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C HAPTER I 

I NTRODUCTI ON 

I n  a l etter to W i l l i am Smi th W i l l i ams," a representat i ve of  her 

pu b l i s her ,  Cha r l ot te B ro nte wrote : 

I often wi s h  to say someth i ng  about the 1 1 COnd i t i on o f  
women 1 1 q ue s t i on , but i t  i s  o ne res pect i ng wh i ch  s o  
muc h 1 1 Cant 1 1 h a s  been  t a l ked, one fee l s a s o rt o f  
repugna nce to  ap p roach i t  . . . O ne c a n  see where t he ev i l 
l i es, but who can  po i nt  o ut the remedy?! 

Th i s  statement, wri tten  befo re the pub l i cati on  of S h i r l ey, her second 

nove l to be pub l i s hed b�t her t h i rd wri tten , seems to i nd i cate that  

B ro nte be l i eved that she never had , no r wou l d, wri te on  the 1 1 cond i t i o n  

of  wome n 1 1 i s s ue . But s he d i d  conce rn herse l f  wi th  the woma n q uest i o n  

i n  each o f  he r nove l s ,  from The Pro fesso r  t o  V i l l ette . A l l o f  her 

hero i nes  addres s the p ro b l ems confront i ng them as  s i ng l e  gen t l ewomen 

i n  V i ctor i a n· E ng l and  . .  B ro nte may not have known what t he remedy to the 

p rob l em was, but s he knew what outcome to hope fo r :  t hat  women wo u l d 

have eno ugh  educat i on and o pportun i ty to l ead res pectab l e  and  mea n i ngfu l 

l i ves . Educat i on ,  opportu n i ty, and re s pectab i l i ty fo r women wo u l d  l ead 

to bette r marr i age s, to t rue u n i o n  between the sexe s . I n  add i t i o n, 

B ronte depi cted steps to  ac hi eve fu l fi l l i ng l i ves fo r t he women i n  he r 

nove l s that encompa s s  the h i e rarchy of  mot i va ti on l ater des c r i bed by 

Psyc ho l og i s t  Abra ham Mas l ow :  the needs fo r phys i o l o gica l comfo rt, 

s afety, 1 1 belo n g i ngne s s, 1 1  s e l f- re s pect , and f i na l l y, what he c a l l ed 

1 1 S e l f- actual i z at i o n . 1 1 2 

The re i s  muc h i n  Bronte ' s  nove l s that  i s  a utob i o g ra p h i ca l : o ne 

ca nnot he l p  but  not i ce t he s i m i l ar i t i es between her sma l l ,  p l a i n, a nd 

often pa i n fu l l y  ·S hy he ro i ne� a nd the i r creato r .  They are tea c hers a nd 



gove rne s ses, they are wome n who l on g  to be l oved a nd che r i s hed, t hey 

have strong-be l i efs . T h i s study i s  not i nte nded to be b i o g rap h i c a l ,  

howeve r, for t here i s  much i n  her hero i nes t hat does not ref l ect B ronte . 

2 

· Women of  Bro n te ' s  background, educated gent l ewomen, o ften l a ck i ng fi na n 

ci a l  securi ty, rare l y  h a d  ma ny opt i on s  for emp l oyme nt, a n d  even  fewer 

fo r a caree r .  They we re seamstres ses, compan i ons, gove rnes ses, teac he rs . 

They we re o ften poo r l y  educated, rece i v i ng o n l y  rud i me ntary s k i l l s, and 

if  by some m i s fo rt u ne they we re l eft wi t hout fami l y  o r  fr i ends, t he i r 

pros pects for s urv i va l  were b l ea k . Women we re expected to marry, and 

yet marr i ag e  was ce rta i n l y  not an  i dea l pos i t i on, for a mar r i ed woman had 

few ri ghts : he r husband  had the r i ght to he r property a n d  i ncome i f  s he 

had any .  D i vo rce was a l l but i mpo s s i b l e .  Bronte ' s  nove l s dep i ct wome n 

strugg l i ng to s u rv i ve and  l ead mea n i ngfu l  l i ve s  i n  an  age when  soc i e ty 

fa i l ed to reco g n i ze  that  women we re as rat i ona l as  me n and  had  a s  much 

r i ght  to re specta b i l i ty and  i ndependence . S uc h  a statement  i s  not  too 

hars h, for Mary Wo l l stonecraft, wri t i ng befo re B ro nte, and John  Stuart 

Mi l l  wri t i n g afte r, comp l a i ned o f  the same th i ngs . I n  the seve n ty-s even 

years  wh i ch separate t he i r  works, A V i nd i cat i on of the R i ghts  o f  Wome n 

( 1 792 ) ,  a nd The Subj ect i on of  Wome. n ( 1869), few impro veme n t s  i n  wome n • s 

r i ghts  were made . 

Wo l l stonecraft ' s  wo rk contended that t he re cou l d be no t ranscen

denta l v a l ue s i n  man k i nd  u nt i l one  ha l f  of the  spec i e s  was trea ted 

eq ua l l y  wi t h  the othe r .  S he argued that i n  the absence of p roper ed uca

t i o n, women were unab l e  to develop ful l y  enough to ma ke them mo ra l and  

rat i ona l partners of  me n .  He r i n i t i a l  p rem i se was that-fo r  



. . . Man a n d  woma n, truth, i f  I understand  the mea n i n g of 
the word, mus t  be the same , yet _ i n t he fanc i fu l  fema l e  
character, s o  p retti l y  d rawn by poets and no ve l i s ts, 
demand i ng the sacr i fi ce of truth and s i ncer i ty, v i rtue 
becomes a re l a t i ve i dea, hav i ng no othe r foundat i on 
t ha n  ut i l i ty, and of t hat  u t i l i ty men p retend arb i t rar i l y  
t o  j ud ge, s hap i ng i t  to t he i r own co nve n i ence . Women I 
a l l ow, may have d i ffe rent dut i e s  to fu l fi l but  t hey are 
h uman dut i es, and t he pr i n c i p l es t hat s hou l d regu l ate 
the d i s c harge of  t hem, I sturd i l y  ma i nta i n, mus t  be the 
s ame . 

S he ma i ntai ned, fu rthe r, that women mus t  have oppo rtu n i ty :  a woma n i n  

order to be tru l y genero u s  and v i rtuous, "mu s t  not be depe ndent o n  he r 

hus band ' s  bounty for her s ubs i s tence dur i ng h i s l i fe, o r  s uppo rt after  

h i s death ' '  ( p .  1 46 ) . Women, as rat i on a l  and eq ua l  be i ngs, must  be  as  

capab l e of part i c i pat i ng i n  med i c i ne, po l i t i cs, and  bu s i nes s a s  me n ;  

the i r  occupat i o ns, " so far from be i n-g l i be ra l , are me n i a l  . .  ( p .  148 ) . 

Wo l l sto necraft ' s  i deas are echoed i n  B ro nte ' s  nove l s, es peci -

a l l y  whe n  s he says, " How muc h mo re respectab l e i s  the woman who earns  

he r own bread by fu l fi l l i ng any duty, than  t he mos t  ac comp l i s hed beauty " 

( p .  149 ) . Th i s  se nt i ment i s  one of  Bronte ' s  maj o r  t hemes, es pec i a l l y  

ev i de nt i n  a ny ment i o n  o f  ' ' o  1 d rn a  i ds . " There are other themes o f  

Wo l l s to necraft ' s  wh i c h  B ro nte uses . Wo l l s to necraft ' s  i dea  t hat  a ma n 

who marr i es  a woma n be neath  h i m  i n  u nderstand i ng  marr i e s  he r o n l y  fo r 

her beauty, ado rnments, and accomp l i s hment s and w i l l  s u re l y  t i re o f  he r 

i s  most  ev i dent i n  S h i r l ey .  " Fr i e nds h i p  or  i nd i ffe rence i nev i tab l y  s uc

ceeds l o ve, " Wo l l s to necraft had s a i d ( p .  30 ) ;  S h i r l ey Kee l dar  s ay s, 

I wau l d ne ver mar ry . I s hou l d not 1 i ke to "fi nd o u t  that  
what I l oved d i d not  l ove me, that it  was  weary o f  me, 
a nd t hat  whatever effort ·I mi g ht ma ke to p l ease wou l d  
hereafte r be worse than use l ess, s i nce i t  wa s i ne v i tabl y 
i n  i ts nat ure to cha nge and become i nd i ffe rent . 4 
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Wo l lsto necraft ' s  a s serti on  i s  that a man and woman of  d i s p roporti onate 

understa nd i ng mu s t  cease  to enjoy each  othe r ' s comp a ny .  A marr i age 

based on u nde rsta nd i ng w i l l  s ubs i de from p as s i o n  i nto fr i e ndsh i p a nd 
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comp a s s i on ,  not i nd i ffe re nce . .  T h i s i s  not far from the " pe rfect co ncord 1 1  

wh i c h  wi l l  ma rk Ja ne Eyre ' s  marr i age to Roc heste r . 5 

The a ssert i o ns that Wo l l sto necraft had made i n  1792 we re sti l l  

be i ng debated when  C ha r l otte B ronte ' s  novels we re p ubl i s hed ; the woma n 

q ue st i o n  wa s o ne which a fema l e  a uthor  of  B ronte ' s  i nte l l i ge nce c ould 

not fa i l  to i ncorp orate i nto he r wo rk .  Wo l l sto nec raft ' s wo rk depicted 

two d i ffe re nt s p he re s  fo r women , both of wh i ch needed i mp roveme nt .  A 

woma n co u l d  not be u s e fu l · i n  the home · u n l e s s  s he were a n . eq u a l , a nd a 

woma n ' s  u sefu l ne s s  o uts i de the ho�e was wa sted i f  s he we re not all owed 

acces s to f i eld s i n  wh i c h  s he m i ght contr i bute . For  Mary Woll stonec raft , 

a better educat i o n  a nd a n  e nl i g htened society wou l d al l ow women to be 

trans ce nde nt , mo ra l beings , whethe r they were i n  the h ome , outs i de i t ,  

o r  both. 

T he bas i s  fo r The S ubjecti on of  Women i s , not surprisingly ,  

muc h like the the sis  of  A V i nd i cati o n  o f  the R i ghts of Woma n .  M i l l  argues  

. . .  the p r i n c i p l e  w h i c h  reg u l ates the  exi st i n g  s oc i a l  
re l ati o n s  betwee n  the two sexe s --the l ega l s ubord i nati on  
of o ne sex  to  the other- -is wrong i n  i tse l f ,  a nd now one  
o f  the  c h i ef h i ndra nce s to  h uman improveme nt ; a nd . . .  i t  
o u g ht to be rep l aced by a p r i nc i p l e  of perfect equ a l i ty . . . 6 

Th c ndi i on of the rtl c.ti o n s  betw en the sexes was to Mil l a situati on  

of s l ave ry :  men e ns·l aved  women by en s l av i ng  the i r  m i nds ·, by _ turning the 

" who l e fo rce o f  educati o n  to the i r  pu rpo se 1 1  ( p .  141). M i l l  s peaks a s  

well of  women s ubjected to p hys i ca l  abuse  by the i r h u sbands  and h av i ng 

ve ry l ittl e rec o u rs e  i n  s u ch  a s i tuat i on . T his is a potent i al cond i ti on 
' .  



I 

I 
I 

of  women wh i ch B ro nte does not i gnore . I n  The Profe s so r  F ra nces te l l s  

W i l l i am ,  

Mons i e ur , i f  a w i fe ' s  natu re l oathes that of  the man  
s he i s  wedded to , marr i age  must be  s l avery .  Aga i nst  
s l a ve ry a l l r i ght thi n kers revo l t ,  and though  to rtu re 
be the pr i ce of res i stance , torture mu st be dared ; 
tho ugh the o n l y  road  to freedom l i e through the gates 
of death , thos e  gates must be pas sed for freedom i s  
i nd i spens a b l e . ? 

M i l l  reca l l s  Wo l l stonecraft i n  h i s dec l arati on  that marr i age i s  not 

a l ways the tyranny i t  cou l d  be : 

Happi l y  there are both fee l i ngs and i nte rests wh i ch i n  
many me n exc l ude , a nd i n  most , great ly  temper , the 
i mpu l ses  a nd prope n s i ti es wh i ch l e ad to tyran ny : and  
of those  fee l i ng s , the ti e wh i ch  connects a ma n w i t h  
h i s w i fe affords , i n  a no rma l state o f  th i ngs  i n compar 
ab l y the stro n ge st exampl e ( p .  16 2 ) . 

M i l l  thu s  presents a co nd i t i o n  that Bro nte attempted to portray i n  her 

nove l s :  men and  women , marri ed , content , happy . For B ronte, mar r i age , 

a nd the l o ve a nd compa n i o ns h i p  i t  pro v i ded , wa s at l east as  i mportant as  

respecta b i l i ty fo r the s i ng l e  woman . 

Mi l l  echoes Wo l l sto necraft when he s ays that i t  i s  u nfo rtunate 

that ma ny women had as the i r ma i n  objecti ve be i ng attract i ve to men 

because the bas i c  mea ns  to econom i c s urv i va l  was , fo r a woma n , marri age . 

He add res ses the i s s ue o f  wome n see ki ng  the o n l y  opportu n i ty they have 

i n  th i s  way : 1 1 i t  wo u l d  be a m i rac l e  i f  the obj ect o f  be i ng attracti ve 

to me n had not become the po l ar star of femi n i ne ed ucati on  a nd formati on  

o f  character 1 1 ( p .  1 4 1 ) .  Th i s  theme i s  ev i dent i n  e ac h  o f  B ro nte•s 

nove l s ,  wi th G i nev ra F a n s h awe i n  V i l l ette the sup reme examp l e of the 

s i tuat i o n : 

M i s s  G i nev ra ' s  s choo l - stud i es were l i tt l e bette r than  
nomina l ;  .there were but three th i ngs  s he pra cti se� in  

5 



ea rnest , v i z . , musi c ,  s i ng i ng ,  and dan c i ng  . . . Ve ry muc h  
o f  her  t i me was s pent i n  v i s i ti ng . . .  She was obl i ged  to 
be we l l d ressed . 8 · 

M i l l 1s comment o n  the s i tu at i on i s  l i ke Wo l l stonec ra ft ' s a s s erti on  th at 

pas s i on s ubs i de s  to i nd i ffere nce; he s ays that femi n i ne b l a nd i s hments 

are i mpo rta nt o n l y  as l o ng as they are fre s h  and u nti l l e s s e ne d  by 

fami l i ar i ty ( p .  167). M i l l ,  l i ke Wo l l stonecra ft , conte nd s  that a woman 

i s f i t fo r mo st o ccu pat i ons , a nd often more f i t  th an  some bas e , stupi d 

men mi ght be . B ut a maj o r  porti o n  of h i s e s s ay foc u s e s  o n  p robl ems o f  

a woman ' s  bondage i n  marr i age . H e  be l i eved i t  wa s wrong : 11marr i age i s  

the o n l y actua l  bondage known to our  l aw 11 ( p .  2 17) . L i ke Woll sto nec raft 

a nd B ro nte , M i l l  be l i eved that a ma rr i age between  eq u a l s was  the best 

u n i o n that cou l d  be made . 

T he conce rns  o f  Wo l l stonecraft ' s a nd M i l l  • s  e s s ay s  are  i s sues  

wh i c h  B ro nte addres ses  i n  he r nove l s .  Eac h has  a s  a p r i mary theme the 

l i mi ted c ho i ce s  po s s i bl e fo r a woma n . He r heroi ne s are fo rced to ex i st 

i n  a soc i ety wh i c h doe s not a l l ow them the s ame ri g hts a n d  p r i v i l ege s 

wh i c h i t  a ffo rd s men . He r hero i nes a re ed uc ated i n  the way Wo l l sto ne

craft ma i nta i n s
.
too ma ny women we re , that i s ,  they have  l ea r ned  i n  a 

d i sorde r l y  fas h i o n , a s  i nte re st and o ppo rtun i ty a l l owed . Th ree o f  them , 

6 

Fra nce s , J a ne , a nd L u cy , are fo rced i nto l abo r by chance , a nd each  enters  

a p ro fe s s i on le s s  from c ho i ce than  by c i rc umstan ce . I n  S h i rl ey the s i tu 

ati o n  i s  s l i ghtl y d i ffe re nt for nei the r C aro l i ne nor  S h i r l ey need to 

choose a caree r , establ i s hed a s  they are i n  comfo rtabl e su rro u nd i ngs , b�t· 

i n  th i s  nove l the p l ea fo r c ho i ces i s  l oudest . A l l of B ro nte • s  he ro i ne s  

eve ntua l l y face the pos s i b i l i ty ,  or  hope ? f  marr i age , but befo re eac h 

a r r i ve� at ·th i s  f o rtu i to u s  c i rc umstance , each  woma n must cons i der  the 



q uest i on ,  1 1 What  am I to do w i t h  my l ife ? 1 1 C h ar l otte B ro nte ' s  con s i dera 

t i on of the·woman q uest i o n  had f i rst and· foremost to do wi t h  a woman ' s  

ro l e  o u ts i de o f  marr i age . Perhaps  because s he was hersel f faced w i t h  

the prospect of rema i n i ng s i ng l e  for so  lon g , s he was s teadfa s t  i n  her 

bel i ef that  an u nmarr i ed woman s ho u l d be abl e to l ead  a fu l fi l l i ng and  

v i rtuous l i fe ,  not des p i sed but respected . 

Wh i l e respect for t he s i ng l e  work i ng woman is a maj o r  t heme o f  

B ronte ' s novel s ,  they a re a l so  fi l l ed wi th  the tra d i t i ona l a nd pop u l ar 

theme of  a woman sea rc h i ng  for her i dea l mate . B ronte had  defi n i te 

i deas about what s uch  a un i on oug ht and ought  not to be . Thes e i dea s 

are s i mi l ar to those exp res sed by Wo l l s tonecraft and M i l l ,  that a un i o n 

between uneq ua l  partners i s  far from-the i dea l , and probabl y  mo re l i ke 

the s l avery des cr i bed by F ra n ces Henr i  C ri mswo rth . Each  novel depi cts a 

s i tuat i on of. l ove and  p robabl e marri age ,  from Frances ' s hared wo rk i n g  

pa rtners h i p wi t h  W i l l i am ,  t h rough  Jane ' s  a n d  Rochester ' s  perfect concord 

to S h i r ley ' s  a nd C aro l i ne ' s  u n i on wi th  the Moore brothers , and a l mo s t  

i nc l udi ng Lucy S nowe , whose ch ance for that k i nd of  hap p i nes s i s  das hed 

by a storm at sea . A ma rr i a ge of  perfect concord. wh i ch i s  a true 

pa rtners h i p i s  fo r B ro nte the i dea l ma rr i a ge- - i t  i s  on  a level much  

h i gher than  a un i on made out  o f  economi c neces s i ty or  out  of  fear of  no 

a l ternat i ve .  S he s peaks h a rs h l y  of those "wrong•• marri a ges , and one i s  

l ed to bel i eve t hat Lucy , s i ng l e  des p i te hav i ng l oved , i s  far mo re 

respectabl e than  G i nev ra Fan s hawe , fo r examp l e ,  o r  any n umber of other 

women who marri ed to es cape so l i tude or to ga i n  economi c sec uri ty . 

B ro nte's i dea l un i on i s  not s i mp l y  a un i on of i ntel l ects , for i n  

mo st of t he marr� ages s he portrays there i s  strong sexua 1 tens i o n . 

7 



B ronte ' s  u n i on s are ove rshadowed by a strong sense  of ma ste ry a nd domi n -

ance , wh i ch i s  p ro b l emat i c  to a fem i n i st reader .  F ra nces pers i s ts  i n  

ca l l i ng W i l l i am " Mo n s i e ur "  a nd "maste r "  l ong  after t he i r  ma rri a ge , and  

Sh i r l ey c l a i ms that  s he wa nts to be mastered by the ma n who w i l l  be her  

hus band . Th i s  po rtraya l seems to  be  a remnant of  got h i c or  roma nt i c 

nove l s and  poetry . S i mi l a r l y  Roche ster , dark , strong , and dom i neer i ng , 

remi nds one of Lo rd Byro n , whom Bronte read and admi red . The se ns ua l i ty 

8 

of B ro nte's nove l s i s  u n u s u a l  cons i der i ng the V i ctor i an v i ew of sexua l i ty 

des c r i bed by Ru s se l l M .  Go l dfarb : 

The truth i s ,  of course , the V i cto ri an age wa s obses sed 
w i th h i d i ng sex , and t h i s obses s i on accounts fo r the 
extraord i na ry p re s s ures the age broug ht to bea r  u pon  
s o c i ety to s at i sfy i ts compu l s i on .  I f  sexu a l  exp res s i o n 
cou l d be h i dden dee p l y  enough , i f  i t  cou l d be s ucce s sfu l l y  
rep res sed . . .  t he n  o ne co u l d s pea k ea9 i l y and apparen t l y  
w i thout g u i l t  o f  be i ng res pectab l e .  

But t h i s s trong  pas s i o nate stra i n i s  tempered by a p i cture of men who 

have fl aws , are not part i cu l ar l y  attract i ve ,  and d i s p l ay mo re fem i n i ne 

attri butes t han  was commo n . It i s  not jus t he r men who are androgynous , 

that i s ,  have bot h  mas c u l i ne and femi n i ne character i sti cs ,  but her  woman 

a s  we l l .  At the mos t  obv i ous  l eve l are the scenes  i n  wh i ch me n dres s as 

women , a nd women as men :  Rochester as a gypsy fortune-te l l e r ,  o r  Lucy 

S nowe as a man i n  a drama . U nafra i d  of v i o l ati ng  trad i t i o n a l  se ns i b i l i -

t i e s , B ronte created women ab l e  to assert thems e l ves , and  men who wa nted 

partne rs , not s l aves . Th i s  b l u rr i ng of tradi ti ona l s ex ro l es i s  j ust  

one part of  pe rfect co ncord between men and  wome n i n  mar r i age . 

Bro nte seems to ant i c i pate Abra ham Mas l ow-i n  her  recog n i t i on of 

th� needs of human be i n gs . I n  Mas l ow ' s theory of moti vat i on the h i ghest 

l eve l i s  that towa rd se l f- actua l i zati on , whi c h  ca nnot be·ach i eved in the 
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absen ce of  the preced i n g l e ve l s . F i rst are the phys i o l og i cal needs s u c h  

as  hunge r , f o l l owed b y  s afety needs , o r  the need  for secu r i ty ,  a n d  the 

avo i dance of pa i n. At l east  th ree of Bronte • s  he ro i nes , Fran�e s , Jane , 

a nd Lucy , stru gg l e w i th bas i c phys i o l og i ca l  needs . I n  add i ti on , o rphaned 

and  fo rced to work , women i n  a man ' s  wo rld, they mu st a l s o  battl e fo r 

ba s i c  sec u r i ty .  The next stage i n  Ma s l ow • s h i era rchy i s  what h e  ca l l s  

1 1 be l ong i ng ne s s • • o r  the con nect i o n  wi th othe r h uma n be i n gs . The f i na l 

two stages are s e l f-e steem , a nd f i na l l y  s e l f- actua l i z at i o n , the co nd i ti on  

i n  wh i ch the  i nd i vi d u�l  ac h i eves  h i s or  he r h i ghe st potent i a l . Bronte ' s  

novel s dea l w i th wome n ' s  attempts to fu l f i l l  the i r  potenti a l . She  

bel i eved that 1 1 be l o n g i ngnes s 1 1 wa s ce ntra l to  fu l f i ll ment , and  a l o n g  w i th 

.i t ,  sel f- e steem w h i c h  s he c a l l ed .. respecta b i l i ty . . . The con d i ti ons  B ronte 

des cribe s as nece s sary fo r contentment are so  l ike Ma slow ' s  h i e rar chy.that 

the use o f  h i s term " se l f- actua l i zati o n "  i s  appropri ate i n  des cr i b i ng 

the stru gg l e  for a uthenti c i ty a woman faced i n  V i cto r i a n  Eng l and . 

