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1.0

OBJECTIVE

In this Unit you will be able witness major socio-political developments like
industrialization, technological advancements and large scale mobilization of people
from the rural to the urban centers.
Ideologically, the Victorian era witnessed resistance to the rationalism that defined
the Georgian period and an increasing turn towards romanticism and
even mysticism with regard to religion, social values, and arts.
Domestically, the political agenda was increasingly liberal, with a number of shifts
in the direction of gradual political reform, social reform, and the widening of
the franchise.

1.1 INTRODUCTION
The era followed the Georgian period and preceded the Edwardian period, and its
later half overlaps with the first part of the Belle Époque era of Continental Europe.
In terms of moral sensibilities and political reforms, this period began with the
passage of the Reform Act 1832. There was a strong religious drive for higher moral
standards led by the nonconformist churches, such as the Methodists, and
the Evangelical wing of the established Church of England.
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1.2 BACKGROUND/PAST INFERENCES
BACKGROUND: THE AUGUSTANS AND THE AGE OF REASON
The Restoration refers to the restoration of the monarchy when Charles II was
restored to the throne of England following an eleven-year Commonwealth period
during which the country was governed by Parliament under the direction of the
Puritan General Oliver Cromwell. This political event coincides with (and to some
extent is responsible for) changes in the literary, scientific, and cultural life of
Britain.
During this time, a premium was placed on the importance of human reason and on
an empirical philosophy that held that knowledge about the world was through the
senses and by applying reason to what we take in through our senses. Reason was an
unchanging, uniquely human characteristic that served as a guide for man. Thus this
time is often also called the Age of Reason or Enlightenment. Characteristics of this
period included observing human nature and nature itself which were considered
unchanging and constant.
The age is also known as the Neoclassical period. Writers of the time placed great
emphasis on the original writings produced by classical Greek and Roman literature.
The literature of this period imitated that of the age of Caesar Augustus, writers such
as Horace and Virgil, with classical influences appearing prevalent in poetry with the
use of rhyming, and in prose with its satirical form. The Augustans deemed classical
literature as natural, that these works were the idealized models for writing. The
Neoclassical “ideals of order, logic, restraint, accuracy, ‘correctness,’ decorum,. . .
would enable the practitioners of various arts to imitate or reproduce the structures or
themes of Greek or Roman originals” (Victorian Web). Alexander Pope furthers
this idea as he says “Learn hence for ancient rules a just esteem; To copy Nature is to
copy them” (Essay on Criticism). The way to study nature is to study the ancients;
the styles and rules of classical literature. Closely allied with the emphasis placed on
the classics and the unchanging rules of nature was the belief that reason was an
unchanging and unique human quality that served as a guide for man.
AN AGE OF SATIRE
Literature during this period was often considered a tool for the advancement of
knowledge. Writers were often found observing nature in their attempts to express
their beliefs. Human nature was considered a constant that observation and reason
could be applied to for the advancement of knowledge. Within these circumstances,
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the Age of Satire was born. Satire was the most popular literary tool that was utilized
by writers of the time. With the help of satire, writers were better able to educate the
public through literature. Its function was to acknowledge a problem in society and
attempt to reform the problem in a comical manner while still educating the public.
Its effectiveness can be seen in literary pieces by Jonathan Swift such as A Modest
Proposal where he addresses and criticizes the problem of a growing famine in
Ireland. Playwrights of the time were also known to incorporate satire in their plays.
Through the use of satire, they were able to expose and critique social injustices.
“Over the thirty years of its triumphs, Restoration comedy, in an astounding fugue of
excesses and depravities, laid bare the turbulence and toxins of this culture”
(Longman). Satire was a highly successful literary tool that worked to promote social
awareness through literature, the theater and periodicals of the time.
REIGN OF QUEEN VICTORIA
The last seventy years of the 19th century were named for the long-reigning Queen
Victoria. The beginning of the Victorian Era may be rounded off to 1830 although
many scholars mark the beginning from the passage of the first Reform Bill in 1832
or Victoria’s accession to the throne in 1837.
Victoria was only eighteen when her uncle William IV died and, having no surviving
legitimate children, left the crown to his niece.
Although by the 19th century Britain was a constitutional monarchy and the queen
held little governing power, Victoria set the moral and political tone of her century.
She became a symbol of decency, decorum, and duty.
Three years into her reign, Victoria married Albert of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, a region
in what is now Germany. Prince Albert (given the title “Prince” by Victoria),
although he had no actual power in the government, became one of Victoria’s chief
advisors and a proponent of technological development in Britain. Together the
couple had nine children who married into many of Europe’s royal and noble
families. Victoria and Albert were considered the model of morality and respectable
family life.
When Prince Albert died in 1861, Victoria retired from public view, spending time
in her Balmoral Castle in Scotland or Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. Public
opinion of the queen waned as years passed without her resuming her official duties.
Even when she conceded to her advisors’ urging to return to London and to honor
her public obligations, she continued to wear mourning until her own death. She also
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commissioned many public memorials to Prince Albert, including the Albert
Memorial in Hyde Park (near the original location of the Crystal Palace), Royal
Albert Hall, and the Victoria & Albert Museum.
The ornamental dome on the Victoria & Albert Museum was modeled after Queen
Victoria’s favorite crown, visible in the portrait below, now on display with the
Crown Jewels at the Tower of London.

Photograph by Alexander Bassano 1829–1913.
Queen Victoria reigned as Queen of the United Kingdom and Empress of India until
her death in 1901.
VICTORIAN CONFLICTS
The Victorian Era was, in many ways, paradoxically “the best times” and “the worst
of times.”
Queen Victoria embodied ideals of virtue, modesty, and honor. In fact, the
term Victorian has in the past been almost a synonym for prim, prudish behavior. At
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the same time, London and other British cities had countless gaming halls which
provided venues not just for gambling but also opium dens and prostitution. With the
influx of population into the cities, desperate working class women turned to
prostitution in attempts to support themselves and their children. Historian Judity
Walkowitz reports that 19th century cities had 1 prostitute for every 12 adult males
(quoted in “The Great Social Evil”: Victorian Prostitution by Prof. Christine Roth).
Because of rampant sexually transmitted diseases among the British military,
Parliament passed a series of Contagious Diseases Acts in the 1860s. These acts
allowed police to detain any woman suspected of having a sexually transmitted
disease and to force her to submit to exams that were considered humiliating for
women at that time. Police needed little basis for such suspicions, often simply that a
woman was poor.
Thomas Hardy’s poem “The Ruined Maid” reveals one reason many women turned
to prostitution (ruined is a Victorian euphemism for an unmarried woman who has
lost her virginity): in the poem, two young women converse. One woman, Melia, has
left the farm to become a prostitute. When she meets a former friend, the contrast
between the two women is pronounced: Melia is wearing fine clothes and is well fed
and well cared for. The virtuous young woman, doing honest work on the farm, is
wearing rags, digging potatoes by hand for subsistence, and suffering poor health.
Hardy forces his readers to question what kind of society would reward prostitution
while leaving the virtuous woman in abject poverty.
CONFLICTS OF TECHNOLOGY AND INDUSTRY
As an advocate of Victorian progress in science and industry, Prince Albert
commissioned the Great Exhibition of 1851, a type of world’s fair where all the
countries in the British Empire had displays and Britain could show off its prosperity
to the rest of the world. Albert had the Crystal Palace, a huge, modern building of
glass and iron, built in Hyde Park to house the exhibition. After the Great
Exhibition ended, the building was dismantled and moved and in its new location
was destroyed by fire in 1936.
Prince Albert’s Great Exhibition of 1851 focused attention on the technological
advances made during the Industrial Revolution. Although achievements such as the
building of the railroad system and the implementation of mechanized factories
produced great prosperity for some, others suffered. Even before the Victorian Era,
writers drew attention to these problems. Wordsworth’s “Michael,” for example,
portrays a man whose family had made their living from their land for many
generations. With the advent of machines to weave woolen cloth, their livelihood,
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their way of life, was lost. Blake’s “Chimney Sweeper” poems illustrate
how children suffered in the industrial age.

