that she Is spao1t.d; 

ra  tfrer, she  pa in t s  a d e p r e s s i n g  p ic ture  of wlta t hias ac  lual t  y i -ransplrchd 

w h i l e  she w a s  ttncrtnsc-icius: 

I know she [the ~ 0 ~ 1 1  k-e--r?ntei*ed her. pr ison w i t h  pair,, w i t h  
re luc tance ,  w i t h  a moan and a long shiver, .  The  d i v o r c e d  m a t e s ,  
S p i r i t  and Subs tance ,  w e r e  h a r d  t o  rcuni  te,.: t h e y  g r e e - t c d  each  
o ther ,  n c t  in a n  embrace, b u t  a racking s o r t  of st ruggfa, T h e  
returning  s e n s e  of sight came upon me, r e d ,  a s  :f i l  swam in  
blood; suspended  hearing raslned back loud, l i k e  thunder; 
consciousness r e v i v e d  i n  f e a r n g  

Thereafter, Lucy chides  h e r s e l f  s e v e r e l y  e v e r y  time s h e  fee ls  so  m u c h  a s  

a t w i n g e  of hope or gaiety. Ker i l l n e s s  r e s u l t s  from her discr,v+?ry t h a t  1it:r 

l i fe  of to f t  and dependence h o l d s  $10 prospect o f  improvemtrr l  t .  Soli tudu and 

the l e i s n r ~  Po r c f l e c t  on  this  suf i ice  t o  bring t h i s  r e a l j ~ a t i o ~ l  vio' lr-ntfy  

part icular ly  dynamic character, rmw ker-rrmes consciously comrni t t fsd t o  Zfie 



reach,  and therefore pleasurable Peelings must be exorcized i r t  o r d e r  t o  

c o n s i s t s  of t ed ium,  lunel lrtess ,  and toi l ,  and while t h a t  i s  e f f e c t i v e l y  a l l  

t h a t  Lucy h a s  e v e r  known, t h e  change in h e r  is d r a s t i c  a s  s h e  now b e l i e v e s  

that  there  wi13. be no r e f i s f  in  the  temporal world. 

The f i r t a I i s m  t h a t  Lucy embraces and t h e  desperat ion  t h a t  she 

exper ie t tces  during attd a f t e r  h e r  i l l n e s s  ar2 spe l l ed  oa t  with shocking 

c l a r i t y .  However, ErontE d o e s  riot i t sace  L u c y ' s  i l l n e s s  Sack t o  i t s  source  

exp l i c i t l y .  Pcrhays i t s  v i v i d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  srf i n n e r  turmoi l  took 

precedence over any o v e r t  c r i t i c i s m  o f  Vic tor ian  s o u i ~ t y  because  VdlleCft. 

was w r f t t e n  during "a l i m e  of unbearable  l o n e l i n e s s  and b i t t e r  d e p r e s s i o n ,  

of r e c u r r i n g  i l l n e s s  and nagging ~ e l f - d o u b t . " ' - ~  I H  any  case, Bronti3 had 

presented  hec case i n  ,Cflil-fey, which uneqivocally s t a t e s  her  o b j e c t i o n s  t o  

VIctrjrlan patriarchal s t r u c t u r e s ,  

A f  though Gaskelf and BrontG approached t h e i r  f i c t i o n  Prom d i f f e r i n g  

s tandpolnts and with d i s t i n c t  methods  and s t y l e s ,  t h e i r  p o s i t i o n s  a s  

V i c t o r i a n  women w r i t e r s  e n f u r c e d  s imi lar  c o n s t r a i n t s  on  t S e i r  m a t e r i a l  and 

mode of d e p i c t i n g  t b e  V i c t c r i a n  woman. No doubt  t h i s  g r e a t l y  i n f l u e n c e d  

their dependence upmmarriage a s  a e o n v e n t i o n  wi th  which t o  close a n o v e l ,  

and o ther  cconteerrtiotts e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e i r  f i c t i o n ,  They appeared t o  v a c i l l a t e  

on many s u b j e c t s ,  especially t h e  issue o f  the d e s i r a b i l i t y  of wedlock f o r  