C ha r l otte Bronte be l i eved that a woman wou l d be  most h appy ·;f s he 

were abl e to mar ry a ma n s he tru l y  l o ved , and who l oved her . Mar r i ages  

of  . .  pe rfect concord,. a re dep i cted i n  he r nove l s ,  but s he a l so  recog n i zes 

that not a l l wome n wi l l  be fo rtunate enoug h to make mar r i ages  wh i ch are 

true u n i o n s . I f  a woma n we re not ma rr i ed , eithe r by c ho i ce o r  because  of  

unfortunate c i rcumstance s ,  s he ought to be cons i de red a contr i b ut i ng , use

fu l  member o f  s o c i ety and  not de spi sed a s  some freak or  d ru dge . A woman 

s hou l d  h ave the opportun i ty to choose her caree r ,  and  i f . a good ma rri age 

we re den i e d , a s i ngle l i fe f ill ed w ith  u sefu l  wo rk wa s a l s o fu l f i l l jng . 

The pu rpose  of  t h i s study i s  to exam i ne B ronte ' .s fou r nove l s ,  

The Profe s s o r  ( wr i tte n befo re Jane Eyre , but not pub l i s hed unt i l afte r 
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Bronte ' s  death i n  1856 ) , J ane Eyre ( 1847 ) ,  Sh i r l ey ( 1849 ) , a nd V i l l ette 

( 1 853 ) , i n  the conte xt of  a woman ' s  search fo r authent i c i ty i n  a soc i ety 

whi ch den i ed her eq ua l i ty and opportu n i ty .  B ronte ' s  theo ry o f  authen

t i c i ty e ncomp a sses  i deas  fou nd i n  Wo l l s tonecraft and  M i l l , a n d  ant i c i 

pates thos e  of  Mas l ow .  " Res pectab i l i ty. , i s  the f i rst step  toward 

authent i c i ty :  beca use  a woma n has the  potent i a l to engage i n  mean i ngfu l 

work , she must  have the opport un i ty and the i ndependence to do so . Next 

i s  " perfect co ncord , "  a connect i on based on deep i nte l l ectua l and  

phys i ca l  l ove w i th a nothe r human be i ng wh i ch wi l l  a l l ow both to grow 

throug h the i r un i o n. Mas l ow ' s  theo ry o f  mot i va t i on p res upposes  that 

se l f- actua l i zat i on canno t  occur i n  the absence o f  any o f  the other  

stage s . Fo r B ronte , wh i l e  authent i c 1 ty cannot occur i n  the abs ence o f  

se l f- res pect , i t  c a n  occur  wi thout true l ove .  St udy o f  the nove l s  revea l s 

that the happ i est  course i s ,  howeve r ,  fo r a woman to have both 

" respectab i l i ty 1 1 a nd " perfect conco rd . 1 1 
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C HAPTER I I  

RESPECTAB I L I TY :  THE  1 1 POWE R  OF EARN I NG 1 1 AND I NDEPEN DENCE  

John  Stua rt M i l l  wrote that huma n i ty as  a who l e  wou l d  be 

g reat l y  served i f  women had the s ame opport un i ty for emp l oymen t  that  

men had : 

Where the re i s  now one person  q ua l i f i ed to benef i t 
mank i nd and p romote the ge nera l i mp rovement , a s  a 
pub l i c  teacher o r  a n  adm i n i s t rator o f  some branch 
of pub l i c  or s oc i a l  affa i rs , there wou l d  then  be a 
chance of  two ( p .  221). 

M i l l ' s  advocacy of  women ' s  r i ght to emp l oyment i s  for the good of  the 

who l e .  C ha r l otte B ronte advocated the r i ght  to mean i n gfu l emp l oyment 

beca use  s he knew what frus t rat i on a nd mea n i ng l es sness  must occur i n  

someone unab l e to-exe rci se  i nte l l ect a nd ab i l i ty .  He r nove l s  often 

po rt ray women w ho occupy the i r hands i nstead of the i r m i nds , who l o ng  

for someth i ng mea n i ngful to do , who are fo rced i nto s ome wo r k  because 

t hey have no  a l te rnat i ve ,  and  who l ong fo r respect and  i nde pende nce 

thro ugh  the i r l abor . 

The dome s t i c  tas ks  wh i ch fi l l ed a l arge po rti o n  of t he day fo r 

women who were not fo rced i nto earn i ng a l i v i ng  are the same i n  each 

nove l : t hey had to e nd u re ted i ous  and often mean i ng l e s s  hbu seho l d  

. tasks . Matthewson  He l stone te l l s  Caro l i ne i n  S h i r l ey ,  11S t i ck to t he · 

need l e-- l earn s h i rt-ma k i ng  and gown-ma k i n g , and p i e-cr u s t  ma k i ng , and 

yo u ' l l  be  a cleve r woman s ome day 1 1  ( p .  121). Acco rd i n g  to these nove l s  

sewi ng , coo k i ng , and  keep i ng a n  i rTlllacu l ate house make up mo.s t  o f  the 

tas k s  that fi l l  a woma n ' s  t i me .  Th i s  condemnat i on of domes t i c  occupa� 

t i o n s  i s  most  ev i dent  i n  S h i r l ey because i n  th i s nove l Bro n te has 

12 
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created two wome n n o t  fo rced by c i rcumstance t o  seek occupat i on s  o uts i de 

t he home . Sh i rl ey Kee l dar i s  an he i res s and i ndependent , and as  s uch 

occup i es her t i me as s he choose s ; Caro l i ne He l stone l i ve s  q u i et l y  and 

comfortab l y  w i th  her u nc l e .  Caro l i ne desperate l y  wants  s omet h i ng  

mean i ngfu l to do  to  occupy herse l f ;  her  p l eas i n  S h i r l ey are B ro nte ' s  

most  vehement a s se rt i on  that a woman ' s  l i fe ought to be mo re than sew

i ng and p i e-cru st-mak i ng . 

The paragon o f  dome st i c  v i rtues i n  Sh i r l ey i s  Horte n se Moore . 

A l though s he i s  res po ns i b l e  for teach i ng French to Caro l i ne ,  s he a l so 

con s i ders dar n i ng  " o ne o f  the f i rst ' dut i es o f  wome n ' 1 1 and Caro l i ne 

spends many hou rs "condemned to learn t h i s fore i gn s ty l e o f  dar n i n g 1 1 

( p .  107 ) . Descr i bed as 11breat h l es s l y  busy . . . bus tl i ng from k i tchen to 

par l our , "  M l l e .  Moo re a l so devotes t i me to " rummag i ng her d rawers 

up- stai rs , - -an unacco untab l e  occupat i o n  i n  wh i ch s he s pent  a l arge 

po rt i o n  o f  each day , ar ran g i ng ,  d i sarra ng i ng , rearran g i n g , a nd co u nte r-

arrang i n g "  ( p .  1 04 ) , the n  " a l l  the afternoo n the two l ad i es s at and  

sewed " ( p .  108 ) . Caro l i ne has been req u i red to  darn a pai r of  ho se , 

wh i ch s he v i ews as a seve re tr i a l : 

Th i s tas k had been commenced two years ago , and 
Caro l i ne had the s tock i ngs i n  her wo rk-bag yet . S he 
d i d a few rows eve ry day , by way of  penance . . . ( p .  1 08 ) . 

Carol i ne dread s  th i s  l i fe even mo re whe n she fears s he w i l l  neve r marry-

how much more ho rr i b l e  i t  wo u l d be to endure s i ng l e  than ma rr i ed .  S he 

wo nders what the o l d  ma i ds do wi th  t he i r l o ne l y  ho urs and  fi nds Mi s s  Ma nn , 

i n  he r spot l es s l y neat and comfo rtable home , kn i tt i ng . Wh i l e  M i s s  Man n  

h a s  grown b i tter i n  he r s o l i tude Caro l i ne f i nds Mis s  A i nley serene , 

k i nd- hearted and.devoted to good wo rks . 

. 410451 
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A l though  t he l ament  i s  more p l ai nt i ve i n  S h i r l ey ,  B ro nte ' s  v i ews 

abo ut t i me -fi l l i ng occupat i on s  are ev i dent i n  the other nove l s  as we l l .  

Her women seem most  o ften to occupy the i r hands , w i th sewi ng , k n i tt i ng , 

or purse-ma ki ng , and not so  ofte n the i r mi nds . I nci dental l y , B ro n te 

does not ment i on anot he r  pas t i me wh i ch i s  re ferred to by Mary Wo l l stone -

craft , who as serted that d ue t o  i nfe ri o r  educati on , and 1 1 COnf i ned to 

tri fl i ng emp l oyments , 1 1 women were " necessar i l y  dependent  on t he 

nove l i st fo r amusement " ( p . 1 84 ) . Patr i c i a Bee r has noted t he home -

bound nature o f  women ' s  tas ks: 

. . . The i nev i t ab l e  co ns i gnment  of  women to the home wh i l e  t he 
men go out  i s  po i gnant l y  presented . . . As they wait and wo rry 
t hey sew . I t  i s  not al ways u se l ess  work ; i t  i s  s omet i mes  
mak i ng s h i rts for the man of the  fami l y , i t  i s  s ome t i me s  
dar n i ng s tock i ngs . B ut i t  i s  made to sound d readfu l l y 
bor i ng . l 

Even so , the  women are con s tant l y  engaged i n  i t .  As Zorai de  Reute r s i ts 

i n  on  t he P rofes so r ' s  Eng l i s h cl ass she  i s  " occu py i ng h e rse l f  wi t h  ne t

t i ng  a p urse " ( p .  9 9 ) . When  Jane Eyre fi rst meets M rs . Fa i rfax at 

Tho rnfi e l d  Ha l l ,  s he i s  kn i tt i ng .  Sewi ng i s  one of t he few th i ngs  

bes i des " v i s i t i ng "  i n  wh i ch G i nev ra Fan s hawe part i c i pates . B ro nte 

d i s t i ngu i s hes  he r he ro i nes from othe r  women i n  the  nove l s i n  t he way 

they occupy the i r t i me .  Frances  Henri  part i ci pate s i n  t he P rofes so r ' s 

· Eng l i s h c l as s ; Jane con s tan t l y  stud i es ; L ucy Snowe , h i red as a seamstres s 

a nd gove rne s s , becomes both a p up i l and a teache r .  Her he ro i ne s  pos sess  

domes t i c  s k i l l s ,  but  they neve r sett l e  for s i mp l y  f i l l i ng i d l e  ho urs w i th  

them . Frances , Jane , and  Lucy prefer  to study , a nd p ro bab l y  i mp rove 

the i r co nd i t i o n  i n  l i fe by so do i ng ;  Caro l i ne ,  who is not forced to seek  

pay i ng emp l oyment , w r i thes  at  the mean i ngles s ne s s  o f  her  tas ks . Th i s i s  



why thro ugh he r B ro nte exp res ses he r v i ew that a woman shou l d  have mo re 

to do : u n l i ke F rances , Jane , and L ucy , Caro l i ne ' s p r i mary co ncern i s  

not eco nom i c  s ur v i va l . Caro l i ne has comfort ; what s he does not have 

i s  peace of m i nd . 

15  

A majo r  p ro b l em fac i n g  the woman who  wanted to  wo r k  i n  V i ctori an 

Eng l and was t hat wo rk i n g  was a s i tuat i on gene ral ly  reserved fo r t he 

woman fo rced i nto  i t . Peggy Lee B rayf i e l d po i nts  o ut t hat 

Tuto r i ng , dre s smaki ng , and mi l l i ne ry- -and l ate r- - n u rs i ng 
were abou t  the o n l y careers open to i mpove ri s hed 
ge ntee l wome n , b ut  to wo rk  fo r wages eve n  i n  these  
capac i t i es mar ked the woman as  soc ial l y  i nfe r i o r . 2 

Of co u rse t he i ro ny of  t he s i t uat i o n i s  that s i nce o n l y  needy wome n 

wo rked , wo rk i ng  was t he s tamp o f  an i nadeq uate economi c cond i t i on , and 

not a des i re to ut i l i ze o ne ' s  i ntel l i gence or abi l i ty ,  a matter  o f  

necess i ty rathe r than cho i ce . Caro l i ne ' s uncl e tel l s  her , i n  res po n s e  

t o  h e r  req ues t  fo r permi s s i o n  t o  see k emp l oyment , " I  w i l l  not  have i t  

sai d t hat my n i ece i s  a gove rnes s 1 1 ( p . 204 ) ,  t hat i s , I w i l l  not have 

i t  sai d that my n i ece must  wo rk! A further rest r i ct i on agai n s t  women 

wor k i ng  was that the few po s i t i ons  wh i ch we re open to them we re pain

fu l l y stren uous  and d i s t res s i n g l y  l ow- pay i ng . Caro l i ne ,  i n  her deter

m i nat i on  to wo rk , te l l s  Mrs . P ryo r and S h i r l ey of  he r des i re to be  a 

gove rness , and i s  to l d  that " t he dut i es a gove rne s s  u nde rtakes are 

o ften seve re " ( p .  2 45 ) . 

I n  her  frus trat i o n  Caro l i ne i s  l i ke l y  to f i nd  he rse l f  i n  the 

s i t uat i o n  descr i bed by Wo l l stonecraft: 

How many wome n t hus  waste l i fe away the prey of  
d i scontent , who  m i ght have pract i sed as  phys i cans , 
regu l ated a farm , managed a s hop  and stood e rect , 
s upporte� by the i r  i ndustry ( p .  149 ) . · 
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Wo l l stonecra ft attr i butes part o f  the p rob l em t o  the fact t h a t  women 

we re too poor l y  educated to have a cho i ce o f  any of the nob l e r  occupa-

t i ons . M i l l 's a s s e rt i on i s  s i mi l ar :  a woman ' s  educa t i on  o ug ht not to be 

d i ffe rent from a ma n ' s  and once i t  had been determi ned that  a woma n ' s  

i nte l lect was not d i f fe rent , her purs u i ts  cou l d  be eq ua l l y  g reat . A 

woman i s , accord i ng to M i l l , 

. . . a human be i ng , l i ke any othe r , ent i t l ed to choos e  
her pursu i ts ,  u rged o r  i nv i ted by the same i nd uceme n ts 
as  a nyone el se to i nte rest herse l f  i n  wh ateve r i s  
i n te res t i ng  to human be i n gs . . .  ( p .  2 22 ) .  

Ce rta i n l y  twenty years  ear l i er t hose  purs u i ts were not ava i l ab l e. · 

Women ' s  educat i o n and  o pportu n i t i es be i ng as they we re , a woman forced 

to work  had l i tt l e  c ho i ce , and a woman s i mp l y  des i ri ng to wo rk  was an  

odd i ty .  

A · woman cou l d b e  a seamstres s .  Acco rdi ng to B ronte , th i s d read-

fu l occupat i on was o ne wh i ch  afforded the p ract i t i one r l i tt l e mo ney , and 

a l mo s t  no t i me to do anyth i ng e l se i f  s he we re fo rced to ma ke he r li v i ng 

by i t .  Afte r F ra nce s i s  d i sm i s sed from Ml l e .  Re uter ' s  pens i onnate i n  

The Profe s s o r  s he . i s  forced t o  p l y her l ace -mend i ng trade for a t i me 

unt i l  s he f i nds  a teach i ng job . Happy to have fo und d i ffe rent emp l oyment , 

s he wri tes to W i l l i am ,  

I fee l  than kfu l for i t  [ teach i ng ]  es peci all y as my s i g ht 
wa s beg i n n i ng to be i nj ured by co nstant wo rk i ng  at f i ne 
l ace ; and I was gett i ng ,  too , very weary of s i tt i ng up 
l ate at  n i ght s , and  yet not bein g ab l e to fi nd  t i me for  
read i ng o r  study . I be gan to fe ar that I s ho u l d fa l l i l l , 
and be u na b l e to pay my way ( p .  1 69) .  

Far  from be i ng a cho i ce , Frances ' l ace-mend i ng i s  the on ly  means  s he has  

to  s u rv i ve. Surv i va l  i s  not fu l fi l l me nt , nor i s  fea r any co nd i t i o n  i n  

whi ch to exi st . F ra nces ' escape was he r reco urse to study and t h i s one 



bright spot in her life would have been denied to her as well, by the 

constraints of time and, possi bly, damaged eyesight. 
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A woman might also be a companion. Villette•s Lucy Snowe, with

out money, and with 1 1no possibility of dependence on oth ers11 ( p. 95), i s  

forced to take this position . Knowing it wi ll be difficult, Lucy hesi-

tates: 

To live here, in this close room , the watcher of sufferi ng 
sometimes, perhaps the butt of temper, through all that was 
to come of my,youth; while all that was gone had passed, to 
say the least , not blissfully! My heart sunk one moment, 
then it revived (p. 95). 

Lucy•s heart revives because shelhas no other options. S he must work, 

and this will be hard . When Miss Marchmont dies, Lucy is saved from 

seeing her youth spent in the servi�e of an old, ill woman . This 

circumstance is, in th end, fortunate, but ·Charlotte Bronte has succeeded 

in reminding the reader, not gently, that the chance for employment for 

women is most oft�n drudgery and servitude . Certainly it is not secure . 

Having found work, Lucy is soon at the mercy of circumstance. Not only 

has her work been hard, her position is insecure. Once again work is 

depicted as mere survival. 

Another choice was nursing. I t  is interesting to note that 

Florence Nightingale, who according to Shari Eason became a nurse·to 

escape an idle life, said, 

We do the best we can to train o-ur women to an idle life; 
we teach them music and drawing, languages and poor
peopling--•resources• as they•re called, and we hope that 
if they don•t marry at least they•11 be quiet . 3  

This most famous of nurses might have been dismayed to see the treatment 

of her life•s work in S hirley. Mrs. Horsfall, 11the best nurse11 available, 



i s  to l ook  after Robe rt Moo re when he has been  s hot . She  1 1 had o ne 

v i rtue . . . was . not a woman , but  a drago n . . . s he too k he r d ram t h ree t i mes 

a day , and her p i pe of tobacco fo ur  t i mes . " She q u i ck l y  i n t i m i dates 

eve ryone , i nc l ud i n g he r pat i ent , whom s he ' ' turns  i n  h i s bed as  another  

woman wou l d  have turned a babe i n  the crad l e 11 ( p . 5 26 ) .  N urse  Horsfal l 

i s  not a mee k woman fo rced i nto compan i on s h i p o r  l ace-me nd i ng ,  b ut  
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Bronte obv i ous l y  d i d  not cons i der n urs i ng a v i ab l e al ternat i ve fo r 

ge nt l ewome n see k i ng careers . I ron i cal l y , wi th  her man n i s h characte r i s 

t i cs , M rs . Horsfal l actual l y  re presents an i dea that mo st  wome n are 

phys i cal l y  unab l e  to enter t h i s profes s i on . A woman of  Bro nte ' s sma l l 

stature ( or Frances ' o r  Jane ' s  o r  Lucy ' s )  wou l d  have had s i gn i f i cant 

prob l ems l i ft i n g a s i x foot man i n  h i s bed . I n  add i t i o n , B ro n te may al so 

have co ns i dered that n urs i ng was not " gentee l " eno ugh fo r m i dd l e cl as s  

ge ntl ewomen . . N u rs i ng i s ,  afte r al l ,  often i nde l i cate , and attend i ng 

to a man ' s  i l l nes s ,  e s peci al l y  i f  he weren ' t  one ' s h u s band , hard l y  

compare s wi t h  the n u rs i ng Lucy engaged i as a compan i o n to o l d M i s s  

Marchmo nt . 

Many women became gove rnesses . A woman fo rced i nto gove rne s s i ng 

was act ual l y  i n  a s l i g ht l y  better pos i t i on than a compan i on o r  a seam

.stres s .  M .  Jeanne Pete rson po i nt s out  that the ma i n  advantage to governes

s i ng  was that "wh i l e  i t  was pai d emp l oyment , i t  was wi t h i n t he home . The 

gove rnes s  was do i ng s omet h i ng  s he mi ght have done as a w i fe u nde r bette r  

ci rcumstances . " 4 B ut t he pay was bad , and a s  i s  made pa i nfu l l y  c l ear i n  

Jane Eyre , a gove rne s s  was caught i n  a mi dd l e ground- - not  ge ntee l enough 

to be part of the fami l y , but ce rta i n l y  brought  up too well to be one of 

the othe r servants . W he n  M r .  Rocheste r  fo rce s Jane to s i t  i n  h i s  d raw1ng 
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room while he entertains others , she is spoken of as if she is not there . 

The Ingrams group her with other governesses , "half of them detestable 
' 

and the rest ridiculous' '  ( p. 205). Jane's happiness at Thornfield comes 

not from her work, but from her proximity to a man she has grown to love. 

In  Shirley , Mrs. Pryor depicts the life of governesses less fortunate 

than Jane: 

I t  was in no sort concealed from me that I was held a 
" burden and a restraint in society11 • • •  The gentlemen , I 
found , regarded me as a 11tabooed woman 1' • • • The 1 adi es too 
made it plain that they thought me " a  bore . 11 The servents 
it was signified, " detested me" . . .  I t  was intimated that 
I must "live alone , and never transgress the invisible but 
rigid line which established the difference between me and 
my employers" ( p. 36 3 ) . 

This uncomfortable position was noticed by Wollstonecraft as well, who 

noted that a go�erness was not even treated as well as the man hired to 

tutor sons, and that "women educated like gentlewomen , are never 

designed for the humiliating situation which necessity sometimes forces 

them to fill" ( p. 1 48 ) . 

I n  addition , governessing cannoi be_ viewed as a respectable 

alternative choice for a career , for it was a position too li ke the 

role of a woman in marriage . Governesses allowed the woman of the home 

to be freed from the traditional responsibility of teaching h er c hildren . 

.Peterson points out that a governess was a status symbol , an indication 

that the 11Wife was truly a lady of leisure. " 5 I n  this way governessing 

was a situation which was not only unfulfilling to the woman forced into 

it, but it also served to diminish the role of the married woman . For if, 

as Wollstonecraft and Mill both make clear , women are too often ornaments 

in marriage , a wife's function was even less when a governess was engaged 
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to  care fo r he r c h i l d ren . And the gove rne s s , too , be came an o rnament . 