A girl pulling a coal tub in a mine.
Source: Parliamentary Papers 1842.
In addition, working conditions in factories were deplorable. With no safety
regulations and no laws limiting either the number of hours people could be required
to work or the age of factory workers, some factory owners were willing to sacrifice
the well-being of their employees for greater profit. Children as young as five
worked in factories and mines. Shelley’s “Men of England” and Barrett Browning’s
“The Cry of the Children” are two examples of poems written specifically to address
these problems.
The 1833 Factory Act outlawed the employment of people under age eighteen at
night, from 8:30 p.m. to 5:30 a.m. and limited the number of hours those under
eighteen could work to twelve hours a day. For the first time, textile factory owners
were forbidden to employ children under the age of nine. Children under age eleven
could not work more than nine hours a day. The 1833 Factory Act also stipulated
that children working in factories attend some type of school.
The Mines Act of 1842 prohibited females and boys under ten from working below
ground in mines.
While these provisions hardly seem protective according to modern standards, the
resulting conditions greatly improved life for many children. Throughout Victoria’s
reign, other parliamentary acts continued to alleviate working conditions in the everexpanding Victorian industrial age.
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CONFLICTS OF FAITH AND DOUBT
The scientific and technological advances celebrated at the Great Exhibition of 1851
led to another crisis in Victorian England: a crisis of faith and doubt. During the
earlier part of the 19th century, the work of Charles Lyell and other geologists with
their discoveries of fossilized remains of animals never seen before led to debates
among scientists about the origins of these creatures. Debates about the age of the
earth for some called into question the Genesis account of creation. In 1859, Charles
Darwin published his On the Origin of Species. Lyell and Darwin were among many
who contributed to scientific theories that some saw as contradictory to established
religious beliefs.
These scientific issues together with apparent lack of concern for appalling human
conditions among the lower classes led some to doubt the presence of a divine being
in the world and others to question the value of Christianity. Literature by writers
such as Thomas Hardy and Matthew Arnold questions the presence of religious
faith in the world.
At the same time, a conviction that Britain had a duty to spread Christianity around
the world became one reason, or to some an excuse, for British imperialism.
CONFLICTS OVER IMPERIALISM
A desire to expand industrial wealth and to have access to inexpensive raw materials
led to the British occupation of countries around the globe. Although the United
States and other European countries participated in this type of imperialism,
the British Empire was the largest and wealthiest of its time.
Along with their desire for material gain, many British saw the expansion of the
British Empire as what Rudyard Kipling referred to as “the white man’s burden,” the
responsibility of the British to bring their civilization and their way of life to what
many considered inferior cultures. The result of this type of reasoning was often the
destruction of local cultures and the oppression of local populations. In addition, a
religious zeal to bring British religion to “heathen” peoples resulted in an influx of
missionaries with the colonialists.
A backlash of protest against the concept of imperialism further divided a British
nation already divided by class, religion, education, and wealth. While many British
citizens sincerely desired to share their knowledge and beliefs with less developed
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nations, others found the movement a convenient excuse to expand their country’s,
and their own, power and wealth.
CONFLICTS OVER WOMEN’S RIGHTS
The Queen is most anxious to enlist everyone who can speak or write to join in
checking this mad, wicked folly of ‘Woman’s Rights,’ with all its attendant horrors,
on which her poor feeble sex is bent, forgetting every sense of womanly feeling and
propriety.”Queen Victoria, 1870 quoted in Lytton Strachey’s Queen Victoria)
Ironically, as seen in this passage from a letter written in the royal third person by
Queen Victoria, even the Queen opposed women’s rights. Nonetheless, the Victorian
Era did see advancement in women’s political rights. The Married Woman’s
Property Act of 1870 gave married women the right to own property they earned or
acquired by inheritance. The upper classes were, of course, primarily concerned with
inheritances. Before the passage of this act, money or property left to a married
woman immediately belonged to her husband. By the late 19th century, women had
some rights to their children and the right to leave their husbands because of physical
abuse.
Education for women also improved. The idea Mary Wollstonecraft expressed in her
“A Vindication of the Rights of Woman” in 1792 very gradually, over more than 100
years, became a reality.
The first schools for the lower classes, girls or boys, were Sunday schools organized
by churches to teach children basic literacy as well as religious lessons on the only
day they were not working full time. Not until the Education Act of 1870 were
public schools in all areas of the country provided by law. Even then, attendance was
not made compulsory for another ten years and then only for children aged five to
ten.
Girls from the lower classes were included in the first public schools; however, girls
from the upper classes continued to receive their basic education primarily in the
home and in finishing schools for young ladies. Cambridge University and Oxford
University established the first colleges for women in the latter half of the 19th
century. Women were not allowed to attend the existing colleges for men and were
not considered full members of the universities until the 20th century.
Although there was an active woman’s suffrage movement during the Victorian Era,
women did not receive the right to vote until the 20th century.
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Take the Women’s Rights Quiz on the BBC website to see how much you know
about the rights of Victorian women.
FORMS OF LITERATURE
The Novels
As noted in the Romantic Period introduction, a novel, as defined in the
Holman/Harmon Handbook to Literature, is an “extended fictional prose narrative.”
The novel was a dominant form in the Victorian Era. Many Victorian novelists—
Charles Dickens, William Thackeray, Wilke Collins, George Eliot, Robert Louis
Stevenson—wrote serial novels, novels published in installments over a period of
time. Serial novels appeared in newspapers or magazines or could be published in
independently printed booklets. As larger portions of the population became literate,
demand for reading material grew. The inexpensive booklets, each containing a
chapter or other small portion of a novel, were affordable entertainment for the
middle classes.
The Poetry
As in the Romantic Period, lyric poetry was popular in the Victorian Era. In addition
to the lyric, the verse novel, a long narrative poem, such as Barrett
Browning’s Aurora Leigh, Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, and Browning’s The Ring
and the Book, also was a prevalent form. Browning popularized the dramatic
monologue, a form of poetry which presents a speaker in a dramatic situation.
Non-Fiction Prose
The many conflicts of the Victorian Era provided fertile subject matter for nonfiction prose writers such as Matthew Arnold, Thomas Carlyle, John Stuart
Mill, John Henry Newman, Walter Pater, and John Ruskin.
Drama
Popular forms of entertainment such as the music hall and melodramas flourished
during the Victorian Era as entertainment became divided along class lines. Popular
music and musical plays, separated from legitimate theater in their own venues,
provided leisure-time amusement for the middle classes. Robert Browning
wrote closet dramas, plays not actually intended for the stage. Oscar Wilde revived
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the comedy of manners with plays such as Lady Windermere’s Fan and The
Importance of Being Earnest.
(https://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/british-literature-through-history/s0701-the-victorian-era-1832-1901.html)
WOMEN’S ISSUES IN THE 19TH CENTURY ALL OVER THE GLOBE
Understanding Reform Movements
As you know, the last quarter of 19th century in India saw the growing influence of
modern education brought by the British. This led to the growth of a section of
Indian society that was educated in modern Western system and was influenced by
the ideas of equality, justice, freedom and rational thought in all aspects of life.
These ideas were taught in the European institutions and most Indian intellectuals
who comprised this group had learnt them in the European institutions. This led to
the development of a thought process in this section of the Indian society that
regarded the traditional norms of Indian society as not suitable for a modern, rational
society that they wanted India to grow into. They felt that the traditional caste and
gender-based divisions and religious rituals in the Indian society bred inequality,
made the existence of free individuals impossible and restricted the growth of
rational thought process that was propagated as the hallmark of the European
societies. Hence, they wanted to build an India where these traditional norms were
done away with, so that a society of free individuals who believed in the ideals of
equality, rational thought and justice could be formed in the modern world. The
efforts of these people led to the growth of what is termed as the ‘Reform
Movements’ related to ‘women in the 19th century India’. In other parts of India, the
educated section wanted to emulate the dominant status of the British. Hence, they
favoured an education system and lifestyle patterned on the European model, in
order to achieve their aim. Here, it is important to remember that a majority of these
efforts were not exclusively related to women. Rather, they aimed at reforming all
aspects of Indian society, pertaining to social divisions, religious rituals, genderbased
divisions and infusing a political consciousness. Another aspect worth noting is that
they did not all belong to the same social, religious, regional or political group. They
came from different regions and social groups of India. There were diverse groups of
people, who worked for different causes in their own ways. In some cases, the new
model actually undermined some of the privileges that women had enjoyed over men
in the traditional system. Let us study some of the perspectives on reform
movements.
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PERSPECTIVES ON REFORM MOVEMENTS
Various viewpoints have evolved regarding the 19th century reform movements
related to women. Some of the major trends in this historiography are the following.
The ‘Proactive Reform’ Model
The most dominant historiography of the 19th century reform movements related to
women has been that it attempted to bring improvements in women’s lives, bringing
them opportunities of education and greater participation in public life, freeing them
from the traditional ritual lifestyle of the pre-modern era. Thus, this discourse
presents the reform movement as a constructive phenomenon that uplifted the
condition of women in the 19th century.
Some of the main features of this discourse are the following.

