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ABSTRACT
Graham Bretton’s comment to Lucy Snowe, single heroine
of Villette (1853), that she is "’a being inoffensive as a
shadow’" serves as a fitting epigraph to Bronté&’s last novel

(403) . Having explored the experience of single life to

varying degrees in her previous works, The Professor (pub.
1857), Jane Eyre (1847), and Shirley (1849), Bronté
announces with the death of M. Paul that Villette tells the
story of the spinster. Indeed, the first-person narrative
of Bronté’s heroine expounds the single woman’'s experience
to an extent unknown in the literature of the time. 1In
keeping with Bronté’s representation of her own
spinsterhood, Villette depicts a woman facing a hostile
environment which leaves her feeling unsure of her own
substantiality. For, as discussed in chapter one of this
study, the marginal position of the middle-class spinster in
the mid-nineteenth century meant that she was reduced to a
shadow. At the same time, she was vilifed for the
insubstantial body by which she was set aside, the very
terms of her marginalization used to diminish her. Through

theories of wvision outlined in Michel Foucault’s Digcipline

and Punish (1979) and Luce Irigaray’s This Sex Which Is Not

One (1985), I explore the untenable position of the single
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woman in the mid-nineteenth century as represented in
Villette. Although many studies acknowledge Lucy'’s
difficulties with spinsterhood, none regards her
spinsterhood as the determining factor in a narrative which
explores such themes as identity and sexuality. Chapter two
examines the social mechanism which produces Lucy’s
difference, while chapter three investigates Lucy’s
relationship to the treacherous world of flesh. In the end,
the spinster in Villette emerges as above all else human, a

sign that Bronté, as spokesperson for the shadow-band, has

gone on the offensive.
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INTRODUCTION

"Why should she die?", Charlotte Bronté wrote to
Elizabeth Gaskell about her plan to do away with her heroine
at the end of the novel Ruth (1853). "Why are we to shut up
the book weeping? ... And yet you must follow the impulse of
your own inspiration. If that commands the slaying of the
victim, no bystander has a right to put out his hand to stay
the sacrificial knife..." ("To Elizabeth Gaskell" 26 April
1852, W&S 3: 332).' Written in response to Gaskell’s
forwarded outline of a work-in-progress, Bronté&’s comments
might just as easily have been written about her own work-
in-progress of that time. Engaged in writing Villette
(1853) in the spring of 1852 (Barker 695), Bronté was to
produce a novel which not only ended with the death, in this
case, of the hero, but which also inspired both her father
and her publisher to put out their hands to stay the
sacrifice (Gérin 511, 520). Indeed, we would have a starker
version of the hero’s end today were it not for Bronté’s
wish to appease her father in some degree (Gaskell, Life
484 ; Barker 723). But what resonates most about her
comments is the concern Bronté expresses for Gaskell’'s
heroine. An unmarried mother with no claim to social

standing or moral rectitude, Ruth Hilton might not appear a
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likely candidate for Bronté’s solicitude. Yet her "protest"
over the heroine’s fate indicates an interest in her
survival which Gaskell herself does not evince ("To
Elizabeth Gaskell" 26 April 1852). For the answer to
Bronté’s regard, however, we might turn to the resolution of
her own plotline. For in eliminating Paul, she was to make
it clear that she was telling the story of the spinster.

Her interest in Ruth Hilton, then, may be an interest in
seeing another single woman survive in print.

It would not be surprising of Bronté to want company in
the literary climate of the times. The order of the day was
that heroines would marry and prosper by the ends of their
novels. Yet Gaskell’s heroine, even were she to survive,
would clearly offer minimal support to the other author, her
"fallen" status removing her from the ranks of the
conventional heroine. 1In effect, then, Bronté’s Lucy Snowe
was to stand alone among contemporary heroines.? As
Patricia Thomson writes, even a decade later, when
conventions surrounding the "novelists’ ideal heroine" were
in flux, "of one thing they were still certain: her ultimate
fate must be marriage" (119).

One need only consult the works of other major
novelists of the day to determine that Bronté alone embraced
the single woman’s experience. Neither Dickens, nor

Thackeray, nor Gaskell herself, in her novels concerning



more conventional heroines, produced a novel contemporary
to Villette which treats the fortunes of a heroine who
remains unmarried. Indeed, even when considered at their

most radical, such novels as David Copperfield (1849-50),

Vanity Fair (1848), and, ultimately, Gaskell’s Cranford

(1851-3), all of which in one form or another challenge the

autocracy of marriage, offer nothing more than a fleeting

glimpse of life beyond the boundaries of convention.
Uncharacteristically, according to Michael Slater,

author of Dickens and Women (1983), Dickens has created in

Betsey Trotwood, David Copperfield’s independent-minded
aunt, a spinster-type who appears as something other than a
stock figure (231-33, 272, 301). The tenderness she shows
in caring for David and the sensitive Mr. Dick and the
generosity she exhibits towards an abusive ex-husband

(Copperfield 588) are two of the characteristics which set

her apart from the conventional closed-hearted spinster.
Moreover, Dickens’ allusions to her destructive past union
serve to emphasize Betsey’s thriving independence, further
opening up the space claimed in the novel for life beyond
marriage. Nevertheless, Betsey’s impact as a single figure
is clearly lessened by the fact that she has been married,
not to mention the fact that her humanization has been
achieved in large part through the employment of another

stereotype: that of nurturing mother. Thus, Dickens can be
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regarded only as having accorded the spinster limited scope
at best.

Thackeray’s Vanity Fair, on the other hand, opens up an

untried space for unmarried women by attacking marriage
directly. Chronicling the fortunes of two "young ladies"
who leave Miss Pinkerton’s academy ready to find themselves
husbands, the novel indicts a system which proffers marriage
as the only means of survival for women (Vanity Fair 39).
Becky Sharp, who begins as a mere over-zealous schemer, and
Amelia Sedley, who appears all conventional passive charm,
both end up being figured as devourers by Thackeray--Becky,
a "fiendish marine canniballl" (738), and Amelia, "a tender
little [vine-like] parasite"--(792), leading the reader to
conclude that making marriage the business of women’s lives
forces them to prey on men. In addition, the novel features
a sympathetic portrait of the "awful existence" of the
unmarried daughter, in the person of Miss Osborne, inviting
us to consider the deathly nature of the alternative as well
(501). Yet, as Jenni Calder observes of Thackeray’s
heroines in general with respect to this system of economic
determinism, "Thackeray writes basically about two types of
women, those who submit...and those who rebel...," and
"[bloth types of women are destructive..." (35). In other
words, in spite of presenting a clear picture of what is

wrong with marriage, Thackeray forwards no viable
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alternative for women who would do other than depend on men.
In contrast, Elizabeth Gaskell creates in the fictional
world of Cranford an entirely alternative reality for single
women. The story of a village dominated by aging spinsters
and widows--or, as the narrator would have it, "in
possession of the Amazons"--, Cranford affords a view of
single life not approached by either Dickens or Thackeray
(Cranford 1). ©Not only do the single ladies in Cranford
occupy the centre of the tale (represented, no less, by a
single narrator), but it is the men who are figured as Other
here. One memorable exchange features a dissertation on
"the sex" being greeted by "the chorus" with "a grave shake
of the head, and a soft murmur of ’'They are very
incomprehensible, certainly!’" (96). Indeed, Nina Auerbach
argues that we encounter in Cranford a society which
overcomes the "epistemological and political" rule of men
(113, 79-91). Still, despite its potential for
radicalization, we cannot ignore the basically conservative
nature of the work. Although its subject matter sets it
apart from the other novels, Cranford offers a view of
single life which relies to a great extent on stereotype.
Not only have the single ladies in Cranford been furnished
with many stereotypical attributes, but much of the humour
which characterizes the work is based on these attributes.

While Cranford discloses more about the day-to-day existence



of single women, then, it reveals little more about the
inner world of the woman on her own.
On the other hand, such works as Elizabeth Sewell’s The

Experience of Life (1853) and Charlotte Yonge’s The Daisy

Chain (1856) do offer intimate accounts of the life of the

single woman. Written by minor novelists of the time, these
works feature single characters in central roles, whose
stories are told to us by first- or omniscient third-person
narrators without the "pervasively distanced, ironic tone"
of Cranford, as Shirley Foster styles it (167).°® In both
cases, we follow the single heroine from childhood, assuring
to us a view which transcends the easy categories of
feminine adulthood. Moreover, each heroine grapples at some
point with the fate which life has presented to her,
providing us with an immediate rather than a mediated
account of the transition to spinsterhood. Nevertheless,
both novels revolve as much around the life of the heroine’s
family as they do around the life of the heroine herself, in
sharp contrast to the story of Lucy Snowe. Further, neither
provides us with the kind of extraordinary psychologically
penetrating account of mid-nineteenth century spinsterhood
with which we are provided, as we shall see, in Villette.

Of the two, Yonge’s The Daisy Chain is the less

challenging novel. Presenting only the opening years of

Ethel May’s adulthood, it provides little more than a
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snapshot of her coming to terms with spinsterhood--although,
as Susan Gorsky points out, Ethel May’s determination "to
live a useful life" sets her story apart from those of other
single heroines (72). In addition, the older single women
the novel does depict appear as recognizable types rather
than differentiated human beings. Miss Winter, the Mays'’
governess, 1s remarkable only for her devotion to
correctness, and the ladies of the "Committee" swell in the
presence of any eligible man, much like the unengaged ladies
of Cranford (Cranford 116). "[F]lor him waved every
spinster’s ribbon," the narrator informs us of their
attachment to the newly arrived Dr. Spencer (497). 1In

essence, then, The Daisy Chain foregrounds what it does not

portray about the single woman’s condition. It features her
adjustment to spinsterhood and the way in which she is
perceived by her society without revealing what it is like
to live as a single woman every day.