Che Victori&ra woman. However, a s  S h i r l e y  F o s t e r  h a s  i n d i c a t e d ,  t h i s  i s  

uilderstandable g i v e n  t h e i r  s i tuat ion:  '%an? critics a r g u e  that  c o v e r t  

p r o t e s t  lurks benea th  this  apparent capi tulat ion trt convent ion ,  but I t  can 



be more meaningful t o  regard ambivalence a s  the source  e f  tills pnrados: 

towards the  r e l a t i v e  b e n e f i t s  of  singlehood anadrtratrimuny~ f trescnt  i n  t h e i r  

work dua l i s  tic v e r s i o n s  of f ernale experience, BY t h  i n s i d e  al-tcl o u t  s i d e  

sexual union, thus retrsallng their reccrgni t i o n  s f  thc  otirnplcxi k y c l f  woman's 

role  in contemporarb s o c i e t y .  . . . Because t h e y  a r e  still explorers, 

contrast and ambiguity a r e  t h e  keynv tes  o f  the i r  wui*k."*' N e v i _ . r t h e l e s s ,  

t h i s  c o n s t a n t  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  this a b i l i t y  t o  cdlumr,  and nxpusr? t h c  

annihifa t ing a s p e c t s  of women's y r e s c r i b e d  e x l s  tenet. ,  s e r v e  t u i r ~ d f c  t t hc: 

p a t r i a r c h a l  s y s t e m  and t h u s  pave  t h e  way f o r  a re-examdnation of tltt? 

"woman question," and, i t  is hoped, f o r  v iable  and fu l f i l l ing  aZf .ernat ivcs  f 

l i v i n g ,  b r e a t h i n g  rvorneil. 

u"Femsle Januses: Ambiguity a r ~ d  z Z m G i ~ a l e n c e  towards 
Marriage in Mid-Yict orian Women's Flc; t ion," p. 2116, 



WORKS CITED 

Aus ten ,  Jane. Mansf i e l d  Park. Toronto: S ignet  Classics,  1964. 

Basche,  Francoise-  Relative Creafures .  N e w  York: Scbocken Books, 1974, 

Beard, George M. Sexual Neul*asthenia. New York: Arno P r e s s ,  1972.  

Be'ikin, Hosfyn. "Rej-cts of  t h e  Marke tpiace: Old Maids in  Charlot te  Brontg's 
Shirley-" Intei-nattonaf d.i;ui.nal o f  Homn's Studies. Jan/Feb. 1980, pp. 
50-66, 

Brante, Anne. Agnes Grey. London: Oxford Univers i ty  P r e s s ,  1967.  

Bronti i ,  Charfut t e .  Jane? E y m .  London: Oxford Univers i ty  P r e s s ,  19?3. 

- . Shirley. Great Britain: Penguin Books, 1974. 

. VfIlePte. Oxf orb: CLarendon P r e s s ,  2984. 

Chapple, A. V. and Arthur Pollard, eds. The Letters of Mrs. Gaskel l .  
Manchester: Manchester Univers i ty  Pres s ,  1966. 

Cornfifon, Susan Koppefman.,ed. Images of  Women i n  Fiction: Femlnfst 
Perspecf ives. Obfo: B o w l i n g  Green U n i v e r s i t y  Popular P r e s s ,  
191 2. 

Ehrenreich, Barbara, and Deirdre English.ForHer OwnGuod: 150 Years of the  
Experts' Advice to Women. N e w  York: Anchor P r e s s ,  1978. 

Fus t er,  Shirley, Victorian Wm-en's Fictim: Marriage, F~eedom and the  
Inbividua2. London: Billing tfr Sons,  198 5. 

- . "Female f anuses: Ambiguity and Ambival ence towards Marriage in  Mid- 
Victorian Women's Fiction." Intermit ional Journal of Women's Studies .  
May/June $933, pp. 236-29. 

Foucault, Mfchel. The History of SEA-uafity. N e w  York: Vintage Books, 1980.  

- - The L i f e  of Charfnfte BronfP, London: Oxford t f n i v e ~ s f t y  Press, 1919. 