Ro chester ' s  behav i o r  toward Jane i s  abo_m i nab l e  i n  f ro n t  o f  B l an che I ngram; 

i t  seems , al t ho u g h  th i s  w i l l  not be the case , as i f  h i s des i re-to have her  

p resent i n  the d raw i ng  room i s  to proc l ai m  h i s  s tatu s , or to  fu rther 

degrade her. 

I f  a woman ' s  few career c hoice s then , we re s eam s t re s s , compan i o n , 

n urse , and gove rne s s , was t he re any empl oyme nt wh i ch wou l d affo rd i nde-

pende nce and s e l f - respect? Acco rd i ng to Wo l l sto ne c raft and Mi l l , most 

o pt i ons  open to  men we re den i ed to women , but  fo r Bro n te , teac h i ng  i n  

a s c hoo l seems the i dea l o c c upat i o n. Eac h o f  her  hero i n e s  i s ,  or wi l l  

be , a teac he r ,  and f i nds  mean i ng i n  it , an autob i o g rap hical reso l ution 

to theme and c haracter . She hoped -that she , Em i l y , and Anne c o u l d  

estab l i s h a s c hool , re nderin g them i ndepende nt and a l l ow i n g  t hem to s tay 

togethe r rather t ha n  see king pos i t i on s  as governes ses  o r  i n  t he s c hoo l s 

of ot he�s. 6 An i mpo rtant aspe ct o f  hav i ng a s choo l  is t he · added factor 

of i ndepe ndence . A woman who had a s c hoo l  was not a n  o r nament  i n  anothe r ' s  

ho useho l d , nor was s he as l i ke l y  to be a vic t i m  o f  circumstances beyond 

he r contro l (as i n  L u cy ' s  case , the death of  he r emp l oye r) . She  was i nde

pendent and had d i g n i ty .  M i l l  wo ul d l ater p roc l ai m ,  . . .  "the  power o f  

earning is e s s enti a l to the d i g n i ty o f  a woman , i f  s he has not i ndepen

de nt pro pe rty " ( p . 179). S i gn i f i can t l y ,  M i l l  u ses t he wo rd " d i gn i ty , "  

fo r the way in wh i c h  a woman earns he r i ndependence must  be d i g n i f i ed , 

a nd not deemed use l ess, or rewarded at a l e ve l bare l y  above s ub s i ste nce. 

F rances He nr i escapes from l ace�mend i ng to runn1n g a scho o l  wi t h  W i l l iam; 

St . John  estab l i s he s  Jane i n  her own s c hoo l for a t i me� Robert Moore 

p romi ses  Caro l i ne a day- s c ho o l  to manage; and L u cy S no�e ·has he r sc hool 
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to run i n  V i l l ette . C l ea r l y  Bronte v i ewed runn i ng a schoo l a s  one o f  the 

ways a woman · co u l d ga i n res pectab i l i ty by work i ng , rather  tha n be i ng 

j udged i nfe r i or becau s e  fo rced to do so . 

The happy , i ndepende nt ro l e  Bronte hoped fo r through  teach i ng 

co ntrasts  w i th the depe ndent  ro l e s of  compan i on s , governe s se s , and 

seams tresses . I t  a l s o  contrasts , more po i gnant l y  perhaps , w i th  t he 

desp i sed po s i t i o n of  the o l d ma i d .  What B ronte l o nged for was th at  a 

woma n  dep r i ved of l ove and  mar r i age cou l d at l east  be fo rtu nate i n  

fi nd i ng res pectab i l i ty .  I n  1846 , B ronte wrote , 

I specu l ate much o n  the ex i stence of u nmarr i ed and  never
to-be  ma r r i ed women now-a-days , and I have  a l ready got  
to the po i nt o f  con s i de r i ng  that the re i s  no mo re res pect
ab l e characte r  on t h i s ea rt h  than an u nmarr i ed woma n who 
ma ke s he r own way t hrough l i fe ,  qui et l y4 pe rserve r i n g l y , 
w i thout  s upport of  husband or  mot he r  . . . ' 

Her nove l s dep i ct t he strugg l e gent l ewomen face i n  o rde r to ach i eve 

authent i ci ty .  That i s � her hero i ne s  need to  f i nd  fu l f i l l i ng wo rk i n  

o rder to ga i n  a ut he nt i ci ty .  But t hey a l so ,  as  i n  he r l etter , dep i ct the . 

strugg l e  a woma n face s to ga i n res pectab i l i ty i n  the eye s o f  soci ety . 

A woman may eve ntua l l y fee l  at peace wi t h  herse l f ,  but fo r B ro n te , 

women as a grou p needed to be v i ewed d i ffe rent l y  i n  order for the process  

of  authent i cat i on to have rea l s i g n i f i cance . 

Two of he r nove l s  p resent the i s s ue of o l d ma i d s , t hat  i s  those 

1 1 neve r- to - be mar r i ed 1 1 women , rathe r  than s i mp l y  the unmarr i ed ,  as  he r 

yo unge r he ro i nes a re .  The po rtra i t  of  1 1 0 l d  ma i ds 1 1 i s  s i g n i f i cant  

because i t  ta ke s  the p l ea fo r me an i ngful  work  one _step furt he r , i nto the 

p l ea fo r mean i n g fu l l i ves , l o ng after the hope of  fu l f i l l me nt throug h  

l ove i s  removed . I n  her  f i rst nove l , The Profe s sor , F ra nce s He n r i  
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C r i mswo rth , q ues t i oned by her the n  hus ba nd o f  ten year s , exp l a i ns how 

s he v i ews t he l i fe of an o l d ma i d .  1 1 How wou l d  you have l i ked ce l i bacy ? "  

he a s ks her , a nd s he res po nds , 

Not much ce rta i n l y . An o l d  ma i d ' s  l i fe must doubt l es s  
be vap i d- - he r  he art s t ra i ned and empty . Had I been an  
o l d ma i d  I s ho u l d have s pent  ex i stence i n  effort s to 
f i l l  the vo i d  and ease the ach i ng .  I s ho u l d have p ro b ab l y  
fa i l ed and  d i ed weary and d i sappo i nted , des p i sed and  o f  no 
acco unt , l i ke othe r  s i ngl e women ( p .  2 26 ) . 

F rances has  had t he o ppo rtun i ty to escape the des p i sed l i fe o f  t he o l d 

ma i d , but a l though s he v i ews t he po s i t i o n  wi th  sympat hy ,  she  a l so v i ews 

i t  wi th no hope t ha t  a n  unmarr i ed woman co u l d fi nd fu l f i l l ment . Iri  The 

Pro fe s s o r  t he s t a t u s  of o l d ma i d  i s  one wh i ch has  fo rtu nate l y  bee n 

avo i ded b ut the p rob l em rema i ned a concern of Bron te ' s ,  so muc h so that  

in  S h i r l ey i t  i s  one of  the too-many i s s ues  s he attempted to co ve r .  

I n  th i s nove l B ronte portrays two o l d  ma i ds , each res i gned to her 

re spect i ve s i tuat i o n  in a d i ffe rent way , a nd seen th rough the  eyes  of a 

yo ung woma n who fea r s  t hat  the i r  fate wi l l  a l so be he rs . C a ro l i ne 

reso l ves  to try to u n derst and two p i t i ab l e  woma n , Mi s s  Ma nn  and  M i s s  

A i n l ey ,  i n  o rde r t h a t  he r l i fe of  ce l i bacy wi l l  have me an i ng a n d  res pecta 

b i l i ty .  B ro nte ' s  po rtra i t  of  the o l d  ma i ds� comica l , b ut the re i s  

ove rwhe l m i ng tragedy j us t  beneath  t he humo r , part i cu l ar l y  rega rd i ng  the 

waste of  potent i a l . M i s s  Ma n n ' s  pa r l our  i s  descr i bed as pe rfect l y  nea t  

a nd comfo rtab l e ;  s he i s  p r i m  a nd gr iml y-t i dy .  H e r  ch i ef occupat i on i s  

kn i tt i ng a nd " to avo i d  exci tement was one of  Mi s s  Man n ' s  a i ms  i n  l i fe 1 1 

(p . 1 93 ) . Th i s  i s  a ve ry amus i n g descr i pt i on , but Bronte does not l eave 

i t  at that , fo r t he comp l ete descri pt i on approaches s arca sm; i t  i s  1 1 no 

o rd i nary doom to be f i xed wi th Mi s s  Mann  • s eye , 1 1  whi ch i s. comp ared to . 
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Medusa  • s ,  a nd s he i s  pos se ssed by 1 1  g o b  1 i n- gri mnes s  11 ( p .  1 94 ) . But  there 

i s  rea son  for what i s  l ater descr i bed as  her censo r i o usness : 

She had pas sed a l o ne thro ugh protracted sce nes  o f  
suffe r i ng , exe rci sed r i g i d se l f-den i a l , made l arge 
s acri f i ce s  of t i me ,  money , hea l th , fo r those  who had 
repa i d her o n l y  by i ng ra t i tude ( p . 1 94 ) . 

B ro nte ' s  po i nt , once begu n , cont i n ues q u i te str i dent l y :  

M i s s  Mann  fe l t  t hat s he wa s understood p art l y , a nd 
w i s hed to be u n derstood furt he r ; for howeve r o l d , 
p l a i n ,  humb l e ,  des o l ate , affl i cted we may be , so  l ong  
a s  our  hearts p reserve the feebl est  s park  of  l i fe ,  
they p reserve a l s o  . . .  a sta rved ghos tl y l on g i ng  for 
apprec i at i on and  affect i on ( p .  1 95 ) .  

Perhaps B ronte i s  try i n g  too hard to make a po i nt ,  but  s he ce rta i n l y  

succeeds i n  po rtray i ng a n  as pect o f  l i fe n o t  o ften encounte red i n  novel s .  

Mi s s  Man n , a l t hough  not wea l thy , i s  comfo rtab l e ,  b ut hav i ng no mea n i ngfu·l 

re i nfo rcemen t  for he r gestures  of  k i ndnes s and l ove , has ret i red i nto 

" l etharg i c  . . . tranq u i l i ty .. and  1 1censo r i ousnes s 1 1 ( p .  1 94 ). And who , under-

s tan d i ng  her s i tu a t i o n ,  cou l d b l ame her ?  

Mi s s  Ai n l ey i s  l i ke M i s s  Man n  i n  o n e  s i gn i f i cant  way - - both a re 

ug l y .  B ronte ' s  de scri p t i o n  aga i n beg i n s  comi ca l l y , wi th a descri pt i on 

of her ug l i nes s , b ut o nce aga i n a sympathet i c  portra i t  emerges . 1 1 l n  

he r f i rs t youth  s he mus t have been u g l y; now a t  the age o f  f i fty , s he 

. wa s ve ry ug l y "  ( p .  1 96 ) . Th i s  comi ca l b ut crue l stateme n t  echoes an  

op i n i o n  Wo l l stonecraft he l d :  

A pretty woma n ,  a s  a n  object of de s i re ,  i s  ge nera l l y  
a l l owed to be s o  by me n of a l l descr i pt i ons ; wh i l st a 
fi ne woman , who i ns p i res more sub l i me emo t i ons by 
d i s p l ay i ng  i nte l l ectua l  beauty , may be ove rl ooked o r  
observed w i t h i nd i ffe re nce ( p .  47 ) .  

· 

M i ss A i n l ey po s se s ses  a k i nd l y  sp i r i t ,  i s  good- hearted , and un l i ke Mi s s  

Mann , co ntents herse l f wi t h  serv i ce t o  others . Once aga i � the 



24 

significant word "respectable11 appears: Miss Ainley's religious beliefs, 

her kindliness, and her good works are -sincere, and "sincerity is never 

ludicrous; it is always respectable" ( p. 197). Miss Ainley spends her 

time in active participation, helping people needier than she is. 

Caroline still fears the single life, not because it is devoid of 

meaning but because it is emotionally deprived. Nevertheless Charlotte 

Bronte has made evident in her portrayal of the two old maids in Shirley 

that a career was not a viable possibility for an unmarried woman. Left 

to their own resources, and not having the opportunity of independence 

through the "Power of Earning" each is ridiculed by some portion of 

society. Miss Ainley is respected by the ladies for her kindheartedness 

but "one gentleman only gave her his friendship" ( p. 198); he is a 

clergyman. Further, Miss Ainley's life is unsatisfactory to Bronte in 

another way� As Roslyn Belkin states, part of the problem in gaining 

dignity is ''the commercial mentality which demands that single, older 

women should sacrifice their lives for others, that is, give free service 

whenever he 1 p is required. u8 

Bronte's view of the opportunity for meaningful work by any 

gentlewoman was bleak. Faced by a society which viewed gentlewomen as 

creatures of leisure, unable either because of physical or intellectual 

inferiority to compete with men for meaningful employment, women had few 

choices. The woman in the home was expected to occupy her time in needle

work, good works, and of course the management of her children if she had 

any. A woman deprived for whatever reason of the comfort of a home, 

could expect to face a difficult time at whatever of the few occupations 

she might be forced into. Those occupations, from seamstress to 
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governe s s , he l d  l i tt l e cha nce for even  the barest  of comfo rt s , eve n l es s  

fo r the transce nde nce Wol l s tonecraft s po ke of , o r  the genera l i mp roveme nt 

of the human race that M i l l  addressed . 

C har l o tte B ro n te ' s  be l i ef that a woman s hou l d have the oppo rtun i ty 

for a mea n i ngfu l career d i d i n  part stem from her  be l i ef that a s i ng l e 

woma n shou l d  not have  to fee l  deg raded by wor k i ng . S he be l i eved that  

l i fe oug ht to  ho l d  more mea n i ng than me re exi stence . Wh i l e  s he d i d be

l i eve that t rue l ove was p robab l y  the h i ghe st  mea n i ng a woman  co u l d  f i nd 

i n  he r l i fe ,  s he a l s o  be l i eved women shou l d be a l l owed the oppo rt un i ty 

of fu l fi l l ment  throug h mea n i ngf u l  occupat i ons . S he wan ted wome n to have 

the oppo rtun i ty to exe rci se the i r ta l ents , whateve r they m i ght be . Thoma s 

Ca r l y l e s a i d 1 1 eve ry be i ng t hat can l i ve ca n do someth i ng :  t h i s l et h i m  

do ; 1 1 9 B ronte ' s s i m i l ar s e nt iment wo u l d b e  1 1 t h i s  l et he r d o . 1 1  The 

s i gn i fi cance of the d i fference i s  that women s hou l d not fear  be i ng s i ng l e ,  

b ut rather  see k  mea n i ng i n  the i r l i ves , whet he r s i ng l e or  ma r r i ed , i n  

areas outs i de t he home . I n  each of the nove l s t h i s theme i s  e v i dent , 

b ut i t  i s  a maj o r  theme i n  J ane Eyre and S h i r l ey. B ronte does not 

env i s i on  the s i t uat i on wh i ch i s  centra l to Geo rge G i s s i ng ' s The Odd 

Women ; none of he r cha racte rs chooses a career ove r  ma rr i age ,  no r expects 

.that aut hent i ci ty wi l l  come from a caree r a l one . B ut he r characters do 

wi s h  that they cou l d  have t hat opport u n i ty wh i ch wa s not po s s i b l e  u nt i l 

G i s s i ng po rt rayed i t  i n  189 3 .  

I n  the nove l so often read a s  a l o ve sto ry ,  Jane Eyre , some 

pa s s ages are j a r r i ng i n  the i r  s t r i dency . Jane i s  fo rced to re l y  o n  

he rse l f ;  thrust  i n to a hard wo r l d by age e i g�teen , s he l o�gs  fo r 

happ i ness , and  i f  not wea l th , comfort . Contemp l at i ng her  s i tuat i on , 
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J a ne ponders a soc i ety wh i ch treat s her d i ffe rent ly  than  me n .  J a net 

Gez a r i  po i nts  o ut that i t  s ho u l d be remembered t hat  i n  1 847  soc i ety 

w i de l y  accepted t heo r i es based on  fundamental  d i ffe rence s betwee n men 

a nd wome n . 1 0  These  pe rce i ved d i fferences are some of  the i s s ues  M i l l  

ra i sed , a nd was una b l e  to  answe r , except to i nd i cate t h at ch anges ought 

to be t r i ed . J ane muses : 

Women are s up po sed to fee 1 very ca l m  ge ne ra l l y : but  women 
fee l  j us t  a s  me n fee l , they need exe rc i se for the i r facu l 
t i es , and a f i e l d  fo r t he i r effo rts as much a s  the i r brothers 
do ; t hey s u ffe r from too r i g i d a res tra i nt ,  too abs o l ute 
a stagnat i on , p rec i se ly  a s  men wo u l d s uffe r ;  and i t  i s  
narrow-m i nded i n  t he i r more p ri v i l eged fe l l ow creatu res 
to say t hat t hey ought to confi ne themse l ves to ma k i ng  
pudd i ngs  a nd kn i tt i ng s tocki ngs , to  p l ay i ng p i a no a nd 
embro i de r i ng  bags  ( p .  14 1) . 

J a ne , who w i l l  u l t i mate l y  ma ke one o f  t he be st  marr i a ge s  B ro nte eve r 

po rtrays , i s  · not con ce rned about what s he wi l l  do , s ho u l d s he rema i n  

s i ng l e .  Rat he r  s he i s  concerned w i t h  some maj or  i s s ue s : 1 1 they need 

exerc i se fo r the i r fa cu l t i es " s he s ays . Once aga i n at i s s ue i s  the  

i dea of was ted pote nt i a l - -whateve r s he can do , t h i s l et her do . J a ne 

wa nt s opportu n i t i es fo r he r superi or  i nte l l i gence ·and n ature- - she i s  

rea l l y  not co nce rned w i th M i l l ' s  i dea  o f  the . . Powe r o f  Ea rt1 i n g "  yet ; 

· s he s i mp l y  wa nts women to have t he s ame oppo rtun i t i es fo r s e l f- actua l i -

zat i on that  me n have . 

J a ne ' s  p l ea i s  a t heme B ronte returns  to i n  Sh i r l ey ,  a nd wh i l e  

Caro l i ne ' s se l f-do ubt resemb l es so muc h b i l dungs roman  ado l escent  

q uest i o n i ng , i t  i s  d i ffe rent because Caro l i ne and  S h i r l ey t a l k about 
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what the i r  l i ve s  mea n  when  compared to  those of me n .  Caro l i ne ' s  q ues t i o n , 

"What  was I c reated for , I wonde r ?  . .  ( p .  1 90 )  seems fa i r l y  commo np l ace ,  
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unt i l i t  i s  read a l ong s i de "Men  and  women are s o  d i fferent : they are i n  

s uch a d i ffe ren t  po s i t i o n .  Women have so few t h i ng s  to t h i n k  a bou t- 

me n s o  many "  ( p .  2 34 ) . Caro l i ne des i res to wo rk  i n  o ne of  the few o ccu-

pat i ons  ope n  to wome n ; the  react i on s he gets to her request  has  a l ready 

been  d i s cus sed . But  even S h i r l ey knows t he i mporta nce o f  wo rk  for 

sat i s fact i on . ' ' Ca ro l i ne ,  don ' t  yo u w i sh  you had a profe s s i on - - a  t ra de ? "  

s he a s ks ( p .  2 35 ) . 

S h i r l ey ' s pos i t i o n d i ffers from Caro l i ne ' s  i n  that , a l t ho u g h  

ne i the r  i s  fo rced to wor k  as  B ronte ' s  other hero i ne s are , S h i r l ey has  

an  u nusua l  pos i t i on for a s i ng l e  woman . The  he i res s  i s  a l andowne r and 

co ns i ders herse l f a bus i nes s  woman . She ta l ks to Robe rt Moo re of  

bus i nes s  and  parti c i pates to a ce rta f � extent i n  the ma nagement  of  

Ho l l ow ' s  M i l l . He r pos i t i on i s  so unusua l , though , that  Bronte  does  not 

q u i te come to terms  w i t h  i t  as  a natura l pos i t i on fo r a woma n . S h i r l ey 

spea ks of  herse l f as  a woma n , and  t he n  a gent l ema n i n  the s ame breat h :  

Bus i ne s s ! Rea l l y  the wo rd ma kes me consc i ous  I am i ndeed 
no l onger a g i r l , b ut qu i te a woman , and someth i ng  mo re . 
I am a n  es q u i re . . .  They gave me a ma n ' s  name ; I ho l d  a ma n ' s  
pos i t i on :  i t  i s  eno ugh to i ns p i re me w i th  a touch o f  
ma n hood . . . . rea l l y  I fee l q u i te gen t l eman l i ke ( p .  2 1 3) .  

I n  the en d whe n  S h i r l ey marri es s he re l i nq u i s hes her l an d  a n d  b u s i ne s s  

. to t he contro l  o f  he r hus band , a s  req u i red by l aw ,  b u t  a l so  a s  s he 

wi s he s . Sh i r l ey has  p a rt i c i pated i n  bus i nes s , not a s  a n  eq u a l , fo r s he 

often rema i ns somehow " o uts i de "  the bus i nes s of Ho l l ow ' s  M i l l , w i t h  t he 

other wome n , but she  has  not rea l l y  c hosen a career � i the r .  · As  a n  

i ntel l i ge nt , competent , and a s sert i ve he i ress  Sh i r l ey p ro c l a i med he r 

r i g�t to part i c i p ate , b ut he r i nvo l vement i s  not t he s i t oat i on one wou l d  

des i re for a woma n .  S he g i ves hersel f the appel l at i on " Capta i n Kee l dar , "  



and others , i nc l ud i n g  Reve rend  Hel s to ne , a s cr i be mas c u l i ne q ua l i t i e s to 

he r .  S h i rl ey ' s s i tu at i o n  i s  not the a nswer  to the gen t l ewoman ' s 
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quest i o n , " W ha t  a m  I t o  do wi t h  my l i fe ? " However  prob l emat i c  t h i s 

scenar i o  i s , Caro l i ne a nd S h i r l ey do engage i n  l ong  q ue s t i o n i ng conve rsa-

t i ons  regardi n g  woma n ' s  ro l e  i n  l i fe .  The fact that t he end i ng seems a 

l i tt l e  tr i te does not detract from th i s  a spect of  the nove l . Sh i r l ey ,  

de s i r i ng to be mastered , " abd i cated wi t ho ut a strugg l e "  ( p .  5 92 ) , a nd 

Caro l i ne i s  prom i s ed the management of  a day- schoo l by her  fut ure 

husband . Nevert he l es s , i n  Sh i rl ey Bro n te has dared to h ave a woman 

dec l are : 

I be l i eve s i ng l e  wome n s hou l d  have more to do . . . bette r 
chance s  o f  i ntere s t i n g  and  pr.ofi tabl e occupat i on t h a n  
they pos se s s  now . . .  The b rot he rs of  these g i r l s are eve ry 
o ne i n  bus i ne s s  o r  i n  profes s i ons . . . the i r s i sters h a ve 
no eart h l y  emp l oyme nt but househo l d  work  and  sewi ng  . . . 
a hd no hope  i n  a l l the i r l i fe to come , of  anyt h i ng 
better ( p . 377 ) . 