The Experience of Life, in contrast, presents a broader

range of single experience. It features not only a single
heroine whose story we follow from childhood to a contented
old age, but also a collection of single women who belie the
stereotypes of spinsterhood. In particular, Aunt Sarah
extends the treatment of spinsterhood in the novel. Her
warmth and strength of character are matched only by her

influence over the entire Mortimer family, an influence
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reflected in Sally’s placing her as the final figure in her
narrative. Indeed, Laura Fasick has argued recently that
Aunt Sarah’s home stands as a site in which we learn the
proper relation between the single woman and society (78-
89). Moreover (although Fasick does not take account of it
in her study), Sally’s own home operates as a sign of the
rightful position of the single woman. Describing it in the
closing pages of her narrative, Sally affirms of her self-
financed cottage, "it has become very dear to me, for it is
my home," and in doing so accrues more legitimacy to the
single woman perhaps than in her entire previous narrative
(343) . Yet, despite its extensive treatment of single life

--and its evocative name--, The Experience of Life does not

present an unobstructed view of the single woman’s
experience. Apart from the occasions on which the merits of
an unmmaried life are discussed, we do not discover much
about the characters’ feelings about being single. Indeed,
the self-revelatory scenes in which Sally expresses her
doubt about her place in the world disappear about midway
through the novel, marked by a chapter which announces both
through tone and content that such disclosures are no longer
appropriate now that Sally has reached a mature age. As
well, what sequences of self-revelation the novel does
depict revolve around Sally’s conflict with others more

amiably placed rather than her complicated relationship with



herself. To obtain a richer view of the experience of
spinsterhood, then, we must turn, in the end, to Villette.
Charlotte Bronté’s portrait of single life lays bare
the psychological conditions under which the single woman
strove to carve out her existence. Exploring not only her
struggle to establish an identity against a society which
sought to inscribe her difference, but also to come to terms
with the body through which she was to be defined, Villette
paints the picture of a woman in trouble in body and soul.
To appreciate the scope of the portrait, indeed, we can turn
to two theorists who concern themselves with diagramming the
relationship between social conditioning and the way in

which we think about ourselves. In Discipline and Punish

(1979), Michel Foucault explores the efficiency of a society
which controls its citizens through observation alone,
leading us to understand how Lucy’s interaction with the
forces surveilling her results in her disavowal of herself;

while through Luce Irigaray’s This Sex Which Is Not One

(1985), we discover what might make Lucy eventually
capitulate to a system which defines the single woman in
terms of her unproductive body. Together, these theorists
allow us to see the way in which social interference results
in the single woman’s diminishing of herself, providing us
with a picture of spinsterhood more revealing than those

which attend to her social constraints alone. Indeed, when
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we consider that Villette attends also to the dire economic
position of the single woman, we can see that it provides a
more complete view of the single woman’s existence than
either of the other spinster-centred novels of its time.

To consider Lucy’s story as an interpretable whole, of
course, runs contrary to much recent criticism. Pauline
Nestor, in her survey of modern critical responses to
Villette, draws a distinction between critics who "read
toward a kind of coherence" and those who "challenge...any
sense of the organic wholeness of the text," engendering a
division along roughly chronological lines (10). Indeed,
language used to characterize this search after "hidden
unitary meaning" often takes on a moralistic tone
(Shuttleworth 221). We are warned not to be "tempted" into
such a practice and cautioned against "our...desire for
narrative completion," for instance (Shuttleworth 221;
Walker 438). Yet the amenability of Villette to an approach
which focusses on the single woman’s experience, along with
Bronté&’s apparent discomfort with her lot in life, appears
to warrant such an examination.® Moreover, little research
has been done into the centrality of spinsterhood to Lucy’s
complicated narrative. In addition, light shed on Lucy’s
sense of identity and relationship to her body through this
approach will serve only to complement other research done

in these areas.



11

There have been only two studies of the relationship
between spinsterhood and Villette in recent times.® In

Victorian Women’s Fiction: Marriage, Freedom and the

Individual (1985), Shirley Foster examines the extent to

which marriage is presented as a less desirable alternative
to single life in the novel and in "’'Herself Beheld’:
Marriage, Motherhood, and Oppression in Bronté’s Villette

and Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl" (1997),

Andrea O’Reilly Herrera compares the vision of spinsterhood
endorsed in Villette to the vision of family life endorsed

in Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl. Both studies

consider central aspects of the psychological experience of
spinsterhood either without identifying their source or
exploring their full implications.

Shirley Foster’s study of Villette, although brief,
devotes considerable space to describing Lucy’s
contradictory character. Allying the heroine’s sense of a
divided self to Bronté&’s exploration of the contradiction
between the need for independence and the need for
commitment, Foster presents the picture of a heroine caught
up in a battle of opposing forces. However, in locating the
source of her tension in the heroine’s conflicting needs
rather than in the controlling system besetting her, Foster
overlooks society’s desexualization of the single woman. As

a result, she in effect argues for Lucy’s ultimate
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transcendence of her social conditions without being able to
identify it as such (106). Moreover, she neglects Paul’s
role as facilitator in Lucy’s return to fuller personhood
because she can figure him as a potential bridegroom only.
Indeed, her comparison between Villette and Sewell’s The

Experience of Life in a later chapter makes this binary

approach to the novel even clearer. Arguing there that
Sewell’s novel "has perhaps more to say to the women of her
generation," Foster dismisses Bronté’s novel because it
"cannot openly propose a womanly existence devoid of

romantic emotion."*¢

In other words, in spite of
acknowledging the psychological depth of Bronté'’s
characterization and asserting here that she offers a more
"imaginative" treatment of spinsterhood, Foster ultimately
faults Bronté for uncovering the single woman’s need for
love (133).

Perhaps because it appears at a time when many
feminists no longer feel compelled to oppose an interest in
personal relations to a woman’s growth as an individual,
O’Reilly Herrera’s piece on Villette embraces the role Paul
plays in Lucy’s self-actualization. Asserting that Paul has
"enriched" Lucy’s life as a single woman, O’Reilly Herrera
sees the lover as having participated in Lucy’s struggle to

come to terms with her passionate nature (66). Indeed,

O’Reilly Herrera'’s discussion of passion with respect to a
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single heroine itself sets her study apart from Foster’s.
Moreover, the critic makes reference several times to the
single woman’s social invisibility in her study, making her
piece much more an exploration of the effects of her
position on the single woman. However, in suggesting that
Lucy’s difficulties with passion arise from a philosophy
enjoined on all Victorian women, O’Reilly Herrera avoids the
link between passionlessness and singleness. Likewise,
rather than following its effects through to their logical
conclusion, she refers to the fact of the single woman’s
invisibility only. While O’Reilly Herrera locates Lucy more
clearly within her socio-psychological context as a single
woman, then, she nevertheless leaves large portions of the
single condition uncharted.’

Not surprisingly, however, critics interested in Lucy’s
unusual identity itself produce more detailed accounts of
how her distinct personality has come to be.® In fact, both
Janet Gezari and Sally Shuttleworth have contributed studies
in recent years exploring Lucy’s idiosyncrasies using

Foucault’s Discipline and Punish.” In spite of their

accounting for her oddness within a feminist context,
however, they disregard the special role singleness plays in
the heroine’s identity, making an exploration of the
relationship between spinsterhood and the narrative all the

more timely.
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Both Gezari and Shuttleworth treat Lucy’s identity as
an unfixable value, given that she constructs her narrative
to withhold as well as disseminate information and that it
represents her struggle to avoid normative description.
This leaves room, however, for a study which attends to
Lucy’s efforts to remain undefined while exploring the
social mechanism which defines the single woman in
particular as abnormal.®®

In Charlotte Bronté and Defensive Conduct (1992), Janet

Gezari makes a case for Bronté’s registration in physical
terms of the attacks she sustains as an early Victorian
woman and author, figuring Villette as the novel in which
the act of writing itself is represented as putting the
whole woman at risk. (Gezari has identified the publication
of Shirley as the event which has unmasked Bronté as an
author.) Accordingly, her employment of Foucault’s theory
of social control involves a focus on the determinative act
of observation, as well as a sensitivity to the politically
fraught relationship between reader and narrator. Sally

Shuttleworth’s Charlotte Bronté and Victorian Psychology

(1996), on the other hand, deploys the theory of Foucault to
investigate the extent to which historically accurate social
discourse has penetrated the psyche of the narrator.
Representing the "battle" between Lucy and the forces of

social control (236), Shuttleworth uncovers the psychic
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landscape Lucy’s regulated narrative has been designed to
hide. While each study shares concerns with this one,
however, --Gezari’s in its attention to observation and
Shuttleworth’s in its exploration of Lucy’s psyche--the
stress on singleness here nevertheless serves to supplement
the other studies. Gezari’s assessement of Lucy as a
heroine whose difference is based on the fact that she is
."foreign, heretic, and unhealthy" can only benefit from a
study that explores her singleness as a determining cause
(146) ; and Shuttleworth’s contention that to be a woman in
the mid-nineteenth century was to be defined as abnormal
gains focus from an exploration of the single woman’s
abnormality (as her brief discussion of young female
sexuality shows) (232). Indeed, given their mutual interest
in the body as a site which reflects social interference,
both studies invite the kind of fuller exploration of female
corporeality to which an investigation of the single woman’s
position inevitably leads.

The depreciation of the spinster by means of her
offensive body constitutes an essential part of unmarried
experience. Yet the critics employing Foucault provide
little information about any woman’s experience of her body,
the emphasis in Foucault falling on the process of
differentiation rather than its product. Irigarayan theory,

on the other hand, provides us with a body-conscious
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framework for the exploration of Lucy’s psyche because it
identifies the way in which women experience their bodies in
male-dominated society. The few critics to employ
Irigarayan theory in their analyses of Villette, however,
focus not on the representation of the body in the novel but
on its reinterpretation of spirituality.