Ritual Sphere: This mainly involves a discussion of the efforts made in the
19th and early 20th centuries against the prohibitive practices related to women. The
three most prominent issues discussed were as Sati system, the custom of child
marriage and the restrictions on the widows, including the issue of widowremarriage.

Educational Sphere: The main focus of this area of the proactive reform
discourse is that it discusses the efforts to introduce Indian women to the world
outside their domestic spaces. Women were educated and familiarized in Western
discourse, either at home or in school. A major stress of this education was on
learning English language, especially when the women studied in schools.

Social Sphere: This component of the proactive discourse majorly focuses on
the efforts to abolish caste-related mistreatment of women and men. Although this
component involves a study of the effects of caste practices on both men and
women, it focuses on the specific circumstances faced by the women related to this
issue.

Public and Political Spheres: This component of the proactive discourse
explores the efforts made by the women to engage in the public and political spheres.
While discussing the above issues, this historiography focuses on the efforts made by
the British to pass laws related to these issues alongside efforts by the social
reformers to sensitize the society towards these restrictive practices. The efforts to
create an awakening in the society against social and gender issues often drew
support by giving evidences from scriptures to show that these practices didn’t have
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any religious sanction and the efforts made by the women to participate in this
reform movement as a constructive process.
The ‘Retroactive Reform’ Model
In the last decades of the 20th century and in the beginning of the 21st century, there
has developed a critique of the proactive reform historiography presented above.
This critique called as ‘Retroactive Reform’ mainly recasts the 19th century reform
movements to present them as retrogressive in some sense. According to critique, it
didn’t encourage the women to emerge as independent individual identities. Thus,
this critique underlines this reform movement as not really a feminist movement that
could liberate the women from their traditional structures.
The main arguments of retroactive reform discourse are –

Strategy to Maintain the Family in the Modern World: A prominent argument
of the critical discourse on the 19th century reforms has been that the efforts made
by the reformers were not aimed at uplifting women’s conditions. Rather, they
wanted to resolve the problem of continuing their family system against the changes
and critiques brought by India’s encounter with Europe in the 19th century. This
discourse argues that the women were expected to become educated and modernized
because it was thought that these women would be able to perform the obligations of
their child-rearing and homemaking well. Thus, the personal advancement of women
was not the focus of this movement. It is worth noting that this thought process has
survived to this day in many most parts of India, especially in the context of
women’s education.

Reaction against the Imperialist Eurocentric Criticism of India: The
retroactive reform discourse contextualizes the reform movements in the light of the
critique that many Eurocentric visitors from Europe were making of the Indian
society. In the 19th century, many Europeans saw the Indian society as backward,
ignorant, following false religions and restrictive practices. Hence, they felt that it
was the responsibility of the European rulers to ‘civilize’ the Indian society. They
felt that the integral part of this ‘civilization process’ was to teach them the ideas of
rationalism and modernity. This Eurocentric argument provided legitimacy to the
Colonial rule by presenting the Europeans as superior to the Indians. Hence, this
Eurocentric discourse served to maintain British Imperialism in India. English
education was a part of this modernization process. The retroactive critical discourse
of the 19th century argues that the reformers of the 19th century were mainly
involved in responding to this critique of the Imperialistic Eurocentric ideologues.
They translated the ancient texts to argue that Hinduism was as much monotheistic
and the Vedas didn’t sanction any of the evil practices that afflicted the society. The
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Muslim reformers also tried to show that Islam did not sanction the restrictions on
women. Accordingly, the reformers advocated for the women to come out of these
restrictive strongholds and become modernized. Thus, according to this model of
historiography, the reform movements were made as a response to the Imperialistic
critique from Europe and not as a conscious attempt to modernize the women or to
make them liberated.