What C a ro l i ne and  Sh i r l ey t a l k about , Lucy Snowe doe s . Lucy i s  

Bronte ' s  "wo r k i ng  woma n , "  a k i n to Thomas Hardy ' s Sue Br i dehead i n  

Jude the Obscure : 

. . .  t he woman who wa s com i ng i nto her not i ce i n  her 
tho usa nds eve ry year- - the  woman of the femi n i s t  
movement-- the s l i ght pa l e ,  � ' bache l o r "  g i r l -- the 
i nte l l ectua l i zed , emanc i pated bund l e  of  ne rve s t hat  
modern cond i t i ons  were produc i ng ma i n ly  i n  the  
c i t i es as  yet , who  doe s  not recog n i ze the nece s s i ty 
f� r m�it o f  her sex to fo l l ow marr i age a s  a profe s 
s l o n .  

Wr i t i ng f i fty- n i ne years after t he pub l i ca t i on  of  V i l l ette , Hardy was 

ab l e  to portray what B ronte co u l d st i l l  o n l y  hope fo r :  that a woman 

s ho u l d have the opportun i ty to wo�k , to deny that marr i age was  he r on l y  

co urse , and st i l l  be happy .  Sue i s  st i l l , l i ke Lucy , a " .b und l e o f  



ne rve s . "  Wh i l e B ronte cou l d  not yet de p i ct a woman tota l l y  a l o ne by 

cho i ce ( c . f .  Rhoda i n  G i ss i ng ' s  The Odd Wome n ) , s he moved toward i t  i n  

V i l l ette . Lucy rep resents  that woman of  the femi n i s t  moveme nt  who wi l l  

attempt to see k  fu l fi l l me nt outs i de of  marr i age . L ucy does not  choo s e  

he r career because that oppo rt u n i ty d i d  not yet exi s t . S he i s  a 

te rri b l y  pas s i ve hero i ne who must  a l ways be fo rced to ma ke dec i s i o ns ; 

i t  i s  not s urpr i s i ng ,  t he n , that s he i s  fo rced to act i ndependent l y . 
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He r i nde penden ce at M .  Pau l ' s  death s i gn i f i es not a cho i ce o f  freedom , 

as Kate M i l l ett ma i nta i ns , 1 2  but the fact that a s i n g l e  woman must  have 

somet h i ng  i n  her l i fe wh i ch can  pro v i de mea n i ng . Fortu nate l y  for Lucy 

that someth i ng ex i sts  for he r .  Her pros peri ng  schoo l , he r pup i l s ,  he r 

hard work  w i l l  g i ve he r the k i nd of sel f- respect and  i ndependence fo r 

wh i ch Caro l i ne and  Sh i r l ey l o nged . 

I n  he r fo u r  nove l s B ro nte i s  concerned wi th  the  way i n  wh i c h a 

woma n w i l l  l i ve he r l i fe .  S he concerned he rse l f  l arge l y  wi t h  yo ung  

unmarr i ed women , whose  fates were not  determi ned by fo rt une and  the 

prom i se of  mar r i age . The i r c ho i ces were few , and the few cho i ce s  av a i l 

ab l e  were hard and  p rov i ded a l eve l of  comfo rt o n l y  s l i gh t l y  better t han  

subs i stence . Those  o f  he r hero i nes forced to wor k  a p p l y  t hemse l ves  to i t  

· w i th zea l a nd  attempt to r i se above me re surv i va l  and  reach  toward what 

Wo l l stonecraft , C a r l y l e ,  and M i l l  be l i eved was the r i ght of a l l huma n 

be i ngs , p ro found soc i a l l y  usefu l and  pe rso na l l y  fu l f i l l i n g emp l oyment . 

Caro l i ne an d Sh i r l ey ,  wh i l e  not forced i nto l abor ,  st i l l  q uest i on the 

ro l e  a woma n s ho u l d have i n  l i fe and assert t hat fu l f i l l i ng l abo r i s  as  

much  thei r r i ght  as any man • s .  B ronte thus . procl a i ms i n  he r nove l s not 

o n l y  that a woman · �  wor k  s ho u l d have been better than i t  was , but a l so · 



that a woma n s ho u l d have t he s ame opportun i t i es fo r a ny fu l f i l l i ng wo r k  

a s  a man .  Her q ue s t i on 1 1What am I to do  w i t h  my l i fe ? 1 1 s ho u l d  not have 

to be q u a l i fi ed wi t h  t he s tateme nt 1 1 S i nce my cho i ces are so mu ch mo re 

l i m i ted by educat i o n  and  opport un i ty than my more fo rt unate fe l l ow 

creat ures ' . 1 1  I n  add i t i on , Bro nte was conce rned w i th the  way a woma n 
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was seen by soc i e ty .  I f  s he chose  to rema i n ,  o r  was l eft , s i n g l e ,  

soc i ety ought not to v i ew her  d i ffe rent ly  from i ts unmarr i ed men ;  

Reve rend H a l l i n  S h i r l ey s ho u l d be acco rded no greate r res pect t han  M i s s  

Mann s i mp l e  by v i rtue of h i s sex . B ronte ' s  concern wa s , f i rst  t h a t  a 

woman shou l d be ab l e to have res pectab i l i ty i n  decent l abor , and next 

that s he ought to g a i n s a t i s fact i on and s e l f-fu l f i l l me nt from i t .  
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The ge nt l ewoman i n  V i ctor i a n  Eng l a nd was expected to be marr i ed . 

Accord i ng  to Ma rtha V i c i nu s , .. t he co rne rstone of V i ctor i a n  s o c i ety was 

the fam i l y ;  the perfect l ady ' s so l e  funct i on was ma rr i age and  p rocrea

t i on  . . . ! A l though  t he p erfect l ady was expected to be a w i fe ,  a w i fe d i d  

not nece s s ar i l y  f i nd mar r i age to be the pe rfect way to s pend  he r l i fe .  

Mary Wo l l stonecraft acknowl edged t h i s fact : 1 1 the l aws res pect i ng  woman 

. . .  ma ke an  abs u rd u n i t of a ma n and  h i s wi  fe 1 1  ( p .  145) , a nd s he port rays 

m i dd l e- and upper- c l a s s  wome n as  mere appendage s  of  t he i r hu s ba nd s ; i f  

not yet marri ed , women s t rove to ma ke thems e l ve s  attract i ve s o  a s  to get 

mar r i ed .  J o hn Stuart M i l l ' s e s s ay ,  The Subj ecti on  of  Wome n , dea l s far 

mo re hars h l y  w i th the s i tuat i o n  wh i ch ens l aved wome n a nd i n  w h i ch they 

had no l ega l r i ghts . M i l l , l i ke Wo l l stonecraft , be l i eved  t hat o nce wome n 

we re treated as  eq ua l s ,  w i th  the benefi ts of  better educa t i o n  and greate r 

po s s i b i l i t i e s for emp l oyment , men and  wome n wou l d  j o i n i n  mutua l l y  sat i s -

fyi ng and tran s cendi ng  u n i ons . C har l otte Bronte l oo ked at t he soc i ety 

she fo und  he rs e l f i n ,  apprai sed he r i nfe r i o r  status , and  hoped that  me n 

a nd wome n wo u l d j o i n  i n  mar ri ages that  wo u l d be far bette r than  what M i l l  

c a l l ed 1 1mutua l to l e ra t i on  . .  ( p .  2 32 ) . Bronte went one step furthe r , fo r 

s he be l i eved that  a woma n ,  wh i l e  s he ought to be a l l owed fu l fi l l ment  

t hrough wo rk , fou n d  he r g reatest hap p i nes s  i n  mut ua l l ove . Annette 

Schre i be r  c l a i ms that  B ronte ' s  stor i es are : 

. . .  femi n i ne ve rs i ons  of  a theme rooted i n  fo l k  and  fa i ry 
t a l es of t he poo r son  who sets out  to see k  h i s fo rtune . 
Both B ro nte ' s  p rotago n i sts  and t he fo l k  ta l es ' he roes  
seek  mo re than  t h i s o s tens i b l e  ga i n .  They see k themse l ve s , 



the i r i nteg r i ty ,  i dent i ty ,  the i r p l ace i n  t he 
wor l d .  Love and  marr i age have trad i t i o n a l l y  
attes ted to a woman ' s  s ucce s s  i n  these goa l s  
and to Bronte ' s hero i nes they are part i cu l ar ly  
and pecu l i ar l y  ta ntamo unt to them . 2 
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Beg i nn i n g w i t h  The P ro fe s so r , B ronte portrays a succes sfu l  u n i o n  between 

the he ro i ne and her o ne t rue l ove , a s i tuat i o n  wh i ch  con t i n ue s  i n  J a ne 

Eyre . I n  Sh i rl e� Bronte beg i n s  to q ue s t i o n  the i ns t i tut i o n , and i n  

V i l l ette , a l though  the he ro i ne l oves , s he wi l l  not mar ry . B ronte , as  s he 

matured , seemed to come to a greater conv i ct i o n  that l ove was  i mpo rt ant , 

but i t  was perhaps  not nece s sary i n  a woman ' s  l i fe .  

Wo l l s tonecraft a nd M i l l  bot h add ress  the i s s ue o f  a woma n ' s  

attempts  to  ma ke he rse l f  att ract i ve enough to marry . Bot h  cons i de r  that 

an  attracti ve a nd wea l t hy woma n has an advantage ove r  he r unattract i ve 

a nd poo r s i ste r , a p ropos i t i on w i th wh i ch Bro nte agreed . I n  each of he r 

nove l s ma ny �omen a re e ngaged i n  the tas k of econom i c s u rv i va l  t h rough  

marr i age . I n  S h i r l ey t hi s c i rcum stance i s  ca l l ed a "mat r i mo n i a l market " 

( p .  377 ) ; the te rm i s  app l i cab l e i n  J a ne Eyre and V i l l et te a s  we l l .  A 

V i ctor i a n woman ' s . rea l  doma i n was marr i age and fami l y ; con s eq uent l y  i t  

i s  no t s urpr i s i ng  t hat many women i n  V i ctor i a n  nove l s ma nuever towa rd 

th i s goa l . C h ar l otte Bro n te dep i cts  t h i s aspect of V i cto r i a n  l i fe i n  t he 

· nove l s ,  and a l t hough  s he be l i eved  t hat a woma n need not be marr i ed to 

have a mea n i ngfu l l i fe ,  he r women are a l l necessar i l y  part i c i pants i n  

the "marri age mar ket . "  Bro nte ' s  he ro i nes ri s e  above the mar ke tp l ace , 

search i ng  not mere l y  to be kept , pampe red , or  i do l i zed , but for rea l l ove , 

and the i r p l ace i n  t he wo r l d .  Her mi nor cha racters , p rov i d i ng co ntras t ,  

s us pe n se , and even h umo r are p arti c i pa nts , v i ewi ng t hemse l ve s and the i r 

pro s pecti ve parthe rs as  preda tors  or  prey , to catch o r  be caught . 
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J a ne Eyre , sma l l ,  p l a i n ,  and a l one ,  neve r co n s i ders marri age as 

he r f i rst  goa l i n  l i fe .  Work i ng at Lowood , a nd d i s s at i s fi ed there , s he 

p l ans  a new co urse of  act i on , and  re l i es  on  herse l f  f i rs t , not t he care 

of  anothe r i nd i v i dua l . Con s i der i ng her  c ho i ces , t h i s cou rs e  comes to he r :  

" Those who wa nt s i tuat i on s  advert i se " ( p .  1 1 8 ) . But  the re are women i n  

J ane Eyre who are not forced to work ,  a nd who are act i ve part i c i pants 

i n  the market , see k i ng not o n l y  to be purs ued , but act i ve l y purs u i ng ;  

B l a nche I ngram i s  rep rese ntat i ve o f  th i s type of woman . I t  i s  i mmed i ate ly  

c l ear to  J ane that B l anche i s  a woma n who  i ntends to mar ry , and  marry 

not o n l y  a wea l t hy ma n ,  but  one who w i l l  be devoted to he r ,  a nd p l ace he r 

on  a pedes t a l . S he goes as  far as  to announce i t  to Roc he s ter  a nd others : 
-

Wheneve r -I mar ry . . .  I am reso 1 ved my h u s ba nd s ha 1 1  not be 
a r i v a l , but a fo i l to me . I w i l l  s uffe r no compe t i tor 
near  the th ro ne ;  I s ha l l expect an undi v i ded homage ; h i s 
devot i on s ha l l not be s ha red between me and the s hape he 
see s · i n  the mirro r  ( p .  208 ) . 

On occas i on B l anche appears as  a br i de at Tho rnfi e l d .  When  J ane f i rst 

sees her  s he i s  d re s s ed i n  a bri l l i a nt r i d i ng  hab i t ,  but the second t i me 

s he i s  c l ad  i n  .. s pot l es s  wh i te . " B l anche eve n  p l ays a br i de to Rochester ' s 

groom i n  a charade . Acco rd i ng  to Jane , she fl i rts  and s t ri ves  to snare 

Roche ster wi th he r l oo ks and acti o ns . But  s he l oses  i nterest i n  h i m when 

· he , d i sgu i sed as a gyp sy , mi s i n fo rms he r that he r a s s umpt i on s  rega rd i ng 

h i s  fort u ne are exaggerated . B l anche i s  cau ght i n  the trad i t i o na l  b i nd 

of p r i moge n i ture . As Nancy Pe l l  po i nts out , i t  i s  not u n l i ke the s i tu

at i on Roche ste r  was i nvo l ved i n  when , as second son � he was· tr i c ked i nto 

h i s l ove l es s  but eco nom i ca l l y nece s s a ry match  wi th Bertha Mason . Neve r-

the l es s ,  



. . .  he i ndu l ges  i n  the l u xu ry of  co ntempt fo r B l a nche 
I ngram . He  has  no sympathy fo r one  who , l i ke h i mse l f  
i n  h i s youth  i s  comp rom i sed i n  he r c ho i ce o f  a mate by 
an e l de r  brothe r ' s  p recedence i n  the fami l y  economy a n d  
who i s , i n  add i t i on , exc l uded because of  he r sex , from 
eve r  i n he r i t i ng enta i l ed fami l y  l and . 3 
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B l anche , wea l thy and t radi t i ona l  enough  not  to  h ave to t h i n k  of  

l ow a l te rnat i ve s to ma rri age l i ke wo r ki ng , must  seek  f u l f i l l me nt i n  her 

l i fe through a good matc h .  Her s i tuat i on rea l l y  i s  not u n l i ke that  o f  

so many othe r women . mar ri ed o r  marry i ng  for money or  pos i t i o n .  I n  o rde r 

for B l anche ' s  comfo rtab l e  l i fe to cont i nue s he mus t marry o r  become 

depe ndent on her  brothe r . The nature of th i s p red i cament i s  a so rt o f  

do ub l e  b i nd :  i f  women do not part i c i p ate t hey wi l l  s u re l y  l o se , a nd some 

may be wo rs e o ff _t han when  they sta rted . Roches te r  fl i rt s  w i th B l anche � 

but acco rd i n g  to Sand ra G i l be rt , " the characte r of  court sh i p i n  wh i ch [ he]  

engage s  her � ugge s ts a gr im  q ue st i o n : i s  not t he game o f  t he marr i age 

' market ' a g ame e ve n  s chem i ng wome n are doomed to l ose ? "4 A l tho ugh  

Roche ster  i s  co ntemp tuous  of he r and the way i n  wh i ch s he  l o ses  i nte rest 

i n  h i m ,  B l anche i s  j us t  anot he r v i cti m of the pred i cament of wome n i n  

V i cto r i a n  Eng l and . 

B l anche I ng ram has  a n  even _ poorer s i s te r : G i ne vra  Fa nshawe i n  

V i l l e tte wi l l  be i n  s t ra i ts more d i re than B l anche ' s  s ho u l d  s he no t 

marry . A l t hough  s he has  wea l thy re l at i ons , her  i mmed i ate fami l y  i s  poo r , 

a nd s he must ma ke a good matc h to a l l ev i ate he r dependence o n  them . He r 

exce s s i ve coq uet ry i s  com i c and s i l l y ,  but her cruel ty to L u cy i s  seve re . . 

That a woman co u l d treat another  as  G i nevra treats  Lu cy ( o r  B l a nc he treats 

J a ne ) i s  acknow l edgement of the compet i t i on to be mar r i ed i n  wh i c h women 

are engaged . As Wo l l sto nec raft argues , ' 'They are a l l ru nn i n g  t he same 
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each  other wi t h  a s u s p i c i o us a nd eve n  env i ous  eye 1 1  ( p . 187 ) .  G i nevra 
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neve r quest i ons  that  s he must  marry , and marry we l l .  Aga i n ,  the p l a i n ,  

a l most  des t i tute , woman  i s  the one who can cons i de r  he r i nteg r i ty fi rs t ;  

G i ne v ra , o n  the othe r h a nd , cons i ders her beauty her mos t  marketab l e  

as set . Lucy ac k now l edges th i s :  

Mos t  of  he r . . . facu l t i es seemed to be i n  t he same f l i msy 
con d i t i on : he r l i k i ng a nd d i s l i k i ng ,  her l ove and  hate , 
were me re cobweb and  gos s ame r ; but s he had one t h i n g  
about  he r that  seemed showy and des i rab l e eno ugh , a nd 
that wa s - - he r  s e l f i s hnes s  . . .  How pretty s he was ! How 
charmi ng s he l oo ked , whe n  s he came down on a s un ny 
S unday mo rn i ng ,  we l l -dres sed , and we l l - humou red , robed 
i n  pa l e  l i l ac s i l k ,  and wi t h  he r fa i r  l ong  curl s 
repo s i ng  on  wh i te s ho u l ders ( p .  148- 9 ) . 

But G i nevra i s  not mere l y  p retty and vap i d ;  a l thou g h  s he a nd 

Lucy seem fr i ends , s he a ttempts to u se Lucy , j ust  as  s he u ses  men to 

ach i eve he r ends . G i nev ra i s  more t han  a com i c and  pretty fo i l to Lucy .  

The modern reade r i s  s ure l y  not me re l y  supp l yi ng  modern fem i n i sm i n  s ay

i ng t hat  G i nevra i s  rep res entat i ve of  that woman too wea k  to be i ndepe n 

dent , a n d  too smart n o t  t o  fe i gn stup i d i ty t o  get what  s he wants . Lucy 

sees t h i s ,  te 1 1  i ng  G i nevra who has  sa i d  that she .i s  not  c 1 eve r , 1 1 0 n  the 

con trary , I con s i de r  yo u are c l ever , i n  your way- -ve ry c l eve r i ndeed 1 1  

( p .  2 16 ) . Kate M i l l ett ' s  co ndemnat i on i s  strong , but not too stro ng : 

G i nev ra i s  1 1 t he f l i rt ,  an  i d i ot beauty ca l l ou s l y  us i ng men to acq u i re 

what s he has  bee n  carefu l l y  taught to want ; adm i rat i o n , money , the petty 

power of domi na t i ng  a puppy . 1 1 5 The fau l t i s  no t G i hevra • s · a l one . I ndeed · 

i t  i s  w i t h  soc i ety ,  a s  G i nevra 1 1 has been taught to wan t 1 1 ma rr i a ge , because 

the re are no othe r  c ho i ce s for a we l l -bo rn but poo r g i r l · . S he vac i l l ates 

between the me n .i n  her l i fe ;  s he l i kes  the attent i o n a nd' t he g i fts t hey . 
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bes tow on  he r ,  s he l i kes  to tease L ucy about what s he w i l l  soo n  have 

that  L ucy w f l l not . Barbara B a i nes argues that Lucy unde rs tand s  G i ne vra ' s  

pos i t i o n  a nd forg i ves  her ; Ba i nes too sees marri age i n  the  nove l a s  a 

marketp l ace : 

The rea l i z at i on  that G i nevra i s  herse l f  a v i ct i m  o f  a 
cra s s  marr i age game i n  wh i ch  she  i s  l i tt l e  mo re t ha n  a 
marke tab l e  commod i ty softens w i t h  a char i ta b l e to l e ra nce 
Lucy ' s j ud gment of  her  exp l o i tat i on of  Gra h am B retto n . 6 

That mar r i age i s  a compet i t i on i n  wh i ch  the pr i ze i s  a mate i s  based o n  

t h e  rea l i zat i on t h a t  many wome n d i d not con s i de r  t hat t hey h a d  other 

opt i ons , as  i ndeed t hey d i d not . I n  each o f  the nove l s t he women i n  the 

game are rep resentat i ve s  of  a sad s tate i n  soc i ety as  pe rce i ved by Wo l l -

stonecraft , Bronte , and  M i l l ;  he r hero i nes  r i se  above t h i s s tate . I t  i s  

i nte res t i ng  t hat J a ne a nd Lucy do not have a ny of the  trad i t i o na l  as sets 

w i th  wh i ch to  e nter t he fray . Armed w i th ne i ther  wea l t h  no r be auty , each 

does , howeve r , fi nd true l ove and happ i ness , wh i l e  t he i r foe s , B l anche and 

G i nev ra , may mar ry , but a re l es s  l i ke l y  to a c h i eve rea l s a t i sfact i o n i n  

l i fe .  Bronte seems to s ay t hat  on l y  i n  the absence of wea l t h and outward 

beauty cou l d a woman at that t i me be forced to grow , a nd not be come a 

commod i ty o n  the mar r i age ma rke t .  

Bro nte , howeve r ,  g i ve s  wome n mo re cred i t  t h a n  th i s ,  fo r i n  S h i r l ey 

s he presents a character both bea ut i fu l  and wea l thy , who a l t ho u gh per-

ce i ved a s  q u i te a " catch . .  never v i ews herse l f  a s  a nyt h i ng  but i ndependent 

and capab l e .  S h i r l ey Kee l dar i s  a woma n who cou l d  eas i l y s uccumb , but 

s he does not . And Carol i ne He l stone i s  pres umab l y  that type  o f  woma n 

who , l i ke G i ne vra Fans hawe , o ught to try to s na re a man to e n s ure her 

es cape from the con f i ne s of t he rectory . But these two women , a l t hough  
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each  marri es  i n  t he e nd , do not see mar ri age as the best  way fo r a 

woman to rea l i ze he r human  nature , de sp i te t he fact t hat C a ro l i ne recog

n i ze s  that  marri age i s  t he no rma l way to  gai n i t .  J u d i i h  McDa n i e l  

su gge s ts that  Caro l i ne 

. . .  has  been  ab l e  s ucce s s fu l l y  to app ra i se the req u i reme nt 
of her env i ronme nt i n  s p i te of he r l ac k  of educa t i on ;  s he 
knows what i t  means  to be a woman : s he must  mar ry .  Whe t her 
s he wi s hes  to marry or not i s  i rre l evant , eve ryt hi ng  e l se 
s he may w i s h  i s  forb i dden . ? 