Both Sue Chaplin and Kathryn Bond Stockton construct
fully theorized Irigarayan readings of the novel.
Accordingly, they attend to not only her analysis of female
corporeality, but also her explication of the way in which
male spirituality excludes the female body from the realm of
discourse (see Chaplin 225-26, for instance). This in turn
means that their readings of Villette record its impetus to
show the inseparability of matter and spirit. Chaplin, on
the one hand, argues for the reintegration of matter and
spirit through the privileging of memory and imagination
over reason in the novel and, especially, the sharing of
memories among women. Stockton, on the other, contends that
the movement in Villette is towards autoeroticism, her
analysis of Lucy’s discovery of pleasure through a Christ-
like Paul illustrating the union of matter and spirit.
(Stockton’s argument is based on the idea that Christ images
woman through his crucifixion "holes," an idea she has
discussed earlier in her study [34].) These critics clearly

break new ground in representing the relation between matter
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and spirit, then; however, they shed little light on Lucy’s
relationship to a body that has been reduced to spirit
alone.

One final group of critics does, however, attend more
closely to the heroine’s physical experience. From John
Maynard, who describes Lucy’s "sexual awakening" in

Charlotte Bronté and Sexuality (1984) to Judith Mitchell,

who charts the authorization of a female subject of desire

in The Stone and the Scorpion (1994), these critics explore

Lucy’s erotic relationships, placing an emphasis on the
erotic language with which Bronté infuses her heroine’s
narrative. However, because they are interested in her
sexuality alone, they have little to say about Lucy’s
experience of corporeality in general. An exception is
Linda Lee Gill, who does offer some discussion in her PhD
dissertation (1992) of the way in which Lucy inhabits the
world. However, Gill’s discussion is limited by the
psychoanalytic scope of her argument. Although much of the
ground covered in the psychoanalytic critics’ discussion
anticipates ground covered in this study, then, the
exploration of sexuality within its social context here
clearly broadens the scope of their work.

To begin to understand this figure who is at one and
the same time reduced to shadow and reviled for her

insubstantiality by the early Victorians--who is, in effect,



an offensive shadow--, we must undertake a study of her
social conditions and of the social position of the author

who was to create this singular heroine.

18
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Notes

1 All letters are taken from Wise and Symington (W&S)
unless otherwise noted.

? Susan Gorsky explaing this divide between respectable
unmarried women and fallen women more fully in "0Old Maids
and New Women: Alternatives to Marriage in Englishwomen’s
Novels, 1847-1915," (73).

* Other novels which unfold the story of the single
woman include Geraldine Jewsbury’s Constance Herbert (1855)
and Julia Kavanagh’s Rachel Gray (1856), both referred to in
Shirley Foster’s Victorian Women’s Fiction: Marriage,
Freedom and the Individual. That Foster cites Bronté as one
of the few authors who dared to institute an unconventional
ending, however, indicates how few tales of single life
there were (3-4). See also Susan Gorsky on the rarity of
single woman novels in mid-nineteenth century fiction (69-
71) .

* In disparaging the search for hidden meaning, the
critics quoted here have appealed to the authority of the
text. But the text can be used equally well to justify a
spinster-centred reading of the novel.

®* Among studies which offer oblique treatments of this
relationship are Nina Auerbach’s in Communities of Women
(1978), Gilbert and Gubar’s in The Madwoman in the Attic
(1979), and Kathleen Blake’s in Love and the Woman Question
in Victorian Literature (1983). Auerbach touches on Lucy’s
identity as a single woman only briefly as part of her study
of the alternative female community represented in Villette,
while Gilbert and Gubar feature Lucy’s identity as a single
woman as one of the many with which she must come to terms
as a Victorian woman. In turn, Kathleen Blake offers a
reading of Lucy’s story which represents the heroine as a
lovesick woman who adopts this persona in order to avoid
future pain; however, she does not correlate Lucy’s
lovesickness with the desexualization visited on the
spinster.

® The real power in Sewell’s novel lies in its extended
representation of life without a man, although Foster
concentrates on the satisfaction of the heroine rather than
her longevity (130-133).

7’ That O’Reilly Herrera republished the Villette
portion of this essay with only minor alterations in a
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collection titled The Foreign Woman in British Literature:
Exotics, Aliens, and Outsiders (1999) indicates the extent
to which she is interested in marginalization rather than
spinsterhood itself.

® Although most critics address Bronté’s social
conditions in accounting for her unusual heroine, there have
been a number of examinations in the past few years which
have approached Lucy as a psychological case study alone,
perhaps in response to the overwhelmingly social accounts of
the novel. For instance, Diane Long Hoeveler locates
Villette within a newly emerging tradition of "trauma"
literature, asserting at the outset of her study that her
focus on Bronté’s personal tragedies will distinguish her
work from criticism which locates Lucy’s strangeness in
Bronté’s "feminism" (150). Likewise, Beverly Forsyth’s
article represents the heroine as a kind of female "Goth," a
woman involved in the "deviant" behaviours that characterize
"the darker nature of [modern] female Gothic," although it
does offer some discussion of the feminist implications of
Lucy’s masochism (17).

° The applicability of Foucault’s theories on
individuality to Villette is reflected in the frequency with
which the pairing occurs, from a brief mention in Tony
Tanner’s introduction to the Penguin edition of the novel
(1979) (37) to a full-scale analysis of panopticism and
narration in Jude Chudi Okpala’s recent PhD dissertation
(2000) .

*® Laura Ciolkowski makes a tentative connection
between spinsterhood and Lucy’s "eccentric narrative" (219)
at the end of her article, but her interest all along has
been in the way in which Bronté undercuts the conventional
plotline rather than in the single woman per se.



CHAPTER 1
The Spinster

For the middle-class woman in the mid-nineteenth
century, life began with marriage. On one side of the
threshold was "a childlike and humiliating dependence on the
parental home"; on the other, a considerable measure of
independence, a space in which "[to create]l] a home and
family of [her] own" (Perkin, Marriage 3). Crossing the
threshold meant more freedom of movement: when she chose to
venture forth from that home, she could do so alone; she had
left behind the chaperon, who would follow the unmarried
woman on any public outings, often past the age of thirty
(Hughes 134). It meant more freedom of association: she
could now begin to form her own social circle, making
friends who were part of neither her family’s nor her
husband’s set (Perkin, Marriage 3). Moreover, her choice
could extend to include male friends without her forfeiting
respectability (Perkin, Marriage 288), a mark of the licence
she gained; for it was the lot of those on the other side to
be shadowed in the company of any men but their relatives
(Hughes 119). What marriage meant, in other words, was the
chance to experience life as an adult, the only chance

afforded the middle-class woman by a society towering in its

21
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parsimony to her.

The division of middle-class life into separate
spheres, with the married woman installed as "Queen" of the
private and every man "King" of the public, ensured that the
one opportunity open to women to participate in the business
of society was the opportunity presented by marriage. And
as the regal image from Ruskin’s tribute to complementarity,
"Of Queen’s Gardens" (1865), suggests, the opportunity was
held by conservatives to offer women a position of
privilege. Ruskin, for instance, insists that there need be
no "speaking of the ’'superiority’ of one sex to the other"

since "[elach has what the other has not: each completes the

other, and is completed by the other..." (135). His

portrait of woman, however, "guardled]...["[bly her office,
and place, "] from" "peril," "trial," "failure," "offence,"
"error," "bel[ing] wounded, or subdued," or "misled, " makes

it clear that, far from being a cause for complaint, woman’s
position is the better one (136).

Likewise Sarah Stickney Ellis, who addressed middle-
class women directly in her "best-selling moral etiquette
books" (Hollis 4) and who, like Ruskin, is called upon
commonly today to provide colourful samples of the
conservative view, admits of no complaint about the
constrained position of women. Rather, she too points to

woman’s good fortune in being spared the difficult life of a
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man. In a tidy paragraph near the beginning of her

Daughters of England, Ellis disposes in her brisk,

practical-minded fashion of any questions that might be
raised about her initial advice to young readers in their
capacity as women, that is, that "[als women...the first
thing of importance is to be content to be inferior to
men..." (3). A quick review of what such a position means,
signifies Ellis, quiets any misgivings young women might
have about their position, for having undertaken this
review, she is free to turn from the contemplation of their
appointed "sphere" (11) to a discussion of how best they
might discharge "their peculiar duties" (12) as custodians
of it.

Although "women, in their position in life, must be
content to be inferior to men," then, posits Ellis, "their
want of power...is abundantly made up to them by
their...influence" (10), their "moral and religious"
equality, and their exemption from the struggles of men
(11) . Her transition from the point about their equality in
God’s eyes to the segment making up the bulk of the
paragraph and concerning the more reposeful position of
women acts as a rhetorical device for the segment, leaving
room for nothing but acquiescence from the daughters of
England regarding their lot. After deposing to the first

two benefits of their condition, less open to disparagement
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because they represent genuine forms of power, Ellis
introduces the refrain with which she safeguards her final
point. "[Nlor can it be a subject of regret to any right-
minded woman," she affirms, "that...," and she goes on to
congratulate women on their "exempt [ion] from" earning a
living (11). The dubious merits of such an exemption are
whisked away by "the middle-class housewife’s mentor" (Crow
50), like so many cobwebs interrupting the order of the
right-minded woman. "Can it be a subject of regret...?",

she repeats twice in contrasting woman’s "gphere of action"
P

to man’s (11). The question is clearly rhetorical, for,
like Ruskin, she assembles a picture of the latter -- a
place of "fierce conflict" where men "[are]...called

upon...to calculate, to compete, to struggle," indeed, to
ruin their "characters" (11)--which leaves no doubt about
the luck of women in having escaped such a lot. For such
figures, then, not only was the fitness of a division of
labour beyond question, but also the balance of that
division was tipped in favour of women. Moreover, any
person who would question that division would impugn not
only his or her right-mindedness, to use Mrs. Ellis’ term,
but also his or her regard for the well-being of women. Who
wished to throw women into the "fierce conflict of worldly
interests" could be counted, surely, as no friend (11).