Continuation of Masculine Dominance: The retroactive reform discourse
further argues that whatever reforms related to women were made in the 19th
century; they were in fact defined by the men, not by the women themselves. Hence,
according to this historiography, these reforms again reflected the changed
aspirations and notions of femininity of the educated men, not of the women. The
women were expected to follow the fresh normative standards set by the men, rather
than evolving their own standards according to their own perceptions and
aspirations. The final verdict thus, rested with men, not with women. The retroactive
reform historiography thus argues that these 19th century reforms maintained the
masculine dominance in the society, while setting new standards of feminine
behaviour according to the changed context of their own times. In this sense, these
reforms were not of a high value from a feminist perspective..
While expounding the above arguments, the retroactive reform discourse uses
notions from the Western feminist theory and deals with issues such as women’s
perceptions and aspirations, control of women over their own body, mind and
thought. Besides this, issues such as women’s role in the professional arena are
important in this model of historiography.
19TH CENTURY BRITISH WOMEN WRITERS
Nineteenth-century Britain—a world of progress and reform, discovery and
innovation, industrialization and social upheaval—witnessed intense debate about
the position of women in society. It was this century of change that heard
controversies about a wife’s right to own property, staged arguments about a
mother’s right to custody of her children and ownership of her body, and saw the
birth of the movement for women’s suffrage. This was also the era of the
professional woman writer, a time in which women demanded a place alongside men
in the world of letters to contribute to cultural discourse, to make their opinions
heard, and to tell their own stories.
This exhibit focuses on women’s use of writing in the nineteenth century as a
powerful tool to promote social change and to take control of their lives, to make
their voices heard outside the domestic confines of the home, and to alter their
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positions within the social order. In addition to offering a glimpse into the world of
words inhabited by British women between 1800 and 1900, the exhibit highlights the
fascinating array of literary publications available to nineteenth-century readers and
writers: everything from periodicals and the penny press to three-volume bound
editions, gift books, pamphlets, letters, and diaries.
Featured in the exhibit are works by Jane Austen, George Eliot, Charlotte Brontë,
Emily Brontë, Anne Brontë, Christina Rossetti, Elizabeth Barrett Browning,
Elizabeth Gaskell, Margaret Oliphant, Eliza Lynn Linton, Harriet Martineau, Mary
Kingsley, Annie Besant, and a range of other women writers. This website offers
links to the digitized full-text versions of many rare nineteenth century works from
Duke Library’s special collections.
This exhibit challenges stereotypes of nineteenth-century women, featuring
Victorian writers who were lecturers, suffragists, publishers, world travelers,
professional writers, poets, journalists, and labor reformers. Some of them sought to
make a living, some to record their lives or contribute to the world of literature,
while others used their pens to change British society. Through their writing we can
view the complex worlds of nineteenth-century women’s lives.
I Take Up My Pen: 19th Century British Women Writers is presented by the Duke
University Libraries and curated by Sara Seten Berghausen, Angela DiVeglia, Anna
Gibson, and William Hansen with co-sponsorship from the Sallie Bingham Center
for Women's History and Culture and the E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter
Foundation.
Nineteenth-Century Women: Their Social and Legal Position
The nineteenth century was an era of reform. It was during the Victorian period that
Britain made significant steps toward expanding its citizens’ rights. But despite a
series of reform bills, women were continually excluded from these social liberties.
They could not hold political office, nor could they vote. It was the Victorian era that
saw the first petitions to Parliament for women’s suffrage, beginning in the 1860s.
However, it wasn’t until 1918 that British women over 30 would finally be given the
vote, and they were not given full voting rights equal to men until 1928.
Legal restrictions for women concerned more than the right to vote. Until the
Married Women’s Property Act of 1870, which allowed women to be rightful
owners of the money they earned or inherited, all a woman’s property belonged to
her husband (the principle known as coverture). It wasn’t until 1882 that married
women were allowed the same full rights over their property as unmarried women.
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Furthermore, marriage was more binding for women than it was for men. Whereas
men could divorce their wives for adultery, a woman had to also prove that her
husband’s adultery was combined with cruelty, bigamy, incest, or bestiality (1857
Matrimonial Causes Act).
Alongside these legal restrictions, education and employment opportunities for
women were extremely limited. Almost all colleges and universities only accepted
men. It wasn’t until the 1860s and 70s that Oxford and Cambridge finally opened
colleges for women. However, despite such restrictions, lower class women were
working long hours in factories. Such incongruence fueled debate about women’s
natural and social roles.
PROMINENT WOMEN WRITERS
Jane Austen is arguably the most significant nineteenth-century contributor to the
literary canon; her six much-loved novels, including Pride and Prejudice and Sense
and Sensibility, continue to inspire twenty-first century readers. Austen’s
combination of wry wit and social realism stood out against the traditional
perceptions of women’s writing, and her strong-willed heroines challenged the
image of the weak, effeminate, obedient heroine.
The most prominent and respected women writers of the Victorian era included
poets Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Christina Rossetti and novelists George Eliot
and Charlotte Brontë. Elizabeth Barrett Browning was one of the leading poets of
her day. Her Sonnets from the Portuguese (1850) and Aurora Leigh (1856), for
instance, were hugely popular. Christina Rossetti also garnered wide critical praise
as one of the most important poets of her time. She wrote a variety of romantic and
devotional poems, but perhaps achieved her most lasting renown for “Goblin
Market.” The poem, which might initially seem to be a nursery rhyme about two
sisters’ encounters with goblins, has been variously interpreted as an allegory about
temptation, a “fallen woman” story, a tale of erotic desire and redemption, and a
feminist critique of Victorian gender roles.
George Eliot (Mary Ann or Marian Evans) was one of the leading realist novelists of
the nineteenth century. Her novels are distinguished by sophisticated character
development, intricate, intertwined plots, and deep psychological insight. Her bestknown works include The Mill on the Floss (1860), Middlemarch (1871–72)
and Daniel Deronda (1876). Charlotte Brontë, along with her sisters Emily and
Anne, was another highly influential Victorian poet and novelist. She is best known
for her much-loved novel Jane Eyre, the fictional autobiography of a governess.
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LITERARY PRODUCTION
During the Victorian era, novels were often published in installments. These would
most often appear in popular magazines or periodicals over a period of many
months. Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South, a social novel about the rise of the
industrial north, was published over a 22-week period in Charles Dickens’s
periodical Household Words. The novel dramatizes the clash between traditional
southern and industrial northern worlds, explores the hardships of the factory
workers, and features a brave and independent heroine – Margaret Hale – who at one
point throws herself between Mr. Thornton (the factory owner and hero of the novel)
and an angry mob.
Novels such as George Eliot’s Middlemarch were also published in cheaply bound
sections before they appeared as more expensive bound volumes. Middlemarch is a
multi-layered story of provincial life, intertwining various complex plots to create a
world of reform in which idealism vies with self-interest. Serial publication made
novels more affordable to a wider readership, and it also sparked intense interest
from readers eager to find out what would happen next in a particular plot.
PSEUDONYMS
Because rigid gender roles often made it difficult for women to justify literary
careers, many women published anonymously or under male pseudonyms. Jane
Austen’s first published novel, Sense and Sensibility (1811), was written “By a
Lady.” Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) was published anonymously; some early
reviewers assumed her husband, Percy Shelley, was the author. Marian Evans
published as George Eliot and Katherine Bradley and her niece Edith Cooper wrote
poetry together under the name Michael Field. Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë
published under the androgynous pseudonyms Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell. In an
1850 preface to Emily’s novel Wuthering Heights, Charlotte would later explain
their reasons for choosing such names:
“Averse to personal publicity, we veiled our own names under those of Currer, Ellis
and Acton Bell; the ambiguous choice being dictated by a sort of conscientious
scruple at assuming Christian names positively masculine, while we did not like to
declare ourselves women, because—without at that time suspecting that our mode of
writing and thinking was not what is called 'feminine' -- we had a vague impression
that authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice; we had noticed how
critics sometimes use for their chastisement the weapon of personality, and for their
reward, a flattery, which is not true praise.”
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PRESCRIPTIVE LITERATURE
The extent to which the nineteenth-century provided rubrics for its own behavior-especially that of its women—is evident from the proliferation of domestic manuals
and etiquette books during this century. Many of these were written by women. In
fact, some women were ardent and vocal anti-feminists. Eliza Lynn Linton, whose
collection of essays Girl of the Period is featured in this exhibit, was a professional
female novelist and journalist, and yet she was outspoken in her criticism of the
“New Woman” and in her belief that politics and public renown were strictly the
realm of men.
Linton was a firm believer in the separate roles of men and women. "As her
husband's way in life is rougher than hers, his trials are greater, his burden is
heavier,” she wrote. “[I]t is her duty - and her privilege - to help him all she can with
her tenderness and her love; and to give back to him at home, if in a different form,
some of the care he has expended while abroad to make her path smooth" (Girl of
the Period 118). She believed that the different natural propensities of each gender
fit men and women for their different positions in society: “[A]s there are certain
manly virtues, so are there certain feminine ones,” she wrote. “[P]atience, selfsacrifice, tenderness, quietness, with some others, of which modesty is one, are the
virtues more especially feminine; just as courage, justice, fortitude, and the like,
belong to men" (117).
Some etiquette or “conduct” books were even more explicit about social rules.
Etiquette books specified proper behavior for everything from how to make morning
calls to how to wear gloves, and from how to address a friend’s husband to how to
serve tea to guests. Some were directed to specific groups of women, such as
mothers or servants (for example Catherine Moss’s Every-day Work in the
Household: A Book for Girls in the Domestic Service). Small volumes such as
the Young Ladies Letter Writer offered template letters for writing to relatives,
writing to decline or accept invitations, writing condolences, and even writing to
reject a proposal of marriage.
The following lines from a book entitled Etiquette for Ladies: With Hints on the
Preservation, Improvement, and Display of Female Beauty (Philadelphia: Lea and
Blanchard, 1840) provide good examples of advice that was specifically directed
towards female behavior:
"A lady cannot refuse the invitation of a gentleman to dance, unless she has already
accepted that of another, for she would be guilty of an incivility which might
occasion trouble."
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"Men frequently look with a jealous eye on a learned woman… be cautious,
therefore, in a mixed company of showing yourself too much beyond those around
you."
"If at any time the society of your husband causes you ennui, you ought neither to
say so, nor give any suspicion of the cause, by abruptly changing the conversation."
"You ought not to be in the habit of wearing noisy shoes: this custom is in the worst
taste."
"It is much better for a lady to say too little in company than too much; her
conversation should always be consistent with her sex and age."
"After the close of the day, a young lady would conduct herself in an unbecoming
manner, if she should walk alone; and if she passes the evening with any one, she
ought to take care that a domestic comes to accompany her."
Prolific Writers and the “Romance” Novel
Many extremely popular and prolific Victorian women writers didn’t attain the
lasting critical success of George Eliot, Charlotte Brontë, or Christina Rossetti. Ellen
(Mrs. Henry) Wood, for example, wrote over 40 novels, including the best-selling
sensation novel East Lynne. Margaret Oliphant, who had to support her three
children by her literary activity after the death of her husband, wrote over 120
separate works in her lifetime. Her autobiography gives a vivid account of her
struggle to meet her family’s financial need with her literary output.
Alongside the more respected contributions to fiction and poetry, women were also
prolific producers of less “literary” works. Poems and stories by both men and
women appeared in countless gift books and periodicals. In response to the reading
public’s huge demand for novels, the mid-nineteenth century witnessed the
publication of a plethora of relatively cheap, one-volume novels. Often reviled as
“trashy,” these novels satisfied a craving for entertainment, and they were often
highly sentimental or moralizing. Paperback “Railway Library” editions, such as
Catherine Gore’s The Ambassador’s Wife, were much cheaper and easier to handle
than triple-decker novels. Catherine Gore was an extremely popular and prolific
writer of fashionable “silver fork” novels. At one point in her career, Gore was able
to turn out between two and three multi-volume novels each year.

