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19th century novel – feminine gender in transition

Setting the scene
The 18th century was expansive and opened new possibilities in multiple ways - movements in society that manifested as new middle class, new science, art, explorations to other continents and encounters with other cultures. Previous ideas and values were questioned, could be questioned and everything seemed possible. 
This period of Enlightenment culminated in French Revolution 1789. The immense violence that possessed a large mass of people, the revolutionaries, men and women alike, scared off many of those who had originally supported the revolution and the ideas of liberation and equality for all (part from slaves – and women in large degree)
The dawn of the 19th century witnessed a continuity of new discoveries but also a change in attitude as the Victorian Era unfolded. After violence and chaos caused by the French Revolution, came, as a counterbalance, an urge for order. For some, it manifested as a longing for the past, less complicated and troubled times - “the order” as an idea of stability that existed before the Enlightenment. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Beck L. W. What is enlightenment p.148] 

The tide of change could not be stopped, but people felt a need for safe and solid structures and patterns of behaviour.  Combining old structures with new scientific discoveries, and new ideas seemed to be a more cautious way of proceeding than the vibrant and intense spirit of liberation that had been such an influence during the previous century.
Gender roles were unavoidably under some evaluation as we had already witnessed in the 18th century. Women had begun partaking in the ongoing debates in the saloons and other public spaces, and the main protagonist in newly written novels could be a woman who reasoned and had her own ideas and opinions like Pamela.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Richardsson Samuel, Pamela] 

During the 19thcentury an increasing number of women writers appear and even some women artists. Feminine gender had a voice, even if yet only a whisper.
In the 19th century, industrialism began to expand and was causing mass movement of people from the countryside to cities. Slums, where extreme poverty abided were born, and lack of hygiene was devastating.  Diseases, such as Cholera were germinating in city slums. Factories that employed hundreds of underpaid and overworked people were excellent places for spreading disease.
Men adventured to faraway places, both in trade and in discovery and many caught diseases, like Malaria, and died. In factories, although both genders and children were used as workers, still male population was considered to be far more employable, and when diseases spread in crowded workplaces, it harvested a larger chunk of the male population.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Damrosch, David, Heather Henderson, and William Sharpe. The Victorian age p. 233-241] 

This all resulted to there suddenly being far more women than men.
Now there was a situation that, based on share logistics, it was not possible for a large number of women to get married. In one hand there is a focus in core family and family values, a woman at the centre of it, the mother, the home keeper and not much more. There still were not many options in society for women, even if women from the middle and upper classes, in general, started to be more educated.
Enlightenment had already shaken the previously very limited and fixed ideas about gender, and now there was a practical impossibility to keep all the middle-class women in their roles of wife and motherhood.
These were very early days, and it would take another century before the suffragette movement accumulated enough power to demand significant changes in laws concerning a women’s right to inherit – and to vote of course.
I have chosen two novels to explore how the feminine gender was navigating through the Victorian Era. Both of these novels are written by men during the latter half of 19th century, Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll and The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins. 


Alice in Wonderland
Alice in Wonderland is the first book written for children that wasn’t didactic. On the contrary, it was making a mockery of education and fixed moral ideas, and it became a huge sensation in 1865 when it was first published. 
The writer Lewis Carroll had a fascination for young girls, but interestingly he has given Alice attributes that would have been associated with boys and men during the Victorian era. 
In many aspects, Alice presents the ideal of a new woman, yet not fully visible but merging, not a woman but an innocent child. 
Alice in Wonderland also reflects a deeply engraved fear for castration in many men and all the adult women in the story have power are dangerous and could destroy a man in a whim if he was not watchful.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Alice in Wonderland p.24] 

One of the many under-currencies in the novel seems to say that the women can’t handle power, it makes them mad, but little girls, like Alice, have wonderful curious investigating minds and are well equipped for reasoning and creative thinking. Just don’t give them any power when they grow up.
“I am just a little girl,”[footnoteRef:5] says Alice when asked by the Caterpillar who and what she is. But Alice is a very unusual little girl since she has a very inquisitory and ordered mind and does not shy away from asking questions or expressing opinions. Alice presents a new kind of female, one with the mind of her own, brave and resourceful. But she is just a girl. [5:  P.45] 