Caro l i ne does recog n i ze t hat  he r educat i on has  been i ns uffi c i ent and s he 

be l i eve s  t hat  a s i ng l e  woman o ught  to have more to do ; each wou l d  a l l ow 

a mar r i e d  woma n to l ead a more fu l f i l l i ng l i fe a s  we l l .  S h i r l ey ,  not 

need i ng to marry to  s u rv i ve or  es cape , rej ects o ffe rs from two s u i to rs : 

ma rryi ng Ro be rt Moore wo u l d  be s e l l i ng herse l f  to s ave h i s m i l l ; marryi ng 

S i r Ph i l i p  wou l d  have been se l l i ng herse l f  to appease  the expectat i o ns of 

ot he rs . Ne i the r Sh i rl ey nor C aro l i ne engages i n  coq uetry to s na re a man , 

even whe n t hey are i n  l ove .  I n  th i s way , they d i ffer from G i nevra  and 

B l anche and become mo re l i ke Lucy and J ane . Bronte ' s  hero i nes  w i l l  not 

comp romi se on  t he i s s ue of marri age : a marr i age must be made for l ove , 

and fo r 1 ave on l y .  

The q uest i on o f  marri age i s  a d i ff i cu l t  one , for B ro n te ' s  v i ews on  

i t  range from the b l i s s fu l  to  the sord i d .  He r o p i n i on i s  re f l ected not 

o n l y  from nove l to nove l , b ut wi t hi n nove l s as we l l .  The p rogres s i o n seems 

c l ear , however , from the b l i s s fu l  marri ages at t he end of The  P ro fessor  

a nd J ane Eyre , thro ugh  t he amb i va l ence i n  S h i r l ey ,  to the seemi ng  rej ect i on 

i n  V i l l ette . Th i s p ro gres s i o n i s · not repre sentati ve o f  a deve l op i ng  

bel i ef t hat  a woma n i s  better off s i n g l e ,  but that a woma n o ug ht to have 

mo re oppo rtun i t i es , a nd that i f  s i ng l e ,  a woma n s hou l d  s t i l l  be ab l e  to 
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l ead a fu l f i l l i ng l i fe .  Love i n  a woman ' s  l i fe i s  an i mp o rtant  theme i n  

a l l o f  he r nove l s .  I t  i s  i mportant , but marr i age i s  not s uff i c i ent  to 

b r i ng tota l ha pp i nes s  to a woman . The p rogre s s i on , then· , s tems no t from 

d i s i l l us i o nment abou t  ma rri age � se ; rather  i t  i s  a reaff i rmat i o n that 

be i ng s i ng l e  i s  not a tra gedy , i f  o ne has  mea n i ngfu l  occupat i o n s . 

A l t hough  The Profes sor  i s  l a rge l y  Wi l l i am C ri mswo rth ' s  s tory , 

i t  i s  Frances He nr i ' s  as  we l l . Frances  i s  offe red a ma rr i a ge of  l e i s u re ;  

W i  1 1  i am wants her  to ret i re from a 1 1  he r 1 abo r . She refuses : " Th i n k  o f  

ma rryi ng you to b e  kept by you , Mon s i e ur ! I cou l d  not  do i t 1 1 ( p .  200 ) . 

I ns tead s he and Wi l l i am embark on  a partners h i p ,  eventua l l y ru n n i ng t he i r 

own very s ucces s fu l  s c hoo l i n  Eng l and . The i r endeavor i s  at  F rances • 

u rg i ng , " I  do n ' t  wor k  eno ugh , "  s he - s ays ( p . 2 1 9 ) . And fo r thei r hard 

wo rk , the i r " h armo ny of  thought a nd deed , " ( p .  2 2 1 ) they a re rewarded 

a nd happy .  

J a ne Eyre be l i eves t hat her appearance and status  p rec l ude _ any 

hope of  a happy ma rri a ge . She does not expect to marry , a l t hough  s he 

l o ve s ; he r i ndepe nde nce and  s e l f- suffi c i ency are port rayed throughout the 

boo k .  Neve rt he l e s s , B ro nte ' s  theme of l ove ' s  i mpo rtance to a fu l fi l l ed 

ex i stence man i fe s t s  i ts e l f whe n  J ane i s  fo rt unate e nough  to be a b l e  to 

. marry the man she l oves . Each partne r i n  Bronte ' s  v i s i o n , must  have an  

eq ua l  share i n  the  u n i o n , or  i n  Wo l l sto necraft ' s  wo rd s , " I n  the  cho i ce of  

a hus ba nd [women ]  shou l d not be  l ed astray by the q u a l i t i es of  a l o ve r-

fo r a l ove r the h usband , eve n s up pos i ng h im  to  be  wi se a nd ·v i rtuo us , cannot 

l o ng  rema i n  . .  ( p . 1 1 9 ) . J ane and Roc hester ach i eve t h i s eq ua l un i on at the 

end of J ane Eyre , but before they reach th i s  state , t he re i s  much  to be 

re s o l ved i n  the i r re l a ti onsh i p .  
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The ma rr i age at t he end of  J ane Eyre and J ane ' s  s ub s eq uent  

to tal  f u l f i l l ment  occur des p i te Rochester ' s  d i mi n i s hed p hys i ca l  capab i -

l i t i e s . Exte rn a l s a re not i mportant to a rea l  mar r i age : econom i cs and  

phys i ca l  mas te ry have no p l ace when  two peop l e  attempt to  form a u ni o n ;  

the i r sou l s  and  m i nds  must  be a l i ke .  I t  has been argued t ha t  " eq ua l i ty . .  

i s  not the key wo rd at  t he end of  J ane  Eyre , 8 but  that the i mpo rtant 

p h rase i s  the " pe rfect  con cord " Jane says she has i n  her  mar r i age w i th  

Rochester : 

I k now what i t  i s  to l i ve e nt i re l y  for and wi th  wh at I 
l ove bes t  o n  e a rt h . I ho l d  myse l f  supreme l y  b l est- 
b l e st  beyo nd what  l anguage can  exp re s s ; because  I am 
my hu s band ' s  l i fe as  fu l l y  as  he i s  m i ne . . . A l l my 
confi dence i s  bes towed o n  h i m ,  a l l h i s confi dence i s  
devoted to  me ; we are prec i s e l y  s u i ted i n  c haracter-
perfect concord i s  the res u l t ( p .  476 } . 

But J ane and Roch e s te r  are eq ua l , 1 1perfect l y  s u i ted " to one  a nother i n  

the i r mar ri age . B ronte has  not a l l owed th i s  b l i s s fu l  state to s i mp l y  

evo l ve ;  i t  must  be  co ntra s ted wi th Roches ter ' s  marr i age to B e rtha , J ane 

and Roches ter ' s  ear l y  re l at i ons h i p ,  and Jane ' s  near marri age to St . John  

R i ve rs . 

Rochester ' s  mar ri age to Be rtha wa s a n  econom i c neces s i ty for h i m .  

Bertha too must  have been unhappy i n  the i r re l at i o ns h i p befo re s he was 

· comp l ete l y  i n capac i tated ; " her  fami l y  wi s hed to secure [ Roc heste r ]  because 

[he ] was of  a good race " ( p .  332 ) . Roc hes ter s ays , " I  neve r l o ved , I 

never esteemed , I d i d not eve n know he r "  ( p .  333 ) . The mi s t a ke o f  t h i s 

marr i age i s  one he h a s  bee n  forced to endure for a l mo s t  twe nty years whe n 

he meets J a ne .  The des cr i p t i on  o f  Bert ha when J ane f i na l l y sees  her , ahd 

the rea l i z at i on of  what  s he i s ,  i s  horr i b l e  .. Roc he ste r ' s. wo rd s " That i s  

� w i fe "  ( p .  322 } a re fi l l ed  wi t h  contempt not on l y for Bert ha but  fo r 
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fo r J ane ' s  true h ap p i nes s , because  i n  add i t i on to the obv i ou s  i mped i ment  

of h i s 1 1 Wi  fe  now 1 i v i  ng  � . ,  J ane and  Rochester are not yet eq ua  1 .  Bertha 

s i gn i fi e s  s ome t h i ng  e l se , and  t hat i s  t he fate of  a woman fo rced to marry 

because  of c i rcumstance � a nd now he l d  i n  con tempt by her  hus band . As such 

s he rep resents  a l l those women 11 doomed to l ose 1 1  i n  ma r r i age and  soc i ety .  

He r madne s s  i s  no t re l evant  i n  th i s  context � except that  i t  g i ves 

an  exp l anat i o n for her  ra ge s . Be rt ha • s  rage i s  a rebe l l i o n aga i n s t  a 

system i n  wh i c h s he i s  ca ught and from wh i c h s he ca nnot esca pe . Her 

chai ns  are t he s t r i ctures  soci ety p l aces on  a l l wome n , a s  Karen Ma nn 

state s : 
� 

I t  i s  at  · l east  po s s i b l e that Bert ha • s  rage - -exp res sed  i n  
f i t s  of  temper a nd defi ant acts of sexua l i nd u l ge nce - 
i s  t he outward express i on o f  mal evo l e nce bred by a 
sys tem wh i c h den i es he r a separate wi l l  a nd i mpr i sons  he r 
i n  a· mar r i age that i s  p r i ma r i l y  a monetary ba rga i n . 9 

Th i s i s  pe rhaps  too s t ro n g , but i n  the context o f  the mar r i a ge ma r ket , of  

Wo l l stonecraft • s  dep i ct i on of uneq u a l  marr i ages , a nd  M i l l  • s  v i ew o f  ma r

ri age a s  s l avery , Bertha must  be seen wi th at  l ea s t  a s  muc h sympathy as  

Rocheste r .  J a ne tel l s  Rochester th at s he  th i n ks he wou l d  hate her  i f  s he , 

too , we re mad , but  he i nforms her that i t  i s  not the madne s s  wh i ch causes 

h i m  to hate Bertha , but the fact that they were marr i ed fo r the  wrong 

reasons . Bert ha Mason  Ro chester i s  not s i mp l y  a n  i mp ed i me nt to J a ne • s  

mar r i age ; s he i s  rep resentati ve of  the conseq ue nce s o f  a n  uneq ua l marri age 

based on econom i cs  a nd the s ubject i on of women . 

The a c knowl edgement  of Bert ha at th i s t i me a nd J a ne ' s  es cape from · 

Thornfi e l d  i nd i cates that had Jane • s  marr i �ge occu rred , i t  too wo u l d  be a 

mi sta ke , for · J ane a nd Rocheste r are not yet eq ua l . They have someth i ng . 
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wh i c h j o i ns  t he i r  two so u l s from t he begi nn i ng , bu t ne i ther  i s  ready 

fo r the i r  marr i age when i t  i s  f i rst set to occur : 1 1 l n  t he i r f i rs t meet

i ng s . - . they recogn i ze  e ac h  ot her ' s phys i ca l  and psycho l o g i ca l  s i mi l ar i 

t i es ; ne i ther  i s  convent i ona l l y  attract i ve o r  s o c i a l l y  g racefu l . . .  " 1 0  

By the t i me Roche s te r  p roposes  to Jane , he  can  tel l he r ,  

I some t i me s  have a q ueer  fee l i ng w i th rega rd to you - 
espec i a l l y  w hen  you are near to me a s  now : i t  i s  a s  i f  
I had a s t ri ng  somewhe re under my l e ft r i bs , t i g h t l y  a nd 
i nextr i ca b l y  knotted to a s imi l ar str i ng s i t uated i n  t he 
cor re s po nd i ng q ua rte r of  your  l i tt l e frame . . .  ( p .  280 ) 

a nd J a ne te l l s  h i m , 

I am not t a l k i ng  to yo u now t hrough  the  med i um of  c u s tom , 
conventi o n a l i t i es , no r even mo rta l  f l es h : i t  i s  my 
s p i r i t that  addresses  your  s p i r i t ;  j ust  a s  i f  both had  
pas sed through  t he grave , a nd we stood at  God ' s  fee t , 
eq u a l - - as · we are ! ( p .  281 ) 

But  a s  soon  a s  t hese avowa l s have occurred , Roc hester  beg i ns to 

treat J a ne l es s  l i ke an eq ua l  and more l i ke a pos ses s i on .  S a n d ra G i l be rt 

state s t ha t  1 1 Roche s ter , hav i ng secured Jane ' s  l ove ,  a l mo st refl ex i ve l y  

beg i ns to t reat he r a s  a n  i nfe ri o r , a p l ayth i ng , a v i rg i na l  po sses s i o n . " 1 1  

Befo re t he i r marr i age he wa nts to d ress  he r " l i ke a do l l "  ( p .  297 ) , and  

Jane i s  forced to  keep  i n  c heck  he r future husba nd , of  whom , u nfo rtun ate ly , 

s he " had  made a n  i do l " ( p . 302 ) .  Wol l s tonecraft uses  t he s ame termi no l o gy 

. i n  des cr i b i ng a mar r i age i n  wh i ch a woman doe s not con s i de r  a s  her  f i rst 

duty t hat  to he rse 1 f as  a rat i on a 1 be i ng :  "Th i s ra n k  i n  1 i fe . . . degrades 

them by ma k i n g  them mere do l l s " ( p .  145 ) . When Jane rebe l s aga i n s t  t h i s , 

she i s  act i ng  o n  anot he r  of  Wo l l sto necraft ' s  assert i o n s : " B ut wome n o n l y  

dres s  to g rat i fy me n o f  ga l l a ntry ;  fo r the l o ve r i s  a l ways bes t  p l eased 

wi th the s i mp l e garb wh i ch f i ts  c l ose to the shape " ( p .  1 2 9 ) . Th at i s  

Roc heste r wo u l d no t seek  to cha n ge even Jane ' s  appea ra nce . i f  he l o ved 

• 
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her for he rsel f .  After  Bertha i s  reve a l ed as Roche ste r ' s  w i fe ,  J ane  

reso l ves  to
.
s epar ate he rs e l f from one she l ove s but cannot mar ry , s ayi ng , 

" I  care fo r myse l f 1 1 ( p .  345 ) . 

Whe n s he has ar r i ved at  Marsh End , s i c k ,  h ungry ,  wea k , no  l onge r  

ab l e t o  care for herse l f ,  s he i s  accepted i nto  the R i ve rs ho useho l d  

a nd recuperates . As J ane rega i ns he r hea l th , she  gai ns  the adm i rati o n  

of a man who see ks , acco rd i ng  to Sa ndra G i l be rt , t o  e ns l ave h e r  i n  h i s 

vocat i o n  by ma k i ng  he r h i s wi fe and ta k i ng  her wi t h  h i m  to I nd i a .  

At fi rst  . . . i t  seems t hat  St . J o hn i s  offeri ng  Jane a v i ab l e  
a l ternat i ve  to t he way of l i fe proposed by Roche ste r .  Fo r 
whe re Rochester  . . .  e nded up appear i ng  to  offe r a l i fe of  
p l eas u re , a path o f  ro se s ( a l be i t  w i t h  concea l ed t ho rns ) ,  
and a marr i age of  pass i on , St . John  seems to p ro po s e  a 
l i fe of  p r i nc i p l e ,  a path of� tho rns  ( wi t h  no concea l ed 
roses ) ,  a·nd a marr i a ge o f  sp i ri t ua l i ty . 1 2  

But J a ne cannot s ubj ugate her pas s i ons  and  marry St . John , a marri age 

of duty and work , not one  o f  l ove . He req u i res wor k  o f  he r ,  and  s he 

offer s  to go wi t h  h i m ,  but not as  h i s w i fe .  H i s  w i fe wou l d be a s l ave , 

a s  descr i bed by M i l l , but  i n  C har l otte B ron te ' s  nove l , a mar r i age must  

be made between  eq ua l s and sou l -mates . J a ne a sks , 1 1 C a n  I rece i ve f rom h i m  

the br i da l  r i ng , e nd u re a l l the forms of l ove ( whi ch  I doubt n o t  he wo ul d 

s crup u l o u s l y  obs erve ) and  know that the s p i r i t was q u i te absent ? "  ( p . 430 ) 

She ca n not . I n stead , fo l l ow i ng Rocheste r ' s eer i e  c ry fo r her  i n  

t he n i gh t , s he returns  to h i m , whe re s he f i nds  h i m  b l i nd and  cr i pp l ed , 

but  f i n a l l y  free to mar ry he r .  Many cr i t i cs have eq uated Roche s te r ' s  cri p 

p l i ng w ith  a symbo l i c  castrat i on 1 3  but Sandra G i l be rt po i nt s  o ut t hat 

s i g ht l es s , he can fi na l l y  see , and mut i l ated , 1 1 he d raws h i s  powers from 

wi th i n h i ms e l f ,  rathe r than  from i neq u i ty ,  d i sgu i se ,  de ce pt i o n . 1 1 1 4  Not 

o n l y  has he been h umb l ed ,  but  J a ne arri ves at  Ferndean  a · d ifferent woman ,  



44 

for s he i s  now i ndependent , and thus , so� i a l l y  and economi ca l l y Rocheste r • s  

eq ua l . I n  the i r ea r l i e r re l at i onsh i p  Jane and Roc hester  avowed that  her 

l ow status  and h i s wea l t h , he r nai vete and h i s exper i ence , her yo uth and 

h i s age , were i rre l evant , but  des p i te the i r 1 1 Connectedne s s 1 1  t hey were not 

eq ua l . The death  o f  Be rtha , J ane • s  economi c i ndepende nce and  cho i ce to 

return , and h i s phys i ca l  c r i pp l i ng ,  br i ng them togethe r ,  f i na l l y  i n  

perfect conc o rd . Th i s mutua l i ty and u n i o n  o f  sou l s i s  C ha r l otte Bro n te • s  

v i s i o n  of marr i age . I t  i s  t he mos t  comp l ete un i on that  s he wi l l  eve r 

po rtray . 

I f  J ane Eyre has  the hap p i est  marr i age of  a l l Bron te • s  wome n , the 

ma r r i ages  o f  Caro l i ne and  S h i r l ey are the two wh i ch l e ave t he reader w i th  

t he mos t  q ues t i on s . Both women l ove the me n they mar ry , but  S h i r l ey i s  

fi l l ed  w i t h  so many d i re po rt ra i ts of marri age that o ne won de rs why 

C aro l i ne and  S h i r l ey ever  dec i ded to embark  on  mar r i ed l i fe .  I t  i s  a l so 

prob l emat i c  to t he femi n i s t  reader of  Sh i r l ey becau se t he p l eas for 

imp roved women • s  ro l e s  are so str i dent i n  th i s  novel  t hat o n e  wants to 

see i ts hero i ne s  forge new g round , and not fa l l i nto  mar r i ages  i n  wh i ch 

Sh i r l ey te rms he r h us ba nd 1 1ma s te r 1 1  and Carol i ne has a l mo s t  s tarved her

se l f  to deat h . The i mages of  ma rri age i n  S h i r l ey a re more g l oomy than  

t he dome st i c tas ks  wh i ch f i l l  a woman • s  day , a nd  yet i ts he ro i nes  marry .  

I s  ma rr i age a n  es cape from drudgery a nd l on e l i ne s s , o r  i s  i t  t he c ho i ce 

of  the l e s ser  of two e v i l s ? I t  i s  i mporta nt to remembe r t hat  B ro nte 

be l i eved a woman  needed l ove to be comp l ete l y  ful f i l l ed ; s t i l l  t he 

doub l e  marr i age i n  Sh i r l ey ,  occurr i ng a s  i t  doe s aga i n s t  the ba ckdrop o f  

l o ve l e s s  ma rr i ages , dome s t i c d rudgery , and ·l a ck  of  a l ternat i ves  fo r wome n , 

seems to be an  i nfe r i o r  c ho i ce .  Bronte ' s  amb i va l ence re gard i n g marri age 



i n  th i s  nove l doe s n ot d i m i n i s h  her empha s i s o n  l ove ;  rather  i t  

strengthens  her  emp has i s  that  a woma n ' s  c ho i ces are too l i m i ted . 
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The Reverend He l stone speaks  f i rs t and mo st hars h l y  on  t he top i c 

of mar r i age i n  S h i r l ey :  

M i l l i on s  o f  mar r i ages are unhappy :  i f  eve rybody con fe s s ed 
the truth  pe rhaps  a l l are more o r  l es s  so . . .  [peo p l e ] 
t i re of  each  othe r i n  a month . A yo kefe l l ow i s  not  a 
comp an i on ; he o r  s he i s  a fe l l ow- s uffere r ( p .  142 ) .  

The se comments  come duri ng  a conversat i on wi t h  Caro l i ne ,  a nd  i t  i s  on l y  

t he beg i n n i ng o f  a l ong  ser i es  o f  dec l arat i ons  o n  ma rr i age . Mrs . Yorke 

1 i kes  to " crac k a d ry jest aga i nst  mat r i mo ny " ( p .  1 7 1 ) ; Robe rt Moo re 

th i nks " t hese are not  t i me s  fo r mar ry i ng  of  g i v i ng i n  mar r i a ge "  ( p .  1 7 1 ) ; 

Joe Scott p roc l a i ms , '' . . . women i s  to _ take the i r h u sbands ' o p i n i o n  both  

i n  po l i t i cs and re l i g i on :  i t ' s who l esome s t  for them " ( p . 32 3 } ; a nd  Mrs . 

Pryor w i th  t he s addes t  ta l e to te l l , s ays , " I f I had  not bee n  so mi ser-

ab l e  a s  a gove rnes s ,  I s hou l d  neve r have mar r i ed . . .  the s i n g l e s h ou l d  not 

be too a nx i o us to cha n ge t he i r state , as  they may change fo r t he worse "  

( p .  36 7 - 368 ) .  Acco rd i ng to McDan i e l , C aro l i ne and S h i r l ey a re bomba rded 

wi th ' ' dec i s i ve l y negat i ve or extreme l y  amb i va l ent v i ews on ma rr i age : th i s 

i s  i n  d i rect co ntra s t  to J a ne Eyre whe re mar r i age i s  neve r co ndemned per 

� a nd i s  seen pr i ma r i l y  as  a reward . " 1 5  I f  J a ne ' s  mar r i age i s  a reward , 

the marr i age s i n  Sh i r l ey a re a seve re pun i s hment , o r  at l east a b urden 

wh i c h i ts part i c i pa n ts , e spe c i a l l y  t he women , are fo rced to bear . B ronte ' s 

str i de ncy regard i ng the i ss ue i s  troub l esome , but s he port rays a l l the 

cho i ces  for a woman negat i ve l y  i n  t h i s  nove l : dome s t i c  occupat i on s are 

drudge ry ; wo rk  outs i de the home i s  unsat i sfy i ng and l i m i ted . McDa n i e l  

sugge sts that wh i l e marr i age i s  unappea l i n� ,  t he a l te rnat i ve s  are wo rse , 



and i t  i s  not s u rp ri s i n g t hat unde r such c i rcumsta nces a women wo u l d  

choose to marry .  16  
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Caro l i ne understands  that  a woman must  marry to  c h a n ge her  l i fe ,  

a nd i n  her case , t he l ac k  of change wi l l  confi ne her  to darn i n g ,  wo rk i ng 

on  the " j ew bas ke t , "  and  s tay i ng  l arge l y  at home , whet her that  home w i l l  

be wi t h  her  unc l e  o r  he r mothe r .  Marr i age to Robe rt Moo re wou l d not be 

muc h d i ffe rent , exce pt that  i n  marr i age Caro l i ne wou l d  be car i ng  for some

one she t ru l y  l o ved .  Robe rt , howeve r ,  has g rand  not i o n s  abou t  how the 

repe a l  o f  the Orde rs o f  Counc i l wi l l  affect the i r l i fe :  he  w i l l  become 

r i ch ; t hey wi l l  care for the poo r ;  Caro l i ne ,  S h i r l ey ,  a nd M i s s  A i n l ey wi l l  

run a day-s choo l .  I n  fact , Caro l i ne has  not been res cued so  much by mar 

r i age a s  by the repea l . Th i s  i s  bes i de the po i nt ,  fo r B ro n te ' s  he ro i nes 

do f i nd happ i ne s s  and fu l f i l l ment i n  l ove a nd marri a ge . Robe rt has  been 

Caro l i ne ' s  con f i da nt ; h e  k nows she fee l s conf i ned by so c i et a l  str i ctures . 