18

DOMESTIC WRITING
Due to the doctrine of separate spheres and the attendant gender codes, many women
chose to limit their literary careers to types of writing they could justify as
extensions of their domestic roles. For example, many wrote advice on mothering in
manuals and periodicals. The role of the mother was regarded as a particularly
female responsibility in the nineteenth century, almost as a professional role. A
mother’s moral influence over her sons, especially, was vital to creating good British
citizens. Mothering manuals and books of advice acted almost as training manuals or
tools of professionalization for mothers (Anderson 49).
Another extension of the mothering role involved writing books for children. The
market for children’s literature was huge in the Victorian period. For example,
between 1875 and 1885, there were 470 titles published as “juvenile works”
compared with 429 new adult fiction titles (Banerjee). Many of these works were
written by women. Because the writing of children’s stories could be seen as an
extension of the mothering role, it was often looked on more favorably as a career
for women than novel-writing or journalism. Children’s fiction frequently combined
entertainment with moral guidance, aiming to teach children Christian values. For
example, Maria Elizabeth Budden’s Right and Wrong tells the tale of twin sisters,
Rosa and Agnes, who exemplify vice and virtue.
Women were frequent contributors to periodicals on housekeeping, mothering, and
domesticity. For example Woman’s Life, first published in 1895, was a popular
domestic magazine for women focusing on fashion, beauty, housekeeping, parenting,
shopping, and other “women’s” concerns. It featured regular columns, such as the
“Etiquette Editor’s Page,” “Hints for Mothers,” and “How Women May Earn a
Living” (examples included butterfly mounting). Circulation of this late-century
magazine quickly reached over 200,000. It continued to publish until 1934, when it
became Woman’s Own, one of the most popular British domestic magazines of the
twentieth-century.
THE WOMAN QUESTION AND EARLY FEMINISM
As the public role of women grew, feminism began to take root in mid- to lateVictorian Britain, at a time when women’s natural and social roles were the subject
of intense debate. It was the debate surrounding this “Woman Question” that sparked
the earliest feminist movements in the nineteenth century, especially in the realms of
suffrage, sexual freedom, marriage, reproductive rights, property rights, and legal
rights. Women writers played a vital role on both sides of the debate. Some argued
that a woman’s natural place was in the home; others vehemently protested the rigid
social codes that enforced a woman’s domestic servitude.
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While many of the writers featured in this exhibit were active in the movement for
women’s rights, a few are particularly notable for their significant roles. Frances
Power Cobbe was a feminist theorist and leader within the London National Society
for Women's Suffrage. While remembered mostly for her anti-vivisection work,
Frances Power Cobbe fought fervently for women’s rights, focusing especially on
issues of domestic violence. She believed that marriage was designed to increase
women’s economic dependence upon men, depriving women of resources and giving
men complete control. She wrote works supporting women's suffrage, such as Our
Policy: An Address to Women Concerning the Suffrage.
Harriet Martineau, a novelist, economist, and philosopher, dealt with both feminism
and abolitionism in her many writings. The publication of her Illustrations of
Political Economy, a series of tales, marked the beginning of her enormous success
as a writer. Shortly after the book’s publication, she moved to London and developed
a literary circle of friends, including George Eliot, John Stuart Mill, Florence
Nightingale, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. While she is most famous for her
writings on “political economy” (now known as economics), Martineau was also an
active journalist, abolitionist, and feminist.
One prominent reformer, Annie Wood Besant, wrote and spoke tirelessly on the
causes of workers’ rights, Marxism, socialism, and women’s rights (including access
to birth control). Besant was the author of many political pamphlets (such as The
Redistribution of Political Power and Why I Am a Socialist), which were intended
for cheap publication and wide distribution. Besant was a Fabian Socialist, an
affiliation that came about due to her close friendship with George Bernard Shaw,
and which led to her speaking engagement at the 1887 Bloody Sunday
unemployment protest in Trafalgar Square. Through her socialist beliefs, Besant
sought to help workers obtain rights and power, and organized several successful
workers’ strikes. She also belonged to (and frequently spoke for) the Marxist Social
Democratic Federation, a dual affiliation which was not at the time considered
incompatible.
WOMEN AS PROFESSIONAL WRITERS
Throughout the nineteenth century, more women took up the pen to forge careers for
themselves as writers. Some professional literary women took pains to manage their
own careers. Jane Roberts, a novelist and poet whose published works included Two
Years at Sea, The Court Favourite, and Lowenstein, King of the Forest, kept
a detailed diary and notebook in which she recorded the sale, writing, and
publication of these novels, as well as detailed accounts of her relationship with the
publishing world.
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While for some, the writing life was an intellectual choice, for many middle-class
women the pen was a financial necessity, but one that afforded the respectable
protection of the home. Whereas writers like George Eliot had the leisure to expend
time and intellectual energy on a literary craft, for others, writing was a matter of
supporting a family.
Margaret Oliphant (1828-1897), a widow who wrote over 120 works to support her
three children, often compared herself to George Eliot, whose life was less
circumscribed by domesticity. In fact, Oliphant’s literary productions are often
contrasted with Eliot’s much more illustrious works, giving a sadly ironic twist to
Oliphant’s comment that “no one even will mention me in the same breath with
George Eliot" (7). In her autobiography, Oliphant reflects on her lack of a room of
her own in which to write (prefiguring the complaint Virginia Woolf would later
make in her 1929 essay A Room of One’s Own):
I had no table even to myself, much less a room to work in, but sat at the corner of
the family table with my writing-book, with everything going on as if I had been
making a shirt instead of writing a book… My mother sat always at needlework of
some kind, and talked to whoever might be present, and I took my share in the
conversation, going on all the same with my story… up to this date, 1888, I had
never been shut up in a separate room, or hedged off with any observances. My
study, all the study I have ever attained to, is the little second drawing-room of my
house, with a wide opening into the other drawing-room where all the (feminine) life
of the house goes on; and I don’t think I have ever had two hours undisturbed
(except at night, when everybody is in bed) during my whole literary life. (23-24)
WOMEN IN PUBLISHING
Careers in publishing, editing, and journalism also began to open to women in the
nineteenth century. Throughout most of the century, the London Printer’s Union did
not let women work as compositors—people who set the text for printing presses—
claiming that they lacked the necessary intelligence and mechanical abilities. Emily
Faithfull, a member of the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women,
ignored this recommendation and trained as a compositor, whereupon she founded
her own printing press, London’s Victoria Press, in 1860 and proceeded to train
other female compositors. Her press published a wide range of books (including the
1863 volume of Poems: An Offering to Lancashire), as well as The Victoria
Magazine and The English Women’s Journal, periodicals which shared Faithfull’s
support of women’s employment outside of the home.
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One of the most popular British feminist publications of the era was the Women’s
Penny Paper (later Woman’s Herald), which was founded by Henrietta Muller to
further the cause of women’s suffrage. Recognizing that women’s voices and issues
were commonly excluded from male-dominated publications, she launched the
female-written, female-printed, and female-published Women’s Penny Paper. This
publication highlighted women’s issues and organizations and featured lengthy
interviews with prominent, progressive women.
Women and the Wider World
As women began to move out of the domestic sphere, more women began
contributing to the highly popular genre of travel writing. While many travel writers
were women of means traveling with their husbands, some were also missionaries,
emigrants, or women traveling alone. Travel writing generally takes one of two
forms: women’s diaries written while abroad (such as the illustrated diary from
Frances M.Harvey created during a trip up the Nile River), and published books
recording women’s travels.
Mary Kingsley was perhaps the most renowned female traveler in the Victorian era.
Unlike many women traveling abroad, Kingsley was unmarried and traveled without
male relatives. After the death of her parents in 1892—and therefore free from
domestic responsibilities—Mary was able to travel alone. She was an explorer in her
own right, traveling to Africa in the 1890s to study cannibal tribes. Learning survival
skills from local tribes, she often trekked into dangerous areas alone. She wrote
about her travels in the enormously popular Travels in West Africa. Her writings
had a significant influence on British and European attitudes toward Africa.
Accounts of travel to far-away places was one form of women’s engagement with
the wider world, but many other women wrote about events closer to home.
Victorian women often kept personal diaries, in which they recorded their day-today activities. Dorothea Jane Stephen, Virginia Woolf’s cousin, kept a childhood
diary in which she wrote about her daily life in London. As a 16-year-old, Stephen
recorded the events of Jubilee Day, July 21, 1887, which marked the 50th
anniversary of Queen Victoria’s reign. She wrote about the events of the day in red
ink rather than black to mark the special occasion.
(https://exhibits.library.duke.edu/exhibits/show/mypen/public_sphere)
(https://exhibits.library.duke.edu/exhibits/show/mypen/intro)
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REFORM MOVEMENTS RELATED TO WOMEN
Both of the above historiographical models are useful in understanding the 19th
century reform movements in their own ways. They both present two different but
related dimensions of these reforms and hence, it is necessary to be aware of both of
these models, in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of these reform
movements. At the same time, it is also necessary to critically reflect over both of
these discourses. Only by critically looking at these arguments can the discipline go
further and new perspectives and researches evolve.
Some of the critical perspectives on the above two models are:
Homogenous presentation for a diverse society – both of these models present
evidences from mostly the four major regions of India, to present a more or less
homogenous picture for the whole of the country. Thus, the picture that emerges out
of these arguments appears common for the whole of the country. There is no
discussion in either of these models and their various arguments about the vast
diversity that exists in the Indian subcontinent. Especially in the 19th century, when
the Western influences had not yet begun to weave a common influence over the
Indian society, these diversities were even more pronounced than they appear today
in the 19th century.
Following are main points of this dimension:

So far, not much effort has been made to understand the contrasting and
complex diverse ways in which different groups of the Indian society approached the
issue of modernity and the traditional ways of living in the context of women.
Precisely because of this complex diversity of the South Asian sub-continent, it is
not possible to have a single theoretical or historiographical model for the entire
region. Very often, what is true in one region, social group or sometimes even within
a family is not true in another.

At the same time, sometimes the same equations, conflicts and dominance
forms emerge in diverse situations, but their appearances are different. So, it is
essential to understand any social and historical phenomenon on the terms of the
specific patterns in which modes of restrictions that are prevalent in each region,
group or micro-unit.

In a diverse region like India, there is also a diversity of equations related to
women and these diverse groups also resolve these equations in diverse ways.
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Hence, any discussion on the reforms related to women should take into account the
diverse ways in which these different social groups approach their specific
situations.
Further sections in this Unit make some attempt to show the regional diversity
regarding women’s history in the 19th century. We’ll read about them after the
current section.

Marginalisation of many regions – In both the homogenous models, there is
excessive stress on the four major regions of India – East, West, North and South.
These are regions that were close to the four centers of British power in the 19th
century. Because of their proximity to power, the British focused on the educational
upliftment of these regions first. Hence, they gained from their proximity to power
and also, most of the history of the Colonial period has been focused on these
dominant regions. Because it has been presumed that the evidences coming from
these dominant regions are homogenously uniform for the whole of the country, the
other regions of the country have become severely marginalized in the writing of the
history of Colonial India. Almost no efforts have been made so far to collect
historical data about these marginalized regions and to reconstruct their history of
the Colonial period. The problem is so severe that now, the generation that knew
about the late 19th century is almost dying out and no effort has been made to collect
information from this generation. This is especially true of the women’s history.
Hence, some effort has been made in this Unit to collect the information about
women’s history about these regions. We’ll read about them in the next section.

Women as Agency for Patriarchy – It is often seen that patriarchal structures
are perpetuated by women themselves. This is because often women are socially
conditioned to believe in and perpetrate the traditions that are detrimental to the
growth of women as intelligent and independent beings at par with men. This is true
now and it was true in 19th century India in many social groups. The above two
models make a simplistic contrast between men versus women, rather than bringing
out the complex ways in which unequal relations between men and women are
negotiated in a society.
REGIONS AND REFORM MOVEMENTS
We have discussed in the previous section that the historiography of reforms related
to women in the 19th century focuses largely on the four major regions of India. On
the other hand, many regions have been neglected from this historiography. In this
section, we will study in detail about these developments. This will give us an idea
of the changes that were taking place under direct influence of the British rule in
24

these regions and also about the issues related to women in other regions that were
not directly under British influence. We should remember that the British played a
major role in initiating these changes by passing laws, opening schools for women
and by initiating discussions in the society regarding women’s roles. The following
sections explore some of these aspects.
MAJOR REGIONS OF THE BRITISH INDIA
The British had established their Presidencies or power-centers along the coastline of
India. They established the Madras Presidency in 1640, Bombay Presidency in 1687
and Bengal Presidency in 1690. They acquired Punjab in 1849 after the two AngloSikh wars. Finally, they shifted their centre to Delhi in 1912. But throughout this
time, Simla served as their capital for eight out of twelve months of the year since
1864. Thus, the major part of the British India’s administration was actually carried
out from Simla in the 19th century. Here, we will study some of the developments
related to women in and around these areas in all the four corners of India that were
the core regions of British power.

North and North-West – British colleges and schools had been opened in the
19th century in Lahore, Delhi and Jalandhar to create a modern educational
influence. It was in this environment that in 1875 Swami Dayanand Saraswati
founded his Arya Samaj. His organization had a long-lasting and profound influence
on the population of Punjab, Delhi, Haryana, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and
Western Uttar Pradesh of today. Arya Samaj advocated for women’s education and
widowremarriage. It prohibited its large number of followers from practicing caste
hierarchy, unnecessary religious rituals, and restrictions on women and was against
marriage of the girl child. Kanya Mahavidyala, a prominent women’s educational
centre was opened at Jalandhar in 1891 as a school first and grew into a college later.
The system of education in Arya Samaj institutions was Anglo-Vedic, thus deriving
influences from both traditions.

West – Bombay had been under British rule since 1687. Besides, the Parsi
population in the Western India had always given importance to education and the
Parsi women enjoyed a high status in their society, running households and also
managing commercial ventures. Even though a small community in numbers, Parsis
has made significant contribution in the development of every sphere of modern
Indian society. Hence, the region around Bombay received modern education early
and the women there also participated in the political process. The Bombay
University decided in 1883 to admit women in Arts, Medicine, Civil Engineering
and Law on the same terms as men. The first woman to graduate from the Bombay
University was Cornelia Sorabji in 1888. Some other women to graduate at this time
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were Pandita Ramabai Saraswati, Kashibai Kanitkar and Sharada Mehta. Pandita
Ramabai was as learned as the men in her times and became a Professor at the
Chettenhom Women’s College in England and went on to learn Maths, Science,
Geography and Greek. Kashibai Kanitkar learnt both Marathi and English literature
at home. Anandibai Joshi began her education at home, but finally received a
Doctorate in medicine from Philadelphia. These educated women wrote
autobiographies and edited journals.
A special mention needs to be made of Savitribai Phule, who opened a school for
untouchable girls on 1 May 1847. She learnt to read and write from her husband
Jyotirao Phule. They both were strong advocates of women’s education, caste
equality, widow remarriage and spoke against child marriage. Savitribai Phule
became the first woman teacher of the first girls’ school in Maharashtra. She
composed a collection of 41 poems, published in 1854 as Kavyaphule. She also
published a biography of her husband.
Mary Carpenter, a British woman, opened the branches of National India
Association across India in 1975. This association was the first of its kind in India
and debated on various social issues, especially those related to women. Pandita
Ramabai also opened Sharda Sadan on 11 March 1889. Apart from imparting
learning, it also provided some professional training to women, especially widows.
Organizations such as these encouraged women to come out in public and participate
in the political process, helped by the political leaders, both men and women.
South – Christian Missionaries were very active in the Madras Presidency. By 1840s
there were six girls’ schools run by the Scottish Churches alone in Madras. By
1850s, the number of girls enrolled in these schools came upto 8000. Most of these
were Christian girls and the girls from the upper class Hindu families. The British
government started girls’ schools in 1871 in Madras. By 1891, more than 48,000
girls began to go to schools. Many of them went to co-educational schools, which
was a rare phenomenon in the 19th century. Educated women in Madras played a
vital role in organizing other women to join the freedom struggle and in engaging in
social work to spread awareness about the education and upliftment of women. Some
of these women like Durgabai Deshmukh, Paturi Balasaraswatiamman, Ammu
Swaminathan and Lakshmi Sehgal became political leaders. The Theosophical
Society under Annie Besant also played a vital role in awakening the social and
political consciousness amongst the men and the women in Madras Presidency, as its
headquarters was located at Adyar in Madras. It was started by Colonel Olcott and
Madame Blavatsky in 1886.
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East – John Elliot Drinkwater Bethune, the Law Member and President of the
Executive Council and President of the Council of Education, opened the first
schools for girls at Calcutta in Bengal Presidency in 1849 and maintained it from his
own pocket. Following him, Lord Dalhousie also continued to maintain it and for
some time spent his own money towards this cause. The spread of education in
Bengal was directly linked to the British efforts. The 19th century was also the
period when the British passed some important laws about women’s lives, at the
behest of educated Indians. Although the Sati system had been banned as early as in
1798, Lord William Bentinck succeeded in imposing a formal ban on Sati in Bengal
on 4 December 1829. Raja Ram Mohan Roy, born on 22 May 1772, is regarded as
the pioneer in spreading awareness regarding women’s rights in Bengal. He
advocated for women’s education, widow remarriage, their right to inherit property
and spoke against child marriage. Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar was a strong advocate
of women’s education. Rabindranath Tagore worked extensively against
mistreatment of widows, child marriage, Sati and dowry.
At this time, the British passed acts against child marriage in 1891 and sanctioned
inter-caste and inter-communal marriage in 1872. These acts went a long way in
helping the cause of the women. The above discussion shows a varied pattern even
in the four major regions of 19th century India. We’ll discuss this more in the
summary at the end. At this juncture, it is essential to see what kind of information
we can get about the other regions of India, about which almost no study has been
done.

