Role of Women
in 19th Century
England

Role of Women
(domestic)
• “Angel in the House” =
Victorian feminine ideal
(most likely to be realized in
the middle and upper
classes)

• wife and mother who was
selflessly devoted to
children, submissive to
husband
• meek, charming, graceful,
sympathetic, self-sacrificing,
pure
• women set the moral
standard that inspires others
and must be held on a
pedestal

Damn, it feels
good to be
a gangsta.

Role of Women
(domestic)
‘Sup,
ladies.

drawing of Coventry
Patmore (1855)
by John Brett

from The Angel in the House by Coventry Patmore (1854):
Man must be pleased; but him to please
Is woman’s pleasure; down the gulf
Of his condoled necessities
She casts her best, she flings herself.
How often flings for nought, and yokes
Her heart to an icicle or whim,
Whose each impatient word provokes
Another, not from her, but him;
While she, too gentle even to force
His penitence by kind replies,
Waits by, expecting his remorse,
With pardon in her pitying eyes;
And if he once, by shame oppress’d,
A comfortable word confers,
She leans and weeps against his breast,
And seems to think the sin was hers;
Or any eye to see her charms,
At any time, she’s still his wife,
Dearly devoted to his arms;
She loves with love that cannot tire;
And when, ah woe, she loves alone,
Through passionate duty love springs higher,
As grass grows taller round a stone.

Sandra Gilbert
and Susan Gubar

Gilbert and Gubar,
The Madwoman in the
Attic
•

They were interested in the
ways that female
characters are depicted: to
what degree do they
conform to gender
stereotypes, and why
would authors represent
female characters in this
way?

•

They were looking at
patriarchal structures in
society and seeing if it
explains patterns in 19th
century texts.

Gilbert and Gubar,
The Madwoman in the
Attic
•

This was criticism, not
close reading (of the New
Criticism variety).

•

Literature, in this view, is a
cultural document. Art may
affirm or critique societal
norms, but it does not
stand outside the social
context in which it was
created.

Gilbert and Gubar,
The Madwoman in the
Attic
•

In 19th century texts, if female
characters embodies middle
class ideals (defined by
passivity and submission),
they tend to be idealized in the
text as angelic (as in the
stereotype from the Patmore
poem).

•

If they diverge from these
ideals in the text, they tend to
be villainized.

Gilbert and Gubar,
The Madwoman in the
Attic
•

By dichotomizing female into
these two poles, 19th century
literary texts reproduce
patriarchal assumptions
about women and provide a
cultural tool by which
popular stereotypes about
gender were disseminated
and reinforced.

Windsor Castle in Modern Times
(1843)(depicting Queen Victoria and
Prince Albert) by Edwin Henry Landseer

“A destitute girl throws herself from a
bridge, her life ruined by alcoholism”
(1848) by George Cruikshank

Role of Women
(domestic)

I gots
it goin’
on..

• prior to the industrial
revolution, family members
worked side by side in
workplace (in and around
home)

• shift to factory production =
men go to work, women stay
at home
• “separate spheres”: men
inhabit public sphere
(politics, economy,
commerce, law); women
inhabit private sphere (childrearing, housekeeping,
religious education)

The Sinews of Old England
(1857) by George Elgar Hicks

Role of Women
(labor)

I thought I was
supposed to
be in the
home…

The Dinner Hour at Wigan (1874)
by Eyre Crowe

• reality for working
classes (up to 80% of the
population) different; less
likely to have means for
woman to stay at home
without contributing
money to household
expenses
• outside the home:
domestic servants
(primary female
occupation outside
home), factory workers,
unskilled agricultural
labor

Role of Women
(labor)

Damn,
I’m
beat.

• inside the home (“sweated
trades”): seamstresses,
washerwomen, strawplaiters

• Census of 1851: 2.8 million
women and girls at work
(30.2% of labor force),
almost certainly
underrepresenting women
working from home

The Sempstress (1846)
by Richard Redgrave

I like being
subservient, honey;
really I do.

Role of Women
(legal)
• girls received less
education; barred from
universities
• could not follow a
profession; the vast majority
of working women could
only obtain low paying jobs

Woman's Mission: Companion
to Manhood (1863)
by George Elgar Hicks

• upon marriage, everything a
woman owned, inherited,
and earned automatically
belonged to the husband

No rights for
me, thank
you very
much.