There were, however, contrary to Mrs. Ellis’ gesture of
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homogeneity, those who found in the position of women a
subject of much regret. In fact, in the preface to her

primer on the Victorian women’s movement, Women in Public:

The Women’s Movement 1850-1900, Patricia Hollis identifies

women’s restriction to the role of wife, or rather, where
this left women who didn’t marry, as one of the movement’s
"three main concerns" (vii). Of course, as the initial date
in Hollis’ title suggests, and as she establishes at the
outset of her collection of relevant documents, feminism
found its voice in Victorian England in the 1850s (vii);
thus Mrs. Ellis, writing in the early forties, reckoned on
her audience’s ultimate acquiescence in a time before the
public debate of such matters might be considered to have
begun. Ruskin, on the other hand, weighed in with his
poetic endorsement of the restricted position of women well
into that debate. His piece exemplifies the kind of
"glorification of marriage" in response to public scrutiny
of the institution which Joan Perkin describes in her study

Women and Marriage in Nineteenth-Century England (7). But

whether it appeared in the form of an assured survey of the
appointed order or "a kind of desperate propaganda" in the
face of the mounting opposition to that order (Perkin,
Marriage 272)*', the conservative view of woman’s place
remained the same: there was but one, and it sufficed.

One of the voices raised in opposition to that view was
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that of Frances Power Cobbe, who as a "very well-known
journalist" (Caine, Feminists 105) had the power to make her
voice heard. While Mrs. Ellis preceded the debate, Cobbe
was very much part of it. 1In fact, as Barbara Caine’s
inclusion of Cobbe as one of four for her study Victorian
Feminists attests, Cobbe played a significant role in
fostering the feminist movement in the nineteenth century,
and without its insistence on a wider scope for women, there
would have been no debate. On the limitations of women’s
present scope in view of the women who do not marry Cobbe is
clear. She argues persuasively against "making marriage a

case of ‘'Hobson’s choice’ for a woman" in an article in

Fraser’s Magazine in 1862 (596). Not only does such a
limited scope result in women marrying for the wrong
reasons, contends Cobbe, but also it leaves stranded any
women who end up on the wrong side of the choice.

The view that placing women in such a position defied
logic was advanced also by John Stuart Mill. As a man, with
access to the machinery of reform, Mill was instrumental in
setting in motion fundamental changes to that position. For
instance, it was he who, in his words, "’'had the honour of
being the first to make the claim of women to the suffrage a
parliamentary question’" in 1866 (gtd. in Robson and Robson
xxviii). Yet he also took his part in the more general

debate going on outside parliamentary gates. His The
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Subjection of Women (1869), for example, presented the

public with what Mill describes in his Autobiography as "‘a

written exposition of my opinions on that great question’"
(gtd. in Robson and Robson xxix) and resulted in his being
"established as the leader of the movement for the removal
of all legal disabilities restricting women’s lives,"

according to Ann Robson and John Robson in Sexual Equality:

Writings by John Stuart Mill, Harriet Tavlor Mill, and Helen

Taylor (xxix). Thus Mill’s interest in ameliorating women’s
position reached beyond the more obvious inequities, and his
contribution to that cause involved both practical and
ideological undertakings.

As Mill’s description of it suggests, the scope of The

Subjection of Women was comprehensive. Perkin reports, for

instance, that the trend towards fewer children in middle-
class families, occurring from the middle of the century
onwards, was attributed by certain commentators in the 1870s
to the influence of Mill’s book (Marriage 282-83). But an
argument about the equality of women which could be seen as
having such sweeping consequences would have to engage the
subject on a most fundamental level. Thus we find Mill, in
a book concerned with nothing less than the complete
emancipation of women, addressing in his first chapter what
Cobbe must address in arguing for the freedom of unmarried

women to support themselves: the tyranny of the expectation



28
that women will marry.

Like Cobbe, Mill characterizes this expectation as
leading to only Hobson’s choice for women when it comes to
their futures. Mill takes pains to expose the
unreasonableness of permitting women no option but marriage,
by laying out the logic one would have to follow to reach
such a position. The only "doctrine" which could account
for what Mill compares to "impressment" is the following
one: "’‘It is necessary to society that women should marry
and produce children. They will not do so unless they are
compelled. Therefore it is necessary to compel them’™"
(330). Although he elaborates on such thinking with
comparisons to the arguments behind slavery and, as
indicated, impressment, Mill’s most striking indictment of
it comes, perhaps, as he is about to dispense with the
patently unreasonable logic and speak to the truth it
elicits (for his point all along has been to expose the
motivation of those who hold to the conventional position
for women). Thus Mill concludes of those who would permit
women only to marry that they are cognizant of the bad
bargain marriage for women entails. "It is not a sign of
one’s thinking the boon one offers very attractive," Mill
quips, "when one allows only Hobson’s choice, ’'that or
none’" (330). ©Now Mill can go on to address the

inequalities enshrined in the marriage contract, which he
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does at length in his next chapter; but not before he has
conveyed, in this one telling remark, the depth of meanness
required to expect women to do only this.

But if women were confined in their ability to lead
fully adult lives because they were prevented from
exercising any freedom of choice, they were confined more
radically by the way in which society employed their bodies
against them. By defining the abilities of women by what
their bodies were capable of, conservatives not only
provided a rationale for restricting women’s choices, but
also consigned to oblivion their real potential. Further,
they consolidated the position that nature had prescribed
women’s vocation, by promulgating, too, its corollary: that
is, they held both that women’s bodies destined them to be
wives and mothers and that their bodies prevented them from
applying themselves sufficiently to anything else.

In an article entitled "Victorian Women and
Menstruation, " appearing in Martha Vicinus’ well-used

collection Suffer and Be Still: Women in the Victorian Age

(1972), Elaine and English Showalter bring into focus the
extent to which the female body and the fate of all women,
for Victorians, were intertwined. What they present is the
picture of a society in which this one bodily function is
used to invalidate women as the equals of men. They offer

evidence that "even relatively progressive [scientific]
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investigators" constructed menstruation as a disability (40)
and go on to discuss some of the appropriations of such
science, remarking that "[tlhe menstrual myth underlies much
of the literature devoted to the woman question in Victorian
journals [both American and British]..." (43).

A glance at the example provided by the Showalters of
the menstrual myth in one of its "ardent[ly] antifemin[ist]™"
incarnations provides ample explanation for its utility to
opponents of change (40). In this case, the facts about
menstruation were being served up to the Anthropological
Society of London in a talk by James MacGrigor Allan in
1869. The Showalters point out that the talk was given a
"respectful reception" (40). In the authors’ excerpt, Allan
can be seen laying the groundwork for a multitude of
barriers, one for every point at which a woman attempts to
cross into the public sphere. He does so by pronouncing
women "invalid([s]" because for a total of "one month in the
year" the "periodical illness" to which they are subject
"disqualif [ies] them for thought or action, and render[s] it
extremely doubtful how far they can be considered
responsible beings while the crisis lasts" (gtd. in
Showalter 40). One can see without difficulty how impugning
every woman’s mental and physical stability might prevent
any woman from being accorded the responsibilities of a man.

But, perhaps in the event that such applications are not
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immediately clear, the helpful Allan goes on to spell out
how menstruation situates women with respect to men. "In
intellectual labour," he intones, "man has surpassed, does
now, and always will surpass woman, for the obvious reason
that nature does not periodically interrupt his thought and
application" (gtd. in Showalter 40). If there is any doubt
in the minds of his audience as to the incapacity of women,
it will not be James MacGrigor Allan’s fault.

What becomes apparent when one considers the evidence
presented by the Showalters is that what could not be
accomplished by prescription, the Victorians would achieve
through proscription. If the more congenial dictum that
women were made to be, and thus should aspire to be, mothers
were somehow to fail, this inexorable truth would be there
to make safe the defence: women were fit for nothing else.?

Yet perhaps the most effective, and certainly the most
insidious, expedient in the politics of restriction was the
precipitating of women to limit themselves. Where the
organization of middle-class life told women of marriage and
motherhood: you may do only this; and the explication of
their physiology, you can do only this; the construction of
a feminine psychology told women, you want to do only this.

For an early writer like Mrs. Ellis, this peculiarly
feminine disposition was a simple matter of fact. Indeed,

it is to "her own nature" that Ellis blithely directs her
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"youthful reader" in accounting in passing for the separate
spheres (Daughters 6-7). A later writer like Ruskin, on the
other hand, adverting to that nature when its existence was
in question, would find himself first having to affirm it.
Thus where Ellis offers only a few phrases in service of the
classification, Ruskin painstakingly assembles it for the
reader, setting it in contrast to a corresponding
description of the masculine nature. When he goes on, then,
to solicit the reader’s participation in his estimate of
"woman’s true...power" (138), it is with this catalogue of
the "separate characters" of each standing as evidence
behind him.

But while Ruskin and Ellis may have proceeded from the
staggered starting points at which changing times had set
them, their conclusion about the nature of women was the
same: women were made, as Frances Power Cobbe puts it in
summarizing " [t]lhe theory about woman...called the
Physical," to "form a link in the chain of generations, and
fulfil the functions of wife to one man and mother to
another" (gtd. in Hollis 23).

Cobbe, of course, is writing to protest this conflation
of physiology and purpose. "To admit that Woman has
affections, a moral nature, a religious sentiment, an
immortal soul, and yet to treat her for a moment as a mere

animal link in the chain of life, is monstrous...," she
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writes (Hollis 23). But it is the insistence that women are
made to be wives and mothers in spirit as well as in body
that allows conservatives to uphold this link between
physical capacity and vocation. When Ellis points out that
"[women] are..., strictly speaking, relative creatures," it
is to "their own constitution” that she assigns the primary

responsibility (Women 155).° What women were taught, then,

was that nature had made them, physically and
psychologically, for one purpose and that outside the bounds
of that purpose, they could never be whole.