He has l oved he r from the beg i nn i ng ,  but p l aced bu s i ne s s  f i rs t i n  h i s . 

l i fe .  Typ i ca l l y , eac h must  undergo a change , a nd a p res umed g rowt h befo re 

they are free to mar ry the i r o ne true l ove . Caro l i ne s u ffe rs  from the 

l ack  of oppo rtu n i ty ,  a nd i n  her be l i ef that she wi l l  neve r ma r ry .  Robe rt 

i s  s hot  by me n opposed to h i s bus i ne s s  ve ntures . They a re res cued by 

· i mp roved economi c t i mes , but i t  i s  not un l i ke Jane and Ro che s ter ' s  1 1 l uc k 1 1 

at Bertha ' s  death i n  the burn i ng down of Tho rnf i e l d .  C a ro l i ne e scape s 

the l i fe o f  the o l d ma i d  s he has seen by marry i ng a man s he l o ve s and who 

l oves her , and who wi l l  estab l i sh her i n  an  occupat i on , howeve r s h a l l ow 

and gra t u i tous  i t  m i ght  seem to modern readers . 

W h i l e  Caro l i ne re a l l y  has no bette r .c ho i ce i n  he r st rugg l e  to 

es cape , S h i r l ey does . Sh i r l ey ostens i b ly has no need to marry to occupy . 
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he r l i fe ,  a l t hough  s he acknowl edges that i n  the wo r l d o f  bu s i ne s s  s he i s  

not treated  as a mal e wo u l d  be ; certa i n l y  marri age i s  not t he l es se r  of  

two e v i l s  fo r he r .  The two yo ung  women i n  t h i s  nove l have n umero u s  l o ng 

d i s cus s i o n s  on  l i fe ,  wome n , and ma rr i age , and both be l i eve , as  B ronte d i d ,  

that true l ove and un i on  i s  pos s i b l e ,  des p i te some ev i dence to t he 

contra ry .  S h i rl ey seems at f i rs t to s avor he r i ndependence mo re t han  the 

po s s i bi l i ty o f  marr i ed  l i fe :  1 1 I cou l d  never be my own m i s t re s s  mo re . A 

terri b l e  thoug ht-- i t  s uffocates me " ( p .  2 2 3 ) . I n  fact , the fear  o f  l os i ng 

he r freedom i s  not  wha t bothers he r ; i t  i s  he r fear of  " be i ng a b u rde n and 

a bore , - - a n  i ne v i tabl e b u rden , - - a  ceasel e s s  bore " ( p .  2 23 ) . On ce aga i n 

B ronte echoe s Wo 1 1  s tonecra ft : 1 1 fam i 1 i ar i  ty m i ght  have tu rned adm i· ra-

t i on i nto d i sgus t i ' ( p .  32 ) .  S h i rl ey and C aro l i ne have not o n l y  bou gh t  

He l s tone ' s  one -mo nth  t i me l i m i t ,  b u t  they have bought h i s ,  a nd soc i ety ' s , 

i dea t hat  a woman s hou l d  be 1 1 a S  l i ght- headed , as  va i n ,  as  open  to r i d i cu l e  

a s  pos s i b l e , beca u se they we re then . . .  i nferi o r "  ( p . 1 39 ) , o r  a s  Wo l l s .tone

cra ft b i tte r l y  stated , " s he was created to  be  t he toy of  me n "  ( p .  34 ) .  

I n  add i t i o n Sh i r l ey th i nks  me n ' ' fancy women ' s  mi nds somet h i n g  l i ke t hose 

of ch i l dren " ( p .  343 ) .  A woman i nfer i o r  and c h i l d i s h may eas i l y be v i ewed 

as an object , wh i ch w i l l  soon  i ndeed become a bu rden and  a bo re to i ts 

po s ses sor . S h i r l ey and  Caro l i ne both be l i eve , howeve r ,  i n  t he po s s i b i l i ty 

of  mutua l l o ve , harmo n i ous  and  transfo rmi ng , as  Bro nte d i d .  

Proba b l y  the mos t  d i s conce rt i ng sect i on of Sh i r l ey i s  t he 

port i on i n  wh i ch S h i r l ey des c r i bes to he r unc l e her r i g ht and des i re to 

be mas te red by t he man s he c hooses  as her husband : 

I know fu l l we l l ,  any man who wi shed to l i ve i n  decent 
comfo rt w i t h  me as  a husband mu st  be ab l e  to cont ro l 



me . . . I p refe r a mas te r  . . .  A man I _ s ha l l fee l  i t  
i mpos s i b l e  not  to l ove , and ve ry pos s i b l e  to 
fea r  ( p .  5 14 ) . 

To acco unt  fo r t hi s s tatement  from a woma n who earl i e r had  feared the 

l os s  of her i ndepe ndence i n  marr i a ge i s  d i ff i cu l t .  I t  s ho u l d be noted 

that F rances c a l l s  W i l l i am "ma s ter"  and Jane freq uent l y  refers to 
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Roches te r i n  the s ame way ; a l thoug h s he i s  h i s pa i d  servant  at the beg i n-

n i ng , s he  st i l l  ca l l s  h i m  "ma ster"  on  one occas i on a t  Ferndea n . Mas tery 

mus t , the n , i m p l y  a state of  mutua l contro l , and conve rse l y , g rowth . 

Sh i rl ey wants  a p ra ct i ca l  ma n wi th sense , a b l end of  he ro a nd p h i l b-

sophe r  ( p . 5 1 5 ) . S he w i s he s  to be t aught and  gu i ded , not fo rced to be 

a s l ave . Peggy B rayfi e l d po i nts out
_ 
t hat S h i r l ey 1 1 Seems too much an  

i nd i v i dua l eve r to be dom i nated except i n  the  way s he choos e s  to be 

� domi nated . 1 1 1 1 7 

B ro nte 1 s  v i ew seems mudd l ed ,  neve rthe l es s , a nd t he end i ng  of  

Sh i r l ey i s  a prob l em .  Bronte a l l ows her two hero i nes  to mar ry ,  p robab l y  

as  an  aff i rma t i o n  of he r be l i ef i n  the po s s i b i l i ty of  mutua l i ty i n  

ma rri age . The fact t hat they have marr i ed , i n  the mi d s t  o f  extreme 

negat i v i sm regard i ng the i nst i tut i on , does not ne ces s a r i l y  me an t hey have 

chosen t he l ea s t  p a i nfu l  co urse i n  l i fe .  Caro l i ne probab l y  has , but i t  

i s  do ubtfu l that s he wou l d  eve r marry anyone but Robe rt , fo r he i s  he r one 

l ove , a nd s he h i s .  Had s he not mar r i ed h i m ,  he r out l oo k wou l d  have been 

mo re b l ea k .  Pe rhaps  B ro n te , i n  ma k i ng Sh i rl ey s pea k o f  he r need t o  be 

mas te red was p utt i ng soc i ety 1 s wo rds i n  her mouth . Th i s  was a t i me whe n 

no woma n co u l d  beh ave a s  S h i r l ey d i d wi thout some degree o f  ce ns ure . 

B ro nte may have been ac know l edg i ng i t ,  a nd Sh i r l ey 1 s words may be the 

recogn i t i o n of  t he fact that a woman l s  p l ace wa s not yet a man 1 s ,  no 



ma tte r how c l ea r l y  s he sees the i nj ust i ce , or  how kee n l y  s he des i res 

he r i ndependence . The women have not c ho sen , a s  a modern fem i n i st 

reade r may th i n k ,  mar r i age over career , for the po s s i b i l i t i es o f  a fu l 

fi l l i ng career  were s l i m .  But they have chosen  a mate w i t h  whom they 

can hope fo r hap p i ness  and fu l f i l l ment , and mutu a l  l ove . 
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I n  The Profe s s o r  a nd Jane Eyre C harl otte B ro n te port rays mutua l  

l ove  e nd i ng i n  marr i age a s  1 1 pe rfect concord . 1 1 I n  Sh i r l ey marri age made 

i n  rea l  l ove i s  po s s i b l e ,  b ut a l te rnat i ves  are cons i de red , and the wi ves 

wi l l  have mo re to do than  J ane does , a l t hough  Jane no l o nge r needs out

s i de occupat i ons . I n  V i l l ette marri ages are made betwee n  m i nor  characters , 

but Lucy Snowe , desp i te ha v i ng l oved , i s  l eft s i ng l e .  V i l l ette po rtrays 

t he step that B ronte co u l d  no t q u i te br i ng  he rse l f to i n  S h i rl ey :  wh at 

mea n i ng  cou l d  C a ro l i ne have i n  l i fe i f  not marri ed ?  Lucy S nowe , u n l i ke 

Caro l i ne ,  w i l l  have mean i n g  i n  he r l i fe .  Her s i ng l e  l i fe con t ra s ts w i t h  

Pau l i na ' s  a n d  G i nevra ' s  marr i ed l i ves . L ucy seems , l i ke Jane , t o  act�a l l y  

have benefi ted i n  be i ng fo rced to ca l l  o n  herse l f from the beg i nn i ng .  I f  

s he does no t ma rry s he wi l l  not l a ngu i s h  and nearl y d i e ,  for Lucy re pre

sents the new stronge r  woma n fo r wh i ch Bronte hoped . 

I n  V i l l ette t hree very di ffe rent women have ve ry d i ffe rent l i ve s 

·i n the end . Po l l y , a g i r l who i do l i zes  and serve s he r fat her , becomes a 

woman who i do l i ze s  and serve s he r hu sband . G i nevra , the coq uette , ma rr i es 

a fop . Lucy , fo rced i n to i ndependence , rema i n s i ndependen t . Aga i n Bro nte 

i s not advocat i ng s i n g l ene s s  at the expense of marr i age ; s he · s i mp l y  

as serts  that a n  unmarri ed woma n s hou l d have happ i ne s s  j u st  a s  h e r  marr i ed 

s i s ters may . The mar ri ages w i th wh i ch Lucy ' $  ce l i ba cy cont rasts  i mp l y 

that a s i ng l e  woma n may i n  fact be happ i e r .  M i l l ett notes that  

-



. . .  every V i ctori an  riove 1 i s  expe.cted to end i n  a h appy 
marri age ; t ho se wr i tten by wome n are req u i red to . 
B ronte p rete nds to compromi se ; conve nt i o n  i s  appeased 
by the paste bo a rd wedd i ng of Pau l i na Mary to Pr i n ce 
John ; c heated i n  Lucy • s  escape . 1 8 

I n  V i l l et te B ro nte  has  a l l owed a woma n to be fu l f i l l ed o uts i de of  

marr i age . 
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Po l l y  Home B re tto n does not need to see k fu l f i l l me n t  outs i de the 

home ; he r l i fe has been o r i e nted around p l eas i ng the men i n  he r l i fe- - at 

l east  from the t i me t hat  L ucy fi rst  meets her . Po l l y rep re sents  t rad i 

t i ona l  V i cto ri a n  woma n , ma k i ng me n happy , seek i ng any happ i ne s s  through  

t he i rs . She doe s  a s sert herse l f upo n  occas i on , but she  i s  from the  f i rs t 

de scr i bed as  do l l - l i ke ;  genera l l y  he r assert i ons  are i n  t he serv i ce o f  her 

fathe r ,  or  l ater , G ra ham . The re i s  noth i ng wrong  i n  Po l l y • s  marri age to 

Gra h am for i t  i s  happy :  Lucy te l l s  Po l l y , 1 1 I n  a l l that  mutua l l y  conce rns 

you and Graham there seems to me p romi se , p l an ,  harmo ny . . ( p .  467 ) . 

A l though  i t  i s  1 1 p asteboard 1 1 to Kate M i l l ett , the i r  un i on s i g n i f i es 

B ronte • s  be l i ef  t h at mutua l i ty can exi st  between men a nd women , but 

furthe r i n  Lucy • s - o bservat i o n  re gard i ng i t , some b i tte rne s s  i s  a l so 

e v i dent : 

I do be l i e ve there a re some th i ngs  so born , so rea red , 
so gu i ded from a soft crad l e to a ca lm  and l ate grave , 
that no  exce s s i ve suffer i ng  pe netrate s thei r l ot ,  a n d  
n o  tempestuo u s  b l ackne s s  ove rcasts  the i r journey ( p .  5 32 ) .  

The b i tterne s s  from Lucy come s from he r not be i ng one o f  the  e l ect s he 

descr i be s . Po l l y  a nd Lucy are d i ffe rent women ; the i r l ot i h  l i fe w i l l  be 

far d i ffe rent , for Lucy wa s not born i nto a cozy cra d l e and c an not se� k  

comfo rt through  dependence . 



Ginevra does seek comfort through marriage, with far different 

results from Polly . " She had no notion of meeting any duties single

handed' '  · ( p .  577) .  Far from being a· pasteboard conclusion , Ginevra 's 

marriage to Alfred de Hamal reflects the superficiality with whi ch she 

has viewed marriage . I t  is a marriage in which a 1 1 good trade" ( p . 576) 

5 1  

is made : Ginevra becomes a countess , Alfred is bailed out o f  troubles and 

debts. Ginevra , 11 Suffering as little as any human being I have ever 

known 1 1  ( p .  5 57) , is like Polly , a woman who will not be forced to call on  

herself in troubled times.  Lucy does not see her marriage , however, in 

the same way she sees Polly 's : Chapter Forty is ironically titled "The 

Happy Pair . " Bronte ' s  views on marriage remain constant : only marriages 

made by equal and mutua l soul-mates can be "perfect concord . " 

The real marri age issue in Villette does not lie in the marriages 

which occur, but in the one which does not. Lucy Snowe is left single , 

in contrast with her married non-suffering friends . Lucy finds her true 

love in M .  Paul : 

. . .  penetrated with his influence , and living by his 
affection , having his worth by intellect , and his goodness 
by heart- - !  preferred him before all humanity ( p .  592) .  

Lucy does not remain single by choice . As Brayfield states , Lucy has no 

hand in M. Paul's death . 1 9  Charlotte Bronte did , however . M. Paul's 

death finds Lucy established in her own school , funded by money from her 

soul-mate . Brayfield asserts that Bronte mea nt to show "the importance 

of hav ing loved to the woman who must make her way independently . 1 1 20  

This seems to stretch a point . Bronte did believe in the importance of 

love in a woman 's li fe ,  but she also believed a woman �ught to have more 

-
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cho i ces . The reader knows Lucy does no t advocate marr i age a s  a 1 1 p rofe s -

s i on , 1 1  a s  Hardy put  i t ,  b y  her  des cr i pt i on  o f  G i nevra • s  1 1 n onsens.e . 1 1  That 

L ucy rema i ns s i ng l e does not i mp l y  that marr i age i s  neve r i mpo rtant ; 

rathe r  i t  shows that  mar r i age cannot be the o n l y  course  a woman cons i ders . 

B ro nte , l i ke Wo l l stone craft and  M i l l , be l i eved marri a ge co u l d be 

mutua l growth fo r hu sband and  w i fe ,  a nd i n  The Pro fe s s o r  a n d  J a ne Eyre 

dep i cts  i t  as s uc h . S he doubts  that  a l l marr i ages ca n be comp l ete ly  

happy because  too many are  made o ut of  conve n i ence , econom i cs ,  and  l ac k  

of  other opt i o ns , a s  we l l  a s  t he fa i l ure of  eq ua l i ty a nd l ove . A l tho ugh 

s he be l i eved i n  l ove and  mar r i a ge , he r more amb i va l e n t  portraya l s  i n  

l ate r nove l s ref l ect  her doubt that a woman • s  comp l ete s at i sfact i o n  co u l d  

come from i t .  I n  S h i r l ey ,  s he as ks what are a woman • s  o pt i o n s , a nd why · 

a re they so l i m i ted ? I f  one be l i eves Wol l s tonecraft and  M i l l ,  i t  i s  

becaus e wom�n are not equa l - -opt i on s  wou l d  come from eq u� l i ty ,  and  eq ua l 

i ty wo u l d a l so  br i n g  bette r marri ages . Thus , a soc i e ty i n  wh i ch  women . 

were as  e steemed , res pe ctab l e ,  and i ndepende nt as  me n wo u l d b r i ng  no t 

o n l y  the po s s i b i l i ty of  fu l fi l l me nt o uts i de marri age , b ut  w i t h i n i t  as  

we l l .  B ronte seems to reco gn i ze th i s , for un l i ke· J ane who f i nds  1 1 perfect 

co ncord 1 1 i n  marri a ge , L ucy must ga i n  a uthent i c i ty a l one . A l t ho u g h  

readers mi ght , romant i ca l l y ,  w i s h  that Lucy and M .  Pau l h ad marri ed , they 

must recog n i ze that  L ucy • s  authent i c i ty i s  not depende nt  o n  marri age , but 

on  herse l f . Had s he mar r i ed , there i s  no do ubt t hat i t  wou l d have been . 

a un i on o f  pe rfect con cord ; a l t hough  she has not marr i ed , h a p p i ness  can  

st i l l  be  he rs in  a soc i ety whi c h  recogn i zes  s i ng l e women a s  human be i �gs 

a nd not objects , c h i l dren , o r  o l d  ma i ds .  

. I  
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I f  as Char l o tte B ronte wrote , " t he re i s  no mo re res pectab l e  

character on  t h i s earth than  an  unmarr i ed woma n , " 1 but he r nove l s dep i ct 

no more happy woman than  one who i s  marr i ed , whe re was t rue fu l fi l l ment 

fo r a woman ? Caro lyn P l att has sta ted t hat  B ro nte ' s  op i n i o n  changed , and 

tha t  by the t i me s he comp l eted V i l l ette , B ronte wa s beg i n n i ng to rej ect 

the t rad i t i on a l  be l i ef i n  l ove as the so urce o f  growt h and ha p p i nes s . 2 

I t  i s  do ubtfu l , however ,  that Bronte wo u l d  eve r  have rej ected t he i dea  o f  

the i mporta nce o f  l ove i n  an  i nd i v i dua l  1 S  l i fe .  I n  eac h of  he r nove l s ,  

bot h  men and women are i so l ated and ofte n l onel y be i ngs , searc h i ng fo r 

meani ng i n  ex i s te nce t h rough  l abo r and i f  not a l ways pas s i o nate l ove , at 

the ve ry l east , some degree of "connectednes s . 1 1  Her mo s t  po i gnant  

des cr i pt i o n s  are  those  of  t he l o ne l y .  Mi s s  Mann  i n  S h i r l ey comes to mi nd , 

as  doe s Lucy ' s des p a i r i n  V i l l ette when s he i s  l e ft a l one a t  the s c hoo l 

wi th o n l y  t he cret i n  fo r company . She was , s he says , 1 1 per i s h i ng  for a 

wo rd of  adv i ce o r  an accent of  comfo rt 1 1  ( p .  2 33 ) . 

I t  often seems t hat  B ronte was co nfused about what authent i c  

exi ste nce fo r wome n s ho u l d be . She cons i stent l y po rt rays two ave nues  to 

growth i n  he r nove l s ,  howeve r ,  mea n i ngful l abor and l ove . The hap p i est  

outcome wo u l d  be for  a woman to have both , but essent i a l l y  a woman needed 

the oppo rtu n i ty to ma ke cho i ces : s he needed to be a l l owed to wo r k  i n  

res pectab l e  l abor , and  s he needed to be ab l e to choose whet he r o r  not , 

and whom , to marry .  B ronte seems to be l i eve i n  the mo re recent p sycho 

l og i ca l  theory , te rmed by Abra ham Ma s l ow 1 1 Se l f- actua l i z at i on , 1 1 w i th  i t s 

phys i o l og i ca l  ne·eds  f i rs t , fo l l owed by need s fo r 1 1 be l ong i ngnes s , 1 1  then · 
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se l f-esteem , a nd f i n a l l y , s� l f- actua l i zat i on . 3 Because  her h e ro i nes  

often seek  s uch pass i onate l ove the rest  of her i n tent  i s  somet imes  

d i sto rted . B ro nte ' s  pas s i onate l ove , unfo rtunate l y ,  o ften  seems a s  i f  i t  

w i l l  s upp re s s  a nd swa l l ow t he hero i ne .  U l t i mate l y  her  nove l s make the 

po i nt that auto nomy and growth may come from d i ffe ren t  so urce s : t hrough 

l ove , th rough wor k , and overr i d i ng both , t hrough  t he opport u n i ty to 

i nfl uence t he d i rect i o n  of o ne ' s  l i fe .  

An i mport a nt and  con s i stent theme i n  B ronte ' s fo u r  nove l s i s  the 

i so l at i on i n  wh i ch many of  her  characters funct i on . W i l l i am C r i ms.worth ' s  

so l i tary exi s te nce i n  The Professor  makes h i m  seem petty a nd wh i l e he i s  

free to see k cha nge i n  h i s l i fe ,  he j s  o ften ve ry l one l y . J ane Eyre 

cont a i ns  many examp l es of t he he ro i ne ' s  i so l at i on :  f i rst  at Gates head , . 

aga i n at Lowood ,  o nce aga i n fo l l ow i ng Jane ' s  fl i ght from Tho rn f i e l d .  I f  

Jane i s  see k i ng a mate , s he i s  a l so see k i ng a n  e nd to so l i t ude . M i s s  Mann 

a nd M i s s  A i n l ey i n  S h i r l ey are f ig ht i ng for res pectab i l i ty a nd f i ghti ng · 

aga i nst  l o ne l i nes s . Even Caro l i ne ,  s u rrou nded a s  she  i s  by peop l e ,  i s  

i so l ated from l ove a nd happ i ne s s , unt i l S h i r l ey arri ve s i n  the  ne i ghbo r

hood . L ucy Snowe , V i l l ette ' s  l one l y  hero i ne ,  i s  w i t hout  fami l y  i n  E ng l and 

and l eft a l o ne i n  t he e nd . I mages  o f  so l i tude i n  Bron te ' s  wo rk  a re yet 

another t heme wh i ch can be traced to her own l i fe .  Mrs . Ga s kel l ' s 

des cr i pt i o n  of Hawo rt h ,  where B ronte grew up , beg i ns " . . .  l i fe i n  an i so 

l ated v i l l age , o r  a l o n e l y  cou ntry ho use  . . . 1 1 4 I t  i s  easy to see that 

th i s  fact be came mo re deep l y  rooted as B ronte and  he r s i ste rs we re separa

ted , by c i rcums tance , a nd the n  by death . 