Role of Women
(legal)
• a man had the right to force
his wife into sex and
childbirth
• if an offence or felony were
committed against woman,
only the husband could
prosecute
• a man could divorce his wife
for adultery, but not the
other way around

Role of Women
(sexuality)
• chastity and purity for
women were the ideal
• however, among the
working classes,
conception before
marriage was not
abnormal; marriage did
not take place until
pregnancy was obvious
• condoms first marketed
in the 18th century; crude
birth control was widely
practiced (condoms,
withdrawal, sponges,
various rinses after
intercourse)

To the
streets with
you, girl!

The Outcast (1851)by Richard Redgrave

Uncertainties
• How can one have an ideal
so at odds with reality?
• To what degree does this
reality maintain or
undermine patriarchal
norms?
• Should women be satisfied
with being admired and
kept?
• Should women have more of
a voice in society? What is
the proper role for women?

Gilbert and Gubar,
The Madwoman in the
Attic
Pay attention to:
•

The relative interiority of
female characters

•

Active and passive roles that
they play in the text

•

The degree to which they
have fully formed
personalities and the degree
to which they are
stereotyped

•

Point of view: whose do we
get and whose do we not
get?

“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Mary's Girlhood by
Dante Gabriel
Rossetti

Test One: Interiority?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Test One: Interiority?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Any access to
the character’s
thoughts,
feelings, or
emotions?
Evidence of
questioning
herself or
thinking things
through?

Test Two: Active or Passive Roles?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Test Two: Active or Passive Roles?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Evidence of
autonomous
action?
Evidence of
questioning
herself or
thinking things
through?
Who decides her
fate?

Test Three: Fully Formed Personalities or Stereotypes?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Test Three: Fully Formed Personalities or Stereotypes?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
Round or flat?
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Dynamic or static?
Any idealization of
women as a norm by
which to measure the
character?
Adulation for
embracing passive
roles? Condemnation
for rejecting these
roles?

Test Four: Point of View?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Test Four: Point of View?
“Mary's Girlhood (for a Picture)”
by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
This is that blessed Mary, pre-elect
God’s Virgin. Gone is a great while, and she
Dwelt young in Nazareth of Galilee.
Unto God’s will she brought devout respect,
Profound simplicity of intellect,
And supreme patience. From her mother’s knee
Faithful and hopeful; wise in charity;
Strong in grave peace; in pity circumspect.
So held she through her girlhood; as it were
An angel-water’d lily, that near God
Grows and is quiet. Till, one dawn at home,
She woke in her white bed, and had no fear
At all,-- yet wept till sunshine, and felt aw’d:
Because the fulness of the time was come.

Does she speak for
herself?
According to whose
standards is she
judged?
Is there any
questioning of gender
norms? By the
character? By other
characters? By the
author?

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Dickens novels:
•

Tend to be poorly individuated unless acting as
antagonists

•

One attempt at a female protagonist (Esther
Summerson in Bleak House) comes off to some
critics as a bit of a morally smug, goody-good

•

Tend to have one or two defining traits (which,
to be fair, is true of a lot of Dickens’ secondary
characters), but his female characters
(especially the admirable ones) tend to be
flatter than corresponding male characters

•

Female characters that defy ideal roles within
society tend to be villainous

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Dickens novels:
•

Thought experiment: How would Great
Expectations be different if told from the point
of view of Miss Havisham or Mrs. Joe?

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Austen novels:
•

Female protagonists that have strongly defined
personalities

•

They tend to have some clearly defined flaw or
lapse in judgment that complicates their life

•

Conflicts are only resolved with the successful
marriage of the female protagonist

•

Most characters are ironized in Austen,
including the female ones, but the ones who
make out the worst are those that are
unintelligent or superficial (especially true of
women)

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Austen novels:
•

Thought experiment: How would Emma be
different if told from the point of view of Miss
Bates?

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Brontë novels:
•

Female protagonists that are complex and
independent

•

Strongly motivated by middle class moral
norms

•

Ambivalence about marriage, but ultimately
happiness is described in terms of finding true
love and one’s proper mate

•

Rejection of completely self-sacrificing ideals

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Brontë novels:

•

Thought experiment: How would Jane Eyre be
different if told from the point of view of Bertha
Mason? (In fact, this has already been done:
Jean Rhys' Wide Sargasso Sea.)

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Hardy novels:
•

Often very important characters, often the
protagonist

•

At the mercy of larger forces that destroy their
lives or happiness (fate or middle class
morality)

•

This is true of Hardy’s important characters as
well, but his male characters tend to have
much more complex personalities and struggle
more actively; women tend to be more passive
victims

•

Often uses the angel and monster roles in
order to criticize them (especially the latter)

Approaches to Your
Novel
Women in Hardy novels:
•

Thought experiment: How would Tess of the
d’Urbervilles be different if Tess was more selfpossessed and self-aware?