The ramifications of constructing women as relative
creatures are perhaps nowhere more starkly exposed as in the
discussions of conservatives themselves. In romanticizing
the role of helpmate, they consign to oblivion any regard
women might properly pay to themselves. Thus, in styling
women relative creatures, Ellis contends that in their
capacity "as isolated beings," women "are only...filling
what would otherwise be a blank space, but doing nothing
more” (Women 155). Tellingly, it is in warning women away
from the effort to become "striking and distinguished in
themselves" that Ellis makes this contention (155). A
similar admonition appears in Ruskin’s delineation of
"woman’s true power." Women must employ their intelligence
"not for self-development, but for self-renunciation,"”

insists Ruskin, making it clear, along with Ellis, that care
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of the self does not properly belong to women (138). What
one discovers, then, in perusing conservative accounts of
the nature of woman is that any woman who does not exist for
others, exists for nothing. "[W]oman...has nothing, and is
nothing, of herself," writes Ellis; "[her] experience, if
unparticipated, is a total blank" (Daughters 126). One
discovers, moreover, that any woman who takes heed of her
own existence is worse than nothing. "A selfish woman,"
writes Ellis, "may not improperly be regarded as a

monster..." (Women 73). Thus what lies beyond the gender

borders of the Victorian world stands out in stark contrast
in the writings of those who would defend those borders: it
is a realm of nothingness and monsters, a wasteland where
unnatural women are banished.

For middle-class women who did not marry, this land was
the inheritance. Their situation with respect to those
within the boundaries of Victorian society is spelled out,
for example, in a contemporary essay by W.R. Greg.
"[S]ingle women...," writes Greg, "not having the natural
duties and labours of wives and mother, have to carve out
artificial and painfully-sought occupations for
themselves;...in place of completing, sweetening, and
embellishing the existence of others, [they] are compelled
to lead an independent and incomplete existence of their

own" (47). Here, single women are set apart unequivocally
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from the Victorian norm, Greg using the "artificial" and
"incomplete" nature of their existences to differentiate
them from women who tread the familiar territory of
"natural" womanhood. Indeed, the exclusionary principle
governing their lives is evident in the very title Greg
gives his meditation on the situation of single women; he
chooses as the phrase which will capture the tenor of his
thoughts, "Why Are Women Redundant?". But being classed as
"redundant" was not the fate of the Victorian single woman
in its entirety. Tied as it was to the definition of
marriage as natural, the classification carried with it the
judgment that the single woman was not natural. In Greg’s

discussion, she emerges as "the evil and anomaly to be cured

[his emphasis]" (54). Frances Power Cobbe draws attention
to Greg’s imagery of "disease" in her own discussion of the
situation of single women, "What Shall We Do With Our 01d
Maids?" (595). Another supporter of validation for woman on
her own, John Stuart Mill, also recognized the pathologizing
of the unmarried woman, pointing out that she "is felt by
both herself and others to be a kind of excrescence on the
surface of society..." (gtd. in Jalland 259). Thus, not
only was the single woman situated outside the domain of
participatory society, she was viewed as an affliction on
that society as well. 1In this context in which marriage and

children were used to differentiate the normal woman from
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the abnormal, Frances Power Cobbe’s comment on "[t]lhe theory
about woman called the Physical" takes on further
significance. By affirming that it is this theory that is
"monstrous," Cobbe strikes a blow against the doctrine, and
the society, which determines single women to be the same.
The marginal position of the unmarried woman in middle-
class society was embodied in some fascinating ways. W.R.
Greg’s "remedy" (59), for instance, for the anomaly which he
identified in his nation’s unmarried women was "the removal
of 500,000 women from the mother-country, where they are
redundant, to the colonies, where they are sorely needed"
(89). Distinct from the project of such feminists as Maria
Rye to secure employment for single women in the colonies,
Greg’s emigration plan aimed at their marriage.* Using
simple statistics, he identified the need for women (read
wives) in the outlying regions of the Empire, and concluded
that since England had too many women, the redundant ones
should go. Such reductive logic underlines the reductive
nature of the conservative view of women; yet Greg, an

"influential journalist" (Vicinus, Independent 3), makes his

case without self-consciousness. In a similar vein, Punch
offers as a straightforward news item, the following report
on female emigration:

"Out of the female immigrants who recently arrived

at Melbourne by the William Stewart, eight were
married within 24 hours after their landing.’
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(Rover 22)°

To those who viewed marriage as women’s raison d’étre, then,

emigration appeared a delightful way to assist England’s
spinsters. However, not everyone saw it that way. Frances
Power Cobbe, for instance, depicted it as another thing
entirely. In "What Shall We Do With Our Old Maids?", in
part a response to Greg’s emigration scheme, Cobbe observes
that unmarried women appear to stand accused of
proliferating: she declares emigration their punishment and

lack of respectability or income at home a deterrent for any

"future evil doers." "No false charity to criminals!"
proclaims Cobbe. "Transportation or starvation to all old
maids!" (599). Thus, in a humorous way, Cobbe exposes the

disciplinary standard to which women were subject at mid-
century, revealing that to be a woman and unmarried was to
be condemned to a life on the margins of society. That
sending unmarried women to the Empire’s literal margins was
"a popular antifeminist solution" (Hammerton 57) to their
unwanted presence serves as a concrete reminder of that
fact.

Other signs of the Victorian impulse to banish
unmarried women appeared in less literal, though equally
telling, forms. Where many conservatives would assign to
spinsters the same fate as to convicts, the time spent as a

governess could lead to the fate of the madwoman. As Martha
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Vicinus points out in Independent Women: Work and Community

for Single Women, 1850-1920, "[tlhe genteel poor woman had a

choice of three underpaid and overcrowded occupations --
governess, companion, or seamstress" (3). Thus the
unmarried woman who needed to support herself was quite
likely to end up a governess. At the same time, governesses
occupied a disproportionate number of spaces in mental
hospitals. Harriet Martineau reported in her 1859 survey
"Female Industry" that "on the female side of the lunatic
asylums, the largest class...of the insane... [are]
governesses" (gtd. in Yates 22).° But the single woman’s
position on the fringes of society showed up also in less
dramatic ways. In social situations, for instance, her
marital status held more significance than her family name.
Thus, she had to wait while any married woman went in to
dinner and would find her place farther from the head of the
table when she arrived herself (Caine, Wives 86). In fact,
the title "Miss." betokened such social disesteem that the
successful journalist Harriet Martineau, having reached the
dignified age of fifty-two, claimed the title "Mrs."
although she remained unmarried (Yates 23).7 This gesture
towards full recognition by a woman whose writing already
had made her visible points up the disregard experienced by
the unmarried woman. Whether a public figure or a retiring

daughter, her lot always was to be less. The significance
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of such minimizing perhaps is best recognized, however, from
the perspective of the archivist. Certainly, it is revealed
at its most poignant. In her study Women, Marriage, and

Politics, 1860-1914, Pat Jalland presents the findings of

her research on the family papers of over fifty Victorian
and Edwardian political families (1). When she turns to a
discussion of the unmarried daughters, however, the number
of families is reduced to twelve. "Family papers," explains
Jalland, "were generally kept by the husband or sons of the
married women, and most spinsters emerge only as occasional
shadows in the background of their more fortunate married
sisters’ correspondence" (253). Not only were they
marginalized in their own lifetimes, then, but, as Jalland
points out, most middle- and upper-class single women went
from the earth with nothing but the "passing references" in
other people’s letters to show that they had ever been there
(253) .

The impulse to rid themselves of unmarried women was
quite understandable on the part of conservative Victorians.
For those who wished to uphold the existing social order,

unmarried women in any numbers did indeed "constitute," as

Greg put it, "Jal problem to be solved...[his emphasis]"

(54) . On the one hand, not all middle-class families could
afford to support their unmarried daughters: many were

ruined in the volatile economy of the early Victorian years;
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others simply had too many daughters to support; most were
left without means because the father had died, at a time
when neither pensions nor life insurance were common (Hughes
27-29). On the other hand, the young lady of the day,
rather than being educated to be of use to herself, was
being educated because "it improve[d] her usefulness to
somebody else," as Harriet Martineau complained in an
article entitled "What Women Are Educated For" (gtd. in
Yates 98).

Martineau objected to the fact that even the most
liberal men, working for the advancement of female
education, were doing so with the idea that they were
"fitting women to be ‘mothers of heroes,’ ’companions to
men’" (gtd. in Yates 98). Yet this dubious end attached to a
college education certainly amounted to a more favourable
offering than the same end attached to the highly criticized
ornamental education which was standard for middle-class
girls of the period. Even the conservative Mrs. Ellis
argued for an education more grounded in knowledge lest

women end up with "silly husbands, and idiot sons"

(Daughters 23). In attacking the aim of the "showy"
education -- "to shine and attract" -- Dorothea Beale,

founder of Cheltenham Ladies’ College, incidentally exposes
the difference between the standard education and a more

thorough one (gtd. in Hollis 137). While a thorough



41
education might prepare women to be only good wives and
mothers, the standard education prepared them only to secure
husbands. Kathryn Hughes outlines the mercenary nature of
female education in the early Victorian years in her book

The Victorian Governessg. "[Tlhe genteel girl of the 1830s

and beyond," writes Hughes,

was to acquire a set of accomplishments which
included the ability to speak French and perhaps
Italian, play the piano, dance and show a
proficiency in fancy needlework. At the age of
eighteen she was expected to take her place in her
parents’ social circle, using her carefully
acquired sophistication as bait to land a husband
from the pool of available young men. (17)

In a world in which "[m]arried life is woman’s profession,"

as one piece in the conservative Saturday Review put it
(gtd. in Hollis 11), an education which opens the door to
marriage appears not only "suitable" (Hughes 17), but
necessary.