I n  Mas l ow ' s h i e ra rchy of mot i vat i on , i f  an  i nd i v i dua l h a s  

atta i ned s at i s fa�t i o n  of s uch  p hys i o l og i ca l need s as  hunge r , th i rst , and 



securi ty ,  t he need wh i c h next needs to pe g rat i fi ed i s  tha t of  " be l o ng -

i ngne s s . "  B ronte ant i c i pated Mas l ow i n  h e r  pe rcept i on  t ha t  ove rcomi ng  

i so l at i on  a nd l o ne l i nes s  was  centra l  to  the needs of wome n . I so l a t i on 
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i s  not autonomy , no r i s  sec l us i on neces s ar i l y  peacefu l s o l i tude . C ha rac 

ters i n  The Profe s s o r  and  part i cu l ar l y  i n  Jane Eyre , mus t  o ve rcome i so 

l at i on , th rough s ome type o f  u n i on w i th other i nd i v i d ua l s .  J a ne attempts 

to form fri ends h i p s  a nd s i s te r- l i ke rel at i ons h i p·s ,  a t heme better  

deve l oped i n  Sh i r l ey and  V i l l et te . Wh i l e cr i t i cs of B ro nte • s  wo r k  w ho 

add re s s  t he i s s ue of l ove addre s s  t he i s sue of sexua l l ov e , they have 

ge nera l l y  i gno red the mutual  a nd s u sta i n i ng l ove of  fr i ends h i p .  J ane • s  

l owes t  mome nt  come s whe n  s he f l ees from Roc he ster  and  Tho rnf i e l d .  Des-

pa i r i ng ,  s he f i nd s fr i e nds i n  the R i ve rs fami l y . J ane ' s  good  fo rtune at  

f i ndi n g  fr i e nd s  does not end  he re , for  s he i s  actua l l y re l ated to t he 

Ri vers . Th i s  news b r i ngs  not s i mp l e  g l adne s s  to a n  o rp ha ne d  g i r l , b ut  

" G l or i ous  d i s cove ry to  a l one l y  wretc h !  Th i s was  wea l th  i ndeed ! - -

wea l th  to the heart ! - - a  m i ne o f  pure , gen i a l  affect i ons " ( p .  4 1 1 ) .  J ane ' s  

new fo u nd fami l y  i s  mo re i mpo rtant to her than  the wea l t h wh i ch accompa n i es 

i t .  Al though the mo ney wi l l  l eave he r econom i ca l l y  i nde pende n t , the 

fam i l y  g i ves he r happy u n i on , 1 1 be l ong i ngness . 1 1 

I n  S h i r l ey B ro n te portrays a ser i es  of  re l at i on s h i p s i n  wh i c h the 

mos t  rea l i s t i c are not tho se between me n and wome n , but  t hose  formed 

betwee n two women- - C a ro l i ne and S h i r l ey • s growi ng  fr i e nds hi p a nd C aro l i ne ' s  

re l at i o n s h i p w i th  her mothe r , Mrs . Pryor . Forced i nto i s o l at i on at  B ri ar

mai ns by her unc l e ' s  demand that  s he spend no  mo re t i me at  Ho l l ow ' s  M i l l , 

Caro l i ne ' s he a l th  i s  threatened , and s he beg i n s to wa ste away . I n  the 

context of the nove l , s he i s  o stens i b l y  wa st i ng fo r want  of  see i n g he r 

� ... 
. 
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l ove , Robert , b ut i n  fact , Caro l i ne ' s  hea l th i s  threa tened by the l ac k  

o f  opportun i ty fo r marri age ( a  woma n ' s  ro l e ) , c aree r , and  by her fri end-

l es s  i sol at i o n , dependent  on  a man who " cou l d  not abi de sense  i n  wome n "  

( p .  1 38 ) . But  Sh i r l ey arr i ves  i n  t he ne i ghborhood , a nd the reade r doe s 

not need S u s a n  Gubar  to po i nt o ut that S h i r l ey i s  Caro l i ne ' s  "doub l e ; "  

S h i r l ey acts when  Caro l i ne ' s  pass i v i ty has comp l etel y i mmob i l i zed  her . 5 

But  mo re i mpo rtant l y , S h i r l ey rep resents the be g i n n i ng  of  the  end  of 

i sol at i o n  and l one l i ne s s  for C aro l i ne .  They become fr i e nds , they d i scuss  

i s sues  wh i ch not  coi n c i denta l l y  co nce rn the restr i ct i o ns  p l aced on  wome n 

i n  t he i r soci ety , a nd  they form a un i on whi c h  i s  comp l ete con co rd , but  

for the absence of pass i on .  C a ro l i ne tel l s  S h i r l ey :  

. . . I never had a s i s te r- -you never had  a s i ste r ,  b u t  i t  
f l as hes o n  me a t  t h i s moment  how s i sters fee l  toward s 
eac h othe r .  Affect i on twi ned w i th the i r l i fe . . . a ffect i o n  
that n o  pas s i on can  u l t i mate l y  outri va l , wi th wh i ch e ve n  
l ev� i tse l f  cannot d o  more than compete i n  fo rce and  
truth ( p .  2 65 ) . 

Affect i on  i s  i mportant  i n  l i fe ,  because  as  has bee n d i s c u s s ed , B ronte 

be l i eved that too ma ny marri age s  were based not on  l ove o r  even a ffect i on , 

but on  economi cs . · Marri age wa s no guarantee of l ove , and  B ronte ' s  he ro

i ne s , u n l i ke J a ne Au s ten ' s ,  do not have the secur i ty and  comfort of l ove 

at home s ho u l d they not fi nd perfect concord wi th  a mate . C a ro l i ne ' s  a nd 

Sh i r l ey ' s s i ste r l y  affect i on i s  an i mpo rta nt recogn i t i on of  t he i nd i v i dua l ' s  

i nab i l i ty to effect i ve l y  funct i on i n  a state of i so l at i on ;  i t  a l so makes  

very c l ear Bron te ' s  po i nt that a woma n ' s  fo rced dependence .o n  a nothe r 

i s  det r i menta l wh i l e the mutua l dependence wh i ch come s from affect i on i s  

not . 

S h i r l ey i s  not a na tura l s i s ter , though , a nd Caro l i ne co nt i nu� s 

. to l �ngu i s h as  her ho pes are t hwarted . S he needs  mo re than  s i s te r- l i ke 



l ove , a nd i s  fortunate i n  rece i v i ng real  mother l y l ove w he n  Mrs . P ryo r 

reve a l s the i r  k i n s h i p .  F i n d i ng a mother ' s l ove , s he s ays , 1 1 B ut - i f  you 

are my mothe r , t he wo r l d i s  a l l c ha nged to me . Sure l y  I c a n  l i ve . . .  1 1 
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( p .  410 ) . Caro l i ne becomes the on l y  one o f  B ronte ' s  hero i ne s  to ever fee l  

a mothe r ' s  l ove . I n  th i s nove l  i n  wh i ch  the women are not fo rced to 

s urv i ve by the i r own s t re ngth  a nd w i t ,  C a ro l i ne i s  s aved by the o n l y  

th i ng  wh i ch cou l d  have saved he r-- l ove .  

L ucy S nowe has  l ong  s i nce been de pri ved o f  any fami l i a l  l ove 

when  s he arr i ves i n  V i l l ette . The re can be no doubt that L u cy ,  l i .ke 

B ronte ' s  othe r hero i nes , de s i res a husband , but Lucy ' s i so l at i on i s  not 

ha l f- i ma g i ned , a s  Caro l i ne ' s  i s , but a rea l  and con stant  fact of  he r l i fe .  

I nga-St i na Ewban k  has  noted the emp has i s  i n  V i l l ette o n  i so l a t i on . The 

i ndependence L ucy ga i ns at the  end o f  t he novel  i s  far d i ffe rent  from the 

i so l at i on that t h reatens  her  throughout . Accord i ng  to Ewba n k , " I n  i ts 

stubbo rn concent rat i on on  Lucy , V i l l ette becomes a no ve l about l o ne l i ne s s , 

l ove l e s s ne s s  . . . Lucy ' s emo t i ons  ra the r  than any exte rn a l  events  create the 

re� l s tructure of . t he nov e l  . . .  [ Lucy ' s  l i fe i s ]  the empty l i fe of  a n  u n l oved 

be i ng . 1 1 6 G i nev ra Fan s h awe i s  as c l ose to  a fr i end  a s  L ucy w i l l  have fo r 

some t i me ,  but the two ca n ne ver fee l  s i ster l y affec t i o n  tow a rd o ne a nother . 

· S he fee l s secur i ty w i th  the B retton ' s  b ut  they h ave the i r own l i fe ,  and 

L ucy o ften goe s wee ks  wi th no contact wi th them . M .  P a u l  i n i t i a l l y  o ffe rs 

Lucy fri ends h i p ,  i n  a co nve rsat i on wh i c h  ro ug h l y  para l l e l s  C a ro l i ne ' s  w i t h  

S h i r l ey :  1 1 W i l l  M i s s  L ucy be t he s i ster  o f  a ve ry poor ,  fettered , bu rdened , 

e ncumbe red man ? ' ' ( p .  500 ) . At th t s  po i nt M .  P au l  offe rs L u cy not l ove 

l i ke Roche ster o ffe rs J a ne , but l o ve l i ke that C aro l i ne fee l s fo r Sh i r� ey .  

H i s fr i e nds h i p ma kes her " s ubstanti a l l y  happy "  ( p .  50 1 ) , typ i ca l  
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u nderstatement from Lucy , but th i s i s  fri ends h i p and b rot he r l y  affect i o n , 

not pe rfect co ncord , nor even the .. someth i ng l i ke pas s i on ' ' .w i t h wh i ch 

Jane des cr i bes her  fee l i ngs fo r Rochester  ( p . 281 ) .  

Tho se  fee l i ngs o f  pas s i on  are another i mportant  a s pect o f  B ronte ' s  

work , and  t h i s i s  rare , con s i de r i ng  V i ctor i an v i ews regard i ng sexua l 

expres s i o n , part i c u l a r l y  among  women . B ronte ' s  nove l s  we re not p u l p 

nove l s ,  after a l l .  Go l dfarb c l a i ms that the fo l l owi n g  V i cto ri an state 

ment  was typ i ca l : " I  s ho u l d s ay that the maj o r i ty of wome n ( happ i ly  

fo r t hem ) are not  very much  t roub l ed wi th sexUa l fee l i ng o f  a ny k i nd . ' . ? 

Furthe nno re , he comments  t hat  " sexua l rep res s i on wa s both  a soc i a l  a nd 

an art i s t i c way o f  l i fe . " 8 Pas s i onate , i . e . , sexua l , l ove was i mport a nt 

to Char l otte B ronte . W h i l e  her  characters stri ve toward that  ega l i tar i an 

u n i ty des.cr i bed as  pe rfect conco rd , her po rtraya l of  pas s i o n  i s  such that 

s he s eems confused . th i s  confus i o n i s  what prompts  he r hero i ne s  to ca l l 

the i r  l overs "ma ste r ,  .. and  i t  has · caused much a n a l ys i s  o f  her  wo rk . 

Pat r i c i a Beer wri tes of he r po rtraya l of  l ove i n  S h i r l ey ,  " th i s i s  sad , 

react i onary ,  mi xed up stuff . Eve n Jane Au sten saw mar ri a ge as  a state of 
. 

9 mutua l  i mp rovement . " The confus i on i s  what prompts  Kate M i l l ett and 

Caro l yn  P l att to see he r nove l s as  a p rogres s i on from he r " i mmatu re " 

v i ew o f  l ove i n  J an e  Eyre , to he r "mature " v i ew of women i n  V i l l ette . I f  

B ro n te ' s  v i ews matured , i t  was i n  he r accepta nce o f  t he fa ct  that  pas s i on-

ate l ove wa s not  a l ways po s s i b l e ;  he r grow i ng  re a l i z a t i on  wa s not that 

pas s i o nate l ove , dom i nated by a strong  he ro , was bad , o r  wro n g , b ut t hat 

a woman  needed the oppo rt un i ty to l i ve authenti ca l l y  whe t h e r  s he found 

pas s i o na te l ove or not . And de s p i te the fact that sexu a l. l ove as  po rtrayed 



i n  her nove l s i s  prob l emat i c , s he d i d be_l i eve me n and  women cou l d  have 

ega l i tar i an  un i ons . 

I t  i s  necessary to exami ne some ve ry des cr i p t i ve as pects of 

B ro n te • s  port raya l s  of sexua l l ove , beg i n n i ng w i th The Pro fe s so r .  I n  

th i s f i rst  nove l , to l d  from t he po i nt o f  v i ew o f  W i l l i am C r i mswo rt h , 

6 1  

Bronte • s  pas s i onate s t ra i n i s  not ev i dent  unt i l Frances  Hen r i  become s  an 

i ntegral  part of the story , near the end . That F rances  c a l l s  W i l l i am 

• •ma ster 1 1  has  a 1 ready been ment i o ned , as  has  he r own avowa 1 that she  m i ght 

have d i ed had s he bee n doomed to a l i fe of ce l i bacy .  The fo l l ow i ng  pas -

sage i s  representa t i ve o f  B ro n te • s  sexua l fe rvor :  

She threw he r arms round  me , a nd stra i ned me to he r hea rt 
wi th pas s i onate earnestness : - the energy of he r who l e 
be i ng g l owed i n  her dark and then d i l ated eyes , and  
cri mso ned he r a n i mated c hee k . . .  Ha l f- a n - hour  afterwards , 
when s he had become cal m ,  I as ked her where a l l that  
wi  1 d. v i gour had  go ne . . .  ( p .  2 2 7 ) . 

S i mi l ar pa s s a ge s  are to be found i n  each of  the othe r nove l s .  J a ne and 

Roches ter , o n  t he n i g ht they confess  the i r l ove , s pend an  exu l tant  eve n i ng 

i n  a garden . J ane des cr i bes Rochester , Byron i c  i n  appea ra nce and  demea nor :  

. . . i f  I h ad l oved h i m  l es s  I s hou l d  have thought  h i s  
accent an d l oo k  o f  exu l tat i on savage ; but , s i tt i n g ,  by 
h i m ,  ro used from the n i g htmare of part i ng- - ca l l ed to the 
parad i se of un i o n - - I tho ug ht on l y  of the b l i s s g i ve n  me 
to dr i n k  i n  s o  abu nda nt a f l ow ( p .  284 ) . 

Sh i r l ey does not conta i n  pa s s ages of s u c h  ext reme emo t i o n a l  nature as those 

i n  the fi rst  two nove l s ,  but it  does conta i n l engthy conve rs at i ons  and 

fl i rtat i ons , a nd i t  i s  the nove l i n  wh i c h the hero i ne c l a i ms t hat  s h� wants  

to be maste red by the  man s he wi l l  marry .  Aga i n ,  ·the me n ap pear at l east  

nom i na l l y Byron i c .  For  examp l e ,  Robert Moo re , a l one u n t i l freed by  Orde rs 

of Co unc i l wh i ch a l l ow h i m  enough  economi c secur i ty to ma rry , i s  



. . .  rat he r  a s t ra nge- l oo k i ng man ; .  for he i s  th i n ,  d a r k , 
s a l l ow ;  ve ry fo re i gn of aspect , w i th s hadowy ha i r  
care l ess l y  s t rea k i ng h i s  fo re head . .  He seems uncons c i o us 
that h i s features are fi ne . . . H i s eyes a re l arge , a nd 
g rave and gray ; the i r  exp ress i on i s  i n tent  . . .  ( p .  5 9 ) 

Th i s i s  not a des cr i pti on  by a woman who wa s beg i nn i ng to re l i nq u i s h  a 

be l i ef  i n  a nd hope for e rot i c  fu l fi l l ment  i n  l i fe .  S i m i l a r l y  s h e  h as 

not d i spensed w i t h  i t  i n  V i l l ette , o r  Lucy Snowe cou l d  not dec l are , "he  
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was  roused , and I l oved h i m  i n  h i s wrath wi th  a pas s i o n  beyo nd what I had 

yet fe l t "  ( p .  581 ) .  One cannot s i mp l y  i gnore the deep pa s s i o n i n  the se 

nove l s ,  i n  order to proc l a i m  that B ronte was a femi n i s t . The fem i n i s t  

stra i n exi sts . The pa s s i o n  rema i n s .  

He l e ne Mog l e n  has  stated that Bronte ' s  i ns i sta nce o n  the q ua l i t i es 

of a Byro n i c he ro demonstrate " t hat i t  was mora l ly de s i ra b l e to estab l i s h 

her hero i ne s  on  the s ame terms . . .  - -by v i rtue of he r i nteri o r i ty :  he r 

q ua l i t i es 

that t h i s 

advocated 

wome n had  

of mi nd , c haracter , persona  1 i ty . ' ' 10  It  seems u n l i ke l y , 

was the case . Mary Wo l l s to necraft and Jo h n  Stuart M i l l  

the eq ua l i ty of women and the i r str i dency refl ects the 

a g reat dea l  to ove rcome before eq ua l i ty was po s s i b l e . 

howeve r ,  

bot h  

fact that 

Bro n te ' s  

hero i ne s are i so l ated ; i so l ated , they we re fo rced i nto a s i t u at i on wh i ch 

dema nded that t hey work  at me n i a l  and l ow-payi ng j obs . Wome n i n  the 

V i cto ri a n age mus t  have been mo re concerned w i th me re s urv i v a l , a nd as 

B ro nte s a i d ,  " res pectab i l i ty , "  befo re they cou l d eve n cons i de r deve l o p i ng  

the i r m i nds  and  c h a racter , a l though respectab i l i ty wou l d  l e ad to  that 

deve l opment . I t  cannot be den i ed that one i s sue i s  t he i r i na b i l i ty to 

do so because of poo r  educ a t i on and l ack of opportun i ty ,  but  fo r B ronte 

the i s sue was f i rst a nd foremo st one of eq ua l i ty- -wi th t he maj o r i ty of  

men , not  the except i o na l  among them . 
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The i s s ue of the domi nat i ng , o r  Byron i c ,  he ro rema i n s , a s  doe s 

the s exua l  nature of B ronte • s  wo rks . Caro l yn P l att no t i ced that · s ro n te • s  

" l o ng i ng fo r freedom and he r l o ng i ng  to adore a dom i nat i n g  l over  war wi th 

eac h  other throughout he r adu l t work . . .  l l  Fu rt he rmo re , s he make s  t he 

observ at i on t hat Bronte i s  1 1 d rawn to the myth , so deep l y  rooted i n  p atri 

archa 1 soc i ety ,  that he.terosexua 1 1 ave i s  essent i a l l y  a matter of  exe rt i ng 

or  s ubm i tt i ng to force . . .  1 2  Why was B ronte so d rawn to the pat r i arch a l  

myth?  Because s h e  was a p roduct o f  a patri archa l  soc i ety .  I n  add i t i on , 

the reade r s h o u l d bear i n  mi nd  the s i mi l ar i ty between B ronte • s  be l i efs 

and Mas l ow • s h i e rarchy o f  moti vat i on . Hav i n g ac h i eved bas i c needs , a 

woman seeks a n  end to i so l at i on . " Be l ongi ngnes s 1 1 can  take t he fo rm of 

s i ster l y l ove , or  i t  can  ta ke the fo rm of erot i c l ove . Mas l ow arg ues 

that , 1 1 0 rd i nar i ly  sexua l be ha v i or i s  mul t i -determ i ned , that i s  to s ay ,  

determi ned not o n l y  by sexu a l  but a l so by othe r needs , c h i ef among  wh i c h  

are the l ove a n d  affect i o n  needs . • • 1 3  The refo re B ronte does not seem to 

ta ke one step towa rd eq ua l i ty and two steps away from i t .  S he was s i mp l y  

po rt ray i ng the pat r i archa l myt h ,  and combi n i ng  i t  wi th he r own needs  for 

affect i o n .  As a l re ady suggested , mar ri age wa s not nece s s a r i l y  a pos i t i ve 

s i tuat i on fo r a woma n , but  i t  cou l d be better i f  i t  we re ega l i tar i a n  l i ke 

t hose env i s i o ned by Wo l l s tonecraft and Mi l l ,  or  i f  i t  we re formed by two 

peo p l e  s ha r i ng deep pas s i onate , sexu a l  l ove of wh i ch equa l i ty must  be a 

part . 

Bronte does dep i ct ega l i tari an  concord i n  ma rri age i n  her nove l s .  

A marr i age may be , l i ke Frances • and W i l l i am • s ,  or  Jane • s  a nd  Rocheste r • s ,  

a seemi ng l y pe rfect s har i ng  partne rs hi p .  B ronte i n  fact rejects  t he 

dom i nant macho l over fo r a more androgyno us  hero . S he con fu s es 
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trad i t i on a l  .ma l e  and  fema l e  attri butes and ro l e s .  Th i s ma ke s i t  po ss i b l e  

to see Rocheste r • s b l i nd i ng  and  cr i p p l i ng a t  the end o f  Jane  Eyre not so 

much as a symbo l i c  castrat i on ,  but a p roce s s  of androgyn i z i n g h i m ,  of · 

equa l i z i ng Jane and  Rochester . Rathe r t han  be i ng dom i nated by her  l over , 

Jane the n  become s a he l pe r .  She ha s returned to h i m  by cho i ce ,  has  become 

more ac t i ve , a nd l es s  s ubmi s s i ve i n  he r  re l at i o ns h i p w i t h  h i m . Thus , not 

on l y  has Ro cheste r  become l es s  domi nant , she has become l es s  s ubmi s s i ve .  

Patri c i a Bee r c l a i ms t ha t  B ronte • s  nove l s conta i n a l arge amo u nt o f  t ra n s -

vesti sm wh i c h repres ents  1 1 the b i sexua l i ty prese nt  i n  e ve ry h uman be i ng  . . . 

Certa i n me n a nd women are seen to be each othe r • s  phys i ca l  counterparts . . . 14  

F . A . C .  W i l s on • s  st udy o n  a ndrogyny i n  the no ve l s conc urs : . .  C h ar l otte 

Bronte espec i a l l y  evo l ve s  an i de a l  of l ove and un i on by wh i ch both partners 

free l y  a l ternate between • mascu l i ne •  or  cont ro l l i n g ,  a nd • femi n i ne •  or  

res pons i ve ,  ro l e s  . . . 1 5  Th i s  i s  a c i rcui tous ro ute to  M i l l  • s  po i nt that 

1 1 I t i s  not true that i n  a l l vo l untary assoc i at i on betwee n two peo p l e , one  

of  t hem mu st  be abso l ute ma ster 1 1 ( p .  168 ) . Or , i ndeed , that  the p artne rs 

can not be eq ua l  by b a l a n c i ng 1 1 contro l 1 1 and • • re sponse . � � B ro nte deve l o p s  

the co nfus i o n i n  ro l e s t o  demonstrate that there i s  n o t  a domi nant , n o r  i s  

t here a s ubm i ss i ve , sex , i n  a u n i on of 1 1 perfect con co rd . . . 