In this strange unfamiliar world “Wonderland” where Alice now finds herself, rules of engagement are not what she is used to. She tries to apply her ability to reason, to calculate and in fact all the different references she has gathered in her young life, but very little is relevant in this strange world. 
Alice is courageous and willing to learn new rules but does comment when she finds behaviours too absurd.
All the grown-up women in the novel are unpredictable and scary. They have power, and it makes them dangerous. “Cut his head off!”[footnoteRef:6] screams the Queen of Heart in the face of slightest provocation and her sister “Duchess” is not better. “Talking of axe”, said the Duchess” chop her head off!” [6: ] 

Most of the male characters in the novel are animals, weak and scared off the Queen since one could get one’s head cut off for nothing at all. The only human being (apart from the “Mad Hatter”) who is a human male is the king, but he too is soft and week and afraid of his queen.
Alice does try to apply reason to navigate in this absurd world and objects strongly when in court, the verdict is given before evidence is presented and there is a trial. “Consider your verdict, the King said to the Jury “not yet not yet!” The rabbit hastily interrupted[footnoteRef:7] [7: P.82] 

This young female, Alice is the most rational and moral being in this mad world but even she when she eats from the side that makes her grow bigger, becomes aggressive. Size gives power and women clearly, in the Wonderland, cannot cope with the power. They become aggressive and dangerous, even little Alice when she grows in size.

The Woman in White

The Woman in White was published in 40 weekly instalments All the Year Round magazine in between November 26, 1859, and August 25, 1860
This novel is considered to be the first real thriller ever written and has two major female characters, half-sisters, that are very different in their respective natures. 
Laura presents more the past ideal woman, sensitive, passive and dependent. She is fragile and needs protection, and her beauty is more etheric than sensual. Laura is pure, virgin forever hardly physical, lacking form and character. A dream of a young man. 
Marian is very different, independent and strong. She is said to have a head of a man on her shoulders, simply because she is able to reason, question and have opinions of her own.[footnoteRef:8] Also, her features are described as masculine. She has an inquiring mind, reads and is sporty. Marion is also very protective of her half-sister. [8:  Woman in White p. 28 p.189p.357] 

Marian presents the new woman, but her qualities are referred to as “male” qualities. She is clearly the most attractive character in the novel, independent, brave, compassionate and ethical. She has a function when protecting Laura, but ultimately there is no place in 19th-century society for a woman of her calibre. 
Laura is “socially, morally, legally dead.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Woman in white p.275] 

Laura interestingly has a shadow, a “doppelganger”, Anna, who looks like her but her psyche is even more fragile, and she ends up in an asylum.
Girls are not yet allowed to grow up, to become self-responsible adults in the 19th century. The ideal woman is innocent, pure (dressed in white) sensitive being who needs to be protected and guided by a superior male. She can’t be trusted to manage her own property or money, her father and after she is married, her husband has the power.  
Fosco’s patriarchal assertion that women “are nothing but children grown up.”[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  P. 227] 

A girl living in a body of a woman, but not allowed to develop to become one. Hysteria, emotional volatility, escapism, fear of masculine sexuality, romantic ideas of love – all this could describe a very young teenage girl not yet sexually fully developed. It also describes Laura and the ideal women in the 19th century although that ideal is starting to be challenged.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Kaplan, C. Sea Changes:  Culture and Feminism p.203] 

The male hero and one of the narrators of the novel, Mr Hartright, is presented as a sensitive and artistic young man who still lives with his mother. His protective instinct is awakened when he randomly comes in contact with Anne at night in London. He is not able to rescue Anne and feels guilty about it.  When he meets Laura, who looks exactly like Anne his protective instincts are activated – and he falls in love. 
Walter “In the right of her calamity, in the right of her friendlessness, she was mine at last! Mine to support, to protect, to cherish, to reassure. Mine to love an honour as father and brother both.”[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Woman in White p. 426] 

For Laura Mr Hartright is not a threatening male. The very fact that he belongs to a lower class than she desexualises him. He is fair, blue-eyed, a young artist and a teacher. He is safe for Laura to project all her romantic emotions on.
The man, Sir Percival Glyde, whom Laura is forced to marry is a completed opposite to Walter and She both fears and despises him, and every sexual act with Percival becomes an experience of rape for Laura.
Also, this man is a week, week and corrupted. In fact most main male characters in The Woman in White lack character and real moral fibre. Walter grows to be a  decent man and cultivates moral courage during the cause of events. The only person who shows constancy in  her stance and is not corruptible is Marion. Therefore she is violently taken out of the game by Fosco and Sir Percival.
Fosco’s wife Eleanor is cold and robotic. She had been a passionate women’s rights advocate but is now under the spell of the hypnotic and mesmerising powers of her husband, Count Fosco. The only time she is moved by emotion is when she feels possessive jealousy because another woman (Marion) captures Fosco’s interest.