For the woman who "failed in business" "by not getting

a husband" (again the piece in the Saturday Review), this

"training" obviously was inadequate (gtd. in Hollis 11). To
add insult to injury, not only would she have been educated
only to catch a husband, but also she would have been warned
away from any more useful training in case it impeded her
chances of marriage. To prove marriageable, the young
genteel woman had to show that she expected to marry, and

training of a more practical kind would not be consistent
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with such an aim (Hughes 17, 38).%® Moreover, too much
education was deemed to render a woman, simply,
unattractive. "The one thing men do not like is the man-
woman, " writes the author of an 1869 article entitled

"Female Education" in the Quarterly Review, "and they will

never believe the College, or University, woman is not of
that type" (gtd. in Hollis 144). A cartoon of the period

appearing in Punch captures the oppositional relationship

set up by the Victorians between education and marriage. In
it, a teacher, clearly meant to be unattractive, chides her
young pupils about the neglect of their studies. The
caption reads: "Teacher. ’'I wonder what your mother would
say if she knew how backward you are in geography?’ Girl.
’Oh, my mother says she never learnt jogfry and she’s
married, and Aunt Sally says she never learnt jogfry and
she’s married; and you did and you ain’t’" (pictured in
Yates 86).° The girls have learned one lesson well: they
know what is needed to pursue successful careers as women,
and they know that their teacher, with all her learning, has
not been a success. Given such a context, few women
received the education necessary to pursue any profession
other than marriage;'° consequently, for the women who were
not to marry yet who were forced by financial necessity to
take up another profession, the prospects were grim.

Thus, the Victorians had on their hands a body of ill-
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trained, unsupported single women of a class that propriety
would not allow to be overlooked. At the same time,
however, the class restrictions that kept them untrained
also prevented them from taking up occupations for which
much education would not be required. Beyond the
occupations of governess, companion, or seamstress the
requirements of gentility would not allow the middle-class
lady to venture. Martha Vicinus explains that it was this
middle-class value system that confined single women to such
a meagre selection: before the appearance of a wealthy and
genteel middle-class in the early nineteenth-century,
unmarried women had figured prominently in the economic and

social landscape and had done so for centuries (Independent

3). Fortunately, the training the middle-class girl did get
would allow her to take up one of these few positions
without additional education. She had been taught how to
sew (Hughes 151) and brought up from birth to fulfil her
role as a relative creature. As to the position for which
some vocational training might have been deemed necessary,
that of governess, the Victorians believed her to be

naturally qualified also (Vicinus, Independent 24) .%

Further, any deficiencies she detected in her own education,
for instance, the ability to play the piano or speak French
fluently, she could attend to on her own (Hughes 38-42).%?

In addition, an effort was being made by feminists to



44
circumvent the requirements of gentility. A group of women:
known as "the ladies of Langham Place" (for the location of
their "offices") worked to expand the selection of jobs
available to middle-class women, most notably through the

periodical they founded, the English Woman’s Journal (1858)

(Vicinus, Independent 24).% They encouraged gentlewomen to

interrupt the connection between paid work and class and
radically altered the inventory of what women were equipped
naturally to do (Rendall 121-123). However, even by the
early twentieth century, few women had ventured far beyond
the range of opportunities available to their predecessors

(Vicinus, Independent 25, 5). Certainly in the mid-

nineteenth century, they remained crowding in the
occupations which constituted their only real options

(Vicinus, Independent 3).

On top of having produced a class of women for whose
existence they had not provided, the Victorians at mid-
century were faced with spinsters in numbers they had not

seen before (Vicinus, Independent 27). Pat Jalland observes

that "[t]lhe 1851 census caused considerable concern" because
it affirmed the existence of 1,407,225 unmarried women
between the ages of 20 and 40 in England and Wales (254).

In addition, it showed that were every woman to resolve that
she would do exactly what society asked of her, she could

not: there were not enough men in England and Wales to match
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the women. Women outnumbered men 104.2 to 100 reported the
census (Jalland 255). These figures were a reflection
primarily of higher child mortality rates for males;
however, this inherent imbalance was exacerbated by the
drain on the male population caused by emigration and
foreign service (Jalland 255; Hollis 33). Moreover, women
who might have expected to marry as they entered their
twenties were confronted with the trend of middle- and
upper-class men to delay marriage until they were
financially secure (Jalland 255). Finally, the statistics
worsened with each succeeding census (Jalland 255).

It was this situation which led Greg to identify his
nation’s unmarried women as a problem to be solved, and
given the situation, perhaps the emigration scheme appeared
kind-hearted to his conservative supporters. But what is
interesting about what in fairness can be described as a
problem is the dimensions it takes for the mid-Victorians.
Martha Vicinus’ analysis of the statistics, for instance, is
instructive. She points out that although their absolute
numbers were increasing, unmarried women were not
proliferating in the way the contemporary response
suggested: their percentage of the total female population
remained the same over the second half of the nineteenth

century (Independent 26-27). In spite of the debate over

what to do with women who did not marry, seven out of eight
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still did (26). Too, the number of women in the middle
class who remained unmarried, that class of women who were
inspiring all this attention, was small, relatively
speaking. Vicinus calculates it to be 30,698 based on the
figure for all unmarried women in the 1851 census (27).
Further, she draws attention to the disparity between the
number of these women who would need to work and the vastly
larger number of unmarried working-class women, who
outnumbered all middle-class spinsters to begin with by
about six to one (26-27). Yet, even though their numbers
were "very small" (27), poor genteel spinsters garnered much
attention in the papers of the day, joining their relatively
small parent group of middle-class single women as a
puzzlingly significant social problem (26, 12).

One reason for the discrepancy between Vicinus’ more
modest figures and the alarming figures cited by Jalland
(beyond the class distinction Vicinus incorporates) is the
age group on which Vicinus focusses. While Jalland cites a
range of figures, beginning with the largest one, for the
twenty to forty age group, she includes no statistics for
women over forty-five; Vicinus, on the other hand, reviews
only the numbers for women over forty-five, postulating that
women were unlikely to marry after that age (26). Taking
Jalland’s perspective, one accounts for the women who

considered themselves spinsters though they eventually
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married as well as the women who never married; taking
Vicinus’, one considers only the women who never married.
On the other hand, Vicinus concedes that there would have
been "many" women aware from a much earlier age that they
would remain unmarried (27). But she includes these women,
that is, those of them who needed to work, in her
quantifying of poor genteel spinsters to working-class
spinsters. Thus, as is invariably the case when statistics
are employed, each writer fits the samples she provides to
the point she is making, Jalland wishing to outline the
problem and Vicinus wishing to amend it.**

In spite of their different>approaches to the
Victorians’ treatment of the spinster, however, both writers
comment on the kind of attention drawn by her at this point
in history (Jalland 254; Vicinus 12). "[Tlhe Victorians
wrote as if they had invented ‘redundant women,’'"™ observes
Jalland, yet unmarried women in significant numbers had been
a feature of society for centuries before (254). Why the
Victorians behaved as if vast numbers of single women had
appeared suddenly in their time and formed an obvious social
ill is a’question both authors invite their readers to
entertain. Although neither is concerned with formulating
theories to answer the question, Vicinus does offer a
practical account of the belief that the unmarried woman was

coming to occupy a larger and larger portion of the female
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population. She points both to the increase in sheer
numbers of middle-class spinsters and to her uncommon
visibility (27). On the one hand, work made the spinster
more visible: the presence in the public sphere of a body of
middle-class working women could not go unnoticed (27),
especially since these women were struggling in conditions
not commensurate with their social status (23);! on the
other, the very attention she was drawing in the press made
it seem like her numbers were greater than they were (27).
Yet perhaps the key to the larger question lies in the
attention itself, too. That is, if there were a reason for
the Victorians to "invent ’‘redundant women,’'" as Jalland put
it, the attention might be seen as an end in itself.

Beyond the schemes to send her overseas, to pack her
off to the asylum, to ignore her at the dinner table,
perhaps there was this: the wish to make the spinster vanish
by training on her the public eye. If they could not
eradicate her in body, perhaps they could eradicate her in
soul. The logic of such a scheme is mapped out by Michel

Foucault in Discipline and Punish. Exploring in the book at

large the evolution of discipline as the modern method of
state control, Foucault describes in the second and third
chapters (part three), "The means of correct training" and
"Panopticism," the correlation between observation and

control. There, he provides ample evidence of the way in
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which social scrutiny leads to the creation of the
individual, a fully known and controlled unit of humanity.
In effect, whatever one is prior to description is replaced
by whatever the authorities deem one to be : the unspeakable
essence vanishes. Moreover, Foucault draws "Panopticism" to
a close (and with it part three, entitled "Discipline") with
a discussion of the rudimentary nature of this process to
"the human sciences," which materialized in the nineteenth

century (226). In other words, not only does Discipline and

Punish furnish the theory which would support this
explanation of the conspicuous Victorian spinster, but also
it locates the beginning of the theory’s modern career in
the Victorian age. Hence, we can say not only that this
might be why the Victorians turned their attention to the
spinster--to get rid of her--but also that it would be like
them to do it.

While the nineteenth century saw the consolidation of
this kind of control into the knowledge-producers we depend
on today, the method itself according to Foucault is
characteristic simply of the modern age. He explains how
focussing attention on those who need to be controlled is
the way in which disciplinary power operates:

Disciplinary power...imposes on those whom it

subjects a principle of compulsory wvisibility.

...Their visibility assures the hold of the power

that is exercised over them. It is the fact of
being constantly seen, of being able always to be
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seen, that maintains the disciplined individual in
subjection. (187)

The visibility of the subjugated is what sets this modern
form of power apart from power as it was "[t]lraditionally"
exercised, wherein "[t]lhose on whom it was exercised could
remain in the shade..." (187).

In order to understand how relentless appearance can
result in subjection of the magnitude of which Foucault
writes, one must look to his discussion of the examination,
of which the description above forms part. It is through
his consideration of what he later calls "a concentrated or
formalized form" of disciplinary technology that Foucault
details the action of observation in the generation of
control (227). Moreover, what becomes clear through this
account is that the scope of control is consequent to the
limitlessness of observation -- that is, that Foucault
considers observation in its broadest sense.