F ra nces Hen r i  and W i l l i am C r i mswo rth are he r f i rs t dep i c t i o n  o f  

s i mp l e s ha r i ng i n  ma rr i age . I f  i t  i s  d i ffi cu l t  t o  fi nd  a ca refu l , i nte n

t i ona l ba l a nce i n  W i l l i am C ri mswo rth • s  chara cter , i t  may be because  B ro n te 

wa s tryi ng  too h ard to ma ke he r narrato r seem a be l i evab l e ma l e . He 

attempts to as s u re France s that s he wi l l  not need to wor k  a nd the n  exp l a i ns ,  

• • the re i s  s omet h i ng f l atter i ng to man • s strength . . .  i n  the . i dea of be com-

. i n g the p rov i den�e of  what he l o ves 1 1 ( p .  200) . And rat he r  com i ca l l y , he · 



engages i n  a brawl w i t h  York  H u ns den : 1 1  
•. • •  we h ad a try for i t ,  and  . . .  
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we had bot h ro l l ed on  t he pavement  . . .  1 1 ( p . 2 1 5 ) . But  F ra n ce s  rema i n s  

q ui et l y  assert i ve and  they s hare a ful f i l l i ng career to ge t he r , as  we l l as  

a h a p py ma rri a ge . 

Roc hes te r ' s  and Jane ' s  eq ua l un i o n i s  o ne of  1 1 perfect  con cord . . . 

Befo re t hey ac h i eve that state , howeve r ,  Bronte does s how the  way i n  

wh i ch they ba l ance ea c h  other . Des p i te the fact that t hey a re not yet 

ab l e  ( because  Rochester i s  a l ready marri ed , and beca u se t hey are not yet 

t rue equa l s )  whe n Ro chester proposes  to J a ne , he  a s ks her to be h i s seco nd 

se l f ( p .  282 ) , a nd te l l s  her he l oves  her as h i s own fl e s h  ( p .  283 ) . And 

des p i te J ane ' s  sma l l s tature s he never fai l s  to suppo rt h i m ,  even before 

he i s  cr i p p l ed , as  when s he a i ds h i m  whe n he has  fa l l en o ff h i s hors e .  

W i l s on  po i nts  o u t  that Roc hester i s  potent i a l l y  androgynous  a nd 1 1 i t  i s  

h i s  o pe n  enjoyme nt of the s h i ft i ng  ro l es o f  t he i r re l at i o ns h i p that ch i efl y 

pe rs uade s  t he reader o f  Mr . Rocheste r ' s  emot i on a l  fl ex i b i l i ty . " 1 6  

Rocheste r ' s potent i a l  androgyny i s  s i gn i fi cant , beca u se w h i l e  B ro n te , l i ke 

Wo l l s tonecra ft and Mi l l , be l i eved that women ought to be tre ated eq ua l l y  

wi th men , here s he s ays that me n , too , mu st be pe rce i ved d i ffe rent l y .  I n  

Jane Eyre B ronte beg i ns wi th  a po rtra i t of pa s s i onate l o ve ,  i n  wh i ch  the 

ma l e  l ove r dom i nates a dependent woman who po s sesses  a f i erce l y  i ndepen 

dent m i nd .  S he ends w i th  a c haracteri zat i on o f  that  woman atta i n i n g 

econom i c i ndepe nde nce wh i l e  the man , seem i n g l y  str i cke n  by h i s  p hys i ca l  

defo rmat i on , atta i ns h i s true androgynous se l f .  Bronte make s  ev i de nt t hat 

t h i s re l at i o ns h i p does not degene rate i nto a s i tuat i on whe re J ane w i l l  

as s ume a trad i t i o na l  mo t her i ng ro l e  wi t h  Ro chester , for s he te l l s h i m , 

" . . .  you are no ru.i n  s i r- - no l i g htn i ng -s truc k  tree ; yo u  are green and 
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v i gorous : ( p .  46 9 ) . He i s  not castrated ; he has become a man  ab l e to see 

mutual  i nde pende nce between l overs as  a t rue partne rs h i p .  

I n  V i l l ette , the hero i s  neve r as mascu l i ne a s  Ro cheste r .  M .  Pa u l  

i s  sma l l ,  dar k , and emot i ona l . H i s  manne r i s  often overbea r i ng ,  but  he 

does  not po s sess  any of the att ri butes one woul d trad i t i ona l l y  a s soc i ate 

wi th ma s cu l i ne beauty or charm .  At one po i nt he force s L ucy to p l ay a 

man 1 S part i n  a drama - - rather than  p l ay i t  h i mse l f ,  wh i ch  s eem i n g l y  does 

not occur to h i m .  But s he refu ses to dres s as a ma n , wh i c h he des i res . 

Lucy and  M .  Pa u l  have a res pectfu l l y  antagon i st i c fr i ends h i p i n  V i l l ette . 

He teache s her , l ends  he r boo ks , goads he r i nto act i o n . And  w h i l e  Lucy i s  

a pa ss i ve he ro i ne ,  s he i s  neve r submi s s i ve .  She po s sesses  t rad i t i ona l l y. 

ma sc u l i ne attri butes , among  them her de fi ance . L ucy , fa i l i ng i n  he r l ove 

fo r Graham B retto n , goes on , un l i ke Caro l i ne He l s tone , who nea r l y  d i es i n  

the absence of  her l ove r .  I n  V i l l ette B ronte ' s  fus i on o f  mas cu l i ne and 

femi n i ne ro l es i s  not restr i cted to Lucy and M.  Pau l . A l fred de Hama l 

po s sesses a 1 1 f i gure . . .  tri m  and natty . . . [and]  woma n i s h  feet a nd hands 1 1  

( p .  281 ) , wh i l e  Madame Beck  i s  hard , sens i b l e  and i ndepende n t . L ucy has 

the opportu n i ty to exam i ne three ve ry d i ffe rent me n .  Al fred de Hama l i s  

des cr i bed , sarcast i ca l l y , as 1 1 a refi ned gent l eman of s u peri o r  taste and 

tact 1 1 ( p .  28 1 ) ; h i s ma i n  v i rtue i s  h i s beauty , wh i ch does not  have the 

potent i a l fo r and rogyny wh i c h  Roc hester 1 S  does . Graham B retton represents 

the t radi t i o na l  deep l y  mascu l i ne man ; he i s  handsome , charm i ng ,  i n te l l i 

ge nt ,  and Lucy l oves h i m  wh i l e  he l ove s another . B ut he  i s  not her one , 

true l o ve , or she  wou l d  not so ea s i l y  proceed to anot her man , M .  Pau l , who 

i s that po tent i a l l y  androgyno us he ro . 
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As i n  J a ne Eyre , th i s c ha racter i st i c represents B ronte ' s  be l i ef that  men 

mus t a l so  be d i ffe rent i f  the sexes were to be eq ua l . M .  Pa u l  teache s  

Lucy a n d  seems t hreatened by t h e  i nte l l i gence s he exh i b i t s : " I  was 

vague l y  t h reatened wi th , I k now not what doom , i f  I eve r t respassed t he 

l i m i ts  prope r to my sex , and con ce i ved a contraband appet i te for unfemi n 

i ne k now l edge , ' ' L ucy s ays  ( p .  440) . But  i t  i s  h e  who goads her on , a nd 

he res pects he r ab i l i ty .  W i l son  goes so far as  to s ay t hat  t he i r eq ua l i ty 

m i ght be the cause  for t he mo st  pas s i onate l ove i mag i nab l e . 1 7  Even i f  

one does not accept t h i s a n a l ys i s ,  i t  i s  ev i dent that  t he l ove Lucy a nd 

M .  Pa u l  s h a re i s  not un l i ke that of J a ne a nd Rochester . They ba l a nce and 

suppo rt each othe r ,  a nd o ne s u spect � that the i r re l at i on s h i p wou l d  have 

been o ne of mutu a l  growth .  

I n  th ree of  her wor ks B ronte ' s  v i ew of more and rogynous  men l ov i ng 

more i ndependent  women res u l ts i n  more equa l partne rs h i p s  between  the 

sexes . I n  S h i r l ey ,  howeve r ,  s he · seems unconv i nced t hat men a re capab l e · 

of  po sses s i ng  q ua l i t i es wh i ch can ma ke them true partne rs to wome n . Lo u i s  

Moore comes c l osest  to t he type of ma n dep i cted i n  othe r  nove l s ,  s uch  as  

W i l l i am ,  Roches te r , a nd M .  Pau l . Moore i s  i ndeed , a l mo s t  l i ke a gove rness  

i n  the Sympson  house ho l d i n  h i s  dependence on  them . H i s dogged affect i on 

toward S h i r l ey ,  represented by h i s hoa rd i ng o f  her th i ngs , and  h i s roma n-

t i c mus i ngs  i n  h i s j o u rna l , ma ke h im  seem , howeve r ,  fem i n i ne ra ther than  

Byro n i c ,  or  a nd rogynous . Mo re s i gn i fi cant i n  t h i s nove l i s  S h i r l ey ' s  

i ns i s tence on  referr i ng  to herse l f as  a ma n .  She_ c a l l s  herse l f 1 1 Captai n "  

a nd "esq u i re , "  and  s he i s  wa rned by Mrs . P ryo r , 

. . . my dea r ,  do not a l l ow that h ab i t of a l l ud i ng  to you rse l f 
as  a ge nt l ema n  to  be confi rmed ; i t  i s  a strange one . Those  
who  do no t k now you , hear i ng you s pea k t hus , wou l d  t h i n k  
yo u affected mas c u l i ne manne rs ( p .  2 1 7 ) . 

� , . 



I n  Sh i rl ey Bronte attempted to comp are the s ubject i o n  of the Yo rks h i re 

wo rkers and the u n fa i r way t hey we re treated befo re the  L ud d i te ·r i ots  
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to the s ubj ect i on  of women . I n  the othe r  nove l s i nd i v i dua l s are ab l e to 

ove rcome the barr i e rs and  restr i ct i ons  on  t he i r sex and  form happy re l a-

t i on s h i ps ; i n  th i s  nove l t he i s sue B ronte was attemp t i ng  to dea l  w i th  wa s 

not trans cendence o f  one woma n , but  a l l women . Th i s  i s  why Caro l i ne and 

Sh i rl ey con s tant l y q uest i on wome n ' s  l ot :  " B ut are we men ' s  equa l s  o r  are 

we not ? "  Caro l i ne as ks ( p .  2 26 ) . I n  S h i� t he mar ri ages  do not  seem to 

be the type that w i l l  a l l ow fo r mutua l  a nd s u s ta i n i ng g rowt h . The men 

are too preoccu p i ed  w i th  themse l ves and the i r super i or p l ace , the wome n 

too w i l l i ng to mar ry to end i so l at i on and t roub l esome q ue st i on i ng .  Because 

she was concerned w i t h  a b i gger i s s ue i n  Sh i r l ey ,  the reso l u t i o n  seems to 

be fo rced happ i nes s , o r  i n  Kate M i l l ett ' s  te rm , " pasteboard . ' ' 

B ro nte ' s  mo re be l i evabl e reso l u ti ons come when s he p robes the 

i nt i mate ways i n  wh i ch huma n be i ngs strugg l e  to g a i n s e l f-actua l i zat i on , · 

ra ther than  when s he attempts  to p robe what s he be l i eved  was i nj u st i ce 

to a l l .  I n  Sh i r l ey ,  wh i l e  her  he ro i nes  have comfo rt but  s t i l l  fee l the 

i nj us t i ce , the i r prob i ng  seems to be i nte l l ectua l i zat i on o f  t he prob l em .  

When her cha racters , l i ke Fran ce s , J ane , and Lucy , are fo rced t o  fee l t he 

i nj us t i ce d i rect l y B ronte po rtrays the strugg l e  l es s  ve rbo se l y ,  but mo re 

e l oq ue nt l y . I n  add i t i o n , when she concern s  herse l f  w i th  the  mo re i nt i mate 

st rugg l e of i nd i v i dua l s ,  he r de s i re fo r pas s i o nate l ove become s ev i dent , 

and he r l on g i ng fo r eq ua l i ty betwee n partners , i f  not the  sexes , i s  c l ear . 

The reason  Sh i r l ey s eems u n s at i s factory i s  i n  part due to �he way Bro nte 

removed he rsel f from the  s t rugg l e of  the i nd i v i d ua l , to the  s t rugg l e  of  

her sex . 
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S h i r l ey i s  co ns i stent wi th B ro n te • s  maj o r  themes , however , and 

the way i nd i v i d ua l s str i ve towa rd ha pp i nes s i s  the same . i n  t h i s  ·nove l as 

1 n  the othe rs . J ane te l l s  Rocheste r at o ne po i nt , . . . . .  h uman be i ng s  neve r 

enj oy comp l ete h app i nes s  i n  t hi s wo rl d .. ( p .  287 ) . B ro nte • s  no ve l s  exami ne 

the way i n  wh i ch women l i ke herse l f  attemp ted to ma ke l i fe a s  hap py as i t  

co u l d  be . S he began  w i th  t he p rem i se that a woman had eve ry r i ght to try 

fo r hap p i ne ss  that  a man had . The mos t  obv i ous  examp l e  o f  eq ua l i ty i s  for 

a woman to be ab l e  to g a i n  hap p i nes s , not s ub s i stence , b ut  s uste n ance , 

from mean i ngfu l emp l oyment . B ronte exam i ned the l i ve s  o f  s i n g l e wome n i n  

he r nove l s and w i s hed that  the i r l ot cou l d  be i n  some mea s u re happy .  She 

ca l l ed i t  .. res pecta b i  1 i ty , .. a nece s s.� ry cho i ce of words because  of  the 

gene ra l V i ctor i an i nference that an  unma rr i ed woma n was somehow not even  

proper . Mas l ow c a l l s  th i s  need • • s e l f-esteem . . . Whatever  the  term , i t  i s  

one part of the moveme nt towa rd happ i nes s a nd se l f- act u a l i z a t i on . 

The l i fe of  the u nma r r i ed · V i ctor i a n gent l ewoma n wa s not such . that 

it  a l l owed he r to con s i de r  whe ther s he wanted a ca reer . She d i d not , 

u n l es s  s he we re fo rced i nto i t ;  o r  i f  s he d i d ,  l i ke Caro l i ne He l stone , or  

F l orence N i ght i nga l e ,  s he was encou raged to  at  l east  wa nt i t  i n  p r i vate . 

Janet Gez a r i  argues that i n  the nove l s the re ex i sts  a te ns i o n between 

l abo r and the home l i fe . 1 8  But  Bronte ' s  hero i nes do not cho os e  between 

the two . Trad i t i ona l l y  a woman  wo u l d l i ke to be ma rri ed , but i f  mar r i ed 

l i fe be not wi th i n he r gras p ,  B ronte says s he s ho u l d h ave t he oppo rtun i ty 

to be happy anyway . 

Bronte a l s o  exami ned the status of mar r i age i n  t he V i cto r i a n  age . 

She d i d not be l i eve that marri age as  me re econ om i c u n i o n , o r  s i mp l e  se xu 

a l i ty was a de s i rab l e s i tuat i on . A woman  s hou l d  have the c ho i ce of  tas ks 
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marri age s  are u n i o ns be tween sou l -mates , i ntel l ectua l  a nd p hys i ca l  bond 

i ng wh i ch a l l ows  each partner growth and a ce rta i n  deg ree o f  i nde pendence 

w i th i n the mar r i age . For  examp l e ,  Frances reta i ns he r separate i dent i ty 

i n  her ma rri age to W i l l i am ,  and Jane marr i es Rochester  o n l y when s he has  

the freedom to reta i n autonomy w i th i n he r marri age , by v i rtue o f  her 

i nhe r i tance , a nd h i s i nab i l i ty to dom i nate he r . · The s ucces s fu l  marri ages 

dep i cted by Bronte are t hose  i n  wh i ch the pa rtne rs free l y  choose  t he 

marri age out  of deep l ove , and  i n  wh i ch they can cont i n ue to  grow . Kate 

M i l l ett ' s  assert i on that Lucy i s  free by v i rt ue of  not ma rry i ng i s  

tro ub l es ome : 

Free i s  a l one ; g i ven a cho i ce between 1 1 l ove 1 1  i n  i ts mo st  
agreeab l e  contempo rary man i festati on , a nd  freedom , L u cy 
chose to ret a i n the i nd i v i dua l i s t menta l i ty s he had  
shored up , eve.n at  the  expense of  sexua 1 i ty . u l 9 

S he mi s i nterprets  Bronte , for C har l otte Bronte neve r a s serted that  a 

marri age o f  1 1 pe rfect conco rd � �  was s l avery .. Wrong l y-made mar r i ages  we re 

s l ave ry ,  but Lucy ' s  re l at i o ns hi p wi th Paul  Emma nua l  co nta i ns eno ugh  of 

he r u sua l  des i g n  to show that they s hared a l ove no t u n l i ke J ane ' s  and 

Rochester ' s .  Autonomy , se l f- d i rected mo ra l i ndependen ce , can exi s t  wi t h-

i n  the marri age that Bronte dep i cts as i deal . 

I n  fact , the end i ng of  V i l l ette i s  te rr i b l y  s ad , not  s i mp l y  becau se 

Pau l has drowned , but  because i t  seems to ass ert that i f  " no human be i ng s  

are comp l ete l y  happy . .  some are des t i ned to much wo rse fates · . Some cr i t i cs 

have chosen to be l i eve t hat s i nce Lucy has  l oved , he r l i fe i s  comp l ete . 

Rat her , the end o f  V i l l ette demonstrates that a woman cannot  p i n her ho pes  

on marr i age- - s he . mus t  be ab l e to fend fo r herse l f  and ga i n  a s  mu c h  
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happ i nes s  a s  po s s i b l e  from othe r opt i o ns . I n  th i s nove l B ro n te po rt rays 

two women who a re mar r i ed , a nd do not s u ffer . G i nevra a n d  P o l l y  are the 

k i nd of woman L ucy can not be , but not beca use  s he does  not des i re the 

k i nd of  hap p i nes s they h ave . She s i mp l y  must  obta i n i t  i n  s ome o t he r  

fas h i o n . One must  wonder abo ut Lucy after Pau l  • s  death . As  pa s s i ve as 

she i s ,  and  dr i ven  on dur i ng  h i s ab se nce by her l o ve for h i m , one q uest i ons  

whethe r runn i ng  her s choo l w i l l  be  enough to  s u sta i n her .  S he ce rta i n l y  

doe s n o t  choo se he r dest i ny .  B ronte • s  hero i nes  wou l d  never choose to 

spend l i fe a l one . The i ma ges  of i so l at i on and  l o ne l i ne s s i n  each of the 

no ve l s a re overwhe l m i ng . I f  a woma n mu st spend he r l i fe a l o ne , B ronte 

hopes s he can ga i n  res pec t . But more i mpo rtant i s  the en d to i so l at i on , 

the co n nectedne s s  w i th othe r human be i ngs , wh i ch comes from l o ve a nd 

ma rr i age , o r  somet i me s  from s i mp l e  affect i o n . I t  i s  dou btfu l t hat  s he 

wou l d  have bel i eved one cou l d  reac h one • s  ful l potent i a l  i n  i s o l at i o n  

from othe rs w i th whom one shares be l i efs o r  a fut u re , o r  l i ke Caro l i ne 

He l stone a nd Mrs . Pryo r , a past . 

I n  three o f  the no vel s ,  sel f-actua l i zat i on come s a s  a res u l t of 

t he hero i ne • s  obta i n i ng sat i s fac t i o n  thro ugh wo rk , i ndepende nce , and 

pass i o nate l o ve .  She ga i n s he r h i ghest conte ntment when s he i s  a l l owed 

to be bot h a woman and a n  eq ua l , an  i nd i v i dua l  worthy of  fu l f i l l i ng work , 

not depe nde nt on  me n i a l  l abo r ,  and not dependent  on  a man fo r subs i stence . 

He r de pe nde nce on  he r mate i s  ba l an ced by h i s mu tua l de pend�nce on  he r .  

The i r  re l at i ons h i p i s  the s h a r i ng  partne rs h i p env i s i o ned by Wo l l sto ne craft 

a nd M i l l .  In V i l l ette , the reade r . can  on l y  hope that Lucy wi l l  atta i n 

se l f-actua l i zat i o n . S he has l oved but  rema i � s  a l o ne .  At . l east  s he has 
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been g i ve n  co nfi dence i n  he rse l f ,  res pectab i l i ty i n  the  eye s of others , 

and the i ndepe ndence to attempt fu l f i l l ment . 

Acco rd i ng to Q .  D .  Leav i s , B ronte be l i eved that the chang i ng 

cu l ture of the n i neteen th ce ntury 

. . .  ce ntred i n  t he ro l e  newl y i mposed on  woma n i n  co urts h i p 
and the marri age re l a ti on , wh i ch seemed to her fa l se a nd 
i ns u l t i ng to the woma n . He r hero i ne s  c l i ng to the r i g h t  
t o  l ove  p as s i onate l y ,  n o t  to b e  ado red as  ange l s b ut 
accepted a s  equ a l  b ut d i ffe rzBt a nd to be a l l owed to 
enter a wo r k i n g  partners h i p .  

Each nove l rep resents  t h i s i dea , and read as a comp l ete oeuvre , B ro n te ' s  

be l i ef that a woma n ' s  r i g ht to proc l a i m  herse l f  "eq ua l  b u t  d i ffe re n t "  

encompas ses the i dea  t h a t  a woma n m i ght be accepted i n  th i s  way outs i de 

of ma rri age as  we l l . B ronte l o nged too desperate l y  fo r pa s s i o nate l o ve 

to proc l a i m  t h at a woma n s ho u l d choose  not to marry , but  L ucy ' s  l os s  i s  

acknowl edgem�nt t hat a woma n needed to be pre pared for othe r  c ho i ces . 

Lucy had much ea r l i er stated , " I  d i d  l ong , ach i ng l y , t hen  and  for 

fou r- and-twenty ho urs  afte rward , for somethi ng  to fetch  me o u t  of my 

present exi stence. , a nd l ead me upwards and onwa rds " ( p .  1 76 ) . Th i s  seem-

i ng sepa ratene s s  may once aga i n be the pus h Lucy req u i res to move beyond 

i ndependence to se l f-fu l fi l l ment . 

Cha r l o tte Bronte ' s  v i s i o n  fo r wome n was not so d i ffe re nt from 

Mary Wo l l s to necraft ' s  o r  John  St uart M i l l ' s .  A l l th ree ac k now l edge that 

a woman i s  d i ffe rent , but eq ua l  to a man . Acco rd i ng to Lea v i s , B ronte ' s  

perce pt i on of the chang i ng cu l ture of V i cto ri an E ng l and  foc u s ed o n  woma n ' s  

chang i ng ro l e . B ut Wo l l stonecraft before he r ,  and M i l l  afte r , saw  the 

prob l em as  deep l y  embedded i n  the c u l ture and be l i efs men a nd wome n hel d .  

Today many wome n · grap p l e wi th the q uest i on o f  "marr i age o r  caree r ; " i n  
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V i ctor i an  E n g l and  the re wa s no  opport un i ty to  choose . Even i f  t he re had 

been , C har l o tte B ro nte wo u l d proba b l y  s t i l l  have proc l a i med that . fo r mo st , 

authent i c i ty res u l ted  from mar r i age a nd caree r .  For t ho se who d i d not 

ma rry , a uthe nt i c i ty l ay i n  the opport un i ty to choose , and  the  r i g ht to 

re spectab i l i ty .  
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