- . Maray Barfon. Edinburgh: Turnbull 8r Spears, 3906. 

- . Aiwtft and SoutB. London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 1 3 .  



Gorham, Deborah. The Victorian G i r l  and the Femini~zfz Idea l .  London: B l l l l n g  
& S m s ,  1952,  

Gctrsiiy, Susan. "Old Maids and N e w  Women: A f t e r n a l i v r s  to Marriage i n  
Englishwume,s's N o v e l s , "  dsurnaf of  Poptrlaif C u l t u r e .  Summer 19 7 3 ,  pp. 
68-85. 

Gosl ing,  F.G. Before Freud: ,Veurasthenia aird the American Medical Cnrtsn~unil y ,  
2370-2916'. Urbar-la: U n i v e r s i t y  of I l l i n o i s  P r e s s ,  f 9 8 7 ,  

Gubar-, Susan. "The Genes f s  o f  Hunger, According t o  SAir*If*y.'' Frminist 
Studies. SpringlSummer $ 9 7  6, pp. 5-21. 

Kleinman, Arthur, ScrcialT Uz+igins of Distress and Ifiseirsc, New Haven: Ynltt 
U n i v e r s i t y  Press ,  1986.  

Larrgland, E l i zabeth .  "Nobody's Angels:  D o m e s  tic Ideology and Middle-Cf a s s  
Women in t h e  V i c t o r i a n  Novel ."  PMLA Vol. 107 No. 2, (1992), pi>. 290-304. 

Myerson, Abraham. T h e  Nervst~s IJousewi'Pe. Boston: L i t  t le ,  Brown ik Co., 1929, 

Night inga le ,  F l o r e n c e .  Cassandra. New York: Ferninis t Press, 1949 ,  

Showalt  er ,  Elaine, Tbc Female Malady: Womn, Madnrss, and English CulEui*e, 
2830 1930. N e w  Yclrk: Penguin Books, 1985. 

Spac-ks, P a t r i c i a  Meyer- "Taklng Care: Some Women N o v e l i s t s . "  E/c,vel. Fal l  
3.97'2, pp. 36-53. 

Vicinus ,  Martha ted.). S u f f e r  and Re Still: Womn in tbc ifict-or*ian Agt*. 
Bloomington: Indiana U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  2972.  



WORKS CONSULTED 

Chapple, A, V. artd Arthur Pol lard,  e d s .  The Letters o f  Mrs. FaskeIl, 
Manchester: Manches ter Uni v e r s i t y  Press, 1966. 

Dlgby, Ann. Mahess,  Morality and Hedfcl'ne. London: Cambridge University 
P r e s s ,  1985. 

Buthi e, Enid L. The Themes of E l i z a b e f h  Gaskell. London: M a c M i l l a r i  P r e s s ,  
1980. 

E a s s s n ,  Angus. Elizabeth Gaskel l-  London: R o u t f e d g e  & Kegan Paul, 1919 .  

Fe ins  teit:, J .  Becomlr;lgHiil2iam J m s .  Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984. 

Gaskell, El izabeth.  SyIvia's hvers .  London: J. M. Dent & S o n s ,  1966. 

Gilbert ,  Sandra  114. arrd Susan Gubar. The Madwoman in the A t f  ic: the Woman 
Writer and the ATinet eent &-Cent ury Literary dmaginat f on. New Ha v en: 
'Pale Universf t y  Press, 1999, 

Gifmrtn, Charlotte Perkins- The  YeZiow Halfpaper. New York: Pantheon Books, 
L9 8 0. 

Levf ne,  Philippa. Fentinisf Lives in  Yiciurian England: Private Roles and 
Publ ic  Conrmitmenf. Cambridge: Basil B l a c k w e l l  Ltd., 1990, 

Poovey, Adary. The Proper Lady and f be Woman Writer: Ibecifogy ss Sty fe  i n  the 
Works o f  Mary W o f  2sLonecraf f , Mary SbeIf ey, and Jane Ausf en. Chicago: 
trrtiversf t y of Chicago Press ,  1934. 