Ultimately, to be made visible means to be made an
object of description. Whether one encounters the
disciplinary gaze materially or spiritually, what matters
are the observations that attend it. 1In this way, one may
be observed endlessly because wherever one is "capture[d]
and fix[ed]," one is observed (189). The examination
embodies this triad: the body may be examined; the mind may

be examined; but always upon the attention follows the
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observation. Thus, in introducing the examination, Foucault
establishes a context in which visibility means subjection.

But this is not to say that the examination acts as a
mere device to determine the meaning of observation in this
discussion of disciplinary power; rather, it garners a place
in the discussion because it is coincident with disciplinary
power. In other words, as "a concentrated or formalized
form" (227) of disciplinary technology, the examination
partakes in discipline’s investing of observation with the
power to dispose the citizenry (170); it is inseparable from
this modern functioning of observation. Through Foucault’s
discussion of the examination, then, we learn how
observation generates a regulated population: how to watch
and describe means to fashion an exploitable entity: the
individual (170).

What is central to such description is the actuation of
the norm. Foucault outlines its emergence in the eighteenth
century as a new and pre-eminent kind of power, then
identifies it (along with its antecedent, the gaze) as the
engine of the examination. Exerting "a normalizing gaze"
over its subjects, the examination locates the examined in
the terrain of normal (184); moreover, it marks the
wanderers from that terrain. As Foucault explains in
diagramming normalization, part of the action involves

"trac[ing] the limit that will define difference in relation
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to all other differences, the external frontier of the
abnormal..." (183). What is interesting here is that, while
describing (and documenting) the location of subjects with
respect to the norm and to each other results in a field of
useful individuals (192), it is that external frontier which
marks the point at which the most intense force is exerted.
Those who appear farthest afield are those who are most
individualized. "In a system of discipline," Foucault
writes,

the child is more individualized than the adult,

the patient more than the healthy man, the madman

and the delinquent more than the normal and the

non-delinquent. In each case, it is towards the

first of these pairs that all the individualizing

mechanisms are turned in our civilization[.]

(193)

Accordingly, one can conclude that where the attention of
society is turned upon certain of its members and involves
characterizing them as belonging to a space removed from the
rest (that is, one where those members are highly
individualized), there the system exerts its maximum
control.

Foucault closes his account of this exercise of power
with a cali to recognize power as a creative rather than an
oppressive force. That is, "it produces reality," rather
than influencing it (194). If we consider the attention

trained on the spinster in the nineteenth century from this

point of view, we might affirm indeed that "the Victorians
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invented ’‘redundant women’"; and not only that, but also
that this creation was the product of their maximum effort
to control. They made unmarried women the subject of social
scrutiny and described them not only as redundant (a
description itself which turns on a manufactured
difference), but also as unnatural: the "excrescence," the
"anomaly" who is the Victorian spinster. By creating such
an individual, the Victorians transform their problem. They
take what they have rendered a useless resource (by
describing all women in terms of their physical capability)
and make it one they can exploit (by designating the non-
compliants a problem). In creating their own anatomy of the
spinster, they place single women at their disposal.

This fabrication--the aberrant single woman--makes an
object of every woman on her own. This is what is known of
her; she can be nothing more. But the action of observation
does not end here. For, ultimately, those who fall under
the disciplinary gaze make objects of themselves; they
"be[come] ," explains Foucault, "the principle of [their] own
subjection" (203). Thus, we can think of single women as,
on the one hand, participating in their own disfigurement
and, on the other, dismissing their essential selves; and we
can think of the Victorians, who have set the examination of
the single woman in motion and wish to make "the everyday

individuality" of unmarried women disappear,’® as relying on
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the women themselves to do it (191).

To appreciate what might take place at the
psychological level when the single woman enacts her own
aberrance we need to recall what facilitates her ostracism
in the first place: the exploitation of the female body. It
is by defining women in terms of their bodies and their
bodies in terms of their social utility that the Victorians
effect the regulation of women. Rather than being described
merely as an unmarried woman, then, the spinster is
described as an unnatural woman; her body remains unused and
she becomes, therefore, abnormal.

This conflation of body and soul characterizes the
single woman’s aberrance. As the following description
illustrates, not only was the Victorians’ incarnation of the
single woman extremely individualized (that is, not only did
it set her apart from the rest), but also it turned on her
removal from the sexual economy. "It is a fact that can
hardly have escaped the notice of anyone," writes Richard
Carlile in 1838,

that women who have never had sexual commerce

begin to droop when about twenty-five years of

age, that they become pale and languid, that

general weakness and irritability, a sort of

restless, nervous fidgettyness takes possession of

them, and an absorbing process goes on, their

forms degenerate, their features sink, and the

peculiar character of the old maid becomes

apparent. (gtd. in Jalland 256)

The lack of discrimination apparent in Carlile’s rendering
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of the spinster between physical and psychological traits
reveals the extent to which her identity is generated from
her woman’s body. Moreover, the symptomatic nature of those
traits makes clear her removal from the norm, that norm, in
turn, based on this body being in circulation.'” Finally,
as Carlile himself indicates at the close of the passage,
this is how the spinster can be known; it is through this
description of her woman’s body that every woman who has not
married is to be identified. 1In other words, here is the
individual into which every single woman is to disappear.

When one considers that, as Pat Jalland points out,
this is the testimony of a "radical publisher" and sexual
"progressive," one must be impressed with a sense of this
creation’s authority (256). It is small wonder that the
women whom society relegated to "a sort of sub-animal
class," to use Carlile’s phrase, were affected by this
designation (gtd. in Jalland 256). In her study of single
women from mid-century, Martha Vicinus addresses, for
example, the tendency among feminist and non-political
single women alike to manufacture asexual versions of

themselves (Independent 17-18). This idea that the

individualizing of single women should result in their
alienating themselves from their own desires reveals itself
more fully in the light of an additional theoretical

perspective, one engendered in Luce Irigaray’s This Sex
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Which Is Not One.

Emerging from a consideration of an early chapter of
the same name and a later one, entitled "Women on the
Market," is the notion that women are alienated from their
own bodies in a society that reserves desire for men.
Further, based on what Irigaray says about the virgin in the
later chapter, we can visualize the lot of the spinster, in
particular, within this framework. What becomes clear is
that in such a society, in which women make contact with
desire only as objects of it, the spinster is utterly
disembodied; even this object relation to desire is denied
her. Without substance, without desire, the spinster fades

to a mere shadow in this account of the sexes.

What This Sex Which Is Not One provides us with, then,
is a means by which to locate Foucault’s concept of
individualization in the arena of sexual politics. By
offering accounts of the exploitation of the female body, it
furnishes the details of how a particular individual, woman
as object, is made. Moreover, because the details pertain
to the relation of this objectified woman to a female
subject, we obtain a bountiful view of the psychological
experience of objectification; and, given the availability
of a more convergent angle, of the single woman’s experience
of objectification, in particular. Hence, the introduction

of Irigaray’s work allows us not only to substantiate our
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application of Foucault’s, but also to extend its scope to
the psychological realm.

Finally, as Vicinus’ addressing the Victorian single
woman and asexuality indicates, theory which provides an
account of the banishing of single women’s desire is
singularly appropriate for gaining an understanding of the
Victorian spinster. In fact, a construction which depends
on the defining of women in terms of their bodies demands an
approach which, similarly, is based on the body. In this
sense, Irigaray’s work partakes of the temper which guides
and shapes Victorian society.

Moreover, that certain Victorians conceived of women
not merely in terms of their exploitable bodies, but in
those terms within an economic framework is clear from the
writing of conservatives like W.R. Greg and the author of

"Queen bees or working bees" (the Saturday Review piece).

Indeed, where the author of "Queen bees" stipulates that the
spinster "has failed in business," Greg spells out the
economics of spinsterhood fully.

The unmarried woman, he proposes, has failed to marry

because her "rival circle,"” "the demi-monde," offers the

single man a better deal (77); his emigration plan will
increase "the value" of women by creating a market demand
for them, meaning that "men will not be able to obtain

women’s companionship and women’s care so cheaply on illicit
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terms" (89). For their part, single women must increase
their appeal by appropriating the "charms" of their
"cheap[er]" competition (77). In this way, bachelors might
be induced "to purchase it in the recognized mode" (89).

The Saturday Review’s spinster "fail[ing] in business"

requires some deconstruction: this woman, whose product is
herself, has failed to find a buyer. But the link between
commerce and the female body in Greg is obvious; there could
hardly be a more pointed way of conveying the purpose of all

women than characterizing marriage as "the recognized mode"

of obtaining their "companionship." Likewise, Irigaray’s
thinking on embodied woman comprehends the idea that woman
is an object to be traded, as the title of the second of the
chapters mentioned--"Women on the Market"--no doubt
suggests. Thus, if the market approach of the Review author
and Greg is to be considered representative, we can
predicate a finer congruence between a Victorian conception
of women and Irigaray’s thought than their beginning from
the body. For in Irigaray’s analysis of "women on the
market, " we encounter, theorized, the very ideology which
conservatives like Greg disclose when describing women as
commodities. In other words, Irigaray’s work offers an
explicit analysis of the commodifying system through which
Victorian single women (ultimately owing to obscured desire)

were effaced.
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According to Irigaray, women function in "patriarchal
societies" in the same way as commodities function in Marx’
capitalist societies: "as the elementary form of...wealth"
(172) . This means that their usefulness as physical objects
is subordinated to the abstract value which men, as
producers, assign to them and which represents not "some

intrinsic, immanent value of the commodity," but the value

of the labour expended by men in its "fabricat[ion]" (176)
(174-75) . Because women, as commodities, have no value in
themselves, this abstract value can only be apprehended when
they are compared to one another, using the "measurement [of
each] against a third term that remains external to her"

(176). "Woman thus has value," emphasizes Irigaray, "only

in that she can be exchanged" (176). She sums up the

apportionment of a woman into a useful body and a valuable
body in the following:

Women-as-commodities are thus subject to a schism
that divides them into the categories of
usefulness and exchange value; into matter-body
and an envelope that is precious but impenetrable,
ungraspable, and not susceptible to appropriation
by women themselves; into private use and social
use. (176)

In accordance with this system, women in patriarchal
society are defined by the situation of their bodies,
resulting in three possible classifications: mother, virgin,
or prostitute (184-86). Because the usefulness of her body

to society outweighs any abstract value men could assign it
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(and thus presents a threat to the gystem), the mother is

kept out of "circulat[ion]"; she is "marked with the name of
the father and enclosed in his house...[as] private
property" (185). In contrast to the mother, who is all

matter-body, the virgin, untouched, is all fabrication; she

is "pure exchange value' (186). At the other extreme, the

prostitute, like the mother, is all useful body, but hers is
a usefulness which belongs to men rather than eluding them;
in consequence, she, unlike the mother, can be circulated
without threat, yet, unlike the virgin, represents no value
to exchange (186).