1.3

THE A WAKENING AND THE AGE

The novel as you already known was written and publishes towards the end of the
nineteenth century, 1899 to be precise. It was literally the end of the nineteenth
century and the nineteenth century as we are all aware was the Victorian age in
England. Approximately, a period of sixty years from the 1830s to the 1890s and an
age defined by its moral stance and the extreme deference to conventions. It was an
age when a man could not smoke in public (today smoking is banned by most
countries including our own country due to health reasons, but during the Victorian
age, it was thought of as indecorous) or a woman, ride a bicycle! But it was also the
age of relative peace in England while America was faced with the scars of the Civil
War (1 861 -65) but, at the same time there was also interaction between the
American and the European writers and it was an age of what Edward Albert calls
"spacious intellectual horizons, noble endeavor, and bright aspirations.
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1.3.1 FEMINIST APPROACH TO ‘THE AWAKENING’
a significant area of suppressed identities in the contemporary novel relates to
women in all societies, irrespective of race or class. Most of the novels in the
twentieth century present women with a bias. Scarcely any light is shed on the
question of women's exploitation under the pressure of home, marriage and the
overarching patriarchy.
Such feeling was to create the feminist approach to literature that became a major
contending force in the late 1970s when feminist theory came to be applied to
linguistic and literary material. Much of feminist critical theory is derived from the
works of the French feminist writer Simone de Beauvoir in particular her book The
Second Sex or Le Dewrigme Sexe published in 1949. Beauvoir's main contention
was that when men were associated with humanity then women were very often
relegated to a lesser space/ a lower/ inferior position in society. Critics after
Beauvoir strengthened this debate by focusing on language as a tool of male
dominance while looking at the manner in which the man's point of view was
therefore, presented as the point of view. Then there were critics who felt that
women not only have different experiences from men but also write differently.
Critics such as Heltne Cixous tried to look at the "essential connection between
women's body whose sexual pleasure has been repressed, and women's writing"
(Murfin and Ray, The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, 1998, p
123). This by the way is just the beginning of the discussion on the feminist critical
approach to literature and The Awakening. You could read up more on feminist
theory and feminist critical approaches if you would like to learn more about this
approach. Coming back to the novel The Awakening, let us look at the feminist
issues depicted through the character of Edna Pontellier. Some of the issues that
come to mind are, the notion of women being viewed as personal property by the
men in the novel. For instance, if we look at the time period and the culture in which
the novel has been set, there are innumerable instances that indicate the fact that men
simply thought of their wives as personal property. It almost appears as if they did
not know any better or could not even conceive of the fact that their wives were
independent people with a mind of their own as is the case with Edna Pontellier.
This may also be discerned when we look critically at what Leonce Pontellier has to
say about his wife Edna Pontellier as well as in the narrator's voice. The woman in
question (in this case, Edna) is of course helpless till she is awakened, and feels a
sense of hopelessness and entrapment in her marriage as well as within the walls of
domesticity. The awakening of Edna of course has disastrous consequences as it
ultimately results in her suicide as we see towards the end of the novel. The
Awakening is also a very good illustration of how society too enforces the norms of
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conventionality by isolating anybody who dares defy its norms and particularly so a
woman daring to do so. Moreover, the novel depicts very clearly how society
imposes its norms and how some women such as, Adele Ratignolle find both
economic as well as social reward in conforming whereas, Edna Pontellier does not
do so and society finds this non-conformity a sign of rebellion and does not look
upon these acts of transgression with sympathy.
In fact, society punishes these so called rebels through isolation fearing that such
flawed characters might challenge society's very existence. Edna Pontellier after her
awakening (in this case the first awakening, which may be looked upon as a sexual
awakening, when she thinks of herself as a woman with desire) is a changed woman
and for her, her artistic as well as sexual desire are important whereas, tradition and
conventionality are seen as those imposed and therefore thrust upon women are not
desirable. Then again, there are instances when Leonce Pontellier thinks his wife's
aspirations are merely trivial and frivolous and that he can actually make her
conform to his way of life, which is in a sense a very difficult thing for Edna
Pontellier to accept and she finds the whole exercise painful and frustrating. The
awakened (usually awakened, at this stage) Edna also emerges as a character who, is
seeking to take control of her own life and her own feelings as someone who wishes
escape form the confines of marriage, domesticity and even mother hood more than
cling to the safety of a husband, home and hearth. Moreover, Edna finds herself
struggling with her feelings of motherhood or lack of it, as she also realizes what
society dictates as motherhood and being a mother. These instances that we have
talked about are some points indicative of the manner in which feminists could
approach the study of this text. In the next section, we shall look at what the
psychoanalytical approach to literature is about and we shall try and suggest pointers
to examining the novel under study with this approach in mind.
1.3.2 PSYCHOANALYTICAL APPROACH TO THE AWAKENING
The psychoanalytical approach to literature derives from the work of the Austrian
Sigmund Freud (1856- 1939) a psychoanalyst by profession. He was the pioneer of
psychoanalytical criticism. He developed "a language that described, a model that
explained, a theory that encompassed human psychology," (The Bedford Glossary of
Critical and Literary Terms, 1998, Murfin and Ray, p. 31 I), all directly or indirectly
related to the nature of the unconscious mind. Freud identified three components of
the human psyche - the id, the ego and the super ego. The id according to Freud is
the "predominantly passionate, irrational, unknown, and unconscious part of the
psyche." The ego "which is predominantly rational, logical, orderly, and conscious."
The ego is also the mediator between the id and the super ego. The super ego
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according to Freud is that part of the human psyche that internalizes the norms and
mores of society. Implying, that a reflection of societal norms and mores may be
looked at as "external" or "outside the self' and as a self check in- built mechanism
that makes moral judgment and tells us to make sacrifices even if we know that such
sacrifices may not be in our best interest. Sigmund Freud also believed that as human
beings we all have what he calls "repressed wishes and fears" (p. 312) that have been
pushed under the carpet or the surface by the super ego in its capacity as moral
guardian and that which has been pushed even further by the ego into the
unconscious realm of the human psyche. These repressions are then manifested in
the form of dreams, in language as the Freudian slip and in creative activity that, as
Freud says, "may produce art (including literature), and in neurotic behavior" (p.3
12). Freud also talks about the Oedipus complex, and used the analysis of dreams as
"a tool for uncovering our repressed feelings and memories." Freud was of the
opinion that "repression" surfaces in dreams, masked in symbolic form.
Carl Gustav Jung an analytical psychologist developed a theory of "the collective
unconscious, a repository of shared unconscious memories dating back to the origins
of literature" (p. 3 13). According to Jungian theory, a great work of literature is not
a disguised expression of its author's repressed wishes (as thought by Freud), but " a
manifestation of desires once held by the whole human race (but that are now
repressed because of the advent of civilization) (p. 3 13). The French theorist
Jacques Lacan "focuses more on language and language related issues. He extends
Freud's theory of dreams, literature and their interpretation; he has also added the
element of language to Freud's emphasis on psyche and gender. For Lacan, the
unconscious is a language and dreams a form of discourse. "Thus, we may study
dreams psychoanalytically in order to learn more about the unconscious. Lacan
identifies three stages of development: (1) Pre- Oedipal stage/ the pre- verbal stage,
(2) the mirror stage/ imaginary stage and (3) the "I" stage/ stage of laws, language
and society.
1.3.3 SYMBOLISM IN THE AWAKENING
The reason why I have chosen to talk about the psychoanalytical approach is
essentially to draw your attention to symbols and symbolism in the novel The
Awakening. Symbols stand for or suggest something else, something larger,
something, more complex - often an idea or a range of inter- related ideas, attitudes
and practices, (p. 319). The word symbolic as stated in Unit 5, section 5.5 comes
from the Greek word symballein to mean, "throw together". Keeping in mind what
has been said about symbols and symbolism there, we shall now proceed to look at
some of the symbols and their significance in The Awakening. Simply put, symbols
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may be recognized as objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract
ideas1 concepts. There are several symbols that come to mind when I think of The
Awakening. You may have noticed these as well but may or may not have
recognized them or looked at them as symbols. Or you may have already recognized
them as symbols and gone ahead and analyzed them as well! In any case, let me
begin by talking about the symbol of birds in the novel. Birds stand for something in
this novel. The birds that have been described, discussed and any bird imagery that is
drawn up represents images of entrapment in The Awakening. The caged birds
signify Edna Pontellier's own entrapment within the confines of her marriage and
children. It could also be indicative of the entrapment of all women or women in
general in the Victorian Age, as we do know the position of women then. Madam
Lebrun's parrot and the mocking bird could be looked upon as signifying Edna
Pontellier and Madame Reisz as well. Since both the birds are in captivity their
movements are restricted, similarly, the movement of the women in the novel too is
restricted and limited by the conventions and traditions laid down by society and
particularly a rigid one at that. They are so severely restricted in their movement that
at times, they fail to even communicate with the world around them. For instance,
Edna Pontellier is not able to articulate her innermost anguish clearly even to her
husband or to herself for that matters, or any other character in the novel. She tries to
escape from the narrow confines of society, the domesticity of her marriage and her
children. She sets up a place entirely for herself away from her husband and her
children: the pigeon house, and finds solace in the fact that her new home is
symbolic of her independence, but we as readers are aware that the pigeon house is
in fact, just "two steps away" and really indicative of her own innate inability to
remove herself entirely from her former life.
Her friend Mademoiselle Reisz tells Edna Pontellier that she will need to have very
strong wings in order to survive the turmoil that she'll face if she intends to act on
her love for Robert Lebrun. By the time she sets up the pigeon house, we know that
she has gone away to Mexico. Mademoiselle Reisz warns Edna Pontellier saying:
The bird that would soar above the level plain of tradition and prejudice must have
strong wings. It is a sad spectacle to see the weakling bruised, exhausted, fluttering
back to earth" (Chapter XXVII, p. 79, Edited by Margo Culley, Wordsworth Norton
& C: New York, 1994).
Then there are the critics of the novel who also use the final imagery of the bird to
argue that Edna Pontellier's suicide at the end of the novel is, in fact, a sign of defeat,
both for her as an individual as well as for all women in general.
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A bird with a broken wing was beating the air above, reeling, fluttering, circling
disabled down, down to the water."
While these critics cite this quotation from Ch XXXIX, p. 108 of the text, as an
example of Edna's and women's defeat in general, some other critics argue that if the
symbol of the birds is to signify not Edna Pontellier's individual defeat but that of the
collective defeat of the women in the Victorian age, then Edna Pontellier's suicide/
final awakening may also be looked upon as representing the fall, tradition1
convention that in a sense, may be said to have been achieved by Edna Pontellier's
suicide.
We have already talked about the symbolism of the sea in Unit 5, but we can always
take another look at the sea that is a major symbol in the novel, here as well. The sea
has been used as a symbol by many authors and of course we must not forget the
images of the sea in our own myths as well as the images in the Bible. In particular I
am talking about two major works that you must have read or if not, you must have
definitely heard about - Herman Melville's Moby Dick (1851) and Ernest
Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea (written in Cuba in 1951 and published in
1952). Both these novels (actually the latter is a novella or a short novel or a long
short story, just under a hundred pages) use symbolism and the sea also figures in
these novels in a big way. The sea may be said to be signaling a sense of space,
boundless and timeless, a sense of freedom from life's shores and hence, from life's
trials and temptations as well. It is interesting to note that Edna Pontellier has tried
learning swimming unsuccessfully earlier on but she is taught by Robert Lebrun and
learns to swim and feels the sea and the surf beckoning her throughout the novel.
She is said to be seduced by the sound of the surf, " The voice of the surf is
seductive; never ceasing, whispering, clamoring, murmuring, inviting the soul to
wander for a spell in abysses of solitude; to lose itself in mazes of inward
contemplation" (Chapter VI, p. 14), and she succumbs to the temptation only when
she has actually been empowered (by her act of learning to swim successfully). She
is also aware of her and by extension human being's place in the scheme of things as
is obvious from the next quote in the same chapter, " In short, Mrs Pontellier was
beginning to realize her position in the universe as a human being, and to recognize
her relations as an individual in the world within and about her" (p.14). Throughout
the novel there is a sense of the unknown, the wild, - the sea and the surf calling out
to her. Moreover, if we look at the sea not as sea per se but as water then we get
another picture of the symbolism of the sea in The Awakening. If we look at the sea
as water then we would realize that the sea then symbolizes ritual cleansing1 the
Christian concept of baptism/ re-birth. And it is therefore apt that Edna Pontellier