Summation

What was expected from female gender during the Victorian Era was still very rigid and the Woman in White portrays that clearly. The two main female characters, Laura and Marian, present the past and future. Laura personifies conservative ideals, but Marian, Laura’s half-sister, signals the “new” model. The third woman, Eleanor Fosco was responding to the ideas of early feminism[footnoteRef:13] but ended up being completely controlled by her husband. The undeniable and mesmerizing power of hundreds of years of the male dominance. [13:  Woman in White p.327 Kaplan, C. Sea Changes:  Culture and Feminism p.115-118] 

Men and women have their own domains, strictly separated spheres. The way these two separate worlds operate puts demands and limitations upon both genders, but women specifically are stifled. Women are expected to be passive, submissive, humble and at the same time elegant and refined. Men in the other hand need to be active and forthcoming, and the merging middle class gave us an inkling of the concept of “the self-made man”, but not the self-made woman.
Men were expected to show strong character and noble qualities but in this new world of growing capitalism and expanding commerce men, more than anything, were expected to be winners in the game of “Gain and Loss”[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  Damrosch, David, Heather Henderson, and William Sharpe. The Victorian age p.89 p.92] 

Marian Halcombe stands in defiance against the conventional gender roles. For her the passive role of a woman is imprisonment. Marian is a free and independent individual, but she is living in a society that is not ready for her and her rebellion gets crushed, and she ends up being dependent on Walter’s masculine protection. 
Marian is an unconventional “new woman”, brave and magnificent and she needs to be forced into a conventional model of a proper Victorian woman with her own words into a world of “patience, propriety and petticoats for life[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Woman in White p.392] 

In Victorian society, the gender roles were not easily challenged and for a woman to challenge them could be very dangerous. There were many different pediments, from exclusion and poverty to being accused mad and closed in an asylum, often for life.
All the above mentioned mainly applied to the new middle class. Even that was divided to “upper middle class” and the middle class. For poor and uneducated women, the changes during the Victorian Era showed quite another face mostly to relating to the emerging capitalism and industrialisation.
Women in upper classes pretty much continued their comfortable lives as previously, maybe reading a different kind of literature and letting the new winds, that brought the scent of future gender revolution and feminism, to invigorate their nattering.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Gifford, M. Early Feminist Literary Studies:  New York: Liberal Arts Press, 1959 p. 53, p.78, p.79] 

Lewis Carroll wrote Alice in Wonderland only a few years after The Woman in White was written by Collins. In looking “through the looking glass”[footnoteRef:17] of this essay called Feminine gender in transition, Carroll’s novel presents a reader with the new type of woman in the form of a girl who is growing up.  [17:  Carroll, Lewis, Alice through the Looking Glass] 

Alice is not yet presenting a real challenge to patriarchy since she is “just a girl” and she is also a very proper Victorian little girl with her white socks and proper manners.
In Alice, there is an indication of a more varied identity for women to grow into. Alice presents an early blooming of the same kind of qualities that we saw in Marian. Alice presents a new kind of female, one with the mind of her own, brave and resourceful. But she is just a girl.
In Marian her independent spirit got suppressed, Victorian society had no place for her. With Alice, her future is still unknown although her return from the Wonderland to confinement of Victorian lifestyle is not promising. 
After the Enlightenment period, gender roles in the 19th century had settled to far more conservative pattern than “the winds of liberation”[footnoteRef:18] in 18th century indicated. Marion in The Woman in White was a new kind of woman who embodied many of the values and ideas from Enlightenment. Those qualities are recognised to be attractive but accompanied by an attribute “male”, and even her facial features are described to be manly – she is allowed to have a lovely female frame though.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Beck L. W. What is enlightenment. ]  [19:  Novel, Rachel, Sensationalization of Masculinity in The Woman in White Ablow] 

The 19th century was not yet ready for a woman like Marion, not even in a novel, but she was, together with many other heroines given life in 19thcentury novels, pathfinding a way for what was to come later.
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