As "pure exchange value," the virgin, of all women, is
most dissociated from her body and most associated with the
values of men:

She is nothing but the possibility, the place, the

sign of relations among men. In and of herself,

she does not exist: she is a simple envelope

veiling what is at stake in social exchange.

(186)

But the spinster, a confirmed virgin, cannot be even this.
If the virgin in and of herself does not exist, but only as
the possibility of what she can mean to men, then the
spinster does not exist at all, since she is nothing either
in and of herself or to men. She no longer represents the
possibility of relations among men because she no longer has

any exchange value; her body no longer "constitutes the

material support of [her] price"(175).' She is out of
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circulation, but has never been claimed as private property;
she is on the shelf.

What such defining of women has to do with the way any
woman might experience herself is a point engaged also in
the discussion of "women on the market." Irigaray
entertains psychological considerations of both a socially
prescriptive and an experiential nature. For instance, in
detailing the process through which a flesh-and-blood woman
assumes "a transparent body," that is, the body of exchange,
Irigaray adverts to the social imperative that women become
what they are not (179). '"Participation in society
requires, " observes Irigaray, "that the body submit itself
to a specularization, a speculation, that transforms it into
a value-bearing object, a standardized sign, an exchangeable
signifier, a ’likeness’ with reference to an authoritative
model" (179-180). Further along in the discussion, in fact
bracketing her review of the classification of women,
Irigaray addresses this imperative in explicitly
psychological terms. She considers how society represents
the objectification of women as the model of "’'normal
feminine" "‘development’"™ (185-187).%

Subject to the truth prescribed for them, women are
positioned to experience themselves as what they are not.

On the one hand, they become intent on the object that is

valued by men; on the other, they become oblivious to their
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own desire. Irigaray treats each effect within a larger
discussion of the hegemony of male desire. Considering the
extent to which women collaborate in the system that belies
them, she observes that they end (as men wish them to end)
"preoccupied with their respective values"(179). At the
same time, they are alienated from what they wvalue, from
what they want. To belong to a society powered by male
desire (184) means "that woman maintain in her own body the
material substratum of the object of desire, but that she
herself never have access to desire," affirms Irigaray(188).
Significantly, women experience themselves in this way even
in the absence of men, or "among themselves," as Irigaray
prefers. "Among themselves," she determines, "they are
separated by his speculations" (188). In other words, the
influence of commodification is absolute; women are
"uprooted from their ’‘nature’" and, not themselves, can only
"relate to each other...in terms of what they represent in
men’s desire, and according to the ’'forms’ that this imposes
upon them" (188).

The idea that women cannot be themselves, that they are
denied the role of subject, is one which Irigaray reshapes

throughout This Sex Which Is Not One. One of the forms

which this development takes is her play with the mirror.
Although it represents in part a reply to the teachings of

Lacan and Freud on the mirror stage of psychological
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development, Irigaray’s employment of the mirror as a way to
conceptualize the relationship between men and women
pertains primarily to her own schema; in other words, the
mirror in Irigaray functions as a substantive image.?* 1In
"Women on the Market," Irigaray deploys the mirror to unfold
the operation by which women are made signifiers of men’s
labour and strangers to themselves. There, she explains
that the exchangeability of women means not that they
partake of community but that they each reflect the
intervention of man. As "fabricat[ions]," women are mirrors
of man’s "activity" (176-77). "The mirror that envelops and
paralyzes the commodity," writes Irigaray, appending this
new image to the body/envelope construct (176),

"specularizes, speculates (on) man’s ‘labor.’ Commodities,

women, are a mirror of value of and for man" (177). By

showing women as mirrors, Irigaray reveals the magnitude of
their alienation from self: they exist as nothing more than
specular surfaces to reflect the only subject in society,
man.

An appeal to the visual realm as a means of conveying
the non-existence of women is not confined, however, to
Irigaray’s play with the mirror; she engages the politics of
vision directly in "This Sex Which Is Not One," assigning to
it primary importance in the unmaking of women. Where

Irigaray explores this unmaking from a socio-economic
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perspective in "Women on the Market," in this chapter she
addresses it from the point of view of desire itself. Thus,
we find here a discussion of, for one thing, the disjunétion
between "female eroticism" and "the predominance of the
visual" obtaining in the Western "sexual imaginary" (25-26).
This "dominant scopic economy" ensures that women cannot
participate as subjects: their sexual anatomy necessarily

excludes them because it "represents the horror of nothing

to see" (26). At the same time, their bodies stand in as
erotic objects, there "to stimulate the drives of the
subject...’" (26). "Woman...is to be the beautiful object
of contemplation," affirms Irigaray; she is to arouse male
desire and remain a stranger to her own (26). In this
chapter, then, we gain particular insight into Irigaray’s
election of the visual to demonstrate the defining of women
in terms of what they are not. It signifies a way in which
women are excluded at a fundamental level--by virtue of
their bodies--from active participation in society.?
Moreover, it 1s practised in such a way as to render the
pleasure of looking remote from women’s experience of vision
(25-26). As well as revealing the extent to which the
politics of vision can be implicated in the objectification
of women, then, "This Sex Which Is Not One" particularizes
its effects. Not only does objectification result in women

becoming intent on their status as objects, it results in
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their experiencing men’s gaze as a measure of that status;
not only do they become oblivious to their own desire, but
also to the possibility that vision could bear any relation
to it. We learn here that to be objectified means more than
to have one’s being eclipsed by a fabrication; it means to
have one’s entire relationship to vision distorted.

Vision, it will have become evident, occupies a
privileged position in the thinking of both Irigaray and
Foucault. Whether one is considering the objectification
attendant on individualization discussed in Foucault, or the
objectification (and commodification) of women treated in
Irigaray, vision plays a central role. It is observation
which powers the process Foucault discusses, while it is the
visual realm which provides imagery for and an exemplar of
the process Irigaray discusses. Moreover, each
conceptualizes vision as a hostile force. 1In each
construct, a fabricating gaze comes between a body and its
essence. The gaze produces of that body an object of use to
society, dispensing with its wilful subjecthood. 1In other
words, the product eclipses the being, rendering her/him, to
all intents and purposes, invisible.

What Foucault and Irigaray show us, then, are ways of
thinking about the spinster within a visual framework, a
framework particularly illuminating with respect to the

Victorian spinster. Her predicament turns on her continuing
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presence in the face of every social interdiction against
it. In spite of the fact that there is no place for her in
a society where women exist to marry, there she is. 1In
spite of the fact that her unused body has been made
immaterial, there it is. This offending visibility is laid
bare by the theories of Foucault and Irigaray. We see the
shadowy figure beyond the glorified object of desire and its
essence with the help of Irigaray. And we appreciate,
because of that view, what small appeal might lie in such
glorified objectification to the spinster, for whom even the
basest recognition might seem preferable to utter nullity.
Yet, as we gather from Foucault, the recognition accorded
the spinster when taken as a woman--that is, when observed
from the standpoint of her material attributes--is
monstrous. When the spinster appears in her bodily form it
is as the product of a society which wishes to dispense with
her and offers her to view accordingly. Exhibited as an
"anomaly," a representative of "a sort of sub-animal class,"
the spinster garners attention which she would no doubt
rather do without. Hence, we are confronted, in the
Victorian era, with a world in which a single woman is
either shadow or spectacle; indeed, in which it is this
woman’s very insubstantiality which exposes her as
spectacle. We are confronted with a world, at last, in

which every single woman must feel a terrible pressure, body



67

and soul, to disappear.

Making her way through such a world was Charlotte
Bronté. Although she lived the last months of her life as a
married woman, for the most part, her life was lived in the
face of such social negation. Moreover, hers was the lot
not merely of the unmarried woman of the early Victorian
era, but of the unmarried woman whose misfortune it was to
need to support herself.??* The eldest of three living
daughters in the family of a clergyman whose resources were
committed to the only son, Bronté found herself at nineteen
charged not only with the responsibility of supporting
herself but also with the opportunity of providing support
(in the form of a free education) for another of the sisters
(Gérin 92 and 98) .?® Taking on her duty, she went to teach
at Roe Head school, a situation which became, in part due to
her disinclination for teaching (98), "very nearly
intolerable, " according to Winifred Gérin (108). Desire,
however, did not enter the province of the genteel working
woman, and Bronté continued to take teaching positions as
long as "Duty--Necessity," the "stern mistresses" to whom
she adverted on first going out as a teacher, demanded it
("To Ellen Nussey" 2 July 1835, W&S 1: 129).

The person to whom she avouched this submitting to
necessity was Ellen Nussey, a friend from Bronté’s student

days at Roe Head. What she declared to Nussey next,
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though, intimates that she submitted ruefully. "Did I not
once say Ellen you ought to be thankful for your
independence?" Bronté writes. "I felt what I said at the
time, and I repeat it now with double earnestness...." The
nature of teaching at the time, in particular of private
governessing, explai<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>