32

should drown or swim away to her death symbolizing her re-birth - a re-birth of
sorts.
The Awakening is very rich in symbolism as mentioned earlier and it is now up to
you to take the initiative and look at symbols in the novel. We have merely pointed
out what symbolism is and shown you examples of how symbolism works. We
expect you to look for other symbols in the novel as you read it. However, we'd still
like to point out a few major symbols to help you in your task but we expect you to
explore the symbolism behind these. For instance, look at the way in which Edna
Pontellier and women in the novel are presented to us (the readers) in the novel. ...
The mother- women seemed to prevail that summer at Grand Isle. It was easy to
know them, fluttering about with extended wings when any harm, real or imaginary,
threatened their precious brood. They were women who idolized their children,
worshipped their husbands, and esteemed it a holy privilege to efface themselves as
individuals and grow wings as ministering angels".
Then look at the treatment of art by Kate Chopin in The Awakening. Art seems to
awaken Edna Pontellier. Take the case of the bird imagery in the novel. Birds and
clothes are other symbols that you could locate and analyze. Then there is the whole
symbolism generated by food/ meals, the symbolism of the house, Edna Pontellier's
desire to learn swimming, the symbol of the moon and finally the ocean, the gulf or
the sea. Your list could also include music, or the playing of the piano and sleep as a
symbol.

1.4 LET US SUM UP
During this period England changed from a rural, agricultural country to an urban,
industrialised one. This involved massive dislocation and radically altered the nature
of society. It took many years for both government and people to adjust to the new
conditions.

1.5 CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
1) When did Britain’s peaceful period (which began after Napolean’s defeat at
Waterloo) end?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
By 1900, how amny people outside Great Britain called Queen Victorian their
queen-empress?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
What did the Indusrial Revolution create during the Victorian Period?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
How did this change the socio-economic make up of Britain?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
What did Thomas Babington Mc Cauley consider to be signs of progress in
London,England?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
What were the “hungry Forties” given this name?
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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